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      “Let’s play ‘Dares’.”

      Tom, Josh, Seth, and Madi looked up from scrolling through their phones. They were thirteen years old and lived in the same street. They’d known each other forever.

      They had been banned from playing Dares. Last time they had accidentally smashed a car window and set fire to Josh’s dad’s slippers, so their parents had put a stop to it. But banning the game had simply made it more exciting. Part of the fun was posting their dares online. Tom had over two hundred likes the time he poured a pint of milk over his head.

      “Me first,” said Josh.

      He looked at his friends sprawled on the front lawn of his house, and his brain fired into action. What embarrassing things could he make them do?

      “I dare Madi to say, “I love you,” to a total stranger.” He smirked. Madi flicked her long red hair away from her face and grinned. Strolling out onto the pavement she looked around for her victim. An old lady holding a bright pink handbag passed by and Madi took her chance. “I love you!” she called out. The old lady smiled and said, “Well, what a lovely thing to say.” The children found it hilarious.

      “My turn,” said Madi. “I dare Josh to dance around like a gorilla,” she said.

      Josh snorted. “Too easy.” Madi found ‘Dance Monkey’ on Spotify and as soon as the music started, Josh began to make slow swaying motions, his back arched and his arms hanging down, so his knuckles hit the ground. When he pretended to pick bugs out of Seth’s hair and eat them, they screamed with laughter, and all agreed that Josh had easily won his dare.

      “This is going on Insta,” said Tom, who had been videoing the whole thing. Josh grinned and looked pleased with himself.

      A neighbourhood cat passed by at that moment. “Seth, I dare you to put that cat in the wheelie bin,” Tom said.

      Seth was disgusted. “No way, Tom, you weirdo,” he said. The cat chose that moment to jump over the fence, much to Seth’s relief.

      Tom looked annoyed. His eyes rested upon the house at the end of the street. The house everyone called ‘haunted’. It was the perfect dare. “I dare you,” he said, eyes glinting at Seth, “to spend three minutes at number fifty-four.”

      Silence.

      “Nah, don’t make him do that,” said Josh, his previous bravado suddenly fading.

      “Do it,” said Tom, scowling at Seth. “Or are you scared?”

      Number fifty four was legendary. It hadn’t been lived in for years and neglect was bleeding from every angle. Paint had peeled away. Doors and window frames were rotting. The spongy porch was hanging together practically by splinters.

      The local children were frightened of the house. Terrifying stories were told in the playground about ghosts and dreadful things that had supposedly been seen there. Seth didn’t like the house, but he’d never seen anything strange about it. It was simply a house that nobody lived in anymore. What was so creepy about that?

      “No problem,” he said and crossed the street towards Number fifty four. The others watched him silently, their eyes fixed on him, as if he were a soldier going into battle.

      Number fifty four had a driveway that swept around the back of the house. Seth knew that to win the dare, he would be expected to walk to the end of this driveway. The sun was shining, and the day was bright. Seth was glad of this. The sunshine gave him confidence. His thumb ran comfortingly along the edge of his mobile tucked in his jacket pocket.

      He walked down the rock-strewn driveway, kicking a stone as he went. A niggling concern about trespassing kept poking at him.

      “I shouldn’t be doing this,” he muttered to himself. “My parents would kill me.”

      “Go on, Seth,” called out Josh from across the street.

      “I’m setting the timer,” shouted Tom. “Three minutes, remember?”

      Seth waved back at them, trying to look cool and unconcerned. The house creaked as he walked alongside it, the old timbers aching with age, reminding Seth of an old lady in a rocking chair. It had been abandoned for as long as he could remember.

      At the back of the house, the garden was derelict and uncared for. Weeds thrived amongst broken plant pots. Seth waded through the knee-high grass as though it was water.

      Something caught his eye. It was only a feather. But it was a pure white feather. It looked piercingly bright as it fluttered against the darkness of the house. He walked on, convinced that his three minutes must be up, when another white feather landed on the path. He walked towards it and picked it up. It looked just like the other one. Then in front of him lay another and another.

      “Where are all these feathers coming from?” he wondered. He looked up at the roof of the house, expecting to see a family of white birds. But there was nothing. There was no sign of life whatsoever. Seth shrugged and turned to leave.

      Suddenly he stopped dead. There in front of him lay hundreds of white feathers. And they were all laid out in a perfect circle.

      As if in a trance, Seth stepped into the circle. He knelt to touch the feathers, wondering how they had settled into such a perfect shape. All at once the feathers began to float into the air around him. There wasn’t a breath of wind — not a trace of a breeze, but somehow hundreds of feathers started to rapidly spin around him until he felt like he was trapped in a blizzard. The feathers soared into a towering cylinder, whirling around him so fast that they became a dazzling blur with Seth at the core.

      “What’s happening?” he yelled. “I don’t like it. Stop!”

      Abruptly the feathers returned to earth, settling there as if nothing had ever happened.

      Seth’s heart was pounding. His mouth felt dry, and his hands were beginning to sweat. There was something weird going on here. He had to get away. He ran towards the driveway, taking one last look at the feathers. As he did so, he noticed a fleeting movement at an upstairs window. He stopped and focussed his eyes carefully. The window was open.

      Perhaps a bird had flown inside, or he’d seen the sweep of a long-forgotten curtain. But then he saw it. A face in the top window. Seth squinted to check that he wasn’t imagining things. But there it was. A human face — and it was staring straight back at him.

      Seth held the gaze for a moment. Then panic set in and he sped away from Number fifty four, back to his friends, his heart racing.

      “Three minutes and forty-two seconds exactly,” said Josh.

      “Easy,” announced Seth. He didn’t want his friends to know about the last three minutes and forty-two seconds. They would think he was crazy.

      Madi noticed that Seth was trembling, and she placed a hand on his shoulder. “Are you OK?” she whispered.

      Seth nodded. Madi didn’t look convinced, but she said nothing.

      “Dares complete,” said Tom. “Let’s go to the park.”

      Seth was relieved that they hadn't noticed his shortness of breath or his shaking hands. Madi had her suspicions, but thankfully she’d kept quiet. He wiped his forehead and followed his friends towards the park.

      He stopped to glance back at Number fifty four. Something weird was going on in that house. And who was that person at the window? Whoever they were, they hadn’t tried to hide. They had looked straight at him.

      Seth vowed never to go near that house again.

      Suddenly Josh screamed.

      “Seth! Look out!”

      Without thinking, Seth had stopped in the middle of a busy road and a car was hurtling towards him, lights flashing, horn blaring.

      It was too late for Seth to get out of the way. He knew he was going to be hit. Everything went into slow motion as the car plunged into him. He felt a sudden rush of heat before being thrown onto the pavement. He heard Madi scream and cars screeching to a halt. He heard Tom and Josh calling his name. But the clearest sound of all was a calm voice saying, “You’ll be fine.”

      Then he passed out.
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        One year later

      

      

      Seth had to escape. The gang was gaining on him, and they were much faster than he could ever be, especially since the accident.

      “There he is,” came a shout from the end of the street.

      “Look at the way he runs!” jeered another voice.

      Fear rose in Seth’s throat, and he felt sick. He hated that gang. He’d tried standing up to them, but they had just laughed in his face.

      “You little freak,” one had sneered.

      “Tell us about your wooden leg,” laughed another.

      “Careful, Callum, he might take it off and thump you with it,” sniggered a third.

      Seth had lost his leg in a road accident last year. Everyone told him that he was lucky to be alive. Seth did not feel lucky. He was now forced to wear a prosthetic limb and he hated it. He hated it even more now that he was being bullied.

      He’d considered telling his parents, but they were still so upset about the accident, in many ways they were more upset than he was. If they thought he was being bullied as well, they’d lose it completely. No, he’d just keep the bullying to himself for now. He hoped they’d soon grow bored.

      But they weren’t bored yet. Seth looked over his shoulder. They were lurking at the end of the street, leaning casually against a wall. They stared at him, arms folded. This was a game to them — let him have a head start and then they’d come for him. The gang knew he couldn’t outrun them.

      He whipped his head around quickly, looking for somewhere to go. The street was empty. The only living things he could see were a couple of pigeons. He had to get out of here.

      Frantically he searched for a place to hide. Under a bush? Too easy. In a tree? He couldn’t climb. What about a wheelie bin? No, that was just asking for trouble. In desperation he scanned the street. The gang would be upon him at any moment. He had to disappear. It was then he noticed number fifty four. He had promised himself that he would never go near that place again, especially after the weird things that had happened on the day of his accident. But this was an extreme situation.

      He stumbled down the driveway, his gait these days awkward and clumsy. He felt like a baby giraffe just learning to walk. The house still creaked, and the garden was now a dense jungle. That was good. More places to hide. He crept behind a rotten fence panel. From this angle, he had a good view of the street. His heart was pounding so loudly, that Seth was almost afraid that the noise of it would give him away.

      Then they came. They reached the end of the road and looked at each other, puzzled.

      “Where’s he gone?” asked one.

      “He can’t have gone far,” said another.

      “Maybe he’s down there,” said one girl, pointing to the driveway of Number fifty four.

      “No,” whispered Seth to himself. “Please don’t come down here.”

      The others paused and looked anxiously at each other. None of them wanted to go into the ‘haunted’ house, but they didn’t want to admit to being scared.

      “Let’s leave it till tomorrow,” said the biggest boy and the others breathed a sigh of relief.

      As Seth watched them walk away, he felt his whole body tingle with pure relief. He had a strong desire to laugh, even though he knew that his torment was far from over.

      He waited for a few minutes behind the panel before slowly creeping out.

      The sun had started to shine, and Seth could see ripples of sunlight on an old sheet of glass leaning against the house. He remembered how scared he had felt a year ago. And what was with all those feathers? He couldn’t see any feathers today.

      The face at the window had been on his mind ever since the accident. He was sure he had seen someone. But with all the confusion after the accident, the details had become sketchy, and he now doubted what he’d seen.

      He had asked his mum about it, just before one of his physiotherapy sessions.

      “Mum, you know Number fifty four?”

      “Hmm.”

      “It’s empty, right?”

      “Yes,” his mum had replied. “Been empty for years.”

      “Who used to live there?”

      His mum thought. “An elderly lady lived there years ago,” she said. “But she moved away. Nobody has lived there since.”

      Seth had googled Number fifty four several times, but the Internet hadn’t given him any satisfactory answers. He had also typed ‘white feathers’ into the search engine, but all that came up was a list of craft shops, clothing accessories, and some stuff about acts of courage.

      So instead he concentrated his energies on getting better and using his new leg. It hadn’t been easy. In the first few months he had struggled not just with the pain and heaviness of the stump where his leg had been, but also with the sudden dependency on other people. He knew it could have been worse, but that hadn’t stopped him feeling sorry for himself. Everywhere he went, people would stare. Some people would even stop and ask, “What happened to you?” He still felt angry.

      A sudden noise startled him. It was a strange high-pitched hum. Looking up, Seth could see birds on the roof amongst the broken tiles. Nothing appeared unusual. So where was the sound coming from? Seth watched a couple of pigeons on the roof for a moment and then his eyes rested on a small window. It was the same window he’d seen the face only last year. It was closed now.

      “Which means someone must have been inside,” whispered Seth to himself. “Otherwise, how did the window get closed?”

      The shrill hum was coming from inside the house. Seth pushed his way through the overgrown garden to the back door. The door had a few remaining flakes of its previous blue paint, but it was mainly brown. The handle was completely rusted. Seth knew he shouldn’t be snooping around and that he could get into deep trouble. After all, this was trespassing. He pushed the thought to the back of his mind and turned the handle, fully expecting it to be locked. To his surprise it opened. Seth took a deep breath and stepped inside.
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      It took a few moments for Seth’s eyes to adjust to the shadows of the house. Once he had familiarised himself with the darkness, he could see that he was standing in a room that hadn’t been touched for years. The floorboards were bare; there was no furniture. Dust was everywhere. Seth traced his finger along a window ledge and watched as millions of tiny dust particles fell onto the floor.

      It was clear that nobody lived here. But then, what— or who —was making that sound?

      To the right, Seth could see a staircase. His heart was pounding, and every instinct was telling him to get out. But he had to know where the humming was coming from. So with a deep breath he started to climb the stairs. The noise grew louder as he reached the first floor. Doors led off from a narrow landing and Seth peeked into each of them. They were all the same. Dusty. Unused. Forgotten. He followed the landing round to another flight of stairs and for a brief moment he considered running as fast as he could out of there and never coming back. Not on his own anyway. But he’d come too far to give up now. He had to know what was up the final flight of stairs.

      Conscious of his clunky way of moving, Seth slowly climbed the stairs, placing both feet on each stair before proceeding to the next. Going up wasn’t easy with his prosthetic limb. But the strange humming noise increased with every step that he took, and curiosity encouraged him to keep going. Seth knew the source had to be up there. Then suddenly the sound stopped. In its place came a voice.

      “Who’s there?”

      Seth froze.

      “I know someone’s there,” the voice said. It sounded scared. “Whoever you are, just go away. Leave me alone.”

      Seth hesitated. So there was someone up there. He knew he’d seen someone. He stood still, wondering what to do.

      The voice came again. “I’ll never go with you. You can’t make me.” The trembling words fell helplessly around Seth.

      Whoever was up there was clearly terrified.

      There was a scramble of footsteps and Seth knew that the person was trying to hide. What were they so frightened of?

      Seth’s throat felt dry, and he swallowed nervously. He had to know who was up there, so carefully he climbed the final two stairs. He thought fleetingly of how pleased his physio would be at all this practice at stepping up.

      When he reached the top, he expected to see a shabby room like the rest of the house, but to his surprise, this room was entirely different. Thick red rugs lay on the polished attic floor. Curtains hung at the windows.

      There were two beds, neatly made up in one corner and a cupboard full of books and games stood opposite. There was a flat screen TV and next to that a laptop was charging. A small table with two foldaway chairs was at the far end.

      Seth scanned the room carefully for the owner of the voice. Whoever they were, they were really good at hiding because he couldn’t see anybody. He cleared his throat.

      “Er, sorry to disturb you,” he said. “I was just passing. I don’t want to interrupt. I just think I might have seen you a year ago, so…” Seth sighed. He was rambling. Perhaps this hadn’t been a good idea. He turned to leave.

      A sudden voice behind him said, “I remember you.”

      Seth swung around and found himself face to face with a boy about the same age as him with dark hair flopped over his face. He was taller than Seth, but thin and wiry. Despite the heat of the summer day, he was wearing a black polo neck jumper with a scarf tied around his neck, blue jeans, and chunky walking boots. He looked more like he was going for a hike, than hiding out in an attic.

      “Who are you?” Seth asked.

      “None of your business,” replied the boy. “What d’you want?”

      “I heard a noise,” said Seth. “But it’s stopped now. Was that you?”

      The boy cocked his head. “What’s it to you?”

      “What were you doing?” asked Seth.

      “You’re full of questions,” snapped the boy. “Leave me alone.”

      Seth had no intention of leaving. He sat down in a nearby armchair and folded his arms.

      The boy glared at him. He began to pace the floor, clenching and unclenching his fists, but never taking his eyes off Seth.

      “Did they send you?” he asked nervously. “I’m not going with them. And you can’t make me.”

      Seth put his hands up. “Listen, I have no idea who you’re talking about, and nobody has sent me, OK?”

      The boy looked at him but said nothing.

      “You’re the one I saw at the window last year,” said Seth. “Why were you watching me?”

      The boy shrugged. “I don’t see many people. I just wondered what you were doing.”

      Seth wasn’t prepared to explain his actions to this peculiar boy. “Just exploring,” he said. “I’m Seth by the way.”

      The boy hesitated and then said. “I’m Reuben.”

      “Do you live here on your own?” asked Seth.

      “It’s just me and mum — and she’ll be back any minute,” said Reuben. “You’d better go.”

      “OK.” Seth stood to leave. “Can I come back tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Why?” asked Reuben, frowning.

      “Cos, it’s really cool up here,” said Seth truthfully. “And I need a hiding place from some kids at school. They’re kind of bugging me.”

      Reuben considered this for a moment and then gave a quick nod. “Now, just go.”

      As Seth left the house, he thought about Reuben. What was he doing there? Why was he dressed up for a winter’s day in the middle of June? And what was that strange sound? Yes, he was definitely coming back. There were questions he needed answers to.

      Seth returned to Number fifty four every day for the next week and gradually Reuben started to relax. Seth talked about the gang who bullied him after school, and how he’d managed to dodge them by hiding at Number fifty four. Reuben had never been to school. His mum had always been his teacher.

      Reuben asked about the prosthetic leg, so Seth explained about the accident and how he was still learning to live with it.

      Seth hadn’t yet discovered the answers to his questions or what caused the strange sound he had heard, but he liked Reuben, and the two boys became friends. He decided it was time to introduce Reuben to Tom, Josh, and Madi.

      “Hey,” said Seth one afternoon. “Why don’t we go to the park and meet the others.”

      Reuben instantly turned away. “I can’t,” he said, looking down at the floor.

      “Why?” demanded Seth “It’s really hot up here. And why are you dressed like that anyway? You must be baking under all those clothes.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You can’t be,” persisted Seth. “Look, at least take off your scarf.” He reached out for it. Instantly Reuben shrunk back into a corner, like a nervous animal caught in a trap.

      “Don’t,” he said firmly. “Just don’t.”

      Seth sighed and sat down next to him. “What’s going on with you?”

      Reuben looked at Seth. “You wouldn’t believe me even if I told you.”

      “Try me,” said Seth.

      Reuben chewed his fingernails as he figured out whether to trust Seth.

      “OK,” he said. “I’ll tell you what my mum told me. But I know you’ll think I’m lying.”

      Seth raised his eyebrows and waited.

      Realising that Seth wasn’t going to be fobbed off, Reuben sighed and began his story. “When I was a baby, my dad and I were in a train accident. A carriage came off the rails. Everyone was killed, including my dad.”

      “Oh Reuben, that’s horrible,” said Seth. “I’m so sorry.”

      Reuben shrugged. “It was a long time ago. But I was the only survivor. I was saved.”

      “You were actually saved?” asked Seth. “How — I mean by who?”

      Reuben hesitated. “An angel.”

      Seth snorted. “An angel? A girl with a halo and wings? Don’t be stupid.”

      Unsmiling, Reuben ran his fingers through his hair. “Angels aren’t like in a children’s Nativity,” he said. “They look like humans. They sort of come when people need help. And I needed help on that day.”

      Seth stared at Reuben. He had to be joking. Surely angels sit on clouds all day playing harps. He didn’t believe for one moment that they visited Earth. Come to think of it, he didn’t actually believe in angels at all. He stared at Reuben, sure that he was about to crack up laughing and declare Seth a loser for believing him. But he didn’t. He looked completely serious, making Seth feel rather awkward.

      “Hang on — what about the other passengers?” he asked. “Couldn’t the angel have helped them too?”

      “Maybe one angel couldn’t save everyone,” shrugged Reuben. “The thing is, angels are powerful. I mean, really powerful. So when the angel held me to protect me from the train wreck, I was left with… stuff.”

      “What kind of stuff?” asked Seth.

      Reuben sighed and started to unwind his scarf. He turned his head, pushing aside the neck of his jumper, causing Seth to give a quick intake of breath. Suddenly he understood why Reuben had covered himself up.

      Reuben’s neck and left shoulder were stained with a deep purple mark. It spread over his entire shoulder blade like a pool of crimson dye seeping across his skin.

      “What on earth is that?” he burst out, instantly feeling embarrassed about reacting so dreadfully to what was clearly a skin disorder.

      Reuben grimaced. “It’s not from Earth at all, actually. When the accident happened the left side of my body touched the angel.” He shrugged. “That’s how I got the marks.”

      Seth wondered if this was a game Reuben was playing. After all, the boy was clearly mad. He decided it was safer to simply ignore this last comment for now.

      “But, at least you’re alive,” said Seth. “Things could have been worse.”

      Reuben gave a sarcastic laugh. “Yeah, right. Scarred for life, hidden away in an attic, terrified about being caught by…” He stopped and hurriedly wound the scarf back round his neck as if someone might come in at any moment and discover him.

      “By who?” asked Seth. “Who are you hiding from?”

      At that moment the door downstairs crashed open and footsteps echoed in the empty rooms below. They froze. Someone was in the house. Despite the warmth of the day, Seth felt a chill running down his spine and he wondered why.

      They listened carefully for voices, but none were heard. The only sound was the steady tread of footsteps making their way around the house.

      Seth glanced across at Reuben. He was trembling and then for some strange reason he started to push aside boxes that were under the bed.

      “What are you doing?” hissed Seth, but Reuben just shook his head and refused to answer.

      Seth crouched low and peered cautiously down the stairs. He couldn’t see anyone, but he could certainly hear them.

      Seth wasn’t scared — he had no need to be. He’d been invited there by Reuben, and nobody could accuse him of trespassing this time. But Reuben was acting very strangely. He had finished clearing the boxes out from under the bed and was now pacing, frantically running his hands through his hair. He looked like a crazy person. Clearly, whoever was downstairs was someone Reuben did not wish to see.

      Seth peeped through the open space leading into the attic. The sound of heavy footsteps was growing louder. He knew what was happening.

      “They’re coming this way,” mouthed Seth. “What shall we do?”
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      Reuben immediately grabbed Seth’s arm and pulled him to one corner of the room. Seth could hear him breathing. Short, laboured gasps that made Seth look at him in alarm.

      “Who is it?” asked Seth in a whisper. “Should we hide?”

      Reuben gave a short nod and ran to the bed where he had cleared a space just moments before. Seth watched amazed as he got down on his hands and knees and started to crawl underneath it.

      “What are you doing, you idiot?” Seth whispered angrily. “Under the bed is the worst place to hide.”

      Reuben turned sharply and the fear in his eyes made Seth take a step back. “Shut up and just follow me. Quick,” Reuben urged.

      Seth was confused. Why was Reuben so scared of whoever was in the house? And why on earth was he hiding under the bed? He shook his head in disbelief. What a baby. Surely that would be the first place anyone would look. Hadn’t Reuben ever played hide and seek as a child?

      The footsteps were louder now. He felt a bit stupid standing in the middle of this room on his own. And what if Reuben was right and the footsteps approaching were those of dangerous people?

      Sighing, he managed to sidle himself awkwardly onto the floor and slide on his tummy underneath the bed. His good leg pushed his body through, but he needed to help his other leg and he swore to himself as he did this. He hoped this wasn’t some sick joke of Reuben’s—if it was, he would not be finding it funny.

      As he struggled to pull both legs underneath the bed, he saw Reuben’s feet disappearing into the darkness in front of him.

      Seth was amazed. Just how big was the space underneath this bed? Where on earth was Reuben going? But as he paused to try and make sense of the situation, he managed to make out a small opening in front of him. What was that? Where did it go?

      There was no opportunity to ask any questions however and with as much strength as he could muster, he pulled his body through the hole towards his friend. He half wondered if he would suddenly be transported to a magical world, like Narnia. But this was no time for jokes. He scrambled in after Reuben, just as he heard footsteps on the stairs below.

      It was hot and clammy in the little space behind the bed. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness, he could just make out the shadowy figure of Reuben, sitting with one arm wrapped around his knees, the other madly rubbing the back of his neck. Seth began to wish he’d never set foot in this attic. He knew it was weird from the very day he’d seen that circle of white feathers.

      He had no idea who or what he was hiding from, but Reuben was clearly terrified. The boy was hardly daring to breathe and he was starting to rock back and forth.

      Seth could hear that whoever was in the house was now inside the attic. Slow, careful footsteps padded on the attic floor. Minutes ticked away. Whoever could it be? And what did they want with Reuben?

      Seth placed his ear to the wall, straining to hear every sound. No voices were heard, but the constant thud of each step made him realise that there was definitely more than one person out there—perhaps as many as four.

      Then, quite suddenly they left. Seth heard them as they went down the stairs. One after the other. He nudged Reuben and tipped his head to the side as if to say, ‘Let’s go’.

      Reuben grabbed his wrist and shook his head firmly. Seth was confused. The people in the attic had gone, so why on earth would Reuben want to stay in the darkness of this clammy little space? He looked at his friend, puzzled. Reuben said nothing but began to manically point towards the attic. Then Seth understood. Reuben was worried it was a trick. He guessed one of them could still be out there, just waiting. Reuben was right. They had to sit tight for a bit.

      Ages passed. It was hot, and the warmth made Seth sleepy. He closed his eyes and started to doze. He dreamt that he was diving into a lake. Upon surfacing, night had come, and stars lined the sky.

      As he watched, the stars grew bigger and bigger until great flashes of fire rained down and his only escape was to dive back into the lake. He couldn’t breathe under the water and started gasping for air, sure that he was going to drown.

      He woke up with a start, banging his head on something hard. He looked around him—where was he? Memories of what had just happened flooded back and he put his arm out for Reuben. There was nobody there. He squinted in the darkness, frantically trying to make out the shape of his friend, but he couldn’t see a thing.

      Seth tried hard to look around him, but in the near darkness it was almost impossible to make out anything. He called out Reuben’s name, but there was no answer. It definitely seemed that Reuben had gone.

      Where was he? Panic swept over him as he began to imagine that some kind of trick had been played. What if Reuben really was as crazy as he thought and he had locked him in here? What was going to happen? Seth had never been claustrophobic before, but the sudden thought that he was now trapped in this small, dark space made him begin to sweat. He instinctively felt for his phone and as he swiped the screen, a small light came on, leading him towards the entrance of this hideaway.

      Fear made him suspect that the door would be blocked somehow, and he wouldn’t be able to escape, but to his enormous relief he felt it open at his push, and he scrambled hastily out from under the bed. In his frenzy to get out, he sat up too soon and banged his head on the bed frame.

      “Ouch,” he yelled, rubbing the spot he had hit. That was the second time he’d hit his head in the last five minutes.

      “Well, hello there,” said a voice. Seth whipped his head around to see the owner of the voice. It wasn’t Reuben. This was a female voice.

      Seth’s eyes were still adjusting to the brightness of the attic after being in the darkness for so long, but as his vision cleared, he could see a lady standing there. She was smiling and something about her made Seth like her instantly. Reuben was sitting at the table grinning.

      “Sorry I left you in there,” he said. “You fell asleep, and I didn’t want to wake you. This is my mum, Jenny,”

      Jenny was tall, with dark brown hair tied back in a ponytail. She wore shorts and a T-shirt and she had a thick purple shawl draped across her shoulders. Seth thought this was a weird thing to wear in the heat of summer. However, this thought was quickly forgotten as he noticed pizza slices on the table. “Help yourself,” smiled Jenny. “Reuben tells me you’ve become friends.”

      Seth nodded. He walked over to the table and sat down next to Reuben. Reuben handed him the pepperoni pizza and Seth gratefully took a slice.

      “That’s good,” said Jenny. “Reuben could do with a friend.”

      Seth wondered if Reuben had told his mum about the strangers in the attic. He looked across at Reuben and mouthed, “What about before?”

      Reuben put his fingers to his lips to shush Seth, but Jenny had noticed.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      The boys looked down at their pizza.

      Jenny looked from one to the other, before finally settling on Seth. “Reuben told me you’d been exploring behind the secret door,” she said. “Is that true?”
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