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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 pronunciation: /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








Urban Lights ~ Book 1








Sinister Love








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Monday, 2nd of December

“I see you, Elise. I can always see you… Always…”

Elise Oberon groaned and turned over on her pillow, pulling the thick, heavy extra quilt she’d thrown on her bed the night before closer around her chin. A cold wave of air caressed her face as she scowled at the broken latch on her bedroom window. Great. Of course the window was open. She’d been moving around in her sleep again. Moving things around. She had no idea, as usual, what she’d been dreaming about. But it mustn’t have been good. A knot of uneasiness clenched in the pit of her stomach, reminding her that she had to get up and have breakfast soon.

Soon, she thought. She glanced away from the broken latch and past the rusty fire escape to the pale, early morning sunlight already sparkling off the shiny, east-facing surfaces at the top of the city’s tallest buildings. It’s still early, she told her stomach when it rumbled, loudly. She yawned, gazing sleepily at the sprinkle of apartment lights blinking out against the growing daylight.

Elise used to love the city at dawn. So magical and romantic. Sparkling. Clean.

When did that change? Her eyes wandered to the dark thing right in the middle of the buildings. She always tried to avoid looking at that spot, but it was like an optical magnet. Her eyes had been drawn to it every morning whether she liked it or not, ever since… When? she wondered. But she sighed and gave up figuring it out. It was too early in the morning to be thinking so much about anything. She glared at the building, resenting it for ruining the vista.

The Cygnet Hotel.

Art Deco. She could never really figure out what it was about that style of architecture that bothered her so much. Creepy. She pulled her gaze away from the gloomy, slim, needle-like structure and began kicking off the bed covers. The Cygnet Hotel was creepy. There was no other way to describe it. It towered over the other buildings like an evil, giant fence post, ugly and out of place amidst what was otherwise a beautiful city.

She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to catch hold of the snippets of the dream she’d been having before fully waking up. But, just like every morning, it quickly evaporated from her mind and she was left feeling blank and uneasy. An overactive imagination was what her mother called it, anytime Elise complained about her night terrors. “It’s always something with you, isn’t it Elise? Too afraid to sleep. Too afraid to turn out the light. You know there’s nothing bad waiting for you in the dark, don’t you? You’re just being silly.”

Silly. Elise’s mother loved to call her silly. Elise disagreed. Her mother was the silly one. Silly and mean. She never told Elise there was nothing bad waiting for her in the dark. Just asked her if she knew there wasn’t. As if Elise was meant to have figured it out on her own already.

“Come on, Elise,” she grumbled when the cold morning air attacked her bare legs, forcing her to shift her feet over the edge of the bed. “Stop having cranky thoughts. Ugh!” Her thick socks hardly made a difference against the chilled wooden floorboards. Elise sighed and stretched, reaching over to slide the window shut.

Outside, car horns blared and the rumble of building traffic grew louder by the minute. Elise forced herself to stand and walk to the bedroom door. Today was too important to ruin with stupid thoughts. She needed to get into a better mood. Fast.
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“I still can’t believe you took a year off. You’ve missed out on a lot, Elise.”

“Oh, calm down, Annie,” Elise said, closing the fridge door. Making her way to the small island at the edge of the kitchen, she dumped the milk carton next to her cereal bowl and rubbed her eyes against the bright swells of light pouring in through the wide, floor-to-ceiling sash windows on the other side of the living room. Frowning at the balcony door between the two widows, she briefly considered having breakfast outside, but a blaring truck horn quickly changed her mind. “You know I had to save up,” she continued, cradling the phone between her cheek and shoulder as she began to drown her Froot Loops in milk. “Uni isn’t going to pay for itself.”

“You’re nuts,” her best friend insisted. “Just who do you think you are, turning your nose up at Albert’s offer? You could be a princess Elise! A PRINCESS!”

Elise snatched the phone away from her ear. “Don’t shout at me, Annie,” she grumbled. “It’s too early. And you know I’ll never let that creep pay for anything. He’s already sucked mother into that dumb, phony lifestyle–”

“Traveling the world,” Annie said wistfully, cutting her off. “Lounging around in five star-hotels. Shopping in all the best stores in all the best cities. A never-ending honeymoon! It’s so romantic!”

“So lame, you mean,” Elise snapped. She hated talking about her stepfather and the constant travelling he and her mother always did. Making sure she’s never home, Elise griped to herself. She couldn’t wait till the glamour and sparkle wore off and her mother saw Albert for what he really was. The way Elise saw him. A dumb old rich creep.

“You don’t have a right to be so snobby, Elise,” Annie snapped back at her. “Some of us would probably kill to have someone offering to make their life a little easier. But no. Not you. Little Miss Independent. When are they getting back, by the way?”

“I don’t know,” Elise sighed. She shovelled a heaped spoonful of sugary loops into her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “I guess when life’s an extended honeymoon you forget about setting dates.”

Annie made a disgusted sound. “Well, whenever you’re ready to swap lives, just let me know, okay? Like I said, some of us would kill to–”

“I know, I know,” said Elise. But what would Annie really know, anyway? Her parents had been together, happily, since the beginning of time. How could she possibly understand what it’s like to have a total stranger appear in your life and insist you call him Dad? Which Elise flat-out refused to do. “Can’t we talk about something else? Aren’t you happy I’m finally coming to keep you company at the Cathedral?” Absently, she picked up the remote which lay beside her on the island and switched on the TV.

Annie giggled. “Yeah, sure. Hey, is that the TV I can hear? What are you watching?”

Swallowing another mouthful, Elise huffed and shook her head at the news article that playing out across the screen.

“…ANOTHER SHOCKING SCENE DISCOVERED EARLY THIS MORNING,” the anchorwoman was busy explaining, “BRINGING THE DEATH TOLL TO A STAGGERING EIGHT SINCE THE BEGINNING OF AUGUST, WHEN THE LEVIATHAN’S GRIZZLY REIGN OF TERROR BEGAN. SOURCES CLAIM…”

“Another dead girl,” Elise told Annie, quietly.

“Oh,” replied Annie, just as quiet. “The Leviathan?”

“Uh-huh,” said Elise, absently swirling the spoon in her Froot Loops. Uneasiness began to wash through her stomach again, so she decided it was time to lighten the mood. “The Leviathan,” she said, mockingly.

“Yeah,” Annie laughed. But she sounded a little uneasy, too. “So dramatic, right? Hey, listen, you know you’re welcome to come stay at my place–”

“Annie–”

“I spoke to Mum about it last night. She said she can’t believe how stubborn you’re being. She thinks it’s ridiculous for you to be staying there all alone while your mother is away.”

And with a busted bedroom window latch, she thought. But she didn’t say it out loud. Annie didn’t know about that and Elise didn’t want to give her any more reasons to hassle her. “I don’t want to talk about that, Annie. And besides, don’t you remember what I said about applying for a room on campus? I didn’t spend all of last year working my butt off for nothing.”

“Oh, right,” Annie drawled. “Little Miss Independent saving up because she can’t wait to be middle-aged. And Yeah, I know,” she sighed. “You never want to talk about anything that’s good for you.” She sighed. “Oh, well. At least you’re starting to make better decisions. Do you know which dorm you’re staying in yet?”

“No,” Elise confessed, ignoring all her friend’s insults. “I thought I’d just ask when I get there this morning.” She could swear she heard Annie rolling her eyes.

“And then you go and spoil it all–”

“I have to go,” Elise said, quickly. The conversation was starting to irritate her and she’d just pulled the phone away from her ear long enough to see that she was running out of time to shower and get dressed. “So, you said to meet you at twelve outside some place called the Snowbell Quad, right? Inside the uni? It’s easy to find, isn’t it?”

“Yes, of course. I already told you it’s easy to find. And yes, I’ll see you there at midday. But listen, there’s something else I wanted to tell you.”

“What?” asked Elise as she hastily took her empty bowl to the sink. Rinsing it, she opened the dishwasher and stacked it neatly inside, stopping for a moment to stare at the half-filled racks. I’ll have to run the cycle when I get home later. She hated letting the dishwasher pile up too much.

“Remember when I told you that Dad said he might have a surprise for us?”

“Uh-huh.” Annie’s father worked for the city’s satellite channel, Explore. And he had mentioned something recently about maybe having a surprise for both Annie and Elise.

“Well,’ Annie continued, “when he got home last night, he told me that Dean Benson is coming here to film an episode this month!”

“WHAT?!” Elise almost dropped the phone. “You’d better not be messing with me, Annie.”

“I swear, I’m not,” Annie insisted, excitedly. “Can you believe it, Elise? THE Dean Benson. He’s ghost-hunting here. In the city. You’d think there’d be millions of places in the world more interesting than here, but no– He’s coming here! And Dad said he’d probably be able to get us both into the shoot! We might even get to be in the episode!”

“Wow,” was all Elise could think to say. Dean Benson. The host of I’ll Be Right Back, the Explore channel’s most popular ghost-hunting show. The world’s most popular ghost-hunting show! Everyone Elise knew had been drooling over Dean since the show started when they were all in the seventh grade.

“That’s all you have to say?” Annie demanded, sounding outraged.

“I have to go,” Elise said again, getting ready to end the call. “So when is it happening?”

“They haven’t arranged a date yet, but Dad says it’ll probably be in a couple of weeks. You’ll come, right? You won’t blow this off for something you think is more important, will you?”

“Hey!” Elise protested. “Give me a break, Annie. I’m not as frozen on the inside as you seem to think.”

“Just making sure,” Annie giggled. “Great. So I’ll let you know when Dad has a date confirmed.”

“Where are they filming?” asked Elise.

“Uh…”

“The location, Annie? Is it the old observatory by the docks? The renovated Library Cafe? The abandoned hospital on the hill?” There were so many old places in the city that would be perfect for a ghost-hunting show.

“No,” Annie sounded hesitant. “It’s none of those places.”

“Where, then?” Elise demanded.

“The Cygnet Hotel.”

“Oh.” Elise felt the joy draining quickly out of her. Of course they’re filming in that horrible place. Why wouldn’t they? It just looks like a portal straight to hell. Their ratings will skyrocket. But…

“You’ll still come, won’t you?” asked Annie.

“Of course,” Elise said, trying to sound unbothered as her stomach began doing back flips. But as she finished up the conversation and ended the call, she was already running through excuses she might be able to come up with to get out of it. There was absolutely no way she was setting foot in that hideous hotel. Not even for THE Dean Benson.
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“Nice of you to be here to see me off this morning, Chips,” said Elise to the big Russian Blue, who lounged, ungracefully, in the sun with both his back legs sticking out through the metal bars of the balcony railing. He cracked open his pale, aquamarine eyes and began purring when she rubbed his belly.

Chips had been feral up until a year ago when Elise had noticed him on the fire escape outside her bedroom window one night, curled into a ball and shivering in the cold. He’d been so skinny back then. Skinny, homeless, and scruffy. Now, he looked as if he’d never eaten anything but gourmet sardines since the day he was born. Elise had never told her mother she’d snuck food out to Chips that night. All Mrs Oberon knew was that a big, gangly, grey cat had decided their balcony was now its home during the day when he wasn’t stalking birds in the small, inner-city park across the road from their apartment building.

Elise still snuck food out to him on the fire escape every evening. She adored their secret friendship. She adored Chips. And he adored the fact that he was allowed inside now that Elise’s mother was away all the time.

“I’ll leave the window open next to the TV,” she told him, giving his ear one final scratch before standing up. She stretched, yawning as she looked out across the park at the tall, tangled mass of apartment buildings and office skyscrapers. You’re stalling, she told herself. It’s getting late. You don’t want to mess up your first day.

She sighed, wondering if things like being on time even mattered at university. Annie had told her that it was a lot more relaxed than school had ever been. But she had no idea what her schedule was yet, and she wasn’t too thrilled about the idea of walking in on a class that had already started. True, Annie was going to be there, and maybe a couple of other kids she’d been at school with, but she was intent on making a good impression on all the new people she was going to meet.

Getting through it smoothly. No problems, no drama, she said to herself as she went inside, cracked open the window behind the TV enough for Chips to squeeze his rotund self through, and stepped into the hall outside her apartment.

As she sorted through her key ring for the four different keys she needed to lock her front door, a cool breeze tickled the back of her neck, and she turned to see that someone had left the window open wide at the end of the hallway.

That’s really annoying, she thought as the final lock clicked over. Stuffing the keyring into her handbag, she eyed the open window as she made her way down the hall and pressed the button beside the sliding metal doors of the lift. What kind of idiot leaves a window open like that? She hugged herself and shivered. Isn’t this place cold enough? Beside her, the lift bell dinged, signaling that the metal doors were about to open. Elise kept her eyes on the window, feeling more and more agitated about the inconsiderate person who’d left it open.

I’ll have to speak to Mr Ableman about posting a notice or something, she thought. She glanced over her shoulder at the door to her landlord’s apartment as she heard the doors of the lift begin to slide open. Ableman… She frowned at her landlord’s door. He’d probably just laugh at her like he did the last time she had a complaint. But I do need to tell him about the broken latch on my bedroom window, she reminded herself. So I’ll be speaking to him anyway.

Hearing the soft click of metal that meant the doors were now fully opened, Elise was still looking over her shoulder when she began stepping forward into the lift.

“ELISE! STOP!”

“Huh?”

Startled, she spun around to confront the person she heard running towards her from the opposite end of the hall, ready to shout that sneaking up on people like that was bound to give someone a heart attack. But something felt wrong. The foot she was using to step into the lift hadn’t touched the ground yet.

“Oh, no!” she cried, arms flailing wildly as she pitched forward into the darkness where the lift should have been.

I’m going to die. But just as the thought passed through her mind, something wrapped tightly around her waist and lifted her backwards into the air.

“Didn’t you hear me?”

“What?” Elise opened her eyes and looked down at the arm encircling her waist. I’m not going to die! she realised with a rush of relief. I’m alive!

“I told you to stop!” The arm let go and slid away from her waist so that she could turn around. “Why didn’t you stop, Elise? You could have killed yourself! What’s wrong with you?”

Elise wanted to laugh at the angry face staring down at her. But she stopped herself. He didn’t need encouragement. “Alright, Bobby,” she huffed. Her heart rate was returning to normal, but her nerves still felt rattled, and the teenage boy standing in front of her telling her off wasn’t helping. Seriously, did my annoying sixteen-year-old neighbour really just save my life? She glanced back at the bit of paper stuck to the wall beside the lift. OUT OF ORDER. USE THE STAIRS. This is so humiliating. I really hope this isn’t setting the tone for the rest of my day.

No, a voice spoke up from the back of her mind. The broken latch on your open bedroom window already set the tone for your day. And Annie’s pestering. And getting an invite to go to the filming of your favourite show at your least favourite place.

An image of the Cygnet flashed through her mind.

Elise slumped. I’ve got to shake off these bad vibes. I can’t start uni feeling this way.

“Hey,” Bobby put his hands on her shoulders, softening his voice. “I’m sorry I shouted at you. But seriously, Elise, sometimes it’s like you’re on another planet. You should really be more aware of your surroundings.”

“Thanks for the lecture, Dad!” she snapped. “Look, just back off, Bobby. I don’t need you telling me what I should and shouldn’t be doing.”

“Sorry,” he said again. But this time he sounded offended. “I guess I should have let you dive head first to your death.”

She scowled, shoving past him to get to the door that led to the stairs.

“Hey,” he called, hurrying to catch up with her. “Wait for me. Where are you going? I can come with you if you want.”

Elise huffed again, letting go of the heavy stairwell door, hoping it would smack him in the face, and stop him from following her.

“Out, Bobby. I’m going out. And no, you can’t come with me. Don’t you have school to go to?”

“Not this week,” he replied, happily, falling into step with her as she hurried down the first flight. “Mum and Dad want me to stay home and help them renovate the kitchen.”

Elise frowned. That sounded negligent on his parents’ part. “But what about all the schoolwork you’ll miss?”

“Trust you to take all the fun and joy out of the end of the year,” he teased, laughing at the angry look she gave him. “But because it’s been a whole year since you graduated and you’re so grown up now,” he dodged the punch she sent in his direction, “I guess you don’t remember there’s no real school work till the middle of January.”

Oh, god, I don’t care, Elise sighed to herself. She really wished he would just go away. She gave him a disgusted look and shook her head. Normally, around any other boy, Elise became very shy and reserved. Not Bobby, though. Of all the boys in the world she could speak to without difficulty, why did it have to be him? Just my luck.

“Why are you so crabby this morning?”

“Get lost, Bobby. But if you must know, I didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“Why?”

“Nervous about starting uni, I guess,” she admitted.

“Is that where you’re going now?”

Elise nodded.

“So…”

“What?” she snapped. The end of the staircase didn’t seem to be arriving quickly enough. She suddenly couldn’t wait to be out of the building and far away from Bobby.

“Well, I wasn’t going to say anything, but I noticed this morning that you still haven’t had the lock on your bedroom window fixed.”

Elise stopped and stared at him in shock.

“If I was you I’d feel nervous about that,” he went on, stopping a couple of steps below her. He turned back and shrugged. “Especially with that psycho killer out murdering young women. Aren’t you worried?”

“How do you know about the latch on my bedroom window, Bobby?” she demanded.

“We share the fire escape,” he replied, looking at her as if she was the weird one for asking him something like that. “I was out there a couple of nights ago–”

“And you just happened to glance into my bedroom,” she finished for him, accusingly. “You little creep!”

“Woah! Take it easy, Tiger!” Bobby threw up his hands and took a couple of steps backwards down the stairs. “Jeez, you’re really losing it at the moment. I miss the Elise that used to babysit me. The one that used to be cool. What happened to you?”

Elise pursed her lips, ignoring him as she carried on down the stairs and out onto the street.

Used to be cool, she fumed as she marched off down the footpath, glad to be putting distance between her and everything that seemed intent on annoying her that morning. I grew up, Bobby. That’s what happened to me. I can’t believe that little creep has been spying into my bedroom. She had a sudden terrible thought and her mind raced to remember instances when she might have accidentally left her curtains open while she was getting undressed.

No. Calm down, Elise. You’ve never done that. And maybe Bobby’s right. Maybe you are going a little overboard at the moment. You’re definitely not being cool. She slowed her pace as her thoughts became calmer, more logical.

And maybe Bobby was right about the real reason she wasn’t getting enough sleep. The Leviathan.

Elise scoffed and shook her head. It wasn’t something she needed to worry about. Because the Leviathan’s victims had all been discovered near the docks at Northport. And that was way over on the opposite side of the city from where she lived.

Little creep, she thought, conjuring Bobby’s annoyingly happy face to the front of her mind. He probably thinks scaring me like that is funny. Like he used to when I babysat him. Typical Bobby. But that was such a long time ago. Those scares were just average, little kid pranks. Like plastic spiders on the toilet seat, or confetti on the ceiling fan. Or her personal favourite: a cup of water balanced on top of a door she was about to open. That one never got old.

Psycho killer and prank didn’t seem very synonymous, though. Elise shivered as she turned up the collar of her coat and picked up her pace.

It’s just Bobby. You’ve known him forever. And he’s still just a kid. Elise sighed. Sure, Bobby was just the annoying kid next door, but she knew she wasn’t going to feel any easier till she spoke to Ableman about fixing the latch on her bedroom window. Living on campus at the Cathedral meant she wouldn’t be home very much. And she hated the thought of someone sneaking into her bedroom in the middle of the night while she wasn’t there.
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“I’m really sorry,” said the receptionist. She shook her head and blinked apologetically over the top of her half-moon glasses. “Unfortunately the system glitches sometimes. There’s just nothing available at the moment.”

“Then I’ll need my money back,” Elise stated. This is so annoying! She’d put down her deposit for a room on campus over three months ago, and no one had ever mentioned anything about the chance that there might be nothing available. How could the university be so blasé about something like that? Unless… Elise gave the receptionist, who’d introduced herself as Lydia, a suspicious look. Unless they’re trying to swindle me. Her deposit was over half of all the money she’d saved up last year. Too much to just “let it go,” as Lydia’s attitude seemed to suggest.

“Of course,” Lydia replied. “I understand how frustrated you must be.”

Understatement! Elise balled her fists at her sides and waited for Lydia to continue.

“But you should know that applying for a refund involves a lot of paperwork.” She sighed as she sat back and opened a desk drawer. “And then there’s the wait time on approval…”

“Approval?! Do you realise how much money that is?”

“Yes.” Lydia put up her hands, nodded, and took a calming breath. She was starting to look stressed and a bit embarrassed.

Elise didn’t care.

“Why should I have to wait around for paperwork to get approved?” she demanded. “Why can’t you just give me back my money?”

“Look, the best thing you can do right now is give it a week–”

“A WEEK?!”

“If there’s a chance that something becomes available by then…” she gave Elise a pleading look. “What do you think? Can you give it some time?”

Suddenly feeling embarrassed by how petulant she was acting, Elise sighed and shrugged. It stung that the university had taken her money for nothing. She shouldn’t have to wait a week, but what choice did she have?

“And if worse comes to worst,” Lydia went on, “you can come back and shout at me next Monday, and I’ll be happy to help you get the paperwork sorted out for a refund. Okay?”

“Okay,” Elise replied, quietly. Lydia was being so nice and it was making her feel stupid. Bobby’s words from that morning, floated, uninvited, through her mind, “…because it’s been a whole year since you graduated and you’re so grown up now…”

I’m being a baby, she realised.

“Now, here’s your timetable,” Lydia said cheerfully. She lifted a sheet of paper off her desk and handed it to Elise. “It looks like you don’t start classes till tomorrow. And here,” she scribbled something onto a small scrap of paper and handed it to Elise. “This is my number. Add it to your contacts so you’ll know it’s me when I call.”

Elise gave her a puzzled look.

Lydia smiled
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