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				In the time before the shooting I was Leah Jackson, sixteen years old. I used to wish my life was different. I had one brother of thirteen, Connor; one six-year-old sister, Sally. No dad. Not one I’d ever met, anyway. A mum with depression.

				In the before time, I took care of everyone.

				It was quite simple.

				If I didn’t take care of them I wouldn’t have a family.

				Neither would Sally, nor Connor.

				But nothing is ever that simple, is it?
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				9.22 a.m.

				Friday, 18 September

				

				The windows start rattling. They’re small, thick things, made of cheap blast-proof plastic, suitable for our kind of school. They mask another sound, something like popcorn popping. I tilt my head, trying to make it out.

				It’s coming from the gym, from morning assembly. Must be some surprise show for Own Clothes Day. Something like a cheer goes up; people start screaming, chairs scraping, fireworks firing. They’re having fun. I stare at the ceiling. If it hadn’t been for stupid Connor I’d be in there enjoying myself.

				I fix my gaze on the ceiling tiles. The rattling stops. I can still hear humming. That means Lock Down is still on. I stay tense. Miss Carter’s going to pick on someone now. Rub it in. See what you miss when you’re late for school. The rattling starts again. A sharper, crisper, popping noise. Another bout of screaming. Louder, or am I listening harder?

				Then there’s a crash, like a door slamming, the patter of feet, like someone’s sprinting. That don’t sound right even to me.

				Two benches away my mate Kady looks up.

				I chew my lip. Miss Carter is still looking to pick on someone. She already sent Tariq to the Head’s office. Could be anyone next. Although if she’s sent him, she mightn’t want to send another; might look like she can’t cope. But sprinting in the corridors. Someone’s gonna get it for sure.

				Another crackling sound and definitely running. I cross my fingers under the bench. Miss Carter don’t care if you ain’t done nothing. She’ll pick on you just the same. Please don’t let it be me.

				Miss Carter screws up her face, spins on her heel and marches towards the door. She snorts as she moves. She’s going for the source. Good. I flex my ankles, breathe out slowly, uncross my fingers.

				Before she makes it to the door some kids bust in. Two of them. No polite knock. No note. No uncertain hovering.

				I half rise, alarmed. Now we’re all going to get it. My head starts banging. That’s so unfair. They’re so stupid. They walk right up to Miss Carter. They crazy? She opens her mouth in a snarl. She ain’t seen such rudeness since Psycho Sam.

				There’s something about the way they do it. With no fear. Even Psycho Sam picked his battles. Suddenly I’m on automatic. I ain’t seen kids act like this before. Something’s up. I start backing up towards the tech den door. I’m out my seat. Am I crazy too?

				I can’t help it. Something ain’t right.

				I crouch, ready for anything.

				One of the kids pulls out something. He’s smiling. My mouth drops slack. Looks like a gun. Can’t be. It’s realistic though. He’s gone loop. Must have. He’s so going to be on the Volunteers’ Programme next week. It happens, you know. It’s not just a rumour. The End of Your Education. You Are Now Officially Slave Labour. He shoves the gun at Miss Carter. Must be one of those copy weapons they sell everywhere.

				It’s not.

				And then there’s this noise and this hole appears in Miss Carter’s forehead. A small, red, round hole. It’s got delicate edges that unfold like rose petals. She’s grunting like some kind of tribal pig. Then I see the blood and her eyes and her mouth starting to sag open, and it’s all gone mad. And the kid is wheeling round with an impossible grin on his face, waving the gun at us. And somebody is screaming. They’re all screaming. Except me.

				For one mad second I think they’ve come to liberate us. Do Away With Teachers. Do Away With Detentions. But I’m wrong. The boys’ eyes tell me. I can’t make out who they are. I’m so shocked I can’t make out anything. They’re out of school uniform; could be anyone. Don’t stare at them, Leah. Don’t make a sound. I’m too shocked to make a sound. School uniform makes you a school kid. Those two ain’t school kids no more. They’ve bust loose. They don’t care about students versus teachers. They’ve fricking bust loose. They don’t care about nothing. They’re just doing destruction. One of them is kicking over the teacher’s stool. Aliesha’s screaming, Kady’s screaming, all the kids in detention are screaming.

				I see Anton moving for the door to the tech den. I back up further. I forget about Kady and Aliesha and the screaming others. I’m going to follow Anton. Kady’s a drama queen and Aliesha’s a loser, but Anton’s smart. I like him. He likes me. And what good will it do staying with Kady and Aliesha?

				The first killer seems unsure whether to fire at me. Instead, he raises his gun. He points it at Aliesha. He swings it towards Kady. They’re both screaming. He likes the screaming. He says, ‘Eeny meeny miney mo. We are the Eternal Knights.’ And then he shoots Aliesha. She falls. He carries on shooting.

				I’m almost at the door to the tech den. Almost through it. Anton is nearly there too. I look at Anton. I’m thinking: Get out. Hide. Get out. Hide. Get out. Hide.

				Suddenly Anton is right beside me. ‘Run,’ he hisses.

				I leap from the lab, burst through the tech door, don’t bother with no one else; I’m into that tech den like a bullet. I pull at chairs and bins and leap the benches. Vials and shit crash to the floor. I tear through it, swerve shelves, rip through air like it’s got a sell-by date.

				Footsteps crash behind me. Them? Kady? Did she get out? Not her. Must be Anton. Clever Anton. He’s in Year Ten, different, not really Challenge School material. It better fricking well be Anton.

				I can hear ragged breath right at my back. Someone’s bellowing. And getting closer. Up ahead is Lab Two. When I reach it, I see it’s empty. Ten metres empty. I weave in between the lab benches, ducking, leaping, twisting. How good a shot can those kids be? The floor’s covered with smooth plastic tiling. Treacherous. If I slip, I’ll crash. A booming, popping, shrieking tears past me. Christ, they’re shooting at me!

				Holy shit! My only chance is to get across the lab. I topple a pile of books, kick over the apps systems. My lungs can’t make it. I got one chance. On the other side of Lab Two is the Level A corridor, but down some stairs, round a corner, past office doors and toilets, the Level B corridor leads to the Humanities wing and the side entrance.

				One chance.

				Get to the exit. Challenge Schools are built on the transparency system. It’s going to be impossible. They call it the Nowhere To Hide build. But that’s them. We call it the Know Where To Hide. But do I? And even if I know somewhere, they will too.

				Just run.

				Just pray.

				Just make it to the side entrance.

				Is Aliesha dead? If not, she needs help. She always needs help.

				Is Kady dead? 

				Go back?

				Out. Of. The. Question.

				This is it then.

				There’s a deafening roar behind me. They’re into Lab Two, only ten, fifteen metres behind me.

				I run.

				Just before the steps to Level B, I sprint, stopping at the turn of Level A; I take the stairs. I’m in the air. I scream, my arms outstretched in front of me. I hit the ground still running and tumble forward. Keep running.

				I turn towards the toilets.
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				9.30 a.m.

				Friday, 18 September

				

				People sometimes ask you what you’d do in an emergency, like there’s time to plan. You can’t plan. You don’t think. You just do something. It’s like there’s this thing in you that kicks in and you’re on automatic. Action that comes straight from the brain and the character and experience.

				I turn to the toilets.

				I whirl. I see the kids reflected in the Level B windows of The Crossing. Think of a mall or a prison. Levels in tiers of glass from a central, open-to-the-roof highway: The Crossing. Level A (floor one), Level B (ground floor), Level C (lower floor), four wings L, M, N, O – shaped like an H.

				There’s a pounding behind me. Very Close.

				I shrink into the toilet alcove.

				It’s Anton.

				‘Humanities!’ I hiss at Anton.

				There’s a sudden scream cut short from somewhere. Anton and I race out into the Humanities corridor. There’s the exit at the end of it. Run for the exit. Someone else is running for the exit. They pull at the door. They can’t get out. Then I realise it’s Total Lock Down.

				Total. Fricking. Lock. Down.

				Not your poxy lie-on-the-floor-till-the-bells-go Lock Down, neither. I’m talking the full Secure and Seal System devised since the last lot of riots when kids thought it’d be fun to nick all the computers and burn down the schools. I’m talking: metal door grilles, steel window blinds, smoke-sensitive water sprinklers, perimeter-fencing electrocution, high-voltage fields on every side of the building. Lock Down that the police can initiate from the safety of their little Lock Downed stations.

				The kid at the exit is screaming and screaming. He’s tugging on the fire bar, but it’s not opening the doors. He don’t know you’ve got to have the fire alarms going to open the doors during Total Lock Down. The fire alarms’ll only go if they sense massive carbon dioxide or something on the inside. Carbon Dioxide Activators are another new system the government’s designed to Keep Kids Safe. Aka: Stop kids escaping. Stop kids setting off the fire alarms for fun. Like that’s fun even.

				I think he’s a kid called Theo, in Year Eight. He’s always out of class, roaming. His screaming draws the killers. I hear them dropping down the staircase I just jumped from. They’re squealing in glee and racing out of the stairwell behind us. Hide. Forget exits. Forget Theo. Desperate, I search around. Lockers. Thank God for fricking lockers. I duck into a space behind the lockers. My heart’s pounding fit to bust. Anton’s too. He ducks in with me. Anton smells of fresh laundry. The two boys race past. I watch. Holding my breath. Heart exploding. They reach Theo. One of them says, ‘Any last words for Mummy?’

				Theo is crying, begging, screeching. One of them says, ‘We are the Eternal Knights.’

				I don’t wait to hear it. I nudge Anton and we make a run the other way. While I’m running, I hear shooting. I imagine the blood splatter on the exit door that didn’t open.

				Theo, the little kid who liked to be free.

				The corridors are empty now. Everyone’s in assembly, aren’t they? That’s where it started. Didn’t it? We must have been the only ones to escape. Except the new Year Sevens. They have their own assembly in the library. Did the killers go there first, before the Detention Lab? There’s no way out. And the library runs the entire length of The Crossing on Level B. No way past it. Get to the library then. If they’re all dead in there? Lie down too; play dead. If they’re not? They can’t kill everyone. They’ll run out of bullets. Hide at the back. I’ll never make it. Everywhere’s on Lock Down. Even the toilets. I stop. I swerve. I nearly bash into Anton. I head back down the Humanities corridor to the library.

				Hide with the Year Sevens.

				Dead or alive.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: chaphead.tif]

				9.37 a.m.

				Friday, 18 September

				

				They’re alive.

				Inside the library I run. The Deputy Head, Miss Turnbull, is taking the Year Seven assembly. Miss Cook, the Head, must be out of school today. Lucky. She says to me, ‘Stop that immediately!’

				 I scream at her. ‘They killed Miss Carter!’

				There must be some power in my voice. I can see the Deputy Head believes me.

				‘Hide,’ yells Anton, and there’s something in his face and his speed that gets everyone scattering. The Year Sevens start screaming. I try to say, ‘Don’t scream. They’ll hear.’ But nobody listens. Some kids are running and shoving each other out of spaces under tables, under computers, behind book screens. I stand there. My brain is saying: Run. Hide. Run. Hide. But there’s nowhere to hide.

				‘The ceiling. Help me,’ hisses Anton.

				He shunts a table. I drag a chair up on to it. I jump on that. It’s nowhere near tall enough. Anton shunts another table closer. There’s a lot of screaming. This is madness. I want to scream too. But my voice is on mute. Hide in the ceiling. I kick the chair off. I help Anton put a table on a table, and I don’t even know how I just managed to do that. He passes the chair back up. One little Year Seven sees what I’m doing. She’s a kid called Ruby. I know her. She went to Daisy Bank Primary. She was nice to Sally when all the other kids weren’t. She’s smart and busy. Anyway she comes close. And soon there are three of us trying to build a tower to the ceiling tiles. I’m up on the tables and up on the chair. And I’m there.

				I remove the ceiling tile and above is a gap. Some debris falls into my eye. I swear, rub my eye. Is this how I’m going to die? Because some dust got in my eye? I can’t see where to push myself to. But I push myself anyway. The effort of pushing wobbles the chair, and the table shudders. I’m in the ceiling. The chair crashes down. I jolt, because for a minute I think the crashing is gunfire. I think it’s them, already in the library. The gunmen are here. But they’re not gunmen, are they? They’re only boys, Year Nine boys, just like Connor. Where is Connor? It’s not them anyway. Maybe they won’t come. I roll into the ceiling. I remember I mustn’t put weight on the polystyrene tiles. If the tiles break, those Year Nine boys will see me. So I drag myself with my arms across the ceiling slats, dislodging a tile as I go. The tile flips up and I can see down.

				I can see Ruby, the little Year Seven; she’s up on the chair, up on the two tables already. She’s trying to get into the ceiling, but she’s too short. Anton pulls her off and pushes past. It’s Anton who’s getting up on the tables now. He’s taller, so he can reach up and do it.

				For a minute I think he’s going to lift little Ruby up. I don’t know how I feel about that. A Year Seven kid might squeal, like Theo did. A Year Seven kid might break a polystyrene tile. But it’s Ruby, the little girl with the pony tail who stuck up for Sally. I want to help her. But when Anton shoves her aside and stamps on her hand so she lets go, I’m glad too. I’m horrified that I’m so glad.

				There is no time to think about it. Anton heaves himself into the roof. As he does this he deliberately kicks the tables and chairs down. They go crashing to the floor. That’s good. No clue to show we climbed up.

				Anton’s lying flat on the joists. He looks at me. His eyes are empty. He just kicked a Year Seven kid out of the way to save his own skin. A kid we should have protected. And I’m glad. I can’t bear how glad I feel. But Anton is years ahead of her in experience. He’s just survived the last fifteen minutes. He knows what we’re up against. Anton is not going to squeal and give me away.

				Anton lays a finger across his lips, rolls over and replaces the ceiling tile. I realise the tile I knocked is still crooked. So I very carefully inch round. I pick the tile clear of its joists. I’m terrified I’m going to drop it. My hands are shaking. Through the gap, before I put the tile back, I see Ruby. She’s nursing her hand. She’s trying to crawl under a computer desk, but they’re all taken. She looks up at me, tears rolling down her face. She’s clutching a little gold cross around her neck. Clutching and un-clutching it, with her bad hand all nursed up against her tiny chest. Her eyes are saying, Help me. Her eyes are wide, just like Sally’s. I point to the book cupboard. I try to tell her the touch pad code by holding up my fingers, but there’s no time, and anyway she ain’t got the key. I point to the quiet corner where the beanbags are. She understands. She crawls there and pulls a beanbag over her. I put the ceiling tile back. I realise I’ve put it back wrong. It don’t slot into place. There’s a crack.

				I pray that Ruby won’t get hurt. I pray she won’t tell where I am. I pray the killers won’t look up at the ceiling. I pray if they do look up at the ceiling, they won’t notice one of the tiles ain’t straight. I pray if they do notice one of the tiles ain’t straight, they won’t think it’s because someone is hiding up here.

				I pray and pray. Don’t let them start shooting into the ceiling.

				And I lie there, too scared to remove the tile and replace it properly. I’m frozen on the thin ceiling. Like on a web of ice. One wrong move. I can’t bear to think about it. I’m scared I’ll knock something and give us away. I’m trembling. I can’t stop trembling. I’ll tremble so much the tiles will crack and break and I’ll fall through. Back into the library. I’m sweating. It’s all slippery. I’m going to slip. It’s dark; I’m going to fall. I must control my breathing. I must.

				I must control my breathing.

				Have to.

				I have to look through the crack in the ceiling. I have to see what happens. I tell myself it’s because I need to phone for help. I will phone for help. If I see everything, I can tell the police everything. But I can’t phone now. I can’t move now, even to get my cell comm out to put it on silent. If my comm goes off, they’ll know I’m here. There’s a single spider’s thread right next to my nose. It trembles too. The light from the crack makes it shine.

				Through the darkness I strain to look at Anton, but I can’t see what he’s thinking and I pray his comm won’t go off. And I look back through the crack in the ceiling. Because I have to.

				I have to know if it’s Connor.

				There, I’ve thought it. The unthinkable. I’ve been trying so hard not to. It could be Connor. I’ve known it could be Connor all along. He’s weird. He put a live snail in the microwave once. I never told Mum. I should have, but we have this unspoken deal. He looks at me. His eyes say: You stay quiet. My eyes say: I’ll stay quiet, but you don’t hurt little Sally, because even though you’re my brother – she’s my sister too. Don’t make me choose. He says: OK.

				It can’t be Connor. I don’t want to believe it’s Connor. I don’t want it to be Connor. But deep down I know it could be. I don’t trust him. Please God, don’t let the tiles break.

				They enter the library. They throw something into the library hallway. It explodes. It damages lockers. It stinks. They’ve got bombs!

				If there’s a fire, the Lock Down doors will open. I don’t know if I’m hoping for a fire or not.

				There are three of them now. No Connor. Thank God. I’m surprised. I hate myself for being surprised. I’m disappointed. I hate myself for being disappointed. I hate Connor. If he’s not one of them, they may kill him. I’ll be happy if they kill him; he’s such a waste of space. But I must stop them, because I love Connor too. And I hate him. But he’s just a stupid little moron in stupid trainers and he belongs to me. Nobody’s allowed to kill him.

				I know who they are now. They’re suddenly easy to recognise. They’re Lucas Bobb, Markel Mcleod and Jase. Damian’s gang. Connor’s in Damian’s gang. They look around and Jase laughs like he knows there are over fifty Year Seven students, three teachers, a deputy head and a librarian hiding from him.

				Nobody’s ever hid from Jase before. Nobody’s ever noticed Jase before. And the other two ain’t special neither. Suddenly, with a shiver, I realise there’s something wrong. It can’t be just them. Jase? You gotta be kidding! Lucas Bobb, Markel Mcleod? Markel, maybe. But they couldn’t have dreamed this up on their own. Someone’s organised all this. How come they took so long to get from Theo and the humanities corridor to here? How come there are three of them now?

				They’ve been somewhere, reported to someone, come here to carry on with some plan. This thing ain’t random.

				As Lucas enters, he shoots at a display case with Art Award book jackets in it. I did one of them. I did Girl Meets Cake. I did a big cake in the shape of a knight in shining armour and a girl rolling her eyes. I thought it was good. Splinters from the display case hit a kid who’s hiding under a copier table near it.

				Markel yells at everyone, ‘We are the Eternal Knights. Get up!’ His voice trails away like he ain’t certain that anyone’s going to do what he wants, even though he’s got a gun.

				When no one stands up, Markel says, ‘I’ll shoot anyway,’ like there’s an option. He fires at a desk. The shot bangs like a firework. He don’t know some kid is under it. There’s a whiff of gunsmoke. The kid is hit, but only in her arm.

				Jase and Markel make their way down the side of the library, to two rows of computers. The kid hit in the arm uses the time to conceal herself behind the library counter. Another kid I recognise, called Rosie Perkins, is sitting curled up under a computer table. Jase drags her out, makes her lie on the floor.

				The shooters set down their rucksacks. They open them. The bags are filled with ammunition. Full of ammunition! They reload their guns. They walk to the windows facing The Crossing. Jase says, ‘There’s someone getting away.’ They both shoot through the windows at the staircase. I can’t see who it is. I hope it’s not Tariq. Glass shatters. It crashes. The light bounces off it. ‘See if you can hit the Choco’n’Pop dispenser,’ says Jase, like it’s a game. He fires again. The library echoes like a shooting range.

				Lucas joins them. They empty their weapons through the window into The Crossing, shooting at the Choco’n’Pop dispenser. Then they do some more reloading. I can’t believe it. They’ve got about five guns each. Stuff like that costs money. Where the hell did they get all that money from? What’s going on?

				It’s so quiet in the library. I’ve never heard it so quiet.

				After a few seconds, Markel turns away from the broken windows overlooking the stairwell. He sees kids under a table. ‘Come out,’ he yells.

				The kids don’t move.

				Markel is too lazy to bend down; he just fires his gun through the table. He hits the librarian. The rest, the kids hiding under it, spill out. There are three of them. Markel lines them up against the bookcases. He yells, ‘If you gonna hide, we gonna execute you, like this.’ He can’t even say ‘execute’ properly; he says, ‘extra-cute you’ like it’s a deal on hair shampoo or something. Then he puts a bullet through each of their foreheads. POW. POW. POW.

				The kids drop. One of them is screaming. Then nothing.

				Only the smell of gunshots, and the sound of windows rattling.

				They just killed three kids. They’re lying there like dropped dolls. Nobody’s saying nothing. The kids are just lying there. I can’t believe it.

				‘See what we can do,’ yells Markel.

				Jase grabs his gun and walks over to the next row of computer desks. He’s trying to be like Markel now. He fires his gun underneath the first desk in the row without even looking to see who’s under it. The shot makes a lot of splinters but misses a kid who’s hiding there. Jase shoots under the next computer desk. ‘Come out,’ he yells.

				The Deputy Head, Miss Turnbull, is there. She’s shot. She’s hurt. Then Jase says, ‘Damian says we’re not gonna kill you if you stand up. Damian says we gotta make sure you come down to the gym. Damian says if you don’t do as he says, we gonna have to kill you. All right?’ He says this slowly, all American gangster, all clunky, like he’s learned it by heart and is checking he got it right.

				I look over at the corner where Ruby is hiding. Her feet are sticking out. I want to tell her to pull her feet in.

				Lucas walks over to the table across from the lower computer row, slaps the top twice with his hand, kneels down, and says, ‘Ready or not, here I come,’ before dragging out a little Asian boy.

				Lucas turns to the next table, where a student is squatted next to it rather than underneath it. She wasn’t hidden enough. Three other little Year Sevens got there first, so there wasn’t enough room. Lucas asks her if she wants to die, or if she wants to go to the gym, and the girl says, ‘Please don’t kill me.’ Lucas tells her to go and stand by the door. The kid gets up and goes over to stand by the door.

				‘See,’ says Jase, like he’s pleased he got that right. ‘Damian says you gotta line up.’

				I can see straight away that Jase is a moron who’s just following orders. He is so moronic that obviously if Damian said, ‘Shoot everyone in the bollocks,’ he’d even try to do that to the girls. It’s not funny. Damian’s not funny. I don’t know him and I don’t want to. My friend Adrianna knew him. She said she was in his bedroom once, and all the walls were covered with pictures of guns: guns on their own, guns held by gangsters, guns from the past, guns in holsters, shotguns, revolvers, BB guns, Macs, just guns and guns and guns. When she dumped him he stalked her down the street and across the Internet, and sent her pictures of the guns he was going to use to kill her, until her family, in desperation, relocated back to Krakow or somewhere. Clever Adrianna.

				I try to remember if Connor ever said anything about Damian. But Connor don’t say much other than he’ll show us all one day. He actually ain’t spoken to no one in the family for months. If he wants something he just points and grunts. You can get a lot across by grunting. He gets it across to us very clearly. He says: I don’t want none of you to ask me nuffing, and Mum should hand over all her money.

				Even if you want to ask Connor about something, there’s never a right time. If he ain’t asleep, he’s just going to sleep. If he’s alone, he’s playing the box and right at a tricky you-must-not-disturb-me point. If he’s finished playing the box, he’s in a temper because he lost, or he’s too excited because he won. Believe me there’s never a right time.

				Lucas starts to walk over towards the quiet corner. My heart stops. Little Ruby’s legs are still sticking out. But before Lucas can get there, Markel moves to back up Jase and drags Miss Turnbull out from under the desk. ‘Tell them to line up or we’re gonna have to shoot them all,’ he says. Like he’s already tired of shooting people, and it’s all become too much like hard work. He says it with this kind of be-sorry-for-me whine in his voice.

				Lucas stops. He’s noticed the whine in Markel’s voice. He listens to what’s happening between Markel and the Deputy Head. He don’t quite reach the pile of beanbags. He just ducks his head round the corner of the quiet place, fires a couple of shots at random into the bags without properly looking. He fires at the books and the low tables and turns back. He rolls his eyes at an imaginary camera. He even kisses his teeth, copying Markel. Like killing people is such a boring thing. He keeps looking at Markel, ready to copy him to the max. And I wonder why. In an instant I figure it out. Lucas is scared. He’s scared of something. Not Markel though. Markel is the answer. I can tell Lucas thinks that if he does everything Markel does, and feels just the way Markel feels, then he’s safe.

				Lucas shrugs, like he’s done with the quiet corner. He turns away. Thank God. Please let him turn away. I hold my breath. He’s walking back towards the computer hub. He’s more interested in what Markel is going to do to Miss Turnbull. I catch my heart as I search the beanbags for blood. Please let Ruby be OK.

				Lucas is back at the computer hub. He does a little jump, like he’s dead excited to see poor Miss Turnbull clutching at her side and dragging herself off the floor. Markel is waving the gun everywhere.

				‘Tell them,’ Markel insists, but Miss Turnbull don’t say nothing.

				And it’s funny that even though Markel’s got a gun, and he’s got two morons who’re trying to do exactly what he does, he still needs Miss Turnbull to tell the Year Sevens what to do.

				Markel tries to pull Miss Turnbull to her feet, but he can’t. He calls to Jase and Lucas to help him. All three of them stand there not knowing what to do with her. She won’t stand up and she won’t say nothing. Markel kneels down and pushes the gun in her face. ‘Tell them to line up!’ he yells so hard I can see spit spewing out of his mouth.

				‘He’s got a gun,’ says Jase, stating the obvious, like that will somehow convince her to do what they want.

				She’s breathing hard. She says, ‘Do you promise no one will be hurt, if I tell them to line up?’

				Markel just yells, ‘Do as I say or I swear I’ll kill everyone.’

				Wearily Miss Turnbull crawls to her feet. ‘Do what they say,’ she calls into the silent library.

				There’s a shuffling and a rustling and a peeping out from hiding places. Miss Turnbull drags herself up and is leaning on the desks, making her way to the door. The maths teacher for Year Seven follows her, crawling out from under the printer table. Then another two teachers appear and a few students as well.

				‘Go on! Go on!’ urges Jase.

				Gradually the little Year Sevens twist themselves out of desks and shelves and cupboards and follow Miss Turnbull. One after the other they form a ragged line by the door. I look down at the pile of beanbags. Ruby’s face is peeping out. There’s blood on it. I don’t think she can move. But she’s alive. At least she’s alive.

				Very slowly I inch back the ceiling tile. When there’s enough space I’m going to stick my head out. I’m going to let Ruby know what’s going on. It’s a gamble. One hell of a gamble. But they won’t look up unless I make a noise, and I don’t think Lucas will be back to the quiet corner, not yet. And Markel’s too caught up with making sure Miss Turnbull does what he says. And Jase is using every last brain cell, which is more than he started with, to make sure the kids are lining up.

				So I lean down out of the ceiling until I am sure Ruby can see me. She looks up. I motion her to stay put. I mouth: They. Are. Going. I give her the thumbs-up. I pat the air, telling her to wait.

				Ruby rests her head on the floor and closes her eyes. I want to scream at her, ‘Don’t die. Don’t you dare die. Not now!’

				Her eyes half flutter open like she can hear me.

				She looks up again.

				I can’t bear the look in her eyes.

				They’re asking for something she knows I can’t give.

				But I can. I will give it. Somehow.

				I will help you, Ruby.
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				For a split second we hold our gaze, then very slowly Ruby opens her mouth. She mouths something at me. She’s trying to tell me something. I freeze. Maybe she can see something from the book corner I’ve missed. I daren’t turn my head. I don’t trust myself to get my head back inside the ceiling. I won’t be able to reset the tile. I’m trembling. I can’t help it. I can’t stop it. Just stay very still, I tell myself. The library’s gone drop-dead silent. If you move now, you stupid moron, you’re going to end up dead. I’m stuck with my head poking out the ceiling. I stare down at Ruby, trying to understand what she means. Then I know. Markel is doing a last check round. He’s heading my way. Thank God I didn’t move. Pray God he don’t look up.

				I want to close my eyes but it’s like they’re stuck open. Markel is passing right under me, right now. Don’t look up. I daren’t even blink. Lucas and Jase are trying to line up the students. But they never lined up in their lives, let alone lined nobody else up, so they don’t know how to do it. Markel’s going back. Thank God. Jase is repeating and repeating, ‘Line. Up. Line. Up,’ and waving his gun like if he shoots them, they’re going to line up straighter. Lucas don’t care. He’s busy smashing up a computer like that’s the funnest thing.

				Markel is heading back their way. I still can’t move. He wanders around threatening to put a bullet through anyone left alive who ain’t lining up. My heart is pounding so hard I feel dizzy. But mostly the kids are helping the wounded to stand up, and that’s part of the line-up problem. Like how can you do single file when you’ve got to lean on someone? My arms are aching now with holding my position. I can’t flex or nothing. Markel hurries; poking about under the tables like the library is already haunted. He don’t go into the quiet corner. Thank God. Instead he picks up a fallen backpack, rifles through it and nicks a cell comm. Then he poses to his own reflection in a bookcase window making I Am De Badman faces.

				‘Oi,’ he yells at last. ‘Move.’

				The line straggles out through the swing door and turns towards the gym.

				I pull my head back in. At last. I lie there shaking and shaking. I can’t move even to get out my cell. After what seems like an age, I roll over on my back and pull it out of my pocket. My beat-up, broken, bottom-of-the-range cell communicator with its bust casing. I turn it on. In the blue light it casts, I can see Anton lying there.

				‘What d’you do that for?’ he hisses.

				I look at him blank.

				‘You could’ve got us killed.’

				I don’t say nothing. Nothing about Ruby and how he pushed her out, and how she’s hit and how I feel. Nothing about the three little kids.

				‘They gone?’ he whispers.

				I still don’t answer. I don’t understand. I simply lie there. But I do understand. I’ve seen this before in the classroom but nobody got killed. But I’ve seen this madness, this I-don’t-give-a-shit, this Who-cares-you-can’t-do-nothing-to-me, so-try-and-stop-me, and then I-think-I-will-just-destroy-whatever-I-can. I was in one class when a boy set fire to the desk at the back. It caught up pretty quick and burned down all the computer hubs near it. He was laughing as we tried to get out. He thought seeing us falling over ourselves trying to survive was the most exciting thing he’d ever seen.

				When they hauled him up to the Head’s office, she gave him fairy cakes and asked him to tell her all about his problems.

				‘Did you see them go?’ Anton says again. He reaches out to me in this luminous darkness where you can’t see a bleeding thing. Somehow my eyes adjust. Somehow light seeps through. He grabs my hand. His hand is warm. ‘Have they gone?’

				I think I saw them go, but I’m so scared. I don’t know any more. Maybe they’re still down there. I don’t know anything, except I want him to be quiet. ‘Shush,’ I say and he shushes.

				I put my cell comm on silent. I call the police. But I’m too scared to make a noise so I let it ring. I hear the woman pick up and say, ‘Fire, ambulance, police,’ and other stuff. But I daren’t answer. I try to whisper, ‘Police,’ but it won’t come out. I’m scared. I hang up. Then I think, Get down and see if anyone’s alive. Help them first. Help Ruby. Then I think, Text the police. But you can’t text the police. So I think text someone then, but not Mum. Mum won’t be no use. But I don’t want anyone to call me. I’d have to speak. And I don’t want my comm to lose battery. My comm is very old and the battery can run down just for anything.

				But I got to text someone. Someone who’ll help. And I remember Gilly at Latchkey Club and I know she’ll be sensible, so I text her.

				I write: Gilly plse call t police der r sum boys in r school wit guns n they just killed kids n t library. Not a joke n please don’t call me bcos hiding from them. Leah. I send it.

				Within seconds I get a text back. I can feel the soft vibration of the cell comm slipping in my hand. It feels huge, like an earthquake. I open her message up. I’ll call the police. If this a joke you are SO going to be in serious trouble. Gilly.

				I pass the phone to Anton. He reads it and his face is blank. Greeny-yellowy blank in the half-light.

				And I know what I got to do. And I got to do it, because I’m not a loser like Aliesha. I’m in control, ain’t I? But it’s still hard. That’s what you don’t understand. You see me like this, and you think being me and being in control is easy, and It’s. All. Right. For. Leah. But it ain’t like that. I’m just as scared the hell out, as you all are. But I got to put all that to one side. I got to make the hardest decision ever in my life. I got to decide to get down out the ceiling. I’m not thinking straight. I got to help Ruby. I promised I would. Hell no, I should just stay here. I got to check to see if anyone else is alive. They might be covered in blood, but however much covered in blood, I got to help. I am so not thinking straight. Hide them, up here or somewhere? Those killers might come back. They might do anything. I’m the only person who can help right now, unless Anton will.

				And I know before even asking, Anton won’t.

				He won’t help. He’s too smart. He knows that risking himself to help someone who might die anyway is not all that clever. And Anton is clever. That’s why I like him. He may go to YOU OP 78 but that don’t mean nothing. Except that YOU OP 78 is a dump school for kids whose parents are on Extreme Hardship Benefits. At least it don’t mean you ain’t smart. It means you won’t get an education that’ll take you anywhere much, and it means your folks can’t get any lower in the pecking order, but it don’t mean you ain’t smart.

				‘Leah?’

				I look at him. He knows what I’m thinking. He knows me, like he knows all those books he reads. He won’t answer me, though. He won’t move. I think he’ll move if he knows the killers ain’t coming back, though. He looks like he wet himself and is hoping his pee ain’t soaked through the ceiling tiles and given him away. And I don’t blame him, because I know I look like that too.

				I don’t know what to do. My heart is banging and tumbling around from my throat to my legs. I think I might throw up. I’m slippy with sweat, but it’s like a cold sweat. I think I must be in shock. I peer through the crack again. I can see Ruby. She’s got her eyes closed. I have a choice: I can lie here and hope the police get through and save me and save them and stop those shooters, or I can do something myself, and maybe help someone and maybe save a life.
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