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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
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Closet Monster








  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




Thursday, 20th of March

Sven returned the murderous glare with a lazy smile. Eve. He smirked and turned back to the front of the classroom, where Professor Woods was leaning against his desk. He’d just finished telling them about a unique opportunity he’d organized for the two students who scored highest in their most recent Film assignment.

And then he’d dropped the bomb that had Eve spiralling out of control. Sven and Annie, the new girl in class, had scored those top marks. They’d been chosen by the professor to join the cast and crew of a hit, ghost-hunting TV show, I’ll Be Right Back, for the filming of an upcoming episode. To have fun and get footage for their next assignment. Eve hadn’t. And she was fuming.

“It’s not fair,” Eve insisted.

“Life isn’t fair,” replied the Film studies professor.

“But Sven’s projects are always the same.”

A collective murmur rippled through the room. This wasn’t the first time Eve had started in on Sven about his “unnecessary production budget” making the rest of them look bad.

“Eve,” Professor Woods tried to cut in.

“Always the same!” she went on. “Same premise. Same atmosphere. Same desperation to show everyone how sorry he feels for himself all the time.”

Sven tried not to laugh, but a couple of people towards the back of the room started giggling.

The professor’s face turned a mild shade of red. “Eve!” He pushed off his desk and folded his arms. “I can assure you, your personal grievances don’t influence my marking process. But I have almost made up my mind about your little attitude problem. How many times do I have to tell you? If you keep interrupting the class like this–”

“Plus,” she went on, obstinately, “the budget.”

Another collective murmur.

Here it is, thought Sven. Poor little Eve, the starving artist. He glanced at her over his shoulder again. Yeah, right. Eve wasn’t starving. She just had too many opinions. Opinions that had become more mean-spirited the longer she’d been there. Sven didn’t like that. They’d started out as friends. But now, everything he did somehow annoyed her.

Frowning, he was about to look away when a pair of bright green eyes behind Eve caught his attention. Without thinking, he shifted his gaze and stared directly into them.

He snapped his attention back to the front of the room.

Kristy.

How long had she been staring at him like that?

Forever, he thought, bitterly. Sven felt like he was running out of ways to let Kristy know that her attention was completely wasted on him. She still wasn’t getting it. Sure, he’d liked her. Once. But that was a long time ago, and she’d ruined it by doing weird, witchy things to him.

He sighed, rested his elbow on his desk, and propped his chin in his hand. It was a pity. If you weren’t aware of how unhinged she was, all you’d see was a beautiful girl with large, cat-like green eyes and thick waves of flaming red hair that tumbled around her shoulders like fire.

Otherworldly, he often thought. But not in a good way. Not once you got to know her. Then, it was creepy.

She was unhinged. And she had tried to mess with Sven when they’d been dating by giving him a weird tea that made him feel… not like himself. And he would never have questioned it, either, if her friend, Vanessa, hadn’t given him a heads-up.

Vanessa. Sven frowned when an image of Vanessa’s face, staring out from one of the missing posters on the corkboard beside the administration office, drifted through his mind.

He shook himself mentally and tried to focus on what was going on around him. Too often, lately, he’d been letting his mind get away from him. Daydreaming. Or daymaring. These days, when his mind wandered, it went to places and things that he did not want to think about.

Maybe she hates me, too, his thoughts returned to Kristy. Like Eve. Only Kristy wants to drive me insane by acting like a psychotic stalker. He sighed as he tore a small scrap of paper from the bottom corner of his open notebook and started scrunching it.

Girls. They were all out of control. All of them.

“And everyone just pretends like he did something great,” Eve was still complaining, “because he’s got more money than talent to spend on props and animation all the time.”

“I’ve made my decision, Ms Hallows,” said the professor. “Perhaps for your next assignment, you’ll focus on giving us something a little less small-town-existential-crisis. Yes?”

“But–”

“Stop speaking or get out!” Professor Woods snapped.

An awkward silence fell over the room, and Sven did his best not to laugh. At least Film studies never got boring anymore. Not since Eve arrived almost six months ago.

“But, reality TV?”

Kristy.

The professor nodded, sighing as he circled his desk to take a seat. His showdown with Eve had drained all his energy. Professor Woods looked exhausted.

“No offense,” said Kristy, “but when did Film studies turn into reality TV? It seems kind of tacky.”

“When reality TV decided to film in one of the best locations in the city,” he shot back, very offended. His face was turning red again. Sven felt a little sorry for him. The professor was going to have an epic headache after class today. “Tacky?” he said, his mouth twisted in disgust. “If any of you had any idea how hard it is to get into a place like–”

“Ew,” said another student, further towards the back. “Why would anyone ever want to go there on purpose?”

“Atmosphere,” replied the professor, ignoring the few students who were giggling at what their classmate had said.

Sven loved that about this class. Sometimes, things got childish. And sure, it upset the professor. But film studies was one of the few courses that usually felt light-hearted. And Silly. At Cathedral U, that was a big deal.

The professor folded his arms and lifted his chin. “And aesthetics. I would have thought anyone who joined this class might jump at the chance to get in there and get some amazing footage.”

Sure, Sven thought. The footage would be great, but the atmosphere…

The Cygnet Hotel. That was where I’ll Be Right Back was filming soon. Exactly a week from that day. An uncomfortable feeling knotted in the pit of Sven’s stomach. And it wasn’t because of the two plates of waffles and ice cream he’d had for breakfast at The Snow Queen, the ice cream parlour a block up from the cathedral.

No.

Sven’s discomfort came from images of that nasty hotel that had been slowly working their way into his daymares over the past couple of months. Ever since…

No, Sven told himself, sitting up straighter in his chair. I’m not thinking about that. I’m never thinking about that.

“It’s totally worth it.”

Sven scrunched up his face and frowned at the girl sitting by the door. Annie. The newest addition to the class. She’d been there for a little over a month, having transferred over from Archeology studies.

“What’s your problem?” his roommate, Alex, had said when Sven complained about the new girl in class who wouldn’t stop staring at him. “You’ve got a ton of chicks after you, and you’re always complaining about it.”

“Not always,” Sven had told him. “And how is it your problem? You already have a girlfriend.”

“Always!” Alex had insisted. “And you’re an idiot. That’s my problem. You act like you can’t get a girlfriend but you’ve got a million candidates lined up and ready to go.”

It was a regular argument they had. Alex couldn’t understand why Sven was fed up with dating, and Sven thought Alex could stand to mind his own business.

A ton of chicks, Sven mused, bitterly, staring at Annie while she explained how she knew “filming at the Cygnet” would be an amazing opportunity for anyone who got the chance to do it… in her opinion. And she was thrilled to have been chosen.

When she turned back to the front, she caught Sven looking at her and smiled, shyly.

Great, Sven huffed to himself. He blinked and looked down at his notebook. He didn’t like Annie, but he didn’t like to be mean, either. Other guys might not have a problem telling girls they didn’t like to flat-out get lost, but Sven could never bring himself to do something like that. Not even with Kristy. That wasn’t how he was raised.

Swiss boarding school. That was how he’d been raised. Where they taught good manners. Propriety. Decency. At least the school he’d gone to did. And Sven didn’t regret a bit of it. He knew it made him different. Not better, just… different.

But that didn’t stop him from teasing anyone who pushed their luck. Eve. He looked at her over his shoulder again, smiling when their eyes met and she scowled.

Fuming.

He was still smiling when the bell rang to signal the end of class and everyone was getting up to leave.

“Are you busy right now?”

“Huh?” Sven looked up at the girl who’d crossed the room to stand beside him. “Um… kind of.”

“I just thought maybe you’d want to go get a coffee with me so we can talk about the Cygnet.”

“I don’t know,” Sven began.

“Great idea,” Eve said, sarcastically as she passed by on her way to the door. “The world’s your oyster, isn’t it, Annie? Daddy’s in the industry and you’re the teacher’s pet.”

Oh, Sven thought while scrambling in his brain for a good excuse not to go anywhere with Annie right now. Or ever. That’s right. Her father works for the satellite channel that owns that dumb ghost-hunting show. She would have been there anyway, even if the professor hadn’t chosen her.

He frowned at the back of Eve’s head. So bitter. But no wonder she’s upset.

Annie rolled her eyes. “All those lemons you’ve been sucking for breakfast are making you look ugly,” she called after Eve.

Kristy, who’d already reached the door, threw an arm around Eve and guided her out into the hall, whispering to her as they went.

Sven felt queasy. Only he had seen the delighted smirk on the tall, red-headed girl’s face when she overheard the exchange. Kristy was up to something, for sure. Since when have Kristy and Eve been so close? he wondered. A small part of him felt worried. He’d seen the horrible stuff that happened to girls who made friends with Kristy.

But then he remembered all the things Eve had been saying about him, in front of him in class lately. How mean she was being. They deserve each other, he concluded.

“So, what do you think?” Annie was looking at him again with a shy, hopeful smile.

Sven clenched his jaw as he began packing away his books. He stood up and shrugged. “Sorry,” he said. “I can’t right now. I’m really busy.”

“Oh,” she mumbled, the smile dropping from her face. “Okay. I understand.”

No, you don’t, he thought as he brushed past her and hurried to the door. Annie didn’t understand at all. She didn’t understand that every time he turned her down for coffee, what he was really trying to say was that he was never going to have coffee with her. And not just because she wasn’t his type. It was because of the way she seemed to have completely forgotten about her best friend who’d stopped showing up at uni a little over three months ago. Early December.

The best friend that Annie knew had been dating Sven right before she disappeared from their lives.

The best friend who was Sven’s type.

Elise.

No! He hurried into the hall and tried to blend into the crowd that surged around him, students rushing to their next classes, or trying to get away, to find a quiet place, like he was. I won’t think about Elise, he reminded himself as he passed through a quiet, open-air walkway. And she’s not missing. She’s just not coming back.

At least, that’s what he’d been told by Lydia at the administration office when he’d swallowed his pride and stopped in to ask about why Elise wasn’t there anymore. He’d started feeling horrible. Like it was all his fault.

But no. She’d simply dropped out. Clearly. As a fact, according to Lydia, who shook her head in disappointment when she recalled Elise informing her of the decision to leave.

“After everything I did to find her a place on campus,” she’d said. “And after she made such a big deal out of it when something wasn’t immediately available.” Then she’d offered a big sigh and returned her attention to her computer screen, letting Sven know she’d run out of time to give him.

But still… Sometimes, when his mind got too far away from him, and the daymares persisted, he’d wonder if the way they’d ended things, that terrible night outside The Beefsteak, the nightclub she’d been working at, instead of studying, like she’d told him she was… Maybe he really was the reason Elise had gone away.

When he reached the Snowbell Quad, a wide swathe of grass at the centre of the campus, already showing patches of little white springtime flowers, he breathed a sigh of relief. Being there always made him feel better. And his dorm, Southaven Hall, was on the opposite side of the walkway, beside the library. If he needed to, he could escape very quickly to his room.

He had a lot to think about, and the day was too lovely to be inside. He needed to come up with an excuse for why he wouldn’t be able to go to the Cygnet Hotel, for footage, or anything else. Obviously, he couldn’t tell his professor the real reason, that every time he thought of the place, his stomach clenched with anxiety, and a shiver of goosebumps broke out across the back of his neck. Because that would sound silly.

But the feeling Sven had when his mind got cloudy and began wandering into terrifying scenarios was anything but silly.

The Cygnet Hotel was scary. And not just because of the way it looked. Sure, its hideous art-deco facade stood out in stark contrast to the buildings that surrounded it. Even the Library Cafe, which ghost enthusiasts insisted was wildly haunted, wasn’t as unsettling as the Cygnet Hotel was.

It’s the vibe, Sven had concluded, one night about a week ago, lying in bed, staring up at the ceiling, unable to sleep. When he did eventually get to sleep that night, the nightmares had been off the charts. Over and over, scenes of himself running through hallways, feeling oppressed by dim lighting and dusty gold wallpaper. And the sudden shock when that wallpaper began to glisten with glittering beads of red.

Like stars, he’d thought, during one of those dreams, before the glittering red beads had started to drip down the walls. Not stars. Blood. The walls were bleeding.

Dropping his bag, Sven dumped himself into the grass, lying on his back to look up at the wispy clouds that draped the blue sky above.

As usual, there was a group of students sitting beneath the big old oak tree that stood in the middle of the quad, and one of them was quietly strumming a guitar. Sven didn’t mind that. He didn’t mind those people. That group always kept to themselves. Minded their own business.
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“Hi stranger!”

Sven took a deep breath and glanced up from the magazine that lay open in his lap to see that the young man had stopped strumming his guitar, and the group beneath the tree were all staring, hard, at the girl disrupting the peace.

“I’m busy,” Sven told Kristy without looking at her. Instead, he returned his attention to the magazine, hoping she’d give him a break. Just this once.

“Laney had some of her work featured in that,” she announced as she dropped her bag and settled into the grass beside him, legs tucked up beneath her long, purple skirt.

“What?” Sven leant back from the magazine, Snap. It was a high-end photography journal that came out every month, often selling out quickly at the local newsagency. It was something Sven looked forward to. But what Kristy just said… Laney had her work in here? Laney… the Leviathan? Suddenly, the stylish, glossy spread didn’t seem so nice to look at. Laney? Ex Cathedral U student turned vicious serial killer and currently the city’s most wanted missing person, had showcased her work in Snap?

Laney, who fled into the catacombs. Sven shuddered at the thought. Ever since Laney had gone down there and never come back up, an uneasiness had settled over the student population. Especially the ones who lived on campus. Yes, the cathedral had always been strange. But most of that strangeness was imagined because of how old the place was. How eerie it was…

Laney meant something different. She really was a serial killer, and she really had gone missing down there, in the catacombs…

She either would or wouldn’t be coming back. And it could happen at any time.

He frowned at Kristy. She did that on purpose. Alex would call him crazy for thinking it. But Sven knew she’d ruined it just because she liked it. In a way that would make him look irrational if he said anything. She was good at that. Always making sure that nothing ever looked like it was her fault.

Sven closed the magazine and slid it into his gym bag. The guy beneath the tree had started strumming his guitar again, but he and his friends were still staring at Kristy.

Yeah, Sven sympathized. I get it. She’s horrible. I wish she’d go away, too. He hugged himself, suddenly chilled by the mild breeze he’d been enjoying only moments before.

“So,” Kristy said, brightly, stretching her legs out in front of her, her arms over her head. “I see you’ve got a new little friend in Film. Annie, isn’t it?”

Sven shrugged.

“Right,” Kristy laughed. “She’s a bit of a pest, isn’t she? Almost feels like she transferred over from Arc studies just to annoy you.”

Sven rolled his eyes and gave her a skeptical look. That’s rich coming from you, Kristy. Kristy hadn’t always been in Film studies, either. She’d transferred to the class a year ago. From neurobiology. Sven hadn’t known anything about her then.

Misreading his look, Kristy scrunched up her face in disbelief. “You’re not seriously considering a coffee date, are you?”

“Maybe.” Sven offered a lazy smile and stretched his own legs out in front of him.

“Why?” Kristy continued to sound cheerful, as if what they were talking about didn’t matter. But Sven could see how angry she was. Again, very subtle. Her eyes were getting that frosty gleam in them that always meant something bad was about to happen.

Kristy took a deep breath and looked up at the sky.

Bad? Sven tilted his head as he contemplated her. Or annoying? It was getting hard to tell. Hard to know if Kristy was completely sinister or just… really, really annoying.

“I mean,” Kristy continued, “she’s not exactly your type, is she?”

Sven raised his brows and looked up at the sky, too. “I guess I won’t know till I’ve asked her out, will I?”

Kristy sighed. “Well, that’s just silly.”

“Why?”

“Sven,” she shook her head and looked at him. “When are you going to stop wallowing over someone who’s never coming back?”

He almost flinched. Sinister, he decided, crossing his legs beneath him and hugging himself again. Go away, Kristy. Just go away. It was infuriating the way she knew exactly what to say to get at him. And all because he might ask Annie out.

“When are you going to stop being dumb?” Kristy snapped.

“Huh?” Sven laughed at the sudden mood swing. “What are you talking about?’

“The little problem we had?” she said. “When are you planning on getting over it?”

He stopped laughing. “You think poisoning me with an illegal substance was a little problem?”

Kristy rolled her eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. There’s nothing illegal about tea, Sven.”

“Seriously.” He shook his head, all the things he’d been wanting to say to her for almost an entire year suddenly bubbling to the surface. “That was a disgusting thing to do. But you don’t think so, do you? Because you think you’re smarter than everyone else. It’s you, Kristy. You’re the pest. Not Annie. Not anyone else. Just you. You should probably give up the act. You know you’re lucky I didn’t go to the board of studies to get you kicked out of this place after what you did?”

“After what I did?” Kristy said, her voice frosty, low, dangerous. Her eyes sparkled like ice in the sunlight, and her smile became vicious. “You should be nicer to me, Sven. After everything I did for you.”

“‘Did for me?” Sven laughed, trying to sound amused. He didn’t feel that way. Now, all he wanted to do was get up and cross the short distance to Southaven, run upstairs, and lock himself in his room. Kristy was starting to rattle off her tracks, and he didn’t want to know what would happen if she totally derailed.

“That’s right,” Kristy said, nodding slowly, her eyes never leaving him. “After I helped you see how many lies that little slug, Elise, was telling you.”

The knot of anxiety in the pit of Sven’s stomach became a solid chunk of ice that branched out, spreading into his chest. “Excuse me?”

Kristy nodded, a small smile turning up the corners of her mouth. “That slug, and all those lies that she told. How awful,” she shook her head in mock sympathy. “Good, decent little Elise turned out to be the real mean girl after all, didn’t she? Telling lies. Hurting people.”

Sven took a deep breath and reached into his bag to retrieve Snap, making a show of being unbothered, even though what Kristy had said hurt like hell.

And she knew it had. “If you’re still so obsessed, why don’t you go visit her? Why don’t you ask her why?”

“Don’t you think I would have done that already if I knew where she lived?” Sven replied.

“You don’t know where she lives?” The glint in Kristy’s eyes became feral.

Sven looked across at the group beneath the tree. They were quiet again. Guitar silenced. Watching.

“I know where she lives,” Kristy said, almost a whisper.

Sven slumped and looked down at his magazine, suddenly feeling exhausted, despite how early it was in the day. Midday, he thought. Kristy wore me out before lunch. He didn’t even feel hungry, just tired. And that was troubling. Because he was always hungry.

“Good for you,” he said, hoping it sounded final enough that she’d take the hint and leave.

She didn’t.

“Someone just handed you the key to the Emerald City and you’re throwing it back in their face?”

Sven shrugged. The only thing more horrible than wishing every day that Elise would come back was the thought of showing up on her doorstep with the person who was responsible for everything falling apart in the first place. Kristy.

“All right, Captain Bringdown,” Kristy huffed. Springing, cat-like, to her feet, she scooped up her bag. “I was going to invite you to a party I’m having tonight, but now I can see you’d just ruin everyone’s good time. And I’ve already wasted enough of my own time on you, haven’t I? Enjoy the rest of your miserable day.”

The audacity! Sven seethed, glaring at her as she walked away, head held high as if she owned the world and everything in it was her toy to play with. God, I hate you, Kristy.

Beneath the tree, the young man began strumming his guitar again, but the soothing melody didn’t ease the rage that Sven was feeling. It just made it worse. Because a sudden memory had surfaced, of the time he and Elise got back to the university one night, after taking a walk through Eastbridge park.

Sven had wanted to surprise her with how magical the city looked at sunset from across the water, not knowing she already knew about the place because she’d gone to Eastbridge High on the other side of the fence at the back of the park. But she hadn’t made him feel bad about it because she was kind and lovely… He’d felt so lucky that night, after they reached the Snowbell Quad and were about to say goodbye. That same group of people had been there then, too. Sitting in the same spot beneath the tree, surrounded by fairy lights. Same guy, playing his guitar.

Closing his eyes, Sven took a deep breath, fighting against the awkward feeling that he was about to start crying. He hated that. And he hated Kristy for sweeping in on her broomstick and ruining his peace and quiet.

Defeated, he tossed Snap into the grass, climbed to his feet, picked up his bag, and left the quad.

Maybe I should have that coffee with Annie, he thought, spitefully, as he opened the door of Southaven and took the stairs up to his room on the fourth floor.
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