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            Prologue – Maddie
   

         

         The long-haul flight was finally coming to an end, and Maddie gazed out the window at the azure sea just outside. It was breath-taking. Exotic. She unlocked her phone, turned on the selfie camera and started recording herself.

         ‘I never thought I’d have the guts to do this, but here I am, moving to a place where I know literally no one. It’s a little scary, but mostly exciting.’

         She squinted at the bright day on the other side of the glass. ‘That’s the Mediterranean down there, with all the tiny, white boats. And the port. It’s almost as if you can feel the good energy coming from the city. I can’t wait to land. I can’t wait to be a part of it.’

         The airplane speakers started buzzing again, and the flight attendant announced that they would initiate landing procedures shortly. Maddie took a deep breath and looked straight into the camera. ‘Okay Barcelona, here I come!’

      
   





Chapter 1 – Paisley



Paisley dragged her big suitcase behind her as she walked up to a beautiful, well-preserved 19th century building. In the main entrance, she saw a sign over the elevator doors. FUERA DE SERVICIO.

‘Great,’ she mumbled and started climbing the stairs, dragging her luggage behind her. Her low heels clicked against the chipped tiles. Once she had located her sister’s apartment, she rang the doorbell. It had a loud, metallic ring to it, and Paisley jumped at the sound. A moment later, the door opened.

‘Hi,’ she blurted. She admired the striking man for a beat before she noticed what he was holding. He followed her gaze to his the knife in his hand and smiled.

‘I’m cooking,’ he said reassuringly. ‘I’m Michael. Come on in, I’ll show you Maddie’s room.’

She raised her eyebrows. ‘How do you know who I am?’

He looked her up and down with a slight smirk.

‘Because of the way Maddie talks… uhm, I mean, used to talk about you.’ He went back inside, obviously expecting her to follow him. Paisley grimaced and raised her voice.

‘Excuse me, she’s not dead.’ She repeated the last part quietly to herself like a mantra as she entered the apartment. When she found Maddie’s bedroom, she threw her backpack on the bed and started snooping around. It was just as messy as Maddie’s room had always been back home, growing up.

There was a copy of Alice in Wonderland on the nightstand. The copy that Paisley had given her once. The one in which she had written a personal message to her sister on the first page. She opened the book and saw her own old, childish handwriting. If you ever fall down the rabbit hole, remember that your sister will always be there to catch you. P.

It felt like a punch to the gut. She looked up and saw some pictures hanging on the walls. Maddie parachuting. Maddie at a fancy bar surrounded by a bunch of well-dressed strangers. Maddie on a beach wearing nothing but a straw hat. Paisley furrowed her brows and walked across the room. She opened the closet and looked through the clothes hanging there. Bright red and yellow summer dresses, a snug little black dress and a bunch of colourful tank tops. When she opened one of the drawers, Paisley found two sex toys casually thrown into the pool of lace thongs. She instinctively reached her hand out to grab one, but suddenly stopped and shut the door with a loud bang. She closed her eyes and wrinkled her nose. Unable to contain her curiosity, she opened the door again and grabbed the vibrator from the drawer. She pressed the button and grimaced at the obscene buzzing.

Paisley desperately needed to talk to someone about her findings, so she took out her laptop, opened Skype and pushed the dial-icon next to Jonas’s name.

‘Hey babe! How was your trip?’

Finally, there he was. Her rock. She missed him already. It wasn’t like her to go to Europe and leave her boyfriend behind, but she didn’t have a choice.

‘Exhausting. So many layovers.’

‘Yeah… Maybe order some takeaway for dinner and go to bed early. Get a good eight hours of sleep.’

‘You know I can’t sleep that much. After seven hours, max, my eyes go like…’ She drew small explosions in the air with her slim fingers. ‘And to be honest I’m a little nervous about being here. I’m staying at Maddie’s, and her room is like… full of strange stuff.’

‘What kind of “strange stuff”?’

‘I don’t know, just… things. Photos with strange people. It just… feels like someone else’s room.’

‘Hmm.’

Paisley was waiting for him to say something, but he just looked down with an absent expression. Was he seriously thinking she couldn’t see what he was doing?

‘Are you looking at your phone? Jesus!’

‘I’m sorry. I just got this email from my sister about my parents’ anniversary party. Shit, you’re going to miss the organisation meeting. Maybe you can join us on Skype this Tuesday?’

‘Listen, Jonas. I’m dealing with the fact that my sister has gone missing in a foreign country. Your parents’ anniversary party isn’t a priority for me right now.’

‘Of course. I’m sorry. You’re totally right.’

She shrugged. There was something about his choice of words that irritated her. He was absent. Trying to comfort her with generic, soothing words that weren’t applicable to her situation. She wanted to lash out at him, but that wasn’t like her. She always kept it together, but this time it felt harder. She was just so worried about Maddie.

‘So, I went to the police today. They looked at me as if I was crazy. Honestly, it was very irritating.’

‘But that’s good news! That probably means that nothing serious happened. Did you show them Maddie’s email?’

‘Yes. But I’m telling you, Jonas. My sister doesn’t write like that. That’s not her style. What if someone is impersonating her?’

‘Babe, I’m sure she’s just having a digital detox.’

Paisley bit her bottom lip as she went over it once more. It didn’t make sense. Statistically, he was probably right. What were the odds that Maddie had been abducted? She just had a creepy feeling that something was off. There was something about this room. This apartment. Maddie’s roommate. All of it.

‘Also, Maddie’s roommate makes me uncomfortable. This guy, Michael.’

‘The chef? But he’s American, isn’t he?’

‘Like there aren’t any creepy American guys? He looks at me funny.’

‘What do you mean “funny”? Look, Paisley, try to get a little rest. You seem stressed.’

‘Babe! Why is everyone treating me like I’m crazy?’

Jonas didn’t say anything. Suddenly, another voice broke the silence.

‘I have something for you.’

She jumped and instinctively shut the computer. Michael was standing at the door, holding a plate in his hand.

‘You startled me,’ she sighed.

He smiled mischievously at her with his eyebrows raised. He handed her a small, black USB stick and said he found it in the laundry bag after Maddie disappeared. She didn’t thank him. She just took the stick and examined it, as if she had never seen anything like it before. She was still in deep thought when Michael set the plate down in front of her.

‘It’s a creamy mushroom risotto with red peppers,’ he said over his shoulder as he walked out of the room. She saw him disappear behind the glazed door. Paisley waited until his footsteps had faded before grabbing the fork. She was starving, come to think of it. Her eyes almost rolled back into her head as the took the first bite. It was definitely one of the best risottos she had ever had. And she had even been to Italy.

She practically inhaled the food, and then gathered up the last grains of rice on the plate with her index finger and licked it off. Now she had the energy to find out what was on the USB, so she plugged it into her laptop. There was only one folder on there. ‘Summer of Lust’. What was that supposed to mean? She double clicked the icon and found a list of mp4 files.
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