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Eva seems to live the perfect life — she has

a loving family, a cosy detached home,
schoolwork that never overwhelms her,

and she gets along well enough with her
classmates. But when her mother is sent on
an unexpected business trip, and her father
spends less and less time at home while
behaving ever more strangely, the girl begins
to feel abandoned in the empty house. Eva
hopes to find comfort in Loona, an exchange
student arriving from Germany. At first,
everything unfolds as expected, but soon

the lively, boundaries pushing Loona decides
to join a challenge app that is making the
rounds in their class. The rule of the game is
simple: anyone who accepts a challenge must
complete a nerve-racking task within twenty-
four hours. Eva has no intentions joining in

— until her own house appears as the next
challenge location.
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You have 24 hours to do something you
would never normally do.

Everyone’s watching.

Will you take the challenge?
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3.
Forbidden Entry

After their trip to the store, Loona wanted to look around her temporary home’s yard
and garden. Eva’s dad took the groceries inside, leaving the girls alone in front of

the house. Wild grapevines hung from the two-story building’s pale grayish plaster,
partially concealing the windows.

Loona gazed at an open window on the first floor where Eva’s room must be.

“Your house is kind of old and historical-like. It’s interesting. And actually really
pretty, too.”

Eva tried seeing her home from another person’s point of view.

“Yeah... | can’t say for sure, but | think it’s belonged to our family for some fifty
years or so. It was built sometime in the 1930s, maybe. At first, it was actually used as
a railway building or something like that for a while.”

“And then you moved in here?”

“Well, we sure didn’t,” Eva snorted. “My family wasn’t even born yet, but my
dad’s grandma and her parents did when she was little.”

“Is your grandma still alive?”

Eva laughed. Her grandma was so youthful and energetic that the mere
thought of her being deceased was downright comical.

“Sure is. She’s even been the minister of education twice, the first time way
long ago and the second just as of last year.” Eva was embarrassed by the pride in
her own voice. What a crazy thing to boast, she cursed. She felt like her grandmother
herself, obsessed with social status and reputation.

“Really? Like, in the government?”

“Yeah. S’pose that’s why Gramps can be really strict sometimes. He constantly
tells us that everything we do reflects back on Grandma, so we need to be really,
really well-behaved.” Eva refrained from adding that she believed her dad did
everything exactly the way Grandma told him.

“Ugh, how annoying!”

Eva couldn’t agree more. It was something that came up almost every day.

“I get more or less good grades in school, luckily, so it’s not too bad. And |
haven’t gotten in trouble for anything too outlandish, so Grandma can be pretty
content. She’s the reason we ended up getting you as an exchange student in the first
place, by the way. She owed somebody a favor; an official who needed to find host
families for incoming students.”

“So, you didn’t actually want me? Or, like, anybody?”

Eva quickly shook her head, leaving out the fact that her parents were very
much against the idea at first.

“No, no—we did. I've always wanted this. It’s just the timing... With Mom going
away just recently and all the... That’s why Dad said we were going to cancel all the
same, but Grandma told him it was too late to cancel; that everything was arranged
and the family had no problem with the host family being a single-parent situation
temporarily,” Eva chattered with a sigh. “But I’'m really glad you came. Otherwise I'd
be so lonely here right now.”

“That’s good. I’'m glad | came, too. We're totally going to have tons of fun
together.”

“l think so, too. Come on!”
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The girls walked behind the house. Eva pointed at a bench beneath a pear tree,
its paint chipped and flaking.

“Wanna sit a while?”

The wood was a little damp because the frequent rainfall over the last few
weeks had kept it from drying. Eva and Loona stared at their home as if seeing it for
the very first time. The view was completely different from this side of the slightly
overgrown courtyard. Here, a much larger section of the wall wasn’t covered by vines.
There was water damage in several places, and the plaster was peeling off most
everywhere.

Loona scratched the dirt with the toe of her sneaker.

“It’s really such a strange house... And pretty big... The whole thing belongs to
your family?”

“Yeah...” The house had always seemed too big for her family, too. “And half of
it is still completely unrenovated. Only our apartment has been fixed up. Dad’s been
talking about renovating the other half for a hundred years already, make another
apartment and rent it out, but he’s made zero progress so far.”

“Okay, though maybe it is nicer not having any neighbors, right? You can’t
imagine what kind of crazies we have to share our building with in Berlin. I've got
stories galore. Hey, look—what’s down there? Where those little windows are
boarded up from the inside?”

Eva turned her gaze to the basement level where the outlines of windows were
just visible through the tall grass.

“That’s the basement. Or, well, some basement-type rooms. I’'ve never been
down there myself.”

“How’s that possible? You just told me you’ve lived here your whole life and
the house belongs to your family, right?” Loona asked in surprise.

Eva herself couldn’t say. She’d tried to explore the whole house when she
was a kid, of course, but her parents always told her not to. They didn’t store any
preserves or old furniture in the basement that would’ve given them a reason to go
down there, either. In any case, she’d never seen her parents take anything to that
level of the house or fetch anything from it. Eva silently eyed the steps leading down
to the outdoor entryway. She could visualize the cracks in the broken flagstones and
the musty smell that invaded her nostrils whenever she reached the door, which was
made of sturdy wood and always kept locked. The memories hadn’t crossed her mind
in ages but for some reason, Loona’s questions caused the suppressed sensations to
resurface. It felt like someone had failed to tell her something important. Suddenly,
Eva realized that the basement was the only place in the house where she’d never
been allowed to go.

The pesky thoughts still wouldn’t leave her alone later that night. Dad had been
snoring upstairs for hours. After Loona got sleepy and went to her room as well and
Eva figured she’d fallen asleep, she crept out of bed, crossed the dark living room to
the front entrance, and from there entered the walk-in pantry. Carefully, she opened
the refrigerator door a crack to cast some light into the windowless, low-ceilinged
space. And there it glowed: a metal door at the far end of the pantry. Even in her
earliest childhood memories, the mysterious door was kept locked day and night. Eva
jiggled the handle. Why the hell was it locked all the time? She could recall seeing her
dad slip out and immediately lock it behind him multiple times when she was a little
kid. The key dangled at the end of a thick silver chain around his wrist. Though it was
no ordinary key: the bottom was jagged like any other, but the shape was long and
thin, and it lacked a rounded top. If she hadn’t known, then she would never have
guessed it was a key at all, but rather a curiously designed pendant.
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Eva scrutinized the heavy metal door and drummed her fingers lightly on
the refrigerator. What was it that she wasn’t she allowed to see behind the cool
metal barrier? Eva remembered when she and her mom once came home from the
countryside a day earlier than planned. When they parked in front of the house, Dad
ran out and told her and Mom to wait in the car a while. A few minutes later, several
unfamiliar figures (she couldn’t even tell if they were men or women in the dusky
twilight) slipped out the front door and disappeared behind the hedges lining the
street. Although Mom refused to answer any of Eva’s questions, her annoyance was
as plain as day. Later that night when Eva was tucked into bed and trying to fall asleep,
she heard through the wall the murmur of her parents unmistakably arguing in the
kitchen. She could only make out a few words of what they were saying, one of which
she thought was “pantry”. Or did she just think she heard that because the space was
always shrouded in secrecy?
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