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Sunday, 27th of October

“When are you planning on not being angry with me anymore?”

“I’ll let you know when you stop acting like I slapped your grandmother.”

Matthew cracked up. Even when they were fighting, Eve always knew how to make him laugh. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, happy to see she was smiling, too.

“And anyway,” she continued. “You said you’d keep looking for it when you got home. Right?”

Matthew nodded, his grip tightening on the steering wheel.

“You know it means a lot to me.”

Yeah, Matthew thought. But I still don’t know why. It bothered him a lot the way Eve shut down completely and stopped speaking if he tried to press her for details about where she got that ridiculous, crusty-looking swan pendant.

“And you know–”

“I know, I know,” he cut in. “I’ll look for it. I promise. I’m sure it’ll turn up. It probably fell behind the dresser or something.”

“I guess,” Eve sighed.

Let’s change the subject. “So,” he reached across to the passenger seat and squeezed her leg, “I can tell you’re super psyched for my party on Thursday night. Have you already planned a costume?”

“What?” Eve looked at him, startled.

“Are you serious?” Matthew returned the startled look. “It’s Halloween, Eve. You know this is the one thing I make a big deal out of every year.”

“Right,” Eve sighed again and turned to look out the window.

“Okay, great.” Matthew snatched his hand back to the wheel. “Thanks for the support.”

“Hey,” Eve turned back to him. “Don’t be like that.”

Matthew rolled his eyes. “Year-long planning and my girlfriend can’t even pretend to be excited about it.”

“Matthew–”

“What’s up with you lately?”

“Matthew–”

“I spend all of my time driving to the city, picking you up, dropping you off. The least you could do is climb onto the roof of a post office and shout about my party.”

“What?” Eve giggled. “Matthew, what are you talking about? Did you have an extra coffee before we left? You know too much caffeine makes you weird.”

“My own girlfriend,” Matthew shook his head, keeping his eyes on the road. “Too important now, with all her university stuff and friends taking up all of her time. She doesn’t care about me anymore.”

Eve was laughing hysterically now.

“Maybe I should just give up and get a custodial job at the school.”

“Where did that come from?” Eve stopped laughing.

Matthew shrugged. “It was the stupidest thing I could think to say.”

“Damn right,” Eve agreed. “Imagine it. Your father would explode if you did that.”

Matthew grinned. “Yeah. He would. I should tell him.”

“No,” Eve grabbed his arm, laughing again. “I’m not ready to lose you just yet.”

“Of course.” He sighed and shook his head. “Who else could you possibly rope into driving you everywhere?”

“You’re being a jerk.” Eve pulled away from him and turned back to the window again.

“Sorry,” he said. “It was a joke. Can we please stop arguing?”

Eve took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, too. I guess I’m just snappy because of all the study they’ve piled on me over the last month since uni started. I didn’t realise it’d be so much.”

Matthew noticed how tight he was gripping the steering wheel and relaxed. He took Eve’s hand and kissed it. “I still think you should have taken the year off with me.”

Eve’s mouth twisted into a line of irritation. “I’m not as smart as you. If I took time off I might get used to doing nothing, and then all this study really would be the death of me.’

“Don’t say that,” Matthew replied, quietly. Smart? Me? I don’t know where she gets that idea.

“Shut up, Matthew.”

“Huh?” he turned to his girlfriend in shock. Did she just read his mind?

“Stop pulling that stupid face like you don’t know you were the smartest person in our year. You graduated first in every class. And you didn’t even have to try.”

Matthew frowned. He could feel his grip tightening on the steering wheel again. “Tell me more about this Sunflower sorority they want you to join.”

“Ugh!” Eve groaned and covered her face with her hands. “No. I don’t want to talk about that.”

“Why can’t you let me help you find a place in the city?” Matthew argued. “It’s weird that you want to spend so much time in that creepy cathedral.”

Eve dropped her hands and gave him a withering look. “I’m not getting into that with you again. I’m not letting you pay for me to rent an apartment and I’m not leaving April alone in that creepy cathedral by herself. It’s bad enough sharing the experience with a roomie.” She shivered and her eyes became glazed. “I can’t imagine what it’d be like staying there alone.”

Matthew took his left hand off the steering wheel so he could stretch his arm over his head. He yawned. “Well, whenever you’re ready, say the word. You know it’d be okay for April to live with you at the apartment, too.”

Eve smirked. “Uh-huh. And Alex? And Lyndal, too? Maybe Emilia can come, as well–”

“Okay, okay!” Matthew laughed. “I get the point.” But deep down, he didn’t really. He was still kind of bitter about Alex getting the basketball scholarship over him last year before they graduated. Basketball was the one thing Matthew felt like he had worked hard at his whole life. Keeping the overwhelming disappointment hidden when they all found out about the scholarship and pretending like he didn’t care, going along with everyone wanting to celebrate Alex’s big win, had been one of the hardest days of his life. Sure, Matthew didn’t need a scholarship to get into university, but neither did Alex.

It’s no one’s fault, he reminded himself for the millionth time. Alex worked just as hard for it as you did. Don’t be so dramatic. Get over it.

But it was still a hard day.

The other hardest day had been when Eve got taken away to the hospital for having a nervous breakdown. That weird and horrible day when Wendy had convinced him Eve was seeing someone else behind his back, and that they needed to go to the guy’s house to teach him a lesson.

Matthew held off the shiver that tried to pass through him and shut down the memory before it could surface. He’d gotten pretty good at convincing himself that the guy Wendy told him about, the one she said Eve was cheating on him with, wasn’t even someone he remembered. But sometimes, a face appeared in his mind. David Ferris.

Yeah, thinking about that was not an option.

And Wendy, he thought, scrunching his face in disgust. I still can’t believe she tried to stab Eve at Sage’s birthday party. He shook his head and glanced at Eve. He still felt a little in awe sometimes about how lucky she’d been. If Lucy, Twisted Lakes High’s former mean queen, hadn’t noticed what was happening and crash-tackled Wendy to the floor, Eve might not be sitting next to him now. She might be…

Shaking off the increasingly dark thoughts, Matthew sighed and looked at Eve. They were about to reach the city and he didn’t want things to be bad between them when he dropped her off. Not like the last time.

“I love you,” he said.

Eve turned to him with a radiant smile. “I love you, too,” she replied. “Woah!”

Matthew turned back to the road just in time to see that he’d let the car veer into the opposite lane. A bright green Porsche speeding towards them blasted its horn. Matthew felt like his heart had stopped beating as he wrenched on the steering wheel, only just pulling them back from a head-on collision.

“Maybe just keep your eyes on the road,” Eve told him in a shaky voice.

“Yeah,” Matthew agreed. What’s going on with me? I’m never this spaced out.

You’re sick of having to drive to and from the city every other day, he informed himself. That’s the problem.

Yeah, but… Eve.

“You know you don’t have to do this all the time,” Eve said, reading his mind again. “I told you I can always get lifts back to Twisted Lakes with April and–”

“Yeah, right,” he scoffed. “And see you maybe once a fortnight? Forget it.” Ever since moving to the city, April and Alex hardly ever came back to Twisted Lakes. Apparently, city life was more their style. Matthew hated that. He hated the thought of them influencing Eve to go out and party with them all the time at bars and clubs. Although, she said she never went out with them. She said…

“Or I can drive myself,” she said, ignoring his objection. “I’m sure Alex won’t mind if I borrow the Impala again.”

“Why don’t we just break up now?” Good one, Matthew. Why did you say that, idiot?

“Fine.’ Eve turned away from him.

Grip tightening on the steering wheel, Matthew clenched his jaw, fighting the urge to keep arguing. But it felt like she was looking for excuses to do things without him.

“I just don’t want you to have to run around after me all the time,” Eve said, finally. “Come on, Matthew. We keep fighting lately. There’s no need for it. Hey, you know what?”

“What?”

“Even if you’re not at uni yet, you could rent an apartment in the city anyway and move there.”

That’s not a bad idea. But…

“Then I can come and stay with you all the time.”

“Yeah.”

“And we’ll all be together again.”

“Okay, I get it,” he said, sounding harsher than he wanted to. “But what about Angus?”

“What about him?” Eve shot back.

Here we go.

“He won’t be there. You know he can’t move to the city right now.”

“So?”

“So, that’s not really fair, is it?” Matthew glanced at her, hoping this wouldn’t be the final nail in the coffin of this seemingly doomed car trip.

“He’s a big boy,” Eve replied. She sounded calm, but that meant nothing. She could be seething on the inside. A rocky road that Matthew often had to navigate with caution. Especially when the subject of Angus came up. Eve and Angus still hated each other most of the time.

“That’s not fair,” Matthew said.

Eve shrugged. “Life’s not fair.”

“Look,” Matthew said after taking a deep breath. It was time to put a stop to the arguing. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I should look for a place in the city.” Looking didn’t mean getting. And if he did end up getting a place there, Angus would be able to come and stay whenever he wanted. But he’d keep that to himself for now.

“Really?” Eve undid her seatbelt and slid across the front seat to snuggle up to him.

Matthew wanted to tell her to put her seatbelt back on, but the desire to stay on good terms with the love of his life won out. He put an arm around her and hugged her tight, kissing the top of her head.

“We fight too much,” she said, sounding sad.

“I know,” he replied. But he didn’t know what else to say. They’d already said everything and it was starting to feel like they were going around in circles.

[image: Image]




“You promise you’ll look?”

“Of course. Are you sure you don’t want me to come in for a bit? Walk you to your dorm at least?”

“No,” Eve shook her head as she readjusted her bag on her shoulder and closed the passenger door. But she put her arms around him to soften the blow. “I’ve got tons to study for the exam tomorrow, and you’d just distract me. I’d never want you to leave.”

“Studying all day? That’s extreme, Eve. What are you worried about? You know you’ll do great.”

She gave him a dark look. “Like I said, everyone isn’t as smart as you. I need to focus. I’ll call you tonight, okay?”

Oh, so you can make time for that? “Okay.” Kissing her goodbye, Matthew stepped back and watched her hurry up the steps, through the imposing double doors of Cathedral University, and into the darkness beyond. He wondered how she could even stand going in there. It just seemed so…

“Eerie.”

Matthew’s heart leapt into his throat and he spun around, ready to knock out the person who’d crept up on him.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




“Woah! Sorry!” cried the young woman as she took a couple of steps back. She laughed, glancing nervously at Matthew’s raised fists.

“No,” Matthew sighed and shook his head. “Don’t be.” He nodded over his shoulder at the cathedral. “You’re right. It’s creepy. I guess you caught me by surprise while I was feeling jumpy.”

“I’m Stacey,” she said, offering her hand.

“Matthew,” he replied, accepting the handshake, wondering why this complete stranger was suddenly speaking to him. “Are you a student here?”

“No.” She pointed over her shoulder past his car, across the street. “I own that clothes shop over there. Kitten On The Moon.”

“Uh-huh,” Matthew replied. This is weird. “Well, like I said, sorry I overreacted. But maybe don’t sneak up on people like that, okay? It could end badly.”

Stacey laughed again. “You’re right. But I guess… I guess I saw you standing here all alone looking lost and frightened and I wanted to see if you were alright. Plus–”

“Lost and frightened?” Matthew said, getting annoyed. “I think you’re confused. I’m fine.”

Stacey put her hands up and started backing away again. “Right, okay, well, I didn’t mean to offend you. Have a great day.”

“Wait,” Matthew sighed. What are you doing? “I didn’t mean to be rude. Getting up early in the morning and driving for so long isn’t exactly my thing. I wish I was still in bed.” Wow, Matt. That was a lot of unnecessary information to give to someone you don’t even know. Just say goodbye, get in the car, and go home before you start telling her about last season’s point average.

Stacey slapped his arm, playfully. “Don’t beat yourself up. Anyone who tells you they’re a morning person is lying.”

“Thanks.” He smiled as he shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and turned back to gaze up at the hulking, medieval monster Eve had just stepped into. “So, this place gives you the creeps, too, huh?”

“You could say that,” Stacey replied, joining him. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t have such a clear view of the damn thing all the time.” She puffed out a misty breath and Matthew suddenly realised how cold it was. He shivered and curled his toes in his shoes, wishing he was already at home, in a hot bath, getting ready to have breakfast… and maybe get in a little private Fortnight Reload time before his dad found him and demanded he let Sam play, too. “But I guess that’s what you get for having the most popular clothing store in the area.”

“What? Oh,” said Matthew when he looked at her and she nodded over her shoulder at her clothes shop across the street.

“It’s not all bad, though,” she said. “It can be pretty entertaining. There’s always something going on.”

I don’t like how that sounds. “What do you mean?” Matthew asked.

Stacey puffed out another breath, which turned into a yawn. She eyed him curiously as she stretched her arms over her head. “I saw you dropping a girl off. Girlfriend?”

Matthew nodded.

“Oh, well, I guess you wouldn’t want to join me for breakfast.” Stacey nodded up the street. “There’s an ice creamery up there that does the best pancakes in the whole world. I was about to grab some before opening up for the day.”

Matthew took a deep breath. Glancing up the sidewalk, he instantly saw what she meant. The Snow Queen Ice Creamery stood out.

You haven’t eaten. Eve wanted you to rush her here as quickly as possible this morning, remember? His stomach grumbled in reply. You’ve had one lousy coffee.

“I guess I could eat,” he told Stacey.

“Yeah, I heard you the first time,” she replied with a mischievous grin.

He gave her a questioning look, but quickly realised she’d been talking about his grumbling stomach. “Haha,” he said as they began heading up the sidewalk. “You shouldn’t have mentioned pancakes. I’m gonna need several plates.”

“To share?”

“No.”

This is the weirdest thing you’ve ever done, he told himself as he listened to Stacey’s easy banter.

Yeah, but Eve never tells you anything about university. She says it’s really boring and all she does is study all the time. But Stacey said there’s always something going on. Breakfast with a stranger is totally worth the information.
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“The Sunflower dorm?”

“Yup,” Stacey said around a mouthful of pancakes. “Apparently it was gruesome.”

Matthew stared at her, horrified. She was making Cathedral University life sound brutal.

“But it turned out it wasn’t Jilly after all,” Stacey continued. “It was a friend of Katie’s, someone from back home in Sun Valley.” She shivered, theatrically. “Can you imagine it? Everyone rushed out into the dorm’s front yard, thinking it was a prank. Only to find that the thing they thought was a papier-mâché sculpture of a burning body was actually a burning body…” She stopped chewing and a queasy expression crossed her face. “Apparently it had been snatched from a car wreck a couple of weeks before, somewhere outside the city. Someone’s sick idea of a joke to use it for a prank.”

Brutal.

Man, life gets brutal sometimes.

Huddled over the table of a window-side booth, Matthew pushed a fork around his third plate of pancakes, trying to wrap his head around everything he’d heard so far while Stacey heartily ate her own pancakes and sipped her coffee. “And all this happened at last year’s Halloween party?”

Stacey nodded. “Yes. I mean, no. Not all of it.”

Matthew rolled his eyes. Aside from how uneasy he was beginning to feel about not insisting that he at least walk Eve inside that horrible place, Stacey’s unique form of disorganised storytelling was almost enough to make him want to get up and walk out of the ice creamery, leaving her to pay for all the pancakes he’d eaten. But then things got darker and Matthew found himself getting more and more worried with each new troubling event.

“So, where was I?” Stacey glanced at the ceiling. “Oh, that’s right. So, that was the first time Jilly went missing. And then her best friend, Katie, went missing and Jilly turned up again.”

“Jilly went missing twice? Where did she go?”

“Don’t know,” Stacey shrugged. “She didn’t come back the second time. She’s still missing. But it was pretty weird the first time she came back.”

“Why?”

“Because it was exactly the same time that Katie disappeared. Almost like they switched places or something.”

Matthew suppressed a shudder. University girls must be really gossipy if Stacey knows so much about this. Maybe that’s Eve’s problem, he pondered, suddenly feeling optimistic about Eve not wanting him to come into the Cathedral with her. Maybe she’s got a ton of gossip to catch up on with her new friends. I kind of appreciate her saving me from that. But the Sunflower dorm… Isn’t that where she’s staying with April? “And they were both rooming at the Sunflower dorm? Jilly and Katie?”

Stacey nodded, swallowing her mouthful of pancake.

“And Katie is still missing, too?”

Stacey nodded, shivering again. “The stories about how that happened are chilling.” Then she rolled her eyes. “I mean, they’re only stories, but since all of this happened at the Cathedral, it just kind of makes it more…”

“Disturbing,” Matthew finished for her.

Stacey nodded. “Want another coffee?”

Matthew shook his head. “What about Katie’s boyfriend? Zak. You said he was–”

“He dropped out,” Stacey said, “and told everyone he had no idea what happened to either of them.”

Matthew frowned. If Eve went missing, he’d smash up the entire city till he found her. Then he’d smash up whoever was responsible… unless it was Eve.

“But you said three people went missing,” Matthew reminded her. “Who’s the third?”

Stacey sighed as she chewed another mouthful. “It’s wild, right? So much intrigue at little old Cathedral U.”

“Right,” Matthew agreed, quickly, becoming impatient. “But who was the third person?”

“Oh, right,” Stacey nodded. “Um, I think his name was David.”

An icy knot clenched in the pit of Matthew’s stomach.

“Talk about a dreamy guy,” Stacey went on, giving Matthew another one of her mischievous smiles. “The type you’d think twice about trying to talk to.”

“Why’s that?”

“Otherworldly,” Stacey replied, not picking up on the anger in Matthew’s voice. “He looked like he was probably dating supermodels.”

Calm down, Matt. She can’t be talking about David Ferris… Can she?

Aside from the face that occasionally tried to swim through his mind, the only thing Matthew could remember about the guy was that he and Eve had been friends at school a long time ago. Other than that…

“I think I pushed him into a bin once,” said Matthew, hoping he sounded smug as he leaned back against the hard leather back of the booth seat.

“What?” Stacey burst out laughing. “Is that how he went missing?”

Matthew laughed, too. Stacey was a total flake, but at least she was funny.

Stacey stopped laughing and gave him a curious look. “Jeez, I never realised guys got jealous, too,” she teased. But she held up a hand when he started to protest. “It’s okay, Matthew, you don’t need to worry. I didn’t get a good look at your girlfriend this morning, but I’m assuming she’s some kind of supermodel. It’s not like you’re average or anything.”

“What?” Matthew shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He hated compliments. And judging by Stacey’s delivery, she didn’t like giving them, either. He shook his head quickly and changed the subject. “Do you think the Sunflower dorm has anything to do with those three people going missing?”

“Jilly, Katie, and David?”

Matthew nodded.

“Maybe.” Stacey picked up her coffee cup and gazed at the ceiling again, thoughtful. “From what I’ve heard, the university is really old. But the Cathedral is older. There’s rumours about all sorts of things running around down in the catacombs.”

“Things?”

“Homeless people. I think,” Stacey explained. “But people with too much time, money, and imagination like to make up stories about the living dead.”

Matthew frowned.

“Yeah,” Stacey nodded and laughed. “Brain-eating zombies that lurk around beneath the crypts waiting for stray uni students to wander out of bounds.”

Matthew laughed with her, but a sick feeling was starting to build in the pit of his stomach. He looked at his half-empty plate of pancakes with regret. You’ve gotta lay off the Friday night monster movie marathons, man, he scolded himself. It’s starting to rot your brain. You don’t want to turn into one of those idiots who believe in that supernatural crap.

No way. There was no way that was going to happen.

Sure, Matthew liked to be scared. He didn’t go out of his way to plan a world-class Halloween party every year just for his health. He loved horror movies, and campfire ghost stories, and sometimes, a good true crime documentary if there was nothing else to do. But when people started talking about it like it was real, he switched off. Luckily, it sounded like Stacey felt the same.

Eve is going to hate me, Matthew thought as he listened to Stacey complain about the amount of shoplifters she’d been having to deal with lately.

“One morning I woke up on the floor in the middle of the shop,” she was saying. “The door was smashed, several outfits were gone, and I had the paper spike I keep beside the till shoved through my shoulder.” she pointed to a spot beneath her left clavicle. “Right here. They must have knocked me out pretty good because I didn’t remember how it happened. Hurt a lot, though.”

“Who was it?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t remember any of it. I guess I caught them by surprise before I could turn on the lights and get a look.”

“I should go,” Matthew said, suddenly. I’ll sneak in. Eve doesn’t even have to know I’m there.

“Already?” Stacy looked disappointed. She put down her coffee cup and wiped her mouth with her serviette. You didn’t even finish pancakes number three.”

“I know,” Matthew said, trying to sound sorry. “But I’ve got a lot of things to do back home today.”

“Twisted Lakes.” Stacey nodded as if that somehow explained something.

“It was nice meeting you,” he said, pulling out his wallet to pay for his meal.

“Don’t,” she waved him away. “This is on me.”

“No–”

“Really,” Stacey insisted. “It’s not every day I get to share breakfast with a handsome young gentleman.” She winked.

Suddenly stuck for words, Matthew gave her a tight smile and nodded.

“Okay,” Stacey smiled up at him. “You’re free to go.”

All of that was weird, Matthew thought as he left the ice creamery and made his way back down the sidewalk. Weird and unsettling.

Why are you even going in there? he asked himself when he reached the imposing facade of the Cathedral. Hands still in his pockets, he looked at his car, parked right out the front, then backed up at the sharp spires far above. Dark, nasty, and mean-looking against the bright blue autumn sky.

But as hard as he tried, he couldn’t find a reason. Realistically, the best thing for him to do was go home and wait around for Eve to call later in the evening. Like she said she would.

It can’t hurt to have a quick look around, he told himself as he ascended the short flight of steps leading up to the doors. Heart suddenly racing, he cracked open the door on the left and peered inside.








  
  
  Chapter 3

  
  




“You look lost.”

Matthew choked back a cry and spun around to confront the person who’d startled him. He’d been gazing at three missing posters tacked to the corkboard he’d found out the front of the administration office at the back of the cathedral. Since it was a guy who startled him this time, Matthew didn’t feel bad about grabbing him by the collar of his shirt, hauling him across to the other side of the broad passageway, and slamming him against the wall.

“Woah, woah, woah!” the young man exclaimed, hands up in defence as Matthew shoved him again before letting go. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to scare you like that.”

“You didn’t scare me, idiot,” Matthew shot back.

“Hey, it’s not my fault you were daydreaming about pink fluffy clouds and fairycorns or whatever it is you girls spend your time thinking about,” the young man said with a lazy, arrogant smile. He still had his hands up. “Usually people hear me coming a mile away. Everyone says I’ve got elephant feet.”

He was a head taller than Matthew, and a good deal broader, but along with everything he’d said, this just made Matthew angrier. He hated the guy’s smug complacency. As if he just knew he’d come off better in a fight. Fairycorns?

“Maybe I should start whistling whenever I leave my dorm,” he said, folding his arms and pushing himself up off the wall.

“Or
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