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The bus let Jonas off at the last stop. No kiosk, no sign, no noise apart from the engine, which immediately started up again. The tarmac ended after a few metres. Behind it began a cobbled path of earth, stones and wet leaves. Jonas pulled his hood tighter and checked for the third time whether the mobile phone had reception. One bar, then none. He put it away and picked up his rucksack.

He was not alone. Mara stood next to him and looked towards the forest. She said nothing, but her gaze lingered on the dark trunks, as if she was expecting something there. Felix was the last to get off the bus, holding a paper bag that smelled of crisps. He tried to laugh as if it was all a trip. His laughter was short and too loud, then it fell silent.

They were here because of the old hotel. An abandoned building up on the hillside that had been empty for years. On the forums, there were photos of broken windows, bricked-up doors, a dining room with curtains that had been left hanging. The comments included words like "haunted" and "curse", but Jonas had seen it all as an exaggeration. He wanted to take pictures, a video, something that felt real, something that didn't smell like a normal weekend later.

The path first led through meadows. The air was cold, but not clean. It smelled of damp earth and something dull that didn't fit a place where cows should be. A bell hung on a fence, chiming softly without the wind. Jonas stopped and turned round. The bus had long since disappeared. Behind them lay only the path and the forest.

"We're too early," said Felix. "Sunset isn't until later."

Mara looked at her watch. "It's still getting dark quicker here."

Jonas walked on. The path climbed and became narrower. The trees were thicker. The ground became soft and every step caused water to ooze out of the moss in small bubbles. Felix slipped once and cursed. The sound was strange between the trunks. He then spoke more quietly.

After half an hour, the first traces of people appeared. A wooden post, half rotten, with a rusty chain attached to it. A spot in the ground where the grass was missing, as if something had often been dragged there. Jonas stopped again, knelt and touched the earth. It was firm and smooth. The track led up the slope. Mara stood behind him and said, "This is it."

The hotel was suddenly in front of them, without them having noticed a final ascent. It stood on a ledge in the slope, as if someone had put it there and let the forest grow around it. Three storeys, a wide front, the windows dark, many panes smashed. The front steps were covered in leaves. Above the door hung a sign on which only the last letters could be read. The wood was black and cracked. Jonas lifted the camera and filmed. The display showed a calm image, too calm. The sound picked up a thin hiss, although there was no wind.

"In there," Felix said, pointing to one side of the building. "There's a window open."

They walked closer. The leaves on the stairs crunched, but it didn't sound like leaves. It sounded like dry paper. Jonas stepped onto the first step and felt something hard under his shoe. He lifted his foot. A thin layer of white residue stuck to the tread. He bent down and picked up a piece. It was brittle, cold, smooth. No plaster, no plaster. It looked like salt, but it smelled of nothing.

Mara reached out, picked up a piece too and dropped it. "It's everywhere."

Jonas took a closer look. There was a white stripe in the groove of the step between the brown leaves, neatly drawn as if someone had deliberately made a line. This line continued over the next step, over the third, right up to the door. It was not accidental. It was a path.

Felix stepped over the strip as if he didn't want to touch it. "Is this part of some ritual?"

Jonas filmed the line. He wanted a good opening, a hook. Something that would grab the audience right away. He could feel his hand shaking. He told himself it was the cold.

They walked round the corner to the open window. It was on the ground floor, the pane was missing, the edge was full of splinters. Jonas shone the torch inside. The beam showed a room with overturned chairs and wet wallpaper. There was that white streak on the floor again, wider this time, as if someone had tipped out a sack. It led from the window into the darkness, straight through the room into a corridor.

"We're not going in there," said Mara.

"Yes, we are," Jonas said, though his voice sounded thin. "Just for a moment. We'll stay together."

Felix was the first to climb through the window. He landed with a thud. He cursed again, then fell silent, as if he'd been startled. Jonas followed, then Mara. The room smelled of damp fabric, of wood that had been wet for a long time and of something metallic. Jonas pointed the lamp at the wall. The wallpaper was hanging in strips. There was plaster underneath, and there were scratches in the plaster, lots of them, close together. Not deep, but wide, as if something had worked on it with blunt nails.

The white stripe lay on the floor like an invitation. Jonas didn't know why he followed it, but he did. His lamp brushed over old picture frames, a broken sideboard, shards of glass that flashed in the light. Every step stirred up dust that lingered in the air.

It was colder in the corridor. The temperature dropped noticeably, as if they had entered a cellar, even though they were still on the ground floor. The white streak ran across the tiles, curved to the left and disappeared behind a door that was half open. Jonas stopped and listened. There was no sound that could be pinpointed. Nevertheless, it seemed as if something was breathing in the house. Not loud, not rhythmically, more like a pressure that comes and goes.

Mara touched Jonas on the arm. "Do you hear that?"

Jonas nodded, not knowing what to confirm. Felix was already at the door. He carefully pushed it open further. The hinge didn't squeak. The door moved silently. Behind it was a staircase leading upwards.

The white stripe stretched up the steps.

Jonas lifted the camera again. The display flickered briefly. He tapped it. The image stabilised. He said quietly: "Okay. We'll go upstairs. Then out again."

They climbed slowly. The stairs were made of wood, worn at the edges. In the centre of each step was the white stripe, exactly where a foot would land. Jonas put his foot next to it. Felix put his foot next to it. Mara stopped for a moment, as if she was considering turning round. Then she followed.

A long corridor opened up on the first floor. Doors to the right and left, some kicked in, some closed. The white strip ran straight ahead until it reached a point where the floor had caved in. There it ended abruptly. Jonas shone his light on the edge. There was a dark cavity under the broken floorboards. A cellar? A space in between? The smell of metal grew stronger.

Felix knelt down, wanted to hold the lamp down. His hand stopped in mid-air. "There's something down there."

Jonas knelt next to him. There was something white in the cone of light. No longer a strip, but a pile. At first Jonas only recognised shapes, then he realised it was fabric. A shirt, torn, full of white crust. Next to it was a shoe. Jonas' stomach tightened. The shoe was small. A child's shoe.

Mara took a step back. "We're going."

A noise came from one of the rooms. Not from the hollow room. From a door further back in the corridor. A soft scraping, then a short knock, as if something had bumped against wood. Jonas held his breath. Felix stood up, too quickly, and bumped his shoulder against the wall. Dust trickled down.

"Just animals," Felix whispered.

The scratching came again, closer this time. Not from the room. From the corridor itself, from the direction in which the white stripe had led. Jonas shone his light behind him. The corridor was empty. Nevertheless, the light looked different. It looked as if the beam was stopped at one point, as if there was fog there. Jonas squinted. The fog wasn't in the air. It was on the ground.

The white streak was moving.

Not like liquid. It shifted slowly, grain by grain, as if someone was pulling at it from below. The line grew wider and crept closer to their feet. Jonas suddenly felt warmth at his ankle, even though it was cold. He stepped back. The strip followed.

Mara pushed Jonas to the side. "Get down. Now."

They turned round. Jonas tripped over a loose floorboard, caught himself on the banister. Felix ran down the stairs first. Jonas after him, Mara last. Behind them, Jonas heard the scratching, faster now. Not an animal sound. A dry scratching on wood. At the same time, the house began to react. Doors that had previously stood still moved. A handle banged against a door. A window rattled, although there was no wind.

On the ground floor, they ran back into the first room. Jonas saw the window through which they had come. It was still open, the light from outside was dim and grey. Felix jumped through and landed outside. Jonas wanted to follow, but as he leant on the window sill, he felt something sticking to it. The white fabric on the edge wasn't fabric. It was this crusty mass. It was damp now.

Jonas pulled his hand back. The skin on his fingertips was burning. He looked at it. A white film had formed on his skin, as if he had touched lime. He rubbed, but it didn't lessen. It became smoother. It felt like a second skin.

Mara grabbed him by the rucksack and pulled him. "Come on!"

Jonas pushed himself up and over the window sill. His knee grazed the white stripe on the floor. The film on his skin grew colder. He felt the cold not only on the outside, but also inside the joint. He gritted his teeth and jumped outside.

They stumbled down the slope, away from the hotel. Felix ran ahead, shouting something, but the words were drowned out. Jonas only heard his own breathing and the sound coming through the open window behind them. The scratching became a rustling. The rustling became many small sounds, as if something was made of countless hard grains sliding over wood.

They reached the path. Jonas dared to look back. The hotel stood still. No lights, no movement. But at the front steps, the white stripe was now wider. He wasn't just running towards the door. He ran away from the house. It stretched like a fresh path over the steps, over the leaves, straight into the forest.

"Don't stop," Mara said, and her voice didn't tremble, but it sounded thin. "Just keep going."

The path seemed different than before. The trees were closer together, as if they had shifted. Jonas knew that wasn't possible, but the gaps between the trunks were smaller, and the sky was barely visible. The light was almost gone, although it couldn't be that late. Felix stopped short because he was out of breath, and Jonas saw that his hands were stained white. He hadn't noticed.

"What's that?" Felix rubbed his fingers. The spots remained. The skin underneath looked taut.

Mara lifted her hand. There was also a white welt on her thumb. "That's from the stuff."

Jonas lifted his camera. He wanted to switch it off, but it was still running. The display didn't show the forest. It showed the corridor on the first floor, the bagged floor, the child's shoe. Jonas froze. He turned the camera and held it in front of his face. The display continued to show the corridor as if he was still there.

He pressed stop. Nothing. He pressed again. The display flickered and briefly showed the forest, then the corridor again. Jonas glanced at Mara. "My camera..."

Mara didn't look. She was staring at the floor. "There it is."

The white streak was on the path. Not as an old track. As a fresh line that was right in the centre of the path. Jonas knew that was impossible. They had been running, they hadn't seen it, it hadn't been there. Now it lay in front of them, clean, straight, as if someone had pulled it in one go. It led downwards, to where the bus would stop. But it also led upwards, to the side, into a narrow branch that Jonas hadn't noticed before. This branch was darker.

Felix pointed downwards. "We're going to the stop. Now."

Mara shook her head. "The bus only comes twice a day. The last one's gone."

Jonas swallowed. He hadn't checked the times. He had only read that you get up "somehow". Now the word 'somehow' was blank.

The junction drew their eyes. The white stripe ran into it. Where the line disappeared, there was an odour in the air, stronger than in the hotel. Metal, wet fabric, something sweet that immediately stuck in her throat.

"We'll take the main path," Felix said.

They walked on, but after a few minutes the path ended in a place where the ground had softened. A stream had crossed the track. The water was running fast, cold and dark. Jonas shone a light into it. Nothing could be seen beneath the surface. Nevertheless, the sound of the water was too loud, too hard. It sounded like it was chewing something up.

Felix stepped to the edge and searched for stones. His shoes slipped. He caught himself. "We're going to jump."

Mara looked back at the fork. "There was no stream."

Jonas turned round too. Behind them, the forest was denser, as if the path had become shorter. The white strip was still in the centre. It seemed higher now, as if it had been heaped up. Jonas saw small grains moving. Not quickly. But they were shifting.

"It wants us to go that way," said Mara.

Felix laughed briefly, but the sound stopped. "What do you mean, it wants to?"

Jonas felt the cold in his knee again. It moved upwards, slowly, as if it were searching for a way inside him. He bit his lip and tasted blood. His mobile phone vibrated in his rucksack. He pulled it out. No network. No battery left, even though he had hardly used it. The display showed a notification without a sender. Just one sentence: COME BACK.

Jonas' hand went numb. He showed it to the others. Felix's face turned pale. Mara took the mobile phone out of Jonas' hand as if it was hot and threw it into the stream. The device disappeared immediately. No splash. No circle in the water.

"We're not going back," she said, "We're not going where we're drawn to."

They looked round. To the right of the stream, the slope rose steeply. To the left was dense forest. Behind them was the path. In front of them was water. The air seemed to be getting heavier, as if the forest was getting closer. Jonas heard that breathing again, that pressure that comes and goes. He was no longer in the hotel. He was here.

Felix put his foot in the water. He flinched back. "That's freezing."

Mara grabbed a branch, groping for a passage. The branch sank in a little, as if it was bumping into something soft. She pulled it up. White film stuck to the tip. Not from the ground. From the water.

Jonas looked back at the junction. There, between the trunks, was something that hadn't been there before. A wooden sign, fresh, light-coloured, without moss. A name was carved on it. Jonas could read it, although the distance was too great. The name was his. Below it were two more names. Mara. Felix.

Felix saw it too. He stumbled back a step as if someone had pushed him. "That's a joke. That's someone."

Jonas wanted to reply, but his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. He felt the same flavour in his mouth as in the air in the hotel. Metal. Wet fabric. The sweetness that sticks.

A sound came from the junction. No more scraping. A soft clacking, regular, like someone tapping bone on wood. The white strip on the path began to tremble. Grains came loose and rolled towards the fork as if they were being called. Jonas' knees were now aching badly. He felt that the cold wasn't just inside him. He felt something tighten inside him.

Mara grabbed Jonas by the arm. "If you fall, we'll pull you."

"I'm not falling," Jonas said, and it was a lie.

Felix tore open his rucksack and pulled out a lighter. "If there's someone there, then..."

He lit the branch Mara had been holding. The flame burned briefly, then became small, as if it lacked air. Felix held it closer to the white strip. The grains did not melt. They darkened and contracted. The flame died. The lighter clicked, but there was no more flame.

The clacking from the branch became louder. Jonas saw movement between the trunks. Something white that didn't look like clothing. It was as if a mould was made up of grains. It had no clear edge. It was taller than a human. It didn't move with steps. It glided.

Jonas could feel that the white film on his hands had become thicker. His fingers were harder to move. He wanted to make a fist, but the skin tightened as if it were coated. He rubbed, scratched, but the film remained. It stretched up to his wrist.

Mara pulled Jonas aside, away from the junction. "Into the woods. Not on the path."

"Then we'll get lost," Felix said.

"Better than going there," said Mara.

They went left into the forest, between the trunks, away from the path, away from the white stripe. The ground was uneven. Roots grabbed at their shoes. Branches hit their faces. Jonas' lamp flickered. He struck it with his hand. The light stayed on, but dimmed.

Behind them, Jonas heard a sound as if someone was walking across the path without having feet. The rustling was everywhere now. Not just behind them. Next to them. In front of them. Jonas turned, shone his light. Between the trunks, the white film lay on the ground as if it had spread out. The strip no longer just followed the path. It was in the forest.

Felix bumped into a log and stopped. "I can't." He held his leg. His trousers were white at the knee, as if they had been soaked. He pulled at it, but the fabric stuck. "It's holding me."

Mara knelt, pulling on Felix's leg. She got him one step further. Then again. Each step was harder. Jonas shone his light on the ground. The white film lay between the roots like fine powder, but it wasn't powder. It wasn't just on top. It was in the cracks, in the soil. It was as if the soil was changing.

Jonas' camera beeped. He could have sworn it was switched off. The display lit up by itself. Jonas looked at it and felt his heart pressing against the film in his chest. The display was no longer the corridor. It was a staircase. The front steps of the hotel. The white strip led outside. Then the film showed the forest. The very forest they were standing in. The camera was filming them from behind.

Jonas turned round with a jerk. No one was there. Not a soul. No light. Just trunks, darkness and that soft rustling sound.

Mara snatched the camera out of Jonas' hand and hurled it against a tree. The device shattered. The screen went blank. It went quiet for a moment. This silence only lasted a breath. Then the rustling came back, louder, angrier.

Felix suddenly cried out. Jonas shone his light at him. Felix's leg was white up to his shin. The scab wasn't just on his trousers. It was underneath. The skin looked as if it was covered. Felix scratched at it, tore off pieces. There was no normal skin underneath. Underneath was a smooth surface, white, without pores. Felix's fingers slipped.

"Stop it," Mara said, her voice breaking now. "Stop it, you're making it worse."

Felix looked at Jonas, and there was panic in his eyes that no longer fit into words. "It's pulling. It's pulling from the inside."

Jonas felt it too. In his knee. In his fingers. In his mouth. He could no longer clench his teeth properly because his jaw muscles felt heavy. He felt something tighten inside him, as if it wanted to remember his shape.

The clacking was no longer coming from the branch. It was coming from the forest. It was all around them, as if several things were tapping at the same time. Jonas shone his light in one direction. Between two trunks stood this shape. White, tall, without a face, but Jonas sensed that it was looking at him. There was an opening in its centre, dark and deep. From it came the smell he had been smelling all along. Metal. Wet fabric. The sweetness.

The shape slid closer. The ground beneath it turned white. The roots turned white. A small stone at the edge took on a film, as if someone had coated it. Jonas stepped back and bumped into Mara. Mara gasped, turned and ran in a different direction, as if she saw a way out that Jonas didn't see. Jonas tried to follow her, but Felix held him by the sleeve.

"Not alone," Felix said, and his hand was as cold as stone.

Jonas pulled, but Felix's grip was firm. The film on Felix's fingers was thick. Jonas felt his own skin instantly get colder in that spot. Jonas tore himself free. The fabric of his sleeve remained in Felix's hand as if it had stuck to him.
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