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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Everywhere we turn, young people are being told to “change the world.”

      It seems like everyone believes it’s our job to make things better. They say we have it easier than they did when they were kids, so it’s only fair we step up and create a nicer place for everyone.

      I don’t know about others my age, but that feels kind of crazy. Like, parents, teachers, politicians—they’re all counting on us to fix the stuff they messed up. To clean up their problems. And honestly? That’s a lot to handle.

      Don’t get me wrong, I want to help out and do my part. But, change the world? Where are we even supposed to start? What do we fix first? And how do we even know if what we’re doing is actually helping, or if we’re just making things worse?

      Oh, I’m Seth, by the way. I have this weird ability—I can stop time. Sounds awesome, right? But honestly, it’s not as cool as you’d think. Every time I use it, I end up feeling super tired, like I’m getting sick or something. And even when everything’s frozen, it’s not like I can just mess around. If I move something the wrong way or make one tiny mistake, I could totally ruin the future for everyone. No pressure, right? So yeah, relaxing isn’t really an option for me.

      OK, so, this whole time-freezing thing? I never even wanted it. Reuben—my friend—he’s the one who passed it on to me after an accident. Yeah, he can stop time too. He’s literally the only person I can talk to about any of this. I mean, who else am I supposed to tell? There’s no way I’m talking about this to anyone else. People would think I’m a total freak. My socials would blow up with jokes, or, I dunno, something worse.

      So now I’m just stuck with this weird power I have to figure out on my own. Honestly, I’m pretty bad at handling it. It’s a lot to deal with, so most of the time, I try not to think about it.

      But here’s the kicker. Having this power basically put a giant target on my back. See, there’s this insane group of dark angels called the Mabaya – they’re actually after me and Reuben. Their whole deal is stealing our powers so they can mess up the world or whatever. So yeah, I’m literally in danger every single day. And just when I think my life can’t get any weirder, something else totally wild happens.

      Now you see why I don’t talk about this stuff? Who would even believe me? But seriously, I’m not making any of this up.

      So when people start telling me to ‘make a difference’ or ‘change the world,’ can you really blame me if my first thought is to tell them to get stuffed.
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        * * *

      

      “Hurry up, Seth!” shouted Josh.

      He and Madi were waiting outside the English block while other students rushed past, pushing and shoving as they tumbled into their classrooms. They looked like balls rolling down a marble run, all jostling against each other but ultimately heading in the same direction.

      Seth was at the back of a group of year tens and could see Josh’s impatient face scowling at him. Josh hated being late; he was always on time for everything and couldn’t stand it when others weren’t. Madi was leaning against the wall, scrolling through her phone, completely unconcerned about being late for English.

      “I’m here!” Seth panted as he pulled his rucksack up over his shoulder.

      “About time,” grumbled Josh. “Next time, I’m not waiting. You know how Miss Steele gets when we’re late.”

      Madi grinned at Seth. “Ignore him. He’s in a bad mood because Sophie Westland has left his WhatsApp on read.” Josh glared at her and stormed into the classroom, causing Madi and Seth to laugh.

      Seth looked around for Reuben, but his seat was empty.

      Reuben had just started at St Andrew’s Academy. He’d been homeschooled for years. His mum, Jenny, knew about the Mabaya and thought it was safer for him to stay hidden. Having faced the Mabaya himself, Seth completely understood this. But Reuben wanted to experience life outside his attic room—he wanted friends and a life of his own.

      Reuben had begged his mum to let him go to school. He was tired of being cooped up in the attic, he wanted to do normal things that kids his own age did. Jenny had been against the idea at first, but as Reuben continued to beg, she relented.

      She knew the world was dangerous for someone like Reuben but also believed he deserved to live his life. So, with ground rules firmly in place, she finally allowed him to join Seth in year ten.

      Reuben loved school! He got excited about discussing English books, constantly spouted French verbs and was obsessed with algebra mechanics. It would have been really jarring if Seth hadn’t known his background, but he understood that Reuben was making up for lost time.

      So, it was strange that he wasn’t here for the English lesson.

      Seth and Madi took their seats. As Seth opened his copy of An Inspector Calls, a pencil hit him on the ear. He looked angrily over his shoulder. Josh was staring at him.

      “What?” he snapped.

      “Where’s Reuben?” Josh asked.

      Seth shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe he’s sick,” he replied. “Stop throwing pencils at me, you idiot.”

      Just then, the door swung open. Everyone went quiet, expecting to see their usual teacher, Miss Steele, but instead, a man they’d never seen before entered.

      “Good morning 10b,” he said cheerfully. “How wonderful to see your happy, smiling faces!”

      Everyone scowled. Great, a teacher who thought he was funny.

      “Miss Steele had to go away for a while, hopefully, it wasn’t you lot who caused that. I’m joking, of course. She had a family emergency. So, I’m your new English teacher. My name is Mr Nomed.”

      A ripple of laughter went around the room. Nomed? Really? That was the worst name ever!

      Mr Nomed held up his hands. “Alright, alright, I know it’s a weird one,” he said with a smile. “Believe me, where I come from, the name ‘Nomed’ is as common as Smith or Jones. But right now, let’s forget about my name and get down to Mr and Mrs Birling in An Inspector Calls. Turn to Act One please. Let’s see how much you know – or don’t know.”

      The lesson went by pretty quickly and Seth was actually surprised when the bell rang.

      Immediately, everyone started to pack away their things. Chairs scraped and tables rattled as students hastily rushed towards the door. But then came the sound of Mr Nomed’s voice,

      “Stop!” his voice boomed. Everyone froze.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” he shouted. “I haven’t dismissed you yet. This is my classroom, so show some respect and control yourselves.”

      The room fell silent. Miss Steele had never spoken to them like that.

      “That’s better,” Mr Nomed said, his smile returning after getting their attention back on track. “Discipline is important. Without it, the world would be a mess. Right, off you go.”

      And finally, Mr Nomed allowed them to file out the classroom. Madi and Josh caught up with Seth.

      “That was different,” said Madi, popping some gum into her mouth.

      “Yeah, Nomed’s a bit weird, isn’t he?” agreed Josh.

      Seth shrugged. “He’s not that bad. Just strict about letting us go, that’s all.”

      Madi sighed. “Yeah. For an English teacher, I guess he’s alright. Reckon we can put up with him.”

      The three friends left each other for separate classrooms. They had different GCSE timetables, meaning that the only lesson they shared was English.

      Seth had French next, which was right at the top of the language block. Normally he walked there with Reuben, who was also in his French class. But since Reuben was still missing, he headed there alone.

      He glanced at the flight of stairs before him and sighed.

      Seth had a prosthetic leg. He had been in an accident last year, resulting in the loss of his leg and changing everything. It had been traumatic at the time, but he’d got used to moving with a prosthetic limb and most of the time nobody would even know. Except when he had to climb steps. Then he was still very slow.

      Everyone dashed past as he made his way to the classroom. Why did French have to be on the top floor? His teachers always allowed him extra time to get to their lessons, but Seth still hated being the one coming in the room last.

      As he climbed slowly up the final flight of steps, he heard voices below and peered over the banister.

      Mr Nomed and the headteacher were talking together in low voices and next to them was Reuben! What was going on?

      Seth stood very still, straining to hear what was being said.

      “I’m sorry, Reuben,” said the headteacher, “but we cannot accept lateness, unless there are exceptional circumstances. I’ll let it go this time, as you are usually so diligent and Mr Nomed will give you copies of the work carried out in class today. But please do not let it happen again. This is the beginning of your GCSE years. It’s vital you attend every lesson.”

      “Remember Reuben,” added Mr Nomed, “You have the power to shape your own future. But without self-control, you’re like a house without walls. That’s in the Bible. Proverbs.”

      Reuben nodded solemnly while Mr Nomed handed him some papers. Then both teachers walked away, leaving Reuben to head to his next lesson.

      “Hey!” Seth called out from above. “Reuben. Up here.”

      Reuben glanced up and saw Seth waving frantically. He quickly looked over his shoulder and darted up the stairs as fast as he could.

      “What happened? Were you in trouble?” asked Seth as Reuben reached him. “Your mum will kill you if you get a detention.”

      Reuben leaned against the wall. “I was late,” he admitted with a sigh. “Not surprising though, is it?”

      “Why?” asked Seth, curiously.

      Reuben stared at Seth. “You should know,” he said. “You must have got the message too.”

      “What message?” Seth pressed.

      Reuben pulled his phone from his back pocket.

      “There,” he said urgently, shoving his phone in Seth’s face. “Tell me you knew about this.”

      Seth took the phone. As he read the message, a wave of fear hit him. It was like an icy coldness spreading through his whole body and he looked at Reuben in horror.

      “Is this real?” he gasped.

      Reuben rubbed his forehead. “I’ve no idea,” he said. “I guess it must be. I mean, nobody knows about any of this stuff except us.”

      “When did you get it?” demanded Seth.

      “Just before school,” said Reuben. “I can’t believe you didn’t get the message too.”

      Seth opened his bag and grabbed his own mobile phone. “It’s been on silent,” he groaned. “I forgot to change it after my alarm went off this morning.”

      In the top left corner of his phone Seth could see a red dot next to his messaging app. A new message was waiting. His heart raced as he tapped the screen. And there it was. The exact same message he’d just read on Reuben’s phone.

      “We’re still here.

      Waiting and watching. M.”

      “M? Does that mean the Mabaya?” Seth stammered. “I thought they’d gone.”

      “Me too,” replied Reuben nervously.

      “And waiting?” said Seth, re-reading the text. “Waiting for what?”

      “For us,” whispered Reuben.

      A sense of dread filled the boys, both fearful of what could happen next and suddenly feeling that they were far from safe.

      Reuben sat down on the top step next to his friend. In a hushed voice he leaned across Seth and asked, “What do we do?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      There was nothing the two boys could do about the Mabaya at that very moment, so somehow, they managed to drag themselves to class. Although neither of them wanted to be in school (and they had seriously considered legging it), it was probably one of the safest places for them to be. So, reluctantly, they sat through French, though neither of them could concentrate on French verbs. Each boy was lost in his own thoughts and it was a miracle that Madam Dart didn’t ask either of them a question.

      The rest of the day went by in a blur.

      When the final bell rang, they hurried out of school, purposefully trying to blend in with the crowd of students. There was definite safety in numbers.

      Everyone else seemed happy and in high spirits as they celebrated the end of the day, but Seth and Reuben were not laughing with the others. That chilling text message had unnerved them and they just needed to get somewhere safe—and fast.

      “Let’s go to yours,” said Seth. “It’s nearer.”

      Reuben agreed.

      Reuben used to live in the attic of an old house with his mum, Jenny. Jenny was no ordinary mum, she was an angel who lived on Earth. Seth had struggled with believing in angels for a long time, but he’d seen enough crazy things to now believe that they did actually exist.

      Reuben had been rescued by Jenny from a terrible train crash when he was just a baby, which had killed his real parents. Since then, Jenny had become his mum. She knew about his gift and the evil Mabaya and it was for that reason she had kept him secretly hidden for so many years.

      Seth had discovered Reuben’s secret last year when he had stumbled into their old house. Since then, things had changed for the better. Jenny realised that Reuben needed a more normal life and the opportunity to make friends. An old attic wasn’t the place for a young boy to live.

      So, they’d moved into a neat little terraced house, about ten minutes from the school. As well as enrolling at Seth’s school, Reuben had also joined the local football club and he had made new friends. His life had become so much happier. But now that creepy text had thrown everything into chaos.

      As they reached Reuben’s sky blue front door, Seth glanced nervously around. The words ‘we’re watching’ echoed in his mind. The Mabaya could literally be lurking anywhere. They could even be looking at them right now.

      “Hurry up,” he urged as Reuben fumbled through his bag for the keys.

      “Hang on,” Reuben said. “I know the keys are here somewhere.”

      “Look faster,” demanded Seth, who was really starting to feel uneasy. Looking out across the street, he could see loads of windows. The Mabaya could be staring at them from any one of those. Or from the park opposite. Or from one of the many parked cars. His heart began to quicken, and he actually felt his hands growing sweaty.

      “Hurry UP!” he repeated, louder this time.

      Reuben shot him an angry look. “I AM hurrying,” he said. “Calm down, alright? OK, I’ve got it.”

      As soon as the door shut behind them, Reuben locked it and Seth leaned against it with relief.

      “Seriously, you need to chill,” Reuben said as he shook his head at Seth’s panic. “You can’t freak out like this.”

      “Shut up, Reuben,” Seth shot back, throwing his bag onto the floor. “Have you seriously forgotten what happened last year? I think freaking out is totally normal.” He pushed past Reuben and stormed into the living room, slumping onto the cosy sofa. Reuben followed him and stood with his back to the wall.

      “What I don’t get,” he said, “is how they even got our phone numbers. I mean, demons and technology? Doesn’t exactly add up, right?”

      Seth shook his head. “Yeah, it’s a total mystery.”

      Reuben let out a sigh. “Maybe it’s not even really them. You know, someone messing with us for a laugh.”

      Seth raised an eyebrow. “Messing with us? Like a joke?”

      “Yeah, you know. Just trying to scare us. Who do we know whose name starts with ‘M’?”

      Seth sighed. “Only Madi,” he said. “And she wouldn’t do this. What about that strange kid in geography, the one who’s always staring at you. Doesn’t his name start with M? What’s he called, Martin or something?”

      “Marley,” said Reuben quietly. “And he’s not strange. He’s actually really cool.”

      For a brief moment, Seth was sure Reuben was blushing, but he didn’t say anything. They had more urgent things to discuss.

      “Well then, I’ve no idea,” he said. “I don’t know anyone else who signs off as M—unless it’s my mum.” Despite the severity of the situation, he actually laughed a little. “Perhaps it’s payback for not tidying my room at the weekend.”

      The boys were quiet for a moment, each of them lost in their own worries about the Mabaya returning. Eventually Reuben broke the silence.

      “I really thought we were done with them,” he said quietly. “Just thinking they’re still out there, waiting for us…it honestly makes me feel sick.”

      “And watching,” finished Seth.

      Reuben walked to the window and pulled the curtains closed tightly. “I think we should tell Mum,” he whispered.

      Seth groaned. He liked Jenny very much, but he couldn’t bear the thought of having to involve her again. Last year, the Mabaya had kidnapped, or angel-napped, her and it had caused so much trouble.

      “But what can she do?” he asked. “I mean, if we tell her, she’ll…”

      “She’ll do what?” asked a voice. The boys looked up. Jenny was standing in the doorway, waving a packet of biscuits at them. “How about you two tell me what’s going on?” she said cheerfully as she tossed the biscuits to Reuben.

      Reuben and Seth exchanged a look. They both knew Jenny wouldn’t let it go until she got the full story. Reuben ripped open a pack of ginger nuts, shoved one in his mouth, then handed the pack to Seth.

      “So, uh, we both got a weird text,” he mumbled, spraying crumbs everywhere.

      Jenny slid in next to him. “Weird how?”

      Reuben pulled out his phone, tapped the screen and handed it over. Jenny’s eyes scanned the message. Her face went pale.

      “So, they’re back,” she whispered. “I knew this would happen eventually.”

      Seth looked at her anxiously. “But what do they want? I thought we were done with all that.”

      Jenny shook her head. “The Mabaya never quit,” she said quietly. “All they care about is doing harm. They want your power to stop time, yours and Reuben’s. That’s all that matters to them.”

      Seth frowned. “But why? What could they even do with it?”

      Jenny sighed. “If they stop time, they can cause destruction,” she said. “They would have all the control and nobody would ever realise. People wouldn’t even know they were being controlled and that would mean a very dangerous situation indeed.”

      She added that if it meant signing up for social media platforms like Instagram or TikTok to reach the boys, then they'd do it without hesitation.

      “So, what do we do?” Seth asked, his voice shaky. “Should we hide? I mean, I don’t want to, but…”

      “Relax,” Jenny said, firm but gentle. “Neither of you is going into hiding.” She looked at Reuben.

      “But this text is worrying. Let me think it through.”

      She headed into the kitchen and opened the freezer. “You staying for tea, right, Seth? Fish fingers OK?”

      Seth couldn’t believe she was thinking about food right now. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to eat a thing. Then his stomach growled, betraying him.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Seth called back. He nudged Reuben and whispered hopefully, “Maybe we won’t hear from them again. Maybe they just wanted to freak us out.”

      “Hmmm,” Reuben said cautiously. “But you should still get your dad to pick you up later, just in case. No point walking home alone, right?”

      Seth nodded. “Good call.”

      The boys decided not to talk about the text anymore. Maybe it was just a one-time scare, nothing more. They agreed the best move was to delete the message and not dwell on it. For the next couple of hours, they just chilled, watched YouTube and scrolled through their phones, trying to forget about it.

      Later on, Seth’s dad beeped the car horn, letting him know he was waiting outside. Seth pulled on his coat and grabbed his school bag. He was secretly relieved that his dad was there to pick him up after such an unsettling day. Walking home in the dark wouldn’t normally have worried him but today had been a very difficult day.

      “Thanks for having me,” he called to Jenny as he zipped up his jacket.

      Jenny smiled. “No problem, Seth, you’re always welcome,” she said. “Try not to worry about that message. Leave it with me and I’ll have a think. It’s probably just a scare tactic, something intended to freak you out. Chances are you won’t hear anything else. But let me know immediately if you do.”

      Seth nodded and headed towards the car.

      “Good day?” asked Dad as Seth climbed in beside him. Seth shrugged and told him that school had been boring as usual. As far as his dad needed to know, not much had happened and today had been the same as every other school day.

      “Well, there’s something at home that might brighten you up,” said Dad. “A parcel arrived for you today.”

      Seth looked at Dad in surprise. “Really? From who?”

      Dad shrugged. “No idea,” he said. “It’s got the Amazon logo on it though, so perhaps someone’s been reading your wish list. I’m guessing it’s a late birthday present. Anyway, it’s on your bed.”

      Seth had turned fifteen the week before. He hoped it was from Uncle Nick. He always sent good stuff. So as soon as he got home, Seth raced upstairs to his room. A brown package was lying on his bed, with his name on it.

      Eagerly, Seth tore open the wrapping. A small round clock fell out onto his duvet. Seth frowned. He took off the plastic covering and stared at it.

      “A clock?” scoffed Seth, feeling disappointed. He would never use a clock in a million years. His mobile phone was all he needed. It told him the time and it was his alarm.

      This was a useless present. Seth turned it around in his fingers, hoping the back might open and twenty pounds would fall out. As he did so, he noticed something really strange.

      The clock was ticking backwards.

      The second hand ticked ominously in an anticlockwise direction, each movement sending a chill down Seth's spine. “That’s so weird,” he whispered to himself, taking a closer look. As he leaned in, the words etched into the clock’s face sent a jolt of terror through him. “Get ready, the final countdown has begun.”

      Instinctively, Seth knew that this wasn’t a gift from Uncle Nick.

      It was a warning from the Mabaya.

      Heart racing, Seth hurled the clock into the darkest corner of his room. He curled up on his bed, his eyes locked on the clock as if it were a venomous snake poised to strike. The air grew thick with dread and he could almost hear the whispers of the Mabaya.

      "You cannot escape your fate, Seth,” he imagined them saying. “We are coming for you."

      The clock began to tick louder, each second resonating like a countdown to something terrible. Panic surged within him as he realized that he wasn’t just being watched. He was being hunted.
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      The next day was Saturday, but instead of feeling happy, Seth woke up with a tight knot of worry in his stomach. Weekends were supposed to be relaxing, but all he could think about was what the Mabaya might do next. He just wanted to hide under his blanket and stay there, hoping it would keep him safe from everything outside.

      With a heavy sigh, he pulled the duvet over his head. The darkness felt safe and he lingered there for a moment, allowing it to wrap around him like a heavy fog. But as he lay there, questions gnawed away at him.

      If the Mabaya were really sending him messages, why now? They’d been quiet for over a year—long enough that Seth had almost forgotten about them. Almost. He still couldn’t shake what happened last summer. The Mabaya had scared him out of his mind, especially with Zadkiel, that demon who pretended to be his friend and nearly got Reuben killed.

      The idea that the Mabaya were back hung over Seth like a dark storm cloud. He never wanted to face them again, but it felt like he might not have a choice this time.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about that creepy message on the clock: “The final countdown has begun.” What was that supposed to mean? Seth’s heart pounded as he worried about what the Mabaya were planning for him. Stuff he couldn’t even imagine.

      And seriously, how could demons even find him online, let alone buy things? They didn’t know anything about real life—like school, dinner, or homework—so how would they figure out Amazon or credit cards? The idea was just ridiculous. It’s not like a bank would hand out a credit card to someone who doesn’t even have an address on Earth!

      He picked up the clock again and saw it was still ticking backwards. Last night, the sight had terrified him, but now, in the bright daylight, the fear was starting to fade. Maybe it was just a mechanical glitch or some weird quirk of the old clock.
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