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  Glossary



Names given to characters within the story that may be difficult to pronounce; 

origin, meaning, and pronunciation: 




Saoirse: 

** “An Irish feminine given name meaning “freedom”. The name was popular in Ireland in the 1920s”

** English pronunciatioin: /ˈsɪərʃə, ˈsɜːrʃə/ SEER-shə, SUR-shə

—Wikipedia




Siobhán:

** “Siobhán is a female name of Irish origin. The most common anglicisations are Siobhan (identical to the Irish spelling but omitting the Síneadh fada acute accent over the ‘a’), Shavawn, Shebahn, Shevaun and Shivaun. A now uncommon spelling variant is Siubhán”

** “It is derived from the Anglo-Norman Jehane and Jehanne (Modern French Jeanne), which were introduced into Ireland by the Anglo-Normans in the Middle Ages. The name first appears in the surviving Irish annals in the early fourteenth century.”

** English pronunciation: /ʃɪˈvɔːn/ shih-VAWN

—Wikipedia
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Thursday, 2nd of January

“Come down into the basement.”

“No,” says Zak. He’s standing at the top of a narrow, featureless flight of grey, stone stairs, peering down into a well of darkness. That darkness seems far away, but it’s a lie because it’s close enough to make him anxious. And he hates the way he sounds. Thick and heavy, like he’s speaking underwater.

“Yes, Zak. Come downstairs. You know you have to eventually. You always come down here, in the end. Don’t you? You can’t help it. You belong down here.”

“No.”

“You’re one of us.”

“No.” Zak tries to blink back the tears he can feel building beneath his eyelids but he’s unable to stop them from spilling. He feels them sliding down his cheeks, sticky, itchy. And for a moment he imagines that snails have been crawling over his face. That makes him smile, but the smile quickly vanishes when he hears the voice again.

“Now, Zak, you are coming down here. And you can either do it on your own, or…”

“No.”

“Or I can come up there and get you.”

“No!” Zak tries to shout forcefully but his voice comes out in a squeak. He tries to back away from the stairs, but his feet are stuck. He tries to turn around, but he can’t. An invisible force is weighing him down. Holding him so that the thing that wants to come up and get him, will be able to.

Zak’s heart thumps harder, faster in his chest.

“Okay, Zak, have it your way. Here I come.”

“NO!” Zak screams. And this time, his voice comes out clear and sharp. Too sharp. It ricochets off the close walls on either side of him, zinging in his ears, rattling them till they, too, feel itchy. He wants to rub his ears and his eyes to relieve the sensation, but his arms won’t move. Zak sighs.

“Fine,” he says, as his mind begins to race with ideas, placations, things to say to the monsters that he knows are waiting for him, ways to stall for time… time to figure out how to escape. He takes a step down. “I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Good, Zak. Very good.” The voice sounds pleased, in a disgusting, satisfied way that makes Zak’s stomach lurch as he carefully lowers one foot after the other, down into the well of darkness. He sighs again, expecting his stomach to settle, but it doesn’t. Instead, the fear becomes insistent, growing till it reaches his chest, where his heart still thumps wildly, painfully. And suddenly, he’s terrified because it feels like it’s about to explode.

No, he tells himself. You have been here before, and you felt this way then, too. Your heart’s not going to explode. Everything is going to be okay.

“There he is.” The voice has become a violent, multi-layered whisper now that he’s reached the final step. The darkness had blossomed, the deeper he went, but now, at the end, it’s almost complete.

Almost.

“Welcome, Zak. Welcome home.”

Not my home, thinks Zak as he fights to keep his breathing steady. Glancing to his right, he makes an effort not to look at the enormous, shimmering, bronze-like symbols that cover the floor, the walls, the ceiling. He’s convinced that if he just doesn’t look at them, the darkness will stay the way it is. Complete. But the symbols are everywhere, and their deep, rich, otherworldly glow forces him to see them whether he likes it or not.

“Come closer, Zak,”

“I won’t.”

Laughter. Cold, deep, vast. An abyss of invisible terror. And it’s laughing at him. Laughing at his fear.

Wake up, he tells himself. It’s just a dream. Look at how stupid this place is. And sure enough, he’s right. It isn’t even a room…

WAKE UP! he screams in his head. But all of him is frozen again. Stuck. What seemed like the large, dark walls of a basement are beginning to fall away into an empty, starless space. Unable to look away from the cold bronze glitter of the frightening symbols and the shadowy figures materializing in the middle of it all, Zak begins to cry.

“WAKE UP!” he screams again. And this time, it works. But the darkness that washes over him suddenly, clearing away the figures and symbols, isn’t the darkness of his apartment. Something is wrong. He’s still not awake.

But it’s over, he tells himself, hopefully. The bad dream is over.

“Zak… I’m here Zak… waiting for you…”

“Leave me alone,” he mumbles. He tries to sit up but the murky dream haze is still thick and heavy.

“But I’m here now, Zak… It took me so long to find you… I did, though… and I’m here. Don’t you want to see me?” Soft, eerie laughter, and a hiss that sounds more animal than human. It was different from the whisper that had lured him down into the basement only moments before. “It’s easy… just look over the side of the bed… I’m down here Zak… down here… down here, under the–”

“I said leave me alone!” Zak turns his head from side to side, but it’s all that he’s able to do. The rest of his body is pinned to the mattress, trapped in the coils of his twisted-up bedsheets.

“Oh, Zak… but it’s dark down here… all alone…” More soft laughter. Hissing. And now, a horrible clicking sound. “I’ve been so lonely for such a long time… But you know that, don’t you, Zak… you know everything.”

“No.”

“Yes, Zak… Yesss… you do know… But it’s alright now, isn’t it? I’ve found you and now I won’t be alone anymore. You’ll come down here with me, won’t you Zak? Won’t you just look? Are you going to make me come up there and get you?” Harsh laughter, mocking. “Of course you are.”

“NO!”

“Okay, Zak… I’ll come up…” Excited laughter. “Here I come…”

A sickly-sweet smell drifts into Zak’s nostrils.

“Now all you have to do is look… here I am, Zak… look at me… Look at me and see what you did…

“Horrible, nasty child…

“Grandfather always said so…

“He’s here too, you know? Your grandfather. He’s been waiting for you.

“Look at me, Zak…”

Invisible hands grab the sides of his head and force it to turn.

“Open your eyes… see me… see what you did…”

Invisible fingers pinch his eyelids, dragging them open.

Zak inhales a sharp breath.

Staring at him from the edge of the mattress, unblinking, glittering, faceted eyes sparkle above a smiling mouth full of razor-sharp teeth.

Zak begins to scream.
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“KATIE, NO!” Sitting up in the still, quiet darkness of his underground apartment, Zak braced himself against his thundering heart. Sweat chilled the back of his neck, sending icy shivers over all the bare parts of him that weren’t covered by his twisted sheets. Cold, he thought. Sticky. ITCHY! But he dared not move. Not yet. Not till he was sure that he wasn’t dreaming anymore. Sure that he was finally awake and safe from the basement. And from her.

The monster under the bed.

Katie.

After several seconds, a scuffling sound jolted him out of his blind watchfulness and he exhaled a breath that he didn’t know he’d been holding. He took another deep breath and slumped, feeling his heartbeat return to normal. He was awake and the noise he could hear was someone moving around downstairs in the club.

Biff, he thought. She must have just clocked on for the day.

Reaching for his bedside lamp, he hesitated. Could he still hear somebody laughing, softly, under the bed?

Heartbeat speeding up again, he angrily switched on the light and glared at the edge of the bed.

Nothing.

There was nothing there.

She wasn’t there.

But…

I don’t want to do this anymore, he thought as he untwisted himself from the sheets and climbed off the mattress. Ignoring the urge to glance back at the dark space beneath the bed, he crossed the open living area to the kitchen beside the giant, curtained windows that overlooked the club.

Like a fish in a bowl, he thought for the millionth time, as he edged aside one of the curtains and peered down into the club. There was Biff, jotting inventory onto her little notepad as she sized up all the stock she was going to need for the bar fridges. God, she’s so annoying. I should fire her today.

Zak smirked to himself as he switched on the kitchen light and busied himself with his coffee machine. As fun as it would be to fire Biff, it wouldn’t be worth Sherry’s temper tantrum if he did.

Wish I could fire Sherry, he thought for the gazillionth time. But Sherry had been the club’s duty manager since dinosaurs walked the earth. Sadly, firing her would never be up to him. And Sherry thought the world of Biff, so firing her might be a mistake, too. Packing coffee into the portafilter, he felt a jolt of anger when he tried to fit it into the grouphead and it caught. Zak took a deep breath and tried again.

Jeez, I’m really letting these nightmares get to me. He nodded to himself as the attachment finally slid into place and he pressed the button to start the flow of coffee. It’s definitely time to do something about it.

Breathing in the soothing scent of freshly poured coffee, Zak took his espresso back to the window and peered down into the bar again. Sure, he frowned, sighing heavily. I can’t fire Biff. Or Sherry. But maybe I don’t have to.

Surprised by a sudden feeling of resolve that washed through him, Zak stood up straight and backed away from the window.

“Maybe I’ve been going about everything the wrong way since the beginning.”

He barely noticed as he reached behind himself to put the half-empty espresso on the edge of the kitchen counter and crossed to the chair he’d thrown his clothes onto the night before.

Zak hated his living situation. He always had. Okay, so, yeah, he was kind of grateful for the help that his aunt had offered him when his parents decided to kick him out – FOR THE LAST TIME! Aunt Cassie didn’t have to offer him the bizarre little underground studio apartment that sat above her nightclub, The Beefsteak. And she hadn’t needed him to manage the place for her. But she had, and he’d accepted. Mostly because he didn’t know what else to do. And managing a nightclub sounded like opportunities.

Zak loved opportunities. Especially ones where he got to meet new people. Specifically girls. And at first, everything had worked out well. He’d found that managing the club was easier than it sounded. He barely had to do anything. Just be himself. And he’d met tons of girls. Which had been great… at first.

Zak sighed heavily again and rolled his eyes as he shoved himself into his sweater. It was so annoying, the way those girls he’d employed had just started dying like that. Out of nowhere. Well, not out of nowhere exactly. He knew why and how they had died. Which, if he thought about it, and he didn’t like to, was even more annoying.

The Leviathan. The city’s resident serial killer. Laney. Zak shook his head as he thought about the showdown he and Elise had with Laney The Leviathan down in the catacombs recently. About the things Laney had said. That she’d murdered all those girls because of him. Because she wanted Zak to notice her.

“Crazy,” he mumbled to himself as he fiddled with the laces on his left shoe. His hands were shaking. Zak flexed his fingers and finally managed to tie the knot. Then he took another deep breath and stood up.

It’s time for a fresh start, he decided, ignoring the chill that swept over him when he realised that, yes, he could still hear that dreadful laughter. It sounded extra soft and distant, now. But it was still there, mingled with the deeper shadows beneath the bed.

Zak smirked. He was used to girls trying to get his attention, but Laney had gone way over the top. And he still hadn’t noticed. What a joke. And Elise…

Another jolt of anger surfaced. It wasn’t his fault Elise had signed the contract he’d given her without bothering to read it first. But she had and he was glad. Because there was no way he was going to manage the awful hotel his grandfather had left him in his will.

But still, when he thought about Elise he felt…

Guilty. And he hated that.

Zak frowned harder as he strode to the apartment door and wrenched it open. Why should he feel that way? Someone needed to be there to run the place, and it was never going to be him.

It was the look on her face when she realised what she’d signed. That was what got to him. Those big, doe-like, sky-blue eyes, blinking up at him, all sad and pathetic. Zak had never felt mean before. But he did then. Mean and in the wrong. And he hated that.

Whatever, he insisted to himself as he stepped out of the apartment and slammed the door behind him. Startled, Biff looked up at him. I needed someone to be at that dumb hotel, and she was it. And who CARES? She said she owed me her life. Since I saved her from Laney…

Laney who might or might not still be alive down there… in the catacombs.

Might not be alive because something may or might not have got to her down there…

Something.

Katie.

“Good morning,” said Biff, sounding way too bright and cheerful.

Zak ignored her.

Women, he grumbled to himself as he stepped behind the bar, shoving her aside so that he could figure out which bottles of liquor he wanted to pull off the shelves. Just grab all of them, he told himself as he scrutinised the labels.

“Can I help you with something?” asked Biff. She sounded nervous.

Zak wished, suddenly, that he had the time to enjoy that. Making Biff sound nervous. He liked it better than the way she normally acted. Her cheerfulness was absolutely ridiculous.

That doesn’t matter, either, he decided, reaching for the closest bottle of scotch. He unscrewed the top, turned the bottle upside down, and began pouring it over the bar. Clean, fresh start. No more Beefsteak. No more Biff. It was a pity that Sherry wasn’t in that morning. Because he’d also have liked no more Sherry. But, well…

Can’t have everything.

“Um, Zak,” said Biff. She was backing away from him now, towards the office door.

“What?” he asked, absently, smiling at her as he grabbed another bottle off the mirror-lined shelves. That’s better, he thought. Biff looked scared now. And he really liked that.

“Are you sure there’s nothing I can help you with?”

“Nope.” He shook his head, tossed the newly-emptied bottle over the bar and turned for another one. Then a new thought struck him. “Actually, yes,” he said. “Do we have any matches around here?”

“What?”

He glared at her. Idiot. Is she about to run? Am I going to have to knock her out? God! What a pain! “Matches, Biff,” he said, trying to sound patient. “Where are the matches? There’s got to be some around here somewhere. What else are you using to light those stupid little candles you put on the tables out there?”

“Why do you need matches?”

Zak froze and glared at Biff. “What do you think this is?” he snapped. “You’re not here to ask questions.”

“I know, but–” she stammered.

Zak cut her off. “Help me look for the matches.”

“Okay, but–”

“Stop talking, Biff. Just look.”

“Right,” Biff nodded, staring, wide-eyed at him as she reached behind herself for the handle of the office door.

Zak tossed the next empty bottle over the bar and took a step towards her.

“Sherry’s always got a couple of lighters floating around on her desk in there,” Biff said quickly, tilting her head towards the door. She still looked terrified, but there was a calm, rational tone in her voice.

Good, thought Zak. She’s starting to understand. She won’t be a problem. “Okay,” he agreed. “Go check. I’ll keep looking out here. And hurry up.”

“Okay.”

After Biff disappeared into the office, Zak shook his head. You idiot, he scolded himself. She knows what you’re doing and she’s probably already slipping out the back door. He lifted his gaze to the curtained windows of the apartment.

Sucking in a breath, Zak stumbled backwards and grabbed another bottle off the shelf behind him. “It’s over!” he shouted up at the grinning apparition that gazed down at him through the curtains. “You’re history! Do you hear me, Katie? I’m not going to let you do this to me anymore!”

The apparition’s mouth opened wider, and its soft distant laughter became a rasping, mocking cackle.

“Where are those damned matches?!” he shouted, shaking the contents of another bottle over the bar. When he was sure it was empty, he tossed it hard into the middle of the club, furious with how badly he’d started shaking all over.

“Still looking,” came Biff’s voice from inside the office.

Good, Zak thought, momentarily satisfied that she wasn’t running away. He shook his head. What a moron. And totally useless. There were no matches in the club and Biff was wasting everybody’s time. As usual.

“I’m going next door to the convenience place to get some,” he called out.

“Some what?” Biff called back.

“MATCHES!” Without waiting for another reply he left the club, kicking open the front door and racing up the steps onto the street.

A group of women gasped, collectively, as he barreled through them to get to the convenience store. Why is everyone being so dramatic, he wondered, glancing back at them. They were glancing at him, too. And whispering. He desperately wanted to run back and throw each of them down the steps he’d just raced up, but there was no more time to spare. He could still hear that horrible, rasping cackle. Even though he was out of the club, and it was broad daylight, and everything out here looked normal and fine, the laughter continued. It seemed to be getting louder.
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“What?!” Zak snapped at the young woman to his right, who’d paused in the middle of reaching into a fridge for a drink. She seemed shocked as she straightened up, without the drink, and slowly closed the fridge door. She continued to stare.

Irritated, Zak forced down the wave of rage that began to surface in his chest and stalked to the counter. He was aware of several more vague shapes towards the back of the store that might have been people, but could just as easily have been product displays. Zak decided not to look.

“Can I help you?” asked the frail elderly man behind the counter as Zak approached. Zak knew him to be the owner of the store, but didn’t know his name. He’d been in there hundreds of times, but never bothered to ask. Never needed to.

“Matches,” said Zak, startled by how shaky he sounded now that he wasn’t snapping at someone.

“Just one packet?” asked the store owner. He seemed very uncertain about something. Zak wanted to shout at him, demand to know what the problem was.

“Anything else?”

Zak shook his head without looking at the man. A horrible sight had just caught his attention in the window of the cigarette case on the wall in front of him. A weird silence settled around him. And stillness. The cackle was gone. He stared into the eyes of the crazed thing in the perspex, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Then a movement nearby distracted his gaze. It was the young woman at the drinks fridge. She’d opened the fridge door again, but continued to stare, over her shoulder at Zak.

What’s her problem, he thought, mildly intrigued by how pretty she was, but more annoyed by how nosy she was being. He shifted his gaze back to the crazed thing and frowned.

“Fifty cents,” said the store owner. He reached out a hand, but quickly snatched it back when Zak looked at him. “Wait a minute,” he said, his face crumpling with irritation. “If you’ve come in here for trouble, you can forget about it. I’ve got three big nephews staying with me in the apartment upstairs, because their mother decided she needed a vacation with her new boyfriend for the next two weeks and none of us are happy about it. But that doesn’t mean that the minute they hear funny business going on they won’t be down here quicker than you can say “I wish I never got out of bed this morning.” Now, pay for the matches and leave.”

Zak laughed. No one had ever had such a weird, unnecessary reaction to him before. Sure, people got angry with him all the time. But not like this. Not for no reason. Reaching into his pocket he found some coins and dumped them onto the counter. He was still laughing when he scooped the matchbox up off the counter and left the store.

“Nuts,” he said to himself as the door of the convenience store slammed after him. Up ahead, the same group of ladies was still huddled close on the sidewalk. Heads still together, whispering. “Everyone is nuts this morning.” He sighed. “Whatever.”

He started for the club, but after a couple of steps he halted. In the angled front window of the store, he saw that crazed thing again, staring at him. And then he understood. Zak grimaced at his reflection, feeling embarrassed that he’d let himself go out in public looking like that. And in front of that girl, too. The pretty one standing at the fridge…

He shuddered as he turned away from the reflection and carried on up the sidewalk.

It couldn’t be helped. And besides, pretty girls were everywhere. He had more important things to worry about just then. He needed to get back to make sure Biff hadn’t snuck out the back door of the office. Then he needed to make sure the bar was nice and doused in fuel. Should be. He’d emptied almost all of the bottles on the shelves.

Hadn’t he?

It’s fine, he told himself, ignoring the whispering ladies as he passed them and took the stairs back down to the club. I can finish doing it when I get there.

But I won’t bother opening the rest, he mused as he grabbed for the handle of the club door. Too time-consuming. It’ll be quicker if I just smash them over the bar.

A ripple of vicious laughter raced down the steps behind him, and for a moment, Zak thought the huddle of ladies had followed him. But his stomach lurched and he began to panic when he spun around to find no one there. He was alone in the stairwell.

Smash the rest on the bar, he thought as he turned back to open the door. He shook so badly that he fumbled with the handle, but when he finally managed to get the door open, he breathed a sigh of relief. It was almost over.

You’re not going to win, Katie, he thought, stepping into the shadowy entrance of the club. Just another couple of bottles. And then all I have to do is strike a match and–

“Zak, don’t be angry, okay.”

“Biff?” Zak stared at the hulking silhouettes coming towards him. With the soft lighting that shone behind them was hard to make out who, or what they were. “What have you done?”

“I had to, Zak,” Biff insisted.

“Excuse me?” he demanded, glaring past the shape to his left, which, now that it was close enough, revealed itself to be a uniformed police officer. Biff was behind the bar. She looked… What is that dumb look she’s got on her face? “Biff, what have you done? What’s going on?”

“I’ve been really worried about you lately,” she insisted. “We all have. Ever since… Well, you know.”

“No, I don’t know,” Zak said, keeping an eye on the closing ring of police officers while he began evaluating his chances of barging past them to get to the bar. “I’m going to kill you for this, Biff. And you’re fired.”

“There doesn’t have to be a problem,” said an officer to his right. “Just take it easy, okay. Be reasonable.”

Zak laughed. “Take it easy?”

The officer nodded, but Zak’s right fist was already starting to clench. Why is Biff just standing there like that? he wondered, drawing back his fist. But as he was about to take his swing, the door behind him slammed open and knocked him into the arms of the officer directly in front of him. Biff screamed as they crashed to the ground in a heap.

Zak swung anyway. He couldn’t get to Biff, but the face of the officer hovering over him felt just as good.

“Zak stop!” Biff continued to scream.

That’s such an annoying sound, he thought I really am going to kill her. But he was laughing when the fists began to pummel him and the spark of a fizzling taser sped towards his ribs. Because he’d seen two firemen standing in the open doorway of the club, and they looked confused.














OEBPS/c2f4004c5807d85bb5b580878b181bdfc77a4b31_smallRaw.jpg
BARBIE SINGER

W/LPCARY

TWISTED LAKES - URBAN LIGHTS -





OEBPS/images/9f2402b42ff51bd82d8e8a27358c63ed_smallRaw.png





OEBPS/images/c2f4004c5807d85bb5b580878b181bdfc77a4b31_smallRaw.jpg
BARBIE SINGER

W/LPCARY

TWISTED LAKES - URBAN LIGHTS -





