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   Whenever it rains, I go back. 
 
                 I might be happy, curled up on the living room sofa, listening to music or checking my phone.  I might be quiet or busy or half-asleep, but when the rain comes its always the same.   The first drops fall.  I hear them on the window, see their globular bodies hit the glass.  That familiar feeling tightens inside me, like I can’t breathe, can’t swallow, can’t move.
 
   It doesn’t matter if I’m in my pyjamas or if I’ve just washed my hair and applied three coats of mascara.  It doesn't matter who I'm with - my family, my friends, or alone.  When the rain starts it’s always the same.  Rapid heart beat.  Sweat on my brow.  Shaking hands.  The Fear takes over, takes control.  The only way to stop it is to go outside. While other people open umbrellas and seek shelter in shop doorways, I run into the open, arms outstretched, let the downpour do its worst.  
 
   My doctor likes to use the words‘panic attack’.  He talks about stress hormones and adrenalin surges and how the body reacts to frightening situations.  He thinks I need to relax.  Trouble is, he doesn’t know what goes on in my head.  He doesn’t have the memories I have.  
 
   People watch.  They talk.   If they know me, they whisper: there’s that girl, the one from the school, the one who was in the news. When my neighbours see me shivering in the garden, they worry.  They’re always asking my parents if I’m okay.  I guess it must look a little crazy - an otherwise normal sixteen year-old girl who flips every time it rains, flees to the garden to hyperventilate beneath the thunderclouds. 
 
   It must look a bit odd.  
 
   But, the truth is, if you’re me, it’s not odd at all.  
 
   It’s how I cope.
 
                 My name is Kate Archer and this is my story.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
                 Before I started sixth form, my opinion of Leon Prentice was fixed: a guitar-playing football god with plasters covering his ear piercings, who somehow managed to be popular with pupils and teachers, always surrounded by an entourage of team-mates, band-members and pretty girls with hair extensions. We didn’t talk, had different crowds. And that was fine - until six weeks of summer flip-flopped through my head and my eyes were opened to his effortless smile and diamond eyes. 
 
   By the time the autumn term came round, I could barely eat, drink and blink without thinking about Leon‘Perfect’Prentice.  So, what changed?  Me?  Him?  Both of us?  Was it the evening I saw him deejaying at the end of term concert?  Or the bowling trip, where we had our first proper conversation and discovered we liked the same bands?  I guess trying to find the answer is like trying to explain what makes people fall in love. 
 
   Everything and nothing.
 
   What I do know is the summer we started talking, I needed something good to happen.  I needed romance.  I’d finally stood up to my universally-hated-evil-ex, Marshall Finch, and dumped him.  Done.  Done. Done.  Our relationship–if you could call it that–was one hundred per cent over.  I was desperate to move on, to put the past behind me and meet someone new, someone happy, someone normal. 
 
   Enter Leon Prentice, our form-group alpha, who played lead guitar, got good grades, did sport, had a laugh.  No social malfunctions.  No temper.  No warped obsessions.  In other words, the total opposite to what I’d been used to.  
 
   First day of the summer holidays, my best friend, Gemma, dragged me to Central Bowl after hearing that her own not-so-secret-secret crush, Greg, would be there with his friends (Leon included).  After layering eyeliner in the toilets and lurking like dorks by the fruit machines, we decided the only way to get Greg’s attention was to play in the lane next to them. 
 
   It worked.  As soon as Gemma and Greg made eye contact, they disappeared.  I didn’t see them for another hour, which gave me ample time to look like a lemon and bowl badly.  Eventually, Leon crossed into my lane - maybe he felt sorry for me - and explained that I was holding the ball wrong.  He demonstrated the correct way, offered me a sip from his smuggled hip flask, then made some comment about how I never talked to him at school.  
 
   The change didn’t happen straight away.  It was the next morning.  When I woke up, it was like a switch had been flicked.  I’d dreamed about him.  I’d replayed bits of our conversation over and over in my head.  That dull clench in my stomach had been replaced by a gorgeous, light fluttery feeling. 
 
   For the rest of the holidays, Leon and I continued to hang out, just casual, with our friends. There were rumours he liked me, but my problems with Marshall Finch had made me shy. I struggled to know how to be, what to say, what to do.  The new term started and we were still at the ‘slightly embarrassing chat’ stage, made worse by the fact that Leon was always busy with football trials and band rehearsals, or otherwise surrounded, lots of followers, lots of girls.  I started to question whether I’d ever get the chance to spend time in his company without distraction or interference. 
 
   Then the art room got trashed.  
 
   And my fortunes reversed.  
 
    
 
   I was the first to arrive.  I ducked beneath my umbrella and marched through the car park.  Gemma came next, her hand in Greg's, with their his' n' hers black eyeliner and matching pale skin.  They were sharing a plastic carrier bag for shelter, holding it lopsided, because she was so short and he was so tall.  
 
   Gemma pulled her dip-died hair from her eyes and frowned.  
 
   'What’s with this rankweather?’ she moaned 
 
   ‘You tell me,’I replied. ‘I've got no idea what the sun looks like anymore.’
 
   We walked up the path that ran alongside the car park, taking care to avoid the muddy rivulets either side.  The rain slanted in our faces.  I’ll never forget the feel of it.
 
   ‘And can you believe we’re here on a weekend?’ she continued. ‘Shameful.  I can think of a zillion things I’d rather be doing,’- then she gazed at Greg -‘but at least we get to spend the afternoon together.’
 
   They rubbed noses and kissed - for a couple of Goths, they were pretty soppy.
 
   ‘Get a room,’I joked, covering them with my umbrella.
 
   Don’t get me wrong, I was happy for them.  It was good to see them getting on, because when they didn't get on, it wasn't pretty.  They both had their issues.  Gemma’s parents had recently divorced and Greg’s mum had died of some horrible illness, so being in love was a big deal.  It's just they were always falling out, making up, then falling out again.  High-maintenance.  My sister thought I was mad to put up with it, but I didn't mind.  Beneath his gruff exterior, I quite liked Greg’s dry sense of humour.  And Gemma and I had been best friends for ages.  Years ago, when we'd first started at Hurst College, we'd made a pact to look after each other - no matter what.
 
   I’d never been in Saturday detention before.  To be honest, it was how the strict teachers reprimanded the cocky kids who talked back or bunked all their lessons.  Itwasn’t something routinely issued to sixth formers, who were supposedly too‘mature’and‘focused’to need punishments, but there you go.  Miss Nevis had decided our actions in the art room had been childish enough to merit a Saturday afternoon in school.
 
   She had a point.  I mean, I was pretty embarrassed about what we'd done. I loved the art room–it was the place I escaped to.  All I can say is that it hadn't been intentional.  I’d been working on a coursework project during lunch-break. Gemma had turned up for a chat.  As usual, she'd dragged Greg with her.  Greg had been followed by Leon and Leon had brought his best friend, Curtis.  And Curtis - being Curtis - had taken one look at the art room's ceramic equipment, picked up a handful of clay, rubbed it in Greg's hair, and declared mud war.  Leon had copied, scooping a lump of grey mush and wiping it on my nose.  I’m not the sort of person who normally trashes classrooms, but I was hardly going to tell him to grow up, wash his hands and leave me alone.  Oh no.  With a flirtatious giggle that hadn’t quite come from myself, I’d thrown a ball of clay back at him.  Five minutes later, we were a lost in the game.  Until Miss Nevis walked in.
 
    
 
   It felt weird being on the school premises at the weekend, just us and the empty building.  No lockers slamming, no shouts across the hallway.  We burst up the steps towards the Visual Arts Block, otherwise known as Vis A, which was where Miss Nevis had told us to meet.  The art room was at the top, a tired glass box with views across the whole of Hurst.  It was built a long time ago, maybe in the Seventies.  All the teachers went on about how ugly it was and how it needed to meet with a sledgehammer.  Personally, I quite liked it, but I expect I was the only person who did. 
 
   Just as we pushed through the entrance doors, a black Fiat pulled into the car park.  I recognised it straight away.  Curtis’s‘Shaggin’ Wagon’(his words, not mine).  The tyres crackled to a halt next to Miss Nevis’s yellow Mini.  The sound of the Fiat’s car stereo, mostly bass, pounded the air. Curtis stuck his butt through the window and shouted:
 
   ‘Fear not chicas locas!  Curtis La Mont is in your area!' 
 
   Gemma tensed.
 
   ‘He doesknow this is supposed to be a detention, doesn’t he?’
 
   ‘Yes,’I said.‘Just Curtis, isn’t it, Curtis being funny.’
 
   ‘Hilarious.’ She arched an eyebrow. ‘Are we seriously about to spend the rest of the afternoon in the company of that moronic busta and his prima donna bff?  Is there no way we can trick them into thinking there’s a house party in the next village?’
 
   ‘Or the next planet?’Greg chimed.
 
   It was obvious whom Gemma meant by prima donna, for as much as I fancied Leon Prentice, she had her doubts.   I guess she felt somewhat protective.   She didn’t want to see me hurt again.  But, in my eyes, whatever Leon Prentice had done, could do, or would do, he wasn't Marshall Finch - and that made him worth the risk.   
 
   Okay, so the rumours about Leon were massing - the latest being some Twitter rant from a girl in the year above, who'd apparently dated him for two months only to discover he'd snogged her older sister in a cinema toilet.  But I'd heard she'd done this loads of times, some kind of anti-boy vendetta.  Besides, gossip shouldn’t always be believed, should it? Some people spread lies just to make others look bad.  Not everyone can be trusted.
 
   I ignored Gemma's scowls and gave Curtis a wave.  He jumped out of the driver’s window, even though there was a perfectly good door handle, didn’t quite make it, caught his foot, and stumbled into a hedge.  
 
   Greg rolled his eyes.  
 
   ‘I can’t believe they gave that goof a driving license!’ he muttered.
 
   Curtis pulled his hood over his ever-changing hair - this time it was punky peroxide white spikes - and galloped through the rain.  He was wearing a pair of mirrored sunglasses, (some kind of Curtis-World joke about the weather, guaranteed to irritate Gemma) and a pair of neon yellow jeans.  Anything to get himself noticed.  Just as he reached the steps, he started hooting like a monkey.  Meanwhile, I had a moment to smooth my hair before the other car door opened.
 
   Leon Zachary Prentice.
 
   My stomach lurched. The wobble-gulp wooshed through me. I felt the red flourish on my neck before he even put a foot on the ground. 
 
   Not smiling. 
 
   He wasn’t smiling.  
 
   Did this mean he was annoyed about being here?  Annoyed to be giving up a precious Saturday?  Meaning he wasn't bothered about spending time with me?  Meaning he didn’t care?  The wobble-gulp bypassed my stomach and went straight to my gut.
 
   Leon made no attempt to avoid the downpour.  He strutted through it like he was invincible.  He didn’t have a coat, just a thin unzipped hoodie and skinny jeans.  As he reached the steps I smiled and made a little noise, which was supposed to be‘hello’, but came out as‘herber’.  Thankfully, he didn’t notice.  Gemma did though.  She gave me one of those sideways looks that said: don’t be a fool.
 
   Leon Zachary Prentice, dishevelled black hair, bright blue eyes, wearing the same Ramones t-shirt he wore at the Kiln Farm Festival, and a new stretcher earring, which was like a miniature elephant’s tusk.  He caught up with Curtis, turned to Greg and they all fist-bumped.  I waited and smiled and hoped he’d greet me, that I’d get my own invite to tap his knuckles.  Instead, Curtis jumped in, leaned between Gemma and I.
 
   ‘Chicas!’he said. ‘Don’t you just lovebeing in school on a Saturday?  I bet you’ve been looking forward to this all week?’
 
   Actually, I had.
 
   ‘Hello, Curtis,’said Gemma, narrowing her glare.‘Hello, Leon.’
 
   ‘All right, Gem,’said Leon, running a hand through his wet hair. 
 
   I smiled again, but he didn’t see.  As he chatted to the boys, I stood in my puddle of love-struck shame, wishing the rain would wash me away.  In that moment, it didn’t feel like I was anywhere on his radar.  Not even close.  Then, just as we bundled through the door, I heard his voice behind me.
 
   ‘All right, Kate,’he whispered. 
 
   And my heart nearly exploded.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
                               
 
                 We pushed through the double doors, up the steps to the art room.  Miss Nevis was waiting at the top.
 
                ‘About time,’she said.  
 
                 She glanced at each of us, clocked our attendance, then ushered us inside.  The strip lights of the interior felt overwhelmingly bright after the gloom outside.  It was only half one in the afternoon, but it might as well have been dusk.  The noise of the rain on the skylights was crazy.
 
   ‘Save us, Miss!’said Curtis, gazing upwards.‘Sounds like it’s about to come through! Maybe we should all go home?  Health and Safety?'
 
   ‘Nice try,' said Miss Nevis.
 
   ‘Honestly.  I heard this is the most muchosrain we’ve had in seventy years.  It was on the news this morning.  There's been a flood alert and everything - '
 
   He paused for a moment.
 
   ‘So, how do they work that out, do you reckon?  I mean, do they have to measure the rain?  Do they use a ruler or something?’
 
   Gemma frowned.
 
   ‘Yes,’she said, with a sarcastic smile. ‘When the rain gets very bad, Curtis, all the little weathermen take out their special weatherman rulers, then they make a pretty bar graph and colour it in.  Idiot.  Of course they don’t use a ruler.’
 
   Curtis huffed.
 
   ‘I was only asking.’
 
   ‘Don’t worry, Curt’,’said Leon. ‘They probably use something more high-tech than a ruler.  But you leave that to the experts.  Stick to drumming, mate.’
 
   ‘Yeah, because you’re really good at drumming,’said Gemma, with even more sarcasm - sometimes she couldn’t help herself.
 
                 Miss Nevis snapped her fingers.
 
                ‘Enough banter, thank you,’she said.‘This is a detention, not an evening at the pub.  Anyway, I’ve got a task for you.  Rather than have you sit and sulk, I’d like you all to help me paint a mural on the back wall.  It’s something I've wanted to get done for ages.  If we all co-operate - assumingyou know what that means - and use our different skills, I’m sure we’ll produce a masterpiece.’                            
 
   I smiled.  This suited me.  I loved doing creative stuff.  I wasn’t so sure about the others though.  Leon and Curtis weren’t exactly‘arty’.  They studied maths and business (obviously, I'd memorised Leon's entire timetable).  And Gemma and Greg, well, they were too fixated on each other to get excited about a mural.  
 
   It didn't take long before their 'huddling' started.  While Miss Nevis organised our equipment, they sneaked behind the easels and started doing their usual interlocking fingers/face-stroking thing.  Hard to believe they'd only been going out for a few months.  So much had changed.  I mean, before Gemma got together with Greg, she used to wear hoop earrings and lip-gloss.  Now, it was all about undercuts and black eyeliner.  To be honest, I quite liked the old Gemma.  I liked the new one too, but it had a few‘edges’I hadn’t quite figured out.
 
   While they entangled themselves in each other, Curtis began pulling boxes of glitter from the shelves, dipping his hands in, rummaging and flicking. For as long as I'd known Curtis La Mont he'd been the class joker, permanently switched onto‘clown’mode.  I liked him though.  He was fun and kind of sweet, but god knows how Leon put up with his hype, day in day out. 
 
   Leon, for that matter, had positioned himself near one of the rain-splattered windows.  He was studying a leaflet about wood carving, but I could tell he was only pretending.  Really, he was side-glancing at his reflection, checking the sweep of his hair.  And I, on the sly, was checking him - his perfect lips, his long, dark eyelashes, the muscular outline of his shoulders.  Everything about him was lovely.  But it was more than that.  Everything was - how do I say this - what you’d want.  I mean, if Curtis was the class joker, then Leon was the class favourite, the top boy. The One.  
 
   Suddenly, he looked up.  His gaze caught mine.  I shied away, embarrassed.  In an effort to look busy, I took out of myportfolio and started sketching some ideas for the mural.  My hair kept falling into my eyes, getting in the way.  I’d spent an hour in the mirror that morning, battling with hair straighteners.  Fifteen inches of thick auburn waves can be pretty wayward, but I had acause.  Earlier that week, I’d overheard Leon telling Curtis he preferred girls with straight hair.  Naturally, I’d taken it to heart.
 
    
 
   Just as I finished my first sketch, Leon wandered over.  I had to bite my lip to stop from grinning.  He smiled and started siftingthrough my sketchpad, asked if I’d ever considered designing band logos. 
 
   ‘Seriously,’he said,‘I’d love to get someone to do artwork for me, for album covers and promo work and stuff.  Do you know street art?’
 
   ‘Yeah.’  
 
   A lie.  I didn’t know anything about street art.
 
   ‘Who do you like?’
 
   ‘Um, Banksy?’
 
   Banksy was the only person I‘d heard of. 
 
   Leon nodded as he fiddled with one of his piercings.
 
   ‘This is a weird way to spend a Saturday, isn’t it?’he said. ‘Like, is Miss Nevis a bit mad?’
 
   ‘No,’I said, nervous sparks flying in every direction. ‘She’s nice.’
 
   ‘I mean mad at us, for messing up her room?’
 
   I shrugged.
 
   ‘As teachers go, she’s pretty decent.  A bit strict, but...it's good she’s given us this mural to do, isn't it? At least we have a purpose -’
 
   ‘But it was only a clay fight, right?   No big a deal.  I mean, until Curtis got that 
 
   tub of grey gloopy stuff and lobbed it - that bit was quite bad.'
 
   I winced, remembering the sight of the bucket of clay slip as it flew through the air, splattering all over the drying racks, ruining a stack of coursework.  As soon as it happened I felt awful.  I couldn’t believe I’d played a part in destroying other people’s hard work, wrecking the art room - my favourite place in the whole school - just because I was trying to keep up, impress Leon Prentice.  
 
   ‘You’d have come in and done this mural anyway, right?’
 
   His eyes were now fixed to his phone screen, fingers texting.  I couldn’t help wondering who he was texting.  Or maybe it was a status update: just chattin with the grl of my dreams!
 
                 In my dreams.
 
   ‘I can use it for my portfolio,’I said. ‘As long as it’s good.’
 
   ‘It’ll be good,’he said. ‘If you’re in charge.’
 
   Oh, god!
 
   ‘What about you?’I said, determined to keep the conversation going. ‘Do you mind being here?’
 
   ‘Not my usual scene, but it beats busking in the pissing rain.’
 
   ‘You go busking?’
 
   ‘Sometimes.’
 
   Suddenly, Curtis leaped onto Leon’s back. He was wearing an African mask, which he must have found among Miss Nevis’s still-life props.  He pulled it back, waggled his sunglasses, and made a silly face.  Miss Nevis marched over and snatched the mask off him.  I thought she was about to tell us to stop wasting time, but instead, she looked uncharacteristically flustered.
 
                ‘It's a mystery,’she said, shaking her head. ‘I ordered twenty tins of paint for this mural.  Rollers, brushes, everything…and the whole lot has disappeared, a long with a term’s worth of modelling clay–and I assure you, that’s a lot of clay.  I don't get it!  Yesterday, my order was piled up outside the classroom door.  Today...gone.’
 
                ‘Maybe you imagined you had it?’said Curtis.
 
                ‘I don’t imaginethings,’ said Miss Nevis, shaking her head. ‘Sadly, I can only assume it’s been stolen.  Either that, or it's sprouted feet and walked out.  I’m afraid the only way the mural can happen now is if I drive to the retail park and pick up more paint -’
 
                ‘I’ll go,’said Curtis hopefully.
 
                 I could see Miss Nevis thinking this through.  Curtis on a mission, getting side-tracked by a text message, stopping off to get some chicken wings, then blowing all the paint money on phone credit and scratch cards.
 
                ‘I think I’llgo,’she said.‘And while I’m gone, you can start drawing the design on the back wall.  Have you finalised your idea, yet?’
 
   I pushed my best sketch to the front: a trail of girl/boy figures holding hands against a sunset, headed by a couple who vaguely resembled Leon and I - embarrassing, but I couldn't help myself.
 
   ‘Yes, I like this,’said Miss Nevis. ‘I like the flow.  It reminds me of dance.’
 
   ‘Looks like a bunch of naked aliens to me,’said Curtis, grinning.
 
   ‘It’s representation,’said Miss Nevis. ‘The figures are supposed to represent humans.  Or aliens.  Or whatever you like.  They don’t have to be realistic.’
 
   ‘So why are they stuck together, then?’
 
   I guess Curtis didn’t have the patience for artistic vision.  I wanted to tell Miss Nevis to save her breath.  Then Leon stepped in.
 
   ‘They’re not stuck,you dolt.  They’re holding hands.  They’re dancing.  It’s meant to be arty.  Kate knows what she’s doing.’
 
   He caught my eye.  I blushed, rocked on my heels, distracted myself with pastel dust.  In that moment, it didn’t matter that Miss Nevis had lost the paint or that the rain was ridiculous.   Leon Prentice was flirting.  With me.   I was just about to give him a smile, when the door burst open.  
 
   Miss Nevis raised an eyebrow.
 
                ‘Ryan?’ she said. ‘What are you doing here?’
 
                 In the entrance, at the top of the steps, was a young man - tatty grey blazer, messy hair, round glasses, headphones.  His face was red and sweaty, like he'd been physically exerting himself.  All he did was stare at us.  For a moment, I thought I recognised him, then I noticed the Hurst College logo on his bag and realised he was another student.  I’d probably seen him in corridors or halls or lunch queues–or maybe around Vis A.  Yes, definitely Vis A.  He had distinctive eyes: dark, deep-set, the whites barely visible. You don’t see eyes like that very often.  He was sort of cute in a scruffy, off-hand kind of way, but his attractiveness was marred by his surly expression.  He took his headphones off.
 
                 ‘Hi,’he said quietly, barely a grunt. 
 
   He was soaked through.  The water dripped off his nose.  
 
   Miss Nevis beckoned him in.
 
   ‘It’s Saturday, Ryan.'  She looked concerned.  'Are you here to - ?’
 
                 Before she could finish, Curtis was up in his face.
 
                ‘Yo, son!’he said. ‘This is, like, a private function, bro.  What are you here for?’
 
   ‘The mural,’said Ryan, eyes shifting from side to side.
 
   Curtis sneered. ‘What mural?’
 
                ‘Oh, Curtis,’Miss Nevis sighed. ‘You knowwhat mural - the mural you’re here to help paint, to make up for the mess you and your friends created last week.  Or has that escaped your memory?’
 
                ‘Lots of things escape my memory, Miss.  And I also make lots of mess, so it’s hard to keep track.  Man, I’m thirsty.  I need me a sugar fix.  Got any cherry cola in your cupboard?’
 
                ‘Curtis La Mont for Prime Minister, anyone?’whispered Gemma.
 
                 Meanwhile, the newcomer - Ryan - walked towards us.  Close up, he smelled of stale smoke and unwashed clothes.  His shoes were caked in mud, like he’d trudged through the hills to get here.  His hair hung in wide, soggyclumps.  It needed a brush more than mine.  His eyes were something though.  I couldn’t stop looking at them.              
 
   ‘I’m here to help paint,’he said.  
 
                ‘Oh,’said Miss Nevis.‘Well, okay then.  Thank you,Ryan.  The more the merrier, I guess.  But don’t get mud everywhere.’
 
                ‘I won’t,’he said, without looking up.  
 
   As he took of his shoes, he didn’t once acknowledge the rest of us.  It got me thinking.  Did he really have nothing better to do on a rainy Saturday afternoon?  There was such a shyness in his manner, an awkwardness, I started to feel sorry for him.  But when I glanced at Gemma and Leon and Greg and I could tell they were thinking something different:  
 
   Weirdo.  Intruder.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   We watched from the rain-splattered window as Miss Nevis left the building, bound for the retail park at the other end of town.  Curtis pressed his face to the glass.
 
   ‘Mind the bodywork!’he yelled, as she squeezed alongside his car. ‘And don’t forget to bring back snacks!  Pot noodles, extra hot!  Man, I’m starving!’
 
   The rain was too fierce for Miss Nevis to hear him.  By the time she was seated, she was soaked.  I felt bad for her.  She’d gone out of her way to organise this mural - she’d given up her free time too–and all Curtis wanted to do was eat.  
 
                ‘Isn’t Miss Nevis supposed to be the adult in charge?’he said, as her car pulled away. ‘What if we all go crazy and start smashing everything?’
 
                ‘You’re the only one at risk of doing that,’said Greg. ‘The rest of us can manage fine without a baby-sitter.’
 
                               
 
   With Miss Nevis gone, the atmosphere changed. Gemma and Greg disappeared into the store cupboard.  Leon and I leant against a radiator and made small talk.  Curtis demonstrated juggling tricks, using two sponges and a jam jar.  And Ryan, the new boy, kept himself to himself.  From the corner of my eye, I could see him crouching at the back of the room, doing something - but I couldn't tell what.  
 
   ‘Seriously,’said Curtis, leaning towards Leon and I. ‘What kind of weirdo freely gives up their weekend to paint a poxy mural on a school wall?  It’s different for us because we’ve been madeto come here, but he’s here of his own accord.  What’s thatabout?’
 
   I shrugged.
 
   ‘Has anyone spoken to him to find out?’I said.
 
   ‘No one speaks to him,’said Leon. ‘He’s a loner.  I remember him from my Geography field trip last year.  Doesn’t talk to anyone.  Super-brain.  But proper weird.’
 
   ‘Let’s get him over,’said Curtis, a gleam in his eye.
 
   They started to call,‘Oi, Ryan!  Come here!  Come talk to us!’
 
   Ryan looked up.
 
   ‘I’m busy,’he muttered. ‘And for your information, my name is Byron.’
 
   ‘Byron?’said Leon.‘I thought it was -’
 
   ‘I changed it,’snapped Byron - or Ryan - or whatever.
 
   ‘Easy now,’said Curtis. ‘No need to get snarky.  Only being friendly.’
 
   Friendly, but there was cruelty in there, too.  Why are boys like that?  Always competing, trying to outrank each other.  Curtis didn’t want to be friends with Byron.  He just wanted to toy with him.  Byron, however, paid no attention and carried on with what he was doing.  Curious, I edged around the table so I could get a better view.  I saw that he was counting pencils, lining them up in order of colour and size.  He’d finally taken his wet blazer off.  Beneath it, he was wearing a white shirt and a knitted tank top, which made him look old-fashioned, like someone from a different era.  
 
   ‘Hi,’I said.  
 
   ‘Hi.’
 
   I pointed to the orderly line of pencils.
 
   ‘That’s...neat,’ I said.
 
   ‘My exercise.’
 
   ‘Doesn’t look like exercise.’
 
   Byron shook his head.
 
   ‘Not the kind of exercise Leon Prentice is good at.  It’s a mindexercise.’
 
   ‘A what?’
 
   ‘I’m training my brain to notice the finer details of how things look, sound, feel, taste and smell - otherwise known as ‘sensory acuity’.  According to the books, if you get good at it, you can teach yourself to interpret the human mind.  Did you know your surface behaviour leaks all kinds of messages about your innerthoughts?  Like, you’ve come over here now to be polite.  You’re trying to be friendly, but you’re nervous, too.  I make you nervous.  The way you’re flicking your finger nails and glancing from side-to-side -’
 
   ‘I–yes– ’
 
   I checked myself, stuffed my hands in my pockets, tried to keep my gaze in one place. 
 
   ‘You don’t haveto be nervous,’he said, looking down at the pencils, swapping a couple. ‘You of all people.’
 
   ‘Right.  Thanks.’
 
   I smiled, baffled by his matter-of-fact manner. 
 
   ‘So whypencils?’
 
   He smiled back.
 
   ‘They aren’t as interesting as people obviously, but I kind ofneed the practice.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   ‘Why would anyone call themselves Byron?’said Curtis. ‘What kind of name is that?’
 
   ‘I mean,’said Leon,‘if he likes the letter B, he could just call himself Bryan.’
 
   They laughed.  I made a point of not joining in.  Leon looked at me.
 
   ‘Sorry, Kate,’he said. ‘Is Byron your mate now?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Saw you talking to him.’
 
   “I was just being polite,’I protested. ‘It was no big deal.’
 
   ‘Hey, I’ve got it!’said Leon. ‘I bet he'shere because he’s got a crush on Miss Nevis.’
 
   ‘Yesss!’said Curtis. ‘Bingo!  He fancies Nevis so bad, he comes and helps her at the weekends.  You know what, he must be blazing that he’s arrived to find we’re all here, too!’
 
   ‘Yeah, like he must be desperate to get her alone in the store cupboard so he can show her his tank-top!’
 
   They both fell about laughing.
 
   I didn’t like where this was going.  I stood up, to show I didn’t want to be part of the ridicule.  Leon looked at me apologetically.  I opened my mouth to speak, then suddenly an enormous cracking sound shattered the quiet.  
 
   We all froze.
 
   ‘What the hell was that?’said Curtis.
 
   The cracking was followed by a deep, loud rumble.  
 
   ‘The river!' yelled Greg, as he emerged from the store cupboard.
 
   His mouth dropped open.  
 
   We all looked to where he was looking, through the back window, towards the forest,and that’s when we saw it–a massive rush of foamy brown water, twenty meters wide, as high as a house, cascading down the hill, overwhelming the narrow river that ran past the school, swamping the pine trees, swallowing everything.  
 
   Like something from a film.
 
   ‘Holy shit!’said Curtis.
 
   It didn’t look real.  And because it didn’t look real, it didn’t look dangerous.  Except, a torrent of water like that, I knew it had to be dangerous.  In less than three seconds, it was at the school gates, crashing over the six-foot metal perimeter fence, tearing up the bicycle shed.  
 
   Heading straight for us.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
                ‘This isn’t happening!’said Greg. ‘No way!’
 
                 None of us could believe it, but when the wave of water rushed all the way up to the walls of Vis A and the spray hit the very window we were gazing out of, we knew we had to believe it.  The force was immense.  Leon leapt to the floor.
 
   ‘Everybody get down!’he cried. 
 
   We all did as he said.  Except Byron.  Byron climbed onto the sideboard in front of the window, stood up straight, and pressed his face to the glass.  I peeped at him from behind my fingers.  So did Curtis.
 
   ‘Are you mad?’Curtis hissed, tugging his trouser leg.‘Get down!’
 
   Byron ignored him.  He just stared into the chaos.  He didn’t look frightened or shocked.  In fact, he seemed completely calm.  For a moment, I actually thought I saw him smile.  After a minute, the rest of us sat up.
 
   ‘Is it over?’said Gemma, her voice wobbling.
 
   Leon looked up.  He prodded Byron.
 
   ‘What can you see? Are we safe yet?’ 
 
   Byron shrugged.
 
   ‘Safe-ish.' 
 
   Slowly, we got to our kneesand went to the window to survey the damage.  The car park was now a fast moving river.  The flow of water wasn’t stopping and there were uprooted trees thrashing in the swell.  The torrent had smashed through the mobile classrooms at the back of the playing field and had rocked them from their foundations.  Two of them were on their sides and were being buffeted by the deluge.
 
   I wanted to throw up.  My eyes filled with tears.  Gemma hugged me, but it was obvious she was as worried as I was.   The boys looked alarmed.  Curtis seemed dazed.  Greg was incredulous.  Everyone started talking in stern, hushed voices, butLeon was the first to mention the word‘flood’.
 
   ‘I bet you anything that’s what it is,’he said. ‘I’ve seen this sort of thing before, in India.  Flash floods.  They get them all the time.’
 
   ‘When have youbeen to India?’said Curtis.
 
   ‘It was on the Discovery Channel, duh.’
 
   Curtis shook his head.  'But what if it'snot a flood?  What if it’s the…whaddaya-call-it…you know…the thing at the end of the world?'
 
   'Apocalypse?
 
   'Yeah, that.'
 
   ‘Trust me, it’s notthe Apocalypse,’said Byron coolly.
 
   Leon leapt onto the window ledge and stood alongside him.
 
   'Whatever it is,' he said, 'it's bad.'
 
   He turned back to us.  He looked like he wanted to have authority, but his eyes darted from side to side, giving away his fear.
 
   ‘I think we need to get out,' he said. ‘Put it this way, if the school building is about to fill with water, we don’t want to be trapped inside.  Let's check the doors.’
 
   Without hesitation, Leon, Curtis, Greg and Gemma ran to the exit.  I thought about following them, but I could see Byron lingering.  My conscience told me to stay with him.
 
   ‘You okay?’I asked.
 
   ‘Yes,’he said quietly, without looking up.
 
   ‘You don’t seem too worried?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Pretty scary though. I mean, my heart’s still racing -’
 
   ‘I think I feel more impressed than scared,’said Byron. ‘Water might be powerful, but it isn’t cruel.  It doesn’t mean to hurt or destroy.  It just does what it does.’
 
   Then for the first time, he made eye contact with me.
 
   ‘Kind of odd,isn’t it?' he said. ‘That peoplesee forces of nature, such as floods and earthquakes, as evil things.  We describe them as disasters.  We say they’re terrible.  Are we really so afraid of nature’s power that we have to pretend it’s the bad guy?’
 
   I didn’t know what to say.  I shrugged, wished I’d never started the conversation.  Then he smiled again.
 
   ‘Kate Archer,’he said. ‘I like your drawings.  I think your mural will be good.’
 
   ‘Uh, thanks,' I said, surprised he was still thinking but the mural - and equally surprised that he knew my name.  'Although it's not really mymural,’I explained. ‘Just something silly, for a detention - '
 
   I paused, thought about what to say next.  
 
   'Can I ask?' I said, eventually. 'Why did you stand up on the sideboard?’
 
   He pushed his glasses up his nose, gave a sigh. 
 
   ‘Why did you lie down?
 
   ‘Because…because Leon told us to.  Because the water was coming at us.’
 
   ‘Unfortunately, your friend Leon missed the point that water will find the lowest escape route possible.  Lying down is the worst thing to do.’
 
   ‘Oh.’
 
   ‘In a flood situation, it’s better to get as high as you can.  Don’t worry, Kate.  We are, by default, in the safest place we could be.  The art room is the highest point in the school, and in fact, the highest point in the whole of Hurst.  We’re safe.  Trapped, but safe.’
 
   He smiled again.  
 
   ‘The flood is only going in one direction and that’s down, down the hill, past the cricket pitch, through the back streets, into the town centre -’
 
   ‘The centre?’
 
   ‘For certain.  Hurst High Street will probably be the worst hit.’
 
   I froze.  
 
   The High Street?  
 
   Where my parents were meeting friends for coffee.  Where my sister, Ella, was getting a manicure.  Where Leon’s parents were buying a new lawn mower.  And poor Miss Nevis was driving her yellow Mini.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The others returned.  They looked as anxious as they had before they'd gone to check the exit.  Leon flanked his hands.
 
   'It looks like we can get out, but the water is right outside the door - '
 
   'And it's rising,' added Greg. 'Fast.'
 
   'So, what now?'
 
   I could see through the window that the water was rushing down both sides of the school.  The entire building had become an island.  The ground floor was more or less submerged.  All I could think was what Byron had said, about being up high, on the top floor.  
 
   ‘We need to leave!’said Gemma. ‘There’s so much water!  Like, where the hell’s it all coming from?’
 
   Byron glanced at her.
 
   ‘The River Slode,’ he said, as though it was obvious.  
 
   ‘You meanthat shallow trickle at the back of the playing field that smells of bogs?’said Curtis.‘The one that dries up every summer?  I don’t thinkso.  What about you, Kate?  You’re clever.  What’s your brainwave?’ 
 
   I shrugged.  I didn’t know.  I didn’t understand.  I was never very good at Geography.
 
   ‘I - I think Byron might be right,’I said. ‘He seems to know -’
 
   ‘I don’t think it’s the river at all,’said Leon, cutting in. ‘I think it’s come from the lake at the top of the hill, probably burst its banks or something.  And once it’s been emptied, the flow of water will stop.’
 
   ‘Trust me, it’s the river,’said Byron. ‘What do you think feeds the lake?’ 
 
   Before he could argue his case, however, the others stopped listening.  Gemma launched another conversation over his head.
 
   ‘We should call our families,' she said. 'Check they're okay.'
 
   Leon agreed.
 
   ‘We’ve all got our phones, right? Priority number one - let's make contact with the outside world.'
 
   We began to dial, text, email, but it was fruitless. 
 
   ‘No signal,’said Curtis. ‘And virtually no battery.’ 
 
   ‘Charge it?’
 
   ‘No charger.  Lost it last week.’
 
   'Oh, crap!' said Gemma.  'I’ve only got two per cent.'
 
   ‘Fifteen,’said Leon.
 
   ‘Eleven for me,’said Greg.  
 
   ‘Anyone bought a charger with them?’said Gemma, frantic, eyes wide. 'I've got to get through to my house.'
 
   We all shook our heads.
 
   ‘Each of you has a different phone,’said Byron. ‘So someone else’s charger isn’t going to help.’
 
   Gemma scowled.  
 
   'Smart arse,' she growled - her eyes narrowed to slits and I could tell she was getting ready to hate.
 
   For a few minutes, everyone stood in their own little worlds, ears pressed to their handsets, crossing fingers, pressing buttons, call after call.  But no one got through.  Either the airwaves were blocked or no one was able to answer.  
 
   ‘Like, what's with the totalairwave breakdown?’said Curtis. 'I mean, it's not as if we live in the Third World - '
 
   He stared out of the window.  
 
   ‘Actually, I take that back. Maybe this is the end of western civilisation?  Look at it! The only bit of dry land left is that crappy hump of rubble where the fourth years hang out -’
 
   He pointed to the overgrown ridge that ran along the back of the school, all the way from Vis A to the main reception at the other end. 
 
   ‘You know what we need?’he said. ‘Surf boards!  Find me something board-shaped and I'll become Hurst's first inland wave rider!  We'll make a hot clip for YouTube - '
 
   'Forgodsake, Curtis!' snapped Greg.   'Just for once, can you stop talking out of your arse - or, I promise you, I'll shove your witless, gobby face into the flood!  Can't you see this is majorly bad?'
 
   Greg wasn't much of a talker.  He tended to keep his profile low, hid his mood beneath a flop of jet-black fringe.  But I'd spent enough time with him (via Gemma) to know that when people wound him up, he didn't hold back.   He reminded me of an injured wolf - if you came across one, you'd feel sorry for it, but you'd be a little scared too, in case it went for you.  I guess he had his reasons.  I'd probably be the same if I lost my mum. 
 
   In response to his outburst, Curtis started to sulk. 
 
   ‘Just trying to lighten the atmosphere, dude.  No need to throw a wobbly.'
 
   ‘Like we care,’sneered Gemma.
 
   I stepped between them.
 
   ‘At least we’re safe up here,’I said, trying to keep the peace. ‘It’ll take a lot for the water to reach this high.  The real issue is whether our families are okay -’
 
   Gemma now turned to me.
 
   ‘Kate!’ she raged. ‘Do you have to keep going on about our families?'
 
   I blinked, surprised by her outburst.  I mean, she'd been the one who'd made the biggest fuss about calling home.  She huffed, flicked her tongue stud, stood up in a temper.
 
   ‘I’ve had enough of this,' she hissed.  'I’m not hanging round here waiting to be washed away.  I'm leaving.’
 
   ‘You can’t,’I argued. ‘It’s too dangerous. Let’s keep calling until we get through to someone, then we'll ask for help -’
 
   ‘Oh, grow up, Kate!  Grow some guts!'
 
   I hated it when Gemma got like this, all prickly and spiteful.  Sometimes it felt like she took everything out on other people, namely me.  She, Leon and Curtis started talking at once, arguing about how to get out, how to get home.  Curtis suggested a raft.  Gemma made threats about swimming.  Leon started raving about some survival course he’d been on with his brother.  
 
   Then Byron spoke up.
 
   ‘SHE’S RIGHT,’he said, in a voice that was crisper than all of theirs.
 
   They stopped, turned towards him.  He was sitting cross-legged on top of the table, twiddling a pencil. 
 
   ‘What do youknow, Knitwear?’said Curtis.
 
   ‘I know that Kate’s right,’said Byron. ‘We’re safe up here.  We should stay.’
 
   ‘Who does he think he is?’ whispered Curtis. ‘Yoda?’
 
   The silence showed what everyone else thought.
 
   Leon crossed his arms.
 
   ‘Let’s go,’ he said, glossing over Byron’s warning. ‘No more time wasting.  Let’s make a plan to get the freak out of here.’
 
   Byron shrugged and sat back.
 
   ‘Suit yourself,’he muttered.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   It wasn’t long before the focus turned to Curtis’s car. 
 
   ‘The water in that bit of the car park isn’t too deep yet,’said Leon optimistically. ‘If we can get to your car, Curt’, we might be able to drive through the flood, get to higher ground, then find our way onto one of the back roads.’
 
   Curtis was the only one who could drive.  He’d passed his test a month ago, as soon as he’d turned seventeen.  (Hard to believe, but technically, he was a whole year older than the rest of us.  He’d been kept down a school year –not because he was stupid, but because he was so easily distracted.)
 
   ‘I don’t want the Shaggin’Wagon getting wrecked,’he protested. ‘She’s my pride and joy.’
 
   ‘So, you’d rather drown?’
 
   ‘Okay.  I hear you.  But how do we get across the car park?’
 
   By now, everyone had gathered at the window. Everyone except Byron.
 
   ‘The water looks shallow enough to wade in,’said Leon.‘If we all hold hands and support each other, and if Curtis goes first with his keys and opens the doors, we can all jump in.  Then he revs the engine, releases the hand-break, pumpshard…andwe head for the hills.’
 
   ‘What if we skid?’said Curtis.
 
   ‘I thought you were like some super-skilled stunt driver?’
 
   ‘Kind of,’said Curtis sheepishly.
 
   ‘Well, it's worth a try,’said Leon,‘I think Curtis should go first, then Kate, then me, then Gemma.  And Greg can make sure everyone's safe from behind.  Agreed?’
 
   ‘And Byron,’I said.  
 
   ‘Oh, yeah, and Byron.  So - it’s a plan, then?  I mean, unless anyone has a better idea?’
 
   ‘A better idea,’said Byron, from the background. ‘Is that we pay attention to what I’ve already said and stay here.  The water may look shallow, but the force, I guarantee, will knock you off your feet.’
 
   ‘Hooray for Mr Physics!’said Curtis.
 
   Byron scowled, adjusted his glasses and ran a hand through his hair.
 
   ‘Sometimes Curtis,’he said,‘knowledge is king.’ 
 
   ‘But in a survival situation,’Leon followed. ‘Action is king.’
 
   He turned and made for the door.  Everyone bundled after him.
 
   'Smart words,' said Curtis, nudging him in the ribs.  'Good come back.  Action is king.  I like it.  Where did you get it from?'
 
   'My brother,' said Leon.
 
   'Oh, yeah.  How cool would it be if he was here now?  Your brother would sort us out. He'd, like, pull trees apart and suck up the flood water with a straw and stuff - '
 
   I'd heard Leon's older brother was some kind of fitness champion, but right now, I was happy enough with Leon.  We followed him towards the stairwell, like his mafia, while Byron lingered back. 
 
   ‘Please,’I said, beckoning him. ‘Come with us.’
 
   ‘No thank you,’he replied.
 
   ‘But why not?’
 
   ‘There’s no point.’
 
   ‘Of coursethere is.  Come on, I’ll walk with you and– ’
 
   Byron shook his head.
 
   ‘Really,’ he said,‘there’s no point.’
 
   ‘But you can’t stay here.  We can’t leave you on your own.’
 
   ‘I won’t be alone.’
 
   I looked at him. ‘What do you mean?’
 
   ‘I mean you’ll all be back in five minutes, with your tails between your legs.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
                 We gathered in the stairwell.  One of the double doors had come off its hinges.  The force of the initial wave must have smashed it.   Floodwater had pooled at the bottom, covering the lower steps.  It looked murky and cold.
 
                ‘It’s not that far,’said Leon. ‘We can do this!’
 
   We could see Curtis’s car from where we were.  And it didn’t look far.  I used to paddle through the River Slode when I was little, with my dad and my sister, Ella. We’d take a fishing net, try to catch sticklebacks.  In the autumn we wore wellies.  In the summer we went barefoot.  That’s what it would feel like, I told myself.  Paddling.
 
                ‘Got your keys ready, Curt?’said Leon.
 
                 Curtis dangled them.
 
                ‘Everyone know the drill?’              
 
                 We all nodded, although truthfully, I don’t think any of us quite knew what we were going to do, even Leon.  I liked the way he was taking control of the situation though, stepping up.  It certainly made a change.  Me, falling for a good guy, someone who wanted to help people, rather than mess them about.
 
                ‘Ready, then?’
 
                 We all looked at each other.
 
                ‘Straight to the car, single file.  Curtis first, followed by Kate -’
 
                 We edged down the steps.  Curtis hovered his foot above the water.
 
                ‘Should we take our shoes and socks off?’he asked.
 
                 Greg groaned.‘This isn’t a day at the seaside, moron.'
 
                ‘I’ve got my best trainers on, man.  I don’t want them getting trashed.  That water looks smelly.’
 
                ‘You don’t know what you’ll be treading on,’said Leon. ‘Keep them on.’
 
                 Curtis huffed, then plunged his foot.
 
                ‘Waaah!  It’s cold!’
 
                ‘Don’t drop the keys,’said Gemma.
 
                 She turned to me and muttered,‘Why has Curtis been given the most important job?’
 
                ‘Because it’s his car?’I replied.
 
                 Curtis stepped down. The water came up to his thighs.
 
                ‘Someone film this,’he said. ‘It’ll get loads of hits.’
 
                 
 
                 He started laughing.  In a way Iwas glad.  It made me feel more relaxed about what we were about to do.  I couldn’t help thinking about Byron, though, and why he’d chosen to stay behind, whether he'd be okay.  Leon leant towards me. 
 
                ‘You next,’he whispered.
 
   He gave my hand a squeeze.  The feeling thrilled me.
 
                ‘Ready?’
 
                ‘Yeah.’
 
                ‘Stay close to Curtis.  I’m right behind you.’
 
                 I put my feet in the water and was shocked by the cold.  I was wearing flimsy pumps, no socks.  The squelchy feeling was horrible.  I placed my hands around Curtis’s waist.  Leon put his hands on mine and we proceeded in a train.  The rain was so fierce it was hard to look ahead.  It drenched us, dripped off our brows, our noses, our chins.  Curtis waded forward and I followed, but as soon we were away from the shelter of the doorway, the force of the torrent took control.  Suddenly, it was up to our hips and we couldn’t stop ourselves from staggering sideways. I managed to widen my feet, which held me solid for a moment, but Leon lost grip of my waist and was forced back inside the doorway with the others, leaving Curtis and I in the water.
 
   ‘Hold on!’Curtis yelled.  
 
                 The rush was so loud.  My stance started to slip.  
 
                ‘I can’t hold for much longer!’I cried.  
 
   I could hear everyone screaming our names, shouting:‘Come back!  Turn around!’  
 
   But we couldn’t.  
 
   It was enough of a struggle to stay standing, let alone turn.
 
                ‘Throw us something!’said Curtis. ‘A rope or something!’
 
                 They didn’t have a rope, of course. 
 
                 I caught Leon’s eye for a second, then the next thing I knew, he was diving forward heroically.  He grabbed us both, yanked us towards him.  We all fell.  I don’t know what happened to him and Curtis, but I slipped under.  The dirty water rushed in my face, filled my nose and mouth.  I spluttered and gasped.  I could feel my back scraping along the ground.  Was this it?  Was I about to drown?
 
   Just in time, a pair of hands were upon me.  Not Leon’s, butGreg’s. Greg’s giant hands.  He hoisted me up, then Leon, then Curtis.  He dragged us into the doorway and we all collapsed in a heap on the stairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Minutes later we were back in the dry of the art room.   Gemma clung to Greg like a limpet.  Curtis kept patting him on the shoulders.
 
                         'You're my new hero,' he said.  'Honestly, you're my ultimate god.  If you hadn't grabbed hold of us, we'd be half drowned by now - ' 
 
               'Or fully drowned,' Leon heeded.          
 
                ‘All in a days work,’said Greg, brushing off the fuss.
 
                     I made a point of saying my own thanks privately.
 
                ‘Don’t worry, little one,’ said Greg. ‘I’m just glad these big-arse hands came in useful.’
 
   We both smiled and hugged, but to be honest, although I was grateful Greg had pulled me out of the water, I felt so stupid that I'd gone in at all.  I hadn't wanted to leave the safety of the art room, but just like the clay fight that had got us there in the first place, I'd allowed myself to get carried away. I hadn't wanted to disappoint Leon.       
 
   I lay my wet clothes over the drying rack, next to Leon’s jeans.  He'd taken off everything except his boxers.  I didn't know where to look.  His body was so perfect, like someone you’d see on a shower gel advert.  But I couldn't help noticing he had faded bruises all across his ribs.  I guessed they were football injuries, although they looked pretty nasty. 
 
   For myself, I found an old painting shirt.  It barely covered my thighs, but it was better than being naked!  I was certainly glad I'd remembered to shave my legs that morning.  I pulled the shirt down as far as I could, then sat against the radiator.  I could hear the wind picking up outside, howling through the ventilation fan and rattling the window frames. 
 
                As I squeezed the smelly water from my hair, I noticed Byron watching.  Eventually he came and stood next to me.  Or near me, to be precise.  He was very careful not to let any part of his body touch mine. 
 
                ‘I know what you’re thinking,’I said. ‘That we should have listened to you -’
 
   ‘Yes, you should have.  Swimming in raw sewage is nevergood for the health.’
 
   ‘Sewage?’
 
   ‘Sewage.  Faeces.  Diesel fuel.  You name it.  When a flood hits, it all gets swilled about.’
 
   I wiped my hands, felt my mouth fill with saliva, like I was about to wretch.
 
   ‘If you want any information, Kate, just ask.   I’m planning to do a degree in physical geography.  I've recently finished a major project about natural disasters -’
 
   ‘Oh.’
 
   ‘It's one of my number one interests.'
 
   'Right.'
 
   'So I guess it's a good job I'm here.'
 
   ‘Yeah, I guess it is.’
 
   We stood quietly for a moment, listening to the wind.
 
   ‘I’m sorry they ignored you,’I said, eventually.‘You obviously do know what you’re talking about.’
 
   ‘Thank you, but it’s actually no big deal for me to be ignored.  Basic social hierarchy.  Haven’t you noticed?  No one pays attention to the nondescript loners.  Loners don't matter.  Their opinions don't count.  Not in the way Leon Prentice’s do anyway.’
 
                 I gave a small, awkward smile.
 
   ‘It was never going to work,’he continued,‘with or without the flood.  Six people intended for one tiny vehicle, with a back seat mostly taken up by sub-woofer...illogical, at best.  And I can’t imagine Curtis’s driving skills are truly up to the challenge of negotiating and outpacing a flash flood.’
 
   ‘Fair point.’
 
   ‘I mean, we're talking about someone who reverses into a bollard during his first hour of legal solo driving, then goes the wrong way down a one-way street, nearly taking out a pensioner on Hurst Parade.  Seriously, Kate, allowing people like Curtis to go loose in cars is like allowing unsupervised Reception children into nuclear power plants. Unwise.’
 
   He laughed, threw his head back.  I was about to ask how come he knew so much about Curtis's disastrous driving, when one of the skylights above the sinks suddenly shattered.  A spray of glass hit the floor.  We all jumped to attention, as a rainy, windy squall whipped through the opening.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   'It's coming in! It's coming in!' yelled Curtis.
 
   'Don't panic,' said Leon. 'It's only a small window.  We're okay.'
 
   'But if that one's blown in,' said Greg, 'it's only a matter of time before the others do.'
 
   I couldn't help gaze about the room - all the glass, the rickety Seventies glass and the rusting frames.   Byron caught my eye.
 
   'It’s okay,' he said.  'You'd be surprised how sturdy this building is.  I’ve looked into it.  Apparently, it won a load of architecture awards.'
 
   'Let’s hope so,' I whispered. 
 
   Leon, Greg and Gemma started discussing the possibility of re-attempting to reach Curtis’s car.
 
   ‘If we can get some sort of guide rope,’ said Leon, 'it’ll give us stability against the current.  My brother taught me how to use one.  He's an expert climber.'
 
   ‘It would have to be pretty strong to take all our weight,’said Greg.
 
   ‘Shouldn’t we just wait?’I suggested.
 
   ‘Wait?’said Gemma.‘While the windows cave in around us?  Not to mention the fact that we might be waiting forever.  We haven’t managed to contact anyone.  The weather looks like its getting worse.  And as for the floodwater, well, we can all see it’s getting deeper.  If we don't go now - '
 
   ‘We'll be stuck,’said Byron, finishing Gemma's sentence.
 
   She turned and glared at him. 
 
   'Probably hasn't even reached peak flow yet,' he said.  'I mean, when a river breaches its banks this badly the torrent rages for hours, days even.  Add to this, the fact that the rain is still bucketing down, adding more volume to the overloaded drainage system…all I'm saying is, if I were you, I’d start getting ready for an all-nighter.’
 
   Gemma snarled and muttered something about no one asking for Byron’s opinion. I thought of his comment: the lonerdoesn’t count. 
 
   Moments later, however, Byron’s observation was proved right.  We were stalled by the sight of the‘Shaggin’ Wagon’lifting up with the current, spinning ninety degrees, then drifting sideways into a street lamp.   
 
   ‘My car!’said Curtis, jumping up, mouth agape, just as the vehicle flipped and wooshed away.
 
   ‘Well, that’s it then,’said Greg. ‘Nowwe’re stuffed.’
 
   'No!' cried Gemma. ‘We needed that car!  I have to go.  I have to go home.'
 
   Leon frowned.  He looked crushed. The sparkle in his eyes temporarily deadened.
 
   'Don’t worry, Gem,’he said.‘I'll just have to come up with a Plan B. We'll get out eventually.'
 
   'But you don't understand. Eventually isn't good enough. I need to go NOW!'
 
   She seemed enraged, more firey than I'd ever seen her.  I tried to comfort her, but she was rigid with anger.  She even swiped Greg away.   
 
   'What's the matter, babe?' he begged. 
 
   She looked at him, then me.  She opened her mouth, hesitated, closed it, sighed.  It was like she didn't know what to say.  
 
   'Are you worried about what's happened to everyone?' I said, trying to prompt her.
 
   'It's Rascal,' she said, bursting into tears.  'My mum's not home.  She's gone away for the weekend, to meet some guy she met on the Internet.  Rascal's shut in the kitchen.  He won’t be able to get out.  He can’t swim.  Don't you see?  I haveto get to him.  It's up to me.’
 
   Greg and I glanced at each other.  Rascal was Gemma's mum’s pet Boxer.  She’d never shown much affection for him before, always moaned when she was made to take him for walks or sort out his food.  But I guess the flood was making her realise what mattered.  I held her hands and Greg smothered her with hugs. Leon and Curtis exchanged embarrassed shrugs.  They weren’t used to seeing hard-nosed Gemma upset.   Byron, meanwhile, wandered to the back of the room.  He made no effort to disguise the fact that he found the sound of Gemma’s snivelling irritating.  He stuck his fingers in his ears and started humming.  It was callous - but then again,Gemma hadn’t exactly been his cheering party.  Maybe he felt justified.  Either way, I found him baffling.
 
                I did the only helpful thing I could think of and took out my phone.
 
                'Let me try getting through again,’I said, my voice shaking. ‘If I do, I'll ask about Rascal.  I'll get someone to check on him.  It'll all be fine, I promise.'
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
                 They said they were going to the Hurst Centre.  They were meeting Max and Elaine for lunch, then they were going shopping.  New shoes for my dad.  He was always useless at buying stuff for himself, especially shoes.  A family joke: he tried, but never quite got it right.  Like the time he needed pyjamas, then came home with three Hawaiian shirts and a Fedora hat.   It wouldn’t have been so bad, except none of the Hawaiian shirts fitted (aside from being hideous) and our cat took issue with the Fedora.  
 
   My dad, my lovely dad.  It broke my heart that I couldn’t get through to him.  Or my mum.  Or my sister, Ella.  Where were they?  I tried their numbers over and over.  Gemma's crying got louder.   The sound started to stress meout.  In the end, I had to follow Byron’s lead and go to the other side of the room, just so I could concentrate.  I stood at the sinks, beside the broken window - a small pool had formed where the rain was getting in - and carried on dialling, listening, dialling.
 
                 Eventually Leon came over, still in his boxers, even though his jeans were pretty much dry.  The fact that I was madly in love with him, that an hour ago I’d felt giddy because he’d smiled at me–all of that seemed a million miles away.
 
                ‘You getting anywhere?’he said, nodding at my phone.
 
                ‘No.  You?’
 
                 He shook his head.
 
               'They look painful,' I said, pointing to his bruises. 
 
               He covered them up with hands, like he was embarrassed.
 
               'They're nothing,' he said. ‘Hey, your hair's nearly dry - '              
 
               'Thanks.'
 
                ‘I meant to say earlier, I liked the way you’d straightened it, before you went for an unwanted swim, I mean.’
 
                 So he had noticed!
 
                 I smiled, felt the heat rise in my cheeks.   To hear him say this, it felt fantastic - not just because it was a compliment from him, but because it took me back to myself, back to my normal, everyday worries and hopes.
 
                ‘Thanks,’I whispered, running a hand down the length of my hair.  'Not so sleek now, though.’
 
                ‘Still looks nice,’he said, his eyes twinkling.
 
                ‘Are you always so flattering?’
 
                ‘Only during floods.’
 
                 We both giggled.
 
                 Then my phone flashed.
 
                 BEEP BEEP BEEP
 
                 The sound shattered the tension.  Everyone jumped.  I nearly dropped the handset.  I fumbled and caught it.  The screen scrolled a familiar number.  
 
                ‘Mum?'
 
                ‘Kate!’
 
                ‘Mum?  Are you okay?’
 
                ‘Kate!’she repeated. ‘Tell me you're safe!  Where are you?  Promise me you’re safe?  I've been ringing and ringing, but someone said the phone masts were damaged - '
 
                ‘I’m okay.  We’re okay.  But we’re stuck.’
 
                ‘In the school?’
 
                ‘Yes.’
 
                ‘Whereabouts?’
 
   ‘We’re in the art room, at the top. The water hasn’t reached us, but it’s all around us.  We're trapped - '
 
                ‘Who’s with you?’
 
                ‘Gemma, Greg, Leon, Curtis…and some guy called Byron.’
 
   ‘Is your teacher there?’
 
   My heart sank.  
 
   ‘No.  She went off.  We don’t what’s happened to her.  She went off to get some paint and stuff.  She left just before...'
 
                 From the corner of my eye, I noticed everyone had gathered around me.  They were all watching, listening, like somehow I was the chosen one, that maybe my mum on the end of the phone would have all the answers.  With the wobble in her voice, I doubted it.  When sensible parents have wobbly voices, you know there’s a problem.
 
                ‘Kate, it's not looking good.  People are saying we've had a flash flood, but no one knows for sure.  Apparently some minor flooding was predicted, but nothing on this scale. It's a disaster.  Everything’s a mess.  And,' - she paused - 'and I'm afraid there's a problem with your dad.'
 
                 As soon as she said this, my blood ran cold.  
 
                ‘What?’ I said, my stomach sickening. ‘What problem?’
 
   ‘We were in the Hurst Centre.  We were queuing for coffee.  We were standing in line, then suddenly it hit and we were running from a wall of water.  There was nothing we could do -’
 
   I could hear her sucking her breath, to hide that fact that she was about to cry.  
 
   ‘I’m afraid your dad got knocked over.  I think he caught his leg ona bench.  One minute, he was beside me, then the next -’
 
                ‘Is he okay?  Can I talk to him?’
 
                 She paused.  Her silence lasted too long.
 
                ‘Mum?’
 
                ‘We–we haven’t managed to find him yet, Kate.  I’m sorry.  He's missing.’
 
                 I couldn’t take it.  My chest started to feel light and gaspy.  It seemed crazy that my mum was only a few miles from me, yet it was like she was on another planet. 
 
                ‘What about Ella?’I asked.
 
                 Ella, my sister, had been planning to get a manicure in the nail bar on the Parade.  Whether she’d actually woken up for it, I didn’t know.  She’d been snoring in bed when I’d left that morning.
 
                ‘She hasn’t answered her phone.  Listen Kate, if you and your friends are safe where you are,then you need to stay put.  Do you understand?  As soon as I can get hold of someone official, we’re going to sort out your rescue.  I will find someone.  Whatever it takes.  In the mean time, don’tgo in the water.  Promise me, Kate, you won’t go in the water.’
 
                 I stared through the window.  Sky black.  The flood had now reached the first floor windows of the main school building.  There was no sign of Curtis’s car.  You couldn’t even tell there was a car park.
 
   ‘I promise,’I sniffed.
 
   ‘Right,’said Mum, the way she always did when she was being efficient, putting on a brave face. ‘Right.  I’m going to track down your sister.  And I’m going to find your dad.  Stay by your phone.  And be careful.  Please, please, pleasebe careful.’
 
   I didn’t want her to go.  The end-call silence seemed to last forever, but before I had a chance to collect my thoughts, Gemma squared up to me.
 
   ‘You didn’t ask about myhouse!’she said abruptly.‘What about Rascal?’
 
   I scrunched my eyes, took a breath.  I understood that Gemma was worried about Rascal, but I had problems of my own.  I didn’t need to feel like I’d let her down as well.
 
   ‘I’m sorry,’I said, dazed. ‘I’m sorry, Gem.  It’s just...my dad…my sister... everything…I just forgot about Rascal, all right.’
 
   By the look on her face, she wasn’t willing to see things from my side. 
 
   ‘Thanks for nothing,’she hissed, wiping the mascara from her cheeks.
 
   ‘It's only a dog,’muttered Byron.
 
   I glanced at him, but he looked away, acted like he hadn't said anything.
 
   The next phone to ring was Leon’s.  I couldn't hear the full conversation, but by the sound of it, his brother was giving him a pep talk, advising him to 'man-up' and organise the rest of us.  His parents called next.  They were safe, but they were trapped in a garden centre.  A wooden bench had crashed right through the windscreen of their SUV.  People were clinging to trees for safety. Someone was trying to make a boat out of a wheelbarrow.  Leon’s mum gave the same advice my mum did, to stay where we were, high and dry.
 
   It was good for each of us to speak to someone.  Curtis's dad rang to grumble that his armchair was wrecked and that the television remote had floated into the neighbour’s garden - which said a lot about Curtis; the fact that his dad was more concerned about whether he could still watch Match of the Day, than whether his son was safe.       
 
   Gemma’s battery died, but she borrowed my phone and called home.  There was no reply, so she spoke to her cousin–the only other person whose number she could remember.  Unfortunately,the cousin was busy bailing water out of her kitchen and knew nothing about what was going on at Gemma’s house.  Meanwhile, Greg got a call from his Nan, who told him to watch out for rats and raw sewage, until she was cut-off by his dead battery.
 
   The oneperson who didn’t get a call was Byron. And it got me wondering.  What was his family like?  Who were they?  They obviously weren't too concerned about him, because his phone didn’t ring once.  Which was kind of crap.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
                 With the exception ofByron, it felt like everyone else’s family were okay except mine.  I know it sounds silly, but it felt unfair, like I was being picked on.  Leon tried to reassure me.  He said he’d watched loads of real-life rescue programmes and that people always get found or saved in the end.  He said he’d keep his fingers crossed.  But to be honest, I was hurting too much to take notice.  I was torn between pestering my mum for updates or saving my battery and waiting for her to call me.  Weirdly, the one person who seemed to 'get' my state of mind was Byron.
 
                ‘Keep busy,’he said, like he could tell I was worrying myself into a mess.
 
                 He was right. I needed distraction.  I needed to do something productive.  I decided to carry on with the mural.  I took a tin of pencils and started drawing along the back wall.  I threw myself into the task, focused hard.  When I was done, I stood up and realised Byron had been standing behind me the whole time, with his headphones.  
 
                 I smiled, but he didn’t react.
 
                ‘What are you listening to?’I asked, out of politeness.
 
                 He took the headphones off and handed them to me.  I placed one of the speakers over my ear.  It was beep-beep plink-plink - some kind of obscure electro trance.
 
                ‘It’s different,’I said, giving the headphones back.
 
                ‘It’s what I like,’he replied. ‘Music made by machines.  Nothingsentimental.  You’ll hear about your dad and sistersoon, I’m sure.  But, you know, I think your so-called best friend could have been more considerate.  She was very rude to you, wasn’t she?’
 
                 I blinked, disarmed by his bluntness.
 
                ‘You mean Gemma?’
 
                ‘Bit of a one-way street?  You give, she takes.’
 
                ‘Um -’
 
                ‘She’s selfish.  When she gets upset, you cuddle her.  When you're upset, she goes off into a cupboard with her giant boyfriend - '
 
               I looked around. Sure enough, Greg and Gemma were nowhere to be seen, but a bright glow was coming from the entrance to the supply cupboard.
 
                ‘She’s okay,’I argued, feeling like I should defend her. ‘She’s just...she’s going through something.  Her parents split up.  It really messed with her head.’
 
   ‘Yes, I knowthat.’
 
   ‘You do?’
 
   ‘The whole town knows.  Mr Dyce’s seedy chip-shop-lady love affair.  Very embarrassing for all concerned.  But it doesn’t mean Gemma has to be hateful towardseveryone else, does it?  You of all people, because you’re always so nice to her.’
 
   ‘That's a bit harsh.  Gemma isn’t hateful towards me.  We have our ups and downs, but we've been best friends since primary school - '
 
   ‘Maybe so, but she’s got HATE in her soul.’
 
   It shocked me - the presumptuousness, the arrogance of his tone.  Granted, it probably wasn’t much fun, being the only loner in a herd of cool kids.   And someone like Gemma Dyce, with her sly glances and sarcastic cusses, made it all the more challenging.  But really, who was he to say she was full of hate?
 
   ‘She’s fine,’I argued.‘Gemma’s fine.’
 
   ‘She’s insecure,’said Byron. ‘And bitter.  She’s the bitterest person I’ve ever encountered–apart from every single member of my own family, of course.’
 
   ‘Why are you being so critical?’
 
   ‘Because Gemma isn’t a true friend and yet you waste all your energy on her.  Don’t you see?  She's a fake, a phoney.  She buys a neon plastic skull necklace from Claire’s Accessories and decides this makes her a Goth.  Phoney as hell.  Let’s face it, a real Goth would buy their skull necklace from a seedy alleyway in Soho.  In fact, a real Goth would probably suck the flesh from Gemma Dyce’s head, stick her skull on a pin, and wear that instead -’
 
   I gasped.  And laughed.  Maybe it was the outrageousness of the remark or just sheer exasperation?  Either way, the laughter kept coming.  I covered my mouth, tried to stop.  It seemed wrong, like I was betraying my best friend.  But at the same time, I felt liberated.  I'd never 'got' Gemma's sudden switch to Goth style, but I'd been too polite to say anything.  Before I could respond to Byron's rant, however, Leon and Curtis stormed over. 
 
   ‘What are your headphones attached to?’ said Curtis accusingly, jabbinga finger towards Byron’s trouser pocket.
 
                ‘My phone.’
 
                ‘Show me.’
 
                 Reluctantly, Byron took out his handset, held it up.  Curtis bulked.
 
                ‘You mean we’ve all been panicking about wasting battery life and you’ve had a full-charge all along?’
 
                 Byron shrugged.  
 
                ‘My phone, my business.’
 
                ‘Well, just so you know, it’s now been decided thatwe put all the phones together, so that they're accessible to everyone,’said Leon.  'Hand it over.'
 
   'Um, no.’
 
                 Curtis glared at him.  The awkwardness bulged.
 
                ‘For real?  Are you deliberately being a mutant?’
 
                ‘Hey, I’m sure it’s just some misunderstanding,’I said, trying to smooth the way. ‘You’ll give up your phone, won’t you, Byron?  In case of an emergency or something -’
 
                 Byron looked at me, then at Leon and Curtis.
 
                ‘If I feel like it.’
 
   Thankfully, the stand-off was disturbed by Greg.  He’d been tinkering with Miss Nevis’s computer, trying to get through the security pass codes, to gain Internet access.
 
   ‘I’ve done it! I’m online!’he announced.
 
   The confrontation was abandoned.  We all rushed to the computer.
 
   ‘Nice one!’said Curtis.
 
   ‘Now we can send emails, check for information.’
 
   ‘Good work, mate,’said Leon.
 
   Gemma wrapped her arms around Greg’s shoulders.  She was much calmer now. Ten minutes of cuddling Greg in a cupboard had done the trick. 
 
   ‘You should get onto one of those news forums,’she said. ‘See if there’s anything about what’s happened.’
 
   Greg tapped the keyboard.  Hiskeyboard now.  He’d claimed ownership. Immediately, the screen came up with a news page.  We listened while Greg read:
 
   ‘Unprecedented flash flooding in the Hurst Valley Area.  Heavy rainfall has resulted in significant riverbank breach.  Scenes of chaos as torrents destroy homes and shops. Reports of widespread damage and injury.  Many people unaccounted for.   Emergency services are starting to arrive on the scene, but the rescue effort is being hampered by deteriorating weather conditions.’
 
   ‘Whoa,’said Curtis. ‘This is bad.’
 
   My mind span.  Unprecedented.  People unaccounted for.  My dad.  My sister. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   ‘See if you can find any safety information,’said Leon.‘You know, some kind of website about what to do when there's a flood.'
 
   Greg typed again.  He quickly found websites about flooding and safety, but as he clicked through, his face turned pale.
 
                ‘What do you think he’s found?’whispered Byron, only to me. ‘The website of doom?’
 
                 I think he was trying to be funny, but I didn't laugh.  It wasn’t the time for jokes.  And after the comments he'd made about my friendship with Gemma, and the argument over the phone, his presence was making me feel uneasy.  I moved away, stood closer to Leon.
 
   ‘We're screwed,’said Greg, reading down the list of flood hazards. 'There's no way we’re going to survive all this.'
 
   Greg had a habit of seeing the worst in things, but maybe this time he had a point.  I stared through the window.  The treetops thrashed in the wind.  Thunderclouds were moving in.  That’s all we needed, the weather getting worse rather than better.
 
   Moments later, my phone buzzed.  A text from my mum:
 
   Ella safe, trapped in nail bar.  Dad found.  Injured, but not serious. Will call soon, so stay by phone.  Please keep safe.  We’re doing what we can. Mum. XXX
 
   The relief was instant, massive.  Some good news within the gloom.  It felt as if I was floating, five-stone lighter.
 
   ‘They’re okay!’I cried, sharing my joy. ‘My dad and my sister are okay!  And my mum’s trying to organise our rescue - '
 
   Leon flung his arms around me. 
 
   ‘That’s great news,’he said jubilantly. ‘Twenty minutes tops.  I reckon twenty minutes until we hear sirens.  A giant fire engine will come ploughing through the water, then we’ll be out of here.’
 
   Curtis and Greg cheered.  Even Gemma looked pleased, genuinely pleased.  She offered her pinky, linked it with mine.  I wanted Byron to see, to give him proof that, beneath her issues, Gemma had a good side.  But in the middle of all the excitement, with everyone swarming round me, all the fuss, all the hugs,he’d disappeared.
 
    
 
   An hour later, the rain and wind was still battering the windowsandthere was no sight or sign of anyone, let alone a fire engine.  My stomach had started to ache with hunger, and although I didn’t need to go yet, I was starting to wonder where and how I’d pee.  There were no toilets in Vis A.  The nearest block was along the link corridor in the main school building, but that would require wading - and my clothes had only just dried.  I took them from the rack, went into the supply cupboard and changed.
 
   As I came out, I noticed Byron creeping about by the pottery wheels.  For a moment, I worried he’d been spying on me getting dressed, then I realised he was oblivious to my presence.  He was pushing something with his feet, trying to nudge it into a corner behind some slip buckets. I coughed.              
 
   ‘All right?’I said.
 
                 He looked up, startled.
 
               'Yes, fine,' he said.
 
               He brushed his hands and came out of the corner, pushed past me like I was in his way.
 
   ‘You know, your hair’s lost all its straightness,’he said.
 
   I blinked.  Was this supposed to be an insult?  Had I upset him in some way? I was totally confused.
 
                ‘Straight hair doesn’t suit you anyway,' he continued.  'And, let's face it, one afternoon of neat hair isn't going to make Leon fall in love with you - '
 
                ‘Leon?’
 
                ‘That’s who you straightened it for, isn’t it?’
 
                ‘I - um -’
 
                 Once again, he’d caught me out.  He’d only just met me, yet he’d practically read my mind.  What was it he’d said, about‘sensory acuity’? I wasn’t sure whether to be offended or amazed.
 
                ‘I wouldn’t get too hung up on what Leon thinks, anyway,’he added. ‘From what I gather, he isn’t picky.  He’ll chase anything with a pulse.  You could do better.’
 
                 I was so flustered by his comments, I couldn't think straight.  In the end, I walked away.  I didn’t know what else to do. I returned to the others, who were still discussing potential escape routes, and slipped back into the flock, stood as close to Leon as I could without looking like a weirdo. 
 
              ‘Even if rescue is on its way,’said Leon, in the manner of an army commander,‘we still need a Plan B.  Curtis, you check the internal door at the bottom of the stair well, the one that leads to the link corridor, see if there’s a way we can get into the rest of the school, for toilets and snack machines.  Greg, you keep checking the Internet for updates, and Gemma, you start gathering useful items.’
 
   ‘Like what?’
 
   ‘I don’t know.  Tools?  Gaffer tape?  Rope?  Rope would be good.’
 
   Gemma shrugged and walked off.
 
   ‘Where am I going to find rope?’she muttered. ‘This is an art room, not a naval base.’ 
 
   Leon didn’t have a task for me, but when he was done organising, he caught my eye.
 
   ‘Any ideas?’he said.
 
   ‘Er, rafts?' I replied, smiling.  'At least you seem to know what you're doing.'
 
   ‘Well, my brother used to take me on wilderness weekends when I was younger.  We learned survival skills, but it was kid’s stuff, like, I don’t know, how to make twig dens or how to bake a potato on a fire - '
 
   ‘Twig dens?  You never know.  Could be useful if the school washes away and we have to survive in the open air?’ 
 
   ‘True.  I've heard the foundations aren’t very good.’
 
   ‘I’ll stick with you then.’
 
   ‘Wise move.  My twig dens are the best.’
 
   We both laughed.
 
   ‘Do you think we’ll be okay?’I said.
 
   He looked to the window then back at me.
 
   ‘Sure,’he said. ‘We’ll be out of here before you know it.’
 
   Our gazes locked.  I couldn’t say for certain, but it seemed like he was thinking the same thing as me: we’ll get out of here and then we’ll have to go our separate ways.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Curtis spent ten minutes trying to bust the door to the link corridor.  He took his shoes and socks off, waded into the water, and wrestled the door handle–only to conclude it was locked.   Greg, who’d been filling his head with all sorts of website-of-doom facts about floods, suddenly started yelling:
 
   ‘Be careful!  The watermight be contaminated!’
 
   When Curtis heard this, he got out fast and began to scream.
 
   ‘My feet!  They’re melting!  Acid water!’
 
   It was funny.  For a nano-second.  But Curtis being Curtis carried the joke on.  And on.  Ten minutes later he was still telling people he had no feeling in his big toes - until Byron interrupted.
 
   ‘It might be funny to you now,’he said coolly,‘but contamination is a killer. Once a plumbing network is overrun, the nasties get everywhere.  And when I say nasties, I mean nasties.’
 
   ‘Like what?’
 
   ‘Toxic waste, garbage, fertilizer, excrement, dead animals –you name it.’
 
   ‘Yuck,’said Curtis, rubbing his feet.‘How do you knowall this stuff?’
 
    
 
   As for Leon and I, it felt like we had to make the most of the time we had left.  We sat by the radiator and chatted about the various music festivals we’d been to and the ones we wanted to go to.  It felt good, sparky, exciting–until the subject matter strayed into different territory.
 
   ‘So, what about boyfriends?’he said.‘Alittle bird told me you were seeing a guy from Slode Business College?’
 
   Marshall Finch. Why did he have to bring up Marshall Finch?
 
   ‘We broke up,' I replied, as quickly as I could.
 
                 That was all I wanted to say on the matter.  Don’t get me wrong, I was flattered he was curious.  I knew it could only mean good things, but my messed-up ex boyfriend wasn’t a topic I liked to discuss.
 
                ‘What's his name again?’
 
              Like he didn't know.  Everyone knew.  I exhaled, clenched my fists, forced myself to say it.
 
                ‘Marshall.  Marshall Finch.’
 
   'Oh, yeah.  Him.  But you're through?  It's over now, yeah?’ 
 
   He eyed me suspiciously.
 
   ‘Definitely.’
 
   ‘What’s he up to?’
 
   ‘Not much.  He quit college.  He works now–sort of.’
 
   Sort of, meaning he sat on his butt in a bedsit, drinking and smoking and playing computer games, while dodging parole officers and pretending to employment agencies that he was up for work.  But really, I didn’t want to go into it.  Mostly, because it still had the power upset me.  My mum, my sister, my best friend–they'd all warned me about Marshall, but I hadn't listened.  I'd only seen an older guy in college with a car, who went to gigs and knew about music and art and festivals, who said he could get me back-stage passes for any concert I liked, who bought me my first alcoholic drink, introduced me to his mates, promised we’d go backpacking together.
 
   That was the idea.  
 
   The reality was that Marshall Finch was a selfish control-freak with a twisted streak.  
 
   And the rest.
 
   ‘Do you still see him?’
 
   ‘Not if I can help it.’
 
   ‘So, would you say you’re, like, available?  No badassboyfriends waiting in the wings?’
 
   ‘One hundred per cent.  And you?’
 
   Leon Prentice, about to look me in the eyes and tell me he was available and ready for love.
 
   ‘Well,’he said, embarrassed. ‘Not exactly...’
 
   Splat! My heart hitting the floor at high speed.
 
   ‘To be honest, Kate, it’s complicated, but I can -’
 
   BEEP BEEP BEEP
 
   We both jumped.  My phone again.  My mum.  She always was good at interrupting.  The first time I kissed Marshall in my room, she popped her head round the door to ask if we wanted pizza. I took the call.
 
                ‘Kate, listen, we're having trouble -’
 
   Her voice was shaking.  Suddenly, the reality of our situation came crashing back.
 
                ‘What?  What is it?’
 
   ‘The roads are wrecked and now the bridge has gone.  It's gone!  The flood obliterated it.  We were trying to get a rescue team to drive up to the school, but…there’s no way.  We’ve heard people talking about helicopters, but we’ve not seen any.  You’ll have to hold on, Kate.  I’m so sorry.’
 
                 I glanced at Leon.  He looked as worried as I was.
 
                ‘For how long?
 
                 She paused.  
 
                ‘We–we don’t know,’she said. ‘One of the rescue workers told me things are going to get worse before they get better.  Aside from the flooding, there’s no let up in the weather.   At least seventy-two people have been reported missing.  I don’t want any of you adding to that list, do you hear?  Stay indoors, up high.  Oh, and another thing, everyone’s being advised to -’
 
                 Before she could finish, the signal cut out.  I clutched the phone to my chest and stared at the ceiling.  It felt like the weight of the world was on my shoulders.
 
                ‘Guys,’I said, tearfully, as everyone turned to me. ‘I’m really sorry, but it’s bad news.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
                 
 
                 The atmosphere plummeted.  It was hard to know what was worse.  The wait?  Or not knowing how long the wait was going to be?   A mass of cloud sunk over the hill, darkening the town.  The rain came down harder, but I’d gotten used to the sound, the constant drumming as it hit the glass - it was almost hypnotic.
 
   We sat around, chewing our nails, jiggling our feet, fighting our fear. There was a bit moretalk about another escape mission, but it didn’t stick.  
 
                ‘I’m so hungry,’said Curtis, for the fifth time.
 
   ‘We're allhungry,’said Gemma. 'But you make it worse by going on and on about it.'
 
                ‘Yeah, yeah,' said Curtis.  'And you make it worse by being such a moaner.'
 
                ‘I'm only moaning because I'm in your company,' Gemma retorted.
 
               'Just stop, both of you,' said Leon.  'It's not like we're going to be starving here for weeks. We can survive a few hours.'
 
                ‘Speak for yourself,’said Curtis. ‘But I’m literally starving. And I’m thirsty.  People die of thirst, don’t they?  A man needs water before he needs solids.’
 
                ‘There’s a tap over there, moron,’Gemma growled. ‘Not all liquid has to come from aluminium cans, you know - '
 
                 At this, Curtis launched towards the sink, craned his neck, and held his mouth at the spout of the tap.   
 
                ‘Don't!’yelled Greg. ‘You can’t drink from there.  It’s not safe.  The website said even tap water gets poisoned.’
 
                ‘Yeah, right,’said Curtis nonchalantly.
 
   ‘All the toilets overflow and the crap goes everywhere. Would you drink your own crap?’ 
 
                ‘My crap is pure, so I’d be delighted to drink it.  It’s other people’s stinky crap that’s the problem.’
 
                ‘Jesus Christ, Curtis!’said Leon, riled. ‘Don’t drink the water.  Come back, sit down, and stopmoaning.  No one’s going to starve or die of thirst.  Instead of arguing, we need to stick together.'
 
                           A little later, he pulled me aside.  
 
                 'Someone needs to take the lead,' he whispered.  'Not wanting to sound big-headed, but I think it should be me.  I'm the only one who seems to know anything about survival skills.  And let’s face it, no one else has the right attitude.  Gemma's too stroppy, Greg’s too negative, Curtis is too nuts, and Byron, well, I don’t think we can’t trust that creep as far as we can throw him.  Which leaves me.  And you.  You're good of course.  We’ll work as a team.’ 
 
   He stared into my eyes.  His self-assuredness overwhelmed me.  I tried to find a reason to question him, but all I could think about was the fact that he was suggesting we work as a team.  A pair.  A couple.
 
   ‘Yeah.  Sure.  It makes sense,' I said.  'You and me -’
 
   He nodded.
 
   ‘The Dream Team.  The Dream Team takes control.’
 
   He stroked my elbow and my heart started to race.  I smiled, lowered my eyelashes, tried to present the best angle of my face, tried to look sexy.  Then I realised Byron was a few feet away, watching, listening in on our conversation.  Leon’s comment began to loop in my head: we can’t trust that creep.
 
   ‘YOU IDIOT!’ 
 
   Greg’s shout shattered the peace.
 
                 Evidently, Curtis had ignored Greg’s warning and had drunk from the tap.   He came back from the sink wiping his mouth.  As soon as he had everyone’s attention, he groaned, clutched his stomach and fell to the floor.  I ran over.
 
                ‘Curtis!  Are you okay?’I said, crouching over him.
 
                 He rolled over, waggled his eyebrows and grinned.
 
                ‘Katy,’he said. ‘You’re so sweet.  Shamefully gullible, but ever so sweet.'
 
               'And you're a dick!' said Greg. 'I told you, that water's rancid.  If you get sick, it's your own fault.’
 
   'Whatever,' said Curtis. 
 
   'Okay,' saidGreg. ‘I'll prove it.  I’ll show you the websites. They all say same thing: don't drink the tap water.'
 
   'Yeah?'
 
   'Yeah.'
 
   'Come on then.'
 
               Greg returned to the computer.  He pulled up a website and clicked on the mouse.  He reached to adjust the monitor, so that Curtis could see the screen, but just as he did, a blue flash came from the plug.  The power in the computer crackled, sparked, and cut.   Giant Greg, all six feet of him, flew across the room.  His limp body landed hard against a stack of chairs and for a second there was silence.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Three meters.  I swear.  He was blown a clear three meters from the computer table.  
 
                ‘Greg!’ Gemma screamed. ‘GREG!’
 
                 She ran to his side.  The distress in her voice was awful. 
 
                 Some force, it must have taken, to send a huge gangly boy across the room like that.  His arms and legs were splayed.  His neck and shoulders were at a funny angle, where he’d hit the chairs.  The worse thing was that there was smoke coming from his hands, char marks on his fingers.   
 
                ‘Mate!' said Curtis, horrified. ‘Mate, I'm sorry.  Wake up!’
 
                 They lay him down flat.  Gemma started gasping, shaking all over.
 
   ‘Do something!’ she screamed. ‘Help him!’
 
                 I didn’t know what I could do for Greg, but I knew I could help her.  I gave her a hug, held her hands, reassured her.
 
                ‘He’ll be all right,’I said. 
 
                 I never felt like such a liar in my whole life.  The rain surged again and the sound on the windows was deafening. It was like we were standing beneath a firing range.  Gemma got to her feet and raged.
 
                ‘Why the hell can’t it JUST STOP RAINING?’
 
                 Her fists clenched.  I held them tighter, cupped them in mine, and eventually she broke into sobs.  However tough she seemed on the outside, she was soft inside, scared of everything going wrong.
 
                ‘He’s moving!’Leon cried.
 
                 We tensed and watched.  Greg began to stir.  He lifted his head and opened his eyes.  Leon and Curtis held his shoulders, helped him to sit up.  He looked completely dazed.
 
                ‘What the hell happened to you?’ said Curtis, with an expression that was likeguilt and fear and relief mixed into one. ‘One minute you're there, the next minute you’re over here.  Seriously, that was some sic air!  You should get a skate board!’
 
                 Gemma threw her arms around Greg’s shoulders, smothered him with affection.  They kissed, rubbed noses.  This time, I didn't begrudge them for it.  
 
                ‘That was mad,’said Leon, patting Greg on the back.  
 
                 Greg leaned forward and examined the burns on his fingers.
 
                ‘I got a shock, I guess, from the computer.  It was when I touched the power cable on the monitor -’
 
                 Leon stood up, looked around. 
 
                ‘What if it happens again?’he said. ‘I don’t think we should touch anything electrical.  No one touch anything.’
 
   ‘That goes for you too, Byro’,’said Curtis.‘No touchy electrickery, got it?’
 
                ‘Yes, thank you,’said Byron, stepping into the light.  
 
   He was the only person who hadn’t rushed to Greg’s side.  I wondered if he felt awkward, not really knowing him, not being part of our group.  Or was it deliberate, like the way he'd walked away from Gemma when she was crying?
 
   ‘Nothing electric,’he repeated. ‘No touching.  Advice noted.  And it’s wise.  I mean, when floodwater gets into the mains it’s lethal.  By now, the generator is probably immersed, which means the whole school is live.  Definitely a safety hazard.’
 
                ‘What?’said Leon.
 
                ‘I said, definitely a safety hazard.’
 
                ‘I get that.  What I’m saying is, if you knew about this risk of electric shocks, why didn’t you speak up before?  Why didn’t you warn us?  Greg could have been killed!’
 
                 Byron shrugged. 
 
                ‘You never asked,’he said dismissively. ‘And even if I hadmentioned it, can you honestly say you would have listened?’
 
                ‘You nob-head!’shouted Curtis. ‘Our mate, Greg, nearly got fried and all you can do is shrug and whinge and complain that we don’t listen!  Who are you anyway?  Why are you here?  I tell you what, you weren’t invited -’
 
                ‘No one was invited,’said Greg groggily. ‘We were made to come, remember?'
 
                ‘But he wasn't,' said Curtis, jabbing a finger in Byron's direction. 'Our detention had nothing to do with him.  He's here of his own free will.  Weirdo.  They arrest stalkers, you know?'
 
               'I'm not a stalker,' said Byron.
 
               'Oh, yeah?  You're stalking Miss Nevis, otherwise why would you be here?'
 
               Byron didn't say anything.  Curtis threw his hands in the air.
 
               'This is all mash-up!’ he said.‘I can’t believe I’m trapped in some skanky art room, with crazy electric hot wires and poisoned water and no food and King of The Freakin' Odd Squad lurking round every corner.’
 
                 He flicked Byron in the chest and stomped off.   Byron just stood there.  I could see the hurt in his eyes.  He was right about one thing.  Even if he had mentioned the risk of electric shocks, they wouldn't have listened to him.  And there was no doubt he was odd, but no one wants to be told that, do they?  And as for stalking Miss Nevis?  The boys in my form group were always going on about having crushes on teachers, which teachers they thought were hot, what they’d like to do to them - which wasn’t the same as stalking.
 
                ‘We can’t keep arguing,’I said, trying to catch Leon's eye: the Dream Team takes control. ‘Let’s just be grateful for the fact that Greg is okay.  We have a roof over our heads.  We're dry.  We've got heat and light.  We simply need to stay calm and look out for each other.'
 
              'Definitely,' said Leon.  'Rather than argue, let's be practical.  Hunger is clearly an issue, so let's do another search.  Greg and I will try to break through the door to the link corridor.  Kate, Gemma - you have another hunt around the art room.  Maybe Miss Nevis left a packet of biscuits or something?'
 
            With renewed optimism, we set to work.  It felt good to be purposeful.  Leon was right - leadership was necessary.  As soon as people were organised and occupied, there was no bickering.   Gemma and I went through every drawer in Miss Nevis's desk.  We found some stale chewing gum and a boiled sweet, but that was it.  Unfortunately, Leon and Greg had no luck with the door.
 
              'It's one of those super heavy fire doors,' said Leon.  'Even a man-mountain like Greg couldn't bust it, especially with the water pushing against it.'
 
              It was tough.  We all knew that on the other side of that door, we'd have access to vending machines, water fountains, and an entire canteen full of food.
 
               'Maybe if we all chipped in?' said Greg. 'The weight of six of us might do the trick?'
 
   'Worth a try,' said Leon.
 
   He clapped his hands.
 
               'Come on, people!  Let's bust this door!'
 
   He said it like we could do anything, like it was all going to be okay.  His positivity was endearing.  If I'd fancied him before, I was in awe of him now. And whether his love-life was‘complicated’or not, I knew I was in love.  I suddenly wanted to tell him, wanted to let him know just how much I thought of him, felt my emotions bloom and glow.
 
   And then, in an instant, everything went black.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   PART TWO  - THE DARK
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
                 The lights in the town went down first.  Street lamps. Shop signs.  Living room lights. Section by section they blacked out: vump vump vump.  We watched it happen, and like a wave, we knew it was coming for us.
 
   The darkness.
 
                ‘No one move!’said Leon. 
 
   ‘I can’t see a thing!’Gemma hollered. ‘What's going on?’
 
   ‘Power cut!’said Greg.  
 
   I held my arms in front of my face, but I could barely see them. I could hear the others fumbling, knocking into furniture.  Greg swore.  Gemma accused someone of treading on her foot.  Then I felt a hand on my shoulder.
 
   ‘Close your eyes,’ whispered a voice - Bryon’s. ‘Scrunch them up then look again.  It’ll help your optic nerve to adjust.’
 
                 I shut my eyes tight, blinked, rubbed them, and gradually began to see shapes and shadows.  Although it was only dusk, the thundery sky had robbed the last of the daylight.  It was dark enough.
 
                ‘Candles,’I said. ‘I think there are candles in the supply cupboard.  Miss Nevis kept them in a tin.  She used the wax for batik work.  I know where they are, I think.’ 
 
                ‘I’ll help you look,’said Byron.
 
                 Leon marched in front of him.
 
                ‘No,’he said, barging Byron out of the way.  'I'll help.'
 
               Together, Leon and I navigated the room's obstacles and headed towards the cupboard.  We found the tin beneath a pile of tissue paper.  There were only four candles inside and one of them was pretty much a stump, but it was better than nothing.  Curtis, naturally, had a lighter on him.  I lit the first candle.  Gemma offered up another, but Leon snatched it away.
 
   ‘We can’t burn them all,’he said.‘We need to ration.  One at a time.  We might have a whole night to get through, remember.  How long do you reckon each one lasts for?’
 
   I hesitated. 
 
   ‘When I was doing batik lessons,’I said,‘I think one candle lasted two hours.’
 
                ‘In that case,’said Leon - I could almost hear the sums whirring round his head -‘we’ve got seven hours at most.’
 
                 He placed the lid on the tin, with the rest of the candles inside, and tucked it under his arm.
 
                ‘Don’t you trust us?’said Gemma.
 
                ‘I just think they need to go somewhere safe, somewhere central.  And the phones - anyone who’s got battery left needs to unlock their pass-codes and put their phones on Miss Nevis's desk. If vital items are in a central location, we’ll know where to find them in an emergency.’
 
                ‘Like, this isn’t already an emergency?’said Greg.
 
   ‘You know what I mean. Phones, everyone.  Come on.’
 
                ‘That includes you, Byro',’said Curtis, scowling.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   We sat close to the candles.  Leon checked his phone for news updates.
 
              ‘Further chaos for residents of the flooded Slode River area,' he read.  'Water damage has caused underground electrical fires, resulting in widespread power loss.  Fire fighters are working to control the blaze, but officials have warned that restoration of service could be days away, leaving thousands without electricity and heating.’ 
 
              'I suppose there's a bright side,' said Greg, examining the burns on his fingers. 'At least there'll be no more electrocutions.'
 
                ‘Hey, there's more,’said Leon. ‘We’ve made the news.  Check this out:  In another twist, it emerges that six students are trapped in Hurst College.  Karen Archer, mother of one of the affected, says they are desperately worried: ‘My daughter Kate is bright, kind and wonderful.  She’s got everything going for her.  We just want her and her friends to come home safely.’’
 
                 Hearing my mum’s name, I felt overwhelmed by emotion.  I knew that she and my family were safe, but it wasn’t the same as touching, seeing and hearing them.  Leon took my hand and squeezed it.
 
              'We'll be okay,' he said. 'And it's nice to know everyone's thinking about us, isn’t it?'
 
              Then I felt Byron lean on my other side.  He whispered over my shoulder, to me, but in some ways, I think, to himself:
 
                 'How lucky,' he said.  'To have a mum who describes you as‘bright, kind and wonderful’.’
 
                 
 
             The view from the window was eerie.  It was as if Hurst, with its twinkling lights and busy roads, had simply been erased, wiped off the grid, a black nothing.  As we sat in our huddle, listening to the rain, Gemma and Greg started stroking each other's faces.  I tried not to let it bother me, but it was hard.  I was desperate for affection, for some kind of closeness.  Occasionally, Leon’s leg brushed against mine.  Each time his knee approached, my stomach flipped. In those moments, it didn’t matter that everything else was a mess. 
 
                 The wind grew stronger.  It ripped through the trees and blew the rain in different directions.  Occasionally, the windows clattered under the strain, like they were ready to shatter.  When this happened we all huddled a little closer.  If an entire concrete bridge had washed away, who knew what could happen to the flimsy, ageing structure that was Vis A - never mind architecture awards.
 
                ‘I’d kill for a packet of crisps!’said Curtis. ‘Or even just a can of pop, or my Nan’s roast potatoes - '
 
   We'd given up on the idea of breaking through to the link corridor.  The power cut had been such a shock, and in all honesty, it was enough of an effort just to sit up and keep talking.  We were drained, weak from thirst and hunger, tired from the stress.
 
                ‘Or what about curry?’Curtis continued.‘Oh, man, curry!  How good would that be?’
 
                ‘Give it rest, will you?’said Greg. 
 
                 Curtis flipped him a finger.
 
                ‘Do that again and I'll flip you,’said Gemma.  
 
                 In an instant, the tension flared again, more silly bickering that wasn’t going to help anyone.  Curtis versus Greg.  Gemma versus Curtis.  Byron versus, well, everyone.  I couldn't bear the sound of the arguing, so in protest, I stood up and moved away.  I went and sat alone by the radiator, which was now stone cold.        
 
   'Do they annoy you as much as they annoy me?' said a voice from the darkness.  
 
   Byron again.
 
   ‘Spend concentrated time in other people’s company, Kate, and I guarantee you’ll discover they’re not what they seem.  Half an hour with Curtis and you’d think he’s a born entertainer with a wild streak.  Five hours in a flooded art room and you’d rather be sniffing arsenic with Bin Laden.’
 
   I gasped. 
 
   ‘You can’t say that!’ 
 
   ‘Already did.  Curtis La Mont isn't the light-hearted joker people think he is.  I assure you, Kate, he has a sinister side.'
 
   ‘What is it with you?  Why are you always so, so...blunt?’ 
 
   ‘Am I?’
 
   ‘Yes.  Like, you say things…you just come out with whatever’s in your head…regardless of whether it’s socially acceptable -’
 
   ‘Socially acceptable isn’t really my thing.’
 
   ‘No kidding.’
 
   ‘Sorry.’
 
   ‘You don’t have to apologise.  Just - just watch what you say in future.’
 
   ‘Or not.  The thing is, Kate, I don't really care what they think.  I don't need their acceptance.  They're nothing to me. They can live out their little lives, but I know the truth.  I know what really goes on.'
 
   'Like what?'
 
   'Like, your hero, Leon.   Did you know he's scared witless of his older brother?  That his whole life revolves around trying to live up his brother's knuckle-head expectations?  I saw them fighting in a car park the other day.   Well, it wasn't exactly fighting, more like Leon getting pummelled.  The point is, any sane person would despise someone who beats them up on a daily basis, but the way Leon talks about his brother, you'd think he’s some kind of superhero - '
 
   I listened, blinked, remembered the bruises on Leon's ribs and how he'd tried to cover them up.     
 
   'Even if that’s true,' I argued, 'it doesn't make Leon a bad person.'
 
   'No, but it illustrates my point.  Leon, like so many other people, is selective with the truth.  He doesn't want the world to know that he's bullied.  It wouldn't sit well on the football pitch, wouldn't fit with his team captain image - '
 
   'But what does it matter to you?  It's not like you and Leon are friends or anything - '
 
   'It creates an imbalance, Kate.  Imbalance bothers me.  You see, while Leon spins his fake life and has people tripping over themselves to be friends with him, I speak the truth…and get ignored.'
 
   Suddenly it clicked.  Byron was jealous.  All his comments, his criticisms, they were fuelled by jealousy.  He was jealous of Leon, of Gemma, of all of us.  He was putting us down, to make himself feel better.  
 
   ‘There's no need to feel threatened by Leon Prentice,’I asserted.  'He's a good person.'
 
   Byron glared at me over the rims of his glasses. 
 
   ‘I thought you’d say that.  Maybe your emotions are clouding your judgement?  I mean, you’re obviously not seeing what I see, that he’s too in love with himself to fall in love with you.'  
 
   I blinked, felt spiked.  
 
   'You know, he's cheated on ever girl he's ever been with?  Then denied it, of course.  I wouldn't trust my heart with Leon Prentice anymore than I'd trust it with a lunatic.  He's a player.  He's deceitful and he can't stop himself.'
 
   ‘That’s–that’s wayharsh,’I said, trying to keep hold of my feelings.
 
   ‘You’ll see.’
 
   Just then, one of the phones on Miss Nevis's desk started to flash and vibrate.  After a moment's hesitation, Byron grabbed it.
 
   ‘Mine,’he said.
 
   I was too stunned and upset to react.  I watched as he clutched the handset to his ear andbacked into the store cupboard.  He pulled the door closed, so that I couldn’t see or hear him.  For one who went on about truth, it looked a little suspicious.  Curiosity got the better of me.  I lingered and listened.
 
   ‘Hello?’I heard him say.
 
   A pause
 
   ‘That’s me,’he said.
 
   Another pause while the person on the line spoke.   I couldn’t hear specifics, but it sounded like a man.  
 
   Then Byron again:
 
   ‘Oh, we’re all fine.’
 
   A longer pause followed by a rustling sound.
 
   ‘In the cupboard?  Whereabouts?’
 
   More rustling.
 
   But before I could hear anymore, Leon waved me over.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
                ‘You okay?’said Leon. ‘Was Byron bothering you?’
 
                ‘Uh, no, it’s fine,' I said stiffly.
 
                ‘Let me know if the cold gets too much, okay?  I don’t feel it, so you can have my hoodie.’
 
                ‘Thanks.'
 
                ‘Sit down, Kate. Come and chill.  You know, I’ve been meaning to ask - do you think you will be able to do some artwork for my band?  When we get out of here,I mean -’
 
                 I gave a vague nod.  I was still struggling to process Byron’s remarks.
 
              ‘Sure.’
 
                ‘It's good you've got proper ambitions, with your art and stuff.  I admire that.  Most girls say they’re only interested in getting famous or selling a story and making a ton of money.  Or marryinga player from the Premier League.  It’s solame.’
 
                ‘Maybe the girls youknow say that,’I snapped. ‘But I have plenty of friends who want proper careers.’
 
                 Leon paused. 
 
                ‘Hey.  I was only saying,’he said.
 
                 I hadn’t intended to sound so sharp, but my defences were up.  Leon laced his hands behind his head, did that thing where his leg brushed against mine.   
 
                ‘You obviously think I’ve been mixing with the wrong cliques,’he said. ‘But we all make mistakes, eh?’
 
   I was about to respond, when I felt a breath at my side.  I turned and realised that, once again, Byron had sneaked up beside me.  
 
   ‘Kate, you’ve got a message,’he said, passing me my phone. ‘I heard it 
 
   buzz.’
 
   ‘Oh, right.  Thanks.’
 
   I took the phone, checked the screen. 
 
   Who was it?  My mum?  My sister?  A rescue team?   
 
   Marshall.
 
   Oh, God!  A message from Marshall Finch was the last thing I needed. 
 
   K8.  Me scrd. Where R U?  Luv U like n0 other grl. Tell me ur safe. XXXXXXXXXXX
 
    
 
   The words made me shiver.  It was hard to believe that after everything Marshall had done, he was still trying to kid himself that we had a future together.   I saw Gemma watching me through the candlelight.  She had that look on her face.  She knew.
 
   ‘He’s texted you, hasn’t he?' she whispered.  'You always pull the same face when you get messages from him.  Promise me you won't reply.’
 
   ‘No, I -’
 
   ‘You know what he’s like, Kate.  It’s called harassment.’
 
   I sighed, shook my head.  She was right.
 
   ‘Okay,’I said.   
 
   I deleted the text.
 
   ‘Gone.  Happy?’
 
   ‘I’m only looking out for you, you know.  As for your other misplaced crush -’
 
   I guessed she was referring to Leon. 
 
   ‘I’d stay well away if I were you,’she continued. ‘Unless you want another psycho boyfriend on your hands -’
 
   Psycho?  I realised she didn't mean Leon at all.  She meant Byron.
 
   ‘He’snot my crush,’I said quickly.
 
   Gemma raised an eyebrow.
 
                ‘I was only talking to him,’I argued. ‘We weren’t...I don’t...’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
                 
 
                 With my head in a muddle, I stood up.  I was desperate to pee.  I couldn't hold it anymore, so I crept through the darkness, down to the stairwell.  When I was certain no one was about, I pulled down my jeans, squatted and pissed into the pool of black water.  The relief was instant.  But as I dressed and darted back up the steps, yet again, Byron appeared.  
 
                ‘Doesn’t know when to stop,does he?’he said.
 
               I tried to squeeze past without catching his eye, but he blocked my path, like he was desperate to hold my attention, start a conversation.
 
   'I'm talking about your ex.’
 
                ‘My ex - ?’
 
                ‘The text you just got.’
 
                 I blinked.
 
   ‘Did you - ?’
 
   ‘No, I didn’t read it.  I don’t pry into other people’s messages.  It was obvious from the look on your face.  Honestly, they say I have problems?  But Marshall Finch is in a whole different league.  Thirty-eight texts in one lunch break?’
 
   He glanced at the ceiling.
 
   ‘If I were you, Kate, I’d have him arrested.  There’s something called a restraining order, you know.  With one of those, he won’t be able to go within a mile of you.  I read about it in one of those stupid crime magazines.’
 
   ‘Thanks,’I said warily.‘Thanks for the concern.'
 
   All I could think was how did he even know about Marshall?  Sure, it had been the town gossip over the summer, but Byron didn’t strike me as the type of person people gossiped to.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty 
 
    
 
                 We started to burn the next candle.  I sat as close to it as I could, desperate to absorb its warmth.  It was properly dark now –and cold.   The rain and wind whipped around the windows and didn’t stop for a second.  In the distance, we heard alarms and sirens, reminding us that our town was in crisis.  Once or twice we heard a helicopter, which sparked hope that we were about to be saved.   When the sound got further away, everyone acted like they hadn’t heard it in the first place.
 
                 At one point, I nearly fell asleep.  I was so drained and hungry and thirsty, I no longer felt hungry and thirsty.  I just felt numb.  The boys went off with one of the other candles to see if they could find useful things.  I lay with my head on Leon’s hoodie, closed my eyes and drifted away.  I awoke moments later when I heard Gemma sobbing. 
 
                ‘You okay?’I said softly.
 
                ‘I can’t do this any more,' she said.  'I really need to get home.'
 
                 Her face was wet with tears.
 
                ‘You still worried about Rascal?’
 
                 As soon as I said this, she started to shake.  Her legs and arms locked rigid.  It was scary.  I looked for Greg, but she grabbed my hands.
 
                ‘Kate,’ she gasped. ‘I’m in trouble.’
 
                 This wasn’t what I was expecting her to say.
 
   ‘Trouble?’
 
   ‘I’ve done something stupid, something awful.  I can't say.  I’ve just gotto get home.’  
 
                ‘I’m sure Rascal’s okay, Gem.  He’ll be with a neighbour or something -’
 
                ‘But I lied,’she whispered, hanging her head with shame. ‘I’m not worried about Rascal.  I couldn’t care less about Rascal.  It’s Molly -’
 
                 Suddenly, I knew what she was going to say,that she’d left her little sister, Molly - who was only eight -that she’d left her alone.  Alone in the flood.
 
                ‘I was supposed to be babysitting all day,’she whimpered. ‘My mum made me promise.  I didn't tell her about the detention.  I knew if I did, she'd just phone the school and get me out of it.  But I wanted to see Greg.  I wanted to hang out with him.  So I did a deal with Mol.  I said she could have my allowance if she didn’t tell.  She was happy with that.  She’s quite capable of looking after herself...under normal circumstances.’
 
                 She began to sob again.  I felt sick.  The thought of little Molly, alone in the dark, in the filthy water…
 
                ‘Oh, Gemma,’I said, unable to hide my dismay. ‘What have you done?  She's only eight!'
 
                ‘You’ll help me, wont you?’she said desperately. ‘You'll help?  I heard the boys talking about jumping from a window, trying to get to the ridge at the back where the fourth years hang out.  It’s the nearest bit of land that hasn’t been submerged. The boys thought it might be too risky–there's a big drop.  But I don’t know, I think it’s worth a go -’ 
 
   I couldn’t believe what she was suggesting.  We were on the third floor.  The drop was huge, not to mention the raging torrent at the bottom.  And the ridge was hardly a place to head for.  It was covered in brambles and thorn bushes.  I wanted to do something for her, but there was no way I was leaping from a third floor window, to escape into god knows what.  
 
                ‘If the boys don’t think it’s safe,’I said,‘I don’t think we should try it.’
 
                 My reluctance made her angry.
 
                ‘But Molly needs me!  Don't let me down, Kate!  You've got to help me get out!'
 
                 'Let’s try phoning around again,’I suggested.‘I'll talk to my mum.  Or Greg’s dad.  I’ll get Greg -’
 
                ‘No,’she snapped. ‘Don’t tell Greg.  Or your mum.  Or anyone.  No one knows what I’ve done.  My mum'll kill me if she finds out.  And Greg, too.  If he discovers I left Molly on her own, that's it.  He'll dump me for good.  He already thinks I don't look out for her properly.  He said so the other day when we were arguing.  Promise me you won't say anything to him.'
 
   'What's wrong with you?' I demanded.  
 
               I couldn't believe her selfishness, couldn't believe that she was determined to put her boyfriend’s opinion of her before the welfare of her little sister.  What was it Byron had said, about people being selective with the truth?  Suddenly, it felt like the entire room was tangled with deceit.  I started to wonder who I could truly trust.  
 
   'You say Molly's in trouble and needs you, but you're not prepared to put your neck on the line to help her!'
 
               Gemma started shushing me.
 
               'It's not my fault,' she hissed.  'I didn't know a flood was coming!  I didn't ask for this!  I just want things to go right with Greg. What's wrong with that? My life was crap until I met him.  He's the only good thing I've got.'
 
               Thanks. 
 
   I was just about to serve more of my dismay, when the room exploded with cheers.  Happy, bouncy whoops and cheers.  My heart leaped into my mouth.  Were they cheering because we about to be rescued?  Was this it?
 
   In the shadows, I saw Curtis and Leon leaping onto Byron’s back, ruffling his hair and laughing.
 
                ‘Boy done good!’said Curtis.
 
                ‘So, so good!’added Leon.
 
                ‘You da man, Byro!’
 
                 And then I saw, in their hands, beers.  Beers and chocolate and bags of crisps.  That’s what they were cheering about.  Alcohol and snacks. I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty One
 
    
 
                 For the next hour, Byron was treated like some kind of demigod.  He claimed he’d stumbled over the food and drink while looking for warm clothing in the supply cupboard.  He even showed us the bag it was in, a Hurst College PE sack.
 
                ‘I knew she'd have a secret stash,’said Curtis. ‘Naughty-naughty, Miss Nevis.’
 
                 In a weird way, I was grateful.  The‘find’had a hugely uplifting effect.  Gemma and I left our argument behind. The mood brightened. Every mouthful, every sip felt reviving.  But to me, somehow, it all seemed a bit too neat.  I mean, one minute we were desperate and hungry and anxious, the next, we were rolling in beer and crisps.  Something didn't feel right.  Something didn't fit.   I recalled how shifty Byron had seemed earlier when I'd caught him creeping round the pottery wheels, how he'd been shoving something into the corner.  Coincidence?
 
               He came towards me, chinked his beer bottle with mine.
 
   'Feeling better, Kate?' he asked. 'You've got some colour in your face again. There's nothing quite like satisfying an empty stomach is there?' 
 
   'No.  I guess not. The beer's making me a little lightheaded though - '
 
   'Right.  Yes, that's what it does.  Alcohol blurs clear thought.  Do you, er, do you drink alcohol often?'
 
   'Not really. It depends who I'm with.' 
 
   'Is it fun?'
 
   'Sometimes.'
 
   I couldn't tell for certain, but it was as if Byron was trying to flirt with me. It was awkward. I kind of preferred it when he was being difficult.  Thankfully, we were interrupted by Curtis.  He clapped us on the shoulders.  The drink had put him in a playful mood.
 
   ‘Let's have a game,' he said.  'Truth or Dare.  For a laugh.  It'll pass the time.  Who wants to go first?'’
 
   'You,' said Greg.  'Since it's your idea.'
 
   'Well, I pick dare, obviously.'
 
   Curtis proceeded to perform a list of silly tasks provided for him by Leon and Greg.  He stripped to his waist, stood in the squall beneath the broken window, and sang 'Singing' In The Rain' at the top of his voice.  Then he tried to ignite his own fart. He revelled in the attention, the stupidity of it all.
 
   'Who's next?' he said, as his energy finally flagged.  'What about you, Byro?' 
 
   Byron leaned back on his elbows, acted like he hadn’t heard.
 
   ‘What's it to be?’Curtis pestered. ‘Truth?  Or dare?’
 
   ‘I don’t know this game,’said Byron.  'I don't know how to play.  Count me out.'
 
   Curtis laughed. ‘No exemptions.  And the rules are simple.  We give you a choice, then depending on what you pick, we give you a challenge.  It’s up to you.  Do you want to spill the beans or make a dick of yourself?’
 
   ‘Who wins?’
 
   ‘It’s not a win/lose thing,' said Leon.
 
   ‘In that case,’said Byron coolly,‘I pick truth.’
 
   Leon and Curtis looked at each other.  Byron waited.  
 
   ‘Okay, got one.  Your challenge is to tell us why you're here, why you're really here?'
 
   'I told you already. I heard Miss Nevis was planning a mural and I wanted to help.'
 
   He looked at me as he said this, like he was checking for my reaction. 
 
   Leon shook his head.
 
   'Something tells me you’re leaving out a few significant details,' he said. 
 
   'Kissy-kissy, Miss Nevis,' goaded Curtis.
 
   They fell about laughing. 
 
   'Maybe I could ask you a truth, Leon?' said Byron.
 
   Leon shrugged.
 
   'Be my guest.'
 
   'How many girls have you had unprotected sex with in the last month?'
 
   Leon squirmed.  So did I.
 
   'None,' he said sharply, folding his arms, eyes hard on Byron.  'This is lame.  Someone give me a dare.'
 
                ‘Kiss Katy,' said Curtis, with a wink.  
 
                            I should have known.  I buried my face and cringed. The alcohol was muddying my thoughts.  Did I trust Leon?  Or not?  Did I want to kiss him? The one thing I certainly knew was that I didn’t want to do it in front of everyone, in such a forced, artificial way.   It was childish, like we were fourteen again, playing spin-the-bottle in Gemma’s mum’s garage. Before I could argue, however, he crawled over, leaned towards me.  I could smell his skin, the wax in his hair.  Our eyes met.
 
   'With tongues,’ said Curtis - this was sport to him.              
 
                ‘You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,’Leon whispered. ‘Not for Curtis’s amusement anyhow.  Let's just pretend.'
 
                 We held our faces close.  My heart thumped like crazy.  I wanted him to kiss me, SO MUCH, but at the same time, I was terrified.  In the end, I allowed him give me a tiny peck on the cheek then pulled away.              
 
                ‘Cop out!’said Curtis.
 
   But that was it.  That was as far as I was going. For now.
 
    
 
   Once the buzz of Truth or Dare faded, Leon came up to me again.
 
   'That wasa cop out, you know?’ he whispered, eyes bright.
 
                ‘Well, what were you expecting?’I replied.‘Full-on snogging?  Followed by a lap dance?’
 
                 I blushed.  Then we both fell about laughing.  Despite Byron's warning, I knew I still fancied Leon like crazy.  I couldn't help myself.  He slipped his hands around my waist and the sensation made me soar.  I lay backwards, placed my head on his chest, felt like all my worries were melting.  It had to be good.  It had to be true.  Seconds later, Leon nodded over my shoulder.
 
                ‘We've got company,’he said.
 
                 I automatically assumed he meant Byron, then saw Gemma standing above us.  Her face was white and her eyes were startled, like she'd had a shock.  She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out.
 
   ‘I - I - I - I -’
 
   ‘Gem?  What’s the matter?’
 
                 I looked down at her hands.  I could see she was holding one of the phones, just about, because her fingers were trembling so much.  She beckoned me over, took me into a corner.  I figured she must have received some information about Molly.  Was it bad news?
 
                'What is it?' I begged.  'What's happened?'
 
                ‘Just look,’she whimpered, pointing to the screen on the phone. ‘You have to look -’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty Two
 
    
 
   I stared at the screen.
 
   'What do you know about your new favourite person?’ Gemma demanded.
 
   Not this again. 
 
   ‘Have you ever, like, hung out with him before?’
 
   ‘No,’I said defensively. ‘You’d know if I had, Gem.  Byron isnot my friend.  And he’s definitelynot my boyfriend.  I don’t know him any better than anyone else.  I just feel a bit sorry for him, that’s all.  But why does everyone have to assume we’re mates now?  I’ve never had anything to do with him before today.’
 
                ‘Nothing?’
 
                ‘Nothing.  Never.’
 
               She looked at her feet.
 
   ‘I stole his phone,’she said,‘when he wasn’t watching.  I knew he had a whole battery charge and I wanted to see if I could make a call to my neighbour, to find out if she'd seen Molly, but the signal was crap.  I was about to put it back, and then...look, it was wrong of me, okay, but while I had the phone, I, you know, just thought I’d browse -’
 
                ‘Gem!  That’s so out of order!  How would you like it if someone started going through your phone?'
 
                ‘I know.  I know.  The thing is, I’m kind of glad I didlook -’
 
                 She flicked her tongue stud, sucked her cheeks.
 
                ‘He has photos,’she said.
 
                ‘So?  Everyone has photos on their phone.’
 
                ‘No.  I mean, photos.  Of us.  Hundreds and HUNDREDS of photos of us.’
 
                ‘Huh?  Are you sure?’
 
                ‘Oh, yes.  Everywhere we’ve been the last few months.  Central Bowl.  The Hurst Centre.  Marilyn Park.  You name it, he’s got pictures of it.  You, me, Greg, even Leon and Curtis, we all play a starring role.’
 
                 It took a moment for me to process.  
 
                ‘Why would he have photos of us?’I said. ‘He doesn’t know us.  He doesn’t hang around with us.  You must have picked up the wrong phone - '
 
                I examined the silver and black handset, caught a memory.
 
                'This isn't Byron's phone,' I said.  'Byron's phone is...is there.'
 
                I pointed to the silver oblong lying on Miss Nevis's desk, the one I'd seen Byron pick up and answer earlier.
 
                 Gemma shook her head.
 
               'Wake up, Kate.  That's Leon's phone - '
 
               I looked again and realised she was right.  My unease deepened further.  Byron had taken a call from Leon's phone, pretended it was his.  He'd actually pretended it was his.
 
   ‘And it's not just photos,’said Gemma. ‘There are notes.  He’s made notes on each of us, details about what we wear, how we talk, the little things we do.  Like, he said something about me chewing my tongue stud when I’m pissed off, or that you go red on your neck when you’re embarrassed.  Know what I mean?  Personal stuff.  Why would anyone write that down?’
 
                ‘Maybe...maybe it’s harmless?’I said, uncertain, remembering Byron’s thing about‘sensory acuity’.‘Maybe it's just his way figuring people out?’
 
   ‘Are you kidding?  It’s sick.  See for yourself....'
 
   She took the phone off me, began to scroll.  There they were, plain as day, not just a few, but hundredsof photos.  Frame by frame, every moment, every detail, all the minutiae of our lives captured and recorded.  There was even video footage of Curtis’s first day driving, the entire sequence of his blunders. I remembered our conversation about it, how Byron had known all the details.  My bones shivered cold.  Suddenly it all made sense - the fact that he'd been so opinionated abut Gemma and Leon, that he'd seemed to know everything that had been going on in our lives.  He'd been watching us, watching for months.  
 
   There was Gemma shopping for jeans; Curtis having a row with one of the doormen at the Hurst Centre; everyone going to the cinema; hanging out at the park; loads of pictures of us in The Pit.  And the bowling trip.  The bowling trip, the one when Leon and I first started talking, when I first started to like him.  It was like recalling a memory, seeing events of my recent past, but seeing them through someone else’s eyes.
 
   Gemma then flicked over to the notes, pages of notes, hundreds of observations about our actions and mannerisms, the things we said, how we said them, what we did, where we went.  But the title was the thing that disturbed me the most: PROJECT KATE AND CO.
 
   ‘Oh, god,’I said, covering my mouth, dropping the phone to the table.  
 
   Gemma held my gaze.
 
   ‘Now there's anotherreason for us to get out of here quickly,’she said. ‘We don’t know what he’s up to, but we sure as hell know it’s not normal.  And it involves us.’
 
                ‘But it couldbe innocent,’I argued, unsure whether I believed myself. ‘I’ve been chatting with him.  He’s just a bit…jealous, lonely. Perhaps he’s been trying to, I don’t know, get to know us?’
 
                ‘By stalkingus?  That’s not what innocent people do.  He’s a crazy boy, Kate.  Like, what is it he's planning?  We can’t trust him.  We have to leave.’
 
                ‘But-’
 
                ‘You can’t defendhim, Kate.  I know you like giving people second, third, fourth and fifth chances and all that, but this time you have to listen to me.  We can’t have another Marshall Finch situation on our hands.   You’ve seen the pictures for yourself.   That freak isn’t right.  He’s up to something.  He's asicko.’
 
                ‘Yes,’I said.  
 
                ‘We need to tell the others,’she added. ‘But carefully.  We don’t want Byron catching on.  We don’t want him to know that we know.   It might set him off.  I’ll tell Curtis and Greg.  You tell lover boy over there.’
 
                ‘Yes,’I said, sinking.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty Three
 
    
 
               Gemma went to find Greg and Curtis while I stayed by the desk.  For as long as no one noticed me in the shadows, I scrolled through Byron's phone again.  There was something magnetic about the photos - all the care, the trouble he'd gone to, to record our activity.  Why?  What did he want?  What was so special about us?
 
                 He'd obviously followed us from place to place, kept track of our whereabouts.  Lots of the photos were taken in The Pit, the open-plan central lobby of the school building, where most of the sixth form hung out.  No wonder he’d known about Marshall's endless text messages.  He'd been there.
 
                 I couldn't recall seeing him.  His face had been familiar when he'd first entered the art room, with his sweaty, red cheeks and muddy boots, but I hadn't been able to place it.  He must have kept well hidden.  Or had I simply failed to notice him?  After all, he'd said it himself: no one pays attention to the nondescript loner.
 
              As I switched off the phone and placed it back on the table, I realised I wanted to see past the shock.  I wanted to understand.  As freaky as Byron was, was he actually a threat?  My instincts told me he needed my compassion more than my outrage.  He'd been pretty honest about a lot of things, almost like he'd been trying to help me, warn me, open my eyes to other people's deceptions.  It had seemed like he was on my side.
 
                 Oh, god.  It was so hard to know.  My gut told me Byron was okay, but as Gemma had pointed out countless times, my gut wasn't always that reliable.  I’d once thought Marshall was the ultimate boyfriend and look what happened there?  And now I'd convinced myself Leon was 'The One', but the more I learned about his track record...I just didn't know anymore.  One thing I did know was thatas soon as the others were told about the stuff on Byron’s phone, there'd be drama.
 
             I decided that the fair thing to do would be to warn Byron first, to talk to him privately.  Right on cue, he emerged through the dark.  A nervous quiver shot down my leg.  
 
               'Hi,' I said.
 
               'Hi.'
 
               'You okay?'
 
               'I'm brilliant.'
 
               'Remember Truth or Dare?' I said.  'Now, it's my turn to ask aquestion.  And it’s an important one.  Answer honestly.  What are you up to?'
 
   He stared at me.
 
               'I mean, do you make a habit of following people, taking photos?'
 
               'Photos?'
 
               'Gemma knows,' I said, my heart racing. ‘And in a moment, she's going to tell everyone.  And when she does - '             
 
   Before I could say anymore, we were interrupted by a loud bang.  It sounded like a car crash.  It was loud enough that everyone jumped to attention.  Byron and I abandoned our conversation and gathered with the others at the back window.
 
   ‘Can anyone see anything?  Is it a rescue team?' I said, my hopes rising.
 
   'Let’s open this,’said Leon. 
 
                 He yanked the window and forced the glass upwards.  A blast of cold air hit our faces.  The strength of the wind forced us back. 
 
                ‘Close it!’Gemma begged, cowering against the gale.
 
                ‘No, wait!’shouted Leon. ‘Listen.  There issomething -’
 
   We heard a sound like cracking, snapping branches, but it wasn’t clear through the din of the storm.
 
                ‘It’s only the trees,’said Greg.‘We’d know if it was a rescue team. They’d have sirens and stuff.  And search lights -’
 
                ‘Not if they’ve crashed,’argued Leon.
 
                 Greg shrugged.
 
                ‘Let's be honest, how's a rescue team going to get up here?’he said. ‘I don’t see a boat.  I don’t hear a helicopter.  There’s no bridge and no road, remember?’
 
                 Leon thought for a moment.
 
                ‘There are playing fields behind the ridge.  They're probablywaterlogged, but they’re on higher ground.  Maybe a rescue team managed to cut across them?  Maybe they went off-road?’
 
   ‘If you honestly think there’s anyone out there,’said Greg, ‘by all means, give them a shout, but I really don’t think -’
 
                 Typical Greg, always a glass half-empty guy.  Not that it put us off.  We started shouting in unison.  
 
                ‘Hello!’we cried.‘We’re in here!’ 
 
                 No reply.
 
                ‘Anyone out there?’
 
                 Nothing.
 
                ‘Keep shouting,’I insisted. ‘There mustbe someone out there!  They might be stuck!  They might need help!’
 
                ‘My god!’said Greg. ‘You’re so desperate you’re starting to imagine things.  And even if there is someone, what are wegoing to do anyway?  We can’t get to them.  We can’t help.  We can’t even look after ourselves, let alone help other people.’
 
                 I disagreed.  I thought we were doing a good job - a near-drowning incident and a close call with electricity, but other than that…
 
                ‘Why do you have to be so grumpyall the time?’I snapped, surprised by my temper. ‘We’re doing our best!  Can’t you see?  We’re trying!’
 
                 I stood up at the window again.  I could feel my arms and legs trembling, shaking from frustration.
 
                ‘Hello?’I called again. ‘Anybody out there?  Shout if you can hear us!’
 
                 Then a horrible thought occurred to me.
 
                ‘What if -’I said, turning to face everyone.  ‘What if it’s Miss Nevis? What if she’s been trying to get back to the school to help us?’
 
                ‘Or maybe it’s zombies?’said Curtis. ‘Or killer trees?  Or flesh-eating bog rats?’
 
                 Leon closed the window.
 
                ‘Either way,’he said, eyeballing the pair of us,‘Greg’s right.  We can’t do anything.  We’re surrounded by water.  And that wind is crazy. No one’s coming.  If we’re going to get out of here, we’re going to have to do it ourselves.’
 
                ‘Finally,’Gemma barked. ‘You’re seeing sense.  I mean, how long are we supposed to wait for ournon-existent rescue team?  Until the roof blows off?  Until we’re dead of starvation?  Or until one of us turns psycho and kills all the others?’
 
   As she said this she glared at Byron.  
 
                ‘But we can’t just wade into the water,’ said Leon. ‘Look what happened when we did that!  We need to find another way.  You know, it would be a whole lot easier if we could get into main school building -’
 
                 'Why did the caretaker have to lock the link corridordoor?’ moaned Curtis. ‘It’s not like this crappy school needs high security.  Who’d bother breaking in here?’
 
   ‘Can’t you try forcing it again?’said Gemma. ‘Using your thick head.’
 
                ‘There’s no way,' said Leon.  'That door weighs a ton.  If you're up for it though, there’s another idea I've been thinking about.  You know there's a bank of dry land -’
 
   Byron coughed, started fiddling with his glasses.
 
                ‘The ridge,’said Gemma enthusiastically. ‘Where the fourth years hang out?’
 
    
 
                ‘Exactly.  In terms of distance, it’s not that far from the back window, a few metres maybe.  The problem is the drop in between.  We have to get over the drop, otherwise we’ll be plunging head first into the floodwater - and it’s a long way down.’
 
                ‘So, what are you suggesting?’said Greg. ‘Tight ropes?’
 
                ‘Kind of.’
 
                ‘I’m joking.’
 
                ‘I’m not.  I reckon we could make a rope.  There's plenty of scrap fabric around.  If we can collect it together, then I'll show you how to twist and plait it to make it secure.  It’s an old SAS technique my brother taught me.  He's great at thatsort of thing.  Once we've got enough, then we can lash it to the other side and use it like a zip wire.’
 
              'And how are we going to do that?’Greg scoffed.
 
                ‘If we tie a chair to one end and lob it, hopefully it’ll get caught between the trees, which will act like an anchor.’
 
                ‘You ker-razy!’beamed Curtis. ‘But I likey!’
 
                 I shook my head.
 
   ‘It sounds dangerous.'
 
   As much as I fancied Leon, I didn’t want to go along with thisplan, the way I had with the car.  I didn’t want to end up in the water again.  Maybe I'm a bit naïve, but I’m not an idiot.  
 
   ‘How is a homemade rope going to carry all our weight?' I asked.  'What if it breaks?’
 
                ‘We’ve only got to get across a few meters,' said Leon.  'My brother said he’s seen it done loads of times.  Have faith, Kate.’
 
              If I had to listen to one more comment about Leon's 'wonderful' brother, I thought I'd scream.  The sight of Leon's bruised rib floated in my head.  Who was he tying to deceive?  Us?  Or himself? 
 
                ‘I’m in,’said Gemma. ‘I think it’s a plan. Let’s just hurry, shall we?’
 
              'Then I guess that means I'm in, too,' muttered Greg.
 
                ‘And me,’said Curtis. ‘Hell, I’ve always wanted to bungee!’              
 
                 Then they looked in my direction.              
 
   ‘No,’I said. 'Not this time.'
 
                 I wanted to say yes.  I wanted Leon and I to be our team.  I wanted him to think I was brave and bold and daring, but I couldn’t take a risk like this.
 
   ‘Come on, Kate, we need you,’he insisted. ‘If we go, we go together.  There’s no way we’re leaving anyone behind.’
 
                ‘It's too scary,' I said.  'I don’t see why we can’t just – ’
 
                ‘Forgodsake, Kate!’yelled Gemma. ‘Why do you always have to be so sensible about everything?  Grow a backbone, why don’t you?  You’re such a child!  You know, I can't stand you sometimes!'
 
                 It was vicious of her, not to mention humiliating.  What kind of best friend wasshe?  After I'd defended her, looked after her, kept her horrible little secret about Molly...suddenly, she looked ugly to me, like a gargoyle.  A selfish, bitter gargoyle.  I desperately wanted to argue back, tell her what I thought, but my voice went shaky.  The words wouldn’t come.  
 
               Then Byron, Byron stepped in, squared up to her.
 
                ‘KATE CAN MAKE HER OWN DECISIONS,’he shouted.
 
                 They all turned to him, shocked that he’d dared to defend me, to speak so boldly.
 
                ‘If she doesn’t want to take part in your ridiculous plan, she doesn’t have to.’
 
                ‘Who asked you?’said Curtis.
 
                ‘No one, as usual, but the law says I don’t need permission to express an opinion, which is that I think you’re behaving like a pack of wolves, bullying Kate into something she’s not comfortable with -’
 
                ‘No one’s bullying anyone,’said Leon, outraged.‘How dare you!  At least we’ve got a plan.  At least we’re trying to help the situation.  What have youdone?’
 
   ‘Your plan is stupid,’he said. ‘It won’t work.  And it will almost certainly get someone killed.  You might as well throw us all under a bus.  But...it’s up to you.’ 
 
                 And with that thought, he left us to it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty Four
 
    
 
                 I had to find him.  I realised it would annoy Gemma and the others, who were all outraged that he’d shouted them down, but frankly, I didn't care.  In that moment, I wanted to be in Byron's company more than theirs.   He'd stuck up for me.  When they were all getting on my case, he'd given me support.   And, weirdo or not, he seemed to know more about floods than anyone else.  He was right when hewarned us not to wade to Curtis’s car.  He was right about the risk of electric shocks (okay, so he left it a little let to raise that issue).  He was right about the water flow getting worse.  So, I could only assume he was right about Leon's crazy zip wire plan.
 
                I scanned the room, but the darkness was cloying.  There were plenty of places to hide, in corners, behind easels.  Wherever Byron was, it was obvious he didn’t want to be found.  I could hear Gemma and Curtis in the background, bitching:
 
               'He’s such a lurker!   The lurker in the shadows!  We don’t see him, but he sees us.  He sees everything.  Woooooo!’
 
             'Don't even joke,’said Gemma. ‘You’ve got to check outwhat I found on his phone.  It’s properly creepy.  Come and look.’
 
             She summonsed everyone over to Miss Nevis's desk, picked up Byron's phone and started going through it.  I listened to the chorus of outrage, but I made a point of staying back, keeping out of it.  
 
    
 
                Half an hour passed and Byron didn't reappear–which was probably just as well, because everyone was furious.  They started gathering scrap fabric for Leon's 'rope', while ranting about what they’d do to Byron when they got hold of him.  I stood in the shadows, feeling like an outcast.  I couldn’t stop shivering - from the cold and from the stress.  Eventually Leon came by with a box of hessian off-cuts.  When he noticed how cold I was, he took off his hoodie and covered my shoulders.  A few hours ago, this would have had me spinning with delight.  Now I just felt numb.  Where was normality?  Where was truth?  My stomach knotted.  My eyes filled with tears.  There was so much in my head it was hard to think straight.
 
                ‘Hey,’he said, picking up on my tension. 'Hey, don't cry.'
 
   He pulled my head towards his chest.  His t-shirt smelt of soap powder.  His body was warm.  It was such a relief to have a hug.  He began stroking my forehead with his thumb.
 
   'Don’t be frightened,' he whispered.  ‘We won’t let that weirdo get to us.  By the way, I wasn’t trying to pick on you before.  You know that, don’t you?  I wasn’t bullying you.  I mean, you didn’t think I was bullying you, did you?  Despite what lurk-boy Byronsaid -’
 
   ‘No, I– ’
 
                ‘Good.  You know, Kate, at least we’ll never forget this.  We’ll chat about it for years, even when we’re old.  Who knows?  Maybe one day - you and me - we’ll be sitting in our living room, on our rocking chairs, telling the story to our grand kids -’
 
   ‘Grand kids?’
 
   His hand slipped to my cheek, to the soft skin beside my ear.  At first I wanted to freak, then the enormity of what he was saying sank in.  After months of daydreaming, flirting, blushing and hoping, Leon Prentice was finally in my sights.  He was talking about us growing old, together forever.  I pressed my head to his heart, felt myself yield.  In the middle of all this mess, the boy I’d fancied for ages was practically handing himself to me.  It felt like an echo, a throwback from a world without Byron and flooded art rooms and missing sisters.  A world that I knew.  Whatever stresses we had coming our way, whatever game Byron was playing, at least I still had my chance with Leon.
 
   ‘Yeah, grand kids,’he said.‘What do you reckon?’
 
   ‘But...we’re not even…you know….’
 
   ‘But we could though, couldn’t we?  Like, once we’re out of here, we could go on a date or something?   We could go see a film?  Or get something to eat?  Or better, I’ll think of something really special.  Listen, Kate, I know it sounds corny, but it's like, I don't know, being in here, it's brought us together.  Like it's meant to be.' 
 
   I smiled.  In fact, I beamed. 
 
   ‘So?’he said. ‘Are you up for that?  Do you want to go out, just you and me?  I’ve been meaning to ask you for ages -’
 
   I looked up.  The rain had finally softened and the moon was shining in. 
 
   ‘Yes,’I said.
 
   I wanted to believe it.  Even if it was just a fantasy in my head, I wanted to believe that Leon would love me and I would love him and we'd be happy together forever. I wanted it.  I needed it.  I listened to his heartbeat, felt his hand on my face.  And that’s how we stayed, watching the clouds rush and the moon fight to be seen.  I felt better, much better, peaceful almost.  
 
   Then Byron came back.  And all hell broke loose.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty Five
 
    
 
                 He staggered through the door.  The way he was hobbling, he could barely stand.  And he was ghostly pale, white as a sheet. Then I noticed the blood.
 
                ‘Your leg,’I said, open-mouthed. ‘You’re bleeding!’
 
                 His trouser leg had torn.  There was a gash in his knee as wide as his kneecap.  I was pretty certain I could see bone.  Everyone turned to him.  Gemma gasped, covered her mouth with her hand.  
 
                ‘A wound to be proud of,’said Byron, trying to smile. ‘Bit more than a paper cut, anyhow.’
 
                 As he said this, he clutched the front of his shirt and collapsed.  I rushed over.  Leon came close behind me, followed by the others.
 
                ‘What's he done?’said Greg.
 
                ‘His clothes are wet.  He must have been in the floodwater.’
 
                ‘Believe me,’said Gemma. ‘I bet we don’t want to knowwhere he’s been!’
 
   She glared at me, looked for my agreement, but it wasn’t a time for accusation and anger.  Instead, I concentrated on rolling Byron into the recovery position.  I tried to manoeuvre his arms, but he was still holding onto his shirt, then I realised it wasn't his shirt he was holding, but a piece of string with a key attached to it.
 
    Leon helped me position his legs.  The wound in his knee was wide and deep.  I winced, swallowed my revulsion. 
 
   'I bet this is just another part of his game plan,’Gemma hissed, hovering over us.‘Don't buy it -’ 
 
   Leon hesitated.  I could tell hewas caught, unsure whether to continue the first-aid crusade or pay attention to Gemma’s accusations. 
 
   ‘Can you hear me?’ I said, shaking Byron’s shoulders. ‘Can you sit up?’
 
   Byron started to stir.
 
   ‘What happened?  Where have you been?’ 
 
   Byron murmured, reached for his key again.
 
   ‘Nowhere,’ he croaked.
 
   ‘Liar,’said Gemma.
 
   ‘In the stairwell.  I’ve been in the stairwell.’
 
   ‘Bollocks.  What happened to your leg then?  Are you trying to tell us you cut it on the stairs?’
 
                 I intervened.
 
   ‘We need to get some kind of bandage on thatwound,’I said. ‘Otherwise it won’t stop bleeding.  And bleeding like that -’
 
   I stopped myself from saying it, but the word was fatal.  It was hard to know how much blood he’d already lost, but by the pallor of his skin, I guessed it was a lot.  Despite my concern, Gemma jumped up.
 
   ‘I can’t take this,’she said. ‘We need to go.  Let’s just go -’
 
   ‘We can’t,’I argued. ‘How can we?  Byron can hardly walk!’
 
   ‘Oh, no.  He can stay.  We’re not taking him with us.’
 
   I gasped, shocked by her lack of compassion.
 
   ‘What’s wrong with you?’
 
   ‘You knowwhat’s wrong!  Why are you trying to protect him?  You know what he’s done.  Whether he’s hurt or not, we can’t trust him.  Frankly, I don’t want to spend a second longer in his company.  You know what I reckon?  I reckon he cut himself deliberately, in orderto get some sympathy.  I’m not buying it.’
 
   ‘Calm down, Gem,’said Leon. ‘Kate’s right.  We need to give him some first-aid, at least.’
 
                ‘Well, I’m with Gemma,’said Greg.‘I think we should get out now, while we can, and if that low-life can’t manage it, he can stay where he is.  Someone can rescue him later.’ 
 
                 Byron groaned.  
 
                ‘Something down there,’he muttered, eyelids flickering.
 
                ‘What did you say?’ 
 
                ‘I said there’s something down there,’he repeated, a little louder.  
 
                ‘Where?’
 
                ‘In the stairwell. In the water.  It grabbed my leg and cut me.’
 
                 Curtis stiffened.
 
   ‘Like what?’he said.  
 
                ‘Something in the flood.’
 
   ‘What kind of a something?  Are we talking about a monster-type something or a vampire-type something?  Or just a something?’
 
                ‘I didn’t say monster,’Byron whispered. ‘Or vampire.’
 
                ‘Then what?’
 
                ‘I don’t know, okay.  I didn't see.  I wasin the stairwell, in the dark - because I figured I’d upset all you and I didn’t want to get in your way - then it got me.’
 
                 The candlelight flickered across his face, made him look ghoulish.
 
                ‘For real?’said Leon. ‘You’re not making this up?’
 
                ‘Why would he make it up?’I said.
 
                ‘Rubbish!’said Greg.‘He’s just trying to turn things round, make everyone feel sorry for him.  I don’t buy it.’
 
                 Byron let out another groan.
 
                ‘My knee,’he whimpered. ‘Please help me.’
 
   I wavered.  I wanted to believe Byron, but the idea seemed too absurd.  Perhaps Greg and Gemma were right, perhaps it was all just a play to get our sympathy.  We’d been warned about hazards and sharp objects in the water.  Anything could have caused the cut, a table edge or a broken picture frame or something.  Unless....
 
   I shivered, felt the adrenalin kick through my arms and legs. 
 
                ‘There’s only one way to settle this,’said Leon. ‘Someone has to go down to the stairwell and see if he’s making it up or not.’
 
                ‘No!’I said, alarmed. ‘You can’t.  What if it’s true?  Oh, god!’
 
                 I began to tremble all over.  The fear was overwhelming.
 
                ‘I wouldn’t,’said Byron. ‘Not if you value your lives.’
 
   But it was too late. 
 
   Leon, Curtis, Gemma and Greg jumped to their feet and started marching towards the door.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty Six
 
    
 
   I’d like to think that if a person were injured, whether they weregood or bad, I’d try to help.  That’s humanity, isn’t it?  If my worst enemy got hit by a car, I’d cry for them.  If my horrible Aunt Jessica, who’d been mean to my mum for years, broke her leg in a skiing accident, I’d visit her in hospital.   And if I ever heard that Marshall Finch was trapped in a house fire, I’d be sick with worry.  I’d want him to be okay.  But maybe that’s just me.
              Anyway, while the others went to investigate, I stayed with Byron.  I cleaned his wound as best as I could, using a pack of sterile wipes I’d found in Miss Nevis’s desk drawer, then I attempted to make a bandage out of hessian strips.  I tried not to look too horrified as I tightened it around the cut.   My hands were shaking so much I could barely tie the knot.  I didn’t want to scare him, but the truth was, his knee was slashed from side to side–the sort of thing you see on those accident and emergency hospital documentaries.  It looked agonising.  Even so, he smiled at me, like he was grateful I was paying him some attention.  
 
    ‘I wasn’t expecting a pity party,’he said.‘But the looks on their faces - I’m loathed, aren’t I?’
 
   ‘I wouldn’t worry about it,’I said vaguely.‘Try not to move your leg.  It’ll make the bleeding worse.’
 
                ‘You’d make a good doctor, Kate.’
 
                ‘Thanks, but I think I’ll stick with graphic design.’
 
                ‘Shame.’
 
                 I helped him to sit.
 
   ‘I’ve got no idea how I managed to make it up the steps.’
 
   ‘You’ll be okay.’
 
   ‘I’m sure you’re right.  Although it’s never wise to expose an open wound to the toxicity of rat-infested floodwater.  Next stop: gangrene.’
 
   He looked over the lower half of his body, gave a shrug.
 
   ‘I guess that’s pretty much it for my left leg.  Oh well.  Perhaps I could replace it with a robotic one.  I’ve always been fascinated by bionic science.’
 
   I couldn’t believe he was being so casual about it.  Perhaps he was delirious.  Suddenly there was a noise from the stairwell.  The others were returning.
 
   ‘I hope they're okay,’I whispered.‘I mean, aren't you scared?  Do you think there really was something down there?’
 
   ‘Who knows,Kate,’ he said, with a strange smile. ‘Fearis so powerful isn’t it?  Arguably the most powerful emotion in the world.  People do all sorts of crazy things in its name.  It’s why dictators love it.  It gives them such control.’
 
                 Before I could get him to explain what he meant by this, Gemma swooped in.
 
                ‘Just as we suspected,’ shegrowled. ‘Nothing!’
 
                ‘Youwere talking bollocks!’said Curtis, waggling a finger at Byron.
 
                ‘Did you actually check inthe water?’asked Byron.
 
                ‘No!’
 
                ‘Well, that’s where it was, beneath the surface.  Like I said, I didn’t see it, I just felt it.’
 
                ‘Whatever,’said Gemma. ‘The fact of the matter is we don’t trust you, Byron.  And we have good reason not to.’
 
                 They all stood over him, arms folded, like some kind of mafia.
 
                ‘Go and get his phone,’Gemma ordered, nodding at Greg. ‘I’ll show everyone what we know about you, Ryanor Byron, or whatever you’re name is.  I’ll show you what a creep and a freak you are, taking pictures of us all, making notes, following us around…where’s that phone?’
 
   We could hear Greg stumbling about in the dark.
 
   ‘PHONE!’shouted Gemma. ‘Get it now!’
 
                 Greg mumbled something. 
 
                ‘I can’t,’he called.
 
                ‘What?’
 
                ‘The phone, I can’t find it.’
 
                ‘I left it on the table,’said Gemma impatiently. ‘Where the others are.’
 
                ‘I mean, I can’t find anyof them.  They’ve gone. They’re not there.  Someone’s taken them.’
 
                ‘You must have knocked them off.  They were there a minute ago.  We were looking at them.’
 
                ‘Well, they’re not there now!’
 
                ‘Someone’s moved them, then?  Who’s moved them?’
 
                 Gemma glanced at me, then Leon, then Curtis.  We shrugged and shook our heads.  
 
   Then we all turned to Byron.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty Seven
 
    
 
   ‘Think what you like,’said Byron, spitting the words. ‘I haven’t touched the phones.’
 
   His neutral cool had been replaced by anger.  He gave Gemma dagger eyes.  She gave them back to him.
 
   ‘Where.  Are.  The.  Phones?’she demanded.
 
                 He tried mirroring the little shrug/head shakethat everyone else gave when the same question was addressed to them.  It didn’t work.
 
                ‘Don’t act like you don’t know,’said Greg.
 
                ‘But I don’t,’he insisted.  
 
                 Personally, I believed him.  He could barely stand and,from the moment he’d come back into the room, I’d been by his side.  He hadn’t been near the table where the phones were kept.              
 
                ‘C’mon, mate,’said Leon, with a decent-guy voice that didn’t quite cover his true anger.  ‘Do the right thing.  Give them back.   We know you’ve been messing about with them.'
 
              'I don't think he has,' I said.
 
               Gemma glared at me like I was betraying her.
 
   ‘Where’s your loyalty?’she snarled.
 
   Then to Byron.
 
   ‘And where are our phones?’
 
                ‘I’ve told you, I don’t havethem.’              
 
   He wriggled with anger. His bandage slipped.  I tried to still him.
 
                ‘Careful,’I said. ‘Watch out for your knee.’              
 
                ‘Screw his knee!’said Curtis. ‘We want our phones!’
 
                ‘You know what I think?’said Gemma. ‘I think he’s trying to hide the evidence.  But it’s too late.  We’ve already seen it.’
 
                ‘Seen what?’said Bryon.
 
                ‘The stalker files, that’s what,’said Gemma.‘Me and Kate, we went through everything.’
 
                ‘You looked through my phone?’said Byron, directly to me, as if no one else was in the room.  He sounded hurt.
 
                 Embarrassed, I hid beneath my hair.
 
   ‘Yes - I - Gemma showed me -’
 
                ‘It’s not what it looks like,’he said, shaking his head. ‘Whatever she says, it’s not what it  -’
 
   I didn’t know.  I wasn’t sure.  In that moment, I didn’t know what to believe.
 
   ‘Please, Kate,’he continued. ‘Don’t listen to them.’
 
   His eyes were stark, pleading, like he was desperate for me to understand.
 
   Gemma tugged my arm.
 
   ‘Enough of the love-in,’she hissed.
 
   The next few moments happened in a flash, a firecracker taking off.  Gemma tried to lead me away, butas she did, Byron grabbed my hand and yanked me back.  I don’t think he meant in a bad way.  He was just trying to make me see his point, but I guess it looked a bit ferocious.  Everyone jumped on him.
 
   ‘Get your hands off her!’ shouted Greg.
 
   ‘Touch Kate again and I’ll get my dad onto you,’said Gemma, eyes narrowing.
 
   ‘Your dad?’said Byron sulkily. ‘The seedy little man who got caught running away from a chip shop with his trousers round his ankles?  I don’t think so.’
 
   There was a unified gasp. I mean, it’s an unspoken code, isn’t it–never criticise someone’s parents, especially not in public, especially not in the middle of their messy d.i.v.o.r.c.e.  Even Icould see that Byron had over-stepped the mark this time.  Gemma exploded, started shouting, screaming, telling Greg to get Byron away from her.  But Byron didn’t care.
 
   ‘Only pointing out the obvious,’he said. 
 
   ‘Just give us back our phones, you prick!’said Greg, squaring up to him.‘Then leave us alone!’              
 
                ‘Please,’said Byron.‘What’s so hard for you to comprehend?  I. Do. Not. Have. Them.  Show some intelligence, I beg you.’
 
                ‘Don’t get rude!’said Curtis, thumping his fist on the table. ‘OrI’ll have you, I swear!  You’ll be toast!'
 
                ‘Is this another threat?’said Byron.‘I told you, Kate, didn’t I?  Curtis has a sinister side - well, not that sinister, if itinvolves breakfast food.’
 
                 His eyes were wired and bulgy, like he was losing his mind.  His mouth was a leer.
 
   ‘To be honest, it’s Greg I’m worried about,’ he continued. ‘All that latent dead-mother anger…’ –Greg looked up– ‘That sort of thing makes a person unpredictable.  I mean, no matter how much he clings to Gemma Dyce, let's face it, she’s no replacement mother figure.  And anger needs an outlet, doesn’t it?  No good burying it, because it finds its way to the surface eventually.  Like a volcano.’
 
   Gemma launched at him.  The boys pulled her off.  Greg, meanwhile, bit his lip and kicked the table.  It slammed across the room, silencing everyone.  Byron struggled into a sitting position.
 
   ‘If I’m going to be a target,’he said, laughing,‘I might as well be a sitting one - ha ha!’
 
   Then he leaned towards me.   He was still grinning, but I could tell, inside, he was spiralling.
 
   ‘While I’m prepared to take responsibility for some of the bad things I havedone,’he said.  ‘I’m not going to take the blame for other people’s mischief.  I mean, it isn’t my fault that someone has decided to become a phantom phone hider.  One of you isn’t being entirely honest, but who?’
 
                 I just stood there, bewildered, not sure where to go or what to do.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty Eight
 
    
 
                 We forgot to check the candles.  In the middle of the drama, we were plunged into darkness. 
 
                ‘Crap!’
 
                ‘The wicks!  We didn’t keep an eye on them!  They must’ve burnt themselves out!’
 
   ‘What was that?’
 
                ‘Ow!’
 
                ‘Careful!’
 
                 Our voices sailed through the black.  I stepped forward, heard a yelp.  I’d stood on someone's hand.
 
                ‘Sorry,’I whispered.
 
                 CRASH THUD CRASH
 
                 Suddenly the dark was filled by the sound of clattering easels, several at once, falling to the floor.  
 
                ‘Is everyone okay?’ 
 
                 As my eyes adjusted I could see the outlines of the windows, the silver glow of the clouds.
 
                ‘Where are the spare candles?’I said. ‘I’ve got the lighter in my pocket.  Someone help me find the candles -’
 
                ‘On the table,’said Leon. 
 
   I fumbled across the chairs, skimmed the tabletop with my hands, searched for the tin.  Nothing there.
 
                ‘The tin’s gone, too,' I gasped. ‘The tin with the candles in, it was next to the phones - and now it’s gone!’
 
   I heard something drop and roll.  One of the candles fell off a chair and rolled along the floor.  I knelt and grabbed it.
 
                ‘Wait!  Found one!’I shouted.
 
   I took the lighter from my pocket, flicked my thumb across the flint, ignited the wick.  Everyone cheered–even Byron.  Leon came behind me as I held the candle upwards.
 
                ‘Clever, Kate,’he whispered, feeding his arms around my waist. 
 
                ‘Not much burning time,’I said cautiously.
 
                ‘As long as it lasts long enough for us to find a way out of here,’he said.  'And this time, I'm not taking no for an answer.'
 
                 He kissed the back of my head.  I have to admit it felt good, a moment of affectionwithin all the stress.  But it didn't last long.  We couldn’t ignore the fact that the tin and the rest of the candles had disappeared, along with our phones.  We couldn’t forget that moments’before, we’d all been arguing, slinging accusations and threats, judging and blaming.  Then I noticed something else.  As I set the new-found candle on the table next to the previous one, I realised the previous one still had half it's wax left, a good two hours worth. 
 
   It hadn’t burnt out at all.  
 
   It had been blown out.
 
   Someone or something had blown it out.
 
                 
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty Nine
 
    
 
                 Byron again.  A moment’s reprieve, then back to Byron.
 
                ‘You?’said Greg. ‘Did youblow the candles out?  Is this your idea of a joke?’
 
                ‘C’mon, mate,’said Leon. ‘Like, why d’you do that?’
 
                 Byron rolled his eyes. 
 
   ‘Is there any point even trying to deny it?’he said.‘Or am I going to be blamed for everything?’ 
 
   ‘Sounds like a reasonable idea to me,’said Curtis. ‘I don’t see anyone else being such a prize nob -’
 
                 He and Byron locked eyes.
 
   ‘Please,’I begged. ‘Can’t we try and get on, for the sake of everyone's sanity?  Besides, Byron wasn’t anywhere near the candles. Maybe there’s a draft somewhere?’  
 
   As I spoke, I could feel the drag in my voice.  I was starting to grow weary - and wary- of fighting Byron’s corner, especially since he was doing so little to help himself.
 
   ‘I didn’t feel a draft,’said Curtis. ‘Anyone else?’
 
   ‘No.’
 
   ‘Me neither.’
 
   ‘Come on,’said Leon, pulling Curtis away. ‘There’s no point arguing with crazy. We need to sort this rope out.  Less talk, more do.'
 
   He picked up a box of fabric.  Greg and Curtis helped him.  Byron went back to the shadows.  Clearly, it pained him to stand, but he managed, using a table for support.  He hobbled towards the radiator at the back.  With everyone occupied, I was grateful for a moment’s peace.  It wasn’t long, however, before I noticed Leon sneak overto Byron.  I guess he thought no one was watching.  He didn’t realise I was in earshot, just behind the fallen easels.  He closed in, pinned Byron to the wall with is body mass.
 
   ‘Itell you now, lurk boy, I’m not happy about these photos.  It’s a breach of my privacy.’  
 
                 Byron shook his head.
 
                ‘You’re so narcissistic,’he said.
 
                ‘You what?’
 
                ‘Narcissistic.  It means vain.  But I know what your issue is, Leon.  You’re not concerned about a breach of your privacy.  You’re not a private person.  You like to be top dog.  You’re out there. The reason you’re worried about the photos is because you’re scaredthere’s evidenceof you cheating.  All those poor, gullible girls -’
 
                ‘What are you now, a mind reader?  You wait till we get out of here.’
 
   ‘Why?   Because you’re going to - what was it Curtis said - make me toast?’
 
   ‘I’m warning you,’said Leon, beefing up his shoulders, leaning forward.  'Mess with me and you'll regret it.  My brother’s about to join the police.  He could have you arrested for harassment.’
 
                ‘But I haven’t harassed anyone,’said Byron.‘Quite the opposite.  I’ve kept my distance, stayed in the background.’
 
                ‘He could pin anything on you.  He knows how to work the system -’
 
                ‘Sounds like a friendly, reliable kind of cop,' said Byron.   'Oh, yes, I know your brother.  Isn't he the one who punctured your lung?'
 
               Leon stopped, stepped backward.
 
               'That’s none of your business,' he said, clearly flustered.
 
               Byron shrugged.
 
              ‘If you say so. But big brother or not, I’m afraid you can’t pin anythingon me.  You don’t have my phone, remember.  Nophone.  No photos.  No evidence.’
 
                ‘Yeah, you’ve made sure of that, haven’t you?’Leon replied. ‘But Gemma will back me up.  She’ll be a witness.  She’ll tell the police what they need to know.  Isn’t that right, Gem?’
 
                 He turned and looked for Gemma’s support, but she wasn’t there.
 
                ‘Gem?’
 
                 He called again.
 
                ‘Shame. Iguess she’s not interested,’said Byron.
 
                ‘Gemma?’
 
                 Leon called across the room, but no reply came.  He called again, then he powered into the dark.  He searched behind the easels, the pottery wheel, then the store cupboard.  Eventually, he came to me.
 
                ‘Kate, you seen Gemma?  Where’s she gone?’
 
                ‘She was here a minute ago,’I replied, trying to mask the fact that I’d been listening into his‘chat’with Byron.  He then went to Greg.
 
                ‘Where’s Gemma?’he said.
 
   Greg glanced about.
 
                ‘She was with me.’
 
   He paused.  
 
   The silence bulged.
 
   ‘She was standing right next to me...she was right here…just here…before the candles went out.’
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   Chapter Thirty 
 
    
 
                ‘Gemma?’
 
                ‘GEM?’
 
                 We each took a corner and searched the room.  It was a big space, lots of hidden areas and obstacles.  The dark added to the confusion.  I was worried she’d fallen, maybe hit her head on something, knocked herself out.  I looked under every table, every chair.  Curtis checked the store cupboard again.  Greg checked the sinks.  Byron leaned up against a bookshelf, casually pickedfluff from his jumper - as though Gemma’s absence was a matter of curiosity to him, rather than a worry.  He made an unhelpful remark about how she may have encountered the thing that cut his knee.
 
   ‘Leave it out, Byro,’said Leon. ‘This isn’t the time for your warped sense of reality.'           
 
   Greg rose up.                  
 
   'I’m going to check the stairwell.’
 
              'Be careful,' I said, on impulse.                 
 
   Leon and I followed him.  We stood at the stop and held the candle so he could see.
 
                ‘Gemma?’he called. ‘Gem?  Are you down here?’
 
                 The water sloshed.  Greg's voice echoed.  The candlelight flickered on the ceiling.
 
                ‘GEMMA?’we shouted, in unison.
 
                 There was no reply.  And no indication of any leg-cutting monster - of course there wasn’t.  The stairwell was only a few meters wide, just wall, floor, steps, and a handrail.  The door to the link corridor looked shut, locked.   The only way out was though the open font door.  Greg waded deeper into the water and peered outside.
 
                ‘It’s all black,’he whispered, dismayed.
 
   He came back up the stairs, shaking his head.  We returned to the main room, where Curtis was emptying boxes, upturning recycling bins.
 
              ‘So, where is she?’Greg urged, close to tears. ‘She can’t just vanish.’
 
   It was an odd sight - this tall, sturdy Goth guy shaking with emotion, frail as a cobweb.  I don’t have a problem with men crying, but Greg just wasn’t the type.
 
   ‘Do you think she might have left?’said Leon. ‘She kept going on about wanting to get out.  Maybe she got bored of waiting?  We were arguing about it for so long - '
 
   Greg shook his head.
 
   ‘She wouldn’t,’he said. ‘She wouldn’t go without me.’
 
   He was right.  
 
   But what he didn’t know was that Gemma had left Molly.  
 
   The guilt slammed into me.  Maybe that was it?  Gemma had had enough of waiting, enough of arguing with Byron, enough of stressing about the whereabouts of her little sister, so she'd gone, gone to find her - without having to confess to Greg.
 
              ‘Maybe she did a runner through the broken window when no one was looking?’said Curtis.
 
   We all glanced at the window.  The exit was tiny.
 
   ‘But why would she go alone and so suddenly?’said Byron, ponderously, as if trying to solve a difficult maths equation.  
 
   ‘I mean,’ he added, adjusting the bandage on his knee,‘she knew you all wanted to go with her -’
 
   Greg spun round.
 
   ‘What do youknow?’he said.
 
   This time, I wondered if the suspicion was justified.  Something about Byron’s demeanour wasn't right.  While everyone else was panicking, he was completely calm.  
 
   Greg snapped.  He lunged towards Byron.  Byron held his hands up.
 
   ‘I’m afraid I don’t know any more about Gemma’s absence than you do,’ he said.
 
   But it was too late.
 
   Greg squared up to him, his lanky black fringe flopping in his face.   He was two foot taller than Byron and twice as broad.  He jabbed his index finger in Byron’s face and spoke with quiet, stern intensity.
 
   ‘For the sheer fact that your leg is mashed and you were lying on the ground around the time she disappeared, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.  But have it known, lurk-boy, that I’m on to you.  When we get out of here, I'm going to get to the bottom of every little trick you've pulled.  And when I do, you're going to regret the day you were born.'
 
   Then he stepped away.
 
   ‘Well said,’crowed Curtis, patting Greg on the back. ‘Properly put him in his place.  And don’t stress.  Gemma’s probably gone for a wee or something.  You know what girls are like.  Obsessed about privacy.’
 
   Leon glanced at his watch.
 
   ‘For half an hour?  That’s some wee!  Maybe she went looking for something to eat?’
 
   ‘No,’I said.
 
   I realised it was time to speak up, before things got out of hand.
 
   ‘She’s gone.’
 
   Everyone looked at me.
 
   ‘I don’t know how she’s done it,’I said,‘but she’s managed to get out.’
 
   ‘Not on her own,’Greg protested.‘Not without telling me.  She wouldn’t.’
 
                 I looked down at my feet, felt the guilt wash over me.
 
                ‘She was more desperate than you realise,’I whispered.‘Sorry Greg, I'm afraid there's something she didn’t tell you.  She was scared you'd be angry with her -’
 
                ‘What?’
 
                 I took a breath and explained the situation with Molly.  When I finished, Greg sat back and pummelled his temples.  He looked wired and exhausted at the same time.
 
                ‘I knewthere was something going on,’he said. ‘Why didn't she tellme? I might have been annoyed with her, but just to leave and avoid the issue entirely?  She couldn’t…she wouldn’t…there’s no way she’ll get through the water.  She knows that.  Her swimming is rubbish.’
 
                 As we listened to Greg, the bleak reality seeped to the surface.  Gemma on her own, surviving the current, escaping the flood, clambering up muddy hills - it didn’t seem likely.  She was tough in attitude, but not physically.  She hated sports.  She always bunked PE.  Every week at swimming class, she miraculously had her period. 
 
   Leon came over, squeezed Greg’s shoulder.
 
                ‘Sorry, mate,’he said solemnly. ‘Maybe she’s okay, though?  Maybe the current has eased off now?  It hasn’t rained for a while.’
 
                ‘I’m sure she’ll let us know,’I said.
 
                ‘How?’said Curtis.‘With morse code?’
 
                ‘She’ll phone.  She’ll phone as soon as she’s safe.  And then she’ll get help for the rest of us.’
 
                 Then I remembered.  No phones.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty One
 
    
 
                 Leon and Curtis tried their best to reassure Greg, but I hung back.  I didn’t know what else to say.   For one who was known for having a positive and forgiving outlook, I was struggling.  The guilt and confusion was draining me.  The nightmare of our predicament seemed close, too close.  
 
                 Byron sidled up.  Silently, I wished him away.
 
                ‘Another mystery,’he said. ‘First the phones, now Gemma - '
 
   I bristled.  
 
   'So what is it?’I said. ‘What's going on?’
 
   ‘I don’t want to say what I think, Kate.  The more I say, the more chance I'll be blamed.  And I don’t want to be blamed for this.  Not by Greg.  Look at him.  He’sbeyond reason.  Without‘Gremma’,he's scared.  And when people get scared they become unpredictable.’
 
   It was true.  Greg had worked himself into a state.   From the corner of my eye, I could see him crashing around the art room, crying Gemma’s name.  Leon and Curtis were trying to reassure to him, but it didn’t make a difference.  He was desperate. 
 
   ‘Just his way of dealing with it,’I said protectively. ‘You know he's been through a hard time, losing his mum and everything.  Even though they have their ups and downs, he and Gemma are, like, soul mates.'
 
   ‘You reckon?' said Byron.
 
   'Yes, I do.'
 
   'You really believe people have soul mates?'
 
   He paused for a moment, then looked at me.
 
   ‘So what kind of‘soul mate’ leaves her eight-year old sister alone for a day, buys the girl off with pocket money, just so she can grope a giant in an empty school?’
 
   ‘You can’t say that!’I argued. ‘Not while Gemma–and Molly for that matter–not while they’re missing! You say you don’t want to be blamed, then you say heartless things like that!’
 
   When he saw I was getting angry, he backtracked.
 
   ‘Me and my mouth,’he said. ‘Sorry, Kate.  I didn’t mean to sound quite so...blunt.  The point I was trying to make is that Gemma Dyce can look after herself.  But thanks to her selfishness, an innocent eight year old is frightened and alone in the middle of a disaster zone.  Thatupsets me.  Children need protecting.  I mean,’- he started to laugh-‘look at me.  A mum who doesn’t care.  And a dad who never stops.  Punching me, that is.  No one’s everprotected me.  I like to think I’ve turned out okay, but the rest of the world might disagree -’
 
   He shrugged and walked away, went back to his private corner, left me standing, wondering.  
 
   Ryan‘Byron’Wheeler: awkward loner in need of friendship, or a calculating nutcase?  Before I had the chance to organise my thoughts, however, Greg went pow!  The volcano erupted.  All that pent up anger and emotion, suddenly released.   He burst from Curtis and Leon’s grip, eyes wide, body pulsing, and yelled at the top of his voice.
 
                ‘I can’t,’he said, over and over. ‘I can’tbe here anymore.  I need Gemma.  I want Gemma.  I’ve got to find her.’
 
                ‘Relax!’begged Leon. ‘There’s nothing we can do.  She'll be on her way home.  She'll probably be sorting out help for the rest of us right now.'                            
 
   Unlikely, but it was nice of Leon to be so encouraging.
 
                 'What if she needs me?’said Greg, oblivious to Leon's or anyone else's comments. ‘I’ve got to go after her.’
 
                 Then he powered forward, pushed the chairs aside and ran straight to the stairwell.  Leon and Curtis sprinted after him.   I joined them.   We all leapt on Greg, took his arms, tried to pull him back.
 
                ‘Get off!’he said. ‘Let me go!’
 
                 He was so strong.  It was hard to keep a grip of him, let alone stop him.
 
   ‘Don’t!’Leon begged. ‘Don’t go in the flood, mate! Don’t risk it!’
 
                ‘Please,’I said. ‘Stay here and wait.  We don’t even know if she’s definitely gone.  Maybe you were right.  Maybe Byron was-’
 
                 But before I could say anymore, Greg overpowered us, pushed us out of his way.  He tore down the stairs with a look in his eyes: a fury, a rage.  When I saw that look, I knew there was nothing we could do.  He was lost to his cause. With one gargantuan Viking-style charge he burst through the door and threw himself into the water.               
 
                 For a moment, it looked like he was winning.  He crashed through the torrent, big legs striding, aims flailing.  We shouted to him, begged him to come back, but our words were lost in the din.   It looked like he was aiming for the lamppost, the one that had maimed Curtis’s car.  If he could only get to it, I thought, something to hold on to - if he onlycould, he’d have a chance.
 
                ‘Look out!’yelled Curtis.
 
   An uprooted tree, caught in the flow, suddenly span sideways and careered towards him.
 
   ‘Tree!’we all shouted.
 
   Greg turned, saw the tree coming, tried to dodge it, but as he leapt to the side he lost his footing.  He went down like a tower, face first, then came up splashing, choking for breath.  I’ll never forget the way his eyes went as wide as plates, frightened and awed.  He tried and tried to get back in control, to stay on the surface.  He fought for his position, but the current overwhelmed him.  All we could do was watch, as his huge frame was dragged under and eaten by the water.  
 
   We stayed at the door, for what must have been ten minutes.   We watched and hoped and believed that he’d reappear.   We stayed and we stayed and we stayed.  
 
   The water rushed.  
 
   The wind shook.  
 
   Andwhen Greg didn’t reappear, in our hearts, we knew.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty Two
 
    
 
   The dismay was like a cannon ball thudding into me.  Leon hugged me, but I could feel the shudder in his body.  He was sobbing. When we couldn’t bear to watch the empty expanse of water any longer, we stepped away from the doorway.  One by one, we gathered at the candles.  No one said anything.  There were no words suitable.  
 
                 The rain started again, pattering on the glass, gently at first, but gradually growing in intensity.  It sounds silly, but at the time, it felt like it was doing it deliberately, to spite us.  For me, it was the snapping point.
 
                ‘I want it to stop,’I sobbed, shaking all over. ‘I just want to see my family and go back to normal.’
 
                 Leon hugged me tighter.  In a different situation, I would have been delighted.  But here and now, his hug was barely enough to keep me from collapsing in a heap.  I needed it.  It was medicine.  I gripped his shoulders, not because they were his, but because I had to hold on to something - otherwise I don’t think I could’ve continued.
 
                ‘He’s strong,’said Curtis, breaking the silence. ‘He’s got a killer front crawl.  I bet he’s swum himself out of it.’
 
                 Leon shifted.  
 
                ‘You think so?’
 
   ‘He won the Hurst swimming gala two years running.  I remember when he held up the trophy.  Everyone called him the Human Sea-Snake.  If anyone’s got a chance it’s him.’
 
   ‘His hands are massive.’
 
   ‘And his shoulders.  Let’s face it, the guy’s built like a monster truck. I bet he’s sitting on the grass right now, wondering what the hell he just did, wishing he had a can of beer.’
 
   Curtis laughed, but I could see his eyes were glistening with tears.  They were best friends when they were kids, Curtis and Greg.  Hard to believe, because they were so different now.  I guess they grew apart, got into different things, different crowds.
 
   ‘Maybe - ' I said, giddily hopeful.‘Maybe they’re allokay?  Maybe Greg’s found Gemma and Molly and everything’s back to normal?’
 
   Byron coughed, raised an eyebrow.
 
   ‘Why sugar-coat it?’he said. ‘Why get your hopes up?’ 
 
   He was talking to all of us, but particularly me.  Doing that thing again, opening his mouth, saying tactless stuff.  I trembled with anger.  I’m not saying I didn’t see his point.  I knew we were clutching at straws, but sometimes people need that.   They need to cling to whatever hope they can find, because the alternative is too upsetting.  It helped, the fact that Curtis was reminding us about Greg’s physical power, bigging up his chances of survival.  It made us all feel stronger.  
 
   Byron’s comment did the opposite.   None of us wanted to hear it, so we ignored him.  I thought that would be enough.  I mean, a normal person would read the atmosphere, wouldn’t they?  They’d realise when they were saying the wrong thing.  They’d know when to keep their thoughts to themselves.  But this was Byron.
 
   ‘Statistically,’he continued. ‘Greg’s chances are poor.  If the torrent itself hasn’t drowned him, then it’s likely he’s collided with some kind of obstacle.  And whatever he’s collided with, he’ll have hit it at speed. That lamp-post?  Or the tree?  Or a submerged car?  Your car, in fact, Curtis?  Where did that end up?’
 
   Curtis leapt to his feet.
 
   ‘You’re sick!’
 
   ‘Hang on,’said Byron. ‘I haven’t finished.  There’s also the contamination - I’m only telling you so you’ll understand–even the tiniest sip could make someone sick.  If Greg does survive he’ll need his stomach pumped -’ 
 
   ‘What’s wrongwith you?  You’re tapped in the head!’
 
   Curtis balled his fists.  The veins in his temples looked like they were going to pop.  I’d never seen him angry before.  He looked possessed.  He picked Byron up by the collar, whamed him against the table.  He wasn’t big.  He matched Byron for height and build, but the rage seemed to give him twice the strength.  
 
   My heart raced.  I looked at Leon.
 
   ‘Do something,’I whispered. ‘Don’t let them fight.’
 
   But Leon didn’t move.  He just held my hands, held them tight, like he didn’t want me to be scared.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty Three
 
    
 
                 The first blow caught Byron on the nose, where the bone jutted and the skin was thin.  I was surprised Curtis had such a good punch.  He’d obviously been taught to drive his arm, put his whole body into it - a proper boxer’s punch.  Even Byron noticed.
 
   ‘Good form,’he joked, through his daze. ‘Nice.’
 
   Curtis ignored him and swung for a second time, landing his fist against Byron’s left temple.  The sound of knuckle to bone was horrible.  Once again, I begged Leon to intervene, but he stayed fixed to the spot, hands tight around mine.  Curtis threw another punch, splitting Byron’s eyebrow.  Like Greg, he was in another zone, acting without thinking.  Momentarily, he stepped away, then went for a shove.  He threw both hands into Byron’s chest.  The force was so heavy, Byron gasped for breath.  He lost his balance, fell against the table.  As he regained composure he looked up at Curtis.
 
   ‘Pain is only a feeling,’he said, with a glaze in his eyes. ‘Do what you like.’
 
   He curled his arms in front of his face to protect his glasses.  Curtis cried and sobbed, like it ruined him to do it, but he didn’t stop.  I knew what he wanted.  He wanted Byron to fight back.  He wanted to take a blow himself, to feel the hurt, a physical hurt that would obliterate the mental one.  
 
   It would only end if Byron fought back, if he kicked, punched, smacked Curtis in return. 
 
   But he wouldn’t.  Somehow, I knew he wouldn’t.
 
   He looked serene.  It was as if he’d taken his mind somewhere else, to the lines of the window frames, the cracks in the glass, the clouds, the stars, the moon.  Suddenly he started to mutter:
 
   ‘Don’t even know how to fight, do you Ryan?  You just stand there and take it, don’t you, Ryan?  Facking moron!  You don’t belong in this family!’
 
   It sounded like he was going mad, but I knew what he was doing.  He was recalling fights with his dad, reliving bad memories.  He, too, had been pushed into a zone.  Curtis hovered, pulled his arm back, like he wanted to go for him one more time, but I’d had enough.  I broke free from Leon’s grip and flew forward.
 
   ‘Stop it!’I cried, jumping onto his back. ‘Just stop it! Leave him alone now! Enough!  ENOUGH!’
 
   We both fell, landed clumsily on the floor, lay breathless.  In the half-light, Curtis looked ragged, a person on the edge, a shell-shocked soldier.  His arms were locked at his sides.  His face was covered in sweat.  Meanwhile, Byron stumbled to his feet.  He wiped the blood from his brow, tightened his knee bandage, adjusted his glasses and walked away.  After all that, he simply walked away.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty Four
 
    
 
   Tears streamed down Curtis’sface.  He couldn’t speak, couldn’t look at us.  The atmosphere was awful.  With Byron gone, we were three and we were truly lost.  Our happiness, the fun we’d had, it seemed like an eternity away.  I crept towards Leon.  All I wanted was a cuddle, a hug, the warmth of his body to sooth the sorrow.   I reached out to him, waited for his embrace, but instead he stiffened and sat back.
 
                ‘My hip,’I said, rubbing my leg. ‘I think I bruised it when I fell.’
 
                ‘Shame,’he replied, with a coldness I didn’t understand.
 
                 I tried to take his hand in mine, but he shuffled away.
 
                 'What’s the matter?' I said.  'Why are you avoiding me?’
 
                 He stared at the window, at the pestering rain.  I placed my hand on his shoulder, but I could feel the‘leave me alone’tension all around him.  It didn’t make sense.  In the very moment I needed him, and he needed me, he was pushing me away.
 
                ‘At least tell me what the problem is?’              
 
                 Eventually he turned around, but it wasn’t the warm response I craved.  His eyes were full of fury.                            
 
   ‘Whose side are you on?’he hissed. ‘You know what Byron’s done. You know about the photos and the phones.  And you knowhe’s done something to Gemma -’
 
                ‘I don’t.  Not for sure.  I mean, we don’t have proof -’
 
                ‘We don’t needproof.  It’s obvious.  She went missing just after he came back. And all that stuff about a monster cutting his knee?  He’s playing games with us and yet you stillwant to defend him -’
 
                 I shut my eyes.  I couldn’t hear it.  Curtis, Gemma - they always saw things in black and white, good and evil, yes and no.  But Leon?  I thought, I hoped Leon was smarter, more sensitive than that.  Then it dawned on me.
 
   ‘That’s why you held my hands, isn’t it?’I said, coming to my senses. ‘When Curtis attacked Byron, you held on to my hands and you wouldn’t let go.  But you weren’t doing it to comfort me.  You were doing it to stop me.  You were holding me back, weren’t you?  You didn’t want me stop Curtis! And you didn’t want to stop him yourself, even though I asked you to.  You didn’t want to stop Curtis, because you were glad to see Byron get hurt.’ 
 
                 Leon’s face contorted.  
 
   ‘He asked for it,’he said. ‘Don’t you see?  He deserved it.’
 
                ‘Why?  Why?’
 
   I burst into tears.  Curtis, Byron, Marshall–everything.  It was too much.   
 
                ‘You’re all the same!’I cried, the sobs exploding out of me, the disappointment searing. ‘Whydo you have to be the same?  You’re animals!  You’re all the same!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty Five
 
    
 
   I hate violence.  I’ve never understood why people think it’s a way to solve problems.  Violence just causes more pain and upset.  And it certainly isn’t heroic. 
 
   Marshall Finch taught me that.  
 
   Not long after I started going out with him, he began to show his mean side.  Not to me - he treated me like a princess.  It was other people: friends, boys, even my own sister.  Basically, anyone I spent time with, other than him.  I guess he had a possessive streak.  He didn’t liketo share my attention.  I hate to think about it.  Even now.  Sometimes I make myself though, because I don’t want the memory to stay trapped inside me.  All that frustrationand regret, I don’t want it to turn me into a bitter person.  
 
   Dumping Marshall was the smartest thing I ever did.  God knows it took me a while, but when I made up my mind I knew I was never going back–despite what he thought.  The turning point happened one Sunday, a really sunny Sunday in June.  I was coming back from tennis and this guy, Alex Menzies, started talking to me at the bus stop.  He looked about sixteen, same age as me.  I’d seen him around the tennis club, but we'd never spoken.   He asked what college I went to, where I bought the army-issue satchel that was slung over my shoulder.  He looked like he was into music.  I didn’t think anything of it, no big deal.  In all honesty, I thought he was slightly annoying.  Then one of Marshall’s friends drove past and saw us chatting.  When Marshall found out, he got the wrong idea.  He tracked Alex down and beat him up so badly, he was in hospital for a week.  Three broken ribs and a fractured skull.  Marshall was arrested.  It all went to court.  I had to give evidence, but in the end Alex Menzies dropped the charges.  I think he was scared.  It was awful, the worst time of my life.
 
   So now, I didn’t need to watch Curtis take pot shots at Byron, or have Leon hold me back.  I understood their distress.  I felt it too.  I wanted Greg and I wanted Gemma and I wanted to know they were okay.  But fighting wouldn’t help.  How could it?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty Six
 
    
 
                 I stumbled through the dark space, whispering Byron’s name.  I didn’t want the others to know I was looking or that I cared, but it wasn’t right to leave to him like that, whatever he’d done.  Meanwhile, Leon lingered near the window and watched the rain fall on the mess of the town below.  I say he watched; really, he just stared, blank-eyed.  Curtis cowered in the store cupboard.  I could hear him sobbing amongthe clutter.  All his rage had been spent.   Nothing left but tears.  Perhaps if he’d cried them in the first place, he wouldn’t have behaved so aggressively.  I thought of Byron’s claim about Curtis having a sinister side.  Hard to believe, given his clownish nature, but there you go. Now I’d seen it for myself.
 
                 My head started to ache, a tight band of tension.  When I couldn’t find Byron, I sat down, hugged my knees to my chest, buried my face in my hands.  It felt like everything was my fault.  If I’d only escapedwith Gemma when she’d asked...if I’d told Greg about the Molly problem earlier...rewind a week: if I'd put a stop to the stupid clay fight...
 
   It was all on my shoulders.
 
   A fork of lightening split the sky.  The brightness was startling, a momentary sheet of electric white.  It was relief from the dark, but it was also terrifying.  More bad weather.  More trouble.  I used to love thunderstorms, but this one felt like punishment.  As the sky rumbled and the wind and rain pounded the windows, I started to cry.  I was cold.  I was frightened.  And I was confused.
 
   To calm myself, I did my best to focus on good things.  I thought about everything I loved, everything that was good in my life.  I had parents who loved me, who made sure I was safe and happy, who told me they were proud of me; a sister I loved (seventy per cent of the time); a decent house with a big garden and two cats and a deck for barbecues.  I had money to buy new clothes and nail polish and music.  I liked music.  And art.  And seeing my friends.  And Leon Prentice.  
 
                 I hugged my knees tighter, chewed on my sleeve.  I could see him in the shadows, twiddling bits of fabric, trying to make his 'rope'.  I think he knew I was looking a him, but he avoided my gaze.  Was he angry?  Did he hate me?   Had I allowed Byron - weird, freaky Byron - to wreck his opinion of me? 
 
   Another crack of lightening lit the sky.  My phone.  I just needed my phone.  One phone-call could make the difference, one messageto let my mum know how bad things were, how desperately we needed help.  If Byron didn’t take the phones and no one else did, then they had to be somewhere.  I got to my knees and began to scrabble on the floor, under the chairs, beneath the tables.  
 
                 I worked my way across the room, covered every square inch, around the easels, the sideboard, behind the computer table.  Maybe they’d fallen down the back of something?  Or been knocked to one side?  I went back to where I started, then…
 
                ‘I'm here for you, Kate,’said a voice in the dark.
 
                 I jumped, crept back.  A person-shaped silhouette was standing above me.  
 
                ‘Don’t look so scared,’ itsaid. ‘Who did you think - ?’
 
                 Leon.  It was Leon. I’d thought it was Byron.  And as much I felt bad to admit it,I’d been alarmed.
 
                ‘I'm sorry,’ Leon whispered, offering me his hand.
 
                 He helped me to my feet.
 
                ‘You were right.  I should have stopped the fight.’
 
                ‘It was hardly a fight,’I said. ‘It was entirely one-side.’
 
   ‘I know.  And even though Byron had it coming to him, it hasn’t helped.  It’s just made everyone more stressed.’
 
   He paused, thought for a minute.
 
   'But we'll be okay,' he said.  'The plan’s coming together.I’ve worked out how much rope we need.'
 
   ‘I don’t know about this rope - '
 
   'But, Kate, there's no way we can stay.  We don’t have a clue where Byronis or what else he’s got in store.  Why do you think I was prepared to let Curtis beat him up?  Bottom line,we had to get to him before he got to us.  At least now he’s running scared, but for how long?'
 
   Against my better judgement, I still felt the urge to defend Byron.
 
                ‘He's not a monster,' I claimed.
 
               'But he's certainly no angel.'
 
               I sighed, felt torn.  It wasn't the first time I'd tried to kid myself that people are nicer than they actually are.  After all my attempts to justify Marshall Finch's outrageous actions, my sister had sworn I needed to have the word 'gullible' written across my forehead.
 
              Leon took my hands.
 
              'Do you trust me?' he said.
 
              He had no idea how complicated that question was for me.
 
              'I want to,' I whispered, collapsing into his chest, wetting his t-shirt with my tears.  
 
              'Do you remember when we went bowling?’he said.
 
              Remember?  I’d hardly put it out of my head. 
 
                ‘I hadn’t noticed you before,’he said. ‘I mean, I hadn’t known you, and then, that evening, we ended up in next-door lanes and we got talking.  You asked me which of my piercings hurt the most and I let you put your finger through the flesh plug in my earlobe and you squealed like it was really scary.  And I thought you were sweet and smiley.  And I noticed you had a different coloured nail polish on every finger, which made me think you were also quite cool -’
 
                ‘I remember,’I said. ‘And I thought you were a shiny football star, then I saw you had all these holes in your body, and I realised youwere pretty cool too -’
 
                ‘So,why did it take us so long to talk to each other?’
 
                ‘Because you had lots of other girlfriends.’
 
                ‘And youhad a boyfriend.  Don’t pin it all on me.  You had a boyfriend that everyone was scared of.  I mean, the whole town knew about him -’
 
                 I swallowed.  Not now.  I couldn’t bear to think about all that now.
 
                ‘Ex-boyfriend,’I insisted. ‘A hundred per cent ex.  Everyone makes mistakes.  But as for you, I’m not sure whether you’ve stillgot lots of girlfriends.  I’ve been warned.  I’ve heard rumours, and earlier, you said it yourself, you said your relationship status is complicated-’
 
                ‘It is.’
 
                ‘I'm done with complicated.’
 
                ‘It’s complicated, but what I mean is, it’s complicated because I’m supposed to be on my own, staying away from girls full-stop.  I made a pact with my parents that I was going to spend the year focusing on schoolwork.  They had a go at me at the end of the summer.  They’d heard rumours too, about me reckoning I was some kind of playboy, cheating on their friend’s daughters and stuff.  They were livid.  So was my brother.  And if there’s one thing I hate, it’s my brother being mad at me.  He has this way of making me feel really guilty.  When I thought about it though, I realised he was right.  I was an arrogant cock.  I messed up big time, hurt lots of people.   But I promise you Kate, that’s not what I’m about anymore.  I’ve sorted myself out.  No more playing around.’
 
                 He stroked my cheek.  I could see he looked pained and ashamed by his admission, but I actually felt better.  My doubts began to dissolve.  I got it, I understood.   He’d made mistakes, but he’d learned.  Better than that, he’d changed.
 
                ‘Thank you,’I said, squeezing his hand.
 
                ‘For what?’
 
                ‘For being honest, for being straight with me -’  
 
                ‘Really?’  
 
   He rubbed his eyes.  For the first time in ages, his pupils twinkled again.
 
   ‘It doesn’t put you off, my player past?  Half the girls in our year think I’m a cheating bandit, but you’re still willing to give me a chance?’
 
   ‘Everyone deserves a chance,’I said. 
 
   ‘I don’t think your mate Gemma was ever too impressed with me -’
 
                 As he said her name we both tensed.  I tried to smile through it.
 
                ‘I’m sure she’ll understand if I explain...when I see her, I mean -’                            
 
                 A tear leaked from my eye.  Leon kissed it away.  
 
                ‘And you will see her,’he said.  
 
   Then he kissed me on the lips.  It was the sweetest, softest, loveliest kiss - a sparkling diamond within the rough.
 
                ‘So,that’s settled,then,’he whispered, his mouth still hovering against mine. ‘When we get out of here, you and me, we’ll make it official?’
 
                ‘What about your pact to stay away from girls?’
 
                 He drew back and smiled.
 
                ‘It may have escaped your notice, but the last few hours of our lives have been pretty full on.  I guess you could say my perspective has shifted.  I mean, what’s the phrase?  Carpe diem…seize the day!’
 
                 He pulled me towards him, kissed me again.
 
                ‘Trust me, Kate,’he added, between kisses. ‘I’ll get us out of here.  I’ll keep us safe.  Are you ready?’
 
   I knew he was referring to his plan about crossing to the ridge with the homemade zip wire.   The idea still terrified me, but the alternative - staying here, waiting for the never-coming rescue team, in the dark and the cold, without food, without communication, with the flood water rising, and Byron in hiding - it wasn’t exactly a better option. 
 
   Our intimacy was disturbed by the beep of a phone. We both startled. 
 
   'That's my ring tone!' said Leon.  'Although it sounds a bit warped…where’s it coming from?'
 
               We listened and realised it was coming from the door to the stairwell.  We both dived forward, pulled the door back, to discover all our phones were there, in a pile on the floor.  At first I was delighted.  I picked mine up.  Then I realised it had been smashed.  Each of the handsets had been smashed, their keypads snapped, their screens cracked.  The only one with life still in it was Leon's. 
 
   'Hello?' he said, lifting it to his ear.     
 
   He cupped his other ear, walked away, like he was struggling to hear.
 
   'Hello?' I heard him say.  'Hello?  Hello?'
 
               I waited in silence, prayed for good news.  When he came back, looking baffled.
 
   ‘That was so bizarre,' he said.
 
                ‘What?’
 
                ‘It was the school caretaker -’
 
                ‘And?  What did he say?  What’s happening about rescue?  Did you tell him how desperate we are!’
 
                ‘I tried.  I don't know how much he heard though. The speaker’s been smashed.  I could hear him, but I don't think he could hear me.  He was saying something about the town still having problems with electrical fires.  He just wanted to check we were okay, but– ’
 
                 He pulled a face. Rain drummed on the glass.
 
                ‘He also said something about whether I'd managed to get through to the rest of the school building yet, whether I'd found the key.  The way he was talking, it was like we’d already had a conversation.  Honestly, it was so weird - '
 
               I shivered, remembered the phone-call Byron had taken on Leon’s phone, pictured the key that had been hanging round his neck, the one he'd been clutching after his knee had been hurt.  I opened my mouth to speak, took a breath, gulped.
 
   'I guess he was talking about key to the link corridor,' said Leon, oblivious.  'It must be in here somewhere.  Thank god!  Let's start looking.  We'll find it.'
 
               'I'm sorry,' I whispered, dread overwhelming me.  'I think it's already been found.'
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty Seven
 
    
 
   I explained to Leon about the call Byron had answered on his phone.  How he'd hidden in the store cupboard and pretended to be Leon, how he'd obviously taken the key the caretaker had described, and more importantly, how, despite the danger, despite how hungry, frightened and desperate we were, he'd kept it secret, kept it hidden from the rest of us.  As soon as I finished explaining myself, I realised I'd made up my mind about him. I was done.
 
                 'That's it then,' said Leon, through the shock.  'No more time to waste.  We're leaving.      We're not hanging around to be slaughtered by a psycho.'
 
              This time I agreed with him.
 
             ‘The rope,’he said. ‘It’s all about the rope.  It’s got to be strong.  We need length, so we need to get to work.  And we need Curtis on board, too.  It’ll never get done with just the two of us.’              
 
   ‘Curtis is still in the cupboard,’I said.
 
                 Leon huffed.
 
                ‘Well, I’ll go talk to him then.  I’ll get him out.   You stay out here, keep a look out for our crazy friend.  If you catch sight of him, shout.  Don’t tackle him on your own.’
 
                ‘Okay,’I said.                
 
                ‘And stay away from the stairwell.'
 
                 He kissed my head then pushed off to get Curtis.  I stayed by the candle to make the most of the little light it offered.  Shadows bounced off the walls.  The thunder had calmed, but every now and again, there was a rumble.  I was so cold I couldn’t feel my toes.
 
   Moments later, Leon dragged Curtis out of the cupboard.
 
                ‘You’re wasted!’ heraged. ‘This is no way the time to get off your face!  What were you thinking?’
 
                 Curtis just stood there, swaying.  Had he found more bottles of beer?
 
                ‘What’s going on?’I said.
 
                ‘He’s drunk,’said Leon. ‘That’s what’s going on.  Totally mash-up drunk.’
 
   'So whaaat,' said Curtis. ‘Woz it got to do with you?  Think you're soooo clever don't you, Mr Perfect, Perfect Prentice....sooooo much cleverer than your stupid, dumbass, stupid, clown-faced sidekick, The Curtmeister...well, I don't care anymore. I don't give a shit. Not 'bout you.  Not about anyone.’
 
   His words were slurred.  His eyes were droopy.  I reached out to him, but he shook me away.
 
   ‘Leave me 'lone, Katy-Katy-Waty-Katy.  I don’t need you fuzzing over me neither.’
 
   Then I saw, on the floor beside him, a plastic bottle.  It looked like cider, really cheap, the sort of stuff that gets passed round at Heavy Metal gigs.  By the look of it, Curtis had downed the lot.  He was properly drunk.  My sister got like that once.  She came back from a friend’s house, tripped over the doorstep, told everyone she loved them, then threw up in a wicker bin.  And of course I’d seen Marshall like that–too many times. 
 
                 I nodded at the bottle.
 
                ‘Bad DRINK,’Curtis slurred. ‘Tastes like soap.’
 
                ‘He claims he found it in the cupboard,’said Leon angrily.
 
                 Curtis picked the bottle up and offered it to me.
 
                ‘Fancy a swig, Katy?’
 
                ‘No thanks.’
 
                 I took the bottle from him, sniffed the rim.  It smelt rancid, like cider, but sour.  Curtis tried to snatch it back.
 
                ‘You’ve had enough,’I said, pulling it away.
 
                ‘Oh, don’t be zuch a kill-joy, Katy-Waty,' he mumbled. ‘Juz trying to kill some time.  Join me, come on!’
 
                 He staggered and fell.  Leon caught him and held him upright.
 
                ‘Don’t collapse on us, now, Curt,’he said. ‘Man up. We need you.’
 
                 He dragged Curtis over to the candle, sat him in front of abox of fabric.  Curtis slumped to the floor and started stroking Leon’s face with a square of purple fun fur.             ‘Get off!’said Leon. ‘Focus, will you?  We’ve got work to do.  We’ve got a rope to make.’
 
                 Curtis looked around.
 
                ‘Wez Byro’? Wez my friend?  I got him good, didn’t I?’                            
 
                ‘We haven’t seen him,’I explained.
 
                ‘And nor do we want to,’added Leon.
 
                ‘Yeeeah,’said Curtis, lolling to one side,‘because a crazy dude like that, he’ll want revenge...'
 
   ‘Which is why we have to hurry,' said Leon.  'Focus on the rope.  The quicker we get it finished the quicker we can leave.  But keep your voice down.  We don't want him to hear.'
 
   Then his gaze shifted to the side.
 
   'And just so you know,' he said, 'if he doestry anything, we have the means to defend ourselves -’ 
 
   He had three wooden batons, ex-parts of the painting easels, by his legs.  He handed one to each of us. 
 
    ‘It’s not much,’he said. ‘But it’s better than nothing.’
 
    I wanted to believe he was being over-dramatic, that he was creating a threat where there wasn't one.  Nonetheless, I took my baton, curled my fingers around its base.
 
    
 
                 For twenty minutes, we crouched in the dark, batons at our sides, binding material.  Leon showed us a way to plait and twist several strips together, then plait and bind them again, to build strength.  Progress was slow, especially given that Curtis was next to useless.  And even though Leon and I worked constantly, in twenty minutes we’d only made enough rope to stretch from one chair leg to another.  We needed meters of this stuff.  I didn’t say anything, but the master plan seemed dafter than ever.  At least it was keeping us busy though.  It was better than sitting waiting, waiting for god knows what.  
 
                 The thunder ceased, but the rain and wind continued.  And it was cold now, so cold.  My clothes were sodden and my skin was starting to feel clammy.  An unstoppable chatter had taken control of teeth.  I was happy to keep busy, just to distract myself from the constant shivering.
 
                 Byron never showed of course, but Curtis kept making slurred remarks.
 
   ‘Told you so.  Not to be trusted.  Never trust lurky Byron.  Freak had it coming!’
 
                 Eventually, we had a meter of rope.  We double-checked the bits Curtis had made, to make sure they were secure, then Leon explained how we were going to hitch it to the window frame, tie a chair to the other end, then lob the chair into the trees on the ridge, where it would hopefully act as an anchor.
 
                ‘You reallythink this will work?’I said.
 
                ‘Got any better ideas?’said Leon. ‘Let’s face it, even if Byron hasgone, the art room won’t be safe forever.   I swear the water’s still rising– ’ 
 
                 It had been building steadily, inching its way up-wards.  I could tell by the lampposts.  An hour ago they were half submerged.  Now, they were two-thirds submerged.
 
                 We began to work twice as fast, even though Curtis gave up and lay on his belly.  One meter.  Two meters.  It was when we were onto the third meter that the sinks started to shake.
 
                ‘Did you see that?’ 
 
                ‘What?’
 
                ‘The sinks, over by the pottery wheels, they just shook.  I swear.’
 
                 At first, I assumed it was Curtis’s imagination, some drunken delusion, but sure enough, the sinks shook again, all four of them.  Their heavy ceramic bulks juddered against the wall, knocking the jars of paintbrushes and sponges that were stored on the shelf above.  Suddenly, jets of brown water exploded from the plugholes, four muddy fountains. 
 
                ‘What the - ?’said Curtis. ‘It’s going the wrong way!  The water’s draining the wrong way!  It’s supposed to go into the plughole!’
 
   The surrounding pipes started to creak and vibrate.  
 
   ‘Oh, no!’said Leon.  
 
   He clasped his hand over his mouth.  
 
   ‘The drainage system!’he said.‘It's been overrun! There’s nowhere for the water to go anymore, so it’s finding its exits wherever it can.  And it’s not going to stop, not until…’
 
   Before he could finish, the pipes beneath the sinks ripped from the walls. Water blasted through the crumbling plaster.   As if our thoughts were synchronising, Leon and I instinctively leaped towards the mess, desperate to stop the flow, to keep the dirty flood out of our space.  We tried to bung the wall with bundles of fabric, but it didn’t help. The water kept coming. Eventually we were forced to step away.  As it pooled around our feet, I silently prayed that the floorboards were strong.
 
   ‘Yuck!’yelled Curtis. ‘This isn’t just floodwater!   It’s full of scum!’
 
                 He was right.  The substance now coming through the walls was more like the raw sewage Byron had warned us about, thick with mushy globs of toilet paper, tampons, excrement.  We gasped, choked, coughed.  The smell was putrid.  I couldn’t believe we’d been on all fours, trying to stop it with our bare hands.  I couldn’t believe that our sanctuary, the one high, dry place where we’d been safe from the flood, had finally been overcome. 
 
                ‘Back to the rope!’ordered Leon.
 
                ‘It’s not long enough!’
 
                ‘We’ll have to makeit long enough.  We’ll just have to hurry.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty Eight
 
    
 
                 The filth continued to pump.  We tried to ignore it, did our best to concentrate on the rope.  We sang‘Here Comes the Sun,’by The Beatles, over and over again, our voices crackling with nerves.  When, at last, we had enough rope, we stood in the pool and did what Leon called a strength test, which basically involved me standing at one end of the room and him at the other, both of us pulling as hard as we could.  Curtis was supposed to yank the rope in the middle, to create another strain, but he was blurry again.  He could barely stand.  He’d turned a pallid green colour, like he was about to vomit.
 
                ‘Do you think he’ll be, okay?’I whispered.
 
                ‘He’ll just have to be, won’t he?’said Leon, mind on the job, coiling the rope around his arms.
 
                ‘But what if he can’t managethe zip wire?  I mean, if he’s downed a bottle of cider -’
 
                ‘Curtis can drink more than that,’said Leon.
 
                ‘So, why’s he such a mess?’
 
                ‘He’s putting it on,’ said Leon.‘Typical Curtis.’  
 
   Leon was agitated.  He was doing his best, trying to keep it together, trying to be the hero.  He didn’t want to worry about Curtis’s inebriation, or the stench of the sewage, or the threat of Byron.  He just wanted to stay focused on the task of the rope.
 
   ‘It’s ready,’he said. ‘Now we need to fix it.’
 
                 We selected the sturdiest looking chair, no missing screws, no warped bits, the one most likely to take the weight of three teenagers.  Leon twisted the rope around its legs, yanking each knot tightly.  When he was satisfied that the chair was secured, we carried it to the window.  We both looked across the gulley to the ridge. 
 
   ‘They reckon it’s made from the garbageand junk they dug up when they prepared the school’s foundations,’said Leon.
 
   'Doesn't sound very stable,' I muttered.
 
   'Probably not, butit's our only option.  And besides, it’s not the ridge that’s important.  It’s the sports fieldbehind it–that’s our destination.  Remember it’s on higher ground.  Itmight still be passable.’
 
   I’d never considered the landscape of the school and its surroundings before, never thought anything of it.  But now, now it seemed vital.  The gap between the school and the ridge wasn’t wide, six meters, if that.  The gamble was the drop - a concrete alley where the caretakers stored bins and recycling trolleys and smoked sneaky cigarettes.  Now, of course, it was a torrent of water.
 
                 Leonwrestled the window frame, pushed it up.  The wind rushed in.  The chill was painful against our already cold bodies, but we’d gone beyond the point of caring. What was one more drop of rain when you were already shivering and soaked with polluted water?  Leon climbed onto the sideboard and hauled the chair up with him.  He looked around for assistance from Curtis, but Curtis was‘unavailable’.  He'd passed out in a chair, with a splatter of vomit over his neon yellow jeans.  
 
                ‘We’ll just have to get the chair acrosswithout him,’he grumbled,‘then hope he’s got the balls to snap himself out of it when its time for us to go.  First, we need to tie the rope to the window frame.’
 
                 We did it together, our fingers working in rhythm.  When the knot was secure, Leon clamped his hand over mine.              
 
                ‘I know this is stressful, but when we get out of here, I promise, we’ll have fun together,’he said.  
 
                 He smiled, but I could see the doubt in his eyes, the fear.  I glanced back at the sinks.   Two of them had slipped from their mounts.  The others were still gushing brown filth.  The water on the floor had made its way to the opposite wall.
 
                 Leon hoisted the chair through the open window, but the gap wasn’t very wide and the metal legs kept getting in the way.  When he finally had it in position, I held his ankles.  I did my best to keep him steady, but I was weak and tired and my nerves were getting the better of me.  Leon, I think, was going on pure adrenalin.
 
   He pointed to a cluster of trees.  The biggest had a Y shaped trunk - the target, the obvious place to anchor.
 
   ‘Ready?’ 
 
   We counted, ‘One.  Two.  Three...’
 
                 He lobbed the chair as hard as he could.  It flew into the night, missed the tree, dropped and hit the wall below us.  The rope snagged as the chair dangled.  We both had to brace, to stop it from pulling us over.  Our spirits plunged.  Leon cursed.
 
                ‘Next time,’I said encouragingly. ‘You’ll get it.  I know you will.’
 
                 Together, we hauled the chair up to the window again.  At least we now knew the rope could cope under pressure.  Leon adjusted his position on the sideboard and I gripped his ankles again.  I summoned my strength, put everything into it.  I willed Leon to do the same.  Deep breath.  Get ready.
 
                ‘One.  Two.  Three...’
 
                 The chair flew higher, into the mesh of small branches, then crashed down, directly on target.  It lodged between the sturdy bulks of the Y-shaped trunk.  The rope went taught.  There was just enough to bridge the gap between the window and the ridge.  It worked!
 
                ‘Yes!’
 
                 Leon punched the air.  I hugged him, clapped his hands.  We’d done it.  Leon had done it.  Suddenly, it didn't seem like such a silly idea after all.  Leon tugged on the rope, but the chair stayed in place.  He jumped off the sideboard and kissed me. 
 
                ‘We’re ready.  Now all we need is Curtis.’
 
                 We looked to the chair where Curtis had been sitting.  He’d moved.  Or rather, he’d collapsed.  He was on the floor, in a puddle of water, dead to the world, snoring like a machine gun.   We both ran over.  Leon tried to rouse him.  I turned his head.  His eyelids flickered, but he was unconscious, completely out of it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty Nine
 
    
 
   ‘Curtis!’
 
   Leon shook him, slapped his face.
 
   ‘Curt!  Wake up!’
 
   But Curtis just lolled. 
 
   ‘What the hell was in thatdrink?’ 
 
   I fetched the bottle from the table.  We both took turns to sniff it.
 
   ‘It lookslike cider, but it’s not normal,’said Leon. ‘It’s got a mad smell, like it’s been spiked with something.’ 
 
   ‘Who would spike a drink and leave it in an art room?’I said. ‘As if we haven’t got enough to deal with - '
 
   Leon looked at me.
 
   ‘Who do you think?’
 
   I sighed.  I realised.
 
   ‘It’s a good job he hasn’t come back,’said Leon, tapping his baton. ‘I swear.  If he comes near us, I’m going to finish what Curtis started.’
 
   I didn’t say anything.   I hated the aggression in Leon’s voice, but at the same time, I understood it.  I wanted to survive.  Leon crouched over Curtis, tried to rouse him again.  
 
                ‘Wake up, mate!  It’s time to go.  We’re ready.  The rope’s in position.  The chair thing worked.  All we have to do is swing across, then we’re out of this place.’
 
                 Curtis didn’t murmur.  The shaking was futile.  Leon’s determination started to fade. 
 
                ‘What if Curtis doesn’t come round?’he said. ‘We can’t leave him.  Mates don’t leave each other to drown.  And they definitely don’t abandon each other to the mercy of nut cases.’
 
                ‘Then we’ll wait,’I said. ‘We’ll wait for him to wake up.’
 
                 We both glanced at the spouting water.  While we’d been setting up the rope, the stink pool had deepened. In the stress of the situation, we hadn’t noticed it was up to our shins.  Fine for now, but in an hour’s time?  Two hours?
 
   ‘Then we’ll all drown,’said Leon. ‘Or get attacked by the psycho.’
 
                 His posture crumbled.  He’d always seemed so self-assured and confident, but now, a frightened little boy was looking out at me.
 
                ‘Survive,’ I said, silencing his doubt, taking control. ‘We just have to survive.  We’ll go without Curtis. We can move him to the highest place in the room.  Remember what Byron said about water finding the lowest escape route possible?  The higher up he is, the safer he’ll be.  We’ll get out.  We’ll get to the town and then we’ll get help.  We’ll get someone to come back for Curtis.  We’ll make them see that it’s urgent.’
 
                 Leon nodded, blinked the tears from his eyes.  I wiped his cheeks, the way he’d wiped mine.
 
                ‘We’ll be okay,’I assured him. ‘Curtis will be okay.’  
 
                 Together, we heaved Curtis’s floppy body onto a table and dragged him to the tall free-standing cupboard where Miss Nevis stored scrap paper.  We stood on the table and hoisted him up. I took his legs and Leon took his shoulders.  It was difficult.  He was a dead weight and his arms kept getting in the way.  At one point, I nearly dropped him.
 
                ‘Sorry! Sorry, Curtis!’I muttered.
 
                 But really, being dropped was the least of his worries.
 
                 When we finally had him in place, we stepped back andpaused to catch our breaths.  The sight of his arm dangling over the cupboard door was surreal, like something from a Salvador Dali painting.  His body just about fitted, but he only had to jerk or roll over and he’d fall. I imagined him waking up, rubbing his eyes, wondering where on earth he was, what he’d been doing, how he’d got there, saying,‘What the hell!’
 
                 Leon stiffened.
 
                ‘That’s it then,’he said. ‘Time to go.’
 
                 He’d found some more strength.  Or maybe it was the adrenalin?  Either way, I could see he’d come back from his wobble.  The Leon who took action.  The Leon the world believed in.  We marched to the window, looked over the homemade rope swaying in the wind.  Hardly a zip wire.  Now I was the one who started to wobble.
 
                ‘Oh, god!’I whimpered, unable to conceal my fear.
 
                 Leon took my hands.
 
                ‘Remember all those activity programmes that were on television when we were kids?’he said.‘The ones with the giant assault courses and crazy stunts?’
 
                 I remembered.  I used to watch them with my sister on Saturday afternoons.  
 
                ‘That’s all this is going to be, Kate.  A goofy assault course, like something you’d get at a water park.’
 
                 I nodded.
 
                ‘We’ve both got hoodies,’he said. ‘We can use them as slings, tie them under our armpits and over our shoulders, then the rope can feed through the middle, like a harness...just in case.’
 
                 Just in case.  Just in case?  I shuddered.
 
                ‘You’ve done a high ropes course, right?’he said. ‘Or a climbing wall?  Or a flying fox?  This is no different.’
 
                 I’d done all of those things - in holiday camps, where the professional standard equipment was checked and tested every day.  Here, we were talking about a rope made in a hurry, by two scared people and a drunk, out of scrap fabric, secured by nothing more high-tech than a chair and a tree, in the middle of the worst storm we’d ever seen.  
 
                ‘I like your confidence,’I said. ‘But I think this is different.’
 
                 Before I could argue, however, Leon was pulling down the sleeves of my hoodie and  fastening them under my arms.  
 
                ‘Like this,’he said.‘And the rope can feed through the middle.  I’ll go first, so when it’s your turn you’ll have to do it yourself.  Can you do that?’
 
                ‘Yes,’I said, numb.
 
                 He linked his fingers with mine and we kissed, more passionately than before.  Our mouths joined and the tips of our tongues swirled around one another’s.   I could feel my heart thudding.  His, too.  Our bodiespressed so close together, it was like we were morphing.  I didn’t want us to separate.  I didn’t want it to stop.
 
                 But it had to.
 
                ‘Remember,’he said, leaning back, staring into my eyes. ‘We’re saving this story.  When we get out, we’re telling it to our grand kids.’
 
                 He kissed me again and, this time, I held the moment on my lips, felt the tingle all through me.  It was such a wrench when he finally pulled away.   He squeezed my shoulders, then jumped onto the sideboard and looped his hoodie over the rope.  He stood in the window, with the rain and wind rushing his face.  He gave a salute to Curtis, up on the cupboard, then threw me a smile.  I smiled back.  My heart felt like a balloon.
 
                 I watched as he leapt, as he grappled down the rope, pulling himself with his hands, swinging his legs.  The hoodie harness looked like more of a hindrance than a help, but his determination got him moving.  He swung and struggled, undeterred by the weather.  He made the first meter without a problem, then the second.  I could see he was tiring, but he kept at it.  Kept moving.
 
   Two meters –that’s all he had left.  Two meters before he got to the point where he could safely jump down to the brambly edge of the ridge.  I started to shout, to encourage him.
 
   ‘Go on!’
 
   Leon curved his back, forced himself along.  The rope pulled and I could see the strain on the joins in the fabric.  The wind howled and rocked the trees.  Just two more meters, not far, so close.  And then, in the blink of an eye, it was over.  The rope tore, the tension collapsed, and the breath left my lungs.
 
   He dropped.  I don’t think he even had time to realise.  
 
   He hit the side of the ridge, feet first.  His legs buckled and he rolled through the brambles, down the slope, to the water.  The torrent scooped him up, dragged him headfirst into the side of a floating recycling-bin.  
 
                 I jumped forward, gripped my hands to the window ledge, leaned out as far as I could.  
 
                ‘Leon!’I cried. ‘LEON!’
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   Chapter Forty 
 
    
 
   If the collide with the bin had hurt, it had at least saved him from being swept into the worst of the raging water.  I don’t think recycling-bins are usually classed as life-saving equipment, but this wasn’t a usual scenario.  I watched, my stomach in knots, as Leon clawed his way out of the rushing water, using the roots of a nearby tree stump for leverage.
 
                ‘Leon!’I hollered, cupping my mouth with my hands.
 
                 I prayed he could hear me, then I heard him groan.
 
   ‘I–I’m okay,’he croaked, his voice thin against the din of the wind.
 
                ‘Are you injured?’
 
                ‘Uh...my legs...I can’t move my legs...’
 
   He sounded like he was in pain.   Awful pain.
 
   ‘I’ve busted my ankles.  I can’t get up.’
 
                 I looked down.  He was half-sitting, half-lying, resting on his elbows, but his legs were limp and his feet were askew, like they were facing the wrong way. I sickened.  I didn’t know what to say.
 
                ‘It - it’s going to be okay,’I squeaked, struggling to conceal my distress.‘They might bebroken, so don’t try to move, but…don’t worry.  As long as you’re on dry land -’
 
                 He was, but only just.  The water’s edge was only a few inches away.  And we both knew it was rising.  A surge of protectiveness came over me.  I had to do something.  But what?  What?
 
                 Leon stirred again.
 
                ‘I can see lights,’he called.
 
                 I strained to hear him.  His voice sounded even weaker.  I closed my eyes, crossed my fingers.
 
   ‘There’s something,’he said,‘up the hill, in the bushes, in the trees...lights...I can see car lights...’
 
   My spirits sparked again.
 
   ‘You mean they’ve arrived?’I shouted. ‘The rescue team?  Where? Where?’
 
   ‘No team.  Just lights.  In the trees.’
 
                 But I couldn’t see a car.  I couldn’t see lights.  I couldn’t hear an engine.  Was he imagining it?
 
                ‘Crashed,’ he said vaguely. ‘Crashed in the trees.  Miss Nevis.  Her car -’
 
   My whole body shivered.                            
 
                ‘Is she there?’I called.‘Is Miss Nevis there?’  
 
                 So, hadshe survived the ordeal and come to help us?  Leon didn’t reply.  
 
                ‘Is Miss Nevis there?’I repeated. ‘Leon?  Leon?  Can you hear me?’
 
                 I carried on calling, for ten minutes or more, calling his name, crying and calling, crying and calling.  But that was it.  He stopped talking, stopped moving.  All I could do was stare at his body, lifeless at the water’s edge.   And for the first time since the flood had hit, I felt certain we were done.  It was over.  There was no more hope. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty One
 
    
 
   The next few minutes were a haze.  I couldn’t think straight.  I could hardly see through mytears.  My head felt twice its size and it hummed with emotion.  The rope.  The stupid zip wire.  The ridiculous plan.  I knew it wouldn’t work.   Why had I let him do it?              
 
   And now?  What did I do now?  
 
   I pulled myself away from the window, even though it broke me to leave Leon, and stumbled across the flooded room, to the cupboard where Curtis was lying.  I needed someone.  I couldn’t handle it on my own.   I tugged Curtis’s arm, shook his body. 
 
   ‘Wake up!’I screamed.
 
   When he didn’t respondthe anger boiled up inside me.  He’d let us down.  If he hadn’t drunk the cider, hadn’t passed out, if he’d been a proper help to us…I shook him hard, almost violently, but he still didn’t stir.  
 
   ‘Useless!’ I shouted. ‘What use are you?’
 
   I stepped back, hugged myself.  No good.  I was on my own now.  Did I crumble and give up?  Did I cower? Or did I fight?
 
   The sewage water was still coming through the walls, spouting from the broken pipes.  The rain continued and the wind howled.  But with every seed of strength I could muster, I pulled myself together.  I drew my fists tight, tensed my stomach, raised my face to the open window and glared into my fear.  Once again, I thought of everything I loved, everything that made me happy.  And I decided to fight.
 
    
 
   Two things.  There were two things I needed to do.  Find a way to contact the outside world.  Find another way out.  It didn’t matter in what order, but one of them had to prove fruitful.  I grabbed the remaining candle stump and one of the wooden batons, then checked all the windows, the possible exists.  If the worst came to the worst, I realised it was possible I could get up on the roof.   But more importantly, I needed to make it clear to the outside world that I was still here, that wewere still here - I wasn’t giving up on Leon.  Or Curtis.  Even Byron.
 
   I searched through the store cupboard, found an ancient tube of orange paint–the brightest colour available.  I made a flag from an off-cut of white fabric, spread it across the table and wrote the letters S.O.S. as boldly as I could.  I took the fabric to the stairwell, to the main entrance, which seemed like the most visible place.  The stairs were now a waterfall.  The overflow from the sinks was spilling down, mingling with the flood from below.  I tightened the sodden laces of my pumps and waded through it. 
 
   The front door, broken from its hinges, was like the mouth of a cave, opening onto the wild.   I stuffed my baton into the waistband of my jeans, held the candle between my teeth, and began to tie the fabric to one of the bent hinges.  As I leant forward, I noticed blood - smears on the rims of the doorframe, handprints along the walls.  I palled, stepped back.  Was it Byron’s blood?  He’d cut his eyebrow in the fight with Curtis.  And his knee.  Maybe the blood was from his knee?
 
   I didn’t know whether to hope for him or fear him.  The sight of the blood scared me.  My mind raced with memories of the gruesome horror movies Marshall used to make me watch.  He’d thought they were funny.  I’d thought they were awful.   But they were just films.  They weren’t reality.  Not like this.
 
   I handled my nerves, did my best to ignore the bloody prints, and fastened my flag to the entrance.  When I was done, I turned back up the steps.  And then, then I noticed the door to the link corridor had been wedged open, blocked by the leg of an upturned table.  I raised the candle and saw that the bloody handprints continued in a line, along the wall, from one side of the door to the other.
 
   And in that moment, I realised Byron was still in the building.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty Two
 
    
 
   I forced my way through the door and waded into the floating debris.  The water was waist deep, ice cold.  Every step made me more nervous than the one before.  The link corridor seemed to go on forever, into darkness.  It no longer looked like part of a school.  The displays on the walls were ruined and everything below the waterline had started to drift.  There was stuff floating everywhere - text books, furniture, pens, computer cables.  I gripped my candle and baton and waded with care.  I didn’t want to trip or stumble.  I didn’t want to go under again.
 
                 The bloody handprints continue along the wall, gradually becoming fainter and further apart.  Every now and then the candle would light on one.  I felt like an archaeologist, searching the walls for traces of human existence–except these were no cave paintings.  Eventually, the corridor opened onto The Pit.  The Pit - my Pit - the place where I spent my lunch-breaks, where I hung out with friends, traded gossip with Gemma.  It was unrecognisable.   The smart glass doors had smashed, the sports trophy cabinet was on its back, and the lockers at the sides were semi-submerged.  Floodwater filled the centre, a sinister swimming pool, black and bottomless.
 
   Luckily, the upper floor - the library and the balcony classrooms - looked dry.  The stairs leading up to them were clear.  I figured if I could get across the water, to thosestairs, I’d be all right.  And aside from being dry, I realised that up in the library, I might find useful things - tools, phones, food.  Food!  It had been hours since Byron's mysterious beer and crisps.  With everything going on I’d hardly noticed how hungry I was, but I knew some fuel would do me good - a little bit of energy to keep me focused.  And warmth!  What I’d give for some dry, warm clothes!
 
   I thought of Leon.  Was he hungry?  Was he cold?  My heart jolted. The thought of him lying broken at the bottom of the ridge was scarred in my mind.  But fine, I told myself, he was fine.  He was going to be fine.  Get out of here.  Get help.  Save Leon.
 
                 If I made it to the library, I knew I might also find a way out.  The ridge ran all along the back of the school.   It was possible I could get to it from one of the library windows.  The gap would be wider here and, this time, I didn’t have a homemade zip-wire (undoubtedly a good thing), but the determination overwhelmed me.  I had to find a way.  I had to do it for Leon.  And Gemma.  And Greg.  And Curtis.  I was the only one now.  They were relying on me.
 
    
 
                 As I stepped into The Pit I felt terrified.  Even though the link corridor had been dank, its narrowness had been reassuring.   At least I’d known I was the only one in there, the only one in the water.  The Pit, however, was vast, ideal for‘lurking’.  I held my baton close.  I’d lost track of the bloody handprints.  I hadn’t seen where they’d gone, but I was glad.  I didn’t want to think about what I’d discover at the end of them. 
 
                 I clenched my jaw, took a deep breath and waded into the open black well.  As I moved I heard noises; drips and creaks and squeaks, but it was impossible to tell where they were coming from.  At the water’s deepest, it came up to my waist.  It smelt of drains and bad eggs and I could feel things swirling and drifting.  I started to think about rats - Byron had warned us about rats in the flood - their tails, their teeth, their scratchy claws...
 
   Midway to the steps, my legs turned to jelly.  It was the thought of the rats.  Panic took over.  I started to gasp.  I had to get out of the water.  I lurched forward, but my thigh caught against a submerged desk.  I stumbled, threw my hands out to steady myself.  As I did, I dropped the baton and the candle.  They landed in the water.  The candle’s flame sputtered out.  The dark hit like a punch.
 
   I cried and swore.  The sound of my anguish echoed round the room.  But I couldn’t just stand there.  Something was happening. Maybe it was the air, or the water, or the rats, but all of a sudden, I felt certain I wasn’t alone.  Was he watching?  Was he laughing?  Was he enjoying seeing me afraid?
 
   When my feet finally kicked the ledge at the bottom of the stairs, I gasped with relief.  I scrambled out of the water and flopped down on the dry steps.  A lay still and allowed my eyes to adjust to the depth of the darkness.  Everything was quiet again.  The stillness amplified my panting breath.  I thought of all the times I’d sat on these steps, gossiping and joking with my friends, in the bright daylight, with the smell of chewing gum and hairspray and floor polish.  Those easy, mundane moments - it seemed like they were gone forever.  The school had mutated.
 
   A splosh.  Wide circular ripples moved across the surface of the water.  I froze.
 
   ‘Byron?’I whispered, my voice quaking. ‘Is that you?’
 
   Then a bang, a metal clank.  I looked to where the noise was coming from, guided through the darkness by the echo.  The clank quickly grew louder, more intense, like a fist pounding on metal.  Then I realised it was coming from one of the lockers.  For a moment I was rigid, unable to move.  Another trick of Byron’s?  I didn’t know whether to flee or go towards it.  Was it a trick?  What if he was trapped inside?  As my reasoning unravelled, so did my conscience.  What if he was trapped and about to drown?  What if Iwas the difference between him living and dying?   No matter what he’d done, I couldn’t leave him to die.  And, at least, if he wasany threat to me, I was in the stronger position–I wasn’t the one trapped in a locker. 
 
   I picked myself up, crept to the edge of the steps, to where the row of lockers began. Locker 276.  It shook and rattled.  I could almost see the punches denting the door.  And then I saw the blood, the desperate finger marks on the sides and the surrounding doors.
 
   I went forward, ragged with fear.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty Three
 
    
 
                               The padlock wasn’t shut.  It was looped through the holes, but it wasn’t locked.  I called Byron’s name, but he didn’t react.  He stopped pounding the door though.  Slowly, I eased the lock free.  The door swung open.  I shut my eyes.  Opened them.
 
                              ‘Gemma!?’
 
                               Instead of Byron, I found Gemma curled up inside the locker.  There was no room for her to move and the water was up to her shoulders.  She had gaffer tape around her mouth and around her wrists and ankles.  She’d cut her head where she’d been butting the door.  Her skin was pale, like she was desperately cold, and her eyes were wide and frightened.  When she realised it was me, the tears leaked down her cheeks.  
 
                              ‘Gem!  I’m so glad to see you!  I’m so glad you’re all right!  Well, you’re obviously not all right, but...we thought you’d gone!  We had no idea you were still in the school.  What’s happened?  Who’s done this to you?’
 
                               With the gaffer tape she couldn’t speak.  She thrust her whole body forward.  I caught her in my arms, hugged her.  She pushed forward and I could tell all she wanted to do was run from the place. 
 
                              ‘Wait,’I said.‘We need to get the tape off you.’
 
                               I crouched, plunged my hands into the water and released her binds.  As soon as her legs were free, she collapsed.  She flopped into my arms.  She was too weak and traumatised to hold her own body up.  I led her to the steps and sat her down, then pulled the gaffer tape off her mouth.  The action left a sore red strip around her lips, but the way she gasped for air, I knew it was a relief for her.
 
                              ‘Does anything hurt?’I said.
 
                               She shook her head, tried to speak.
 
                              ‘Was it him?  Was it Byron who did this to you?’
 
                               I looked for her response.  She whispered something, but I couldn’t hear.  I leant closer, then felt her stiffen, saw her eyes widen.  They startled and stared behind me, beyond me, up the steps to the library.  I turned and saw the light of a torch bouncing through the dark.  For a second I thought of the rescue team, but my instincts knew not to believe it.  Gemma started to shake and scream.
 
                              ‘Stay away from us!’she cried. ‘Stay away!’
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Forty Four
 
    
 
                 None of our threats had an impact.  We were rabbits in the headlights.  We couldn’t run, so we sat and hugged, dug our nails into each other’s arms and trembled.  As the torch got closer, I could see the shadowy figure of a person behind it. 
 
                              ‘We know it’s you!’ I called, as assertively as I could. ‘We’re on to you, Byron!  Don’t come near!’
 
   My words were ignored.  He continued advancing, shone the light in our eyes.  The brightness was disorientating, momentarily blinding.  We held each other tighter, waited for the worst. Then a horribly familiar voice broke the silence.
 
                              ‘Finally,’it said. ‘You know, babe, you wouldn’t believewhat I’ve been through to get here -’
 
   He came up close, eyes glistening, mouth leering.  He waved the torch around my face, then held out his arms and invited me to embrace him.  I recoiled. 
 
                              ‘What’s the matter, Katy?’he said.‘Aren't you pleased to see me?'
 
              ‘Marshall?’ I said, my mouth barely able to form the word. ‘What are you doing here?’
 
              'Isn’t it obvious?  I’ve come to help you, babe.  I heard you were in trouble.  It was all over the news.  I’ve come to save you -’
 
   I could feel Gemma trembling in my arms, trembling at the sight of him.  She’d never been scared of him before.  She'd never liked him, but she'd never been scared.
 
                              ‘I’m here for you, Kate,’he replied. ‘Didn’t you get my texts?  I sent loads.  For some reason, you didn’t reply.’
 
                              ‘Yes.  I - I - got them.  Thanks.  I just…I didn’t have enough battery.  Sorry.’
 
                               The way he was looking at me, I felt like his prey.   He said he’d come to help, but I knew better. 
 
              ‘How did you get here?’I said.
 
                              ‘Good question. It wasn’t easy.  But I did it for you, Kate. Just for you.  You know, the whole town’s screwed.  Everything’s under water.  I had to‘borrow’ a motorboat from someone’s driveway, but it only got me as far as Bell Road.  Idiot owner forgot to put petrol in - '
 
                              ‘Oh.’
 
                ‘Lucky for you though, I found an abandoned car - key still in the ignition, engine running.  I managed to shunt it across the playing field, but it went out of control just as I got near to the school –and that was the end of the car.’
 
                 He flicked his hair, gave a quick, empty smile.
 
                ‘Some clapped-out yellow Mini,’he continued,‘ploughed straight into the trees.  Probably a right off.   Still, it served its purpose.’
 
                 Miss Nevis’s Mini!  The car lights Leon had seen in the trees!  I thought he’d hallucinated them, but they must have been real.  So what had happened to Miss Nevis?  I didn’t dare think about it.
 
                ‘That was my art teacher’s car,’I said. ‘You swear you didn’t see anyone?  No one nearby?’
 
                 Marshall shrugged.
 
                ‘To be fair, I didn’t really look.  Maybe she swam away?’ 
 
                ‘And how did you get into the building?’I quizzed. ‘I mean, if you found away in, there must be a way out -’
 
                ‘Shh!’
 
                 Marshall silenced me.              
 
                ‘I know a way out,’he whispered. ‘Leave it to me.  But first of all, Kate, firstof all, you and I need to have a little chat -’
 
                 The way he said this, I knew it wasn’t a nice chat.  I swallowed.  He offered his hand, gestured for me to join him.  Gemma pulled me away.
 
                ‘Don’t touch her!’she cried.
 
                ‘Who asked you?’said Marshall. ‘Stay out of this! You’ve already caused us enough trouble with all your scratching and whining!  Haven’t you learned your lesson yet?’
 
                 The penny dropped.  It was him.  He was the one who’dtied Gemma up and shut her in the locker.  And the other stuff, too?  The spiked drink?  The blown out candles?   The smashed up phones?  We blamed Byron, but he’d been adamant it wasn’t him.  I should’ve known.  Cruel pranks like those, they had Marshall Finch all over them.   
 
                ‘Marshall, what are you up to?’ I said, unable to contain myself. ‘You say you’ve come to rescue me, but that’s not the whole story, is it?  You’ve been playing games.  You’ve been messing us around, trying to frighten us, trying to freak us out -’
 
                 Marshall looked from side to side and smiled, like he couldn’t care less about the trials we’d been through, or the danger.  Anger curled inside me.  When he tried to take my hand, I snatched it away, but he was quick.  He grabbed again and got me.  His grip was so tight it hurt.  The pain made me wince.
 
                ‘Don’tmess me about Kate!’he rasped, his mouth against my ear.  
 
   Up close, I could smell drink and tobacco on his breath.  
 
   ‘I’m not happy with you,’he whispered. ‘I came all this way.  I went out of my wayto come and help you.  And what did I find when I got to you?  Betrayal.  What kind of thanks is that?’
 
                 Betrayal?  But I hadn’t done anything.   
 
                ‘You kissed.  You kissed another boy,right in front of me.  How could you?’
 
                 So that was it.   He’d seen Leon and I kissing.   He’d been spying.  Was I ever going to be free from Marshall and his insane jealousy?  Was I ever going to be allowed to be happy, to have a life of my own?
 
                ‘You’re crazy!’I screamed, exploding with anger
 
                 I thrashed and twisted, tried to break out of his grip.  I didn’t care about the consequences.  
 
                ‘It’s over!’I yelled. ‘You and I–we’re done!  We’ve been donefor months!  Don’t you get it?  We’re finished.  I can do what I like.  I can see who I like.  I can kisswho I like.  I don’t owe you anything.   I haven’t betrayed you.  I’m not your girlfriend anymore!’
 
                ‘Oh.  Yes.  You.  Are.’
 
                 He twisted my arm behind my back.  His eyes were full of hatred and disgust.  Gemma tried to stop him but he pushed her away.  He took a roll of gaffer tape from his pocket, shoved us together, and began to wind it round our middles, pinning our arms to our waists. 
 
                ‘You’ll be sorry,’said Marshall, his voice cold.  'No girlfriend of mine is going to get away with cheating on me.  You’ll regret it, Kate.  You will.  I’ll make sure.’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty Five
 
    
 
                ‘At least it’s dry up here,’ I whispered.‘I feel a bit warmer, don’t you?’
 
                 This was a lie.  I was shivering more than ever.  Gemma and I had been dragged up the steps to the library, then pushed in a corner.  Behind us, a large broken window gave way to the elements.  The gaffer tape around our arms was so tight the slightest movement constricted our bodies.  Every time one of us breathed, the other felt it.  It didn’t help that Gemma was sobbing so much she was hyperventilating.  I kept talking, trying to calm her.
 
                ‘Do you remember when we used to sit at that computer over there and look up song lyrics, instead of doing our French homework?  And what about that time when we smuggled a bag of crisps and ate them from your pocket and the librarian caught us.  She had a moan and took them - then we saw her eating them in her lunch break!’
 
   ‘I want Greg,’Gemma sobbed. ‘Where’s Greg?’
 
   I didn’t know what to say.
 
                ‘He - he went looking,’I mumbled. ‘He went looking for you.  He got out.’
 
                ‘Got out where?’
 
                ‘Out of the art room, through the flood.’
 
                ‘What!  Where is he now?  Is he okay?’
 
   ‘He - um - he - he was really brave.’
 
   I could see the despair forming across her face.
 
   ‘Don’t worry.  He’s a strong swimmer.  He's bound to befine.’
 
                 I knew he wasn’t, of course, but if I told Gemma the truth, it would destroy the little morale she had left.  Right now, I needed her to be strong.  We both had to be strong.
 
                ‘What about the others?’she whimpered.
 
   ‘Leon’s hurt his legs.  I think his ankles are broken.’
 
   ‘Oh, god!’
 
   ‘He tried to jump to the ridge, but didn’t make it.’
 
   ‘And Curtis?’
 
   ‘Curtis has passed out.  He drank something dodgy.  Leon reckoned it was -’
 
   I stopped myself.
 
   ‘Honestly,’I said confidently. ‘Let’s think positive.  We’re okay.  We’re all going to be okay.’
 
   I realised I was mainly trying to convince myself.  My mind kept flipping between images ofMarshall’s torch-lit leer, the sight of Leon’s broken ankles, Curtis on top of the cupboard, Greg in the water, the creaking sinks in the art room, and sewage busting out of the pipes.
 
   ‘How did you know I was here?’said Gemma.
 
   ‘I didn’t.  It was luck.  I heard you banging on the locker.  I’d been trying to find a way out.  I hadn’t known the rest of the school was open.  I mean, it hadn’t been, until - oh, Gem, I was so happy when I saw you.  We thoughtyou’d gone mad and made a run for it.  We were scared you’d drowned.’
 
                ‘He grabbed me,’she whispered, between sobs.‘I was in the art room with all of you.  It went dark, then I felt a pair ofhands around my mouth and my waist–and–and– ’ 
 
                 It made sense.  I blinked. 
 
                ‘He took you when the candles went out,’I said, appalled at the thought. ‘I thought they’d gone out by accident, from a draught, but it was him.  He blew them out deliberately, to distract everyone, to create a diversion.  He planned it, Gem.’
 
                 I realised I had no sympatheticthoughts left for him. There’d always been a part of me that had wanted to help him, make him less angry, less needy.  But that was all gone now.  He’d gone too far, caused too much damage.  I could see him prowling near the bookshelves,ruminating on my supposed‘betrayal’.  He looked like someone who’d lost grip on reality.
 
                 
 
   An hour went by.   Maybe less, but I was aware of every moment.  And every moment seemed to stretch. The thought of the rising water sat uneasy in my mind, and Leon, my Leon.  I tried to think of good things: our kiss, our talk of growing old together, of where we would go on our first date.  After all we’d been through, it deserved to be special.  It wouldbe special.  I prayed he wasn’t in pain,hoped he wasn’t cold. 
 
   I was freezing.  I couldn’t feel my toes or fingers and my teeth were chattering constantly.  I started to daydream about warm fluffy towels, the under-floor heating in my mum’s bathroom, the heat of a hair dryer - anything to be warm and dry.
 
   All of a sudden, Gemma squealed.
 
                ‘Quiet,’I whispered, worried she’d draw attention to us.
 
   She squealed louder, started to wriggle.  I turned as far as I could and saw what the problem was.  On the desktop, a few inches from her head, was a rat.
 
   ‘Eugh!’
 
   We both tried to pull away.  The rat wasn’t bothered.  It crept up to Gemma and started nibbling her hair.  I felt terrible for her.  It was ghastly, but I had to focus - something else had claimed my attention.  On the same desk, a mere foot away, was a dagger-shaped shard of glass. My thoughts sprang to life.  As the rat sniffed and nibbled, I shuffled towards the table and nudged it as hard as I could.  It tipped and clattered to the floor.  Gemma yelped.
 
                 Sure enough, Marshall marched over.
 
                ‘What’s going on?’
 
                ‘A rat was on us,’I said.
 
                 We watched it scamper under the bookshelf.
 
                ‘Big deal!’said Marshall. ‘You’re telling me you’re scared of a little rodent?’
 
                 Scared of the big rodent standing in front of me, I thought (but didn’t say out loud).
 
   Eventually, Marshall went back to scowl in the dark.  And I pushed the shard of glass out from where I’d trapped it under my foot, kicked it towards my left hand and made a clumsy but determined effort to slice through our gaffer tape binds.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty Six
 
    
 
                 We didn’t move straight away.  We waited for our opportunity.  But when Marshall began shoving stacks of books off the shelves, I knew it was time.   He stormed along the rows, systematically emptying each bookcase.  I guess it was some sort of anger release, but it was adequately absorbing that it took his attention away from us.  I whispered to Gemma.
 
                ‘Listen.  In a second, you and I are going to stand up - silently - and then we’re going to tiptoe to that broken window behind us.  We’re going to see if we can use it as an exit.’
 
                ‘I’m scared,’said Gemma.
 
                 I squeezed her hand.
 
                ‘You can’t be scared–you’re a Goth.’
 
                ‘I’m not a very convincing Goth.’
 
                 At this, we laughed.  We cried and laughed.  But it felt good, a reminder of why we were friends, our jokes, our banter.  Normality.
 
                 We watched and waited.  When Marshall was done messing the shelves, he sat cross-legged on the floor and started manically flicking through the pages of an encyclopaedia.  He looked engrossed - hopefully it would do him good.  Meanwhile, I gave Gemma the cue.                             
 
                 We hunkered to our feet.  It was difficult because we were both shivery, both exhausted, but as soon as we got moving, the adrenalin kicked in.  We crouched and sneaked beside the upturned desk, behind the computers, towards the window.
 
                ‘Look,’I whispered, desperate to cheer Gemma along. ‘Can you see?  The rain has stopped.  The sky’s starting to clear.’
 
                 We stared up through the broken glass and saw the moon.  We even saw stars.  The torrent of floodwater was still rushing below, but it looked like the worst of the weather had finally passed.  I held my little finger out to Gemma, linked it with hers.  
 
                ‘Friends forever,’I said, smiling. 
 
                 With Gemma acting as lookout, I climbed up to the window.  It was obvious how it had broken–and how Marshall had managed to enter.  A massive beech tree on the bank of the ridge had uprooted and fallen against the building.  It looked precarious, but ultimately, it was a bridge - and a better bet than a hastily constructed homemade zip wire.  
 
                 I peered forward.  A large section of tree trunk had been submerged.  It was acting like a dam, slowing the current.  The water was still a hazard, but it looked passable. I jumped down, whispered my findings to Gemma.
 
                ‘Just think of it like an assault course,’I said, remembering how Leon had encouraged me.
 
                ‘I hate assault courses,’she replied.
 
                ‘Then think of Greg,’I said, holding her hands. ‘Think of Molly.’
 
                 We hugged, wished each other luck.
 
                ‘You go first,’she said. 
 
                 We both climbed onto the desk.  Carefully, quietly, I pulled back one of the branches that was blocking the way.  Just a simple skip across a fallen tree, a leap over a stream, a crash landing onto bramble-covered ridge.  Easy.  I imagined myself as a gymnast or an acrobat at a circus.  I stood up, faced the wind.  The cold prickled my skin.  The sound of the raging water was frightening, but if Leon had managed to pull himself out with two broken ankles, I had to believe I could do the same.  
 
                 I stepped forward, looked for the sturdiest branch, the best way to duck the razor sharp sections of glass that were wedged into the window frame.  I aimed my sights.  Then I heard a yell.
 
                ‘What do you think you’re doing?  I’m not done yet!  I’m not done with you, Kate!’
 
                 A moment later, Marshall’s hands were on my waist, dragging me away from the window, pushing me onto the floor.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty Seven
 
    
 
                ‘Let me go!  Let me go!’  
 
   I screamed and kicked, but Marshall held tighter, pinned my legs with his knees, pushed my face into the ground.  Gemma tried to get him off me, but he shoved her back.  I couldn’t believe that a person I’d once been madly in love with was now being so aggressive.  I felt disgusted to my core.
 
   ‘Why are you doing this to us?’I cried, saliva pooling under my cheek.
 
                ‘I’mnot doing anything,’said Marshall. ‘You’re doing it to yourselves.  If you’d only stayed where I’d put you, there wouldn’t be a problem.’
 
                ‘But we don’t want to stay!  We want to get out of here!  That’s all we’ve wanted to do since the flood started!  Why are you making us stay?  You said you’d come to rescue us!’
 
                 He pinched my mouth.
 
   ‘That was before I discovered you were cheating on me,’he hissed. ‘How do you think that made me feel, Kate?  I came all the way to help you and then I had to watch you ramming your tongue down that little boy's throat.  You’ve hurt me, Kate.  Just like you did before.’
 
                 There was no way I could reason with him.  He’d gone to a place beyond rational thought.  I closed my eyes, considered my next move.
 
   ‘So, you’ve got a problem with me,’I said. ‘Deal with me, then.  Don’t take it out on my friends.  Let Gemma go.’
 
                 Marshall snorted.
 
                ‘Good try.  But we’re in this together now.  If I let her go, she’ll go running to the police and spin a load of liesabout how nasty I’ve been -’
 
                 Gemma glared at him.  
 
                ‘There’s no way I’m getting into trouble for this,’Marshall insisted. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong.   Okay, I played a few pranks, but they were a joke, a bit of fun, to wind up a cheating girlfriend.  Anyone would see my point of view.’
 
   ‘No, they won’t,’I warned. ‘What you’ve done…it isn’t normal.  You’ll end up in prison.  You’ve already been in court once.  They’ll take that into account.’ 
 
   I considered the list of possible crimes.  Harassment?  Intimidation?  Kidnap?  Endangering the lives of others?  Manslaughter?  Marshall gripped my face tighter.
 
                ‘You reckon?’he said. ‘Look what happened there.  That wimp, Alex Menzies, dropped the charge.  Case got thrown out of court. I’m invincible.  Unstoppable.’
 
   As he said this, I saw red.  The anger splintered my head.  I wanted to throw him off me, punch him in the face.  For the first time in my life, I wanted to punch someone, punch them so hard they saw stars.  I shook, but I couldn’t move my arms.  So instead, I used my mouth.
 
                ‘Do you know what you’ve done?’I shouted. ‘Do you?   You knewwe were in trouble and then you deliberately made it harder for us.  You’re sick.  You’re disturbed.  Because of your malicious pranks, we blamed everything on Byron.  Now, he’s missing.  Greg is...is missing.  Leon is hurt, and for all we know, he might be drowning.  Not to mention the fact that Curtis is unconscious, sick to his stomach.  They’re my friends.  You’ve hurt my friends and if you think that’s something you’re going to get away with, then you’ve got another thing coming.  I promise you, Marshall, when we get out of here, you’ll be in so much trouble you’ll be locked away for years.  And I’m not going to be bullied into dropping any charges.  I’mnot afraid of you -’ 
 
                 Marshall twisted tighter on my arms, breathed his nasty tobacco breath into my ear.
 
                ‘Ouch.  Katy’s got an attitude.  Who’d have thought?   My little Princess Kate.  Didn’t know you had it in you -’
 
                ‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Marshall.  And that’s because you’re NOT MY BOYFRIEND ANYMORE.  And you neverwill be.  I’ll never forgive you for what you’ve done to us.’
 
                ‘IT WAS A JOKE!’said Marshall. ‘Pay back for your sleazy little kiss with lover boy.  Where’s henow, then?  Where’s he?  I don’t see him rushing to help you.  Oh no, I forgot, he can’t walk -’
 
                 If I felt I was losing my temper before, at this, I totally snapped.  The rage burst out of me.  I surged and broke free.
 
                ‘I HATE YOU!’I screamed. ‘You’re poison!’
 
                 I lashed at his face, dug my nails into his cheeks.  He seemed shocked at my outburst, but I wanted him to know the full extent of my feelings, so that there could be no doubt.
 
                ‘You’re nothingto me,’I hissed. 
 
                 I expected him to grab for my arms again, but instead he broke down.  His eyes filled with tears.  He began to sob.              
 
   ‘It was a joke, Kate.  Just a joke.  Don’t say I’m nothing to you.  You know that’s not true.  You know I love you.’
 
                 When he saw Gemma watching, he pulled me aside, looked for privacy.
 
                ‘I love you, babe,’he whispered, stroking my hair.‘I’m sorry.  Let’s not fight.  I came to save you, didn’t I? That’s how much I love you.  I’d do anything for you.  I can’t have you telling me I’m nothing to you.  Put it right, will you?  Tell me you love me back.’
 
                 Maybe, given the circumstance, telling Marshall I loved him would be the right thing to do.  Maybe it would make him let us go.  But I couldn’t.  My heart was a stone.
 
                ‘Say it, Kate.  Tell me you love me.’
 
                 I opened my mouth, but the words wouldn’t come.  
 
                ‘Say it.’
 
                 I just couldn’t.
 
                ‘SAY IT!’
 
                 He flipped again, grabbed my hair, yanked my head back.  It happened so quickly I didn’t have time to resist.  I felt my neck twist, the hair rip from my scalp. 
 
                ‘Ow!’ 
 
                ‘SAY IT!’he screamed.
 
                 I could hear Gemma shouting in the background, pleading to Marshall.  Marshall just pulled tighter, dragged me to the floor.  There was nothing I could do.  He had the strength, the power.  Then I heard a scream–one crazy, mammoth, animalistic scream–and all of sudden, Marshall was off me, and everything was a blur.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty Eight
 
    
 
                 The next thing I saw was Byron’s skinny body swinging from Marshall’s back.  Byron was screaming, howling like an animal.  Marshall looked startled, like he didn’t know what was happening.  In the confusion, he tripped over, fell flat on his face.  Byron leaped onto his back, pinned him down and threatened to bite off his ears.  
 
   Gemma and I ran to each other.  I could tell she was as stunned as I was by Byron’s appearance and, like me, didn’t know whether to be pleased or afraid.  It was obvious Byron and Marshall weren’t friends, but while we knew for certain that Marshall had it in for us, Byron was still a mystery.  It didn’t help that he looked completely terrifying.  His face was bruised and swollen.  His shirt and trousers were covered in blood and his eyes were wild.  He looked, I guess, like a psychopath.  Way more than Marshall did, anyhow.
 
   As soon as Marshall managed to push Byron off, he picked him up by the collars and slammed him against the wall.  As insanely terrifying as Byron looked, ultimately he was no match for Marshall’s six-foot build. 
 
   ‘You again?' Marshall sneered.  'I thought you'd know better than to come back here.  How's the leg?'
 
   So Marshall was the one who'd slashed Byron's knee.  Byron hadn't been making it up.  There had been something - or someone - in the water. 
 
   'Think you’re a hard man, do you?  Think you can scare me?’
 
   He reached into the waistband of his jeans, pulled out a shard of glass, like the one I’d used to cut the gaffer tape, anddrew the point to Byron’s throat.
 
                ‘I'll cut you again.  Do you knowwho I am?’
 
                 My lungs felt like they were turning inside out.  Marshall quivered the glass under Byron’s chin.  It was more of a teasing gesture than a proper attempt to stab him, but I knew he was capable.   I had no doubt that Marshall, lost in his rage, would go further than Byron.  He’d cause injury.  Or worse. 
 
                 The situation would only calm down if Marshall calmed down.  And for that to happen, he needed space and quiet.  He needed Byron not to do or say anything antagonistic.  I bit my lip, closed my eyes, and willed him to keep his mouth shut.
 
   ‘Do you know what I’m known for?’ Marshall repeated, relishing the moment, his ugly ego in the spotlight. ‘I’m the one from the papers.  They actually gave me a nickname.  They called me the‘Bus-stop Brute’.  The world thinks I’m a scary guy.  So should you -’
 
   I held my breath.  Don’t speak, I prayed.  Don’t respond.  
 
   ‘Only one of the papers called you the Bus-stop Brute,’said Byron breezily.
 
   Too late.
 
   Marshall’s eyes narrowed.
 
   ‘The other papers described you as a jealous middle-class dropout who’d watched too many gangster movies–their words, not mine.   Not everyone’s scared of you.   For instance, I’m not.  I’m scared of that piece of glass and where you’re pointing it, which, if you must know, is rather uncomfortable for me.  But I’m not scared of you.  Not in the way you think I am anyway -’
 
   Marshall pulled a face, like he was confused.  But he didn’t lose it–yet.  Then Byron opened his mouth again.
 
   ‘Kate’s not scared of you either,’he said. ‘In fact, she’s done everything she can to erase you from her memory.’
 
   This did it.  Marshall snapped.  He grabbed Byron’s neck and pulled back the glass, aimed the sharpest point right at his throat, poised, ready to lunge.  Byron stared him down.  He even blew a raspberry, but Marshall wasn’t amused.
 
   ‘You’re going to die,’said Marshall.
 
   And he meant it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty Nine
 
                 
 
   The walls started to shake.  A creaking sound, that creaking sound, suddenly filled the air -the same sound we’d heard in the art room, moments before the sinks and pipes exploded.  Marshall froze, held his position.  He didn’t take the glass dagger away from Byron’s neck, but at least he was distracted from the moment.
 
   ‘What’s happening?’said Gemma, alarmed.
 
                 A moment of stillness, then the ancient school plumbing gave up.  The water roared through the walls, shattering the plaster, smashing through the skirting boards. The smell was vile.  We all started to cough and splutter.  After being divided, so desperately divided, the four of us looked at each other.  
 
                ‘We have to leave!’I said.  
 
   Marshall glared at Byron.
 
   ‘I’ll deal with you later,’he snarled, dropping his grip, shoving the glass in his belt.
 
   He ran towards the broken window.   He didn’t wait for us, but we followed anyway.  Byron limped.  We climbed onto the window ledge, but it didn’t look good.  The fallen tree - our means of a bridge - was disappearing beneath the water.
 
   ‘It’s rising!’I said, with dismay.  
 
   Marshall shoved me aside.
 
   ‘Time to jump ship.’
 
   I stiffened.  To me, this looked like a tougher challenge than the dreadful zip-wire.  I glanced back to the dark interior of the library, to the collapsing plaster and burst pipes.  What was it Leon had said about poor foundations?  The entire building juddered.  The walls and floors shook.  It didn’t seem like they were going to stay standing for my much longer.  I looked to Byron, hoping he’d have an idea about what was going on, what we needed to do.  He'd been right about everything else.
 
                ‘What do you think?’I said.
 
                ‘I think...we’re doomed,’he said.
 
                 A dump of plaster came down behind us.  The dust filled the air.
 
                ‘Let’s go!’cried Gemma.  
 
   We bundled towards the open window.
 
   ‘You first,’said Marshall, opening the way for her.
 
   Gemma surveyed the shaky branches and the torrent of water.
 
   ‘No thanks,’she said. ‘After you.’
 
   Marshall scowled.
 
   ‘Just go!’he said, shoving her forward.
 
                 She scooped beneath the broken glass and trod down on the tree trunk, using the higher branches to guide her.  She moved cautiously, edging her way towards the water, bracing herself against the wind and rain.  Part of me wanted her to hurry.  It wouldn’t take much for the tree to wash away or become impassable - and there were four of us to get across.  When she got to the water’s edge, however, she stopped.
 
                ‘You can do it!’I shouted.
 
                ‘Hurry up!’said Byron.
 
                 She looked back and I could see the fear in her eyes.  
 
                ‘Go for it, Gem!’I cried.
 
   She couldn’t give up now, no way.  She’d come so far.  She’d survived.  The tree started to creak and this got her moving.  She leaped.  It was clumsy and close, but she made it.  She stumbled into the brambles.  Marshall pushed Byron forward.
 
   ‘Your turn,’he said, pinching his arm. ‘But don’t think I haven’t forgotten.  I’ll get you on the other side.’
 
                 Byron shrugged him off.  Clearly, he didn’t know Marshall like I did.  He staggered through the window.  He could barely walk and he was obviously in pain.  He wasn’t the most physically capable looking person anyway, but with his bad leg and all his other injuries, I was scared for him.
 
                ‘Be careful,’I said.
 
                 He looked back and smiled. The tree rocked - the bulk of the trunk was unstable.  Meanwhile, Byron shuffled along, stopping to catch his balance each time it swayed.  When he reached the submerged section, Gemma called from the other side, hands outstretched, ready to catch him.
 
                ‘He’s never going to make that,’ said Marshallcoldly–just to remind me of how much I hated him.
 
                 I closed my eyes.  I couldn’t bear it.
 
   After a second, I forced myself to look again.
 
                 He made it!
 
                 He was in a bundle on the bank, on top of Gemma.  He saw me and beckoned.
 
   ‘You have to come now!’he shouted. ‘The tree!  It’s going!  The current’s too strong for it!’              
 
   ‘Now!’shouted Gemma.
 
                 Just an assault course, I told myself.  No time for fear.  I ducked beneath the window.  I heard Gemma and Byron shouting for me.  I put my foot out, swallowed my nerves, stepped forward.  
 
   Then the air stopped in my throat.  
 
   Marshall’s arm swung across my neck.  I could hardly breathe.  I couldn’t move.  And I knew, whether the tree would hold or not, there was no way he was letting me go.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty 
 
    
 
   Every time I struggled Marshall gripped tighter.  
 
   ‘Get off!’I cried. 
 
                ‘Not till you tell me you loveme.’
 
   How could he ask me to say a thing like this when he was semi-strangling me?   
 
   I could see ahead, the tree trunk rocking in the water, the brown deluge rampaging across it.  
 
   ‘Just let me go,’I begged. ‘Before the bridge goes.’
 
   He didn’t care.  He forced his hand across my mouth to stop me shouting to Gemma and Byron, then dragged me away from the window.   I did my best to look back.  I could see Gemma jumping up and down, waving her arms.
 
                ‘Kate!’she called through the rain. ‘Kate!’
 
                ‘Get help!’I shouted, my voice muffled by Marshall’s hand.
 
                 I think she heard me, but she knew as well as I did, by the time‘help’ was found, it wouldbe too late.  Physically, I was no match for Marshall.  Now that he had me alone, I was at his mercy.  And even if I managed to get away from him, I couldn’t get away from the flood.  I struggled, thrashed, tried to bite him, kick him, throw him off me, but it was no good.   Then, suddenly, he stopped, pulled a face.  There was Byron, crashing through the water, back across the tree bridge, twice as fast as before, taken by the urgeto save me.  I couldn’t believe his courage.  He staggered up the trunk, ducked through the broken window, grabbed a shardof glass of his own and jabbed it against Marshall’s ribs.
 
   ‘Put her down,’he said. ‘Or I’ll finish what you started.’
 
   Marshall’s grip loosened.  He seemed shocked that Byron–weedy looking Byron–had come back for more. I wriggled from his arms and jumped behind Byron, and together we crept backwards.  Byron held Marshall at bay with the glass, while I inched up to the window, but just as I got my foot on the ledge, the tree took flight down the rapids.  It bashed against the outer wall of the library, then turned on its side and hurtled down the gulley.  Either we were lucky - or incredibly unlucky.  Marshall had both of us now.
 
    
 
                 With a flick of his hand, Marshall disarmed Byron and punched him out cold.  I was livid- after all the risks Byron had taken for me, he’d endured yet another beating. 
 
                ‘You thug!  You disgusting thug!’I yelled. 
 
   Marshall grabbed my arm and marched me forward.
 
                ‘What are you planning?’I demanded. ‘What’s next in your twisted head?’
 
                ‘Whatever I like,’ he hissed.
 
                 He didn’t know, though.  I could tell.  He didn’t have a plan.  He was just acting on nerves, on fear.  He stopped at the steps of The Pit, pushed me to my knees.
 
                ‘It’s time to be true with your feelings, Kate,’he said, holding my face over the black water. ‘Everyone said you were the best thing that ever happened to me, that I was lucky to get a girlfriend as nice as you - almost like they didn’t think I was good enough for you.  But I say it works both ways.  You need me as much as I need you. I mean, before we got together, you were just some dappy schoolgirl.  I made you look cool.’
 
                ‘Hardly,’I croaked. ‘You made me look like an idiot.  My friends can’t believe I gave you so many chances.  My parents want you banned from coming near me.  I just wish I’d listened.’
 
                 Saying this only made him angrier.  He pushed my face down, until it was hovering above the water.  Another inch and my nose and mouth would be immersed.  
 
                ‘In that case,’he whispered,‘we don’t need them, do we?  We don’t need your parents or your friends interfering.  We’re better off alone.  Maybe it’s a good thing the tree washed away?’
 
                 As he said this, he dug his nails into my neck.  I could feel the skin breaking, the blood gathering.  He pushed my face until the tip of my nose touched the water. Then I realised there was only one way I was going to win this.  I closed my eyes.
 
                ‘Okay,’I said, trembling. ‘I get it, now.   I see what you’re trying to say.  You think we’re meant to be together.  You think I’m the one for you.  You totally love me -’
 
                ‘Exactly.’
 
                ‘You want to look after me?’
 
                ‘I always look after you, Kate.  You’re my number one priority,from dawn until dusk.’
 
                 I could see his reflection in the water.  He was smiling.  The hairs on my back prickled.  But I had to play along.
 
   ‘So - so you want to give it another go?  You and me?’
 
                 He pulled back, released me from imminent drowning.  But he didn’t let go entirely.  
 
                ‘Are you playing mind games with me, Kate?’he said.
 
                ‘No.  No.  Really.  I’m just starting to figure it out in my mind, what you’re saying, I’m starting to seeit makes sense.  You’re right.  We should stick together.’
 
                ‘So?’
 
                ‘So,’ –I took a breath– ‘so I loveyou.’
 
                 It pained me to say it, but as Marshall’s hands relaxed and his expression softened, I knew the lie was worth it.
 
                ‘I never stopped thinking about you,’I added. ‘You were in my head the whole summer.  When I went back to school, I kept thinking about you.’
 
                ‘You did?’
 
                ‘Yes.’
 
                ‘So, what was that kiss about then?  Don’t deny it, Kate.  I saw you.’
 
                 Teary snot streamed from my nose.  I couldn’t stop shaking, not just from nerves, but because the coldness had caught up with me again.  My feet and hands were tingling and the skin on my fingertips had gone all wrinkly, likeI’d been in the bath for too long.
 
                ‘The kiss was nothing,’I whispered, trying to control the chatter of my teeth. ‘It meant nothing. I–I was missing you.  I thought it would make me feel better about things.  But I was wrong.  It’s you I love.’
 
                ‘That’s right.’
 
                 He exhaled, let go of me.  I collapsed to the step, huddled into myself.  He put his arm around my shoulders and cuddled up like we were sitting in the back row of a cinema.
 
                ‘What’s the matter?’he said. ‘You’re turning blue.’
 
                ‘I’m so cold,’I said.  
 
                ‘You don’t look good.  You’rea mess.’
 
                ‘Am I?’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty One
 
    
 
                 We lay on the steps, watching the debris drift in the black well of The Pit.  Eventually, I heard Byron groan and stir.  Marshall jumped up, went to grab him.  I tried to move, but my legs were so numb with cold I couldn’t feel them.  My head felt thick, like it was full of damp cotton wool.  Seconds later, Marshall reappeared, holding Byron by the scruff of his neck.  Byron looked terrible.  The frames of his glasses had been bent out of shape and the lid of his left eye had swollen shut.  His face was pale, almost grey.  Marshall shoved him beside me.  He yelped as he was forced to bend his bad knee.
 
   Guilt seeped into every pore.  
 
                ‘Does it hurt?’I whispered.
 
                 His gaze drifted, like he was in a trance.
 
   ‘More I concentrate, less painful it becomes.  When a person’s mind is strong enough, Kate, they can turn pain into something else.  Pain is cold.  Pain is hot.  Pain is fuzzy.  Pain tingles.  But it’s no longer pain.’  
 
                ‘Stop talking,’snapped Marshall. ‘Stop bothering Kate.  She doesn’t want to talk to you.’
 
                 He wedged himself between Byron and I, put his arm back round my shoulders.  I squirmed with disgust, but did my best to disguise it.
 
                ‘So, what are we going to do?’I said.
 
                ‘I’m thinking,’said Marshall.‘Don’t pressure me.’ 
 
                 Byron let out another howl. Clearly, his mind-control wasn’t working.  
 
                ‘He needs medical attention,’I said.               
 
   ‘He needs to stop being a wimp.’              
 
                ‘Please,’I said. ‘The school nurse’s office is just through that door.  Let me get him some decent bandages.  Maybe some pain killers.’
 
                ‘No one’s going anywhere,’said Marshall.
 
                 He looked sulky now, like a toddler not getting its own way.  He was calm at least, but I knew things could change.  He could turn and pounce.  If Byron or I did or said the wrong thing, all he had to do was grab us.   
 
                 I thought of Leon and what state hewas in, but it was too upsetting.  It made me want to cry.  And quite frankly, this wasn’t the time for crying.  So I tried to catch Byron’s eye, to check he was still with me, hopeful that he’d have a spark, an idea of how to overpower Marshall - but he was blank-eyed.  He looked defeated, like he’d run out of energy.
 
                 Marshall started whispering in my ear, silly comments and observations, things like: could I see that floating filing cupboard?  Or the holes in the ceiling?  Or the rats with the crisp packet?  It was as though we were having a picnic in a park, watching the world go by, not a care in the world.
 
                 The reality, of course, was something else.
 
                 The sewage water had now overrun the library and had begun to trickle down the steps towards us.  The water in The Pit had submerged the rows of lockers.   There wasn’t a piece of furniture left–it had all floated into the link corridor.   And to make matters worse, one of the large cement columns supporting the balcony was showing signs of strain.  A massive crack had appeared down the middle.  It seemed bigger every time I looked.  I didn’t know whether to draw this to Marshall’s attention or not.
 
                 In the end, the choice was made for me.  With a shudder, part of the balcony’s concrete floor collapsed.  A ton of rubble and dust came down on the water.  We jumpedto the side.  If we’d been a few meters to the right, we’d have been beneath it.
 
   ‘I knew it,’said Byron. ‘The building is giving up.  It can’t take the load.  Still, it’s coped longer than expected.  In poor countries, floods of this scale wash entire villages away.  At least we have concrete on our side.’
 
                 It was hardly the right thing to say, but in a way, I was pleased - he sounded more like his old self again.  Marshall scowled, coughed out the dust
 
   ‘What are you saying?  That the ceiling’s about to fall in?’
 
   ‘Probably.’
 
                 I thought–I hoped –this would make Marshall panic.  I thought he’d understand that we simply couldn’t stay, that we needed to find a way out.  But instead he dug in.
 
   ‘Fine,’he said. ‘Then that’s how it’ll be.  I’d rather die with Kate, than go outside and have her taken from me.’
 
   He squeezed my shoulders, gave me a peck on the cheek. 
 
   I started to cry, but silently.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty Two
 
    
 
                 Hope comes in many forms.  Through my sorrow, through the glassy film of my tears, I saw a flicker of movement across the water.  Difficult to tell in the dark, but it looked like it was coming from the link corridor.  Then I heard sloshing, someone wading.  I didn’t say anything.  Marshall didn’t notice.  Subtly, I adjusted my position, sat up, watched the corridor, while pretending not to.  Moments later, a swaying figure loomed at the doorway and I knew straight away - Curtis!
 
                 As soon as he saw me, he waved his arm.  He was about to call out.  I had to act quickly.
 
   ‘No!’I cried.
 
   I thrashed, shook my head, raised my hand to halt him.  He got the signal.  God knows how, being Curtis, but he took the hint.  He stepped back into the shadows.
 
   ‘What is it?’said Marshall, bearing down on me. ‘What’s wrong with you?’
 
   ‘I’m just– just SO COLD.  I can’t bear it anymore.’
 
   ‘You can take my coat then.  I don’t want you suffering.’
 
   As he said this, I had an idea.  I glanced at Byron, but his eyes were half closed. 
 
                ‘A coat isn’t enough,’I said.  ‘It’s not going to make a difference.’
 
                 I lowered my eyelids, looked as weak as I could, which wasn’t difficult.
 
                ‘I’m sorry, Marshall, I’m not feeling good.  I - I think I’ve got hyperthermia.’
 
                ‘Hyper what?’
 
                ‘Hyperthermia.  We learned about it in Biology.  It’s when your body gets too cold and you shiver uncontrollably and everything shuts down, then eventually...it kills you.  Please.  I’m so, so cold.  I can’t stand it.  I don’t want my last moments with you to be horrible.’
 
                 Marshall looked at me, cocked his head.
 
                ‘I love you so much,’I sniffed, throwing myself into my performance. ‘We’ve only just got back together.  If we’re really going to die together, I want to die happy.  Not like this.’
 
                 From the corner of my eye, I could see Byron snapping to attention.  
 
                ‘I don’t want to suffer,’I said. ‘I want to be able to enjoy my last moments with you.’
 
                ‘Don’t stay that!’said Marshall, his face warped with panic.‘Stop it!’
 
                ‘Maybe you could make me a fire?’ I whispered. ‘Could you do that for me?  A fire to keep me warm?  You could get some dry books from the library.  They’ll burn.  You might even find matches in the canteen -’
 
                ‘Where’s the canteen?’
 
                ‘Upstairs, through thedouble doors, all the way to the end -’
 
                 He looked at me.
 
                ‘I’m not leaving you. Byron can go.’
 
                 Byron flopped forward, gave a pained sigh.  Right on cue.  Clever Byron.
 
                ‘He’s too weak to go anywhere,’I pleaded. ‘Look at him.  He can hardly sit up.  Please-’
 
                 Marshall deliberated for a second.  He stroked my hair and I could tell he was thinking, considering his dilemma.  Eventually, he stood up.
 
                ‘Stay there,’he said. ‘Don’t move.  I’ll be straight back.  If you move - '
 
                 Then he stumbled back up the steps to the library.  When he was out of sight, when I was certain he was gone, I clicked my fingers, gave a cough, did everything I could to beckon Curtis.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                               
 
                               
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty Three
 
    
 
                ‘Try not to make any noise,’I whispered.
 
                 Curtis splashed his way throughthe water.  I don’t think he realised the danger we were in.  When he finally got to us, I grabbed him, hugged him.  
 
                ‘Wahey!’he giggled–still drunk. ‘Didn’t know you felt that way, Kate!’
 
                ‘She doesn’t,’said Byron. ‘She’s relieved to see you, that’s all.’ 
 
                 Curtis stared at him, scanned his array of bruises and cuts.                              
 
   ‘Why are you still here?  Looks like you’ve been in a prize-fight…and guess who the winner wasn’t?’
 
   ‘Keep your voice down,’I urged. ‘We don’t want him to know you’re here.’
 
                ‘Don’t want whoto know I’m here?’said Curtis.  ‘The guy that was with you a minute ago?  I thought it was Leon.’
 
                ‘It’s not Leon.  It’s my ex boyfriend, Marshall Finch.’
 
   ‘As in theMarshall Finch?’said Curtis. ‘The Bus Stop Brute?  This is all screwed up, man!  I mean, I wake up, on top of a cupboard, with the hangover from hell, then I realise everyone’s disappeared and I’m still stuck in this poxy drowning school and the whole place stinks of toilets!  What’s going on?  Why are we hiding?’
 
                 The way he was grinning, swaying slightly, he was definitely still inebriated.  At least he’d be calmer for it.  Meanwhile, my own stress levels were off the scale.    
 
                ‘I’ll explain later,’I urged. ‘No time now.  Just understand that Marshall is bad.   He punched Byron in the head and left Gemma to drown in a locker.  He’s trapped us in here and he doesn’t care if we die.  I’ve managed to trick him intolooking for matches and stuff, but he won’t be long.  We need to leave.  The trouble is,’ –I paused, caught up with myself– ‘I don’t have a clue where we’re going to go.’ 
 
                 Deep breath.  Think.  Think clearly.  
 
   We had the whole school at our disposal, the parts of it that weren’t locked, collapsing, or underwater.  There had to be a way outthat didn’t involve ludicrous jumps and deadly river rapids. 
 
                ‘What about the sports hall?’I said. ‘Do you think the sports hall willbe open?’
 
                ‘It’s a lake,’said Byron.
 
                ‘Or the maths block, on the upper floor?  If we can find a ladder and get to a window-’
 
   Byron shook his head.
 
   ‘Nothing on the upper floor - I wouldn’t chance it.’
 
   ‘KATY!’
 
   Marshall’s voice rang through the dark.  He was coming back.  We could hear him calling, but we couldn’t see him.
 
                ‘Hang in there, babe!’he hollered. ‘I’m going to make a fire for you.  I’m going to get you warm.’              
 
                ‘He sounds all right,’said Curtis, oblivious.  
 
                ‘Believe me,’I whispered. ‘He’s anything but.’
 
                ‘KATE?  KATY!’
 
                 He was getting closer.  He had his torch with him.  As soon as he realised we weren’t on the steps where he’d left us, we were in trouble.
 
                ‘Quick,’ I whispered.  ‘Where can we go?  Where we can hide?’
 
   Curtis smiled, like he had all the time in the world.
 
   ‘It’s funny you’re talking about getting out,’he said,‘because I was about to do the same, then I thought I’d better check and see if anybody else was about.  Then I found the unlocked door and wanderedalong the corridor.  I nearly gave up, then I saw you two and mugger-boy -’
 
                ‘We don’t have time for stories,’I panicked. ‘Think!  Where can we go?’
 
   ‘Thing is,’said Curtis,‘you wouldn’t believe what woke me up from my doze...a frickin’mobile classroom smashing into the side of the art room!  Like something out of World War III!  Crash!  Whole thing on its side, dragged by the floodwater!  No word of a lie!  When it hit,everything shook.  It’s done damage.  I mean, Vis A is minus an entire wall.  What I thought, though, when I saw it, is that it makes a perfect stepping stone for getting onto the ridge.  You can just walk right out, across the roof -’
 
                ‘Curtis,’I whispered, grabbing both his cheeks.‘I love you!’
 
                ‘Huh?  You girls, man, you mess with my head!’
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty Four
 
    
 
                 By the time we reached the link corridor, we could see the flicker of Marshall’s torch.
 
                ‘Where are you, Kate?’he shouted.‘WHERE ARE YOU?’
 
   I guess he realised he’d been tricked.  We waded through the dark, between the floating furniture.  Byron did his best, despite his pain.  Curtis was drunkenly slow and I had to drag him, chivvy him, orderhim to keep up.  But we didn’t worry about being quiet or moving in secret.  We just needed to move fast.   If Marshall had been angry before, he’d be furious now.  We had to get to the art room before he got to us.
 
                ‘Come on!’ I urged.‘Keep up!’
 
                 I pulled Curtis by the sleeve, but he stopped completely.
 
                ‘Wait,’he said.‘I’ve got an idea.’ 
 
                ‘We can’t hang about now!’
 
                 He ignored me.  Instead, he pulled an upended table towards him and twisted it so that it jammed the width of the corridor.
 
                ‘Road blocks,’he said, with a grin. ‘It’ll slow him up.  You were right, Kate.  He doesn’t sound very nice.  In fact, he sounds like a bit of a tosser!’
 
                ‘A bit?’ mumbled Byron. ‘He makes meseem like prom-king material.’
 
                 We swamalong the corridor, throwing whatever we could in our wake - more tables, a chair, a stack of box files, anything that would get in Marshall’s way.  He wasn’t far behind now, shouting like crazy, calling me a bitch, telling me he was going to kill me. 
 
                 We shoved the door to the Vis A stairwell.  My SOS flag was still flapping in the entrance.  How pathetic.  Why did I think a flag would help us?  We splashed up the waterfall stairs.  In the half-light, the art room looked like the sunken remains of a ghost ship.  The easels, the desks, the pottery wheel, my black folder containing my designs for the mural–they were still there, but they were changed.  They weren’t the everyday clutter of an art room anymore.  They were evidence of a disaster.
 
                 As for the wall where the mural was going to be - the reason why our nightmare had begun in the first place - it had gone.  Obliterated.  In its place was a gaping hole.  Through this hole, the corner of a battered mobile classroom protruded.  There was rubble all over the floor, twisted metal and dust.  It was unreal.  As I stared, despair overwhelmed me.  I tried to push through it, to focus on our escape.  I searched and tried, but all I could feel was despair.  And then I realised it wasn’t just the state of the room that had changed.  It was me, too.  
 
   Everything had stopped.  The feeling was suffocating.   It was as if the whole world was moving, but I was frozen, trapped in the moment.  I couldn’t move.  Curtis beckoned me towards the mobile classroom.
 
   ‘This way,’he said. ‘Across the roof.  It’s easy.’
 
                ‘I can’t,’ I cried. ‘I’ve had enough.  I can’t take it anymore.  I can’t-’
 
                 Curtis offered his hand.  Byron looked on, bewildered by my change of heart.  But all I could think about was Leon.  For all the time we’d been captive, fighting with Marshall, trying to flee, Leon had been lying in that water, cold and broken.  It couldn’t be.  I just knew.  It was too late.
 
                 I broke down, knelt to the floor.
 
                 I don’t remember how I got moving again, but I know that Byron and Curtis did everything.  They worked together.  They hoisted me up, put one foot in front of the other, slung my arm across their shoulders andheld my waist so I wouldn’t fall.  Curtis snapped himself out of his inebriated haze.  Byron stepped up.  That’s what good people do, isn’t it?  Even if they make mistakes, or always act the joker, or tell lies, or say the wrong things, when it counts they step up to the mark.
 
                ‘Keep going, Kate,’said Curtis. ‘Nearly there.’
 
                ‘Come on, Kate,’said Byron.
 
                 And thanks to them, I got my fight back.  
 
    
 
                 We scrambled onto the roof of the mobile classroom.  It felt good to be out in the open air–especially now it wasn’t raining.  The sky was starting to lighten.  I had no idea what time it was.  4am?  5am? 
 
   ‘YOU CAN’T HIDE, KATE!  I’M COMING UP THERE!’
 
   Marshall’s voice sailed up the stairwell.
 
   Curtis grabbed my arm and I grabbed Byron’s.  We ran across the flattest part of the roof, to where we could see the bank of the ridge, only to discover we’d underestimated the challenge.
 
                ‘Uh,oh!’said Curtis, stalling. ‘The classroom must have shifted with the water.’
 
                ‘We’ll never jump that!’I cried.
 
                 We looked back towards the art room.  We could see the bounce of torchlight, Marshall’s shadow behind it.
 
                ‘ –But we’ll have to try!’
 
                 Curtis faked a smile and looked to the ridge.  It was a good three meters away, across a trench of fast moving water. 
 
                ‘Choose your ex-boyfriends more carefully next time,’ he grumbled.  ‘Thank god I’m good at long-jump.’
 
                ‘Me too,’I replied.
 
                ‘And me,’said Byron,‘- not that I’ve ever tried it.’
 
                ‘You better stick with me, then,’said Curtis.
 
                 Before Byron could argue Curtis grabbed his hand and dragged him with him.
 
   ‘Here goes,’he called. ‘See you on the other side.’
 
   After a short run-up, they lurched and leapt.  Curtis landed neatly.  Byron caught the bank and stumbled, but Curtis managed to haul him into a secure, safe position.  Thumbs up.  Their success made me soar.  I glanced back and saw Marshall looming towards the collapsed wall.  I gave a brief thought to my family, my friends, and to Leon.  I threw myself forward, shut my eyes, swam the air.  The moment seemed to last forever.
 
                 The next thing I knew, I hit the bank with a thump.  I wasn’t as agile as Curtis.   My knees took the brunt of it.  I rolled and tumbled, felt every bump.  I ended up on my back, eyes to the sky, legs in the air.  But I made it.  I crawled up the bank and collapsed in a heap.  When I looked up again, I saw that the mobile classroom had been taken by the current.  It was sailing downstream.  And standing on the roof, hands on hips, face aghast, was Marshall.  For once, just once, in this big crazy mess, nature seemed to be on our side.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty Five
 
                 
 
   We clambered up to the highest point of the ridge, where we could see across the valley.  The River Slode was a bloated brown serpent.  Everything in its wake had been destroyed or damaged.  The town was unrecognisable.  Curtis broke the silence.
 
   ‘We should try and get down to the playing fields,’he said. ‘I bet that's where Gemma's gone.  There are helicopters about.  If one flies over, it'll be the best place to attract attention -’
 
   ‘Okay, but we need to check on Leon first,’I said.  
 
   'Yeah, Leon,' said Curtis.  'Where is he?  Where’s my boy?'
 
   I hugged myself, looked to the sky, then explained how he'd smashed his ankles at the bottom of the ridge.  Curtis looked appalled.  
 
   ‘Is he okay?’
 
   I shook my head, fought the tears.
 
                ‘I don't think so,’I whispered. ‘The last time I saw him, he wasn’t...’
 
                 I stared at the ground.  Suddenly I could feel Byron’s gaze on me, boring into me.  Did he feel guilty?  Did he feel bad in some way?
 
   ‘Has anyone noticed the ground feelsfunny?’he said.
 
   I blinked.
 
   ‘Sorry?’
 
   ‘The earth, the soil, it feels funny, kind of sludgy.  I doubt this ridge was a well-thoughtpiece of landscape design,’he continued.‘More like a dump of rubble the council were too cheap to remove.’
 
   We’d all heardthe rumours, that the ridge was full of toxic waste, that it was an ancient burial mound, that there was a nuclear bunker in the centre–mostly silliness.  And, in any case, why was Byron concerned about it now?  Whatever it was made from, it was our salvation, the only chunk of dry land for miles around.
 
   ‘Landslides,’he said. ‘Poor ground stability combined with an excess of rain and bad drainage - that’s a landslide waiting to happen.’
 
   ‘Why do you always have to be so negative?’said Curtis. ‘We’ve got enough to worry about, without having to think about geography.  Besides, there's no way we’re having a landslide.  They only happen in muddy countries.’
 
   Byron sighed.
 
   ‘If that’s what you think,’he said.
 
                 Curtis shrugged and stared down the gulley, towards Vis A, or what was left of Vis A. 
 
   ‘Wait a minute!’he said. 
 
                 He jumped to his feet, stumbled forward and squinted.
 
                ‘I can see him -’
 
                 My pulse accelerated.
 
                ‘Yes, there he is!  Down there, at the edge of the water!  Leon!  LEON!’
 
                 He started waving his arms, shouting.  I leapt to his side and stared into the chasm.  I could just about seethe outline of Leon's slumped body, an outstretched arm, a mound of a back.  He hadn’t moved from the tree root.  The water was up to his waist.  He didn’t look very alive, but seeing him made it real.  I just wanted to scoop him up and hold him.  I turned to the others.
 
   ‘We need to help him.  We can’t leave him down there.  Between us we could carry him - '
 
                 Neither of them said anything.  I could see the panic on their faces, the anguish, but I knew their minds.  In the distance, we heard the whir of a helicopter.
 
                ‘Well, are we going to help him or what?’
 
                 They couldn't look me in the eye.  The helicopter seemed to be drawing closer. 
 
   ‘We should go,’said Curtis. ‘We need to get down to the playing field, before it flies away.  This might be our only chance - '
 
   I shook my head, felt a million emotions splinter my thoughts.
 
   ‘But we can’t go without Leon.’ 
 
                 Curtis closed his eyes.
 
              ‘I don’t think we have a choice,’he said.  
 
               The helicopter was now above the trees.
 
               'We need to go.  We'll tell the rescuers he's down there.  We'll send them back for him.  They’ll know what to do.  They’ll have proper equipment and stuff.’
 
               Now we could see a search-light, circling the sky.  I knew I should be relieved, ecstatic that after all we’d been through, we had a genuine chance of rescue.  But instead, I felt torn.  I knew what Curtis was saying.  I knew it made sense, but my instinct told me not to leave Leon.
 
                ‘Come on,’begged Curtis. ‘Let’s go!'
 
   He started to run.  Byron hobbled after him.  And I - muddled, confused, heart-broken–followed them.  Half way towards the path to the playing field, however, my conscience exploded.  I stopped still, held my breath.  Byron stopped too, gestured for me to keep moving.
 
   ‘It’s going,’he said. ‘The ground is loosening.  Can't you feel it?  Any minute now.  We’ve got to get off this ridge, Kate, before it collapses.’
 
   I heard him, but I’d fixed.  I’d made up my mind.
 
   ‘I don’t care,’I said. ‘I’m going back for Leon.’
 
   I expected him to shrug and run, to leave me to it, but instead he clambered backwards, took my hand, adjusted his broken glasses.
 
   ‘Well, come on, then,’he said.  
 
   Hand-in-hand, we scrambled back towards the gulley.  Curtis was so focused on getting to the playing field before the helicopterhe didn’t notice our departure.  We ran down the slope as fast as we could, but after a few meters, we started to slip. I steadied myself on a tree stump, squeezed Byron’s hand, caught my breath.
 
   ‘Whoa!  Did you feel that?  It was like the ground came right out from under us!’
 
   Before I could say anything else,Byron’s hand ripped away from mine.  I turned, managed to catch his eye, but it was too late.  It was happening.  The earth was falling.  I heard Byron shout as it pulled us apart, but there was nothing I could do.  We were sliding too fast, too hard.   My body bounced.  The brambles lashed my arms and legs.  The sloppy earth cascaded beneath me, around me, on top of me. I felt the mud and grit and dirt in my mouth, felt my body turn three sixty degrees.  I felt it and got ready to die.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty Six
 
    
 
                 Seconds later, it was over.  All I knew was that I’d stopped falling.  I wasn’t drowning.  I wasn’t in the water.  I’d landed on top of the sludge and debris that had fallen from the ridge - a vast mound, half a hill.   It filled the gulley, damning the flood, slowing the flow of water, like a seaside castle moat when the sand-walls cave in.
 
   I sat up and rubbed my head.  I was caked in muck.  I’d lost my shoes.  I was battered and bruised and scratched, but at least I was alive.  I spat the grit from my mouth and tried to stand.  An immense throb filled my right shoulder, then I noticed my arm was dangling.  It had dislocated.  The pain made me want to vomit, but instead I swallowed, resistedpanic.  I looked around, looked for what to do.  I’d survived.  I’d been lucky.  So lucky.
 
   Then I saw Byron.  
 
   He was lying a few meters away, face down in the dirt.   I nudged his shoulder, but he didn’t move.  All I could think was that it was my fault.  He’d been bullied, blamed, beaten, knocked out, and now tossed into a landslide.  And he’d done it all for me.  I collapsed at his side and started to sob, then to my relief, he coughed and rolled over.  His face was bloody.  He’d lost his front teeth in the fall.  He looked a state, but through it, he smiled.  He saw me and smiled.
 
   ‘Kate,’ he whispered, his speech impaired by the mess of his mouth.  'I'm not imagining you,am I?  You’re real?  We're alive?’
 
                ‘Just about,’I said. ‘Unless Heaven is a flooded school -’
 
                ‘There’s no such thing as Heaven,’ he said. ‘Besides, if there is,’ –he paused– ‘I doubt they'd let mein.’
 
   I hugged him with my working arm, felt my heart opening up to him.
 
   ‘Can you move?’ I said.
 
                 He sat up.  
 
   ‘Give me a minute,’he said. ‘My head’s spinning. I lost my glasses,’ –then he touched his mouth, examined the blood– ‘and my teeth.’
 
   I wiped the dirt from my eyes.  It was hard to hold on to clear thought.  The dust was settling around us, among the upturned tree roots and rubble.
 
   ‘Why did you do it?’I said. ‘Why did you come with me?  You knew there was going to be a landslide, but you still followed me?’
 
   Byron shrugged. ‘You needed my help.’
 
   ‘But you risked your life-’
 
   He looked nervous suddenly.  He prodded at the gap were his teeth had once been.
 
   ‘I liked those,’he said. ‘First my leg, now my good teeth.’
 
   ‘Just tell me this,’I persisted. ‘What did you mean by Project Kate and Co?  What was that stuff on your phone all about?’
 
   ‘You don’t need to worryabout that,’he said dismissively.
 
   ‘Oh,yes, I do.’
 
   ‘I wanted to get it right, that’s all,’he whispered. ‘I wanted to understand you.  And I figured that in order to understand you, I needed to understand your friends too.  I’m not good with people, you see. I’ve got this thing - I rub people up the wrong way.  It’s just my nature.  It never really mattered before, and then...then I discovered you.'
 
   He stared at the sky.
 
   ‘Marshall Finch isn’t the only one, you know -’
 
                 The mere mention of Marshall’s name made me shudder. 
 
   ‘Don’t worry,’he said.‘I’m not like him.  I’m not thatcrazy.  I’ll never claim to have a hold over you, Kate, not like he did.  I'll never own you.’
 
   He took my hand.
 
   ‘I just think you’re wonderful.’
 
   His eyes were intense.  Through the blood and dirt, they burned right through me.
 
   ‘You’re kind,’he said. ‘You’re smart.  You’re popular.   You’re everything.’
 
                 He seemed dazed, overwhelmed by what he was saying.  He held my hand to his chest.  I could feel his heart racing.  He actually looked like he was about to say he loved me.  I waited, listened for the words.  It felt like we were in bubble.  No past, no future.  Just the two of us, randomly thrown together, surviving together, there for each other.
 
                 Suddenly, I jolted to my senses.
 
   ‘Leon!’I gasped. ‘We came for Leon.  Where’s Leon?’
 
   The bubble burst.
 
   I’d forgotten Leon!  I felt appalled, panicked by the dreadful possibility that the landslide had landed on top of him.  I brushed Byron off me, stood and staggered to the water’s edge.  There he was, a few meters downstream, still slumped over the tree stump. The landslide had missed him, but the water was up to his shoulders.  His eyes were closed and his lips were blue. He looked like he was sleeping.
 
   I tried to heave his body away from the water, using my good arm, but he was too heavy and the ground was too slippery.  Even if I got him out of the water, what then?   There was no way I’d be able to carry him back up the bank.  I looked to Byron.  
 
   ‘Please,’I called. ‘Help me.  I can’t lift him on my own.’
 
   ‘Is it worth it?’he said frostily. ‘He looks a bit dead to me.'
 
   ‘Of course it's worth it!' I exclaimed.  
 
   He stumbled over to us, but his demeanour had changed.  Now that I was cradling Leon in my arms, he could hardly bear to look at me.  Nonetheless, I was determined.  Since the landslide had slowed the current, I was able to wade in and stand up straight without too much difficulty.  I hoisted Leon’s legs over my goodshoulder.  On my insistence, Byron lifted Leon’s upper body and together we hauled him up the bank.  It took a gigantic effort, the very last of our strength–strength we didn’t have.  But something powered us - or me, at least - something made me believe it was worth it. 
 
                 We lay Leon’s body down.  I couldn’t stomach the sight of his twisted feet.  I focused on his face, his ghostly skin, his lovely eyelashes, his dimpled jaw - my perfect Leon.  I took his hands in mine.  They were like ice.  Then it happened.  
 
   The something. 
 
   His eyelids flickered.  He murmured, opened his mouth, turned his head.  His soft grey eyes looked out at me.
 
                ‘Kate,’he whispered, blinking, focusing. ‘Kate. That was some crazy jump.  Did I make it?  Did the rope snap?  Are we home?  I’m cold.  Kate, I’m socold.’
 
                 I cried so hard I couldn’t answer him.
 
                ‘Don’t be sad, Kate,’he said, breathlessly.  
 
                ‘I’m not sad,’I said. ‘I’m happy.’
 
   I kissed him and placed my head on his chest.  I was too weak to do anything else.  Pure life flowed between us, a hope, a future.  Byron, meanwhile, wandered away.  He lay down alone, on the other side of the bank, as far away from Leon and I as he could get.  At first, it looked like he was sleeping.  He was statue-like, motionless.  Then I noticed his eyes were wide open, fixed to the sky, just staring and staring.
 
    
 
                 I’ve no idea how long we were there for.  Minutes?  Hours?  
 
   I had a vague awareness that I was drifting in and out of consciousness.  A transient sense that the day had broken through, that the sky was bleeding light.  At some point within my daze, however, I started to sense a pulse, a steadythrob in the air.  It stirred me, brought me to the moment.  I rubbed my eyes, saw movement, something spinning up above us– the blades of a helicopter, there one moment, then it started to fade.  Or was it me?  Was I the one that was fading? 
 
   The only thing that felt certain was that my hand was still holding Leon’s.   I fought the weariness, did everything I could to stay alert.  A blurry black shape jumped out of the sky - a man.  He was clipped to a line.  He came towards me, landed at my feet, said his name was Simon, said he was from the air sea rescue service, said he’d seen my SOS flagand that he’d picked up my friends on the playing field.  He assured us that everything was going to be okay, that we were safe.  He held my waist and strapped me to his harness.  And then, at last, the sun came out.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Ten weeks later
 
    
 
                ‘Don’t worry,’I said.  ‘It’ll be fine.  If anyone has stuff to say, let them say it.  It doesn’t matter to me. The important thing is that you and I are together now.  It’s ourbusiness.’
 
                 Byron nodded, but I could tell he wasn’t convinced.  We were in my parents’living room, getting ready for Greg’s memorial service.   It was our first official outing as a couple.  Up until then, the only people who knew we’d gotten together were Gemma, my parents, and my sister–and none of them were particularly happy.  They thought it was too soon after the disaster.  They couldn’t get their heads round it.  But I don’t know.  To me, it made sense.  After everythingByron and I had been through together, it felt right to be spending time with him.  It didn’t matter that he was awkward and odd, that he didn’t fit in with the rest of my life.  In the aftermath of the flood, he was the one person who made me feel secure.  So many things made me jumpy, but he didn’t.
 
   And it’s not like we rushed things.  For the first few weeks, the only thing on anyone’s mind was recovery.  Everyone had to be treated for hyperthermia and shock.  I had to have my shoulder popped back, followed by lots of physiotherapy.  Byron had an operation on his knee and emergency dental work.  And Leon, Leon spent weeks in hospital.  His injuries were the worst.  His hyperthermia was so severe, he nearly died.  He was strong though.  He amazed the hospital staff.  He had to have six metal pins screwed into his ankles to patch up the bones.  He was still in a wheelchair on the day of the memorial service.
 
   To begin with, I visited him as much as I could.  I went to the ward, sat with him, talked with him, held his hands, stroked his hair.  To and fro, I daydreamed about what it would be like when he got out, got back on his feet.  I dreamed about our kiss, our first date, our future together–everything we’d talked about.  
 
   But in the end, I couldn’t compete with the hoards of girls who constantly crowded at his bedside.  Every day, a different group, bringing giggles and teddies and naff, cute cards.  It was like he’d developed some kind of injured-super-hero status.  The attention went straight to hishead–and I went to the back of the queue.  All the talk about 'meant to be' and 'growing old together', it represented nothing.  When he finally got discharged from hospital, it was like we were strangers. 
 
   Not long after Leon went astray, Byron and I started talking online, chit-chat about how we were getting along, how we were coping.  He suggested we meet up.  I was surprised he asked.  Pleased, but surprised.  And surprised that I was pleased.  We met in a coffee shop on the other side of town, one of the few that had withstood the flood.  It was awkward at first.  Neither of us knew what to talk about other than the disaster.  We couldn’t discuss day-to-day school stuff, because we had so little in common.  Despite the strain, however, I never lost the sense that he got me, that he understood what I was going through.
 
   Like I said, what makes two people fall in love?
 
   Everything and nothing.
 
   We continued to meet, weekly at first, then twice weekly, then as often as we could, but we didn’t properly get together until a few days before the memorial.  Even then, it wasn’t what you’d call a‘physical’relationship.  We hardly kissed.  He didn’t seem to be into that sort of thing.  Any time I tried to show affection, to hold his hand or kiss his cheek, he looked awe-struck, like he couldn’t quite believe it.  
 
    
 
   ‘Ready?’I said, linking my arm through his.
 
                 My parents were driving us to the church.  The roads were still a mess.  Repairs were going on all over town, but it was obvious it was going to take forever, with so many damaged and condemned buildings.   There were daily council meetings about new flood defences and better early warning systems.  People were scared the waterwould return, that another disaster would ruin all the progress we’d made.  But at least we’d had a dry spell, three months of constant sunshine.  In fact, the day of Greg’s memorial saw the first gloomy sky since it happened - almost like someone was trying to tell us something.  Rain was in the air.  It was coming.  You could smell it, almost feel it.
 
   When we pulled up outside the churchyard I noticed Miss Nevis's family lingering at the back.  They were dressed head-to-toe in black.  My mum scowled.  
 
   ‘What are they doing here?’she said bitterly.
 
   Lots of people–including my parents–blamed Miss Nevis for leaving as alone in the school.  They said it was a neglect of her‘duty of care’.  I think they were looking for someone to be angry with.  Poor Miss Nevis.  Her body had been found by two boys in a dinghy.  She'd drowned not far from the bridge, presumably after she'd abandoned her car.
 
   I didn’t blame her for all our trouble though.  She hadn’t known the risk.  She’d simply been trying to get the mural started, trying to buy more art supplies to replace the stuff that had gone missing.   She hadn't known what was coming.
 
                 We filed into the church and I could feel a dozen sets of eyes on Byron and I.  He started to twitch.  His eyes scuttled from side to side, like he was looking for an exit, but I gripped his hand, squeezed it tight.  We sat in one of the unoccupied pews, shuffled until we got comfortable.  A minute later, Leon rolled down the centre aisle, with Curtis on one side and a group of girls on the other.  I attempted a smile,but he didn’t see me.                       
 
   Gemma sat a few rows ahead of us, crying, clutching a hanker-chief.  I leant forward, touched her shoulder, to let her know I was with her.  She turned to me.  Her eyes were red-raw, full of sadness, but when she saw I was sitting with Bryon, that sadness turned into something else.  
 
                ‘I need to talk to you,’she mouthed, her brow a deep‘v’.‘Urgently.’              
 
                ‘Now?’
 
                 The music started.
 
                ‘After.’              
 
                 Then she turned away.
 
                 I picked up the‘order of service’and stared at the front cover.  There was Greg, smiling out of a black and white photocopy, holding his best guitar.  I choked up.  They found his body in a ditch three days after the floodwater subsided.  He’d drowned–that’s all we know.  For the first two months, I kept waking up in a panic, thinking that if I’d done things differently, he’d still be alive.  I talked about it endlessly in the therapy group, but guilt sticks. Ironically, throughout the flood, Gemma’s sister, Molly, had been fine.  She’d been ather best friend’s house.  For all the time we’d been worrying about her, she’d been eating ice cream and reading magazines.
 
                 Just as the music started to fade, I heard whispering behind me, a tap on my shoulder.
 
                ‘Have you heard about Marshall Finch?’said the girl to my left, one of Leon’s new‘friends’. ‘He’s been given sixyears.  But that’s not all of it.  They're locking him up in a mad house'cos he's a lunatic.’
 
                 She said it like it should be news to me.  Byron glared at her.
 
                ‘Keep you gossipy mouth to yourself,’he said. ‘This is a memorial service.  Have some respect.’
 
                 Sometimes his bluntness had its uses.  The girl shut up.  I smiled inside.
 
   In any case, I knew all about the situation with Marshall.  After all, I was the one who pressed the charges.  He got six years–which was no less than he deserved–and a restraining order, which meant he couldn't go near me again.  And, yes, he’d been moved to a psychiatric prison hospital.  Apparently, he’d been asking to see me.  But I was more than done on that issue.  
 
    
 
   It was after the service, out in the churchyard, under the steel grey clouds, that the real madness untwisted.  As promised, Gemma pulled me aside.  She took me to a bench, away from the rest of the crowd.  She was wearing dark glasses to cover her tear-sore eyes.
 
   ‘There’ssomething you need to see,’she said anxiously.  
 
   ‘What?’
 
   ‘Read this,’she said, thrusting a newspaper in front of my face, the latest copy of The Hurst Chronicle.
 
   'What is it?'
 
   'Just readit!’
 
                 I stared at the page in front of me.  Yet another flood-related article - the press had endless angles - but as I started to read, I realised why she’d bought it to my attention.  I whispered the headline:‘Hurst Valley Flood Disaster: Concerns Over Cause’.
 
   It wasn’t a long piece.  There wasn’t a photo.  The first paragraph explained how the council had been investigating‘contributing factors’, in an effort to work out why the flooding had been so severe.  The second paragraph mentionedthings like unprecedented rainfall, poor irrigation, low-lying territory and deforestation - things we’d already heard over and over.  
 
   It was the thirdparagraph that got my attention.  Apparently, environmental officers had been surveying the town’s old flood defence - a massive sluice gate up at the lake behind Hurst College - and had found evidence of sabotage.  The outflow grill had been deliberately plugged with lumps of concrete, chunks of wood, and of all things, paint cans, modelling clay, bubble wrap and paint rollers–pretty much the contents of the order that had gone missing from Miss Nevis’s corridor.
 
                 I glanced at Gemma.
 
   ‘You know who I think was responsible, don’t you?' she said.
 
   She didn’t need to explain. I knew.
 
   I looked across the churchyard, to where Byron was standing, hovering behind a cluster of headstones.  Flashes of that afternooncame back to me - his arrival, how he’d stood in the doorway of the art room, red-faced and sweaty, shoes caked in mud; how he hadn’t been told to work on the mural, but had simply‘turned up’; how he’d known everything, pretty much everything there was to know about floods and how to survive them; how he'd come prepared, providing crisps and beer when we needed them most; how he'd been sure, so sure that we were better off staying in the building.  He’d done it.  He’d planned it.  He’d sabotaged the sluice gate in order to flood the school and trap us - trap me - inside.  A captive audience.
 
   He’d said it himself: Marshall Finch isn’t the only one.
 
   Suddenly I knew, I understood.
 
   I looked up, felt the first drop of rain on my cheek.  I flung the newspaper away.  Gemma tried to hold me, but my head was a splintering mess of hate and rage.  Everyone in the churchyard started opening umbrellas, huddling for shelter, cuddling for comfort.
 
   What would an umbrella do for me?  
 
   What difference would a cuddle make?  
 
   I was broken. 
 
   All I could do now was scream, throw my hands to the rain, and scream.
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