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	Proloog

	 

	Soon, you will read Kate’s story. Sweet, smart, sporty Kate. Kate, who has a much too big mouth but can’t handle alcohol very well. Kate, who is impatient but loyal. Loyal to another but can’t keep a promise to herself. Doubting, chaotic Kate, who has just finished a rotten week with an awful guy. Kate, who can’t resist snacking and is most definitely not a morning person. You will probably sympathise with her, empathise, and hope that things end well for her because Kate is a woman with values and standards that most people respect. Most people. Not me. I’m different.

	Since this is also my story, I want you to know more about me. I’ll just tell you straight away that I’m an addict. Do you know what that is—an addiction? It is the all-consuming urge, the insatiable desire to want to do or use something. Craving. You are addicted when you know you shouldn’t do something and still can’t resist it. Strange, isn’t it, that ‘not doing’ something can be so hard? Don’t push that red button.

	What is your addiction? And don’t say you don’t have one. Everyone is addicted. Some to cocaine, others to cigarettes, and others to their smartphones, PlayStations, gambling, TV series, coffee, or alcohol. Can you just not resist chocolate, or do you only become fulfilled after buying the 137th pair of shoes? Can you not live without sex or your daily shot of porn? There must be something you are addicted to. Come on, admit it.

	I’ll tell you what my addiction is, and it’s probably just a little more extreme than yours. 

	I kill. 

	I fiercely crave to take someone’s life with one strike. Or with many stabs. It varies.

	I always prefer the knife, though—you don’t feel the resistance with any other weapon. You don’t feel them dying when you shoot or poison someone. You only see it. A knife makes you feel. It connects you to your victim, and that connection, that power, is better than any sensation you can imagine. You end someone’s life. You choose to plunge a knife into their body. You feel the flesh give way, smell their fear, see their dark red blood, and fly. Ecstasy.

	Okay, now you might feel disgusted with me, but I’m not writing this to be liked. I just want to show you that we are not that different from each other. Do you really think that you will manage to never snack again this time or pass up that attractive, unique opportunity to win a million? Tell yourself you’re different.

	I’m also a user of alcohol and coke. No, not cola—I really don’t understand how you can be addicted to a chemical, acidic substance that slowly but surely eats your insides. It stops the rust, but hey, it’s definitely not an anti-ageing product!

	No, I use cocaine, that white powder that is, unfortunately, ridiculously expensive. Not an addict but a user. Yes, I deny it, so maybe I’m addicted to that after all. But I don’t crave it; that’s the difference. I use it to reinforce my real addiction. That moment I can succumb to it or otherwise suppress it. After all, socially speaking, you can’t just cut someone’s throat at any time. Unfortunately.

	Sex also goes well with murder. Like cola does with crisps, chocolate with coffee, like a cigarette with stress. For some, it is a good match; for others, it means nothing. Another subjective thing. I’d bet you eat in front of the TV and not because you are hungry but ... because you feel like it? And if you don’t give in to that craving, you get a nasty, nagging feeling. Cravings. Yes, you are addicted, just like me.
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	Kate picked up her crammed sports bag and backpack and glanced in the mirror on the wall. Her sleek, black hair looked as lifeless as she was.

	Thank you for your good timing, Wendy. 

	She was walking downstairs when the doorbell rang for the second time. Sighing, she opened the door and looked into the beaming face of Amber, baring her gleaming-white teeth as soon as she saw Kate.

	‘Are you ready, Kate?’ Amber gave her a fleeting kiss. She had clearly not been sparing with her perfume. She looked just as Kate remembered from the last time she had seen her: as if she had just come from a make-up artist and hairdresser—a stylist with a penchant for pink.

	‘Yes, totally. I’m looking forward to it.’

	That was a lie. She was not looking forward to it at all. She really didn’t feel like leading a ski youth camp with some strangers in France.

	The sound of a car door being opened caught her attention. For an instant, Kate stared in surprise at the large, black SUV with a huge cargo box parked in her neighbour’s handicapped space. Amber had insisted in one of her emails, subtle but not to be misunderstood, that she wanted as little luggage as possible. Not exactly an easy task when going on a ski trip, but understandable when travelling in a small car. This Dodge was a monster.

	Elias stepped out of the car and briefly waved a hand through his blond hair. He wore a canary yellow polo shirt and khaki trousers. His cashmere jumper hung over his shoulders, the sleeves tied together in front of his neck. Partly because of his perfectly tanned skin, he looked like he had come from a summer tennis tournament instead of leaving for a ski trip in early February. He walked towards them and took Kate’s bag of skis from her.

	‘Hello, Kate, nice to have you come along,’ he said out of politeness and only because he was well brought up. He barely looked at her.

	‘Hi, Elias. Thanks for letting me ride with you.’

	‘Of course, this is much better than sitting on a bus with that noisy gang for a good ten hours. You’ll be shattered before you arrive. This way, we’ll get there faster and have an extra day to explore the ski resort.’

	Kate nodded. Why a young and seemingly successful insurer like him had taken the initiative to organize a youth camp was beyond her understanding.

	‘So, it will be the three of us for a whole week?’ Kate pulled out all the stops to hide her disgust. She really had no desire to spend a whole week with just the adult company of a couple in love. Those two would probably have more eyes for each other than for the gang of children they would normally have to lead with four.

	Amber shook back her long, lush, blonde hair.

	‘We would have done quite well, but no, I found a last-minute replacement for Wendy. And I believe there is another group from another travel agency. How is Wendy’s foot, by the way? Is it any better?’

	‘Yes. She manages to hop, but it’s inconvenient that she can’t drive a car,’ Kate replied, kinder than she had wanted. She had to keep them as friends, or the week would be completely disastrous. How much better could a broken foot get within a week?

	Amber shrugged. ‘I still don’t understand how someone could be so clumsy and just fall down the stairs. You break a leg on a skiing holiday, not just at home.’

	Kate closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Did Amber really have such thick, long hair—or were they expensive extensions?

	As Kate walked to the car, a black car slowly drove by. Kate blinked, and for a moment, she thought she saw Rick, her ex, behind the wheel. She looked at the vehicle, which continued driving slowly. It was a Vauxhall like Rick had, but of course, there were more of those driving around these days. She shook off the thought. She must have been imagining it, and if not, it wasn’t so bad because she would be just under nine hundred kilometers away from him in a few hours. Perfect.

	Kate got into the car after Elias and looked curiously at her fellow passenger, who was already in the back seat. Her enthusiasm about the good news that she wouldn’t be alone with the two lovebirds and would have help with the youngsters melted away like snow in the sun when she saw him sitting there.

	‘Kate, this is Tristan. Tristan is a ski instructor at an indoor ski slope on Sundays. Tristan, this is Kate, a good friend of my colleague,’ Amber introduced them to each other.

	The young man had to be somewhere in his late twenties. He had pale skin, pitch-black hair, and particularly dark eyes. He wore black jeans topped with a thick hooded sweatshirt that he had pulled over his head. When she stepped in, he wore wireless earphones and was busy using his smartphone.

	‘Hi,’ Kate said and uncomfortably forced a smile. Tristan looked at her strangely for a moment and then merely nodded in greeting, quickly turning his eyes back to his phone. When Elias started the car, Tristan put his phone away and stared out the window.

	Pleased to meet you, too. 

	She looked out of her own window as the car took her away from her familiar surroundings. 
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	The car was strikingly quiet for the first half hour, and Kate feared it would be a very long and boring drive. Just as she was about to grab her music, too, Amber turned to her.

	‘Is it true you study medicine? Wendy has told me about you many times at work, but when we saw each other the other day, I didn’t have that much time to talk to you.’

	Not that much time was better defined as no time, which had been the same the only other time she had seen Amber.

	‘Yes, that’s right, I finished my first three years.’

	‘And now you work at the local supermarket?’ Amber looked at her pityingly.

	‘Yes, to pay for the next few years.’

	‘Oh, so it’s because you’re poor, not because you can’t cope?’

	Kate narrowed her eyes. That was very blunt, but yes, she was right. Her father had died in an accident with a drunk driver when she was very small, and her mother had been on her own since then, but they managed quite well.

	‘I have a scholarship, but I’m tired of commuting. So, to not have to deny myself all the fun things and to be able to live on my own, close to the university, I decided to take a one-year break to earn some money,’ Kate said, looking at Amber tightly.

	‘So, do you like it behind the till?’ Elias butted into the conversation without making an effort to hide his mocking tone.

	Kate now couldn’t help but roll her eyes.

	‘There are worse things.’ Somewhat uncomfortably, Kate twisted a lock of her straight, black hair around her finger and then let it slip again.

	‘There certainly are,’ Amber agreed before turning back around.

	Kate glanced out of the corner of her eye at Tristan, who shook his head momentarily. His music was apparently not that loud. Het remained silent, however.

	For a long time, there was no silence in the car. Amber and Elias were recently engaged and wanted a big wedding next summer. For the next hour, Kate was forced to hear all about the preparations: from flower arrangements, make-up artists, bridesmaids, and exclusive wines to ceremony cars. Amber left no detail undiscussed.

	‘I hope the make-up artist doesn’t take too long to touch up my make-up after the reception. We don’t have much time for the photo shoot, and I want everything to run perfectly.’

	‘You don’t need make-up at all, darling. Even without it, you are by far the most beautiful woman on earth.’ 

	Amber blinked her long eyelashes. Kate grimaced after his sickly sweet words. They couldn’t see her anyway. Their perfection was too perfect to be beautiful. Kate found it almost sickening to hear them like this. She would keep it small and cosy if she ever got married. But Kate really didn’t want to think about getting married right now. No more men for her, at least for the next year, if not longer.

	Kate wanted to pull out her music, but Amber turned to her once again.

	‘What do you think, Kate? Should we have a candyfloss and popcorn stand or one with ice cream for the kids at the reception?’

	Kate shrugged her shoulders. ‘Children are always happy with ice cream, but candyfloss is more original.’

	‘Yes, you’re right. I’ll go for the candyfloss. That doesn’t stain clothes so much, either.’

	‘Candyfloss is quite sticky, though,’ Kate said carefully.

	‘Yes, but you can’t see that in the pictures!’ laughed Amber. Picture perfect.

	‘Now, how many children in total are coming tomorrow?’ asked Kate, trying to change the subject. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Tristan pull an earpiece out of his ear.

	‘Only twenty-four. Three sick and one cancellation due to the death of a grandparent. So that’s only six per person. I’ve already made a division. Tristan, you take the seven youngest. Five boys and two girls. You’re used to that age group anyway, and you’re by far the best teacher of the four of us,’ Amber told them earnestly.

	Tristan nodded in agreement but said nothing.

	‘You take five of them with you, Kate. All five can already ski quite well. Refine technique a bit, but mainly be a guide and babysitter. If you want to spend an afternoon skiing alone, that’s fine with us too, we’ll take them with us. I know you have a lot on your mind lately. They are very small groups this time. Quite a luxury.’

	A lot on her mind? What did she know about that? What had Wendy told her? Did Amber know that she had recently ended a relationship and that Rick didn’t really agree? That he had kept visiting her ever since, begging her to come back to him? She didn’t want to think about Rick, which was exactly why she wanted to escape, so she changed the subject.

	‘You guys do this often?’ Kate couldn’t help it, but she didn’t really see the two of them with children. Not without a nanny, anyway. 

	‘About two or three times a year. We work with a larger tour operator,’ Elias told her, changing lanes rather abruptly. Fortunately, the other driver had good brakes and reflexes.

	‘Twenty-four, that is indeed not many. And they won’t arrive until tomorrow afternoon?’ asked Kate.

	Amber nodded enthusiastically.

	‘Yes, that’s right. That way, we’ll have all day tomorrow to prepare everything and explore the ski resort. You’ll need that time to get your bearings because it’s huge.’

	‘Yes, I’ve seen that on the internet. “Les Portes du Soleil,” over six hundred kilometers of slopes. It looked amazing!’ agreed Kate, determined to explore every nook and cranny. Finally, something to look forward to.

	‘That’s true, but you have to be very careful that you only stay in France. There are slopes that let you cross the border, but our ski pass doesn’t reach that far. In fact, for the Swiss slopes, you have to pay extra. But don’t worry, I suspect you won’t even see every ski slope. That’s how big it is there.’

	‘But the nicest slope is in Switzerland!’ Those were the first words Kate heard Tristan say.

	‘The kids don’t get to do that one. Take that slope in your own time!’ replied Amber dryly, explaining, ‘Tristan, unlike us, knows the ski resort like the back of his hand. The slope he is referring to is called “La Chavanette” and is very difficult, with at least one death a year. Such slopes are off-limits for the kids this holiday. Insurance won’t cover it. Remember that, take the easy slopes like green and blue, or if it goes really well, a red one.’

	Kate nodded and looked curiously at Tristan, who was already staring outside again, this time, however, without earbuds.

	Kate looked at the weather app on her phone.

	‘It’s supposed to snow all day today, but they only predict sunshine for tomorrow!’

	‘Ideal,’ Tristan said flatly, without turning his face towards them, as if he was afraid of showing too much enthusiasm. 

	‘Definitely ideal, although I fear the rest of the week isn’t going to be as nice!’ Kate showed Amber the dark grey clouds and snowflakes on her phone’s screen, who immediately began sighing.

	‘Say it’s not true. I really don’t fancy a whole week of playing Ludo!’

	‘Oh well, that won’t be too bad, dear. In the mountains, the weather can’t be predicted at all. Sometimes they predict bad weather, but then the clouds might not come over the mountain, and you have beautiful weather,’ Elias soothed her as if he also controlled the sun.

	‘As long as there’s snow,’ Tristan said simply.

	‘There’s definitely going to be snow, maybe more than you’d like,’ Kate said when she saw that a good half a meter of snow was predicted today. Les Portes du Soleil might mean “doors to the sun,” but there won’t be much sun if this app is right. Could it get any worse?

	‘Tristan is a skier at heart. You ski several times a year, don’t you?’ asked Amber.

	Tristan nodded.

	‘But mostly a good swimmer, right?’ Amber continued. 

	‘Once,’ Tristan replied and put his second earpiece in again. It was quite clear he was not in the mood for small talk, and it was also clear that Amber knew things about him without knowing him very well.

	Kate now wisely followed Tristan’s lead and took out her earpieces. She really didn’t feel like hearing another few hours of over-the-top wedding plans. For a moment, she crossed Tristan’s mysterious gaze. He looked at her as if he could read her deepest secrets with a single glance.
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	Kate had just dozed off when she woke up with a song by Speeding Cars in her ears. She looked outside and saw how the cars in front of them were anything but speeding. Large snowflakes swirled down and gave the grey landscape a blanket of white. Kate stretched. The long drive was taking its toll.

	‘We should be there in an hour,’ Elias sighed, still at the wheel. He had refused to give the keys to anyone else at their gasoline stop. His car, he drove, no discussion possible.

	‘That will be a little later then, dear.’ Amber reached out to hand Kate another sweet from a large cone bag—she had yet to take one for herself. Imagine the horrors if she gained two hundred grams before the wedding! Tristan also refused the bag and just stared at the white expanse outside. Kate shuffled through the bag and took three.

	At walking pace, they drove along the lane, which fortunately was kept almost snow-free by the many cars. A few minutes, Elias could drive a little faster, but as soon as they took the motorway exit, the traffic thinned out very quickly, and the road disappeared under a carpet of snow.

	‘Good thing I have a big 4x4!’ boasted Elias.

	Is he trying to compensate for something? Kate thought, chuckling to herself.

	‘Even though you’re well insured, just be careful,’ Amber exhorted him, clamping the doorframe firmly. She didn’t really seem to have much faith in the driving skills of her betrothed.

	The car held up well for a while, but the layer of snow was visibly thickening as the road snaked steeper and steeper into the mountains. Clouds were also closing in, further reducing the little visibility.

	‘Don’t you want to put snow chains on before you get yourself stuck?’ suggested Kate cautiously.

	‘Yes, that seems like a good plan,’ Amber agreed, but Elias clearly hesitated.

	‘It might take a bit longer, but we’ll get there,’ he said, his gaze tightly focused on the road. He took a hairpin turn a little too hard, and the car clearly skidded a bit. Amber let out a scream.

	‘Okay, darling, now you stop and put those chains on before you drive us into the ravine!’

	‘Fine by me, though I have no idea how you put those things on,’ Elias confessed in a mutter.

	Kate smiled. Exactly as she had expected.

	‘Don’t worry, I’ll do it,’ Tristan said and stepped out.

	‘I’ll give him a hand.’ Kate put on her coat, grateful for a chance to stretch her stiff legs. Pleased with her new snow boots, she made her way into the heavy snowfall and icy wind.

	Without words, she helped Tristan put the chains on smoothly. She had fortunately done it a few times before. They were quickly back in the warm car. Elias, however, was clearly still doubtful.

	‘Do those chains really make a big difference to the grip?’ he asked hesitantly.

	‘Do you want me to drive?’ 

	Elias now nodded very willingly. They swapped places, and Amber also wanted to switch. She preferred not to sit in the front anymore. Kate cared little, so she got into the passenger’s side.

	Tristan steered the car smoothly up the mountain—clearly in control. The pace was also noticeably faster. The car still shifted regularly, but somewhere, Kate had a feeling that this was not accidental. The car seemed to be doing what Tristan wanted perfectly. A very small, shy smile appearing on Tristan’s mysterious face each time the car skidded, confirmed her suspicions. While Amber and Elias were now in the back seat, anxiously clutching their hearts and each other’s hands, Kate, on the other hand, felt relaxed. Tristan seemed to know what he was doing. He was clearly enjoying the ride.

	Still, Kate was glad when Avoriaz rose before them. The tourist-only village consisted of straight, towering wooden hotels that ingeniously accommodated thousands of tourists in the heart of the ski resort. The buildings were not particularly beautiful, but the atmosphere was very warm and cosy. The clouds hung a bit higher here, and you had a good view of the village, which had a chairlift running straight through it. However, they did not stay in Avoriaz itself. Their final destination was a cosy, secluded, authentic chalet one slope away. However, you couldn’t get there by car. Normally, a snowmobile or horse-drawn sleigh would take you there, but because of the bad weather, a big slope-repair machine was waiting for them. Skis and luggage were reloaded, and with all four crammed into the heavy vehicle's back seat, they travelled their final kilometres.

	The chalet was already covered in a good amount of fresh snow. The light inside shone invitingly through the already-fallen darkness. They stowed their skis and equipment in the separate shed built for the purpose and then made their way inside.

	Shaking off snow and ice, Kate looked around. The whole chalet was made of bright wood. The counter, the walls, the floor, everything made of wood. You could smell the fireplace blowing its warmth into the room. On the walls hung wooden frames with black-and-white photos of what Avoriaz must have once looked like before the tourists and hotels. Also hanging on the wall were old wooden skis with leather straps that must have come from the same era. Further decoration of the chalet consisted of red-and-white chequered curtains and tablecloths.

	Above the fireplace hung the head of what once must have been a majestic deer. It had beautiful antlers and dark shining eyes, which seemed to stare at Kate. A beautiful animal, but she couldn’t help finding it a sinister idea to hang a dead animal like that. The beast gave her the creeps.

	Arlette, an older woman with a particularly warm appearance, greeted them kindly. She wore a blouse that, judging by the buttons, was a size too small and a neat, straight skirt. She and her husband were the owners of this chalet. Behind her skirt appeared two adorable, blonde pigtails attached to a blushing face.

	‘This is Annie, my daughter’s youngest. She is staying with us for a week,’ Arlette introduced her grandchild.

	‘Hello, Annie,’ Kate smiled at the pretty child. Annie said nothing, just smiled shyly.

	‘How old are you?’ Kate asked her.

	‘Four,’ she said, raising four fingers in the air.

	‘Wow, four years already. That’s almost a whole handful. Are you helping Grandma and Grandpa for a week?’

	Annie nodded, smiled timidly again, then hopped out of the room.

	Amber and Elias stood at the counter where Arlette had put on her glasses and stared at her computer screen. The device seemed to be from another century, but apparently still worked. Tristan sat by the fireplace while Kate continued to inspect the room and kept one ear to Arlette and Amber’s conversation. It did not take her long to understand that something was wrong.

	‘Problems?’ she asked.

	‘Yes, we had booked an extra room for Tristan. I’ve got a confirmation email, but this woman here claims that this is impossible because there are simply no more rooms. There are three rooms for the supervisors and two dormitories for the children. The first room has already been occupied by Frank and Stuart from the other tour company. Their group will also arrive tomorrow. The second room is for me and Elias, and the third room is for you and Wendy, normally. Now it turns out that the fourth room promised to Tristan doesn’t actually exist at all. The travel agency must have made a mistake.’

	Kate couldn’t believe her ears.

	‘Things just get better,’ she muttered unintelligibly. She felt like banging her forehead on the counter. Her face must have spoken volumes because the grey-haired woman said, ‘But the beds are separate!’

	That would be another flaw, Kate thought, shaking her head despondently.

	Tristan didn’t seem to notice any of this as he sat carefree in one of the easy chairs by the fireplace, watching the fire. He didn’t even seem to notice them.

	‘And is there really nothing else free? Even if it’s just a small room, I don’t need much,’ Kate almost begged.

	‘No, sorry, there’s really no other room unless you want to sleep down here?’

	Kate shook her head and slumped her shoulders, defeated.

	‘It doesn’t matter. Just give that room to him. I’ll lie down with the girls. Then I can keep a better eye on them.’ Kate really didn’t feel much like sharing a room with an anti-social stranger.

	‘Are you sure?’ asked Amber somewhat nervously, picking at one of her false nails.

	‘I don’t have any other choice, do I?’ Kate sighed. It didn’t matter much anymore. A carefree holiday with her best friend was out of the question anyway. At least she was rid of Rick’s nagging for a while.

	Arlette handed Amber the key cards. Strange. A back-to-basic chalet with modern key cards. Kate took her luggage and shuffled behind Amber, Elias, and Tristan up the creaky stairs. Elias was carrying two gigantic suitcases of an extremely expensive brand. Two more equally large and expensive suitcases remained waiting for him in the lobby. Amber had apparently brought her entire wardrobe but did not think of carrying them upstairs herself. So much for luggage limitations.
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	At the top of the corridor, Tristan unexpectedly touched her arm. Kate was startled and immediately recoiled half a metre.

	‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I got the wrong key, Katheryne,’ he said flatly. It was the first time he’d actually said something to her.

	‘It’s Kate. Katheryne is only on my passport,’ Kate replied coldly. She looked at the card on which Arlette had written her official name. ‘No, that’s your room. I’ll sleep with the girls. There was a mistake in the booking.’

	‘What exactly makes a camp like this so much fun? The few hours in the evening and at night without supervision. The sport of still chatting when they have to be quiet ... you’re not going to deprive them of that by lying with them, are you?’ asked Tristan lightly, opening the door of what should have been her and Wendy’s room.

	Kate stepped aside for Elias, who was heading off to get the rest of the luggage.

	‘There is no other room. Be glad, this will save us a whole hassle, and after a few days of skiing, those kids will be too tired for nocturnal fuss anyway.’

	‘Are you crazy? You need a place to yourself with all those roaring rascals. Trust me, you won’t last two days. I don’t mind, and I don’t bite!’ Tristan gestured, seemingly gallantly, for her to go in ahead of him.

	No, you just barely talk. In your dreams. No way was she going to share a room with him.

	‘I tolerate more than you think. I’m heading up the stairs.’

	Elias walked past again, over-encumbered with suitcases, and barely looked at them.

	‘Are you really that prudish and old-fashioned? I know my manners.’ 

	Kate glared at him. He, who had not bothered to get to know her even a little on a boring, long drive, now started talking about manners? She couldn’t get a word out of her throat.

	‘Well? Prude? Or are you coming in?’

	Kate was a boiling cauldron of rage, and she clenched her fists. Prudish, she certainly wasn’t! She walked past him into the room without looking at him with her back straight as an arrow, and her nose probably stuck up a little too far in the air. Fortunately, the room was very spacious, and the two single beds were far apart. The bathroom was simple but had everything you needed, including a good lock. Kate plopped down on one of the beds and kicked off her shoes. Great. It wasn’t just the weather that would be disappointing. She also got to share a room with Mister Talkative.

	‘Good afternoon, my name is Mia. Do you have everything you need?’ 

	Kate looked up at the young chambermaid who appeared near them in the doorway. She looked barely eighteen and was very thin. She had long, black hair, which she wore tightly out of her face. She tugged a little nervously at her sleeve as she looked at them questioningly.

	‘Yes, fine. Thank you,’ Kate said as Tristan remained silent and just looked at the girl a bit strangely. Mia noticed it, too, blushed a little uncomfortably, and then turned her gaze away from him. ‘Extra pillows or blankets can be found in the cupboard. If you want me to change the towels, just leave them on the floor. If you want, I can also put the two beds together. I thought two women would be sleeping here and not a couple—‘

	Kate couldn’t interrupt her quickly enough.

	‘No, no, it’s fine like this. We’re not a couple.’

	‘Oh, well, that’s okay. Let me know if you need anything else … ’ Kate nodded and smiled kindly at the young girl who quickly made her way out. For a moment, her gaze flashed to Tristan, who had taken his laptop out of his backpack and was now prodding at his keyboard with earphones that seemed to be glued to his head.

	She then decided to unpack her things. She laid out her clothes on the bottom shelf of the wardrobe. She hid her stack of biscuits and chocolate behind it. She put away her underwear in her bedside table and left her lacey nightgown in the travel bag. Jogging trousers and a sleeveless top would serve as more suitable pyjamas. However, she did not have much more to unpack. After all, the woman who just had four suitcases carried upstairs had requested an extremely urgent luggage restriction.

	She took a paper bag from her makeshift suitcase and placed it on the bed. Wendy had given it to her last minute. A gift to make up for not being able to be there. Kate was not allowed to open it until she arrived. That was now. She read the note stapled to it:

	Sorry for my clumsiness. I would have loved to have been there. Here’s a substitute for myself. Don’t grieve for him; you did the right thing. Have a good time, and be safe! 

	X Wendy!

	 

	Kate emptied the bag on the bed and smiled when she saw all that her friend had given her. Ten bars of chocolate, a bottle of Apple Sourz, three gossip magazines, a cone of sweets, and a bag of crisps. What more did a woman need? The first two sweets disappeared into her mouth.

	‘Thank you, Wendy!’ she said aloud. Grinning, she packed up the items again.

	Tristan looked at her as if trying to understand what the bag represented, but Kate decided not to explain anything. Not as long as he closed himself off with those ‘I’d rather not talk’ earphones.

	There was a knock on the door, and since Tristan obviously didn’t hear it, Kate opened it. Arlette looked at her with a warm smile.

	‘If it suits you, we always eat here at half past six.’

	Yes, dinner, Kate suddenly thought again very cheerfully.

	‘Perfect, we’re coming!’

	Arlette nodded, walked on, and knocked on Amber and Elias’ door. No one answered, and the old woman knocked again.

	‘Just a moment!’ 

	Arlette looked doubtfully at Kate, who had remained standing in the doorway.

	‘Sorry, I just went for a shower,’ giggled Amber, dressed in just a white bathrobe.

	‘We’re eating in ten minutes,’ proclaimed Arlette unblinkingly.

	‘Okay, we’ll be right there,’ Amber laughed gleefully and glanced at Kate. ‘Or ten minutes later,’ she winked mischievously at her and closed the door again. Arlette didn’t look at Kate while she knocked on the next door. Kate shook her head and walked back into her own room. Tristan did not look up.

	‘It’s dinner time,’ she said loudly, but he didn’t hear her and continued to type undisturbed. Kate put her sneakers back on and rolled her eyes at Tristan, who didn’t seem to notice anything. She started to walk out of the room without saying anything but hesitated. 

	She walked towards his bed, and when he still didn’t look up, she brutally pulled out one of the earpieces. ‘That’s three times. We need to go eat!’

	A crash in the room next to them made her frown. There was nothing to disguise the noises that followed, which made her sigh even more.

	Tristan looked at her with a grimace and quickly put his earpiece back in. Kate laughed at this, but louder cries from the busy couple next to them now made her long for her music too.

	‘I’m coming,’ said Tristan, who now stood and looked straight at her. His eyes sparkled, though the rest of his face remained emotionless.

	‘You’re not, but he will be,’ Kate chuckled. She turned quickly and walked up the corridor. She didn’t want to know how he would react to that.
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