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Wednesday, 14th of February

“Angus, wake up!”

His eyes snapped open and he sucked in a deep breath, shivering in the chill that swept suddenly through his limbs. How long have I been standing here? he wondered. Ahead of him, after images of the flashing blue lights from his dream splashed themselves over the row of trees across the street.

Looking down at his bare feet that touched the hard, freezing surface of the road, his shivers intensified. He glanced blearily around himself and was amazed again by how peaceful his street was in the early morning darkness. Still awash with late winter stars, Angus Reed surveyed the sky and guessed that it was around three o’clock, maybe three-thirty.

“Amazing,” he hissed through clenched, chattering teeth. He’d lost count of how many times over the past two weeks he’d woken up at the end of his street in the early hours, having sleepwalked out of his house and down to the end of his road, Whispering Woods, confused, and worried about how sick he’d probably get from the cold. He hadn’t been sick yet, and he was still no closer to figuring out why it was happening.

“Angus, wake up.”

He closed his eyes and tried to steel himself against a new wave of shivers that rattled through him. But these shivers were not from the cold. Who did that belong to, the voice that always woke him at the end of the street? Like the blue flashes of light, it lingered, flickering around him, disorienting and nonsensical, till it faded away leaving him rattled and shaking, alone in the dark.

Everything else from the dream had faded quickly, like it always did. Although there was a lot. But he knew that trying to hold onto all of it was useless. He’d never know what it was until he fell asleep the following night and started dreaming again.

With another deep breath, Angus turned and began the homeward trudge. His house was only a few doors up, but in the early morning, after just waking, it felt a million miles away.

“Great,” he huffed when he reached the top of his driveway. A bright glow where terracotta pavers met the fence leading into the backyard, told him that someone was awake and rummaging around in the kitchen. His father was up midnight-snacking again, making it impossible for Angus to sneak in till he went back to bed.

If he hadn’t been shivering so violently, Angus would have been rolling his eyes and shaking his head. If anyone needed to quit eating so much junk, it was Mr Reed. Then his blood sugar levels might stop acting up and he could stop complaining about them.

Whatever, thought Angus. He wrapped his arms around himself and hopped from foot to foot, resigned to the wait. The urge to beat up on himself again for making the dumb decision to wear only a pair of boxers to bed was strong, but tonight, the redundancy of it held him back. What was the point? It wasn’t as if sleepwalking was a regular thing in his life. He’d done it perhaps a couple of times when he was really little, but aside from that, he usually slept soundly, right through till morning. He’d never had to worry about sleep. Till now.

The glow of the kitchen light blinked out, and Angus sighed with relief. He began counting to one hundred, which was usually around the amount of seconds it took for his father to wander back up the stairs and get into bed.

“Angus.”

“Just ignore it,” he said to himself. A feeling of dread crept up his spine, but he forced himself to walk instead of running to the back gate. Not because he wanted to come off as tough, letting whatever might be out there know he wasn’t scared, but because, logically, there was nothing out there… right? And besides, if he started running he’d have to admit that he was, in fact, terrified.

“Sh,” he said as he closed the back gate behind himself. Jerry, his family’s five-year-old staffy-shepherd mix, bounded up to him, tail wagging excitedly. But always a good boy, he stayed quiet, and after a scratch on the head, went back to his bed on the veranda where he promptly went back to sleep.

Stepping through the back door, he did his best to close it gently, but a loud squeal from a rusted hinge rang traitorously through the quiet of the house. Angus frowned up at the ceiling. Snoring? His parent’s room was right above the kitchen and the snoring sounded very close. How the hell did his father get back to sleep so quickly?

Maybe he was sleepwalking, too.

Angus shook off the annoying thought, but the snores continued.

Unless it’s mum, he pondered, moving quietly through the kitchen to the hall, where he climbed the stairs to his own room. Or Judy. He shook his head and smirked. No way. That’s definitely Dad. He tried to picture his mother snoring, then his sister, and both scenarios were really hard to conjure. His little sister was like something out of a fairytale. All wild golden locks that she barely managed to pin into a bun for her ballet classes, bright green eyes, rosy cheeks, and a mischievous smile. Mrs Reed was just an older version of that.

In his room, Angus gazed forlornly at his rumpled sheets. Such a mess. And since the warmth from the heating that got switched off, shortly before the whole family turned in for the night, was all gone, the thought of getting back into his cold bed was truly uninviting.

The subtle chirp of a bird, somewhere outside, broke the early morning stillness, and Angus realised that he’d probably only have an hour of sleep before he had to get up anyway. Maybe less.

With a big sigh, he switched on his bedside light and sifted through a pile of clothing on the La-Z-Boy recliner beside the window till he found everything he’d need to put on after the long, hot shower he was going to have.

Passing the mirror beside the bedroom door, he paused and gazed around at the reflection of his bedroom, looking for… Nothing. There’s nothing there.

Then why did he feel like there had been? Why was he positive there had been?

Who cares? It was just a dream.

A particularly loud snore rattled the wall to his left. Dad. Well, at least someone’s having a good night’s sleep.

Angus laughed softly to himself as he left his room. The shower was going to feel amazing, and he’d make sure to get down to the kitchen before anyone else got up, get some breakfast, and head back up to his room to eat in peace. The La-Z-Boy was already calling his name, and he was looking forward to seeing how the Ninja Turtles were going to get out of the sticky situation the last episode put them in.

“Angus.”

Instead of creeping up his spine, this time, the fear twisted a knot in his stomach, but he squared his shoulders and continued down the dark hallway to the bathroom at the end.

It was just a dream, and pretty soon he’d forget that it happened, or that it was probably going to happen again the following night.
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“And then she said you’d fall in line sooner or later and start seeing things her way again.”

Angus rolled his eyes and laughed. It’d be a cold day in hell if he ever started seeing things Misty’s way again. “She’s delusional.”

“Yeah,” Matthew replied. “But at least she’s consistent.”

They both chuckled, but a sharp glance from Mrs Smith from across the room silenced their fun.

“Why were you even speaking to her, anyway?”

“What?” Matthew frowned at a tube of red paint sitting on the ledge of his easel. “It’s not like we’re official, Angus. I can speak to whoever I want.”

Angus sighed and rolled his eyes. “Okay, that’s fair,” he whispered. “But I hate that nasty goblin.”

They leant in together to peer through the gap in their canvases at the small huddle of girls sitting opposite them. “I don’t think it matters,” Matthew replied, waving off Angus’s look of angry protest, “she’s not giving up any time soon.”

The girl in the centre of the huddle, the one who looked like she’d just stepped off the pages of a posh fashion editorial, in too much red, with zero subtlety, noticed them looking and smiled.

The boys sprang back behind their canvases, giggling.

Angus sighed. “What am I gonna do?” He’d tried everything from letting her down nicely, to all-out shouting at her to leave him alone in the middle of the cafeteria during lunch. But she still wasn’t getting it. Angus was starting to feel like there was no one he hated more than Misty. She was horrible. Psychotic. “I wish she’d disappear,” he said.

Frowning again, Matthew picked up the tube of bright red paint. “You should probably start doing something with that,” he waved at Angus’s canvas. “Smith’s on some kind of warpath today.”

Angus shrugged, more interested just then in Matthew’s unique method of opening the paint. His friend had decided to bypass the traditional way and was currently hitting the cap against the side of the canvas.

Throwing a glance over the top of his own canvas, Angus located the art teacher on the other side of the room. “She’s not looking that dangerous to me.”

“Trust me.” Matthew gave the tube another hit. “I heard Redmund hassled her again this morning in the teacher’s lounge.” He chuckled. “I think he’s trying to annoy her into having dinner with him.”

A knot twisted Angus’s stomach. Not fear. Irritation. Usually, he’d chuckle with Matthew over something like this. But he hated Mr Redmund, the biology teacher, and couldn’t blame their art teacher, Mrs Smith, for getting upset by his unwanted advances. Redmund was just so… gross. Although not too many people saw that. The man had a very strange way of turning the charm off and on when it suited him. He was good at fooling everyone. Well, everyone but Mrs Smith. And Angus. And… Lyndal.

“Why are you being so lazy?” Another hit followed by a smug grin. Matthew had finally managed to bust open the paint and now it was everywhere.

A blob of red slid down Matthew’s forearm and Angus turned away in disgust. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He picked up his own tube of paint, phthalo blue, and sighed when the familiar tug of not feeling ready welled up in him. Mrs Smith had assigned their new class project three weeks ago, but he still couldn’t bring himself to start. Peering over the top of his canvas again, he was relieved to see the teacher still deep in conversation on the other side of the room.

“So, what’s it called?” asked Matthew, leaning over to appraise Angus’s canvas. “It looks ground-breaking.”

“Shut up.”

“No, really. It’s like a new kind of nothing I’ve ever seen before.”

Angus shoved Matthew away. Not as hard as he wanted to, but enough to let his friend know he was starting to get on his nerves.

“I can’t keep backing you up when you flake out in class anymore,” sighed Matthew. “And I’m not just talking about Art. Coach has been on at me since Monday about talking to you.”

“Why can’t he talk to me himself?” snapped Angus.

“I guess he doesn’t want to startle you,” Matthew teased. “We’re all scared you’ll run away again if someone says you’re acting like you think missing hoops is how to win the game.”

Angus flexed his fist around the tube of paint and took a deep breath. Don’t react. Matthew would love it if he did. Angus was still furious about the whole team deciding that he’d run away, crying like a girl. He hadn’t run away. He’d stormed off. There was a big difference. That was a week ago, and Angus had never realised, till then, how awful it was to be made fun of like that. Probably because it had never happened to him before. The fact that Matthew started it wasn’t a surprise. Just really, really annoying.

“I’m not being mean,” Matthew stated. He was doing his best to mop up the mess he’d made with a small cloth.

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Angus sighed. And that was annoying, too. Matthew wasn’t being mean. He just had a really aggressive sense of humour that often crossed lines. Yawning, Angus took the cap off the blue paint, looked at his canvas, screwed the cap back on.

“Bro, come on.” Matthew had given up on cleaning and gone straight to smearing the paint from his wrist onto the canvas. “Don’t fall asleep. Not again. I won’t wake you up when class finishes. Not this time.”

“Thanks.” Angus smiled and yawned again.

“Why are you so tired all the time?”

“I can’t answer the meaning of life for you Matt, so stop asking,” Angus said, hoping it sounded final. There was no way he was going to tell Matthew about the sleepwalking. Much too risky. Worse than a girl who runs away crying is a crazy girl who runs away crying.

“Someone’s gotta look out for you,” Matthew said. “You know they’re gonna start calling your parents soon, don’t you? They probably think you’re on drugs.”

“What?” Angus was startled but quickly realised his friend was talking about the teachers. He narrowed his eyes at Matthew. “I’m not on drugs.”

Matthew shrugged and tried to look innocent. “I didn’t say you were.”

“How do you know so much, anyway?”

“I didn’t say I knew anything. Just that it’s probably what they think.”

Angus continued to stare at Matthew, wondering. Okay, so he told everyone I ran away crying. But would he really start a rumour about drugs? He shook away the thought. Matthew was capable of a lot of things, but starting serious rumours that could get someone in a lot of trouble wasn’t one of them.

“Eve says–”

“I don’t care what your dumb girlfriend says,” snapped Angus before his friend could finish. He couldn’t stand Eve and just then, pretending that he could, to save Matthew’s feelings, was not an option.

“Woah, slow down, Bobo,” Matthew leaned back and threw up his hands. “Take it easy. No one’s signing you up for the circus just yet.”

“You’re the clown,” Angus tried to sound serious, but it came out with a laugh. Then he frowned. “Where is your dumb girlfriend, anyway?”

“Watch it, Angus,” Matthew said, quietly. Then he shrugged and continued smearing paint. “I don’t know. Something about a Maths Club meeting in the library. Okay, so don’t worry about what Eve said. Just try not to fall asleep.”

“Yeah, I’ll try,” Angus nodded.

After Matthew stopped speaking, a peaceful quiet settled over the room. Angus rolled his shoulders, thought about stretching, realised that if he did it might look like he was raising his hand to get Mrs Smith’s attention, kept his arms by his sides, and rolled his shoulders again. His eyelids began to droop. The lights that hung from the ceiling grew dim.

Wow, I’m really tired, he thought, blinking to clear the sleepiness from his eyes. But the lights didn’t go back to normal and a sudden chill swept over him, swirling out from the centre of the room, invisible, sinister, reaching for the corners. Reaching for Angus.

“Angus.”

Peering again over the top of his canvas, Angus wondered why no one else had noticed the temperature change or the obvious dimming of the lights. Even Matthew had forgotten their conversation and was really intent now on shoving red paint into the fibres of his canvas.

Am I asleep? It wouldn’t have surprised him. He’d been so tired all morning. So tired and fuzzy.

But there was another student who felt it and saw what was happening. Angus frowned when his eyes came to rest on her, sitting at her own easel, closest to the door.

Victoria.

She gazed straight ahead, a weird, almost frightened look in her large blue-grey eyes, and for a moment, Angus wondered if she was seeing the same thing he was, or something a lot worse. The icy knot in his stomach uncoiled, snake-like, and slithered around the base of his spine. Suddenly, he desperately wanted to get her attention, to snap her out of her distant trance.

A solid wet object flew across the room and smacked into Victoria’s face, snapping her back to reality, and suddenly the art room was normal and bright again. Angus blinked at the balled-up cloth that lay on the floor beside Victoria’s stool. It looked slimy and green. Victoria used the cuff of her cardigan to wipe the thick veridian stain off her face.

Poor Victoria, he thought. It was crazy to see how fast someone could go from wearing power suits to plain jeans and t-shirts, and what looked like exactly the same cardigan every day. She wasn’t his favourite person in the world, but ever since Victoria had been cast out of the Misty-Make-Or-Break crowd, she’d been suffering. She’d fallen right to the bottom of the pecking order. A lot like someone else Angus knew…

He scowled across the room at Misty.

“Nice try, loser!” the little red-clad psycho goblin called to Victoria from the safety of her friend-circle. “Try opening your mouth next time. It’s easier to catch that way.”

“You’d know all about catching things with your mouth, wouldn’t you, Misty?” Matthew said.

The room fell silent.

A fierce rage crossed her pointy features, but even Misty knew that if there was one person her dignity would never hold up against in an argument, it was Matthew. Visibly seething, she turned away from all the eyes that had fallen on her and struck up a very loud, obnoxious conversation with her friends about how pathetic she thought this-and-that was. It was about as non-specific as she could get while still being a jerk.

Victoria gave Matthew a strained but grateful smile. He smirked and resumed his paint crushing.

“Angus.”

Startled, Angus looked up to see Mrs Smith standing beside him.

“This is disappointing,” said the art teacher, motioning to his non-existent work. “I’m wondering if a meeting with your parents might be on the cards.”

Ignoring Matthew’s stifled snort of laughter, Angus gave the teacher his most innocent look. “But I need to think about it, Miss. It has to be perfect.”

“Hm,” Mrs Smith frowned. “That excuse barely worked on Monday, Angus. When is our next class?”

“Monday,” offered Matthew.

“Monday,” echoed Mrs Smith. “Well, then, Angus, come up with a better excuse by then, or start slapping paint on that canvas immediately.” She turned and began to walk away.

“I’ll start slapping you immediately,” said Angus under his breath.

Matthew burst into hysterical laughter.

“What did you say?” Mrs Smith spun around, hands on hips, looking and sounding angrier than they’d ever seen her before.
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Ten minutes later, sitting outside the principal’s office, Angus still couldn’t work out why he’d decided to be honest and tell Mrs Smith exactly what he’d said. Even he could see that this type of behaviour was totally out of character for him.

“Now, Angus,” said the office lady, trying not to look slightly amused as she sat back down behind her desk. “The principal is very busy at the moment. But Mr Lud has agreed to speak with you. And Angus,” she tilted her head with a serious lift of the brows, “I know it’s not my place to say, but this isn’t like you, is it?”

Angus smiled. The office lady couldn’t help smiling back. “I guess not,” he said.

“Well,” she fussed with a stack of papers on her desk. “I’m sure you’ll just get a warning, then.”

Surely, Angus thought as he made his way to Mr Lud’s office. They can’t call Mum and Dad. It’s not like my grades are bad. His mind wandered back to his empty canvas. He sighed and knocked on the door.

“Come in, come in,” the overly enthusiastic counsellor motioned for Angus to sit in the seat opposite him at his desk. “What’s going on, Angus? I hear Mrs Smith didn’t laugh at your joke.”

“I wasn’t joking,” replied Angus, pleased to see a slight shift in Mr Lud’s good-natured smile. It was gross the way the school counsellor made too much of an effort to get on everyone’s level. So fake. So… slimy.

“Well, then I suppose we need to have a serious talk about what’s bothering you, don’t we?”

“No.” Angus turned to look out the window, trying to decide if he was brave enough to just get up and walk out. What could really stop him?

A phone call to Mum and Dad.

“There’ve been several recent complaints about you, Angus, about your attitude lately.”

Angus said nothing.

“It seems you’re falling behind in a lot of subjects. Not putting in the work that you used to. Come on, bro, what’s going on?”

Bro? The cringe wrapped around Angus’s spine and tingled, all the way up to his skull.

“There’s gotta be something bothering you,” Mr Lud went on. “This kind of apathy for life doesn’t just suddenly manifest in someone who’s usually such a high achiever. If you need to talk about something, I’m always here. And nothing goes beyond this office.”

Liar, Angus narrowed his eyes at the counsellor. Private information about students often found its way out of Mr Lud’s office. Aside from Michael, the barista at Silverleaf Park Cafe, Lud was the biggest gossip in town.

Angus shrugged.

“It’s that girl, isn’t it?”

The hair on the back of Angus’s neck prickled. Don’t do it Lud. Don’t talk about Lyndal.

“You know, Lyndal had a fair few problems of her own. In fact, about a month before she went missing, her mother committed suicide.”

Startled, Angus’s eyes widened. He stared at the school counsellor. It was so rare to find out something new about Lyndal, that anything was welcome. Even this horrible bit of information. “I had no idea. She never told me.”

“Why would she?” Mr Lud leaned back in his chair looking smug. “She was a very solitary student. Very closed off to most people.”

Was? Angus hated hearing her talked about as if she was…

“I think when her mother died, she built some pretty solid walls around herself. Not a lot of people could have known what she was planning to do.”

“What?” snapped Angus.

“Well, I, I mean,” Mr Lud turned red and began to stutter. “All I meant was–”

“What do you mean, “what she was planning to do?” What are you saying?”

“Now, Angus, calm down.”

“Why?” Angus leapt to his feet. “Why don’t you just say it?”

“Angus–”

“It’s not like you’re the only one who thinks that.”

“Angus, no one is accusing Lyndal of anything.”

“I don’t want to hear it.” Angus walked to the door.

“Angus,” Mr Lud stopped him. “We still need to talk.”

“About what?” Angus turned back.

“Look,” sighed the school counsellor, “I’ll make you a deal. Apologise to Mrs Smith and put a lot more effort into your work, and I won’t call your parents to tell them how concerned we all are about you.”

“Whatever.” Angus walked out and slammed the door.

Everyone is so committed to telling me how to live my life, he seethed. On his way past the trophy cabinet, just outside the counsellor’s office, he stopped when he saw a news article that had been added to the assortment of student sports achievements. It was from the front page of the Lake’s Gazette, dated Tuesday the seventh of November, last year.

Cold, quiet fury welled up in him as he read.

Bright, upcoming sports star, Oliver Jefferys, was found murdered in the home of his recently deceased grandmother. The circumstances that surround the bizarre slaying of the Twisted Lakes high school student have yet to be determined as local authorities work tirelessly to solve this tragic case. A candlelight vigil will be held on the tenth of this month, to commemorate the young athlete, who was beloved by many.

Further down the page, almost as if it was put there on purpose, just in case nobody remembered to make the connection, was another, slightly smaller article.

Searches continue for missing Twisted Lakes high school student, Lyndal Stone. Reports say local authorities are no closer to uncovering her whereabouts but are hopeful their leads will yield a positive outcome.

Something flickered in the periphery of Angus’s vision. His eyes focused away from the contents inside the cabinet and came to rest on
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