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“Young lady, you are about to have a very bad day.”
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Guess Try Hope




PROLOGUE


The young girl slowly opened her eyes, her neck hurt; she had been laying on the dance floor for some time. She looked around suddenly as if there was someone laying right bedside her.


There was; bodies of hundreds of young clubbers who were beginning to shift as she did. The nightclub from last night, she could remember going there with her friends.


A boy next to her began to stir and his outstretched hand glanced across her own, she pulled her hand back in a panic and groaned. She could remember the huge baselines vibrating her whole body, she could remember everybody dancing, gyrating against poles and in cages, and others dancing in pairs and she could remember the sweat from all those bodies as the music poured from the giant speakers.


She looked down at her clothes; she was dressed for clubbing and was meant to be here, but she was wet, her clothes soaked through and she, like everybody else, had traces of foam on her body. People around were getting up and shaking their heads, she apparently wasn’t the only one confused.


“Kimberley?”


The girl turned around as she recognised the voice, and it was her name being called.


“Cassandra?” she replied.


“Where are you?”


Kimberley stumbled to her feet; it was hard to do with her head feeling as if it were spinning to another country and she was about to topple over in her high heels, wiping the excess foam from her top she went to find her friend.


“My God, Cassandra, what happened? I can’t remember.”


Kimberley’s friend Cassandra seemed blank too; she wiped foam away from her blond hair and shook her head. “I don’t know.”


A male clubber stumbled up to them. “Are you two ok?” The girls nodded simultaneously. “Can’t remember a thing, dude,” he said as he ambled away; Cassandra squinted her brown eyes toward something in the distance and pointed to a poster on the wall.


“Look over there, it does say water and foam party here last night.” A realisation dawned on her. “I remember now, we were all dancing and then they turned the foam machine on followed by the sprinklers. That’s how we got soaking wet, do you remember, Kimberley?” A glance and a shrug was all Cassandra got back from her friend.


Another clubber wiped foam from his eyes as he walked past. “Are you ok?” he asked. The girls nodded again in unison and Cassandra continued her apparent explanation of the sleeping bodies on the dance floor. “Maybe it was something in the water that knocked us out?” Kimberley folded her arms and stared back.


“Knocked out everybody? I doubt it; all I know is that we came to a club, danced for a bit, watched a bit of that stupid reality TV show in the background and then woke up on the floor, either way we’re going to have to get home before school in the morning.”


Another clubber walked up to the girls; it was a girl this time, roughly the same age with a tight red dress.


“I don’t remember anything last night,” she said dreamily. “Are you two ok?” Kimberley and Cassandra backed away, their eyes riveted on the girl’s face. For a nauseating instant Cassandra pointed to her head. “You’ve got something in your hair,” she said, her voice quivering.


The girl cocked her head at a slight angle, puzzled by the sound of Cassandra’s voice, she casually ran her fingers through then snapped them back sharply, her face becoming a picture of terror, she whimpered and concentrated on the frozen expressions on the two girls as with both hands now feeling her hair…it was moving, slithering.


Another girl rose from her dance floor slumber and threw her head back and screamed in horror as she saw what was in the girl’s hair… or what the girl’s hair was.


Something slithered across the red dressed girl’s eye as her other eye widened with terror. Some of the night clubbers were screaming the place down and ran for the exits while some were puking their guts out, but there were some who looked on in awe, impressed and unsure what to make of this freak show.


With a despairing moan the red dressed girl felt her hair again, it bit her and she recoiled with a mixture of disbelief and horror. Her hair was a seething mass of snakes; they twisted and turned but would travel no further than the girl’s skull would allow, they clung to her scalp hissing and swarming around her head.


The girl in the red dress shook uncontrollably but refused to move and took deep long breaths. She saw Kimberley and Cassandra were closer to her than anybody else and she implored to them with a whisper, “Get them off me.” The girls stood still. “Get them off of me please.”


Cassandra shook her head in a blind panic as the snake-haired girl wailed, “GET THEM OFF ME!” She had time to pass out before Cassandra emptied her guts onto the dance floor.




CHAPTER ONE



School Daze


Cassandra fiddled with her iPod to find a decent tune, she had been waiting at the same spot for ages now and was getting bored at watching other students pass her by on their way to school.


She stood up from the one of the many benches littered along the Redway to stretch her dance-tired legs.


The girl looked at her watch for the umpteenth time and then flicked her wrist over to vigorously scratch the underside, it had been itching ever since she had crawled out of bed that morning, could it have been that water from the nightclub? she thought, and if her friend had turned up on time then she might have been able to put her theory to her.


The vibrating from inside her bag made Cassandra snap out of her thinking, it was her phone, which was buzzing like there were a hive of bees trapped inside the case. Flicking open the phone she sighed heavily as she read the message.


Hey girlfriend, overslept. Running L8. Give me 10 min. Lol.


“Oh for goodness sake,” she muttered beneath her breath, her fingers ran quickly ran over the phone keys to reply to the message, only seconds went by until her phone growled again, and she read the new message.


Soz! Be there soon, mad last night!! Talk to u L8r. Lol.


Cassandra popped the phone back into her bag and sat back down on the bench to wait some more.


True to her word, ten minutes went by before her friend Kimberley arrived.


“Hey girlfriend, sorry I’m late…have you been waiting long?”


Cassandra raised her eyebrows and pointed to some plants nearby. “Have I been waiting long? You see those flowers down there…well they were bulbs when I first got here, and don’t call me ‘girlfriend’.”


Kimberley wiped her nose with the back of her hand and smiled. “Good one, anyway why are we meeting here instead of your house?”


The other girl stood to her feet and stretched her arms. “I didn’t stay at home last night, I’m staying at my grandparents’ house, their house was closer to the nightclub and I’m helping them with their computer, they’re still trying to get used to sending e-mails, Gran must have sent a hundred of them, always asking, ‘Cassandra, can you read this message?’ And then I always reply back, ‘No’.”


Kimberley exchanged a look with her. “That’s cruel, Cassandra.”


“Well it gets me through the day, anyway speaking of cruel, do you know how annoying your texts are?”


Kimberley frowned. “What you mean?”


“Well every text you send ends in, ‘lol lol lol’. I could send you a text saying, ‘What are you doing now?’ And you’d reply, ‘Walking to school with you lol’ or, ‘Saw a girl with snakes for her hair last night lol’.”


“Are people really laughing out loud as often as they say they are on text? If they are, then this country must sound insane, imagine your texts you sent me, ‘Oh I’m running late, be 10 mins’.” Cassandra then threw her head back and let out a maniacal loud laugh.


“HA HA HA HA, mad night last night, HA HA HA HA HA.” Kimberley wasn’t laughing. “What’s wrong with you today? Get out the wrong side of bed?”


“I can only get out of one side of the bed,” Cassandra replied.


She scratched her arm again and apologised. “I’m sorry, it’s just that I hardly got any sleep last night, that crazy girl with the hair freaked me out and since I woke up…my arm’s been itching really bad.”


Kimberley stopped walking and pulled her friend back. “Omigod.”


“What?”


“You’ve been itching too?”


“Yeah I just said that my–”


Kimberley didn’t give her a chance to finish. “I thought it was just me but my arms have been itching all morning, at first I thought it was me being allergic to some skin cream but now you’ve got it too.”


Kimberley showed Cassandra the inside of her arms and they were red from the intense scratching she’d given them, Cassandra wasn’t convinced.


“That could mean anything, it could still be the skin cream because I use the same one, it could be fleas from your mangy cat.”


Kimberley felt her lip twitch. “He doesn’t have fleas.”


Cassandra sighed. “Whatever.” She wasn’t finished. “Don’t get carried away, Kim, I know you, you’re going to put two and two together and get four.”


Kimberley looked perplexed. “Two and two is four.”


Cassandra squirmed at her simple mistake. “Oh you’ve got me talking gibberish now.”


There was a short pause before Kimberley continued, “What if the water from the club sprinklers last night was infected with something?”


Cassandra smiled lazily and rolled her eyes.


“No Kim, the water from the sprinklers did not infect us, but the water from the taps probably did, that’s why everyone was knocked out for a while and that’s the reason we probably had hallucinations ergo we saw, or we thought we saw a girl with snakes for her hair, nothing like that happened last night it was a trick or an illusion…a good one but still a trick.” She breathed out. “Now come on…we’re late enough as it is.”


The girls in their late teens walked side by side along the faded Redway, their arms interlocked as they carried school books in the other.


Kimberley had golden tanned skin, unblemished and fragrant, she had long blond hair, tied tight in to corn rolls which hung to the base of her back, her eyes were blue and constantly wandering, and she seemed never to miss out on any information which she may have missed first time round.


“Pinch me tell me that it was a dream then,” Kimberley mouthed.


Her friend Cassandra had smooth pale skin and a small lovely head adorned with jewellery. Her hair was blond too, apart from a few streaks of dyed red on one side. She was about to answer her friend’s request and opened her mouth, but then shook her head and looked the other way. Kimberley pleaded again, pulling Cassandra closer and almost causing her to drop her books.


Cassandra raised her tiny eyebrows for the second time. “No I’m not going to pinch you and it wasn’t a dream, besides how can we both have the same dream? Like I said…it was water poisoning that knocked us for a loop and gave us this rash.”


Kimberley wriggled her little nose, something she often did when she was trying to think. “So we both didn’t see a girl with snakes for her hair last night?”


Cassandra shrugged her shoulders. “You know what? I think it was a special effect, like in the movies? Very real, very convincing.”


“I guess your stomach thought it was real then.”


Cassandra gave her friend a double take at her wry reply. “Very funny, you should be on the TV.”


Kimberley bit at one of her nails. “Last night was a blur, so we went clubbing, got doused in funny water and drank water that made us fall asleep, maybe? And then some girl walks in front of us with a perm full of snakes.”


Cassandra looks to the sky for a few moments. “I know something else that happened last night…I got short changed at the bar, I only bought a bottle of water too, and it’s all coming back to me.”


Kimberley scowled. “Can you take this serious?”


“I am serious…those water bottles are expensive for a student.”


Kimberley playfully punched her friend on the arm and sighed. “Why are we still going to school anyway? The Network has closed most of the schools in the area including our one. It’s illegal still to be open.”


Cassandra replied immediately. “We’re going to school or what’s left of it because our headmaster, Mr Glaucas, he’s the one still fighting against the network, he’s the one still trying to give kids an education instead of watching that reality TV crap twenty-four seven, and even if he is the only teacher in school, then I’m still going.”


Kimberley was still picking at her fingernail. “I only asked.”


Cassandra smiled and then looked at her friend with her eyebrows raised as she watched her take something out of her bag. Kimberley smiled back. “I’ve got something for you, I saw them and thought they were just up your street.”


Kimberley handed her a small box, Cassandra took it and opened it slowly to reveal a pair of earrings.


“Oh thank you so much, Kim, I love them.”


“Well hope you do, but I’ve kept the receipt so you can take them back if you want, girlfriend.”


“No, you can take them back, if I didn’t like them.”


Kimberley rolled her eyes. “God, what did your last slave die of?”


“A severe beating, so take note…and don’t call me ‘girlfriend’.”


As they strode onwards towards their school, there was a rustling in some bushes they were passing.


“What’s that noise?” Cassandra asked.


Kimberley wriggled her nose again as she thought. “I don’t know; let’s take a little look shall we?”


Cassandra protested. “Wait, you don’t know what’s in there.” But it was too late as her friend went to peer into the bush.


Kimberley brushed the hedge aside and slipped through the gap. She had always been adventurous and a bit of a tom-boy, she had liked to run around with the boys in her street and climb trees, but it was only when she reached her teens she found her beauty blossoming, and even though she was very unassuming, Kimberley did have some inkling of how pretty she was.


“Can you see anything?” called Cassandra, waiting patiently with her books on the ground and her arms folded.


“No,” said Kimberley without turning around, she was in such a trance of her own curiosity that her friend’s words failed to move her.


It had been a long hot morning and Kimberley wanted to find out what was in the bushes and get back to school to cool down but she still couldn’t find anything.


She was about to head out the way she came until she heard more rustling, and a slight dull moan.


Kimberley took a deep breath and walked towards the strange sounds and at this point she was little nervous.


“Hello? Is there anybody there?” The rustling continued. “If there’s someone in there than cut it out, it’s not funny.” Her voice sounded annoyed more than frightened. But instead of coming out of the bush, Kimberley kept heading further towards the noise, her heart beating quicker by the moment.


As the intrepid girl made her move, two eyes focused on her from a safe distance, she couldn’t see what was spying on her but ‘it’ could see her and watched her every step with intrigue.


It wiped its eyes as she turned her head over her shoulder to check her position and to see if anything else was behind her; nothing was, but the watcher in the bush licked its lips and waited.


Cassandra was still calling out to Kimberley to come back but she didn’t listen, she just simply called out again.


“Come on, I know somebody’s in there.” She stepped gingerly forward. “This isn’t funny anymore.”


The eyes from within the bushes were still locked onto Kimberley and would not let her from its sight.


It studied her slender frame from top to bottom and it liked what it saw, again licking its lips eagerly, it was almost upon her now as it got ready to make its move and pounce on her, the poor girl never stood a chance, it thought, and serves her right for being so stupid to crawl through some bushes all alone. It saw the opportunity to get her…and took it.


Whirling through the air it pounced onto Kimberley, knocking her back before rolling off the ground and righting itself.


The girl screamed as she heavily hit the ground, momentarily stunned, she saw her assailant and reacted with anger, picking herself and throwing herself at it, slapping at it wildly.


Her scream had finally bought Cassandra running into the bush and she saw her friend beating at the hider in the hedge, shouting wildly, “YOU STUPID IDIOT, YOU SCARED ME HALF TO DEATH!”


She carried on slapping her hands against its chest before it grabbed her by the waist and gently spun her around; by the time they had stopped spinning she had calmed down.


She paused and looked imploringly into its eyes and pressed her mouth to its own kissing it passionately, their mouths were still locked together by the time Cassandra said sternly, “What’s HE doing here?”


Kimberley pulled her lips away and giggled. “What are you doing here anyway, you scared me?”


It smiled and walked over to Cassandra, draping its right arm over her shoulders. She shrugged off its arm, repeating her question. “I said what are you doing here?”


The figure was a stocky boy about who looked about a year older than the girls. He wore big black boots and his jet-black hair was greasy and unwashed, his skin was smooth, but very white unlike Kimberley’s, which was a tanned golden brown. This figure had not seen too much sun in his days, other people loved sitting out in it, but he couldn’t really be bothered about working up on his tan, he wasn’t a sun kind of guy.


He had green eyes that did gleam in the sunlight, this was Denton, Kimberley’s boyfriend, a juvenile delinquent in every way, he was a loner and a bad boy which was the reason Kimberley felt so strongly for him, she loved the rough type, He took out a cigarette and lit it up, taking a huge drag and stared at Cassandra.


“Boo,” he grinned through yellow teeth, the only imperfection on his face.


“Moron,” huffed Cassandra.


She didn’t like Denton at first, she thought he was a waste of space and not good enough for her best friend, but as the weeks went by she was slowly starting to warm to him, just slowly.


“You girls weren’t in school this morning, now why was that?”


There was a hint of smugness in his voice as Denton’s school attendance record was terrible, he was held back a year for his terrible punctuality and failure to complete his end of year exams, and he just went to school to pick up his messages and to socialise without working too hard, but on one of the hottest afternoons in the year and to the girls’ surprise, Denton was in school whereas the two girls weren’t.


Kimberley glanced suspiciously at Cassandra and then back to Denton. “What do you mean we weren’t in school?” Kimberley’s quavering voice asked. “It’s first thing in the morning…we’re not late.”


Denton grinned. “I would check your watch if I were you, ladies…it’s the middle of the afternoon.”


Cassandra dismissed the notion in an instant. “No it isn’t, it’s 8.30am.”


“No it’s 1.00pm, look at the sky, have you ever seen the sun out that early in the morning? Face it, ladies, you both slept in and on the day of Mr Glaucas’s rally as well, thought you’d be helping out on that.”


Kimberley was worried now. “The rally is not until tomorrow though.”


“Wrong answer, babes, the closing down rally is today…you two have missed a whole day.”


Cassandra’s hand reached automatically for her stomach and rubbed it nervously.


“You’re lying.”


Denton’s grin stayed. “Am I? Check your watches, check your phones.” Both girls scrambled into their bags to check for themselves. Cassandra pulled hers out first. “My watch is saying 8.35am?”


“Well it’s wrong.”


Kimberley snapped. “DON’T LIE!” Denton begun to lose his patience. “Because I was there, I went to school for once and you two had done a disappearing act, I went in because I had some business to sort out; I’d thought I’d wait until Mr Davis had finished the register and then do the off. When he didn’t call your name out, Hun, I thought you might be ill so I was going to go round your house and check up on you but we’ve got sports all day so I stayed at school all day.”


“Charming,” Kimberley tutted.


“In fact quite a few people weren’t in school yesterday.”


Cassandra cut him short. “OK, WE GET IT, we missed some classes yesterday, big deal.”


Denton loved winding up Cassandra up and teased her even more. “Wait a minute, little miss bookworm fails to turn up to school and it’s not a big deal? Were you ill?”


“No.”


“Then where were you?”


Kimberley tried to intervene. “Just leave her alone, Denton.”


“No seriously, she’s always on my case about how we should never skip school for our studies and she doesn’t even turn up yesterday, what’s that about, eh? I wouldn’t mind but I’m not even going out with her.”


Cassandra sounded frustrated. “Could we just leave it please?”


Denton still pressed on. “Not until you tell me.”


Cassandra sighed; her best friend’s selfish and useless boyfriend had got the better of her.


“We went clubbing the other night and they sprayed us with some green water stuff and plus the drinking water was infected that knocked us out for a bit.”


“A day,” Denton added.


“Yes, a day and it’s given us a rash, there I said it, you satisfied now?”


Denton shrugged. “Couldn’t be bothered really, I was just winding you up…was Aphrodite there by any chance?”


Unimpressed, Kimberley poked him hard in his stomach with her elbow. Denton used to date Aphrodite before her and sometimes her insecurities got to the better of her and thought that there was something still going on between them, there wasn’t…but Aphrodite still revelled in the fact that it still played on Kimberley’s mind.


Denton rubbed his aching stomach, open-mouthed. “What was that for?”


Kimberley was genuinely hurt that he still hadn’t asked if she was ok. “Thanks for asking, I’m fine by the way…your concern for me is extremely touching.”


Denton went in to kiss her, but she pulled away. “Too late, you’ve ruined it.”


Sensing that he had really upset her, Denton moved in on her again. “Baby, I was just about to ask you but you’re always asking how ‘I should be nicer’ to Cassandra as she hasn’t got many friends.”


Denton caught another elbow in his stomach.


“God you are so tactless.”


Kimberley fluttered her eyes apologetically at Cassandra. “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it, it’s just I know how you get bored sometimes when me and Denton are together.”


Cassandra didn’t even look up. “Listen, can we get back to school now? I don’t want to be late.”


She went to leave, muttering under her breath, “This place is boring anyway.”


As Cassandra headed out back into the hedge clearing, Kimberley and Denton followed with embarrassing reluctance; the look on their faces knew that they had unintentionally upset their friend.


As they got back on to the pathway to school Kimberley broke free from Denton and trotted up ahead to try and make peace with her friend, whispering in her ear, worriedly, “We missed a whole day.”


Cassandra nodded. “I know.”


“Do you think it was the water?”


“I don’t know.”


Kimberley was agitated. “Do you think we’ve caught a sleeping bug?”


Cassandra snapped. “I DON’T KNOW, KIMBERLEY!”


Denton knew if Kimberley was to fall out with Cassandra, that’s all she’d be talking about all afternoon and moaning in his ear.


He sighed heavily and gave his face a long wipe with his bare white hands, he picked his nose with his long forefinger probing around for the stuck crust, it came out slowly and with a pleasurable feeling, Denton blew his nose to clear out any more blockages before popping the bogey in his mouth and now could see the girls had made up from their simultaneously laughing on the path ahead, he sighed again and started to run to catch up with them, shaking his head in bemusement with his first few strides. “Women.”


Another boy from a short distance behind watched as Denton threw both arms over the girls shoulders and began laughing and joking with them, he saw how the girls were relaxed in the company of Denton and how he could effortlessly speak to girls and make them feel at ease, a twinge of jealously hit the other boy as he wiped his runny nose upwards with the flat of his palm, it was one of the hottest days of the year and he had a summer cold.


This was Felcey, a boy who was in the same class as the three people he looked upon, he had scraggly black hair which he had to constantly flick back and a polka dot acne-filled face, his clothes hung too long on his very skinny body, he wasn’t wearing shorts like every other male, he did that last summer as was ridiculed on his thin legs, even a few teachers had a laugh at his expense.


He bent down to tie up his laces, coughed and cleared his throat then hurried along briskly to catch up with the others in front.


Kimberley had let Denton carry both hers and Cassandra’s books, the girls chatted along while Denton begrudgingly hung behind, and he was the first one to turn around when he heard a very quivering voice behind them.


“Kimberley? Hello Kimberley?”


The girls turned around now and Kimberley gave a warm smile, unlike most of the other girls in the school she was genuinely nice to him and her eyes didn’t lie as they smiled at him too.


“Hey Felcey, how are you?


Felcey rocked nervously in her presence, he could feel the jealous eyes of Denton bore holes into him, Denton knew Felcey was no threat to him, but always got jealous when his sweetheart paid other guys attention and gave them her smile and warmth which he thought was reserved solely for him.


“I’m fine, thanks.”


He shifted uneasily in his shoes, always nervous in the presence of girls, more so for the pretty ones like Kimberley.


“Thank you for being my science partner for that experiment.”


Kimberley cocked her head to one side and replied cheerfully, “That’s fine, Felcey, thank you for having the patience for putting up with me; I’m such a blond in the science labs.”


Denton frowned for a moment and then noticed something Felcey was carrying. “What you got there then, nerd?”


Kimberley flashed Denton a dirty look as Felcey handed it to her. “I made this for you, as a thanks for pairing up with me.”


It was a clay model of Kimberley’s head, perfect in every way, it was dark brown but the hair was white and extremely smooth to the touch.


Kimberley took it from him and turned it around and upside down as she admired it in her hands.


“Oh Felcey, it’s lovely, thank you so much.” She held it close to her chest, Felcey gave a faint smile.


“Its fine, I made it a few days ago; it’s clay with a mixture of milk for the hair, there was more milk but it got wet and it dripped out.”


Denton’s jealously grew even more as he wrenched the clay figure from Kimberley’s grasp.


“How long did this take to make, nerd? Looks like you knocked it out in a few minutes and how did it get wet? It hasn’t rained in ages.”


Felcey stuttered, “Um, it doesn’t matter really.”


Denton didn’t stop. “God, you’re a nerd.”


This time Felcey retaliated. “I’m not a nerd.”


“You’re not a nerd? Ok if I was to give you a pair of sandals, what would you wear with them?”


Felcey answered in an instant. “Socks.”


Denton struggled to keep a straight face but continued. “When was the last time you went to the cinema?”


“Last week,” Felcey answered defiantly.


“Who with?”


“On my own.”


“Did you stay past the credits to see if there was an extra bit at the end?”


Felcey looked to his shoes and mumbled, “Yes”


“Then you’re a nerd, my good man.”


Kimberley snatched the model back and scolded her boyfriend, he snatched it back in jest and waved it above his head.


“Come and get it, nerd.”


Kimberley half-heartedly yelled, “Don’t be so mean.”


Cassandra jumped in too. “Yeah, don’t be such a dick, Denton.”


Felcey looked to the floor, unsure if Denton was mucking around or bullying him, apparently it was the former.


“God, stop taking things so seriously.”


He grabbed Felcey and put him in a playful headlock, ruffling his hair with his knuckles. “I was just playing with you.”


Denton released Felcey who took a step back to straighten his hair; it made no difference to it anyway.


He then thrust the clay model and the books he’d just picked up in to the arms of Cassandra.


“Here take this and these.”


Denton then scooped up Kimberley in a Fireman’s lift, carrying her over his shoulder; she squealed, followed by hysteric giggles thumping her little fists upon his back, “HEY, PUT ME DOWN, PUT ME DOWN!”


Her cries fell on deaf ears as Denton spun her around gleefully; he managed to put up one arm to wave goodbye to a dumfounded Cassandra and Felcey. “See you later, nerd and nerdette.”


Kimberley shouted between giggles as she was being carried away, “HEY, YOU TWO, DON’T LEAVE ME WITH THIS MADMAN.”


Felcey gave a wave back as Kimberley blew him kisses.


“BYE, FELCEY, THANKS AGAIN FOR THE MODEL.”


Followed by more kisses, Felcey looked on and slowly bit on his lip imagining and wishing he was Denton for a few seconds, he saw Cassandra baulking under the weight of a clay model and her own and her friend’s books.


“Let me take them for you.”


Felcey relieved her of their textbooks and Cassandra smiled. “Thank you, Felcey.”


Even though he had been in the same class as Cassandra for the last three years, he still felt nervous around the company of girls and now had to make the rest of the journey back to school and make conversation with one, a nice one at that.


As they headed back to their class he took a deep breath and tried.


“So how has your morning been so far, Cassandra?”


Cassandra could tell Felcey was trying and laughed with a bitter taste in her mouth. “To be honest, Felcey, I’ve had better days.”


Felcey stopped walking and lifted up his sleeve, his arm was itching all morning and now it seemed was sweating some form of white liquid, he wiped it off his forearm and rolled back up his sleeve and sighed.


“Tell me about it.”


The morning had started badly for Elias Glaucas and the day just went from bad to worse; he had a splitting headache and the signs of a heavy cold were on the way, a cold he was sure he had picked up from his daughter, how she had a cold on what was proving to be one of the hottest summers on record was beyond him.


He stood outside his front door desperately trying to find his keys, he patted himself from top to bottom but the keys weren’t on him, he banged hard upon the door. “KAY…KAY, IT’S ME, LET ME IN.” He banged harder. “KAY, OPEN THE DOOR, I’VE LOST MY KEYS.”


Elias heard footsteps coming down the stairs and then a familiar voice. “Just a minute.”


Elias stepped back from the doorstep as the chains were released from the other side, the door was opened and standing in a bathrobe and with a towel wrapped around her head was a woman who looked to be around her late teens, slim and slightly annoyed.


“What are you doing back so soon? I was in the shower.”


Elias brushed past her. “I noticed…where’s Gemma? How is she?”


The woman removed the towel from her head and began drying her hair, still annoyed at having to leave her invigorating shower.


“Could you turn around please?” He did.


“She’s in bed and she was sleeping, but probably awake now thanks to your banging, why are you home now? I thought you were doing your ‘Save the school rally’ thingy? And where’s your key?”


Her hands vigorously worked the towel all around her head as she waited for an answer; her eyes were huge.


“I must have left my keys at work – I hope I’ve left them at work and we’re still doing the rally, I just came back to collect some flyers.” He ran up the stairs still talking to her. “I wanted to check up on Gemma.”


The woman felt hurt. “Don’t you trust me to look after my own niece?”


Elias stopped at the top of the stair and turned around, he had to answer and face her.”


“Don’t be silly, of course I do, it’s just that you’ve got loads of stuff to sort out with your big move and all, so I thought I’d come home to give you a hand.”


His excuse was slowly working.


“Thanks, but I think even I can look after a sleeping teenager, anyway what about this rally? Do you still think you can keep the school open?”


“I don’t know, the Networks are breathing down my neck, by rights we were meant to have closed down last week, they want every school in the county shut so kids can watch and boost the ratings for their stupid reality TV shows. He rubbed his hand through his hair with his face expressionless. “I’m running out of time.”


“Don’t do anything stupid,” his sister warned.


“Stupid? You’re the one who has just got her pilot’s licence but instead of getting a flight job, you want to travel the world?”


“You want me to fly for a living, Bruv, it was your idea to get me to train as a pilot, I just want to see the world.”


“You’re wasting your talent, Sis, you could do a lot by being a pilot.”


Kay frowned back at him. “Being a pilot isn’t all that special, do you know what happened when I had my first flight? When I spoke on the intercom to introduce myself I should have been so proud as the youngest girl to qualify from the flight school, but as soon as every passenger on the plane heard my voice…I heard them giggling and laughing saying, “You should be a stewardess, sweetheart’ and ‘Why don’t you put the real pilot on’.” Kay pulled a face biting the left hand side of her lip. “Useless idiots, I bet you think I should have waited it out and been somebody in the air.”


Elias lifted his shoulders to shrug but held them up for a while as he grinned at his little sister.


“You know me, Kay, in time you would have proved the whole plane wrong.”


Kay grinned slightly.


“I know you only too well, Bet one day I might have to fly your tubby arse across the country.”


Elias shook his head and laughed. “I very much doubt that, Sis.”


She shut the front door, which her brother had forgotten to do, and continued drying her hair in the kitchen as he went upstairs.


Elias turned a handle and gently pushed on his daughter’s bedroom door and entered.


As he did he was greeted by a cheerful voice that had seemed to have just left dreamland, but acting was Gemma’s speciality.


“Hi Daddy.”


A girl with big brown tired eyes blinked and rubbed them as her father bent over and kissed her on the forehead, she looked around nine years old, but her father treated her as if she was younger.


“Did I wake you up?”


She shook her little head, which was the only visible part of her body poking from the cover. “No, someone at the front door woke me up.”


Elias changed the subject quickly to ease his misplaced guilt. “So how are you feeling? Any better?”


His daughter nodded and eased herself above the covers revealing her slender arms.


“A little better, Auntie Kay made me some soup and then she read me a story, has she left yet?”


Elias bit softly into his lip. “Read you a story? She does know how old you are, doesn’t she?”


Gemma smiled.


“She’s going travelling around the world; I guess it’s her way of saying goodbye.”


He scrunched his eyes shut as he shook his head and sighed.


“Maybe she was adopted. “Is she still here?” Gemma asked with inquisitive brows raised.


He nodded. “Remember to thank her for looking after you today.”


The young girl seemed hurt by her father’s words. “I always say please and thank you.”


Elias smiled. “I know you do, sweetheart, I’m sorry.”


With her father well and truly put in his place, the girl continued.


“Buckby wants to say goodbye to her too, is he asleep?”


Her dad played with what little hair he had under his chin and turned around to face a glass box sat just below the window, in it were some leaves, a few sticks and a big grey spider sitting in the middle of them.


It was the size of a man’s hand and lay very still, a little too still for Elias who craned his neck over to see if the eight-legged shape had some life left in it.


“It’s hard to tell if he’s alive or dead.” Elias tapped on the side hoping that the spider wouldn’t move. “Maybe we should leave him, I think he’s asleep.”


Gemma held out both hands with the bedclothes covering her body and beckoned with them frantically, but her voice was calm.


“Come baby.”


The spider sprung to life, it leapt on to the plastic and quickly made its way to the top trying desperately to get out.


Elias gave a scream which sounded more like one his daughter would have done. Gemma giggled and then let out a sigh. “Daddy, lift the lid please?”


Her father nervously did what he was told and slid the plastic cover off the spider’s home, Buckby jumped from the side and landed on Gemma’s arm crawling all around her arms, back and neck.


She giggled again and Elias could see that she was feeling much better.


“Buckby, you’re tickling me.”


She turned to her dad who was standing as far away from the tank as the room would allow.


Gemma played with her pet for a few seconds more and then said with authority, “Back baby.”


As fast as the spider had left its tank it had scuttled across the room to get back in on the sound of its master’s voice.


“Do you think I can go on that school camping trip tomorrow? I’m feeling so much better.”


Elias shook his head with tied eyes.


“I don’t know if you’re well enough, sweetheart, besides I spoke to your school and said you wouldn’t be able to make it.”


Gemma clasped her hands together. “Please Daddy, I’m much better now.”


“Well, we’ll see how you feel later tonight, ok?


The girl nodded eagerly. “Well then, can I go to Echo’s house later? She’s having a sleepover and she’s going too tomorrow and I could leave from her house in the morning.”


Elias laughed. “I said we’ll see how it goes.”


“Ok.”


Gemma knew how her dad’s mind worked, when he said, ‘We’ll see how it goes’ it usually meant yes, and in her mind she had already started packing.


“Are you going downstairs to see Auntie Kay, Daddy?”


Elias nodded. But now he was more concerned about the grey spider sitting motionless in his tank, his daughter’s voice apparently had supreme control over the spider. Elias slowly walked over and tapped his finger against the spider’s home.


“Come baby,” he said with buoyant optimism. The spider didn’t move. Elias tried again tapping the glass slightly harder. “Come baby.” Buckby failed to stir from Elias’s attempts at motivation; the man nervously held his gaze against the tank but the big spider just lay in a heap of small leaves.


Elias stood up and rubbed his left eye deeply, it was starting to itch and he really hoped that he wasn’t allergic to his daughter’s spider; much as he hated it, Gemma had really taken to the spider since he bought it for her as a child.


The year when his wife had walked out and left them, he had no idea why he bought the spider to calm his daughter’s nights of crying. But it had worked and Buckby was the security blanket his daughter needed so much.


Elias tried again and tapped on the tank. “Come baby.” No movement at all from the spider. Elias frowned. “Suit yourself.”


He left the room, slamming the door as he went; this shook the shelf where the spider’s container stood, fell to the floor and made the arachnid stir.


Gemma waited for her dad to reach the bottom of the stairs before jumping out of bed and heading straight for the wardrobe, selecting the more suitable gear for camping, behind her back. The spider rustled in the leaves, maybe thinking that he was going to get some more exercise today, it crawled hesitantly up the glass cage; there was a gap at the top which normally wasn’t there.


Gemma for the first time had been careless and didn’t properly shut back the lid and now he had the chance to escape, Buckby tried to ease himself between the crack and found it easy on his grey hairy legs.


Crawling out of the glass container, Buckby scuttled towards the window left open by what was looking likely to be his former owner; the Spider was going to get more exercise today after all.


Aphrodite stormed through the school’s main gates with Sabrina quickly following her.


“Aphrodite, slow down, my feet are killing me.”


The beautiful girl in front turned around, with a scowl plastered on her face. “Then get some new shoes then, God that was embarrassing, being turned away from that bar, I thought you said those fake I.Ds would work?”


Sabrina shrugged. “My cousin got them for me; she swears by them, they work for her.”


“But not for us, that was a complete waste of time and now we’re back at this dreadful dump.”


Sabrina tried to reassure her. “It was your idea to go for an afternoon drink, besides we need to turn up at some stage today; we skipped school this morning to go sunbathing and if we don’t show this afternoon then we’ll miss out on attendance credits.”


Aphrodite looked like she couldn’t care less and let her friend know. “Do I look like I care about some stupid credits? Look around, babes, this whole school is closing down.” She pointed out to the crowds of people with banners and placards.


It was Sabrina’s turn not to particularly care now. “Whatever.”


Aphrodite rummaged through her bag and took out a small make-up mirror, flicking it open she looked up and down at her beautiful face, touching up on her foundation, satisfied she snapped the lid back and turned back to Sabrina. “So what’s so special about this afternoon then?”


“According to Cassandra we have gym class and Mr Glaucas is covering, if he can keep the school open until then, you know what a Geek he is. It’ll be fun and then after school we can go to the city and buy those shoes you wanted.”


Aphrodite’s eyes sparkled.


“God yeah, I want those shoes so much it’s scary. I have to have them tonight, they’re a one off and very expensive, God help anyone who stops me from getting those shoes.”


Sabrina cocked an eyebrow.


“I mean it,” glared Aphrodite. “Nothing will get in my way.” She breathed out and relaxed a little. “Gym class eh? I think I have a note for that.” She reached for Sabrina’s hand. “Come along then, let’s take a little look.”


The two girls made their way through the school gates, pushing past all the other students protesting to keep the school open, Aphrodite scowled.


“God look at all these freaks.”


“They’re only trying to keep the school open, Aphrodite,” Sabrina replied.


“Don’t care, stupid idiots, just hope they don’t step on my shoes or I swear to god–”


“I get it.”


As Aphrodite and Sabrina moved closer to the crowd they recognised some other students up front, four others. Watching the protest whilst embraced were Kimberley and Denton, whilst Cassandra roared her intent to keep the school open with the protesters, and behind her skulked Felcey.


Aphrodite clapped her hands slowly in mock applause.


“Well this is a ringing endorsement to keep the school open, a bloke, his joke, a skank and a nerd are here to save the day.”


Surprisingly, Felcey piped up first to defend himself. “I’m not a nerd.”


Aphrodite cut in with her voice primed for insults. “Sorry Felcey, no you’re not a nerd…you’re too much of a retard to be a nerd.”


Felcey stepped in front and pointed to Aphrodite’s chest. “They are so fake.”


Kimberley giggled and chastised him in jest. “FELCEY!”


“I meant her eyebrows, what did you think I was talking about?”


Aphrodite’s voice spoke in pure detest. “Gee, it’s almost the weekend, Felcey, are you going to do what you normally do when everyone’s getting ready to go out for the night? Have a shower, get dressed up… and then go to bed?”


Cassandra stopped protesting to defend her apparently geeky friend.


“You’d better put a muzzle on that bitch of yours Sabrina or I’ll put that dog down myself.”


Aphrodite grinned with her perfect set of white teeth, everything about her was perfect, perfect legs perfect skin, she had a small button nose, her hair was silky blond and her eyes as blue as an untouched ocean – but they were piercing and right now they bored down on Cassandra.


“Is it any wonder they’re closing down this school if that’s the sort of student that rolls off the conveyer belt, goodness me.”


Aphrodite reached into her oversized bag and pulled out an apple, brushing it down she took a bite.


“Is that breakfast, lunch and dinner?” Cassandra quipped.


The stunning blond ignored her. Denton broke from his embrace with Kimberley to speak. “Aphrodite…it’s the middle of the afternoon and you’re not on your back? I am surprised.”


She took another bite from her apple and waited patiently until she had swallowed every piece before answering with a smile.


“If anybody should know, Denton…”


Kimberley pushed Denton aside and went for Aphrodite. “YOU BITCH!” she yelled.


Aphrodite neatly sidestepped away and hid behind Sabrina. “Better control your own dog, Cassandra,” giggled Aphrodite.


A voice tried its hardest to make itself heard from within the crowd, a voice the squabbling kids all recognised.


“Now that’s the fighting sprit that could keep this school open, let’s just make sure you hone it in another direction.”


The voice was from their headmaster and now form tutor Elias Glaucas who had made a dash back from visiting his sick daughter to return to back to school and re-join the demonstration to keep it open from the Networks.


“Aphrodite, could you please stop teasing Kimberley and put your differences aside for one moment?”


“Yes sir,” she replied still munching away on her apple.


“Aphrodite, you do know we have gym class after this demo? Will you be attending?”


“Sorry sir, I have a note.”


She slipped into her bag and handed her teacher a neatly folded piece of paper which he read out loud.


“Dear Mr Glaucas, could you please excuse Aphrodite from games for obvious reasons?


Obvious reasons?” Elias seemed confused until Aphrodite flashed her newly painted black fingernails to him.


“Oh I see, ok well Denton could you put down your girlfriend for two minutes and help put some banners up on the front gates.”


“Yes sir, but what’s the point? Everyone knows that this school is going to close down soon, all the others have around here, you can’t take on the Networks and win, sir.”


Elias hesitated watched by his students, and then answered. “But we can try.”


Amid all the shouting from the rest of the student body a huge black car rolled into the schoolyard, it was long and extremely sleek and had all the car enthusiasts whispering and pointing. The big car drove right up to the main entrance as the students peered in trying to get a glimpse of it’s passengers through blacked out windows, it came to a stop and the driver’s door opened.


A stocky man with short blond hair and dark glasses got out and didn’t hide his contempt for the school children as he just walked through them to open the back door to let someone else out.


Another man in shades got out with a superb taste in suits and a unique smooth skin, he had a voice which didn’t really command respect, but there was something else in the tone which meant you should at least listen.


“I’m looking for Elias Glaucas, is he here?”


For the first time that afternoon the protesters fell quiet, the well-dressed man repeated his question.


“I say I’m looking for Elias Glaucas, could someone get him for me, tell him that ‘Big Man’ is here to see him.”


As soon as the name was mentioned the crowd erupted. For the people wanting to keep the school open, the name was met with a chorus of ‘boo’s, but for the others who wanted the network to take over, his name created cheers of support.


Sabrina clapped and giggled. “It’s him, it’s really him.” Aphrodite huffed. “Whatever, besides, I thought you wanted to keep the school open?”


Sabrina mustered a little glance to her friend whilst still clapping. “Never said that and besides who cares when there’s a bona fide celebrity in the house.”


Aphrodite finished her apple and threw it to the floor, unimpressed by the newcomer. As he walked through the crowds he acknowledged Aphrodite and Sabrina. “Ladies.” Sabrina screamed and threw her hands up into the air in delight, as Aphrodite just gave a polite head nod to ‘Big Man’.


As Sabrina clapped the itching she had felt first thing this morning had come back, she scratched her wrist vigorously and felt her arm, it was hard, harder then normal and curiously looked a different colour, she scratched again and stopped clapping to keep her hands by her side.


Aphrodite noticed this too but kept quiet as she herself had been trying to hide her own red scratches on her arm, as she watched ‘Big Man’ scan the crowd, her lip twisted as she felt an urge to scratch behind her ear, she did so frantically like a dog, this was watched by Cassandra and Kimberley. Cassandra yelled, “WHO’S THE DOG NOW, BITCH? ROLL OVER, YOU TRAMP!” The two girls hi-fived with glee to Aphrodite’s annoyance.


“Can someone tell me where I can find Elias Glaucas, please?” Big Man shouted.


Elias pretended not to hear him, but his other students grew restless and looked to him for support, so he gave a worried smile to his fellow protesters and stepped forward.


“That would be me.”


Big Man turned and clapped his hands in appreciation. “Bravo, Bravo…this is quite a demonstration you have here, I’m slightly impressed.”


“I usually like to keep a low profile,” murmured Elias.


“What do you want Big Man?”


Big Man’s cheek twitched.


“You know what I want, Mr Glaucas, all I want is for you to close your school for me, I need it shut for my Network…you haven’t returned my phone calls or e-mails, that’s rather rude of you, don’t you think?”


Frowning, Elias answered, “Because there’s no way I’m letting a corporate tyrant like you close down this great school.”


“I admit it is a great school but a lot of people, myself included want to get hold of you–”


“Debt collectors and child support agencies I bet,” Elias said, looking suspiciously at Big Man.


Big Man smiled cheerfully. “You have a good sense of humour, I like that in a man, believe me you’ll need it if you don’t give me your school. My Network have offered you a king’s ransom to shut this school down and yet you refuse on every occasion, why is that?”


Elias gently pushed past his students to get closer to Big Man. “I’ll tell you why I won’t give into you or any other network, why should I let you take my school just to have you close it down so the kids are free to watch and vote on your stupid game shows, look around you, what do you see? There are kids here who want to learn, make a difference to their lives, they want to grow up and be somebody and I can help them, they want to dance, act, read music, go to the theatre, paint… this school can help them make a decent start to their lives, they can make a stand and do what they feel is right with the best education behind them and my staff and I will be behind them every step of the way.”


The students supporting their young headmaster cheered and whooped and Big Man waited for the enthusiastic kids to stop.


“Nice speech but Mr Glaucas, don’t try and provoke me too far – judging from the way you speak, the way you move, you are a loser, a nobody…a nerd if you like and the losers in life will only inherit the planet when the winners are done with it, now I shan’t ask again, nobody wants to go to school any more, none of these kids want to learn from books, they want to learn from television, that’s the greatest teacher, parents who have a troublesome kid, what do they do? They turn on the TV and let that keep him quiet for a few hours, kids struggling with exams, what do they do? Ask the teacher or ask the TV? Kids don’t fear TV, they embrace it because we can give them everything they need, Elias Glaucas, and they don’t fear teachers anymore either because you’re a joke, all teachers are; primary school, secondary school, …especially primary schools, they’re the worst ones, now I’m growing quite tired of this insurrection so do me a favour for the sake of the future and GIVE ME YOUR SCHOOL… I promise it will be quick and painless.”


Elias turned around to his students, most of whom hung on his every word, for support to keep their school open, he looked at a few right in their young eyes and then turned back to ‘Big Man’ with his teeth clenched.


“I admit to being a little selfish, ‘Big Man’, all I want is a decent future for my students which I doubt they’ll find in front of a TV voting for your trash shows, now if that’s it then I would like you to get off this property, you’ve made a terrible mistake coming here and I’m afraid you’ve had a wasted journey.”


The whole school went quiet and ‘Big Man’ let the silence linger for a few moments before answering, his voice unable to contain the menace which had been lurking throughout their conversation.


“I think it’s you whose made the terrible mistake, Mr Glaucas, let’s just hope you live to regret your decision.”


“Is that a threat ‘Big Man’?”


Big Man returned to the car’s backseat and waved the driver on, and as the blacked-out window began to roll up, he looked back at Elias coldly. “It’s a promise, Headmaster, I promise you will feel something when this is all over, we’ll be in touch soon.”


The car drove with speed out of the school grounds and the students trying to keep it open cheered and clapped and banged on the car as it left. Elias Glaucas took a deep breath and looked to the cloudless sky as the kids patted their headmaster on the back, Denton sidled up to him and punched him gently on the arm.


“Not bad, sir, it’s not everybody who can hold their own against the boss of the biggest Network in the country.”
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