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Ray watched intently, his green eyes focused on the little boy who was getting tossed around by his bigger classmates. He watched as they shoved him from one to the other, like a puppet. Their faces were gleaming with excitement as was his wet with tears. Ray looked over at his friends Michael and Robert who were also watching the scene intently. The six pairs of eyes met and they all knew they were thinking the same thing. 

Ray, Michael and Robert had come to be called as the `Unholy Three’ at the Dawson Elementary School. Ray who was ten years old and in the 4th grade was blonde with green cat-like eyes that shone with his inherent intelligence. He was medium built, with a well-toned body and strong, long legs. Michael who was an inch shorter than Ray, also studied in the same grade as Ray, had red hair and brown eyes. All one saw when one looked at Michael was a restless spark of mischief in his eyes. Michael could seldom be seen sulking or sad. He always seemed to find ways to make life interesting. Robert on the other hand, was a year older, and was already what one would term as a handsome lad. He was tall with a muscular body. His blue eyes shone with confidence, as did his chiseled face. His hair that was neither blonde nor brown had a natural vitality and bounce to it. Leading his gang came naturally to Robert and he was often the one who called the shots in all that they did. But he would often rely on Ray’s intelligence to make a decision.

 Almost everyone at the school had heard or seen the various pranks that the Unholy Three had played on students who were younger or smaller than them. Whether it was the time when they had locked up the janitor in the janitor’s room and flushed the key down a toilet, or the time when they had made a student complete all of their homework for the week, or the other time when they had made a student fill their 1 liter water-bottle with water using a teaspoon, their pranks were always known as the worst ones in school.

Along with this reputation of being the school-bullies they had also invited the unwanted attention of the principal of Dawson Elementary. Ray, Michael and Robert felt that Mrs. Brown seemed to spend all her time these days trailing them around, making sure that they were up to no mischief. They had felt very restricted for a while now. It had been almost an entire week since they had bullied anybody. So, as they watched the little boy in the cafeteria being shoved from one student to another, they felt the urge rising up inside them like never before.

``What say, Robert?’’ said Ray. 

``Let’s do it. I was just counting this morning, and our last prank with Denise was a week ago.’’ Michael was always the careless one. Impulsive and always in a hurry to finish things, he seldom thought his plans through. If not for Robert and Ray, he would have probably had most of his plans back-fire on him. 

``I say we do it. But Ray, do you have a specific plan?’’ Robert was the decisive one, but even he depended on Ray for the specifics. Ray sat staring at the boy, who was now being made to walk while balancing the tray atop his head. Students had gathered all around and were laughing and jeering at the boy. Robert stared at Ray waiting for an answer and when after a whole minute, Ray was still silent, Robert decided to hold back no longer. He pushed his chair back with a loud thud and got up from it simultaneously. 

``Wait! Let’s first think through what we want to do.’’ Ray tugged at Robert’s arm but Robert was in too much of a rush to have some fun. His face had broken into an evil smile as he brushed off Ray’s hand and began walking towards the boy in long, confident strides. Michael, waiting for the opportunity, jumped up from his chair and began following Robert.

``What if the principal catches us again? This time we’ll really have it.’’ Cautious and thoughtful, Ray couldn’t help but think of the worst. But his friends had thrown caution to the winds and were already nearing the boy, ignoring Ray’s warnings. Wringing his hands nervously, Ray got up from his seat and followed them. 

As the group of boys saw the Unholy Three approaching, their faces shrunk in fear and they all quickly disbursed like ants. The little boy stood still, holding the tray of food over his head, unable to move or even blink. Robert approached him with his nose in the air. 

``What’s your name?’’

``Johnny.’’

``Which grade are you in?’’ he questioned, his voice taking on the tone of a master questioning his slave.

``Se..se...second.’’ the boy stuttered in fear. 

``Would you like to get rid of that tray that you have over your head?’’ asked Michael, his voice turning into an over-sweet plea.

The boy seemed to relax a little as he placed the tray from atop his head onto a table nearby. 

``Thank you.’’ he said and began to walk away.

``Who asked you to leave?’’ bellowed Robert. He had learnt from his father’s frequent demonstrations of anger, that anger nurtured fear. The boy froze in his footsteps and turned around slowly. All the other boys in the cafeteria began gathering around to watch this new source of entertainment.

Robert and Michael slowly turned to look at Ray. They were certain that he would have some plan cooking in his brilliant mind. They waited for him to speak and finally after a couple of minutes Ray spoke.

``I don’t think we should do this’’ he said, looking his friends squarely in the eye. Robert and Michael shrank in disappointment. Immediately, Michael darted his head towards Robert hoping and praying that he had something in mind. 

Robert scowled at Ray and then continued to speak to the small, shy student whose name was Johnny. The student perked his ears to listen to Robert’s words, as his voice had suddenly grown low.

``Have you heard of The Rumor?’’

Michael’s face swelled up with glee. Now, he was certain that this was going to be fun. He saw the student begin to shake with fear.

``Who.. does... who doesn’t know The Rumor?’’ answered Johnny, trembling all over.

``So, what is it?’’ asked Michael, his cheerfulness an utter contrast to Johnny’s anxiety.

The student looked from Michael, to Robert, to Ray wondering if this was actually happening to him. He thought that this was the unluckiest day of his life. In fact, he cursed himself for not listening to his mother when she had asked him to stay at home that day. She said that she was having a tea-party with all her sisters and aunts and that she would have loved for him to stay and help. But Johnny detested those tea-parties where he would be molly-coddled by all his aunts and made to sit in the corner and listen to their conversations about clothes and food and money. On any other day he would have jumped at the idea of bunking school, because frankly he had had enough of being bullied but on that specific day, given the situation, he had decided that school was better. Now he regretted his decision.

``Didn’t you hear him, boy? What is The Rumor?’’ Robert felt proud of himself as his voice rang in his own ears. He thought that he sounded just like his dad.

``The ... the Rumor... is that on the last day of school during the first year the school was opened, a group of fifth graders gagged and forced a weaker student into the crawl-space underneath the stage.’’ Johnny turned around and pointed to the dark space underneath the stage that stood in one corner of the cafeteria. His face had turned red and he seemed to have tears in his eyes. Then he turned back and continued.

``The student stayed there while other students watched and laughed. The bullies intended to come back to get him after school but when they opened the door, the boy was nowhere in sight.’’

``And then, do you know what happened to the boy?’’ Ray’s seemed to have finally warmed up to Robert’s idea. He stared the boy directly in his eye, to challenge him to say the worst.

``He... nobody... nobody has ever seen him again.’’ 

Robert, Michael and Ray all exchanged sly smiles. They were having fun after so long. 

The students watched with bated breath as Ray, Robert and Michael stood tall near the stage. It was a semi-circular stage at one corner of the cafeteria joined to the two intersecting walls of the cafeteria on either side. From above it looked like a symmetrical piece of cake cut neatly from the entire cake, ready to be served to whomsoever was hungry. And just like a cake its edges were trimmed with brown tassels that hung all the way to the ground. Behind those tassels lay the foreboding crawl-space around which the Rumor revolved. It was dark and dingy, and if one put one’s nose to it, smelt like rats and bats and sticky cobwebs. Not many students had ever had the courage to even lift up the tassels and peep into that space. Few had ever dared to even smell it. 

But now, Ray, Robert and Michael stood next to the crawl-space staring at Johnny who knelt on the ground like he had been punished. His whole body trembled with fear that he had never known before. His face had grown red and tears streamed down his chubby cheeks. Words hung at his lips as he tried in vain to plead his way out of this punishment.

``Pl...please... let me... go.. please... I’ll do anything else! But... please... not this!’’

Johnny knees hurt with having knelt for the last five minutes on the ground. But his mind did not even register the pain. They were completely focused on spotting the slightest sign of pity the faces of the three boys who stood forcing him to do that which scared him the most. But their faces were stone cold. If anything, they seemed to be enjoying his fear and his pain.

``Stop whimpering like a baby! I’m going to count to five and that’s all the time you get to enter that space, or else...’’

Robert’s threat seemed to hang like a dark cloud over Johnny’s head. This was worse enough, what worse could they make him do? He wondered. 

Michael rudely tried to push Johnny forward with the rounded part of his sneakers. Ray stood with his hands crossed across his chest enjoying the scene. He had himself been bullied several times over when he was young and weak. Every day he would return home in tears and be afraid to go back to school the next day. But with time, he had grown strong and intelligent and had been able to ward off the boys who bullied him. He in turn now looked for every chance he could to assert his power in the school over the kids who were smaller or weaker than him. 

``One...’’ Robert’s voice was strong and loud.

``Two...’’ Michael had joined Robert and their voices boomed through the room, sending shivers down the backs of all the students who stood watching.

``Three...’’ Johnny was shaking like a twig in the wind, unable to control his fear or his tears. The collar and sleeves of his t-shirt had become wet with his salty tears. He looked up at the three faces that looked down at him sternly and began moving closer to the crawl-space.

``Four...’’ they bellowed, Ray’s nasal voice giving an added touch to the power of his two friend’s voices. Johnny knelt at the brink of the opening to the crawl-space but try as he might he just could not bring himself to enter it. His heart thudded like a drum inside his chest and his breath came in small, shallow gasps. The hair on his neck and arms had stood up on end and his palms had grown so sweaty that he had to keep wiping them on his shorts every few minutes.

``Fi...’’ began the three boys, their jaws set, and their hearts prepared to carry out the worst with Johnny but a shrill feminine voice cut them before they could finish the count.

``Ray, Robert and Michael, I should have known that this is your doing.’’

Johnny turned his head so quickly towards the voice, that the muscle in his neck got stuck in a catch. But his relief at the sight of Mrs. Brown, the principal of Dawson Elementary was so great that he did even flinch to the pain. His tears flowed more freely now that he knew he was saved.

Mrs. Brown walked up to the three boys who had turned into sculptures of ice at the sight of her. 

``Johnny, are you all right, dear?’’ her voice was so motherly and soothing that Johnny burst into loud, uncontrollable sobs at the sound of it. Michael let out a snigger of disgust at Johnny’s weakness and earned himself a stern glance from Mrs. Brown. 

``It’s alright. It’s alright. Go to your class, dear. Or would you rather go home?’’ she asked, her concern flowing easily into the tone of her voice and words. Johnny nodded and Mrs. Brown nodded back at him. 

``Go sit in my office. I’ll be with you in ten minutes.’’ With a gentle pat on the head she sent Johnny away in the direction of her office. 

``Run along, all of you. Don’t you all have classes to attend to?’’ The other students who were busy enjoying the show, disappointedly slunk away to their respective classes and soon Mrs. Brown was left with the three bullies. 

Ray’s mind worked quickly through the crisis, trying to find loop-holes and excuses that would help them explain their behaviour. But he realized that this time they had sealed their fate with their own hands. He knew that Robert felt the same was for though his face looked serene and untouched, little lumps of fear seemed to form in his throat every few seconds which he swallowed quickly. Michael was making no attempt to conceal his fear. He was wringing his hands in despair, as he shuffled his weight from one foot to another uncomfortably.

``Now tell me, why were you three bullying that helpless child?’’ Mrs. Brown’s voice was neither angry nor threatening. It seemed to carry with it a very matter-of-fact manner of thinking, which was that Ray, Robert and Michael needed to be taught a lesson for what they had done. Robert found this tone of voice very intimidating. He was used to being yelled at, for his father did that from time to time, but being spoken to kindly yet firmly was not something he either understood nor connected with.

``We have spoken about this before. Showing your power on weaker people, bullying people who can’t stand up for themselves may seem like fun now, but it is something that you will grow to regret.’’ Mrs. Brown found a small wisp of anger entering her voice and she quickly controlled it. She knew that the behaviour of these kids was a result of what they themselves had undergone in their life. Shouting at these kids would only add to the anger and frustration that lay within them. And yet what they were about to do to Johnny deserved a good outburst and spanking. 

``This time I cannot let you off as easily as I have done earlier. This time you will be punished.’’ Ray and Michael stared into Mrs. Brown’s eyes with fear. But Robert refused to shift his glance away from the patch of ground that lay a few feet before him. His manner of rebellion against Mrs. Brown was expressed by not looking at her directly.

``Tomorrow in the morning assembly you will be presented with a choice. Your punishment will depend on your choice.’’ With these words, Mrs. Brown turned and began to walk away. Then suddenly remembering something she turned back towards them.

``And don’t any of you dare be absent to school tomorrow.’’ Ray found himself shuddering as he watched Mrs. Brown walking away towards her office. Her last words resonated in his ear making his head spin with anxiety. He clutched at Robert’s arm.

``What do we do now?’’ Michael also turned to Robert hoping that he had some plan to get them out of this mess that they had gotten themselves into. But Robert seemed to still remain untouched.

``Nothing.’’ He replied, his voice not a decibel higher or lower than his normal tone of voice. ``We’ll see tomorrow.’’ It was a challenge, thrown at Mrs. Brown, at the school, at all the higher authorities who had ever dared to oppress them before. Robert was willing to take the punishment for that was the only way he could assert his power over even Mrs. Brown.
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The day started early for Ray, Robert and Michael, for neither of them could sleep for even a wink the previous night. The suspense and the anxiety of what Mrs. Brown’s verdict would be, hung over their heads like a dark cloud. To all their mothers’ astonishment, they were out of bed, washed and dressed, ready at the breakfast table long before their usual time. It was generally an ordeal to even get them to step out of their beds and into the bathrooms. But today they seemed to be moving like clockwork. 

Michael’s mother was shocked that Michael had gulped down his cereal and his glass of fruit- juice in one sitting. Usually, she had to all but tie him to the breakfast table to keep him from getting up several times while eating. Today she watched in wonder as his throat swallowed the cereal in big gulps. She ventured to ask him what was wrong. But even before she could finish her sentence, he had grabbed his school-bag and run away.

Ray, Robert and Michael stood silently waiting for their bus at the bus stop. Not a word passed from one to the other. They neither glanced at each other nor thought about each other. They were each swimming in their own worlds of horror that had taken birth in their minds. 

The bus arrived and the three boys boarded it and to the amazement of all the other students they sat in three separate seats. The rest of the trip to school, they stared out of their respective windows lost in their own minds.

Sweat trickled down Michael’s face as he listened to the lecture that Mrs. Brown was giving to the entire school. 

``Love and respect for your fellow students is as important a criterion for your growth as is your education.’’ Her voice came to him in waves, some words loud and some words soft. He felt his head spinning and his legs growing weaker by the minute. Suddenly Mrs. Brown’s called out his name and his friends’ names and that shook him out of his dream-like state.

``You all must be aware of what Ray, Robert and Michael were up to yesterday. Poor Johnny had to go back home yesterday after the trauma he underwent because of these three naughty boys. His mother told me that he was running a high temperature for the rest of the day. But I’m glad to tell you all that Johnny is better today and has even come to school.’’

Michael looked at Ray and Robert and knew they were also wishing that they could just get their hands on the pip-squeak, Johnny. He was the cause for all that was happening to them.

``And now for your punishment boys. Would you please stand up where ever you are?’’

Robert slowly stood up and Michael and Ray followed him. 

``As I told you yesterday, you will have a choice in the punishment. You can either take back three notes to your parents which will explain to them how serious the situation has become and let them handle the situation from here...’’

Robert knew that that was not a choice because he knew that if his father read one more note about his bad behaviour he would be grounded for a very long time. He waited with bated breath for the next words that came from Mrs. Brown’s mouth.

``Or... you can spend this weekend cleaning up the crawl-space.’’

Ray thought his heart had stopped. He stared at Mrs. Brown, his eyes seeming like they would pop out of their sockets, his mouth partly open and his hands and knees shaking. He had never ever thought of even entering the crawl-space because though he pretended to not believe the rumor about it, in reality, he very much did. Michael’s reaction was the same. He clutched at Ray’s shaking hands, in an attempt to control his own but found that with this contact his fear only grew worse. He thought he would do anything but this. He would take back a hundred notes to his parents. He opened his mouth to protest against the punishment but found himself hearing Robert’s voice.

``Okay. We’ll do it.’’ And before Ray and Michael knew it, Robert’s words had sealed his fate. 

``What?’’ hissed Ray, ``You want to clean the crawl-space. Are you out of your mind? We’ll never come out of there alive.’’

``Yeah. This is a death-wish, Robert. I’d rather take a hundred notes back home.’’ Michael found himself leaning towards Ray’s logic. But Robert had made up his mind and apparently, their’s too.

``Shuusshhh! You don’t want to seem like sissies in front of the entire school, do you? It’s only a dark space filled with cob-webs. Just think of it as another attic.’’ His voice had trouble staying soft. ``We have to do this. Or we’ll seem even weaker that that rat Johnny.’’ Robert’s eyes gleamed with confidence and stubbornness. Ray and Michael looked into them and instantly knew that there would be no changing his decision. They looked at each other. 

Mrs. Brown was watching the three boys. She had expected their reaction to be this. She had known that Robert would not back away from a challenge and Ray and Michael would have different views of the issue. She waited patiently for their answer. She hoped that they would choose to take up the task because she knew well enough that, if they did, it would teach them the lesson that she wanted them to learn. Mrs. Brown’s eye twinkled merrily as she watched the three bullies having found themselves in a tight spot.

Finally, Robert spoke and this time, he seemed to be speaking for all three of them, ``We’re ready to do it, Mrs. Brown. We’ll clean the crawl-space.’’ 

A common gasp of disbelief and fear went through the rows of students who had sat with bated breath witnessing the going-ons. They all seemed to share the sense of horror at even the mention of the name of that place in the school. Some of them felt a new respect for Robert, Ray and Michael. Some of them found themselves internally pooh-poohing their stupidity at taking on such a challenge. 

Mrs. Brown looked Robert straight in the eye and nodded. She was happy and relieved that they had made this choice.

``Okay, back to your classes everyone. Ray, Robert and Michael, your job starts early Saturday morning.’’

Ray, Robert and Michael walked away with the rest of their class-mates to their class but something inside each of them had changed. What had been a carefree way of life had suddenly now transformed into a burdensome one. They waited, each second bringing them closer to doom, and closer to Saturday.
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``Be sure to be back home by sunset.’’ Ray’s mom warned him. 

``But ma, I told you. Mrs. Crumbles asked us to spend the night at theirs. She said she wanted us to help her clear the basement tonight.’’

Ray gulped as he watched his mother thinking about what he had just said. The three boys had decided to tell their parents that they were spending the weekend at one of the other’s place. They had been certain that none of their parents would have any issues with that, because it was normal for them to do so from time to time. It was also normal for their parents to leave them to themselves without any concerned phone calls or messages. But Ray realized that his mother was actually considering his words this time.

And then he heard his father’s footstep at the door and breathed a sigh of relief. His mother had been listening to the footstep intently and not his words. 

``There goes your father, like clock-work, to mow the lawn. Like even an extra blade of grass out there would kill him.’’ 

Ray continued to eat his cereal without paying any heed to his mother’s grumblings. They were normal too. At least they had got her mind off his plan for the night. 

Robert, Michael and Ray had decided to meet under the old Sycamore tree and walk together from there to their school. As Ray walked from his house to the Sycamore tree, he wondered again and again just how he had got into this mess. Robert and Michael had behaved like the challenge presented to them was child’s play but Ray knew his friends well enough to read into their bravado. His knees shuddered at the thought of crawling into the Crawl Space. Who knew what lay there in that dark, forgotten space? He folded his arms across his chest trying to keep himself warm from the sudden nip in the air. Was it just his imagination or was the wind whistling the word `Ghost’ through the trees? Ray felt like he was going mad with fear. He hurried to where he could see his friends standing a few hundred meters away under the old tree.

``Hurry up, Ray. You’re walking like a snail.’’ Michael’s voice floated through the distance. ``Or rather like a girl.’’ Robert had to worsen the moment with his cheap humor. Ray frowned at Michael and Robert as they carried out a garish imitation of his walk making it seem more feminine and slow than it actually was. He was very angry with both his friends for getting them into this trouble and their light-hearted taunts were not helping his mood.

The school was quiet and deserted. Not a soul was in sight. Even the janitor seemed to be missing from his usual spot outside the main door. The main entrance with its two heavy oak doors was closed shut. 

``Look it’s locked. We can go home.’’ Ray suddenly felt like a burden had been lifted off his shoulders. They had an excuse, a genuine, reasonable excuse.

``You forgot to get the janitor to open the doors Mrs. Brown. How could we have gone in?’’ he could hear himself explaining to their principal what had happened.

``No. It’s not locked. Just shut.’’ Robert continued to walk ahead and Michael followed him much to Ray’s annoyance. 

``Haven’t you gotten us in enough trouble already?’’ but before Ray’s voice could reach Robert’s ears, he had pushed at the doors. Much to Ray’s relief they wouldn’t budge. Robert turned around a mixture of disappointment and relief writ all over his face.

``Welcome, welcome. `The Unholy Three’, aye?’’ The janitor, Mr. Tripper seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. He could be seen walking towards them from the other side of the school. His old wrinkled face was twisted and his eyes shone of vengeance as his rickety bow legs brought him closer to them. 

He handed a loop with several keys to Ray. ``Finally getting a taste of your own medicine?’’ ``There are trays of food for you’ll in the cafeteria. Here, return it. Or rather...’’ Ray could smell the alcohol from last night on Mr. Tripper’s breath as he brought his face closer to his. ``Don’t bother coz there ain’t no way you’re getting out of there alive anyway! Ha.. ha.. ha..’’ Mr. Tripper walked away in the same direction as he had come, his laughter filling the silence around the three boys. 

Ray could feel a ball of saliva as big as a marble roll down his throat. The keys chilled his hands to the bone. He quickly handed them to Michael. His eyes moved to Robert’s and to his dismay he saw the same fear in Robert’s blue eyes for a second before he blinked it back within.

``He’s just trying to scare us, you guys. Come on!’’ Robert was trying to sound all brave, but Ray knew that the janitor’s threat had got to him too.

The three walked through the corridors of the school. None of them were in any hurry to get to the Crawl Space in the cafeteria. The school looked so strange like a deserted house, devoid of all its life. They yelled in the corridors, listening to their voices echo through the emptiness. They tapped at locked doors. They had a conversation with the Principal’s door pretending that they had locked her in her room for detention. They poured water from the drinking-water fountain on each other. 

Robert, Ray and Michael tried every way to distract themselves for as long as possible from the task at hand. But eventually they ran out of things to do. Tired, they sat just outside the cafeteria door, silently wondering which one of them would take the first step to go inside.

``Trrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrriiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnggg!’’ 

The three boys jumped out of their skins at the sound of the phone ringing. It took them a few moments to register that it was just the phone in the principal’s office ringing away. 

``Click! This is the office of the principal of Dawson Elementary School. The school is closed at the moment. Please leave a message and we’ll get back to you.’’ the cheery voice of the recording rang loudly through the corridors of the school, immediately transforming the boys’ fear into laughter.

``What sissies the two of you are!’’ said Robert bubbling over with mirth. Then his eyes focused on Ray and he said, ``Ray, I challenge you to enter the Crawl-space.’’ He stood up in a single movement and pushed open the cafeteria doors with both his hands and began walking briskly towards the Crawl-space.

Ray stood looking dumb-founded at Robert each other. He couldn’t back away from a challenge. If he did, these guys would never respect him again. There was no other choice now but to take the plunge. He walked towards the Crawl-Space slowly as Robert stood holding its old, iron door open. Ray slowly bent down to his knees. His heart-beat was racing and he felt like he could hear it in his ears. Closing his eyes, with one smooth movement he moved into the Crawl-Space. 

Bang! Ray let out a small scream as he opened his eyes and frantically looked around him. Then he realized that the door behind him had closed. He could hear Robert and Michael laughing crazily outside. 

``Open up, Robert! This isn’t funny!’’

``Have you got a light, Ray?’’ 

``Why, the darkness scares you?’’ Ray’s voice was dripping of sarcasm. Just minutes earlier his two friends had locked him inside this pitch-dark and eerily silent place that too with the door closed. Now they’d know how it felt to be stuck in here without a light. At least now they had the little light streaming in from the door to help them look around.

Robert answered Michael’s question by flicking on his cigarette lighter. In the small flash of light he could see the envious surprise on his two friends faces as they gasped. 

``It’s my dad’s. He said I could borrow it sometimes.’’ Robert flushed with pride as his dad’s voice rang in his ears telling him those same words. He thought his dad was really cool trusting him with something so masculine and grown-up. Robert was still gloating in the memory when he heard Ray’s astonished voice.

``Look at the number of books here!’’ His friends knew that if there was anything Ray loved in the whole world, it was a good book to read. He probably thought heaven was filled with books waiting to be read and reread. His green eyes had grown round and big and flashed excitedly in the light of the small flame. Ray picked up an old, tattered book that lay just next to his feet. Suddenly, it was all dark again.

``Hey....!’’ 

The sound of the lighter frantically clicking was the only sound the boys heard for a whole minute. Eventually Robert realized why his father had so generously let him use the lighter- it was out of gas. As Michael and Ray sniggered at him he felt the heat of his anger rise to his ears.

``Okay what next?’’ he said, hoping to divert his friends’ attention back to the task at hand.

By the time Michael and Ray finally stopped laughing their eyes had adjusted to the darkness inside the Crawl-space. And that’s when they really saw what all had been cast away there. Old books, old school blazers, broken paintings, stationery, a dismantled desk, a broken lamp-shade, some tattered Christmas decorations, scores of cafeteria trays, some bound books that looked like albums and lots of other things. They all seemed to be things that had been once in use, probably when the school had just been founded, and over time had found their way into this dark graveyard.

Suddenly something catches Michael’s eye. Crawling on his knees towards it, for there was not enough space in the Crawl-Space to stand up, he went closer to it. It was an old metal key painted a bright blue. It looked like a key made for a walkie-talkie doll but much more ornate. 

``Wow! I wonder what this opens!’’ Michael picked up the key gently and scrutinized it from every side. Then suddenly he noticed that right next to the key on the ground lay two other keys, very similar to the one he had just found but instead one painted red and the other yellow. Michael picked them up and held them all in his palm looking closely at them.

``How strange! Three keys and nothing to open.’’

``Look!’’ Ray moved as fast as he could on his knees towards a large square box that sat hiding behind a tattered blazer. 

In minutes the three boys were squatting on the ground staring at the box which was painted a dull gold and at the 3 keys which lay next to it.

``Which one do you think will open this box?’’ Ray asked gingerly running his fingers over the box.

WHICH KEY WOULD YOU CHOOSE?

· IF YOU CHOOSE RED, GO TO PAGE 20
· IF YOU CHOOSE BLUE, GO TO PAGE 66
· IF YOU CHOOSE YELLOW, GO TO PAGE 82
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The moment Robert inserted the red key into the keyhole of the box, a large thud sounded outside. 

``What was that?’’ gasped Ray. Robert immediately placed the box with the key still in its keyhole back on the floor and crawled towards the entrance of the crawl-space.

``Come on! Let’s find out!’’

``But maybe we should stay in here!’’ Ray wailed, his voice growing thin and shrill like a girl’s.

``Just minutes ago you were scared of coming in here. Now you’re afraid of going out!’’

Robert tugged at Ray’s and Michael’s arms and dragged them out of the Crawl-space just in time to see the cafeteria door slam shut.

``Hey...’’ yelled Robert. The three boys ran towards the cafeteria door. Michael opened it with a strong tug and the boys peeped into the long corridor that led up to the cafeteria. But it was empty. 

The boys looked at each other in surprise.

``Could it just have been a gust of wind?’’ suggested Michael, the sparkle momentarily wiped out of his ever-mischievous eyes. Robert and Ray knew that Michael was just trying to explain away that which was inexplicable. For they all knew that no wind could ever come in here. Besides the sound of the thud had preceded the sound of the door and that could not have been just the wind’s doing. 

Robert, Michael and Ray sauntered back to the Crawl-Space, their enthusiasm damped a little by the curious happenings. Placing his hand on the lever that opened the door to the Crawl-space, Robert tried to turn it to open it. To his amazement it would not turn. He then tried to tug at the door. But it would not budge. 

``Maybe it’s the other way round.’’

Michael placed his hand over Robert’s and tried turning the lever in the direction opposite to the one that Robert had just tried. It had no effect.

Robert looked at Ray and Michael.

``But it just opened...’’ said Michael, his face shrunken to half its size.

``Let’s all pull. It’s an old door. Maybe it has gotten stuck.’’

The three boys tried holding some part of the lever and pulling at the door but try as they might the door would not budge.

``That’s strange! We seem to have locked ourselves out of the Crawl-Space.’’

Robert looked shocked beyond belief. This was the strangest thing that had ever happened to him. 

``But there is no lock on it. It wasn’t locked when we got here... was it?’’ 

Ray watched dumbstruck as Robert and Michael slowly shook their heads in answer to his question. What was happening there? Things were getting stranger and stranger. As Ray looked at his two friends foxed expressions, he silently cursed them in his mind for getting them into this situation. If only they had been able to refrain from bullying that little boy in the cafeteria, he would have been spending his weekend at home lazing in the couch with a bowl of popcorn in his lap and a good book in his hands. 

``What now?’’ he said squatting down on the floor in exasperation. He could see Michael impatiently tapping his left foot on the ground and the sight of it as well as the consistent sound that it made on the floor of the cafeteria, was making him irritated.

``Could you stop that?’’ he snapped and Robert and Michael looked down at him in surprise.

``If you guys had only paid heed to me when I said we should leave Johnny alone, none of this would have happened’’ sulked Ray glaring at Robert and Michael. But Robert’s eyes had glazed over and Ray knew that he was thinking about something else.

``Let’s go call Mrs. Brown and tell her that we need the keys to the Crawl-Space.’’

``I say, let’s just go home. This is all too bizarre for me.’’

Michael as usual looked from Ray to Robert and then slowly sidled over to Robert’s side. Ray knew that he was outnumbered and that there was nothing he could do but go along with his friends.

The three boys slowly trudged out of the cafeteria and began to walk towards the principal’s office. As Ray and Michael continued walking suddenly they heard Michael shriek. Turning around they saw him staring inside the cafeteria frozen with fear. 

``What’s wrong?’’ asked Ray hurrying back to where Michael stood. Michael slowly lifted his finger and pointed at the ground just in front of the crawl-space. Ray squinted to make out what Michael was pointing at and then he saw it. His heart almost stopped as he saw the word `HELP’ written in bold letters on the floor. It was written with a red substance.

``It’s... it’s in blood!’’ yelped Michael his eyes still not moving from the spot on the floor. The boys dared not go back into the cafeteria to inspect.

``It was not there just minutes ago!’’ said Robert. His voice had grown deep and adult-like. Ray remained quiet. One could almost hear his brain swinging into action trying to put together the different clues to arrive at some explanation. Suddenly his eyes stopped at a table inside the cafeteria.

Lifting his right arm, he whacked Michael on the back of his head. 

``Aaaawwwoooo! What did you do that for?’’ Michael was completely taken aback by Ray’s action and rubbed his head as he tried to reduce the stinging pain he felt there.

``Are you downright stupid, Michael? Playing games at such a time?’’ Ray was clearly furious. His green eyes blazed and he stood with his fists clenched. He clearly would not think twice to hit Michael again if he felt like it. 

``Games? Me?’’ Michael eyebrows furrowed in confusion. ``What are you talking about?’’ 

``I see the bottle of Ketchup. It’s right there on the table where you left it.’’ 

Michael and Robert peeked at the table that Ray was pointing at. Just as he had said a ketchup bottle stood on the table, open with some ketchup dripping down one side and onto the table. Its cap was nowhere to be seen. It was obvious that the words on the ground had been written with the ketchup. Whoever had done it had not even bothered to hide the evidence of the crime. They had just left the bottle there in plain sight waiting to be found by the three boys.

``You think I wrote that? When? Why?’’ Michael’s indignant voice rose and filled the corridor. It was true that he had always been a prankster. Almost all of his life had been spent in planning and executing the silliest pranks on everyone around him. But like every prankster he hated it when something he had not done was attributed to him. He felt the blood rising to his face as he looked from Ray to Robert, his eyes desperately seeking their trust. But his reputation was too powerful.

``When you were sauntering ten paces behind us, that’s when you did it. Come on, Ray! Let’s go to the principal’s office. This is a waste of our time.’’ Robert glared at Michael for a few seconds and started off in the opposite direction towards the office. Ray also stomped away after him. 

``But... I didn’t do it! I really didn’t, you guys!’’ It was no use. Ray and Robert had shut their ears to Michael’s pleas and were already turning around the corner of the corridor.

Michael just stood there wondering what to do. How was he to convince his friends that he had not played a prank on them? And how would they ever know who had actually done it? Michael looked around his face shrunken in fear. Suddenly he realized that his friends had turned the corner of the corridor and were no longer in sight.

Shuddering at the thought of whatever that entity may have been Michael hurried after his friends without a sound. 

Michael caught up with Ray and Robert within a few seconds. They were standing at the end of the next corridor, apparently arguing about something.

``Stop it, Ray! You’re just being a scaredy-cat!’’

``Scaredy-cat!? These are ghosts we are talking about.’’

``We don’t know there are ghosts. It’s just dark.’’

``Are you guys talking about the Nightmare corridor?’’ Michael butted in. 

``Yeah, it’s the shortest way to the Principal’s room. And haven’t we run through it dozens of times before? But Ray all of a sudden feels that we shouldn’t venture in there today.’’ 

``That’s because we are all alone in the entire school. What if something were to happen to one of us?’’ Ray sounded completely petrified. Michael knew he had a point. The Nightmare Corridor was a very long and dark corridor that seemed both endless and scary. Though like Robert said they had run through the corridor several times before, today was different. But he was used to siding with Robert.

``I say we take the Nightmare corridor.’’

``I say we just go around. It’ll just take us 5 minutes longer.’’ Their voices continued to battle.

WHICH ROUTE WOULD YOU TAKE TO THE PRINCIPAL’S OFFICE?

· IF YOU CHOOSE THE NIGHTMARE CORRIDOR, GO TO PAGE 25
· IF YOU CHOOSE THE LONGER ROUTE GO TO PAGE 52
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The Nightmare corridor stretched before the three boys like a long, dark snake. It even smelt dank like the body of a wet, slithering snake. Ray’s knees began knocking together in fear as his eyes took in the sight and the smell of the place. He glared at Robert, angry with him for dragging them down here without their consent. Ray could see Michael standing behind Robert pretending to be brave. But the hair that stood on end on Michael’s arms gave him away.

``See, I told you. There’s nothing here.’’ Robert declared haughtily. He had stomped into the corridor bravely and the darkness had enveloped him like a blanket so that only his voice could be heard now. 

``Nothing except the pitch darkness which hides everything else you mean...’’ Ray whispered, afraid even to raise his voice. 

``Robert, slow down. We can’t see you!’’ 

But it seemed to Michael like his voice just dissipated into the empty darkness. 

``Robert...’’ Ray tried again. And still no answer. 

``I knew that selfish fool would leave us alone to fend in this darkness.’’ Ray and Michael looked at each other, their faces frozen in fear. Michael slowly moved forward, his feet treading the floor like it was a narrow plank that would push him into the darkness below. Ray clutched at Michael’s arm in fear and Michael irritably brushed him away. 

Slowly Michael made his way through the corridor with Ray close at his heels. There was still no sight of Robert. Suddenly Michael foot touched something solid on the ground and he shrieked in fear. Now it was his turn to clutch at Ray’s arm. 

``Ray....’’ he muttered, his voice shaking, ``there’s something here...’’ 

``Where...?’’ exclaimed Ray, his eyes trying to search the darkness for whatever Michael was talking about. 

``Here... on the ground.’’ Michael had crouched low and was trying to bravely put his hand forward to touch whatever he had felt earlier. 

Ray also crouched behind Michael. They felt so helpless now that their vision was useless in the pitch-black space. 

``What is it...?’’ hissed Ray unable to bear the suspense.

``I don’t know. Feels like a... body!’’ he gasped, the words tumbling out of his mouth with fear. 

``What...?’’ Ray crawled a few steps backward hastily trying to get away from the ominous body that Michael was referring to. Michael also fell back in shock but as he did his hands brushed against something metallic that felt like a badge.

``Wait...’’ he said trying to feel the badge again with his fingers. After groping in the dark for a few seconds he finally found it again. 

``It’s Robert. Oh my God, Ray! It’s Robert.’’

``Huh...’’ Ray sat still on the ground unable to understand what Michael was talking about. Robert would probably be at the other end of the corridor by now, he thought. 

``The body, it’s Robert’s body, Ray.’’ Michael’s voice trembled as he began shaking the body with both hands. 

``Robert, are you okay? Robert? What happened to you?’’ Michael was shrieking and his voice floated into the emptiness of the corridor reminding them with every syllable just how alone they were.

``He’s dead, Ray. He isn’t moving.’’ Michael had begun to cry. Big, fat tears rolled down his cheeks as he gasped for breaths between his words. Ray’s heart had almost stopped with the fright. But when he saw Michael’s state he realized he needed to hold it together.

``Michael, Michael, wait!’’ Ray tried to find Michael’s shoulders in the dark to try and stabilize him. Finally his fingers found Michael’s arm. 

``Let’s drag him into the light.’’ 

Ray began searching for Robert’s body on the ground and found himself flinching at the touch of it. But he stayed courageous. Holding onto what he thought was Robert’s shoulder he tried dragging him.

``Michael, I need your help. Try and find Robert’s other shoulder.’’ Michael struggled to find Robert’s other shoulder which lay on the other side. His hands had to run over Robert’s torso to get to the other side. As his hands crossed his abdomen, suddenly Michael and Ray heard a burst of laughter. Both of them withdrew their hands in surprise. There was no doubt that it was Robert’s laughter and it filled the dark silence with its mirth. 

The reality of the situation suddenly hit them. And with it came a burst of anger at having being taken for a ride by their friend. 

``You... you...’’ Ray tried to frantically search for Robert and beat him up for the prank he had played on them both but Robert had already moved away.

``You cheapskate. You *^$#@!@! How dare you!’’ Ray bellowed with anger, all his previous fear vanishing with the rage he now felt.

But Robert continued to laugh, merrily and loudly. And when he could control his laughter a little bit he began teasing his friends for their naivety.

``Drag me into the light, aye! Why wanted to check if I was really dead!’’ he laughed. Michael blindly chased after his voice in anger his footsteps stomping through the darkness. 

``We’ll get you for this! We so will!’’ he yelled, trudging blindly into the darkness. Ray could hear both the sound of Michael’s footsteps and Robert’s laughter moving away from him as he sat fixed at the same place. And then suddenly he realized the sound of Robert’s laughter had stopped. Standing up hastily he began to run in the direction in which Michael’s footsteps sounded.

``Michael, wait for me!’’ he yelled but there was no response.

``Stop it you, two! I’m not falling for the same trick again!’’ Ray was irritated with the behavior of his friends. They seemed to be treating this weekend as some kind of playtime. Now even the sound of Michael’s footsteps had stopped. 

``Hey, Michael, Robert... enough is enough!’’ Panic was rising in Ray as he ran blindly through the dark corridor. Now he knew why it had been given that name. It was sure to bring nightmares to anyone who dared enter it. As he ran he realized that the end of the corridor should have come into sight by now. Why was it still dark? 

Suddenly he bumped into Michael.

``Hey, watch it!’’

``Ouch!’’ Michael’s and Robert’s voice came through the darkness and Ray heaved a sigh of relief.

``Please, no more tricks! No more games! Let’s get on with what we have come here for! Robert, lead us to the other end!’’ Ray pleaded with his friend.

``This is neither a trick nor a game’’ came Robert’s voice in answer from a few feet away. He sounded somber and serious and Ray wondered what had happened.

``The other end has disappeared!’’ said Robert, his voice just as serious as earlier.

``What?’’

``The other end... it somehow seems to have closed down, or something.... I don’t know... I just don’t know...’’

``What are you saying, Robert? How can it close down?’’ Ray asked the panic rising in him again. Was this another one of Robert’s jokes?

``I don’t know... All I know is that when one runs through a corridor, one normally goes from one end to another. But here... in front of me is a cold, dark wall. Here... see...’’

Ray stepped forward and tried to find the wall that Robert was mentioning. He could feel it after some blind waving in the air. It did feel cold and hard like a concrete wall.

``But... how could.... I don’t believe you, Robert! This is just another one of your games!’’ 

``No, Ray.’’ Michael sounded earnest. ``It’s not. Robert’s telling the truth. This is a wall. And we can’t find the other end.’’

Silence took over for a few tense minutes as each of the boys pondered about their situation. Even Robert’s bravado and Michael’s frolicsomeness had dissipated a little because of the circumstances. What had they gotten themselves into? Why had they ever agreed to do this? 

``I know...’’ said Ray after spending an ample amount of time in silence. ``let’s hold hands and retrace our steps. We probably missed the opening. I’m sure we’ll find it.’’

``Hold hands...’’ Robert couldn’t bear the thought of having to hold anybody’s hand. It made him feel weak.

``You have a better idea?’’ Michael had just challenged Robert for the first time in their lives. He blamed himself for not taking Ray’s side earlier when they were deciding which route to take to the principal’s office. If he had, they probably would not be in this trouble right now. They would probably be speaking to Mrs. Brown or one of their parents at that very moment.

``Okay’’ said Robert admitting defeat. His own self-esteem had taken a blow after this experience. Slowly and hesitantly he allowed Michael to feel his way to his hand and clutch it.  And then like a line of blind ants they began to make their way back through the corridor.

Ray, Robert and Michael had trudged along the wall of the corridor thrice one way and twice in the other and still had not found the opening. In fact they realized that now both openings had closed up and they were trapped within this dark, cold place that was living up to its name. They sat huddled up somewhere along the corridor, all their energy sapped with just the thought of what their fate in the Nightmare Corridor might be. With no energy left to talk or do anything else they sat, finding comfort in the fact that they at least had each other and were not each alone.

No one knew how much time had passed and whether it was day or night. In fact now the only hope they had left was in the thought that when they didn’t turn up at home after one day their parents would sense that something was wrong and come looking for them. But one day was a long time. A lot could happen in that time. 

``Don’t suppose Mr. Tripper would sense something amiss when he sees that our trays of food are left untouched?’’ quipped Robert. He had been the first one to give up hope on finding a way out of there and now his mind was trying to think of other ways in which they might escape. Ray’s sudden excited voice shook him out of his skin.

``Mr. Tripper... he once showed me a hole in the library floor which he said leads to the Nightmare Corridor. If we find it we can make our way out of here.’’

``A hole in the library floor... he must’ve been messing with your mind. There can’t be such a thing.’’ Robert was shocked that he had not known about something like that. How could it be possible?

``Well, it’s not like we have any other choice, right?’’ 

Ray knew that the silence that followed his question was agreement. Hope brimming in him once again, he jumped up to his feet ready to find the hole. 

``But how do we find a hole somewhere along the roof of the corridor, in this darkness?’’ Michael asked, scared by Ray’s optimism.

``I have a plan. Come on, get up you two!’’ Robert and Michael stood up slowly, wondering what their friend was about to make them do. 

``Okay, so we hold one hand of the other person and use the other hand to sweep across the ceiling of the corridor. Between the three of us I think we can cover the entire width.’’

So, the three boys did what Ray said and slowly proceeded forward. The silence started to become deafening after a while. 

``Who would’ve ever imagined we’d have been spending this weekend like this? How life can just flip upside down in a matter of minutes!’’ Robert sounded drained and low, just not like his usual self.

`` The next time you think of bullying a kid, I hope you remember what you just said.’’

``The next time...? If there’s a next time; For all you know...’’

Ray’s excited voice cut short what Robert had to say.

``I found it.’’ Using his fist he banged on something metal a few times in celebration of what he had found.

``That’s funny...’’ Michael’s voice was followed by some more banging. ``I found it too...’’

Silence for a few seconds as they all wondered what was happening and then Robert’s voice slid into the silence with his declaration and a few more bangs on metal.

``Actually.... so did I.’’ 

Michael, Ray and Robert stood astonished, each of them placing their hands on their respective metal doors. Each banged their own metal doors some more just to prove to themselves and the others that they were not hallucinating.

``Are you sure he showed you just one door?’’

``Pretty sure.’’

``So there are three doors and therefore three entrances to three different places.’’

``So which one do we go through now?’’

WHICH DOOR WOULD YOU CHOOSE TO GO THROUGH?
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Ray, Robert and Michael had decided to take the door that Ray found because it seemed only sensible that Ray would know which door to take, since he was the one who came up with the idea in the first place. Since Robert was the tallest and the strongest, he helped his two friends climb up the hole and then he himself jumped up and pulled himself up its rim.

After staying in the Nightmare corridor for so long, the room that the three boys entered seemed like it was bathed in a bright, white fluorescent light. It was a small room and barely just accommodated the three of them. They had never seen this room before in their school and all three of them wondered where the door had led them to.

``This sure isn’t the library’’ said Robert inviting dirty looks from both his friends.

``Maybe we should have taken one of the other holes.’’ Ray was already doubtful about his choice. By urging his friends to follow his plan to escape, had he led them into more trouble?

 ``We still can. I say we go back.’’ As Michael uttered those words his eyes glanced at the place where the door in the ground had just been from which they had emerged. But to his utter shock, it was no longer there. In its place lay the ground smooth and uninterrupted like it was all over the rest of the room.

``Where’s the door?’’ he yelped, his voice like that of a frightened puppy. He didn’t like the way things were appearing and then disappearing as they pleased. Everything seemed to have a life of its own today at what they had considered to be an ordinary, boring school.

Ray and Robert looked and jumped out of their skins.

``It just...’’

``Yeah... how could...’’

They were all speechless. And as they stood staring at the ground in front of them, suddenly the sound of loud footsteps began to come towards them. They seemed like they were in a hurry to come towards the boys; like some being was rushing towards them. 

Ray clutched Robert’s arm in fear.

``What was that?’’

The footsteps stopped and then started after a few seconds. Nobody could tell in which direction they were coming from. The three boys stood with their backs to each other facing three different directions. Now even Robert did not feel any embarrassment in holding his friends’ hands. They shuddered with fear as the dance of the invisible being continued. Robert felt that it was coming closer and closer to him each time it started after stopping.

``Who is there?’’ he yelled trying to sound courageous. But anybody could tell that he was shaking with fear. 

``Who is it and what do you want?’’ yelled Ray, surprising even himself by the loudness of his voice. Suddenly they heard the sound of footsteps again running towards them. They came closer and closer and this time they ended with a sharp thwack. 

It took Ray and Michael a few seconds to realize that Robert was down on the floor. He held his palm across his face where the marks of four fingers had turned his skin red, and blood flowed down his nose onto his chest. He lay completely still and his body was in a twisted position. He seemed to be moaning slightly. Michael began to cry at the sight of his friend who looked very badly injured.

``Is he dead? Ray, is he dead?’’ he asked afraid to even touch him.

Ray did not know what to answer. He touched his friend’s arm and realized that he was icy-cold. 

``Robert... Robert...’’ he called, shaking his friend’s completely still body but it was no use. Within about a minute even his moaning stopped and soon Robert neither budged nor made a sound. He was gone, dead, just like that.

After a few minutes, the footsteps began to run towards them again. Michael felt his fear transform into rage. He felt his veins threatening to pop with the anger that he felt.

``Come... let’s see what you can do... come and get me if you dare to...’’ he yelled. Robert had always been his pillar of support; and now losing him made him feel like he had lost everything. He felt like he didn’t care for anything. 

``Come on...’’ he yelled, his voice echoing through the tiny room.

``Stop it, Michael! Just stop!’’ yelled Ray, trying to control his friend who seemed like he had completely lost his mind. Why was he provoking this creature? There was no doubt that it was very powerful and would stop at nothing. Yet Michael continued to yell, his threats becoming louder and more brash.

 Michael had lost all control. The sound of the footsteps started again coming closer and closer and he dared it each time it seemed to come closer.

And then as Ray crouched next to Robert fearing the worst, he saw the footsteps come right up to Michael and suddenly Michael lost his balance and fell on the ground.  Then to Ray’s and his utter shock, he seemed to be dragged by some powerful force directly into one of the walls of the room. Ray screamed and tried to pull back at Michael’s feet but the force that pulled at him was too strong for him. Michael had no control of his body. He seemed to be passing through the wall as though it was made of water. Within seconds, Michael was dragged away right into one of the walls of the room. Ray ran towards the wall and tried to go through it to where his friend had been taken but his body just banged against it like it would with any normal wall, and he fell back to the ground in a broken heap. Ray sat gasping for his breath his body aching all over and his mind frozen with fear and shock. 

As Ray lay there too stunned even to think, with one friend lying dead at his feet and the other having disappeared in front of his eyes, he knew that his end was near too. Every second weighed down on his mind like the weight of a lifetime. Who would’ve ever thought that the punishment for bullying a weaker boy could be death? If only they had known, thought Ray, if only they had been forewarned, they would have corrected their behaviour a long time ago. Alas, now it was too late. 

Ray’s death came for him in the form of weariness and guilt. Long hours passed with no sign of the footsteps but just the anticipation of them had tired his mind out. Besides who knew how long they had been without food or water. Ray had lost all sense of time. His eyelids slowly began to droop and shut. His breathing slowed. He would go in and out of consciousness, each time waking with a jerk afraid that the footsteps had come for him again. But each time all there would be was silence. And in this manner Ray’s life slowly ebbed away from him, leaving him lifeless on the ground, in the small bright room, next to his dear friend Robert. 

When the boys did not return home even a day after they took leave of their parents, the three boys’ anxious parents conducted several searches all over the school and the town but to no avail. Mrs. Brown was condemned by the local court for her harsh punishment which the parents and the judge believed had directly or indirectly led to the disappearance of the boys. Mr. Tripper lived the rest of his life battling with the guilt that his last words to the boys had somehow invited disaster upon them and had rung true at the end. 

------------------THE END-------------------------
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Robert had as usual managed to convince his friends that the door that he had found would be the door that was sure to lead to the library. The three boys climbed through the door with Robert’s help. The strongest of the three, Robert helped his friends up by supporting their bodies with his back as they climbed up and then pulled himself through the door with his strong arms. 

But to their surprise, instead of the library they emerged in a room full of sporting goods. Bats and balls of all kinds, video game consoles, rackets, nets, head and body gear, and other equipment related to every sport that one could think of was in the room. The room itself seemed like a large indoor stadium with seats on all sides and a beautiful well-maintained court in the centre. The court was strange in itself because it had patches of different styles of game courts. A part of it looked like a basketball court, one part base-ball, one part had a small swimming pool, one other part resembled a soccer ground and so on. 

The boys stood there stunned. They had emerged right at the centre of the court and it took them almost a full five minutes to take in the sight of the place.

``What is this place?’’ asked Robert his eyes wide open soaking in all the different sports equipment that lay all around neatly stacked. He walked from basketball court to football, from football to base-ball until finally he stood before the racks of equipment. Strangely enough there was exactly enough equipment for three people to play each game. 

``There are just enough for three people, as if it were made for us’’ exclaimed Ray, the first to notice this oddity.

``Let’s try them on’’ said Michael. All his fear of being in the Nightmare corridor had vanished the moment he was this wonderful place. Like most boys he loved sports of most kinds and he couldn’t wait to have some fun.

Robert and Michael took the baseball gear and began wearing them. 

``But how can we play a game of baseball with just three of us?’’ Ray was not that much into sports. He would have preferred being left alone in a library. But he knew that protesting at this point would only invite his friends’ taunts. So he was trying to find other excuses.

`` I’m batting first’’ declared Robert ignoring Ray. Michael and Ray knew there was no arguing to be done with him. Michael picked up the ball and handed Ray the fielder’s glove. They all moved into the baseball part of the court and took their positions.

Robert felt great. The experience of having been in the Nightmare Corridor had clearly been forgotten by him. Where had this stadium been all these days he wondered? Maybe it was new and the school authorities had not inaugurated it yet and that’s why it was a secret.

Robert rubbed his feet into position taking a firm stance and bent his elbows low getting into position for batting. He could see Michael’s face crunch up and his eyes narrow down like they usually did when he was paying attention to something. 

And then suddenly Robert felt a strange surge of competitiveness rush through his body. It was a very powerful feeling and completely seemed to take over his mind to such an extent that the two boys who stood in front of him who were two of his dearest and closest friends began to look like his arch enemies. He felt like he had to beat them at all costs. He felt like this was not a sport but a battle to be waged and won no matter what. His face grew grim and a streak of meanness entered his blue eyes. 

``What’s the matter, Robert? You okay.’’ Ray had watched Robert’s stance and expression change. He had noticed how his face had suddenly become serious. He knew his friend was never that way. He wondered what had happened all of a sudden.

``Just start!’’ growled Robert. His voice filled the stadium like an angry lion’s and both Michael and Ray sensed that something was wrong. But they dared not say anything to him. Taking his position a little away from Michael, Ray gestured to him to start. 

Michael pitched the ball towards Robert and watched as Robert’s eyebrows furrowed further and he let out a grunt as his bat swung and connected with the ball. The ball went flying into the air and Ray took off running towards it. Robert continued to run like his life depended on it. By the time Michael could retrieve the ball, Robert had run a full circle and back to his initial position. His face had an expression of utter arrogance.

``No big deal, Ray! We’ll get him!’’ Michael was only trying to boost his friend’s spirits but Robert didn’t seem to take to that properly. His eyes glared at Michael in anger.

``Don’t you think you’re taking this game a bit too seriously, Robert?’’ Ray asked. His friend’s reactions were getting to him now. But Robert didn’t even bother to answer. Instead he just gestured to Michael to continue. Michael pitched the ball again. The atmosphere in the stadium had grown tense. What had started out as just a fun game had turned into a competition. 

Robert swung his bat hard but to his rage the centre of the bat missed the ball by a few inches and instead ended up nicking it. The result was that the ball flew slowly to one side straight at Ray. Both Robert and Michael watched with their mouths agape as Ray positioned himself to catch the ball. It seemed like the ball stayed in the air forever and then finally started to move closer and closer to Ray. 

``Catch it Ray!’’ yelled Michael, his eyes gleaming with excitement. To Michael’s surprise and Robert’s consternation, Ray actually caught the ball. As Michael jumped around in joy, Robert’s face had crunched up with fear. His eyes darted around searching for someone or something. 

Then suddenly Robert narrowed his eyes in rage. He began walking towards Ray, his eyes narrowed and his bat raised up in the air. Ray watched him half-curiously and half-fearfully, for he had never seen Robert so angry before. Michael tried calming him down with his words.

``It’s only a game, Robert. Calm down!’’ but Robert paid no heed to Michael’s words. As far as he was concerned he had lost the battle. The only way to attain victory now would be to vanquish his enemy altogether.

As Robert moved closer and closer to Ray, his arm not budging from the position it had taken in the air, Ray began to feel afraid.

``Stop it, Robert! You’re scaring me!’’ he yelled, trying to stop his friend from advancing any further. But this only encouraged Robert to move faster. Within seconds he was just close to Ray, his face showing his eagerness for vengeance. Ray didn’t know what had happened to Robert. All he knew was that his friend was suddenly dangerous.

Then suddenly, as Ray tried to close his eyes and lift his arms up to safeguard himself from his friend’s blows he heard Michael call out Robert’s name loudly. He sounded shocked and afraid. Ray looked up from his arms and realized that Robert had just vanished. 

``What...? Where’d he go?’’ he asked but got no reply from Michael who stood there shocked staring at the part of the stadium that was a few feet away from Ray.

Ray looked around the stadium, but Robert was nowhere to be seen. In the place on the stadium where he had last been seen were a few letters written. Ray and Michael squatted on the ground to read them.

``Congratulations Champs! The swimming pool awaits you. But remember, you lose, you die! You don’t play, you both die!’’ 

The boys’ clothes lay by the side of the pool as they floated in the water in their underwear. Michael could not stop his tears from flowing down his face. Robert’s disappearance had both shocked and terrified them. Whoever had written those words, meant business. And now the two boys understood why Robert had been so serious about the game. He probably had known what was coming. 

``Okay, let’s do this. At least this way one of us gets to live!’’ Ray was serious. All the light-heartedness he had felt before had vanished leaving only empty fear in him. He was afraid of water and now that fear had multiplied after the threat they had received. He was pretty sure he was going to die. His body trembled in the water as he wished that they had chosen some other door in the Nightmare Corridor.

``On your marks, set, go!’’ yelled Michael and the two boys began swimming. The pool was not very long, but the amount of time they were in the water seemed like forever. Ray could see Michael racing past him as he tried his best to beat him. He could feel the fire of competition burning down his throat as he moved forward slowly. 

Suddenly he had an idea. In an instant Ray caught hold of Michael’s foot that was close to his face and pulled him backwards. Michael, taken by surprise swallowed some water and began to cough in the water. In the meantime Ray had darted forward. Michael, not one to be left behind, quickly swam up to Ray and tried to do the same to him. The two boys ended up struggling in the water. They wrestled like two animals fighting for their life. As Ray tried to pull Michael underwater, Michael was trying to choke Ray with both his hands. Their competition had made them blind. They had forgotten everything else except the need to win. 

Within minutes, Michael being the more comfortable one in water had taken the upper hand. He was pressing at Ray’s throat with all his might. Ray struggled for breath and finally gave in. His body grew limp and lifeless and when Michael saw that he had stopped struggling, he unclasped his hands from around Ray’s throat. His friend was gone; he had killed him, but he felt not a pinch of remorse.

Michael gloated in his victory both over Ray and over death itself. Now he knew he’d live. He would be the king of the stadium. He floated in the middle of the pool looking all around the empty stadium. His mind drew up images of crowds clapping and cheering for him. He soaked in the water his heart filled with joy and satisfaction. 

Michael was beginning to feel a little cold in the water. Suddenly it felt like the temperature in the stadium had dropped. It seemed to have been decreasing steadily, but Michael was so lost in himself that he had not noticed. Now suddenly he could see the mist form each time he breathed and his skin tingling in the air. He decided that he needed to get out of the pool and dry himself. He started to flap his feet to move towards one end of the pool but after flapping for a bit he realized that he was not moving ahead at all. He seemed to be swimming in the same place.

 The water was getting colder by the second and Michael began to panic. He tried swimming harder but the more he flapped his legs the colder the water seemed to get. Soon the top layer of water had frozen and turned to ice. Michael’s head stuck out of it through a hole in the ice. The ice held on to his neck freezing it and keeping it completely immobile. Through the corner of his eyes Michael could see Ray’s frozen body on the surface of the pool to his left. 

Michael’s heart raced faster and faster as the reality of the situation hit him. Michael tried to use his hands to break the ice as he continued to try and move forward. But hypothermia was setting into his body and he was losing the movement of his hands and feet. His body began to shudder uncontrollably in the freezing temperatures and his hands and legs lay limp and numb beneath the surface of the pool. 

An excruciating pain began to shoot through Michael’s entire body as his life slowly ebbed away. His eyes formed tears that stuck to his lashes as ice and seen his eyes were covered with ice rendering even them useless. His lips were numb and his tongue stuck to the palette of his mouth. His breath came in short bursts that eventually faded to become weaker and weaker. Soon Michael’s body lay frozen completely. He lay next to his friend who he had heartlessly betrayed and killed in his grave of ice which he had just some time ago mistakenly believed to be his kingdom. 

---------------------THE END-------------------------
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Michael’s voice had risen till it sounded like a screech and it had echoed through the entire corridor. He was tired of having to take sides with his two friends. For once he had an opinion of his own and he wanted his friends to take his side. And Michael’s loud voice had the desired effect. For once Ray and Robert had decided to listen to Michael.

Robert helped his two friends climb up the door that Michael had found by lending them his back as a support. When the two boys were safely up the door, he used his strong arms to pull himself up the opening. When Robert emerged from the hole on the ground, the first thing he noticed was Ray’s closed eyes and the look of absolute bliss on his face. He himself smiled as he knew that no other place except the library could bring about that expression on Ray’s face.

``Well done, Mike.’’ He thumped Michael in congratulations making him almost fall over himself. Michael gloated in pride and relief. They had made it to the library, now they just had to get to the counter which had a phone connection and call their respective homes. No doubt, their parents would be angry with them for lying, but at least they would be relieved to hear that they are safe. 

Just as he was thinking about getting back home he realized that Ray was slowly drifting towards a nearby bookshelf. Robert had noticed it too and they both looked at each other in worry. They knew all too well how difficult it was to wrench Ray away from a book. And this place was filled with them.

``Come on! Let’s get to the, main counter. Ray we have no time for this now!’’ ordered Robert, his old sense of authority seeping back into him. He was a little scared about calling home and facing his father. There was sure to be some name-calling and maybe even some thrashings for him, but he felt it was better than calling Mrs. Brown and facing her. After all, he had been the one to accept her challenge.

``Hey Ray...’’ he called again, but Ray seemed almost hypnotized. His eyes glued on the bookshelf, he glided towards them his feet sliding over the ground instead of walking.

``This is strange!’’ Michael heard him say. But before he could utter another word, he heard Robert’s voice call out again.

``Ray, let’s go! Haven’t you had enough!’’

``The books, they’re all...’’

But Michael didn’t wait for Ray to finish. With a quick move, his hand darted up and caught hold of Ray’s left forearm. He then tugged at Ray, like he was a small child being dragged out of the playground by his mother.

``Stop! The books! They are all the same!’’ Ray retorted trying to shrug away Michael’s hand. But Michael and Robert continued to walk on, Michael still tugging at Ray.

``Stop!’’ yelled Ray as he finally managed to push Michael away from him.

``This isn’t our library! Though I know it looks exactly like it... it isn’t!’’ he yelled, like a madman.

And that was exactly the way Robert and Michael looked at him. 

``Believe me, guys! Would anyone know the library better than me?’’ Michael and Robert looked at each other trying to decide whether to believe their friends words or not. But they both knew that what he said was true. Nobody could possibly know their school library better than Ray.

``See...’’ Ray had rushed to the nearby bookshelf and plucked two books from one of its shelves.

``See for yourselves...’’ he said holding up both books with their fronts to the two boys. Michael and Robert looked and they saw that both books’ titles read `The Manifesto’.

``You probably just picked two of the same books, Ray!’’ Robert was not convinced by his friend. He quickly walked up to the bookshelf and tried looking through the books.

``The Manifesto... The Manifesto...’’ Robert’s face was growing more and more serious as he read through the books’ titles. He then tried to look at the next shelf muttering the names under his breath. 

``I’m telling you... something is going on here!’’ 

Michael was looking from Ray to Robert when suddenly he saw a movement behind the bookshelf.

``Hey, who’s there?’’ he yelled running behind the bookshelf to see who had moved. But he saw nobody.

``What happened, Mike?’’ Ray walked up to Michael and saw him standing there still as a rock. 

``Michael...’’ he tried again, this time shaking his friend by the shoulders. ``Nothing...’’ responded Michael, wondering if he had just imagined something or if there really was something around.

``Let’s just go and call our parents. This place is getting too spooky’’ he said, his knees shuddering as he spoke; first the ketchup incident and now this. 

``Yeah, let’s!’’ Robert began to walk towards the front of the room and his two friends followed him. Suddenly they heard the sound of a thud from behind. They all jumped in their skins and then turned around. A book had fallen off the bookshelf and it lay open on the ground. Even from the distance the three boys could see the image of a monster on the book’s pages and as their eyes stayed rooted to the image, they heard a small voice in their ears beckoning to them to come closer.

``Closer... come and read me!’’ it said, whispering in each of their ears. And the three boys slipped into a trance. Slowly putting one foot after the other they moved back towards the bookshelf and knelt down to look at the book more closely. As their eyes stared at the page of the book with the image of the hideous monster and its ten heads, the pages slowly flipped until finally stopping on a page which had the picture of a small boy. Ray, Robert and Michael continued to look at the book, their eyes widening in surprise, for this picture was unbelievably life-like. But what were more startling were the words that lined the page underneath the image.

``I have been alone for so long. Thank you for coming here and giving me company.’’ 

Robert read the words and without even waiting for a second longer he slammed the book shut.

``Let’s get out of here’’ he whispered, getting up from the ground and running towards the front door of the library. Ray and Michael followed him closely, too startled even to say a word. Robert had almost reached the door but another book fell off another bookshelf missing his head by a fraction of an inch. The page it opened up to had the picture of a locked door that resembled the one that stood in front of them. More words spoke off the page.

``There is no leaving this place once you enter. Just as I have been imprisoned here for many years now, so will you be.’’

Robert, Ray and Michael looked at each other, each of their eyes sparking off the same fears as the others. Michael rushed to the door and tried the knob.

``It’s no use! It’s locked!’’ he said, his voice trembling with fear. And in a moment, the fear that reflected off Michael’s face turned into a desperate fear. He began yelling as he banged on the door.

``Somebody... is there anybody? Please help us... we’re in the library! Please help!’’ His voice echoed through the library jumping off its empty spaces making it seem more terrifying than earlier. 

Ray and Robert rushed to Michael.

``Mike... Michael...’’ they yelled trying to control their friend. But it was no good. Their efforts only seemed to add to his fervor. He yelled, louder and louder, his voice cracking and shivering with his terror.

Then suddenly the sound of laughter began to fill the room. It sounded like the laughter of a young boy and seemed to come from a distant corner of the library. Michael stopped yelling the moment he heard the laughter. He looked around his eyes darting from one corner to another and then suddenly he spotted the boy. He stood there clear as Ray and Robert, in his old school uniform holding his stomach and laughing at Michael. He was puny and had shabby hair. His face looked dirty and unwashed and his clothes looked crumpled. His eyes seemed to have dark circles around them. Yet for all his shabbiness, an aura seemed to cover the boy, like a special light beamed upon him. Michael stood speechless as he stared at the boy laughing and then he heard Ray’s voice.

``Michael, Michael... are you okay?’’

Michael felt his cheek being patted gently and then more firmly and felt his own eyes open. He saw his two friends bending down on him. The room swayed around him and looked strangely yellow. 

Michael suddenly remembered the boy and sitting up in a jerk he looked around the room hurriedly, but there was no sign of him. Even the sound of the laughter had stopped.

``Did you guys see him? The student who died? I think... I think... it’s his ghost.’’ He blurted out as he looked from Ray to Robert. He saw Ray and Robert exchange quizzical glances in exchange.

``Which student?’’ asked Robert, his voice slightly sarcastic.

``The student... the one that died in the Crawl-Space. The one who was laughing just now...’’ Michael attempted again but saw that his friends had no idea about what he was talking about.

``The one who was laughing...’’ he tried again but his friends’ faces looked blank as before.

``You guys didn’t hear the laughing?’’ Michael’s voice had grown soft and afraid.

``Enough with the laughing already, Mike. No fool would laugh in this kind of a situation’’ snapped Ray. He had been watching Michael and now he really wondered what was happening to his friend. 

``What do we do now? The door is locked, the phone is out of order... maybe we should never have left the Nightmare Corridor.’’ Robert blurted. Then he saw Michael’s eyes fixed on him strangely. 

``What?’’ he asked, a little stumped. But Michael continued to stare.

``Come Ray! There’s no point. This guy has lost it!’’ Robert had had enough with Michael’s strange behavior. They were just as stressed and afraid as him but they weren’t behaving so weirdly. Ray walked up to him and they began walking away from Michael. Suddenly Robert heard Michael yell and turned around just in time to see him running towards him holding one of the books of the library in his hands. It was large and heavy but Michael seemed to hold it very comfortably.

``Hey...’’ yelled Robert as his arms went up in defense. But it was too late. Michael had already thrown the book at him and he felt the corner of its hard-bound cover hit him on his forehead. The room began swimming in front of his eyes and he fell to the floor in a heap.

``Robert... Robert... are you okay?’’ yelled Ray as he ran towards his friend and tried to shake him awake. Though there was no external injury, the part of Robert’s forehead that had been hit began turning blue very quickly. His open eyes were fast becoming blood-shot. 

``What have you done, Michael?’’ shouted Ray at the top of his voice. He turned around and saw Michael standing at a little distance smiling sinisterly at Robert. He looked insane to Ray.

``Michael, you’re scaring me. Why did you do that? Why did you hit Robert?’’ Ray’s eyes were brimming with tears of frustration, sorrow and fear. He could not tell what was happening to Michael. Then suddenly Michael spoke in a child-like voice.

``That was not Robert. That was the student in Robert’s disguise.’’ 

Ray stared at his friend. Lumps of fear formed at his throat as he tried to gulp them down. Michael had gone insane. There was no doubt about it now. 

``He would have killed us if I had not hit him’’ continued Michael his voice still distant and child-like. Ray’s eyes blinked as he wondered what to do. Michael had turned dangerous now and arguing with him might only aggravate him more. 

``Okay, Mike. Let’s go now. We need to look around the library for an escape route.’’

Michael followed Ray quietly like a child obeying an adult’s command. He was no longer the Michael who had left home that morning to face a challenge with his friends. He had grown morose and serious. Not a shadow of a smile came on his lips. 

As they walked away from where their friend lay on the floor, maybe unconscious, maybe dead, Ray’s tears flowed helplessly. He had only just then realized how much he had always depended on Robert.

Ray and Michael drifted aimlessly for an hour in the library. They could neither find any door that could have led them outside the room nor could they find the door in the floor through which they had come out of the Nightmare Corridor and into the library. Ray knew that this was not the school library in which he had spent so many hundreds of hours poring over different books. And yet it looked uncannily like the school library. 

Ray thought the same way about Michael. Something had changed about his friend. Though externally, he looked exactly the same as before, he was not the same Michael that Ray had grown up with. He followed Ray around like a lost puppy, a look of emptiness in his eyes. 

Ray had never missed Robert like this before. Wandering through the library, they kept coming to the place where his body lay limp and seemingly lifeless and each time Ray would hope that it would not be so. But what amazed him was the fact that Michael felt no remorse for their friend. While Ray could not stop shedding tears, Michael seemed to be completely lost to the absence of their friend.

``Why’d you do that Michael? Why’d you hit Robert?’’ Ray had summoned up the courage to ask him after almost an hour of walking around as they sat exhausted in one corner of the library. Michael did not answer for a few seconds and when he did, Ray was completely startled at Michael’s answer.

``Who’s Robert?’’ he asked, seriousness writ all over his face.

Ray could find no words to answer that question. 

``Who’s Robert, Ray?’’ asked Michael, a second time, his voice not the least bit guilty.

Ray still could not answer him. He just continued staring into Michael’s innocent eyes. And then before his eyes, he watched Michael’s face began to transform. The first thing to change was the color of his eyes; Then the shape of his nose and his lips. Then slowly his skin began to take on a different color; Then his hair and his ears.  By this time Ray was spooked. He crawled backwards hurriedly and tried to hide behind a huge bookshelf. But he could not take his eyes off Michael or whoever this being was that had inhabited Michael’s body. 

Finally Michael’s body began to grow smaller in size like that of a much younger boy. And then finally when the transformation seemed complete, Ray could see a small boy in front of him, wearing the school uniform that children of his school wore years ago when it was established. The strange thing was that this boy’s face still had traces of Michael’s. It was like as if the transformation had stopped midway and both the boys had merged into one. 

Ray could not stop his tears. He felt fear tearing at him from within but he could not get himself to move from where he sat frozen. The boy continued to stare at him unblinking. 

``Come, let’s play!’’ he said a sinister smile playing on his face. Ray broke into a sweat as he suddenly found his feet. Getting up as hurriedly as he could, he tried to run away from the boy. He zigzagged his way through the bookshelves trying to outrun the little boy. He did not turn back even once afraid that he may see the boy standing right behind him. 

The boy’s laughter began to echo all over the library and even in the laughter Ray could hear traces of Michael’s laughter. He stopped dead in his tracks when suddenly the laughter turned into tears. The boys seemed to be bawling, his loud cry sounding throughout the library. 

But apart from the crying Ray could also hear the sound of a whoosh, like something was swinging towards him. As he looked behind, he caught sight of the huge bookshelf behind him that was falling towards him. He ducked just in time and missed it but in doing so Ray tripped and fell on the floor. 

As the sound of the little boy’s wailing resounded through the library, another huge bookshelf came crashing down on Ray. Before he could recover, another fell, then another until he was covered with hundreds of books and several huge bookshelves. They crushed him to death with their weight. Ray could neither be seen nor heard anymore. And along with this, the boy’s crying also stopped. It was like as if the boy had been mourning Ray’s death just before he died. 

----------------------THE END-------------------------------
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For once it seemed like Ray had taken charge of the situation and convinced his friends to take the longer route to the Principal’s office. Robert trudged along behind Ray and Michael, not completely convinced about the prudence of this idea, but pushed into submission by Ray’s threats and sentimental blackmail. Ray had made him feel like he would be responsible for anything bad that would happen in the Nightmare Corridor to either of them before Robert decided to submit to his wish.

The longer route to the principal’s office literally went all around the school building before it finally led them to the Principal’s door. This was the route that school secretary chose when she was showing somebody new around the school, for it bypassed all the most important places in the school like the library, the sports room, the gym, the indoor Olympic size swimming pool, the science labs, the staff rooms and some of the older students class rooms. 

Ray, Robert and Michael slowly trudged along, hungry and tired along this path. 

``We should have grabbed something to eat in the cafeteria’’ said Robert, his stomach growling with hunger. Michael gave him a stern look. He was really getting tired of his friend’s bravado which seemed to more often than not border on stupidity. 

But Robert didn’t notice his reaction and continued whining about food. Now even Ray was beginning to get irritated.

``How can you talk about food at a time like this?’’ he snapped, his brows bristling with irritability. 

Robert fell silent and continued to walk.

``The sooner we get o the office, the sooner we can get out of here’’ continued Ray trying to get his friends to hurry up. Suddenly he noticed Robert sniffing away furiously at the air.

``Can you guys smell that? Hamburgers... yummy!’’

He continued sniffing like a hungry animal which has just detected a meal. 

``Cheese hamburgers!’’ he yelled, his voice ecstatic. But Ray and Michael seemed unmoved. 

``Can’t smell a thing. You’re so hungry, you’re smelling things Robert! Come on, don’t stop now. We need to get to the office.’’

But Robert would not take a step more.

``No guys! I need to eat. It seems to be coming from the kitchen. You guys carry on and I’ll catch up with you.’’ 

Robert began walking in the other direction back towards the cafeteria. Michael was petrified. He was the only one who knew that there was a ghost in the cafeteria which had written a message for them with ketchup. 

``Robert wait! Don’t go!’’

But Robert was so immersed in the odor that only he could smell that he continued walking on. Michael had to make a decision now whether to go with Ray to the office or go back with Robert towards the cafeteria.

DO YOU THINK MICHAEL SHOULD GO WIRH ROBERT OR WITH RAY?

· IF WITH ROBERT GO TO PAGE 61
· IF WITH RAY GO TO PAGE 54
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 Just as Michael stood thinking about which friend he should choose to go with, they heard a cry for help. It sounded like a small child and one could not tell whether it was a boy or a girl.

``Who’s that?’’ Ray had frozen in his steps and was looking at Michael’s face. Robert carried on walking completely oblivious to the cries.

``There...’’ pointed Michael and when Ray looked he saw that the library seemed to have caught fire from within. Flames lined the window and had engulfed the place completely. But what was a more frightening sight was the sight of a little girl who seemed stuck against the window. Her tiny hands pushed against the glass furiously almost as if she was trying to break it with her force. 

``Help’’ she yelled again, her voice sounding muffled through the glass and her dark eyes boring into Ray’s and Michael’s face. Ray and Michael felt like time had stopped as they looked into the little girl’s face. Neither of them had ever seen her before in the school and yet her face looked strangely familiar to both of them. 

``Who’s this girl?’’ asked Ray. ``And where did she enter the school from?’’

But Michael did not know either. He just stood lost in the girl’s expression of helplessness. Something about her seemed to cling to his heart. Suddenly he realized that it was her resemblance to his kid sister that made him feel connected to her. 

``We need to save her, Ray. Come on!’’ Michael tugged at Ray’s arm as he tried to run towards the library but found that Ray only pulled back.

``Come on, Ray! She’ll die!’’

Michael was astonished. He knew that none of his friends were overly helpful but in this kind of a situation even a stone would reach out to help.

``No!’’ said Ray, his voice soft but firm.

``But why? She’s dying Ray, just look at her!’’

``The ghost wants you to think that! It wants us to rush inside the library swept by pity for the little girl.’’ Ray let his words sink in as Michael stared at him open-mouthed.

``Have you gone crazy Ray? You’re saying a ghost is creating this illusion of a girl being caught in flames.’’ Ray just shook his head stubbornly.

``But what if she’s real?’’  Michael asked again after thinking for about a minute. Something told him that this was not the ghost’s doing.

``What if she got in there by mistake and a real fire broke out? She’ll die Ray!’’

Michael tugged at Ray’s arm again but Ray still wouldn’t budge.

``If that was a real fire, what about the fire alarm? Why is it not going off?’’ asked Ray, his face screwed up into an expression of deep thought. 

``Can we just open the door and take a look? We’ll know immediately if it’s real or just an illusion.’’ Michael knew that once Ray was at the door it would not be difficult to get him to enter and save the girl. And what would they lose after all if it was unreal?

Ray slowly moved and Michael rushed ahead. The girl still watched them intently from the window the flames seemingly growing behind her.

Michael pulled at the library door but it would not open. He tugged and tugged until he heard Ray’s footsteps running away from him. He turned to see Ray running down the corridor at full speed. Fear clutched at Michael. Where was Ray going leaving him alone here to face this situation? He felt torn between running after Ray and continuing to try and help the girl. He called out to Ray a couple of times but Ray would not turn back.

When he saw that Ray had disappeared down the corridor and that there was no calling him back, he continued to keep banging at the door and then kicking it. But to no avail. In the meantime the screeches of the girl began growing louder and more desperate. She would not take her eyes of Michael and Michael felt an unseen pressure creep into him. He knew that her life depended on him completely. 

Michael quickly glanced around trying to find something that would help him break open the door. He saw a chair and ran towards it. He struggled to lift it up to the level of the door and bang at the door with it. But the chair was too heavy for Michael. Beads of sweat lined Michael’s forehead as he battled with the chair.

Suddenly, along with the girl’s cries, Michael could hear another voice. He wondered where it came from. And then he realized it was Ray’s voice calling out to him. What had happened to Ray? 

``Michael.... help me!’’ he called, his voice coming from beyond the corridor. Michael looked around frantically and then putting the chair down he ran towards the corridor from where he had heard Ray’s voice. His heart thudded inside him as he expected to see the worst. But instead, to his relief, he saw Ray slowly dragging a huge fire-extinguisher down the corridor.

``Help me carry this! It’s too heavy!’’ he yelled and Michael’s face broke into a smile. Together they lugged at the fire extinguisher and took it to the door of the library. The girl’s cries had grown feeble, probably out of exhaustion thought Michael. He was more afraid for her now. After all this, would they be able to save her life?

Working as one, Michael and Ray lifted the fire extinguisher and banged it against the door, first once, then twice and then three times. On the third attempt the door broke open from its hinges and fell inwards with the two boys falling over it.

The moment the door fell inwards, the fire and the cries vanished. All seemed peaceful inside the library with all the books neatly placed in order in the shelves as they usually were, with no sign of anything even close to a small fire anywhere. Even the girl was nowhere in sight. Michael looked around frantically unable to believe his eyes, but Ray just looked at the ground solemnly.

``I hope you’re satisfied now!’’ he said to Michael, a hint of sarcasm in his voice as he stood up. Michael couldn’t find it in him to look into Ray’s eyes. Sheepishly he stood up and followed Ray out of the door. The only thing that had been real about the situation was the broken door. 

Ray and Michael had sat down to rest for a while outside the door of the gym. They were tired, hungry and frustrated from the situation that they had found themselves in. Apart from that they worried about Robert’s whereabouts. Ever since he had left them to find some food, he had not returned. Anxiety gnawed at the two friends from within though they dared not mention it in the fear that mentioning it would only make it worse. 

The route to the principal’s office seemed longer than usual. Ray and Michael wondered why it was so. Could it be just that they were tired and it seemed longer as a result? Earlier this would have been a great topic of discussion for them but now they found that they were too exhausted to even speak. 

Ray was almost asleep and Michael was almost drifting away too, when a strange hissing sound began coming. At first it was too soft for either of them to hear but slowly its volume started increasing and surrounding them. Then it grew to a high pitched hiss that was not only unbearably loud but also piercing to the ears. 

``What is that Ray?’’ yelled Michael, his voice struggling to be heard over the sound as he covered his ears with both his hands. But he could tell by Ray’s face that Ray had no clue either. He just sat there his body rolled into a tense ball, his two hands pressed against his head to block out the sound.

Ray tried to get up taking the support of one hand, but found that he was stuck to his seat by a kind of sticky glue like substance. 

``Yuck! What’s that?’’ exclaimed Michael and then he realized that his body was covered with the same substance as well. In fact he seemed to be in a much worse state than Ray with the substance dripping off his head in stringy lines.

``What is this Ray? I can’t get up from here’’ All Michael’s exhaustion had turned into anxiety at the sight of the substance that clung to him. First the illusion of the fire and the girl and now this.

``Maybe this is also an illusion...’’ said Michael, not sure anymore what to believe and what not to believe. 

``But we can actually feel this. See...’’ Ray was trying o separate his two fingers and found that it was very difficult to do so. In the meantime the hissing sound had grown louder and resonated across the entire space. Ray’s head was throbbing with pain but he could no longer cover his ears with his hands because they were stuck to the floor. 

As Ray and Michael struggled to get free and stand up from the slime, the ground, the walls, the gym door and everything else around them began vibrating. It started as a trembling that was barely noticeable but then began to become more and more forceful, until they could feel themselves shaking along with the vibrations.

``Is it an earthquake, Ray?’’ asked Michael. He knew Ray would know better than him what this was. The hissing sound had also grown to become a whoosh sound that ground into their ears forcefully. But Ray was also clueless. He just stared blankly into space his face frozen in fear.

``Ray, is that an earthquake?’’ yelled Michael again, trying to get Ray to answer him. And he saw Ray turn his head towards him and say something but it was inaudible over the sound. Ray’s face was frowning and he seemed to be saying the same words again and again but Michael could not make out what he was saying. 

And then finally it hit him. But even before Michael could react, he saw a huge wave of water gushing towards them from the other end of the corridor. That was what Ray had been trying to tell him, that it was not an earthquake but water that was coming towards them in all its force.

Ray’s voice could not come through the sound of the water but his thoughts had been zig-zagging and Ray had understood how it must have all started. He realized that the hissing sound was the sound of the water leaking from the huge tank that stood at one corner of the school building just outside the cafeteria. It held close to a thousand tones of water and was enough to wash the entire school away. But up until now, it had stood there like a gigantic mountain towering over the school yard. Its valve stood high above, unreachable. And yet it seemed like someone had got to it.

 It was almost like someone had opened the valve just a bit to let the water seep out and leave the rest to the force of the water. The water had begun to seep through and then as its force increased it grew in volume. Ray knew that the valve would have been no match for the gushing water that would come through it. The water would have grown in force until finally it broke through the pipe and began gushing into the school towards them with all its fury.

Michael and Ray sat stuck to their places, helpless and immobile. Their bodies were frozen as they had no doubt about what their fate would be. They could see the sea of water coming their way but it seemed too unreal and sudden to do anything. Time seemed to slow down and yet there was not enough time to do anything.

Ray and Michael exchanged terrified glances. They could see the water moving down the corridor steadily towards them but the glue held them down making them completely immobile and helpless. 

The water gushed onto them like a large blanket that covered them completely. They could feel it’s warmth and wetness all over themselves soaking them through and through. It entered their ears, their eyes, their noses and gushed down their throat. Their hands flailed about helplessly but they could not rise to the surface to catch a breath. 

Within minutes Ray and Michael drowned to death in the huge tidal wave. After their life was sucked out of them by the water, their bodies slowly rose to the surface. Surprisingly, the glue seemed to have worked only while they were alive. Their bodies were like the bodies of two puppets which got swept away by the force of the water through the school corridors. 

If they had been alive they would have seen that their friend Robert’s body was also floating alongside. The water had entered the school through the cafeteria Robert’s fate had been the same as his friends’. The three friends floated alongside one another having been finally joined in their death.

----------------------THE END---------------------------------
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It was not difficult for Michael to make the decision to follow Robert, because that was what he had been doing his entire life. 

``Come with us, Ray! Maybe Robert’s right! And I’m sure you’re hungry too...’’ Michael was trying every trick to get Ray to come along with them. But Ray simply glared at him and continued on his route towards the principal’s room. He was used to being ignored by Robert and Michael. Ray had gotten used to making his own decisions now.

``Where are we going, Robert?’’ asked Michael. Earlier he would not even have asked Robert this question, but after the experiences that they had faced in the school, he was not sure that he trusted Robert’s judgment completely. He wished Michael had come along with them. That would have surely made him feel better. But now he had no choice except to try and make this trip through the school corridors pleasant for himself and Robert. But Robert didn’t seem the least bit interested in his presence. He refused to even glance at Michael, so lost was he in the smell of food that only he could smell. 

``Robert...’’ Michael tried again and then gave up on him. He continued to walk a few paces behind Robert, already regretting his decision to come with him.

By the direction that Robert took, it seemed like they were heading back to the cafeteria. Michael’s chest felt like it had been tied into a huge knot. The corridor began to look dark and gloomy as they approached the cafeteria. Michael did not know if this was just his state of mind playing on him or the corridor had really become much darker than earlier. He looked at Robert to see if he reacted to it. But Robert was like a zombie, interested in one thing and one thing only- food. His eyes seemed to have a strange gleam and a half-smile played on his face making his face seem frozen in the expression associated with greed. 

``Can you smell them? Can you smell them?’’ he yelled in a half-crazed voice. 

``Cheese and tomato and ham.... mmmmmmmm!’’ saliva dribbled off the sides of Robert’s mouth as his pace increased. Michael knew that his friend was talking about the hamburgers that he smelt, but Michael still could not smell anything. He began to wonder what was going on. As Michael pondered about their situation he saw that Robert broke into a half-run and when he came near the cafeteria door he pushed it open with all his strength rushing inside impatiently.

Michael swallowed hard and continued to walk on. His friend’s behaviour was beginning to worry him a lot. He was hungry too, but not so much that it could drive him into such a state of frenzy. He reached the door and peeped through the glass and stopped in his tracks. 

Michael let out a slow whistle of surprise as he took in the sight in the cafeteria. They had barely left it about ten minutes ago and in that time it seemed to have been transformed into a banquet hall. What had happened here? Who had done all this he wondered? But then, his mind was distracted by the sight that lay before him.

 Rows and rows of dishes, of all kinds were arranged on tables all over the cafeteria. There was enough food to feed about a hundred people. And the variety, the variety was nothing like Michael had ever before seen in his life. Hamburgers, pizzas, macaroni, sandwiches, casseroles and other bakes, sausages, barbecued meat, several kinds of punches, several kinds of deserts, everything a child could wish for lined the tables of the cafeteria. 

Michael realized that Robert had been right. He really had smelt the hamburgers and that’s what had led them here. Michael wondered how he had not smelt all of this but he was now glad that he had followed Robert. As he pushed open the door to enter the cafeteria, he glanced around for his friend and found him standing in one corner of the room with a plate full of food. Robert had already served himself.

Michael felt disgust creeping into him as he took a closer look at Robert’s plate. It was like he had heaped everything he could find one over the other on his plate and he was now devouring it all with no sense of taste. His face still had the same expression of greed fixed on it. Saliva dripped off the sides of his mouth as he stuffed the food into it in great hurry.

``Robert...!’’ Michael exclaimed but noticing that Robert was completely lost in his own self, he decided not to bother. Michael quickly turned his face away from Robert. He knew that if he looked at him for any longer he would not feel like eating the food himself. He then took a plate that lay at one corner of the spread and began picking what he would like to eat. First he took a slice of pizza, a sausage and a sandwich. 

He then stood at another corner of the cafeteria, far away from Robert and began to eat. Michael took a bite of his pizza and a strange feeling seemed to come over him. It was like his hunger had suddenly grown ten-fold or even hundred-fold and he suddenly felt like eating everything that was there. He trotted back towards the tables with the food and served himself some barbecue. But no, that did not feel enough. He then served himself some casserole and two pieces of cake. But even that did not do. 

Soon, he was serving himself everything that was there was in front of him and before long his plate looked exactly like Robert’s. Then he began eating, or literally stuffing his face. If anyone had been around they would know that both Robert and Michael were eating in the same manner, stuffing themselves like they were in a trance. But what would have seemed stranger was that each time Robert and Michael had eaten some of the food and the food on their plates reduced in quantity, they felt the urge to fill it up again.

Again and again they went back to the food kept on the tables and again and again they filled their plates. After a point each one knew that if they ate any more food their stomachs would burst but it seemed like eating was no longer in their control. It was like some external force had taken control of their greed for food and spun it in an irreversible direction. As a result Robert and Michael, continued to feel the urge to go back and take some more. And they continued to eat.

Within an hour, both Michael and Robert were sprawling on the ground, their stomachs bloated with food, their bodies lethargic and their faces twisted into a strange mixture of greed and pain. They exchanged glances, too full to even speak and continued putting the food into their mouths, grudgingly. Finally Robert could take it no more. His body heaved forward and all the food he had taken in came out in the form of undigested vomit. It lay all around him covering every inch of the space within 5 feet in every direction of him. 

Michael seeing this also felt the urge to puke. His body heaved and he threw up everything too. The two boys now sat surrounded by their own vomit. 

They were disgusted with themselves but the good thing was that they felt very relieved now that everything had come out of their bodies. The urge to eat had gone away.

``Let’s get out of here, Mike’’ said Robert quickly trying to pick himself up from the ground. He feared what would happen if they stayed any longer. Michael realized this and quickly tried to get up from the vomit that he sat in but it was already too late. The urge to eat had come back.

``Just one slice of pizza, Robert!’’ he said, his eyes pleading. Robert stood shocked not knowing what to do. He knew that if he waited he might also feel the need to eat some more. 

``No Mike, let’s get out of here! This is not okay!’’ Robert tried, making sure he didn’t lay his eyes on the food. But Michael was already picking up his plate and beginning to fill it up again. 

Robert knew that he would have to find Ray. Only Ray would be able to help them out of this. He rushed towards the door breaking into a run in his anxiety. But he stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Ray at the door.

``Ray, this place is jinxed. We need to get some help!’’ he yelled, relief flooding him at the sight of his intelligent friend. Ray would surely know what to do. But Ray did not answer. He seemed to be staring at something behind Robert.

``Ray...’’ Robert tried again. And then his heart missed a beat as he noticed that the half-smile and the look of greed had entered Ray’s face too. Ray, oblivious to his presence began walking towards the food in a hurry. As Robert turned to watch him, his heart sinking every second, he saw him take a plate and pile it up with food just as he had done some time ago. Robert felt tears enter his eyes as he clutched his fists tightly in helpless anger. But it lasted for but a minute. For even as he stood watching his two friends gorging away at the food unaware of themselves, he felt the need to eat come back to him. His feet automatically began to move towards the food and before long Robert was busy filling his own plate with food a look of intense greed on his face.

----------------------THE END---------------------------------
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Robert slowly inserted the blue key into the keyhole of the box and it fit perfectly. He then tried to turn it but nothing seemed to happen. In fact the key would not budge. 

``It’s not this one.’’ He said, gingerly trying to remove it. But the key was stuck. It would not come out.

``Didn’t I tell you to try the red one?’’ said Ray, his face crunched up in irritation. He was tired of Robert’s stupid decisions. Not one of them seemed to turn out right. In fact, they almost always seemed to lead to something worse off than what they started with. 

``Okay... okay... stop nagging! It’ll be fine’’ said Robert but even he knew that the key was not about to come out so easily. It seemed to have stuck to the inside of the lock, refusing to even move a centimeter. After fidgeting with it for a good five minutes he looked at the faces of Ray and Michael and they stared back at him in suspense.

``What now?’’ said Michael looking from Ray’s angry face to Robert’s slightly embarrassed one. Robert turned his face away to avoid Ray’s glare. One could see that he was desperately trying to think of a solution for their situation. 

``Let’s look around. Maybe we’ll find something else.’’ He said finally, trying hard to dissipate the tension that was building. He began crawling through the Crawl-Space again but noticed that Ray just sat there staring at the ground. Michael was trying to decide what to do. Robert decided to ignore them both and continue exploring the place. He couldn’t understand why Ray was acting like such a spoil-sport. For him playing the role of leader and making decisions came naturally. Whether the decisions were good or bad was a whole other story as far as he was concerned.

``Hey! Look what I found!’’ he cried, his natural exuberance coming back in him as he spotted a bottle of what looked like oil. That was it, he thought. All he had to do was oil the keyhole and the key would slip right out. Taking the bottle of light yellow liquid in his hands, Robert crawled back to where Ray sat.

``What’re you doing?’’ yelled Ray, as Robert lifted the box in his hands.

``It’s oil. It’ll help us get the key out.’’ said Robert opening the bottle. But Ray was tired of Robert’s ideas and decisions. He fumed with anger at the thought that Robert just continued to do things as he pleased without even consulting him and Michael about it once. Anger bubbled in him like a volcano about to erupt and before he knew it he was trying to snatch the bottle from Robert’s hands. 

``Hey...’’ yelled Robert as Michael watched on bewildered by the behavior of his two friends. But Ray’s jaws were clenched and his fingers tore into Robert’s flesh trying to make him let go of the bottle. 

``What’re you doing? I found it!’’ yelled Robert as he began thrashing Ray with one hand while his other hand held on to the bottle tightly. But Ray was not about to give in so easily. He scratched and hit and finally when his rage knew no bounds bent his face to Robert’s hands and bit him hard on his knuckles.

``Owwwwww!’’ yelled Robert as he quickly withdrew his hand. But before Ray could get a firm grasp of it, the bottle slipped and fell to the ground. All the liquid inside it spilled to the ground forming a small puddle of thick, viscous liquid.

``You idiot!’’ Robert’s voice had taken the tone of his father’s when he would be angry. He tried to hit Ray on his head but Ray held his hand and hit him with the other. And in doing so he lost his balance and as he fell to the ground, he put his hand right into the liquid. As soon as his hand touched the liquid it began to sizzle, and Ray gave a yelp of pain and drew it away. But in that split second he felt like as if a million knives had dug into his arm. The liquid continued to sizzle and a foul odor began to emanate from it along with some yellowish gas. 

``That’s not oil.’’ Yelled Ray, obviously still in pain. `

``Looks like the acid that my mom uses to get rid of hard stains in our bathroom’’ said Michael. He had covered his nose as soon as the smell started wafting through the air.

 ``It’s very dangerous!’’ he continued staring at the liquid like it was an animal about to bite him.

``Now you tell us...’’ yelled Robert. His nose scrunched up in disgust.

``Why’re you yelling at him? You’re the one who found the bottle. Didn’t you even check what it was?’’ Ray was furious. It was almost like anything that Robert did would not turn out right, even by chance. And here he was blaming Michael, just because Michael could not speak up to him.

``We need to get out of here’’ said Michael, his voice muffled through his hand. The odor was spreading very quickly around them and no matter where he turned to escape it, it seemed to be there. He was feeling the urge to throw up and he didn’t want to do that in the Crawl-Space. For the first time in his life, Michael did not wait for the consent of either of his friends, and rushed towards the exit door of the Crawl-Space, one hand still covering his nose and mouth.

``Hey, Mike. Where are you going? The door’s here.’’ Michael tuned at the sound of Ray’s voice and saw that indeed there was a door at that end as well. He wondered how they had not noticed it earlier. And also which one was the right one. In the darkness they had lost all sense of direction. Somehow Michael felt that he was the one at the right door. 

``I think this is the one leading to the cafeteria though, Ray’’ said Michael. ``I’m pretty sure.’’ He stressed trying to convince his friends to come towards him. But Ray seemed to hesitate and Robert stood looking from Ray to Michael, feeling strange in his position of onlooker instead of the leader. 

WHICH DOOR SHOULD THE BOYS CHOOSE?

· IF YOU THINK MICHAEL’S DOOR GO TO PAGE 69
· IF YOU THINK RAY’S DOOR GO TO PAGE 77
§

The boys came out of the door that Michael had chosen into a dark, damp place that they had never before seen. 

``I told you didn’t I...’’ started Ray, but then saw the glare that Robert gave him and stopped. 

The place seemed strange with a lot of plants growing along the sides of the walls which was what gave it its dampness. But what was stranger was that it seemed to stretch upwards to infinity, for neither of the boys could see the end of it. They could see that there was floor upon floor of the building in the middle of which was a square opening that gave them a peek of the ceiling of the building, far, far away.

``What is this place?’’ said Robert slowly, his voice a mixture of fear and astonishment. Strange things seem to glow at them from dark corners. Shafts of light seemed to filter through out of nowhere. In fact the whole place had an eerie feel.

``At least the odor has not followed us here’’ commented Michael. And then his eyes caught sight of a giant die that stood in the corner of the place. Except unlike a die that one would normally roll on the ground, it seemed to have an axle around which it rolled.

``Look at that!’’ said Michael rapidly moving towards the die. It was beautiful and ornate, made out of copper and with its huge craters lined with gold. The two metals glistened in the shafts of light that fell on it from above. Michael took the axle in his hands and gave it a turn. The die rolled along the axle and finally came to a stop.

``One...’’ yelled Michael in excitement. By this time, the two other boys were also looking at the giant die that seemed quite out of place in the corner of such a room. But they were in for a huge shock, for as soon as the die stopped and Michael yelled out the number, the different floors of the building which were packed one above the other, began to move around till a vast space was created in the centre through which the boys could see each floor above them. The floors became large platforms with no railings, just leading on to one another. But what was more peculiar was that ladders began to drop down several of the floors leading from one to the other. 

The three boys stood open-mouthed and speechless wondering what they had entered. Strange hissing sounds seemed to fill the space and a light breeze began to blow at them from the opening above. Ray suddenly looked at the floor and realized that some scrawling had appeared below their feet. Looking closer he realized that they were not scrawlings but actual writing. He began to read it aloud.

`Welcome to the world of Snakes and Ladders. Rules-

1. Spinning the die will start the game. 

2. Once the game has started, you cannot quit unless you reach the very top.

3. You must take turns to spin the die at every level. The same person cannot spin the die each time.

4. The person who spins the die is responsible for himself and the others.’

Ray stood staring at the ground utterly speechless. Both Michael and Robert stared at his face until Robert broke into a sly smile.

``Must be that over-smart janitor trying to make a fool out of us. Come on! Let’s get out of the door!’’ Robert turned around haughtily, refusing to be afraid of the words that Ray had just read out. But having turned around he stopped short in his tracks frozen to the ground where he stood. What had been a strong, commanding voice just then suddenly turned into a quivering cry of fright.

Ray and Michael tuned and saw that there facing them was the biggest, fattest python that they had ever seen in their lives. It sat curled on the floor but its head was raised with its eyes peering at them directly. How could they have not seen it before? It lay just before the entrance. They should have tripped over it, even as they were coming in.

But this was no time to argue about that for the longer the boys stood there the more curious the python seemed to become. It slowly started crawling towards them, its hefty body making a swishing sound as it moved. It smelt their scents with its forked tongue and its eyes seemed to gleam with a renewed interest.

``Run!’’ yelled Ray, shaking his two friends with both his arms as they stood entranced by the dance of the python. It was barely a few feet away and if they wanted to live they had to move fast. The three boys began running. They didn’t know where. They just wanted to get away from the slimy creature that followed them. 

``Where to now?’’ yelled Robert as he ran. 

``I don’t know.’’

Suddenly the three of them spotted a ladder in one corner of the space. They looked at each other as the same thought struck each of them. If they were stuck in a game of Snakes and Ladders, and there was a giant python behind them that meant the ladder would take them to safety.

``Climb the ladder!’’ yelled Ray, as his two friends already started running towards the ladder. 

The three boys scrambled up the ladder and to their relief the python did not follow them up to the next level. They watched from above as it slithered away slowly back to its place of rest and coiling itself into a giant heap, lay down to rest. 

``That was scary!’’ said Ray, unable to take his eyes off the python. He was afraid that it would suddenly awaken and come right back up to swallow them whole. Robert’s voice brought him back to the question that hung over their heads.

``So, we’re stuck in a game of Snakes and Ladders that we don’t even want to play!’’ he looked from Ray to Michael stating the obvious.

``So what if we don’t play?’’ asked Michael. He surely didn’t want to be chased by giant pythons. ``What if we just hang around here until we think of something else?’’ 

Robert and Ray looked at Michael.

``I don’t think that would be an option. And besides, what else could we think of? There seems to be only one way out of here...’’ Robert looked up towards the small gap at the very top of the building. He stared at it thinking about how far away it looked. Suddenly it felt like the ground beneath his feet began to sink.

Ray yelled as one of his feet slipped into the ground which had transformed into something soft and gooey. Quickly holding on to Michael’s arm he managed to pull himself out. 

``Where’s the ladder? We need to climb up before this place swallows us’’ yelled Robert.

The three boys looked around frantically searching for the ladder. And then Ray spoke, his voice filled with a solemn ultimatum.

``I don’t think we have a choice with this. I think the ladder will only appear when we roll the die.’’

Robert looked at Ray for a few seconds and then ran towards another huge die that sat at one corner of the floor and gave it a push.

Instantly they heard the sounds of hissing and saw that several small snakes, each not more than a couple of feet long were all over the floor. Before Ray, Robert and Michael could realize anything, the snakes began to climb up their pants, crawling inside, feeling wriggly and cold on their skin. 

``Ewww...!’’ yelled Michael as he brushed off the snakes and began looking around for the ladder. 

``There it is!’’ he yelled, as he spotted it in one corner of the storey. The boys began running towards the ladder and even as they ran they could feel the slithery creatures climb up their legs causing them fear and discomfort. Finally they reached the ladder with several of the snakes still hanging on to their bodies. 

But the moment the boys began to set foot on the ladder, the snakes began to drop off like leeches that had been rubbed with salt. They fell off lifeless to the ground as the boys climbed higher and higher. When the boys had reached the very top, there were no more snakes on them.

The next storey looked just the same and it didn’t take long for the boys to find the die. They now knew that playing the game was the only way out of this situation. But Ray whose turn it was to roll the die was still skeptical about it. 

``Go on Ray! It’s your turn’’ Robert tried to push him. But Ray did not budge. Finally getting impatient Robert put his hands on the die to roll it. He immediately screamed and took his hands off.

``What? What happened?’’ yelled Ray and Michael together.

``It burnt me’’ said Robert rubbing his hands together. `` Not the fire kind of burn but the sun kind of burn’’ he said his face still screwed up with the sensation. Michael and Ray looked at one another. Michael put one finger slowly on the die and drew it back with a yelp. It had burned him too. 

``Only you can roll it Ray’’ Michael declared, his voice solemn and firm. Ray stared at Robert and Michael and then slowly tried to place his finger on the die. He drew it back quickly.

``Does it burn you too?’’ asked Michael, confusion written all over his face. If none of them were allowed to touch the die then how would they move on? But Ray only shook his head and placed his hands completely on the die.

Robert and Michael heaved a sigh of relief. Ray rolled the die with all his strength and then took his hands off it to see what would happen.

Immediately from the ceiling right above their heads, a huge anaconda dropped itself to on the floor before them. It was dark and slimy and its head was the size of a football. It could easily have been 20 feet in length judging by its numerous coils. It looked more dangerous and threatening than anything the boys had ever seen before. Its beady red eyes stared at them viciously, as it lay there on the ground where it had dropped immobile.

Petrified, Ray felt his pants getting slight wet. Embarrassed, he immediately tried to regain control of his bladder. And while his consciousness was diverted towards this, he felt himself being tugged by Robert’s powerful arms towards his right. Ray turned and saw that magically a ladder had just appeared in that corner. But the snake’s large uncoiled body lay directly between them and the ladder.

``Come on! There it is!’’ the familiar sense of control had entered Robert’s voice again. Now that he knew what to expect, he felt more in charge again. 

``We have to jump over this guy! He looks so large; I doubt he’ll be able to move very quickly.’’ Tugging at his two friends he tried to make his way towards the ladder by jumping over the snake’s body but the snake would not let them escape so soon. Proving Robert’s statement wrong, it began raising its body off the floor and it tried to block their way with its huge head. It stood several feet off the ground challenging the boys to bypass its open mouth with its huge fangs and reach the ladder. There was no way the boys could jump over it now. 

Robert stared into the snake’s eyes and felt enraged by the feeling of helplessness that was again beginning to enter him. He hated that feeling. His dad would have asked him to fight the snake, even if it meant getting wounded or even killed in the process. ``But I’m just a boy’’, he thought to himself. How could he fight such a massive contender?

In the meantime the snake was lowering its head towards the boys. It seemed to be purposely slowing down its movements, almost seeming to play with the boys. Its head dangled precariously close to the boys’ heads almost like an axe that threatened to fall any moment on them and kill them. There was no doubt that it could easily swallow them two at a time. Ray knew that Anacondas could take in huge amounts of feed at a time and then lay still for several days sometimes weeks to digest them. He began to shiver in fear at the thought of them in that snake’s stomach. It would be cold and slimy and most importantly they would be dead. Then he heard Robert slowly whisper something to them.

``I’m going to attack him at the count of three. I want you both to run as soon as I do that. Run for the ladder, without looking back!’’ he said, a strange confidence and strength glowing in his eyes and coating his voice. Ray swiftly turned his head towards Robert. What was he talking about? Attack this huge, powerful snake? Robert’s sense of confidence seemed to be bordering on over-confidence now, he feared.

``But... But... Rob, what about you?’’ Michael on the other hand, unlike Ray, felt his kinship for Robert growing again. This was what he had always admired in his friend, this courage that he had seen rarely in anybody else. He was also well acquainted with the determination that often came with this courage in Robert. 

``I’ll be okay, Mike’’ said Robert smiling at his two friends warmly. He felt a strange rush of self-sufficiency. He knew his dad would be proud of him when he told him later about this decision he had made. Ray and Michael nodded back at their friend and waited for his count. Robert had crouched a bit and taken a prepared stance. As the two boys watched him, they both wondered what he was going to do. 

``One... Two...’’ Robert gave a slight pause before he went further and then spat the word out, ``three’’. And with that he raised his right leg and putting all his force into it gave the huge anaconda’s head a sharp kick. It reeled from the sudden impact and crashed to the floor. Taking this opportunity, Robert jumped over it and ran towards the ladder. He could see his friends already beginning to climb the ladder. He could see Ray looking back again and again to see if he was safe. His senses had become keener as he ran and he could hear the snake slithering behind him. It had obviously recovered from the blow and was now chasing him with all its fury. Robert felt a strange mixture of fear and excitement in his body as he felt himself getting closer and closer to the ladder. 

Robert could now see Ray and Michael leaning out of the opening into which the ladder disappeared urging him to come faster and faster. Then he saw their expressions change to one of intense fear. It was simultaneous on both their faces and that’s when Robert knew that something was terribly wrong. He dared not peek back. He tried to run faster but the lack of food and the continuous stress that they had been going through ever since they had entered school, was taking its toll on him.  

Robert was barely a few paces away from the ladder when he heard Ray call out his name loudly and fearfully and simultaneously he felt the snake closing in on him. Its huge jaws opened wide as it thrust them over his head like a large cap. The sliminess and warmth that Robert felt at that moment was terrible enough but what made him swoon in disgust was the unimaginable stench that blanketed his nostrils. He had lost his consciousness but if he hadn’t he would have felt the snake’s huge coils crushing his body as it devoured him slowly. He would have also seen and maybe appreciated what his friends did for him.

For, the moment Ray and Michael saw the snake catching up with Robert and devouring him, they did not lose another second to climb back down the ladder and run to his rescue. The two boys fought bravely with the snake’s huge and immensely powerful coils which had already wrapped themselves around Robert’s body and threatened to do the same with them. Yet they continued fighting, hitting at it, trying to drag Robert out with his legs, trying to pry the snake’s body from around Robert’s using their nails and eventually out of desperation even their teeth. But nothing worked. Instead, by the end of it all, they could feel themselves also being crushed, their life and their breath being squeezed out of them bit by bit. 

Ray could see Michael’s eyes turn blood-shot and his face turn blue, and imagined that his too must be the same. He saw Michael gasp as the last few breaths left his body and then before his eyes Michael had turned to stone, his eyes staring right ahead, unmoving and unblinking. Robert’s body had been swallowed completely by the Anaconda and now sat like a huge sack within its body making it look heavily pregnant. Within minutes Ray had also died in the strong clutches of the snake and had joined the slimy grave that his friends had found for themselves. 
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Ray, Robert and Michael were glad to see the cafeteria again. The darkness in the Crawl-Space had got to them. But what Michael felt he could not tolerate anymore was the sense of superiority that played on Ray’s face all the time, just because his decision had been right. He was beginning to develop a strong sense of dislike for Ray because of the way his behavior had been changing ever since they entered school that day.

``Stop smirking, Ray! It was just a lucky guess!’’ he growled. Ray and Robert were shocked at the tone of Michael’s voice. He had never before spoken to either of them in that manner. Little did they realize that it was that place that was doing strange things to all the three of them. 

They continued to walk on without responding to Michael. 

``What now?’’ asked Robert to try and change the topic. 

``I don’t know. We’ve gotten out of the Crawl-Space maybe we should just go home and on Monday apologize to the principal.’’ Ray’s voice was small and hesitant, almost as if he knew what his friends would say.

``What?’’ sniggered Robert. ``Give up and apologize?’’ He stared at Ray hard and in a very condescending manner. Ray could even feel Michael’s eyes boring into him.

``Ray, you’re welcome to do that at any time. But Robert and I would prefer to finish this game.’’ Michael had turned sarcastic. His tone was provocative and Ray felt hurt that he could even suggest breaking up.

``Firstly, Mike, this is no game. Strange things have been happening ever since we entered the school. Secondly, we’ve always done things together. If I wanted to leave I would have a long time back. But that’s not what friends do.’’ Ray’s voice rose and filled the cafeteria. Both Robert and Michael could sense the amount of emotion that Ray was feeling. Michael immediately felt a jab of regret in his heart.

But even before Ray’s voice had died down, suddenly another voice, just like Ray’s began to echo back his words.

`` But that’s not what friends do.’’ It said, repeating and re-repeating itself, much like a natural echo but not quite the same.

``Who was that?’’ whispered Ray, his anger at Michael forgotten. 

``Who was that?’’ said the voice.

``Is someone here?’’ called out Robert, his face scrunched up in confusion.

``Is someone here?’’ repeated the voice, but this time modulating itself to suit Robert’s frequency. And each time it made it seem like an echo. 

``It’s not funny. Reveal yourself’’ Michael’s tone sounded serious; more serious than he had ever sounded before in his life. Both Ray and Robert looked at him wondering just how serious he was. 

``Reveal yourself!’’ the voice came back in the exact same voice as Michael’s. It had a hint of sarcasm in it. 

``We are revealed, you know!’’ growled Robert ``I bet you can see us plain and clear. Be fair and show yourself to us!’’ he was beginning to feel the rage in him grow by the minute. He wanted to find the source of the voice and thrash the living daylights out of whoever was playing this prank on them. There was silence for a whole minute as the three boys waited with bated breath for whatever would unfold.

``Here I am’’ came the voice, in reply, this time seeming to be a voice much younger than the three boys’. The boys looked around but couldn’t see anybody. Then Michael pointed at one corner of the cafeteria very close to the Crawl-Space, his hand slowly lifting up. Ray and Robert were still looking around and Michael tugged at both of them and pointed again.  There they saw a small boy, weasel–like standing and grinning from ear to ear. The three boys stood shocked not knowing how to approach him.  

``You can come closer’’ he said, his voice warm and child-like. ``I will not eat you’ll up.’’ His laughter followed filling the entire cafeteria with its cheeriness. 

Ray, Robert and Michael looked at each other in surprise. They had not expected things to suddenly become so pleasant. 

``Okay. Can we begin with a hi?’’ the boy continued. He seemed strangely confident for his age, something the three boys were not used to. They were used to bullying over boys this age and the way this boy was openly asking to be befriended was unnerving. 

But only for a few moments or so. Then Robert felt his old superiority complex rising back in him. 

``What’s your name kid? And how did you get into the school today?’’ but instead of an answer from the boy, Robert found himself being tugged at by Ray. 

``Robert, stop talking to him! I think that’s the ghost!’’ Ray sounded frightened. Robert glared at him. Maybe his friend Ray was losing it as well.

``Hey, come here boy!’’ he said ignoring Ray’s warnings.

``How about you come here?’’ the boy replied a smirk on his face. He looked strange in the half-light of the room his body seeming almost transparent if that was actually possible with a human body. 

Ray and Michael could actually see Robert’s anger brimming to his face. His face got red just the way his father’s did when he was angry. 

``How dare you talk back to me kid!’’ he growled lunging forward at the boy in anger. The boy waited until Robert got within a few feet of him and then began to laugh loudly. Robert got even angrier and tried to jump on him but magically he clutched at just thin air. He could hear the boy’s laughter coming from behind him loud and clear as crystal. Turning around he saw the boy standing on the other side of the cafeteria his mouth open and laughter flowing out of him like water.

``Get him Michael!’’ yelled Robert getting up from the ground where he had fallen. Michael tried to rush at the boy and get him. Ray began to shake with fear as his voice rang out loudly to his friends.

``Stop it you two! He’s the ghost!’’

 But neither Michael nor Robert paid any attention to him. They were both busy chasing after the boy. But the boy kept giving them both the slip. He would disappear and reappear in another place each time the guys got too close, all the time laughing uncontrollably.

Ray was beginning to completely lose his nerve. When his fear got out of hand, he began to shake and then tried to run towards the door to escape. But on the way he slipped over a live wire and the electricity shot through his body like a bolt, burning him through and through. Within minutes after he had stopped shaking from the electrical energy that had passed through his body, his body lay charred on the ground lifeless. 

But Robert and Michael didn’t seem to notice. They continued chasing the little boy who moved from one corner of the room to another. They were panting, tired from all the running around. Then one time when Robert got too close to him, he rushed into the Crawl-Space, his continuous laughter inviting them to follow him inside. Robert looked at Ray and then they followed inside the small space unhesitatingly.

The place looked darker than before and the boy’s laughter had stopped. There was an eerie silence that filled the Crawl-Space. But Robert was not scared. And Michael, who was a little scared found comfort in the fact that Robert was with him.

``Where’d he go, Robert?’’ he whispered, afraid to speak at his normal decibel inside the silent space. He could neither hear Robert answer nor see him shake his head. All he knew was that Robert stood right next to him, for he could hear his breath coming loud and clear. He clutched at Robert’s arm and the warmth of Robert’s body made him feel better. 

``Hey!’’ yelled Robert ``Be a man and come out of hiding!’’ his voice filled the space and bounced off its walls creating an eerie effect. 

``I’m right here’’ came the boy’s voice from behind them. Immediately Robert’s hand darted into the darkness to try and catch the boy by surprise. But instead all he got was the wall of the Crawl-Space. 

``Here!’’ the boy’s voice sounded taunting and this time it came from right ahead of them. Robert grabbed again but again all he got was the wall.

``How come there’s a wall both behind us and in front of us?’’ he wondered aloud. And just as he had uttered those words a light came on and in the light they could see the boy holding out his palm standing not even two feet away from them. The light seemed to glow right through a hole in his palm. And in the light Robert and Michael could see how small the Crawl-Space had become. It was barely four feet in length and breadth and it seemed to be growing smaller by ever second.

``What’s happening, Robert?’’ Michael sounded confused and scared. His grip on Robert’s arm got tighter.

``I’ll tell you what’s happening.’’ The little boy’s voice had grown serious and angry. ``It’s bullies like you who made me die. Today it’s payback time.’’ 

Robert felt his throat tightening as the boys words registered in his mind. He looked around frantically for the opening of the Crawl-Space that would lead them out into the cafeteria. He desperately needed some air. 

But the opening had disappeared and now the walls were so close that Michael and he were standing back to back. He could hear Michael sobbing uncontrollably behind him. 

``Michael, don’t worry! We’ll find a way out!’’ he said trying to pacify himself along with Michael. But Michael sobs didn’t stop. Within minutes Robert was screaming for help his strong arms banging against the walls of the Crawl-Space. But to no avail. Soon, the Crawl-Space had closed in completely having swallowed the two boys’ lives. And when it was all over the little boy’s laughter began again. Only this time it was much softer and sounded much more satisfied. 

---------------------------THE END----------------------------------------------
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As Robert inserted the yellow key into the keyhole of the strange box, he felt that he could hear his heart beat getting louder and more erratic. He also felt he could hear Ray’s and Michael’s do the same. The yellow key slid into the keyhole smoothly and when Robert rotated it turned without a glitch. The three boys sat with bated breath wondering what the box would open to. But the moment the key had made a complete circle and the box gave a click that said that it was open, the door to the Crawl-Space slammed shut. With that, even the flame of the lighter got extinguished and the boys were left in darkness.

``Crap!’’ exclaimed Michael stabilizing himself after the jolt that the sound of the door had given him. He could hear Ray’s teethe chattering in fear next to him.

``Get a hold of yourself Ray!’’ growled Robert, his voice seething with irritation.

A few minutes passed before Ray did just that. The sound of his teeth chattering had stopped and there was complete silence. Slowly the boys realized that the darkness in the Crawl-space was interspersed with thin light streaming through the gaps in the floorboards of the stage above.  They had not noticed this earlier when they had come in, probably the transition from outside to the darkness inside had been too great.

``Has it opened?’’ asked Ray, a little more in control of his nerves now.

``Yup. It’s open and I’m trying to feel what’s in it’’ said Robert his hands busy enquiring inside the box. 

``There, that gap should cast enough light for us to look into the box’’ Ray had spotted a shaft of light a little further inside the Crawl-Space. He lifted his hand and pointed his index finger in that direction. 

The three boys crawled down the Crawl-Space a bit more to the place where Ray had pointed out. Indeed, there was more light in that specific place and they could look inside the box much more clearly. Robert rummaged through the box with Ray and Michael peeping over his shoulders.

``Can you guys move back a bit? You’re blocking the light!’’ he snapped when they began to crowd him. Ray and Michael moved back a little but continued to crane their necks to see what treasure would come out of the box. 

``Buttons, thread, some dried leaves...’’ Robert began naming all the things he was removing from the box. ``An old school badge... probably ours, but I can’t read the name of the school that’s painted on it. An earring... wow this is really some junk!’’ he stopped digging and looked up.

``I don’t really think we’re going to find anything much in here’’ Robert began putting back all the stuff he had removed back into the box. 

``Wait, I see something glinting at the bottom of the box...’’ Ray snatched the box from Robert’s hands and began to remove everything from it in a hurry. Soon he had reached the very bottom of the box.

``It’s a paper lined with gold threads. How interesting!’’ he exclaimed as he removed a sheet that seemed to folded several times over from the box. Ray began unfolding the sheet until it was fully open in his hands. It came to about the size of a small notebook page.

``There are scrawling all over it. Presumably in someone’s handwriting’’ exclaimed Michael. His eyes had popped out of his head at the sight of the sheet. He loved mystery and adventure and this sheet seemed soaked with both. 

``Read it!’’ said Robert even his curiosity having been ignited by this exotic sheet of paper that lay in the box. His boredom with the whole affair had been replaced by a healthy interest in it.

``It even has a title... Sc...a... Scaven...is that a g or a j?’’ Michaels’ eyebrows were scrunched up in confusion. 

``Scavenger Hunt... ‘’ Ray said softly. ``What in the world is that?’’ 

The three boys looked at each other’s faces, Robert’s and Michael’s filled with curiosity, and a mild sense of apprehension mixed with curiosity on Ray’s face.

``I’m going to read further’’ he announced trying to put his fears aside for the time being. 

``If you’ve reached thus far after entering the Crawl-Space, you are indeed lucky; for not everyone who enters the Crawl-Space makes it up to here alive. And neither will you, if you don’t complete the following tasks:’’ Ray’s felt his heartbeat grow faster in speed as the words sunk into his own understanding. 

``What’s that supposed to mean?’’ even Michael sounded serious.

``Probably just someone playing a prank on us. Read on, Ray!’’ Robert was as untouched as ever. He was not one to get easily shaken up by empty threats. As far as he was concerned nothing out of the ordinary had happened to them since that morning. 

Ray gulped as he held onto the letter not daring to let his eyes scroll down to the next line. He was already scared enough. What in heaven might those conditions be and how difficult would it be to fulfill them?

Robert getting impatient grabbed the paper from Ray and began reading.

``1. You leave something behind each time you leave this place in the school... Find the place and bring back that which you leave behind.’’

Robert looked up at his friends. His brows look knit and his face looks confused. 

``In know what that is...’’ and Michael began laughing. 

``What?’’ Robert sounded irritated, maybe because he could not guess quickly enough.

``It’s the loo’’ guffawed Michael finding his own deductions too funny to bear. ``You’re right Robert, this probably is just a joke someone is playing on us.’’

Robert began to laugh too. But ray remained silent.

``I think it’s the swimming pool’’ he said solemnly, not participating in Michael’s vulgar joke.

``Yeah right! What do we leave behind there?’’ Michael asked his tone sarcastic.

``Ripples in the water. It’s the water that we need to bring back’’ said Ray. His voice was strangely calm. 

``Hmmm... sounds stupid to me.’’ Michael was not convinced. But Robert was interested.

``Okay let’s assume that it’s neither the swimming pool nor the loo. What if it’s the classroom?’’ Robert seemed to have put on his thinking cap too. 

``And what do we leave behind there?’’ asked Ray, not sarcastic, just curious to know what his friends line of thought was like. 

``You know how Jack always says that each day he leaves the class he feels like a different person. Maybe that’s it. We leave our old selves behind there each day.’’ 

Now it was Ray’s turn to ponder. But Michael felt his friends were taking this much too seriously. 

``It’s easier to bring back piss than our old selves’’ he giggled trying to get Robert to lose his grimness. But Robert just stared at Ray’s face for his opinion.

``Can’t bring back out old selves! Neither am I going to attempt to bring back piss. The only thing we’re left with is water.’’

Robert looked at Ray’s face. He had half hoped that his friend would agree with him. He was proud of the way his mind had worked. But he also wanted to be right. A twinge of jealousy entered his mind. He wanted to be the one to know the right answer and yet here was Ray, whose answer to the riddle seemed more practically right. 

What should he do he wondered? Should he agree with his friend or should he put his foot down and insist that his answer was the perfect one?

WHICH ROOM WOULD YOU CHOOSE TO GO TO?

· IF THE SWIMMING POOL, GO  TO PAGE 93
· IF THE CLASSROOM, GO TO PAGE 87
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Robert as usual, had his way. Ray and Michael trudged behind him silent in their rebellion, tired of having to fight with Robert at every single junction to get what they wanted. It seemed easier to just follow him blindly instead even though for the life of him Ray could not understand how they could bring back their old selves from the classroom and solve the riddle.

They three boys walked silently in one row, even Michael sobered by his two friends’ argument. The glum that had seemed to follow them like a shadow continued to be by their side like a loyal friend even now. The school seemed dark and gloomy and almost every classroom they looked into was uninviting in its aura and made them feel utterly gloomy. 

``Okay what now?’’ Michael presently broke the silence. He was never one to be able to stay mum for too long. His mouth seemed to work along with his mind and often one could very easily tell what he was thinking about, since he was never too late in expressing it plainly and clearly through his words.

 ``Yeah, what now?’’ Ray asked his words dripping with sarcasm. He was not about to make Robert any more comfortable than he was by keeping quite in the face of such an opportunity. 

``We need to find a classroom.’’ Robert said. He was as affected by Ray’s words as an ocean was with a few droplets of rain. He continued searching, his mind intent on what he was particularly looking for.

``Do we even know what we are looking for?’’ Michael continued. Ray had grumbled and fallen silent again. But Michael was not one to shut up so easily.

``Shhhhhhh!’’ Robert whispered. His large eyes had grown sharp and keen like a predator that had spotted its prey. Both Michael and Ray listened keenly. The boys had not known what to expect but the sound that reached their ears both surprised and warmed their hearts. It was a sound of chatter coming from a particular classroom that lay further down the corridor. The light burned in the room like it would have on any specific school day and sounds of laughter and talk came through the closed door. Ray, Robert and Michael took turns to look at one another. They would have never expected this. The classroom felt normal; like they were strolling through the school corridor on any normal school day in the break that was there between one class and another. The three boys were famous for over-staying their breaks and reaching their classes late. 

But today, this normalcy was strange; for ever since they had entered the school the previous day nothing had been like it normally was. It was also a little frightening; because they knew as well as each other that the school was empty. There was nobody else in the school since the previous day except for the three of them. So who was talking and laughing in the classroom?

Slowly they tip-toed towards the room, with both anticipation and fear gnawing at their insides. It felt all too familiar, and yet it was unreal. The door was shut but obviously whoever was inside had a voice that no wood or glass could block. Ripples of gay and merry laughter floated through the door to the boys, reminding of the many happy times they had themselves had in the school. 

``Who is in there?’’ whispered Robert, peering in slowly. But instead of being comforted with the answer, he gave a loud gasp of shock and stepped back from the door. His face grew white with terror and his mouth, wide open, was speechless. Ray and Michael looked at their friend in horror. It was not like him to be scared, or worse, show his fear.

It was with a lot of trepidation that Ray put his face to the glass in the door and peered into the classroom. The jubilation inside seemed to continue irrespective of the fact that the three boys stood outside the door listening. Ray was better than Robert in keeping his wits together when he saw what was happening inside the classroom.

Ray saw students who had all at one time been their classmates through the several years that they had spent at the school, playing and talking inside the classroom. They were hazy figures, almost like ghosts, but their voices and gestures were as clear as they were real human beings. They sat on the desks in different groups, just like the three boys would do in their class. Jokes were cracked and taunts were thrown around freely, except it felt extremely unreal to see these ghost-like creatures doing so. 

Then suddenly, Ray’s eyes caught something that almost took his breath out of his lungs. 

``You two, come here look!’’ he said, his voice soft as cotton in a whisper that was meant exclusively for their ears. Robert trembled as he moved forward to look. He dared not show that he was more scared than his two friends, though his hands trembled uncontrollably because of what he had just seen. He did not quite believe in things like these and when he was forced to face them, he found himself failing in courage. Michael watched his friend slowly move forward, very visibly trying to summon up the courage necessary for the action. With a snigger of superiority he moved forward quickly and stood next to Ray at the door, his hands cupped around his eyes as he peered through the glass. 

In spite of the spookiness of the situation, Ray and Michael seemed to get courage from the fact that their friend Robert had lost his. They sniggered at his state of mind inwardly feeling like they had won this round over him. Finally the three stood together at the door looking inside.

``Look to the very back of the last row’’ said Ray. He had not taken his eyes off that place since he had first spotted it. He could hear a low whistle from Michael and he knew that Michael had seen what he wanted them to see. It was a strange sight and had he not heard Michael’s whistle, Ray would’ve really wondered if this was all a dream. For at the very back of the last row were three students who sat playing tricks on all the other students. They were hazy figures juts like the others but at first glance one could tell that they resembled the three boys- Ray, Michael and Robert, very closely. In fact, the moment Ray had seen the three boys, he knew that that was them, except that it was them in the past. 

They all looked a few years younger and very, very close to their real selves. Little Robert was carving out something in the wood of his bench with a small penknife and throwing the wood shavings at different people around him. Ray was busy making an aeroplane out of paper in a very complex manner. And Michael, just like his usual, naughty self was busy troubling everyone to his best ability. He held a small bag full of clay in his hand. The clay seemed soft and sticky just the right kind that would stick to anything that it was thrown at. Michael was making small balls of the clay and throwing it at people’s heads from behind. The clay would not only stick to the person’s head and hair making a mess but also because it was thrown with a considerable amount of force, make the person wince in pain at the impact.

``That’s us!’’ said Michael, unable to take his eyes off of the sight. ``This was two years back. How much smaller and weaker we look!’’ he said quickly puffing up his chest and straightening his back to emphasis the difference in the way they looked. 

``Hmmm!’’ said Ray. He was entranced by the thought that he was actually watching his own self. He now realized how petty it all had been- the silly pranks that they played on people, their bullying attitude and the amount of pain they had caused everyone around, because they had wanted to boost their own egos. Robert had been the main cause for all that, he thought, silently hating his friend for all that he had made them do with his influence. Ray sniggered at the irony behind the fact that now, as Robert watched their past playing out in front of them, he was scared.

``See, Robert! You were right! This is our old selves!’’ he emphasized, in an attempt to really rub it into his friend’s mind. Startled Robert finally looked up from the glass. His face was still white and the part of his forehead that he had pressed against the glass stood out red in the gush of blood.

``Okay! Let’s go now!’’ Robert said, suddenly realizing that they could walk away from all this if they wanted and that he was choosing to stand there and go through this torture of watching some paranormal beings act completely real and normal. 

``Oh no! We can’t!’’ yelled Ray. We have to take back our old selves!’’ he said. A small smile almost broke into his face at the pleasure that he felt in his heart at the sight of Robert’s crest-fallen countenance. 

``Don’t be silly Ray! How are you going to drag back a bunch of ghosts to the Crawl-Space?’’ Robert’s face flushed with an angry embarrassment. He was aware that Ray was trying to make fun of him and of his choice to come to the classroom.

``We can at least try’’ piped Michael, utterly clueless to the unsaid power-game that was playing out in front of him. He just wanted to get into a new adventure that was in front of his eyes. 

``Yes we can!’’ encouraged Ray and before Robert knew it they had each held one of his hands and were dragging him into the class. Ray kicked open the door with his feet in style and walked into the room. Michael followed, his chest puffed up in arrogance and his hand clutching at Robert’s hand tightly. It was a feeling of immense power that crept into his heart at even the thought of him hauling his friend Robert anywhere.

But in a second, all the joy and power that Ray and Michael were feeling just evaporated into thin air. In the moment after they entered Robert’s heart which was racing with fear, suddenly slowed down and he felt more in control of himself. For the moment the three boys entered the room, everything disappeared, the ghosts, their merriment, the sound the laughter, even their past selves, all of it vanished into nothingness. All that remained was the space of the classrooms and the rows of benches empty as darkness. Ray and Michael looked at each other in shock. What had happened? It was the one chance they had got in their lives to get one up over Robert and now even this was gone. 

On the other hand, Robert felt relieved. All the paranormal nonsense as over; now everything was again real and comprehendible. He glanced at his two friends and saw their disappointment. It was now his chance again to gloat over them. In one clean movement, he grabbed both their arms with his two powerful ones and dragged them back out of the room. 

``What....’’ yelled Ray.

``What’re you doing?’’ yelled Michael, a glimmer of fear in his voice. He knew that Robert could be very vengeful when he wanted. 

But Robert said nothing. He just smiled in something of an evil manner and continued to drag his two friends away from the classroom. ``Where are we going, Robert?’’ Ray asked again, a little more sternly. But Robert did not have to answer for in a few minutes they all knew where they were going. Robert was taking them to the swimming pool, following Ray’s idea. He had given in, maybe in his own arrogant style. 
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The boys had not visited the swimming pool in a very long time. Ray had always been afraid of swimming. Robert and Michael swam well but had found other pastimes of late that had kept them busy. 

The boys had decided to go with Ray’s logic because it had seemed the most well thought-out answer to the riddle in the Crawl-Space scroll. Though Robert had insisted at first that they visit the classroom instead, he knew deep down within himself that Ray was right. No matter how much he pondered about it, there was nothing that they could bring back from the classroom as the riddle had demanded. So, he decided to go with Ray’s answer. And once Robert was convinced, Michael had no problem in agreeing.

They entered the cool room which housed the swimming pool. The reflection of the water danced upon the walls of the room making it seem almost beautiful. The boys would’ve appreciated it a lot more, if they didn’t have a task at hand. In the situation that they were in, the beauty and serenity of the place was completely lost to them. All they could see was the water, shimmering in the pool, so transparent and calm that the bottom of the pool was clearly visible to them. 

``In what do we take it back?’’ Robert was thinking aloud as his eyes looked around the place trying to find a container of some sort which they could dip into the pool to collect some water. 

``We could all cup our palms and fill it with water and run back. I’m sure at least one of us will have some water left in our hands when we reach the Crawl-Space’’ suggested Michael. This time he was dead serious. But his friends were so used to him being funny and sarcastic all the time that they just ignored him completely. Michael looked from Ray’s face to Robert’s face hoping that one of them would nod and appreciate his idea. But neither did. They were busy pondering about other, more do-able ideas.

Robert began walking around the pool to see if something was present on the other side. But there was nothing. 

``Maybe we need to bring a container of some sort from the cafeteria. I saw some glasses in one corner.’’ Ray exclaimed. But Robert was busy peering at something inside the pool. 

``Robert, what is it?’’ asked Michael. Even he had noticed that Robert was lost in watching something. But Robert did not answer. His eyes were glued to one part of the bottom of the pool. Ray walked up to him and tried to look at whatever his eyes were looking at but couldn’t see anything except the blue tiles that lined the bottom of the pool and made the water look more blue in color. 

``Robert...’’ he said shaking his friend by the shoulders. Robert shaken from his thoughts frowned at Ray.

``What?’’ he yelled irritated at being shaken that way. 

``What are you looking at, Robert?’’ asked Ray again, this time his tone much more gentle, not wanting to annoy Robert any more than he already was. Ray knew very well what his friend’s temper was like.

``That!’’ he pointed at something in the pool.  ``Can’t you see it?’’ he asked, a question in answer to Ray’s question. Ray and Michael peered into the pool for several minutes until Robert out of irritation clutched both their heads and pushed them in the direction that he wanted them to look. 

``What? Those bubbles...?’’ asked Michael, his tone not in the least bit enamored. Robert nodded, his mouth slightly open and his eyes staring at the bubbles that were floating out of a tile in the pool.

``What about the bubbles?’’ asked Ray. He had shifted his gaze from the pool to Robert, more interested in what Robert’s interpretation of the bubbles might be.

``Haven’t you guys ever wondered how this pool got filled?’’ asked Robert. His eyes were now sparkling and both Ray and Michael knew that look on his face very, very well indeed. It usually meant that he was very excited about something. They both shook their heads in answer to his question. Only Robert’s brain would work itself on a question of that sort.

``There seems to be something hidden behind the tiles of the pool. See...’’ he pointed at the walls of the pool, his index finger running in a circle around the imaginary circumference of the swimming pool. 

``There isn’t an opening anywhere to let water in or out. And yet the pool is always clean, the water is always fresh.’’ Ray and Michael nodded. They were speechless at their friend’s deductions. 

``It’s coming from there; the same place where the bubbles are coming from. Come! Let’s go see what’s behind that wall of tiles.’’

Both Ray and Michael were dumbstruck. Neither of them had expected Robert to want to go and explore the pool. Ray gulped in anxiety as the thought of swimming entered his mind.

``Can’t we just get the water and go back, Robert?’’ he asked hoping his friend would let go of his illogical desire to explore the pool, and just concede to doing the job that they had at hand. In reply Robert began to take off his clothes. He stripped until he was standing in just his underclothes. 

``Come on, Michael! What’re you waiting for?’’ he yelled authoritatively and in response Michael began to slowly remove his clothes, his eyes all the time darting from Ray to Robert.

``I’ll stay here and guard your clothes. The two of you go ahead’’ said Ray, hoping his excuse would be enough reason for Robert to leave him alone. He was relieved when Robert just jumped into the pool without even glancing at him. Michael followed Robert hastily into the pool. 

The two boys came up to take a large gasp of air and then dove into the pool, rapidly swimming towards the part of the tiles from where the bubbles appeared. Ray watched in anxiety. When they reached the bottom of the pool, Robert began to push the tiles around the bubbles with the fingers of his right hand. But nothing happened. Soon, they had run out of breath. But Robert was not one to give up so easily. The two darted back up to take another large breathe and go back down.

This time Robert tried tapping on each of the tiles. He enjoyed watching detective soaps and he had learnt all these tricks from the famous detectives of TV. Michael did whatever Robert did unquestioningly. He had no idea what they were looking for but he trusted Robert’s instinct.

Again the boys had to come back to the surface of the water for another breath. Robert was beginning to look irritated. Even in the water his face had taken on a frown. Ray stood quietly watching them, tense about what was going to come of all this. He wished that Robert would give up and they could just leave. His other fear was being left all alone outside the pool. He kept looking around as if expecting someone else to suddenly enter the room and scare him.

In his third attempt Robert began banging on the tiles in anger. Bubbles floated to the surface of the water because of the impact of his fists on the tiles. And then surprisingly, after two or three shots, a part of the wall of tiles suddenly slid aside making a small opening.

Robert looked up at Ray’s shocked face victoriously. Michael just stood open mouthed in disbelief. The opening was large enough for one person to enter comfortably. Robert slowly slid through it followed by Michael. 

As they entered into this new space they saw that it was really a small cave built around a natural pool of water. Rocks of all sizes covered the sides and the water was not too deep. The two boys could comfortably stand in the pool with their heads above water level. A large smile covered Robert’s face and his eyes shimmered with excitement. 

``See, I told you! This is the source of our swimming pool. Isn’t that cool! We have our own private rock-pond in our school!’’ Robert’s voice bounced off the walls of the cave making it sound deeper than usual. Michael was too shell-shocked to say anything. His eyes just darted around the pool trying to take in the effect of the place. Suddenly they stopped at one corner of the pool.

``What’s that Rob?’’ he asked, not daring to go any nearer to what he was pointing at. Robert looked at Michael’s hand and then at the place where he was pointing. His eyes widened in interest at the sight that he saw. That corner of the pool had several little things that clung to its walls like as though some strange magnetic force kept them in place. There were little swimming goggles, pens and pencils, pendants, keys, small erasers in various shapes and other things that kids in the school would probably carry around with them. It seemed almost like some like rat-like creature had been secretly hoarding away all that it could find in this corner of the pond-pool. Both Robert and Michael stared at the different items that were floating serenely in the corner.

Then suddenly Robert darted forward and through the heap of items removed a thin stainless steel pocket knife. 

``Hey! This is mine. Remember, dad gave this to me on my tenth birthday!’’ he looked at Michael and was pleased to find him nodding in agreement. A look of recognition covered Michael’s face. 

``But how did it come here?’’ exclaimed Robert. ``I remember losing it one day in the classroom. I used to carry it in my bag every day to school and one day it just disappeared. I searched and searched the school for it.’’ Robert was mostly talking to himself, for Michael knew all of this already. In fact both Ray and he had spent an entire evening searching the school for the penknife with Robert. There was no way he would ever forget that knife. 

``Funny, finding it here, huh!’’ he exclaimed voicing Robert’s thoughts. But his eyes were now back on the little treasure of things that lined the corner of the pool. And then it was his turn to dart forward and pick something up. It w as a little eraser shaped like a rhino complete with the horns and scaly skin. And with his other hand he picked up a badge which had the logo of a book club on it. Robert and he looked at each other in amazement. 

``Isn’t that your rhino and Ray’s badge? Boy, will he be glad to get it back! I remember he had sulked for a whole week non-stop when he lost that badge.’’ 

Michael still stared at the things in his hand. He wondered how these things had all gotten here. Who would have stolen them from the students and brought them here? It was all beginning to seem a little eerily strange now. 

``Robert I think we should get out of here.’’ He said his voice low, almost as if he expected someone else to be listening to them apart from just the two of them. ``Ray will be waiting.’’ 

Robert was busy opening and closing his pen-knife. He sure seemed glad to have it back. He had not sensed the fear in Michael’s voice.

``Rob, let’s go.’’ This time Michael’s voice was louder and more firm. The place was beginning to give him the creeps. ``Huh! Okay!’’ replied Robert, this time getting Michael’s urgency. They came out of the cave and back into the swimming pool and began swimming upwards. Rob turned to look at the cave one last time and to his amazement saw that it had already closed up. He turned back and began to swim upwards. He could see Ray standing at the corner of the pool, his face scrunched up with tension. Michael was already showing him the things they had found and talking to him about the experience. Robert’s head suddenly darted above the surface of the water and he could hear the conversation between Ray and Michael.

``What took you guys so long, though? You have any idea how worried I had gotten!’’ 

``Aw! Poor Ray thought that the ghost had us.’’ Robert laughter was merry and confident. He felt like he had overcome a challenge successfully. He couldn’t wait to tell his dad about his adventure at the school pool.

``Ray, how do you think these things must’ve gotten down there?’’ asked Michael. That question didn’t seem to leave his mind even for a moment. He felt he had to know the answer to it. But to his disappointment even Ray just shrugged his shoulders. And then he saw Ray’s face freeze like he had understood something very important.

``What?’’ asked Michael, impatient to know what Ray’s deduction would be.

``Hey, maybe these are the things that belong to us that we’re supposed to take back and not just water.’’ Ray’s voice exclaimed excited at his own analysis. Michael and Robert floated silently in the water for a few seconds letting that thought sink in. Ray was probably right, as usual.

``See, I told you your analysis of taking back water was lame! I found us the real things that we need to take back.’’ Robert gloated. Ray decided to ignore him. 

``Come on out of the pool guys! We need to get back to the Crawl-Space with our belongings and see what happens.’’ Some of the fear had vanished from Ray in all his excitement. He really wanted to see what would happen when they took back these things and fulfilled the first condition of the Crawl-Space scroll. Robert and Michael began to climb out of the pool. Robert placed his foot on the board to climb up and out of the pool when suddenly he began to feel a force begin to pull at his penknife which he held in his hand. It seemed to be pulling it back into the swimming pool.

``Hey!’’ he yelled, letting go of the railing and pulling at the knife. Jumping up the steps on the board he quickly placed the knife into the pocket of his pants that lay on the floor. Everything had returned to normal.

``That was strange!’’ said Robert, a little shaken. When Michael began climbing out of the pool, the same thing began to happen with the rhino in his hand and the badge. 

``It’s happening to me too!’’ he yelped. Quickly he handed over the things to Ray who moved away from the pool to a safe distance. The force immediately stopped working on the things.

``I’ve been telling the two of you since we got here and I’ll say it again. There’s something very strange going on here. We better leave as soon as possible.’’ Ray had begun walking towards the exit of the swimming pool room and this time Robert and Michael followed him quietly, clutching at their clothes in their hands and dripping water all along their path. They had also got the same feeling. They knew that the sooner they got to the Crawl-Space and the sooner they finished this challenge the sooner they could go home safely.

The boys entered the dark Crawl-Space clutching tightly at the three things that they had retrieved from the swimming pool. There was an air of anticipation around them, as none of them knew what was going to happen. Ray kept muttering the same thing over and over under his breath.

``I hope it’s this... I hope it’s this...’’ he prayed, his hands shivering in anxiety. Robert was silent, his usual aura of confidence surrounding him. Michael was still very doubtful about the seriousness of the whole situation. He still expected one of his friends to laugh out loud and say that they had played the prank. But nothing of the sort happened. As the three boys entered the Crawl-Space and began crawling inwards, they noticed a strange glow emanating from the paper scroll that they had left there. Robert hesitated a bit before he picked it up. But when he did he noticed that it had become cool to his touch. He slowly rolled it open, his hands shaking a bit now. The scroll had changed since they had last read it.  The question to whose answer they had gone in search of was still there but it had dulled into the page. Also, now below it another question had appeared. And that was the part of the scroll that was glowing.

``That’s strange! That wasn’t there the last time’’ exclaimed Ray, his eyes wide with shock. ``Where did the new writing come from?’’

``Maybe it appeared because we answered the first question correctly.’’ Ray could tell that Robert was shocked himself. His voice shook a bit as he uttered those words but Ray and Michael could tell that he was not completely convinced. Michael was unconvinced himself. Writing appearing on a sheet of paper by itself seemed utterly impossible. He was beginning to think that the principal had probably sent someone to the school to play a prank on them and teach them a lesson.

``Robert, I can’t believe you are falling for this. It must be that stupid janitor who’s doing all this. Don’t buy into it!’’ he said, trying to get back Robert to being his cool self. It made him uncomfortable to see Robert like that. But this time, his words had no effect on Robert. He was still staring at the sheet unblinking.

``What does this mean?’’ Robert’s forehead crinkled as he tried to decipher what he had just read. He looked at Ray who was also peering into the paper. Then taking a deep breath Ray started reading the second question aloud.

``That which is old becomes new and in the process that which is new becomes old. Bring me back that which is old.’’ Michael also came closer as Ray read the question aloud. He looked just as puzzled as his friends.

``What’s all this about old and new?’’ he grumbled. ``Why can’t we just forget all this and go home?’’ But Ray and Robert didn’t pay him any attention. They were busy pondering about the statement that sat comfortably on the sheet in front of them. 

``What could be old in the school? And how could it be turned into new. And how does something that’s new become old in the process?’’ Ray was trying to think aloud. His mind was whirring at lightning speed trying to decipher the meaning of the puzzle. He loved logical and mental challenges. This was his forte. But his speaking seemed to bother Robert.

``Rephrasing the question with a few of your own words added to it will not make it any simpler to understand.’’ Robert loved challenges too but usually they were physical. He knew that this was Ray’s area of expertise. He wished that instead of rereading the question again and again, Ray would come up with a sensible explanation for it. 

There was silence again as the three boys stared at the sheet as if the longer they looked at it, the more sense it would make. 

``Okay, let’s take this step by step. What’s the oldest thing in the school?’’ Robert asked, trying to break down the puzzle into parts. 

``Probably the janitor!’’ guffawed Michael. This was all still a joke to him. He knew inks that could glow and he was pretty sure that while they were at the swimming pool, someone had come and written out the next question on the paper. But neither Ray nor Robert seemed to find his answer funny. They just glared at him irritated by his childish behavior.

``It could be anything... who knows what relic is hidden away in which place in the school. This really is tricky.’’ Ray and Robert continued to think for a few more minutes while Michael twiddled his thumbs impatiently. Then suddenly Ray seemed to get irritated with the whole task.

``Forget what’s old. Let’s think about the next part of the puzzle. What makes something old new and turns old in the process?’’ 

``Yeah, I’ve been wondering about that’’ said Robert. 

``You know what comes to mind, the jingle for Suds detergent- `Suds- Makes your old clothes look like new.’’ Michael sang the jingle in the tune that they had heard it being sung in several hundred times on television. He had a silly grin left on his face after he was done singing. He was thinking about how his mom would always comment on the advertisement after they saw it. She said that they were trying to fool people into thinking that a detergent could turn one’s old clothes into new. She believed it was impossible for a detergent, any detergent to do that. 

``Shut up, Mike! We’ve had enough of your tom-foolery.’’ He said, his voice growing loud and rude in anger. But he was surprised when Ray intervened on behalf of Michael.

``Wait!’’ he said, his eyes glowing with the light that usually entered them when he had an idea. ``That’s it! Mike nailed it’’ he said. His voice had gotten squeaky and loud unable to contain or hide its excitement.

Robert looked from Ray to Michael like as if there was some conspiracy going on between them. 

``The riddle- it’s referring to some cleaning substance. That’s what can make an old thing into new- by cleaning it.’’ Ray stood up in his excitement and banged his head on the wooden planks that formed the dais above the Crawl-Space. ``Aoowww!’’ he yelled again sitting down and rubbing his head where he hit it. Then he looked at Michael and thumped him on his back in a congratulatory manner. Ray was beaming at Michael even in his pain and Michael just looked back at him still not able to comprehend his involuntary achievement. 

``Where are the cleaning substances kept?’’ asked Robert eager to go and bring them.

``How does that matter? We need to bring the old things not the new... so we need to bring in that which is being cleaned not that which cleans’’ exclaimed Ray. 

``But...’’ said Michael. He was a little confused by Ray’s line of thought. It didn’t make any sense to him. 

``Mike, you’ve done your bit. Now leave it up to us to figure out the rest.’’ Robert’s condescending tone made Ray angry. He was beginning to dislike Robert’s all-knowing and all-controlling attitude. 

``So what gets cleaned Ray?’’ Robert continued, oblivious to Michael’s sense of hurt. 

``Everything!’’ said Ray. It was true. Practically the entire college got cleaned every day. 

``Good! Then we can bring back anything’’ said Robert beginning to crawl out of the little space in a hurry.

``But the riddle says to bring back something old and not new...’’ Michael was quite sure that his friends had got it wrong this time. 

``Yeah, we’re going to bring back what was old but got cleaned and became new. Mike... stop arguing! And just follow us!’’ Robert glared at Michael and Michael could see his eyes grow small and sharp in the little light that entered the Crawl-Space. Ordinarily he would have just followed Robert without a question. But something was different about that situation. He felt rebellion growing inside him like a storm. 

``No! I won’t! I think I’m right and I’m going to do as I please!’’ he yelled, tears of anger forming in his eyes.

``Okay then!’’ this time it was Ray. ``You go your own way then and when we come back we’ll see who’s right’’ he muttered. He had not even a trace of doubt that his logical and reasoning ability was much sounder than that of Michael. He knew that they’d win this challenge hands down. He wondered why Michael was behaving in this manner today. 

WHO DO YOU THINK HAS THE RIGHT ANSWER TO THE PUZZLE?

· IF MICHAEL GO TO PAGE 105
· IF ROBERT AND RAY GO TO PAGE 109
§

Michael was fuming with anger as he crawled out of the Crawl-Space. He had waited a few minutes after his friends left just to make sure he didn’t have to walk with them to the door. He felt strange once he was out of the Crawl-Space and in the cafeteria. For the first time he felt completely alone in the school. An eerie silence followed him as he walked. The only thing that Michael could hear was his own breath and his own footsteps. He felt a little scared. He decided to quickly go to where the things he needed would be. But he was not sure where he would find the cleaning materials. And then it suddenly struck him. Walking swiftly, Michael reached the janitor’s room within a few minutes. To his disappointment he found it locked.

``Blast! Now what?’’ he said to himself. But within a few seconds he knew what to do. Tracing his path back he walked to the large staircase, the space underneath which was used for storing different odds and ends of the school. Michael realized that he was enjoying this experience of doing something all on his own instead of having to depend on his two friends for their ideas and their opinions. He began to look through the place to find what he needed. First he began gently by moving things aside and then putting them back where he first found them so that nothing seemed out of place. But then he began to get impatient. Soon Michael was just throwing things around in different directions until he was surrounded by a heap of strange, disconnected items. He was reaching the end of the pile and was beginning to get worried that what he wanted was not there. Where could it be if not here he wondered? 

Finally at the very bottom of the heap, almost like it had been hidden away, Michael found what he wanted. A thin, long wire had been rolled into a small circular bunch of wire and placed there. Michael picked it up with a glint in his eyes. He rushed back to the janitor’s room. Michael was determined to not be late for the challenge. This time he had decided, he would prove himself to his two friends who always made him feel inferior to them. 

Michael had opened several locks in his life. Picking a lock was one of the first things he had learnt as a child maybe even before he learnt to tie his shoelaces. Since then Michael had picked many locks, the lock on his main door, the lock to the pantry at home, the lock on the department store glass-cupboard that housed all the chocolates, the lock on several people’s lockers at school, and now he would be picking the janitor’s lock. Boy! Would he be pissed! This thought made Michael squirm with delight. 

Placing one end of the wire into the keyhole of the lock, he twisted it and turned it till it sat comfortable in the links and then with a slight turn and a click, the lock sprang open. Michael beamed to himself. He had now proved to himself that he didn’t really need his friends. All they had down was to put down his self-esteem. Now without them he felt of some worth and not just like an attachment to the two of them. 

The room was utterly dark. Michael placed his hand on the wall next to the door and tried to find the light switch. He knew it was there somewhere. He had seen Mr. Tripper enter the room and slide his right hand over the wall before the light suddenly came on. He grappled in the dark trying to do the same, his eyes squinting and trying to find the light switch. Ah! There it was. He could feel something that felt like a switch and he turned it on. To his amazement, the moment he turned on the switch, instead of lighting up the room with a flash, a dim radium glow began to spread through the room. It seemed to light up some specific objects in the room with a greenish glow making the room seem celestial in appearance. The objects that were lit seemed to float in the air unfettered to anything. They seemed to have a life of their own. Michael stood shocked watching the beautiful sight. He had temporarily forgotten what he had come there for. All the haste he had shown in opening the door had been transformed into an open-mouthed wonder. 

Michael moved through the room dazed touching the various objects that glowed. They were all ordinary, everyday things that just stood in their regular places in the room. But something seemed to have changed about them. As Michael ran his hands over them he could recognize the things. There was a broken table lamp, a huge grass-cutter, a bucket, a bunch of floor mats heaped upon each other, and finally a mop. Michael’s hands slid over each of the items nonchalantly, almost as if he was taking a stroll in a garden and passing his hands over the plants and flowers nearby. But as his hand reached the mop, he was suddenly jolted out of his reverie. For the mop was dripping wet. In fact after he had pulled his hand away and looked closer at the mop, he realized that little droplets of water that looked like liquid radium were still dripping off it.

Michael took a few steps back in shock and fright. There was only one explanation for the mop being wet. It meant that someone had just used it. But who could have come there and used the mop? He knew that the school had been closed since the previous night and the only people to have entered the place since that morning were the three of them. Michael opened the door in a hurry and banged it shut.

He ran a few steps away and then stopped in his tracks. He suddenly remembered the challenge that he had with Ray and Robert. He did not want to lose at any cost. And yet he was frightened to go back into Mr. Tripper’s room. Michael stood in that spot for several seconds trying to make a decision about what to do. 

``Okay!’’ he said to himself. ``You can either go and face your fears, or lose face in front of your friends, Mike.’’ His voice was calm and the moment he had uttered those words, he seemed to know what to do. He didn’t want to be the follower anymore, the one that always got trashed, the one whose opinions and ideas were always of least importance. And the only way he could prove his worth to his friends was by entering the room and grabbing hold of the mop to take back as the answer for the riddle. 

Michael slowly slid back into the room. The radium glow still shone through the objects as before. Only now instead of looking pleasant and soothing they looked terrifying. All the objects seemed to have taken on an eerie look and suddenly Michael did not like this room at all. Michael could clearly see the mop standing in the corner of the room where he had seen it just minutes earlier. But had it moved a bit? He wondered. Just a teeny bit maybe; but there was no time for this now. He had to pick it up and run. 

Grabbing the handle of the mop, Michael quickly opened the door of the room and scrambled out as fast as he could. The wet end of the mop dragged on the floor making a route map of the path that Michael had chosen. He ran like he was running for his life. The mop looked like any ordinary mop in his hands, its radium glow having vanished once it was out of the room. 

Within minutes Michael had reached the Crawl-Space, the dripping mop in hand looking like the trophy that he had just won after winning a race. His face was sweaty and he was gasping for breath and he crawled into the dark space underneath the stage. The silence in the Crawl-Space was heartening for it told him that his friends had not come there yet. 

``Now, I’ll show them’’ he muttered under his breath, still panting. ``That Robert, what does he think of himself? And that Ray...’’ he fumed as he moved the mop around on the floor agitatedly. As he focused on his anger at his friends, a part of his brain was trying to decide what to do with the mop. ``They’ve always made me feel like I was nothing, like I neither have the strength nor the brains to do anything. Maybe I don’t have the strength, but I do have the intelligence. And I’ve proved it to them by winning this task.’’ 

Michael settled himself down slowly as he stopped muttering. He tried to bring his breath back to normal and then gently placed the mop near the map that lay on the floor signifying his achievement over his friends. His throat felt a little constricted from all the anger and he coughed a couple of times to loosen it up. Michael then sat down next to the mop with a sigh of relief and waited for Ray and Robert to return.

GO TO PAGE 113
§

``What’s wrong with Michael? It’s almost like he wants to compete with us’’ Ray had never before seen Michael go against Robert. But today not only did he do that, he actually challenged them to a competition. Of course, Ray had no doubt that they would win. His brains and Robert’s brawn made a fine combination against all odds. 

``Forget about Michael! He doesn’t know what he’s doing. By the end of the day he’ll be back with us, wagging his tail and following whatever we say, like a little puppy’’ Robert grinned at the image of his friend running behind them, his tongue half-hanging from his mouth, panting like a playful pet dog. ``Let’s focus on the task at hand! What should we take back?’’ Robert was walking like a soldier on a mission. Ray was struggling to keep up with him. 

``Anything, I guess! Almost everything gets cleaned here. Or at least I hope. I’m not very sure about Mr. Tripper’s abilities as a cleaner’’ he said guffawing to himself. Robert glared at him. He was in no mood for any jokes. He just wanted to solve the riddles and emerge as the victorious one. Competition was like a drug to him. 

``Let’s think of something that gets cleaned regularly... just to be sure that we’re not wrong.’’ 

``You mean like the floor...’’ Ray giggled again as he spoke. For some reason his mood felt light and airy. Almost every thought that crossed his mind seemed to have a humorous edge to it. 

``Yeah, let’s pick up the floor and take it back to the Crawl-Space. What a brilliant idea, Ray! One of the most brilliant ideas of all the ones you’ve ever had’’ Robert sarcastically replied. He was getting tired of Ray’s light-hearted behaviour. For a second he almost wished that Michael was here with him instead of Ray. 

``Yes, it is brilliant, isn’t it!’’ Ray seemed completely oblivious to Robert’s sarcasm. He seemed to be taking his comment seriously, as a compliment. Robert stopped short in his tracks and stared at Ray, unable to believe what he was saying. Ray, who was the most sensitive of the three, who was usually the one to take offence at the slightest pun, didn’t get his very obvious cynicism.

``We should take the floor, at least a part of it.’’ Ray continued. But this time Robert suddenly got what he was saying. A part of the floor, that could be possible. Robert was sure they could find a broken tile somewhere in the school. And even if they didn’t, they could break a tile to take it. 

``Here!’’ he said pointing at a piece of the floor that was cracked, as he thumped on Ray’s back simultaneously. ``We could take this back. I’m sure Mr. Tripper must’ve swabbed it just yesterday.’’ 

Ray crouched to look at the tile. It was cracked, alright. But he had never seen anything cracked in that way. It looked like it had been carefully hit with a hammer and a chisel into a round shape, ready for them to pick-up and take back to the Crawl-Space.

``This is not cracked. It has been cut out for us’’ he said wrinkling his eyebrows in confusion. 

``How does it matter?’’ Robert had already begun to try and pry the piece of tile away from the floor. ``If it has, good for us.’’ 

``Hey, hey’’ Michael stopped Robert as he frantically looked around. On one side of the corridor leaning against the wall was a mop. He ran towards it and brought it back. 

``Let’s clean it again, just to make sure.’’ Then he realized that the mop was not wet. 

``There... ‘’ said Robert pointing at a bucket filled with water that lay a little ahead on the corridor. But Ray would not move.

``Go wet it Ray!’’ urged Robert but Ray just stood thinking. Finally he spoke.

``Don’t you find it weird that everything we wish for just magically appears in front of us, without us having to search for it or put in any effort.’’ But Robert didn’t care about Ray’s observation.

``Man! You just don’t know how to enjoy good luck!’’ he commented as he brought the bucket of water towards Ray. He then took the mop from Ray’s hands and dunked it into the water. The mop emerged dripping wet. Then without even squeezing it he wiped the broken tile with it, splashing water all around. Then he plonked the mop on one side and kicked the bucket to another side dropping more water on the floor and began to pry the tile from the floor. Ray just stood watching Robert’s antics. 

Finally after struggling for a few minutes on his own to no avail, Robert bellowed in irritation and frustration, ``Are you just going to stand there and watch the fun?’’ Ray, shaken out of his observer’s role, immediately bent down to help. The two of them struggled for another few minutes until finally the tile showed signs of breaking apart from the floor. Ray and Robert kept struggling. Robert’s complete focus was on the tile and after it began to budge even more so. But Ray’s attention was caught by a slight movement in the corner of his eye. He flicked his head to see what was happening and to his shock saw that the mop had disappeared from where Robert had placed it. In its place was a pool of water that had obviously dripped out of it onto the floor. Ray just stood staring at the pool of water in shock. How could the mop just move away by itself? He had seen Robert place it there just minutes ago before his very eyes. What was more, he had even sensed a movement from the corner of his eyes. He wondered about what was going on in the school. He had never imagined things to be so horrific. He felt the fear gushing back into his body until he felt a hard whack on his head.

``Aoowoooww!’’ he yelled rubbing the back of his head where Robert had hit him. ``What’s wrong with you Robert?’’ he yelled anger tearing away at his insides. He had always known and enjoyed Robert’s bullying nature but this last day that he had spent with him in the school, he had felt it directed at him more than once and he was beginning to detest Robert for that streak. Ray wished that he was stuck here with Michael instead of Robert. Michael had always been much more gentle and respectful towards him. 

Ray’s hands itched to hit back at Robert but he was afraid. There was no doubt that Robert was much stronger and much more experienced in fighting than he was. And there was lesser doubt that he would be only too happy to fight; it didn’t matter where, when or whom, Robert was always ready to pick up or continue a fight. So, Ray decided walking away would be a better idea.

Getting back up to his feet from his crouching position on the floor, Ray began walking back towards the cafeteria. 

``Hey, where are you going?’’ yelled Robert. He was not used to being dismissed or ignored. 

``Come back, Ray... or else...’’ he threatened, his voice growing loud and mean. But Ray was just as angry. He turned back swiftly, his mouth curled into a snarl. 

``Or else what?’’ he asked, throwing Robert’s threat right back at him. Robert was shocked. He had never before seen Ray become so aggressive or so forthright. He was always one to cower before a challenge or hide in the face of a threat. 

``Or else you won’t win the challenge with Michael’’ Robert calmly said, surprising Ray with his unexpected reaction. He had decided to back off for the moment. Fighting with Ray would neither be fun nor fulfilling. Firstly Ray was much smaller and would be very easy to defeat. Secondly, Robert had a lot of regard for Ray that he was never able to demonstrate. Seeing him hurt would never make him happy. 

Ray was surprised. He had never thought Robert would back off. But seeing that he did, Ray decided to just go back to the Crawl-Space to calm off. This whole project of cleaning up the Crawl-Space seemed to have been designed to bring out the worst of the three of them, he thought as he walked back.

Ray had sulked all the way back to the Crawl-Space. He had cursed everything in his life, right from the day he was born to the day he had been admitted into this school to the day he had met Robert and Michael, to the day they had first bullied someone, to the day they got caught by the principal. Ray’s mind had gone over the entire sequence of events like they were taking place before his eyes. His hatred for Robert had grown tenfold, his liking for Michael had been coated by a thin sheen of respect and his regret at his own behavior weighed down on him like several tones of baggage that he had to carry around all his life. 

Before he entered the Crawl-Space he heard some sounds from within. Ray stopped in his tracks in fear. He waited crouching outside the entrance to the Crawl-Space to see if the noises would come again. And in a few minutes they did. It sounded like a swishing sound like something was being dragged across the floor. But along with the sounds there was also some muttering. 

The hair on Ray’s arms and neck was standing on end as he listened to the sound of someone muttering feebly. The voice was not loud enough for him to try and recognize if it belonged to a little boy. But Ray had no doubt that it was the ghost of the little boy who had died in the Crawl-Space, who was speaking inside it. He didn’t know what to do. Should he run back to Robert? He didn’t want to do that. He didn’t want to hide behind Robert’s courage anymore. Ray wondered if he should go and try to search for Michael. But he felt afraid of even going out of the cafeteria. This place had a strange sense of familiarity which made him feel safe here. Ironically, it housed the Crawl-Space.

What should he do? Ray was really perplexed at his situation. Then suddenly he heard a cough from inside the Crawl-Space. Then another followed it. Ray’s heart began to beat faster. He knew that cough; he knew it very well in fact. It was Michael’s cough. He felt relief flood him and relax him from within. Jumping to his feet he entered the Crawl-Space bravely but with a bit of hesitation still lingering around him.

But there was no need to be hesitant for just as he had thought, Michael was sitting inside the Crawl-Space, his head in his hands waiting patiently. 

``Michael, did you not go at all?’’ Ray asked. It didn’t even cross his mind that Michael could have gone and come back in such a short time. So, the only other explanation for his presence in the Crawl-Space was that he never left. But Michael smirked in reply.

``You thought I’d let you both win so easily?’’ he asked, his voice dripping of resentment. It irked him that Ray would think that he wouldn’t even try to win the challenge.  So that was the impression his friends had of him. 

But Ray did not answer. Instead he kept staring at something beyond Michael. His eyes were wide open, his body had frozen and his mouth was slightly open. He looked like he had seen something very scary.

``You look like you’ve seen a ghost...!’’ remarked Michael. He tried to look around to try and spot the object that had Ray’s attention in its grasp. But Ray would not answer and for the life of him, Michael could not tell what he was looking at.

``Ray’’ he yelled, his body leaning forward, his voice sterner than before. He had no patience for these antics. But Ray would not move his gaze from whatever he was looking at. His lips began to move but his voice would not escape him. Then finally he managed to ask the question that had been troubling him for so long.

``That mop... where did you get it from?’’ Ray had been staring at the mop that stood next to Michael, the mop that he had brought back as his answer to the riddle. It was dripping wet and a small pool of water had been forming next to Michael.

``How is that any of your concern?’’ barked Michael. When he had proposed the idea of bringing back something that was used to clean, Ray and Robert had laughed at him. Now Ray seemed to see the sense in his answer. Michael was not willing to give away his method, his process that he had so carefully designed to bring back the mop. 

``My concern...?’’ Ray did not quite understand Michael’s defensiveness. ``That was the same mop that Robert picked up...’’ he continued trying to explain to Michael what had happened earlier. But this only seemed to agitate Michael more. 

``Robert picked up... huh? So now that you’ve realized that this is the right answer to the riddle, you want to steal credit for it for yourself and Robert? How low will you two sink, Ray? Just how low?’’ Michael had stood up in anger and glaring at Ray with wide angry eyes. His fists were clenched. Ray had never seen Michael in such an aggressive stance before.

``Oh, so that’s the answer to the riddle, according to you?’’ Ray couldn’t help but smile at what he considered as Michael’s stupidity. This guy had tried to challenge him to a battle of wits and what does he get back as a trophy of his challenge, a mop. That too, stolen from beneath their nose.

``You know well enough Michael what happened. You followed us until you saw that we were very close to finding the answer and in the spur of the moment you picked up that which we had cast away from behind our backs and brought that worthless object back as the answer to the riddle. Nice try, Michael! But didn’t you think that this would be a bit too obvious?’’ Ray was smirking as he spoke. His eyes blazed with viciousness and meanness. 

Michael could contain himself no longer. Ray’s words had really hit him where it hurt the most. He couldn’t believe that Ray was accusing him of stealing. Not being intelligent, not being strong was still acceptable as criticism but being a thief; that he could not, would not accept. The heat rose to his throat as he gave a loud roar and pounced on Ray. Ray was caught by surprise and was pushed to the ground. They began rolling around in the small dark space, clawing, hitting, pulling at whatever they could find on the other’s body with their hands. They spat on each other, they cussed at each other using all the foul language they had ever learnt in their lifetimes, over and over again until it began to sound like a new-age song being composed by them. In the midst of all this, suddenly they saw shafts of light coming in from the entrance to the Crawl-Space and turned to look. It was Robert with the huge piece of tile in his hand. He had heard his two friends much before he had even entered the Crawl-Space and his face was crumpled in an expression of complete disbelief and concern about whatever was happening inside. 

``Hey!’’ he yelled trying to dissipate the tension and was pleased to see that his friends had stopped fighting at the sight of him. But what a sight they were! Clothes disheveled and torn in places where they had torn them off, scratches on their hands and faces, blood and grime mixed forming dark streaks on their faces, their hair in a mess. They had stopped mid-fight and so seemed frozen in time in the posture that they had each assumed.

``What’re you both doing?’’ Robert’s voice was commanding and even though he had not specifically asked them to stop fighting they both felt the urge to withdraw from each other. They both bowed their heads down in shame. In retrospect, their behaviour was embarrassing. They had never even hit each other before, leave alone ever get into a fight such as this; and all for what, a stupid mop and a stupid challenge. And yet Michael felt the urge to explain.

``Ray, Robert, I did not steal this mop. I found it in the janitor’s room which I picked using a wire from the junk place. I spent a lot of time doing it and so, when you accuse me of stealing your mop, you make me very angry, Ray.’’ There he had said it and he felt lighter. But a question still ate away at him.

``Anyway, what were the two of you doing with a mop when you decided to bring in something that was already cleaned?’’ he asked wiping away the blood the flowed down his left cheek with the back of his hand.

``We used the mop to clean this tile that Robert is holding. That was supposed to be our answer to the riddle.’’ Ray explained. Then he added`` I’m sorry I accused you like that. It was just very strange to see the mop disappear from where we had kept it and then find it here with you. But then, it’s possible that there are two mops in the school which look exactly the same.’’ 

Michael looked at Ray’s apologetic face and smiled. Then a thought struck him, ``Even I found it very strange that a soaking wet mop should be lying there inside the janitor’s room, when nobody had been in here since yesterday but us.’’

The three boys looked at each other.

``What’re you trying to say, guys? That the ghost of the little boy moved the mop from where we kept it to inside the janitor’s room?’’ Robert had put into words what everyone’s thoughts were.

Ray and Michael looked at each other and shrugged. 

``I don’t think I want to assume anything anymore’’ said Ray looking at Michael. Michael looked back at Ray, a warm look in his eyes. 

The scroll sat unfurled in Michael’s hands but this time there was no new question. The mop and the tile lay cast away and forgotten on the floor near the three boys. They all stood shell-shocked wondering how nothing could have happened to the scroll in spite of them having brought in the objects that they thought would be the answer to the riddle.  Something must be wrong.

``You sure you have the right sheet of paper?’’ asked Robert. Ray and Michael glared back at him in irritation. It was not like there were sheets and sheets of paper lying around the Crawl-Space leave alone sheets and sheets of ones which were the same exquisite type as the scroll that Michael held in his hands. Robert was clearly showing the least bit of sense in all of his deductions of late.

``All that fighting for nothing...’’ Ray felt downcast. His face had shrunken in disappointment. He had no doubt that Robert and he would have been the ones to win the challenge. He had gloated silently as Michael had unfurled the scroll in his hands. He had waited for Michael’s reaction when the scroll in its beautiful glowing calligraphy announced that the tile was the object that it had summoned and now that it was here, they could proceed with the puzzle. But to his utter shock neither was the scroll glowing and nor did it announce anything glorifying.  

``Yeah... what was the point of all this?’’ Michael was equally disappointed. His hopes had been the same as Ray’s that he would be declared the winner of the challenge by the scroll. What had he fought with his friends, cursed them and hated them for? All the negativity that had been aroused in him as a result of this mindless challenge had been for nothing. 

``I’m sorry Ray! I’m sorry Robert!’’ he announced suddenly. The apology had just glided out of his mouth. As soon as it had entered his mind, without any hesitation or a second thought he had said it out. His face mirrored his feelings and his eyes glowed with the fire of affection that had been rekindled for his two friends in his heart. He felt miserable for having fought with them, challenged them and for even having the desire to try and win over them. Competition had never been a part of their relationship. Though he was teased or belittled by them, they were the only friends he had. Michael couldn’t understand how all of this had even started. He waited with parted lips in anticipation of their reaction. 

They would probably just put him down again but this time he was willing to accept it. To his amazement when Robert spoke, there was not even a hint of sarcasm or belittlement in his tone. 

``It’s okay, man! It’s everyone’s fault! We were mean to you too and we wanted to compete with you just as much. So why are you apologizing?’’ Robert thumped Michael on his back in a gesture of friendliness. Michael gave a feeble smile. He felt a little better but he still wanted to hear what Ray had to say. After all it was with Ray that things had come to the level of a physical fight. He waited patiently having turned his eyes to Ray’s face.

Ray was quiet. By his expression it was hard to tell what he was thinking. Then after a few moments of suspense he looked at Michael slowly.

``I’m sorry too, Mike! I don’t know what got over me! Something changed within me for you.’’ he looked at Robert and continued `` In fact, to tell you both the truth, something changed within me for the two of you. I began hating you both for different reasons. All the times we have spent together, all the past memories that defined our friendship just faded away in my mind. Something transformed within me for you both.’’ There he had said it. Ray did not know what his friends would think of him now. Maybe they would consider him a cheat or a traitor! He looked from Robert’s face to Michael’s face in tension. 

Robert and Michael just looked back at Ray not knowing what to say. For Ray’s words had shocked them. They had each gone through the very same experience themselves and had come out of it now, feeling just the same way as they had for one another before all of this started. 

And then suddenly all three of them noticed it. The scroll had begun to glow the same hue of radium green as it had earlier. And magically before their eyes the next question slowly began to appear on the paper. They looked from the paper to each others’ faces wondering what was going on. Why was the question appearing all of a sudden? They had not done anything to answer the previous riddle. The answers they had brought in earlier had not worked in the way that they had thought. So why now all of a sudden? 

Ray face had screwed up into the expression that he usually had when he was deep in thought. The question continued to write itself out but right then he was more interested in how that was happening. And then suddenly it hit him.

``That which is new becomes old and that which is old becomes new- it’s our friendship that changed from its old state to a new one when we started having negative feelings for each other and then changed back from new to old when we were able to change our perspective about the whole situation’’ he declared. Robert and Michael looked at him in silence. Ray’s words and answer to the riddle was still sinking in for them. Their less sharp minds were trying to get themselves around what he said. 

Finally they nodded their heads in agreement for the proof of Ray’s answer being right or wrong lay glowing in front of them on the scroll of paper. The next question sat there, fully formed, silently waiting for them to read it.

Ray smiled and quickly hugged his two friends, embarrassed at wanting to display his affection for them so openly. But he felt he could not help himself. And to his surprise, Michael and Robert hugged him right back. 

``Okay, now that this is done with, can we go on to the next question?’’ asked Robert, his face red out of the embarrassment he felt at hugging his friends and yet a strange glow of happiness lining his eyes.
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Ray sat sweating profusely on the floor inside the Crawl-Space. He seemed to be panting slightly, almost like a dog on a hot, summer’s day. Michael sat next to him with a dazed look in his eyes. There was a glint of fear in that look mixed with disbelief. Robert stood still clutching at the scroll in his hand. He seemed very restless as he was constantly fidgeting with the top buttons of his shirt and tapping his feet on the ground alternately. He seemed to be muttering something inaudible and incomprehensible to himself. Neither of the boys was aware of the other’s presence. 

Ray’s stomach growled loudly in hunger and in rebellion against the complete lack of attention it was receiving. Yet it remained unnoticed by both its owner as well as the two other boys who were present within earshot. 

``What now?’’ said Robert breaking the silence that seemed to have surrounded them like a thick fog. But he got no reply for his question. He looked back at the scroll in his hands and began reading the third question that was still glowing on the paper.

``A dead person lies hanging somewhere in the school. Bring him back to the Crawl-Space.’’ 

``Rob, please. Don’t read that question again and again! As though it’s not enough for us to know that we’re sitting in the place where a little boy once died and to see strange questions magically appearing on weird sheets of paper. Now we have to be burdened with the knowledge that a dead person is hanging somewhere within the school.’’ Ray had gotten breathless from all the talking. He drew a deep breath into his lungs and continued. 

``What kind of a school is this? Full of ghosts and dead people and strange scrolls! What were my parents thinking when they enrolled me in this kind of a school? Don’t they even care for their only child? And what about Mrs. Brown? Did she want to punish us with death at the hands of a ghost by sending us into this Crawl-Space and locking up the school so we can’t escape?’’

``Stop it Ray!’’ Michael yelled. ``It’s bad enough having to digest what the scroll is asking of us without you having to list all the misfortunes that have come our way along with that.’’ 

Ray grew silent again. Michael and Robert were silent too. They were all tired and hungry and irritated at their fate of having gotten into this situation. 

``So what now?’’ Robert said again.

``Robert, you asked that question before and if either of us knew the answer to that we would have answered you earlier itself’’ snapped Ray.

``Okay...okay... don’t get all riled up. I just want to get us started on the thinking.’’ Robert answered defensively. He didn’t want to rub Ray the wrong way again after their big fight earlier.  

``Well, we are thinking!’’ Ray answered irritably. He felt desperate to leave the school, to get all of this over with. 

``Let’s try the main door. We haven’t tried the main door since a long time and maybe it is opened now. Maybe Mrs. Brown felt some kind of sympathy for us and had it opened.’’ Michael looked from Robert to Ray hoping to find a glimmer of positivity in either of their eyes at his suggestion. Robert nodded vigorously as if in answer to his request. Ray did not seem very convinced but seemed willing to try.

Robert dropped the scroll on the ground next to the box in which they had found it and began crawling out of the Crawl-Space. Michael followed him enthusiastically and Ray followed them silently. Worry was written all over his face and he felt expressing it would lead to nothing. 

Robert and Michael had come out of the Crawl-Space and were waiting for Ray. But just as he was moving out of the Crawl-Space, he felt something tug at his shirt from inside. Fear gripped at his mind and body. He did not have the guts to look back to see who or what it was that held him. He just froze, not knowing what to do.

``Ray’’ called out Robert after a few moments. But Ray could not answer. Not a sound escaped him in his terror. 

``Ray’’ Robert called again, this time peeping into the Crawl-Space as he did. He saw Ray standing there immobile, his hands and feet frozen in mid-step like a statue. 

``What happened, Ray?’’ he asked, concern written all over his face. But Ray would not answer. 

``What’s wrong?’’ urged Robert. Why was Ray behaving this way all of a sudden? This time Ray’s eyes and head tilted ever so slightly towards his back. Robert peeped over Ray’s back.

``Oh! It’s your shirt. It’s stuck in a nail’’ he said casually moving in to release Ray’s shirt.

Ray remained unmoving for a few more moments. And then Roberts’s words sunk in.

``A nail?’’ he darted his head to the back to see for himself and there it was a small wooden nail that stuck out of the wall that had held on to his shirt. Ray heaved a sigh of relief and darted out of the Crawl-Space with Robert following him, thoroughly confused by his behavior.

After a couple of hours, the boys were back in the cafeteria. They had tried the main door of the school. It was still locked. They had tried the windows and the back door. They were locked too. They had tried yelling their throats hoarse calling for help from the windows, to no avail.

 Dusk was falling outside and from the windows the silhouettes of the tress looked like large dark people coming to get them. 

``The school is scary enough now without it getting dark. I wonder what’ll happen when night falls and the weird creatures start to come out of their hiding places’’ Michael exclaimed. His courage from before had slowly waned away and now he was also scared, though not as much as Ray was. 

``What weird creatures?’’ asked Ray, his ears perking up at the sound of Michael’s words. 

``You know like the bats and the owls, and the crickets and the snakes’’ Robert answered matter-of-factly, not realizing the effect that his words were having on Ray. There was complete silence after he had finished.

``It’s all because of you!’’ yelled Ray after a few moments of silence. ``If we die tonight at the hands of the ghost, it’ll be because of you. If my poor parents never get to see me again, it’ll be all your fault.’’ There were tears in Ray’s eyes and though Robert wished to laugh at his words, he stopped himself just in time for he realized just how serious Ray was about what he was saying.

Robert and Michael waited for the emotion of the moment to dissipate. Finally, Ray wiped away his tears and tried to control his fears. Finally mustering up his courage he spoke the words that were eating away at him.

``Okay. The only thing left for us to do is to do what the scroll is telling us to do.’’ He looked from Robert to Michael. ``We don’t have a choice.’’

Taking cue from Ray, Robert began to crawl back into the Crawl-Space. Once inside he bent to pick up the scroll. In the meantime, Ray and Michael had followed him in and were crouching next to him. Robert was looking at the scroll again.

``Hey, something’s changed on this scroll’’ he exclaimed suddenly. And Robert was not lying, for right below the third question a new sentence had freshly appeared in the scroll and was glowing with the familiar radium glow. His eyes had grown wide with disbelief as he looked again and again at the new words that had appeared on the scroll.

``What is this?’’ he said again unable to believe his eyes. For the first time since they entered the school, Ray and Michael could see fear on Robert’s face. It was not something that they witnessed very often on him and as a result it made them doubly afraid to see Robert’s demeanor change in this manner. 

``What does it say, Rob?’’ Michael asked, his voice trembling. He expected the worst for he knew his friend’s threshold for fear was very high and if something had managed to scare him it must be something horrific. 

``It says... it says...’’ Robert hesitated. Then gulping hard he continued, ``It says that unless we answer all of the questions above correctly we will never leave the Crawl-Space...’’He looked from Michael to Ray and then continued speaking, ``But that’s not what’s scaring me...’’

Michael and Ray glanced at each other. It was one thing for Robert to be afraid. But it was a whole other thing for him to admit that he was afraid. This situation was only getting from bad to worse.

``Above all the questions, right on the top of the page, something has appeared that was not there before.’’ 

Michael and Ray did not dare to ask what. Robert in turn did not wait for them to speak but simply continued.

``Our names...’’ he said, his voice shrinking into a whisper, ``Our three names are on the top of the page. It’s like... it’s like... all of a sudden, this is addressed to us.’’ 

The three boys looked from one to the other. Fear glimmered in all their eyes and faces. What they had considered as just a random scroll that they had accidently found in the Crawl-Space had suddenly turned into something which seemed to have a lot more personal meaning to it. Why was this addressed to them? And who had written this? 

Silence dropped on them like a heavy weight that wouldn’t let them move or breathe. They didn’t dare utter a word anymore for fear of who was listening. All this while, in spite of the various signs of the school being haunted, somewhere in each of their minds there had been a disbelief about all of this. They didn’t believe in ghosts. They were kids who were born into the silicon era. In their generation, ghosts were seen as a thing of the past. Ray had some belief in the idea but even he swayed from the sphere of belief to disbelief often. But now with this scroll in their hands they couldn’t dare to disbelieve. Sure, they thought Mr. Tripper could have come and written it out but how and when? One thing the three boys knew for sure, something very strange was going on there. 

``Let’s get out of here first!’’ said Robert. His courage was slowly returning to him and he felt that just getting out of the Crawl-Space would probably make them feel better. 

``We need to go find the dead person!’’ exclaimed Ray. He had been lost in thought for some time now and his voice made Robert and Michael jump. Apart from that the conviction in his voice went totally against what he was suggesting and his general personality. 

Robert and Michael looked at him for a couple of minutes in silence. 

``Come on!’’ said Ray, but his voice was drowned by a clattering sound that began to come from above the Crawl-Space. The three boys looked at each other in shock and then hastily began moving towards the entrance.

They quickly crawled out of the Crawl-Space. Michael had the scroll in his hand but the moment he tried to leave the Crawl-Space with it, it wrenched itself from his hand and flew back inside.

``It’s okay leave it!’’ yelled Robert who had noticed what had happened. But Michael was adamant. He wanted the scroll. With an about-turn he rushed back inside the tiny space looking for where the scroll had fallen. His back was turned to the entrance and he could hear Robert calling his name from outside. He continued searching for the scroll without paying any attention to Robert. Within a minute he had found the scroll, carefully folded and placed on top of the box in which they had found it first. He picked it up bravely and turned to leave, but to his amazement the door had closed, leaving him alone inside the Crawl-Space. Robert’s and Ray’s muffled voice filtered through the door to him.

``Michael, are you okay?’’ Robert’s voice called and Michael quickly crawled close to the door and tried opening it. But it would not budge. He began banging at the door frantically but within a few moments he realized that his banging was of no avail. He calmed down a bit and tried to talk to his friends.

``I’m okay. Can you open the door from outside?’’ asked Michael. His heart had begun to beat much faster and little beads of sweat formed on his forehead. He felt like it was unusually warm inside the Crawl-Space all of a sudden. His breath was becoming uneven but he was trying his best to maintain his calm.

``No we can’t.’’ This time it was Ray. ``We’re trying...’’ he said and immediately Michael could hear his friends trying to pull at and push at the door. But leave alone open, the door would not even creak in response. 

``Try and kick at it’’ suggested Michael. His voice was breaking now and he was finding it hard to breathe. Then he heard Robert’s strong military boots hitting at the hard wooden door. They sounded like someone was pounding at the door with a toy hammer. 

``I don’t... I don’t... Ray, Rob... please do something! I’ll die... I’ll die in here!’’ Michael was getting very panicky now. He was trying to claw at the door in desperation. The sounds of his nails trying to scratch the door could be heard outside the Crawl-Space and Ray quickly closed his ears. He understood Michael’s desperation but he could not bear that sound. Michael kept at it for a while and in the process he broke his nail and began to bleed. 

``Aooww!’’ he yelled quickly putting his finger into his mouth. Hot tears flowed freely from his eyes and he couldn’t help thinking why it had to be him in this situation. Why was he the one to be holding the scroll and why was he so stupid to try and come back into the Crawl-Space looking for it? Michael cursed his fate with as many foul words as he could think of.

In the meantime, Ray and Robert were thinking of how to get Michael out of there. 

``Don’t worry, Mike! We’ll get you out of there!’’ yelled Robert and his voice was followed by more clattering sounds like before. They were loud, almost like they were coming from above the Crawl-Space itself, but Michael knew that was not possible since then Ray and Robert would be able to see whoever as making the sounds. Michael was petrified now.

``What is that?’’ asked Ray. The sounds were just as loud to them. It almost seemed like someone was throwing a lot of metal objects around. Robert shrugged. His face had a deep frown like it usually did when he was worried. They could hear Michael crying from inside the Crawl-Space and Robert felt torn between wanting to go and investigate the sounds and trying to get him out of there. 

``Mike, see if you can find anything there to wrench the door open.’’

Even before Mike had heard Ray’s voice he was already looking for something to try and break open the door with. Tears flowed down his face profusely and he was sobbing away. His hand was bleeding and as he wiped his face with the hand making the blood and tears mix. The salty tears stung his finger where the nail had broken away and the flesh had been exposed. But Michael did not pay attention to the pain. There were bigger things bothering him at that moment.

In a way he was happy that his friends were not around to see him crying though he knew that they could hear him clearly. Suddenly his eyes fell on something. It was the scroll again fallen on the ground. He did not know when it had left his hand and fallen to the ground. But he picked it up again and noticed that it was again glowing. He could hear his friends talking outside as they seemed to be walking around searching for something. He unscrolled the paper and saw that there were more words now on it. His eyes quickly went over what the paper said and he gulped in terror. Then he quickly called out to his friends to share what he had just read.

``Hey, Ray, Rob... it says here that this door will only open when you find the answer to the third riddle and bring it here.’’ Michael waited for his friends’ answer but didn’t get any response. Then he tried again.

``You guys listening? It says you need to find the answer to the third riddle, else I’ll be stuck here forever, guys!’’ There was clear panic in Michael’s voice and both Ray and Robert had heard it. What were they to do now? It seemed like they were out of choices, or was the ghost only trying to make them think that. They didn’t know what to think anymore.

``Ray, Rob, are you there?’’ Michael’s voice was softer and more afraid this time. He was suddenly struck by the thought that maybe his friends had deserted him and left to find a way out of the school. Their voices in response to him, made him breathe a little easier.

``Yeah, yeah, we’re here, Mike. And we heard what you read out of the scroll. We’re just thinking about what to do’’ replied Ray looking at Robert. The truth was that the two of them were struck by two different ideas simultaneously. Michael put his ear to the door to try and hear his friends better.

Outside, Ray and Robert were trying to whisper so that Michael could not hear them. They were again in an argument. They seemed to be only arguing since they got to the school that morning. 

``How can we just leave him here and go, Robert? Don’t you care about what happens to Michael?’’ Ray whispered angrily. He was aghast at Robert’s indifference to Michael’s state. How could he even think about leaving him there all alone in the Crawl-Space with the ghost and go to check what the sound was? Besides, he rationalized, the ghost was trying to get them to follow it by making those sounds. Ray felt much safer being as far away from the sounds as he could. 

But Robert’s line of thought was very different. He wanted to go and investigate what the sound was and also wanted to solve the riddle. 

``The scroll explicitly says that we should go and find the answer to the riddle. Otherwise Mike could be stuck in there forever.’’ Robert did not bother to keep his voice low. The fear he had felt sometime back had reduced the moment he had heard the challenge. Challenges inspired him. At least now he knew what to do. The ghost or the power or whatever it was that was operating in there had told them very clearly what it wanted. Now they just had to go do it.

``Why are you complicating this, Ray? Just come with me and we’ll solve the riddle just like we did the others and Michael will be free.’’ Robert sounded very confident and convincing. But then Ray knew that Robert always sounded confident and convincing. He also knew that that did not necessarily mean that he was right or that he would succeed at whatever he wanted to. 

``Don’t leave me alone here, Ray! Let Robert go, you stay here!’’ pleaded Michael from inside the Crawl-Space. His voice sounded child-like and weak. His pleas had just added to Ray’s confusion. Ray felt himself being torn from within. He could not decide what to do. Right now it was not his common sense or his love for his friends but it was his fear that governed his thinking. 

On one hand there was the option of going with Robert and literally going searching for trouble. He was not sure he liked the thought of that very much. And on the other hand there was the choice of staying with Michael. But what could Michael who was locked up within the Crawl-Space and unable to even protect himself do if the ghost attacked Ray while he stood outside waiting for Robert? Neither of them could protect the other if Ray stayed there. 

Ray felt his brain squirming in the confusion. Robert stepped from one foot to the other, his fists clenched and his eyes blazing with the spark that Ray had often seen at the beginning of any fight in them. He knew that Robert was getting restless and would not wait much longer for his decision. Michael on the other hand was sobbing inside the Crawl-Space and Ray felt his heart churning with sympathy for him with his every sob. 

WHAT DO YOU THINK RAY SHOULD DO?

· IF YOU THINK HE SHOULD STAY THERE WITH MICHAEL, GO TO PAGE 144
· IF YOU THINK HE SHOULD ACCOMPANY ROBERT, GO TO PAGE 130
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Ray kept looking back as he and Robert walked away from the Crawl-Space, Michael’s heart-wrenching sobs still vividly heard through its door. Robert did not turn back even once. His mind was made up and he was determined to solve this riddle too. The sound that kept coming from some part of the school didn’t bother him much. He thought that maybe it was some animal trapped there that was making the sound. No ghost would be stupid enough to make so much sound and reveal itself, he rationalized. 

Michael’s sobbing was getting to Robert. He hated boys crying or weeping. It made them so feminine and weak he thought. 

``Come on Ray. Michael has to learn to control himself!’’ he said, irritation creeping into his voice as he spoke. He could see that Ray sympathized with Michael and tugged at his arm to get him to walk faster.

The noise increased. It now sounded like some creature was running over a tin sheet. 

``Let’s follow the noise! I’m sure it will lead us to something.’’ 

Ray wondered if his friend Robert had gone mad. Here he was trying to get away from trouble and danger as far as possible, and there Robert was, literally wanting to follow it.

``Are you mad, Robert? You’ve just gone completely bonkers!’’ he yelled. It almost seemed like Robert’s agenda for the week-end was to somehow confront the ghost and get killed.

``What so crazy about that? Come!’’ Robert had no ears for anyone once he had decided something. He began to jog through the school corridors following the sound. Ray had no choice but to follow him. He did so with a lot of anger and resentment. Suddenly the sound stopped. The two boys also stopped running and listened carefully.

``Seems like your ghost has gotten tired and fallen asleep’’ joked Robert looking at Ray’s face for his reaction. Ray just glared back knowing fully well that the poke was meant for him. 

Robert looked around and realized that he couldn’t recognize that part of the school. They had unwittingly entered a large hall stacked on all sides with the metal rims of tyres. It looked more like a garage than a part of a school. It reminded Robert of the automobile workshop where his father would often take him to get their car repaired and serviced. He always loved the smell of that place, he loved the grease that one unknowingly brought back home on one’s clothes after a visit to the place and most importantly the work done there. Robert thought it was the best work that one could do, the most fulfilling.

``What is this room, Ray?’’ asked Robert his eyebrows furrowed in wonder. But Ray had no answer. 

Ray was also looking around curiously. He had never seen this place before either. Unlike Robert, Ray felt very uncomfortable in places like this one that they had suddenly found themselves in. He had been to a workshop such as this one once in his life but had not really enjoyed the experience. 

``I don’t believe we are inside the school anymore. Maybe we should look through the window and call for help. Surely some passer-by will hear us and rescue us’’ Ray was frantically looking around for a window somewhere that might have helped him do as his mind bid him to do. He did not notice Robert looking at him curiously, as though he had suggested the craziest thing possible. The only thing he noticed was that the room that they were in had no windows. In fact it only had one door, the one through which they had just entered. And it now stood shut.

``Ray, why are you constantly thinking of running away from trouble? Why don’t you ever talk of standing up to it and fighting it like a man?’’ Robert’s voice came in a strange leer like he was addressing not his friend but some inferior creature that stood before him.

``Because I have more brain in my small head than you have brawn in your muscular strong body. Anybody with half a brain would realize that escaping from this situation is the best option. Not trying to stand up and do the impossible.’’ Ray was really angry. He was tired of Robert’s condescending tone. He was tired of being made to feel like a worm by someone whom he had thought to be his friend.

Things were really getting heated up now; For Robert was not one to back away from a fight, and this time Ray had had enough as well. Tension swam in the air around the two boys like invisible insects in a pool of thoughts.

``You’re just selfish, that’s what you are!’’ Robert lashed back at Ray. He had taken two steps forward and now stood with his fists clenched waiting to get into a real fight. ``You think of no one else but yourself. The reason you came with me was to save yourself and now you want to run away and save only yourself. I’m sure the thought of Michael didn’t even cross your mind once as you made the plan to escape. Huh?’’

Robert glared at Ray daring him to reply to his question. He felt that he for once he had gotten to the bottom of Ray’s manipulative mind. But Ray just stood and watched him. His face wore a queer mixture of sympathy and disrespect like the expression that one would wear in front of a lowly being. Then finally he spoke, his words coming out of his mouth like a slow gust of wind.

``That’s what I would expect your little teensy-weensy brain to conclude. It never once crossed your mind that maybe I wanted to escape and then bring someone back to save Michael, now did it?’’ Ray’s words were sharp as knives drawn at Robert’s heart. Ray had never mocked his intelligence so openly before. This last day together in the school had changed them all into slightly more bitter human beings. But empathy was the last thing on Robert’s mind. Ray’s piercing words were the last straw. Like an animal that has been provoked into the direction of no return he pounced on Ray. Even Robert was not sure what his intention was when he did that. All he knew was that he wanted to harm Ray. Ray’s eyes opened wide in fear as he saw Robert jump on him in rage. He had never expected him to physically assault him come what may.

As Ray lifted both his arms to cover his face from Robert’s angry attack, a sound burst forth from behind him. It was a crashing sound like metal colliding with something else. After a few seconds of hiding his face, when Ray opened his eyes he saw that Robert had disappeared. He slowly lowered his hands and looked around. 

``Robert...’’ Ray’s voice was feeble. It was clear that he was terrified. 

``Robert, where are you?’’ he tried again, this time a little louder. All his anger at Robert had vanished. He just wished his friend would come back to standing in front of him. 

``Robert, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean what I said. Come back, wherever you are!’’ Ray’s voice began trembling. He knew that Robert would be disgusted with him for that, so he tried controlling himself. But even then there was no sign or even sound of Robert. Where could he have disappeared so subtly? Ray’s mind was wandering to the worst of explanations. He struggled with it to keep it to what was real. Then he began to get irritated. 

``Stop playing, Robert!’’ he yelled, his voice growing in decibel. ``This is not funny anymore! Just come out from where ever you have hidden yourself!’’ he yelled. He half expected for Robert to creep out of some corner of the room, laughing at Ray’s helplessness. Ray knew that Robert would gloat for the rest of his life about this situation. But he didn’t care. 

But nobody came. There was no other sound that pervaded the room. Then suddenly, Ray heard a clanging sound from behind him. He turned with a jerk and ended up with a crick in his neck. There in one corner of the room he saw that one of the rims of the tyre that were piled up against the wall of the room had fallen to the ground.

``So, that’s where you’re hiding?’’ he exclaimed, feeling much lighter already. He could see Robert’s game now. He had hidden behind the pile of tyre rims and wanted to scare Ray. Ray began tip-toeing towards the pile of tyre rims. He had a small smile on his face now, now that he had understood the situation.

He moved closer and closer, taking care not to make any noise. He could see that there was another way to approach the rims and he decided to walk towards that. Then he could turn the tables on Robert and scare him instead. He reached the piles of rims. His heart began beating faster and he was reminded of his childhood and the countless games of I Spy that he had played with Robert and Michael. He waited for exactly two seconds and then quickly peeped behind the pile.

Ray’s heart stopped with shock at what he saw. For there on the ground lay Robert, his eyes half open, his mouth partially open and his entire body having turned a pale blue. Ray could not say or do anything for a few seconds. He just gulped the air that was choking his throat unable to take his eyes away from Robert’s dead body; for the body was Robert’s and it was dead. There was no doubt about either of those statements. 

After staring at the body for a few seconds, Ray could take it no longer. He quickly turned around and began running towards the door that they had entered the room through. He had almost reached the door and then he suddenly stopped in his tracks. 

``Robert’s words have come true!’’ he exclaimed to himself like a madman. He was panting like an animal being chased by a predator and sweat was pouring down his face wetting the collar of his shirt. 

``He had said that maybe the noise would lead us to the answer of the riddle. My God it has!’’ Ray’s eyes filled with tears as the image of his friend’s body came once more before his eyes. He had never seen Robert look so helpless before. But what was worse was the irony of Robert’s fate. He had said that maybe the sound would lead them to a dead body and it had; except who would have ever thought that the dead body would be his own.

``What am I to do now?’’ Ray continued talking. His brain was restless and as a result unclear. Usually it took him barely any time to make a decision, but now as he stood there he could not think straight.

Then finally he turned back. Bravely dragging himself back to the pile of tyre rims, he slowly brought himself to looking at his friend’s body.

``You can at least save one of them... save at least one of them’’ he kept chanting to himself as he slowly walked closer to Robert’s body. When he was a few feet away from it, he bent down, his face turning into an expression of disgust. He had to touch the body if he had to carry it back to the crawl-Space and that was what Ray had decided he would do. He first touched it with the tip of his finger, barely letting his finger graze it. He drew it away immediately, his body shuddering with disgust. Then he waited for a few seconds, his eyes tightly closed, tears streaming down his face. Then after a few seconds when he had brought some control back into his body and mind, he tried again. This time he let his finger rest on Robert’s arm. It was cold and clammy. Ray had no idea how it had become so freezing cold so soon. He knew that it usually took dead bodies several hours to become this way. But he could not let these thoughts affect him now. He had to only think of Michael’s safety.

Ray let his hand hold on to the body as though it was something disgusting that he had to touch. He shut his eyes tightly as he started moving backwards lugging Robert’s body along with him. The body was not as heavy as he had expected it to be. Opening his eyes only when he looked back to make sure that he was making his way through the room in the right direction, he meandered his way through the large room. 

Then slowly after a few minutes of doing this he felt the coldness in his hands begin to turn into some kind of heat. It was warm but wet, almost like he had placed his hands into a warm pool of water. Ray was very scared of opening his eyes for he was afraid he would have to once again see Robert’s corpse. So he just continued dragging him for several more minutes. Until finally he realized that he should have reached the door of the room, if he was indeed moving in the right direction. 

Gingerly, Ray opened his eyes. His head was turned back towards where the door should have been. His eyes were hazy from having been so tightly shut for so long. But even through the haziness he could see that something was not right. Was he still in the same room that he had entered with Robert some time back? It did not seem so. The place he was in seemed dark and dank. The smell of wood and earth and water surrounded him. He wanted to open his eyes But try as he might he could not get his eyes to focus. He had felt this way before but Ray couldn’t remember where he had felt this way.  

Suddenly he became acutely aware of a warm feeling on his hands that were still clutching at Robert’s hands. The warm and wet feeling that he had felt before persisted, but this was different. It was like another dimension of sensation added to what he had been feeling before. To his horror, he suddenly realized that it felt like the warm breath of a being. Slowly, trying to summon up the courage in himself, he turned his head back to its normal alignment, and began to open his eyes fully to see what he was holding.

Even with the haziness that obscured his vision, Ray knew that what he saw was not the dead body of his friend Robert. It was dark and furry and about thrice the size of what Robert’s body would have been like on the floor. Ray’s breath came to a standstill somewhere between his chest and his throat. He drew his hands away in a hurry, and rubbed them together hurriedly trying to wipe away the liquid that was dripping off it. So, that was what was making it feel wet and warm, he realized. But even through all this he could not focus his eyes completely on what lay before him. 

Then suddenly it hit him, he realized where he had felt this way before; in a dream. This was how all his dreams were, except of course he never knew it while he was in them. He was always struggling to focus his eyes and see what was in front of him in all his dreams. But he never knew that he was in a dream until after he had woken up. So, how come he realized this now? 

As he was pondering about all this, still standing and trying to rub his hands together to get that awful liquid off it, a small growl had begun to sound in the background. But Ray was so immersed in his thoughts while trying to dry his hands, that he didn’t hear it. Then suddenly the growl grew loud and fearsome and a giant paw emerged from beneath the gigantic, dark body that lay on the floor before Ray. It lashed out at Ray without any warning and stripped through the front of his shirt making dark red welts in his body out of which the blood poured out onto the floor.

Ray gave a gasp of fear as his hazy eyes registered for the first time what the huge creature was. It was giant Indian bear in whose mouth his hands had been. The wetness he had felt was its saliva and the warmness he had felt was its breath on him.

``Robertttttt!’’ yelled Ray as he began running away from the creature. His mind was racing from one question to the other. Where had Robert disappeared? What was he doing in this strange place and what was this bear doing here with him? And most importantly why were his hands in the bear’s jaws? This didn’t feel like a dream anymore. Though he still couldn’t see very clearly, the sensations of fear and anxiety he felt were very real. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest. His mouth had dried up in fear. The wetness that refused to leave his hands felt disgusting, now that he knew that it was the bear’s saliva. And he could feel the huge animal lunging after him, grunting in the most aggressive manner.

Within a few minutes of running, Ray knew that he was in a forest. The darkness and the dank smell of a woody place surrounded him completely. The leaves of the shorter plants brushed against him as he ran. A cool breeze whipped his face and whistled in his ears. The moonlight filtered through the high branches of the trees gave an ethereal effect to the entire experience. And yet, Ray was in a situation that no matter how beautiful could not be enjoyed. 

Ray feared that he would bang into a tree since he could not see very clearly ahead of him. But then he realized, it was only his eyes that did not see clearly. His brain was able to accurately register where he was going. 

As he ran, Ray could hear the splashing of waves on a shore nearby. He loved beaches. Ever since he was a boy, his family would make a yearly visit to some coastal place. Ray would spend his entire vacation on the beach, sitting at the very edge of the sea reading books. He loved the feeling of the water lapping at his feet, threatening to come closer and wet him completely but then just at the nick of time refraining from doing so. 

Now as he ran through the forest, he began to direct himself so that he ran towards the sea. Miraculously, a path began to form within the trees which seemed to lead him directly towards the beach. He could hear the waves crashing onto the sand more clearly now. Just by the sound of it Ray could tell that it was high tide. 

A feeling of joy had suddenly filled him and he seemed to forget the fear that had overtaken him just moments ago. Even the black bear that had been chasing him was suddenly nowhere to be seen. It was almost like he had emerged out of a nightmare that he had already forgotten and directly dove into a beautiful and exciting dream. Even Ray couldn’t tell where one had ended and the other had begun. 

His run through the forest was now joyful pursuit instead of a terrified chase. He enjoyed the moonlight and the coolness of the forest breeze. The woody smell and the dampness of the night refreshed him and made him feel alive. Ray still felt like he was in a daze but it was now a beautiful daze instead of being a fearful one.

But then suddenly, he could hear a voice in the distance. It seemed to be coming from the direction of the beach.

``Help... help!’’ it cried in distress. Ray’s ears pricked up with attention as he suddenly realized that the voice sounded familiar. He began to run faster believing that with every stride he was lessening the distance between the beach and himself. 

``It’s surely coming from the beach. Someone’s drowning!’’ Ray was talking to himself inside his head. No words escaped his mouth but he could hear his own voice as plainly as he could hear the voice that was calling out to him. The voice that was calling out to him sounded very familiar.

``I know that voice’’ he said again wondering why he had to talk to himself to make himself aware of his thoughts. ``I can just think them, why do I need to speak them’’ he said again. It was strange that the moment he thought something it was at his lips and the next moment it had used his voice to make itself heard externally.

``Dreams are strange things’’ said Ray to himself. He had been running for such a long time now but he neither felt tired nor had he broken out into a sweat. ``I’m almost as energetic as Robert’’ he said and then felt a pang of pain in his chest as he suddenly realized what had become of his friend. 

``Poor, poor Robert! Why did you have to die and leave me all alone like this?’’ the wind whistled through Ray’s hair as he continued having a conversation with himself, half in pain over his friend’s death and half in self-pity. He had almost reached the beach. His strides lengthened as he quickened his pace, impatient to feel the salty air of the seashore on his face. And finally he was there. The sand sunk under his feet like a soft cushion entering every space that it found, in between his toes, his nails and into his shoes. 

Ray began kicking away his footwear in happiness as he continued running. Then he removed his socks throwing them haphazardly into the sand. He did not think about how he was going to find them again when he returned. His only thoughts were about the warm salty ocean that would be caressing his body in just a few more minutes. A large smile stretched across his face and his insides felt tightly bound in excitement.

``The ocean... here I come!’’ As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Ray knew something was wrong. He recognized the voice and he knew it was not his own. Yet it was very familiar.

``The ocean...’’ he tried again and this time he was sure. The voice that emerged from his throat as he spoke was not his but Robert’s. Fear had suddenly climbed onto Ray’s throat, clutching at it tightly. He did not know what was happening. It was a scarily strange feeling to have his dead friend’s voice suddenly emerge from his throat. 

And then just as this thought struck him he saw an arm stretching out of the waves that were crashing onto the beach in front of him. Almost simultaneously he heard a voice.

``Help!’’ it seemed to cry but the decibel of the voice was no match for the sound of the powerful waves and it would get drowned in them each time it tried to express itself. But Ray knew that the person, whose arm reached out of the water swaying furiously in its attempt to catch someone’s attention, was in trouble. The moonlight shimmered on the arm making it look silvery, like the antennae of some large sea-creature.

Ray rushed faster towards the water. His fears about his voice having gotten interchanged with Robert’s were quickly forgotten, thanks to this new emergency. His heels dug deeper and deeper into the sand as he tried to pick up speed. Finally his body crashed into the water. Exhilaration filled him from head to toe. In spite of the fact that someone was dying nearby, Ray could not help but feel marvelous about being in the water.

With dug his heels into the soft, wet sand and kicked himself away from the shore into the water. With powerful strokes he began to swim towards the person who was still yelling for help. The person’s voice had grown considerably feebler now with all the effort he had put into it earlier. Ray knew that he was very close to him now. He could see the person’s head bobbing in a last struggle above the water. His arm had also grown tired though it was still trying to keep him afloat.

Finally after some more time which felt almost like an eternity to Ray, he was next to the person. The person looked very familiar and Ray felt a twinge of affection for him almost instantly. His head was facing the other direction so he could not see his face but the shape of his head, his ears, his arms and shoulders, in fact everything that Ray could see above the water’s surface made him feel like he had known this person for years.

Placing one arm under the person’s arms, Ray began to swim with sharp, strong strokes back to the shore. The person’s head was drooping and Ray did not pay much attention to trying to get a look at it. He was just focusing on delivering the person to the shore in safety. 

``Don’t worry! You’re safe!’’ he assured the person a couple of times and then kept quiet to conserve his energy. The person who was gasping for air was in no position to answer back. Ray got a whiff of the person’s body odor mixed with the salty smell of the sea water and for a second it made him think about how familiar it all was. He felt a strange, almost unreal kinship with this person, like he had known him his entire life. 

They were very close to the shore now and Ray looked forward to resting his legs and arms. He felt like he had been running since several years. And yet it was not exhaustion that he felt, just a sense of sweet tiredness that comes with accomplishment. Soon, his toes touched the sandy floor underneath and in a few more strokes he could place his feet on the sand comfortably. He dragged the person who lay half-dead in his arms towards the shore, as he himself walked towards it. 

Once they were both fairly into the beach, safely beyond the reach of the waves, Ray gently put the person on the ground. The person’s breath had normalized but he lay on his sandy bed, completely still from exhaustion. Ray brushed the hair off his own face and eyes, as he bent lower to get a good look at the person whose life he had just saved.

His breath stopped short in shock. He could not believe what he was seeing. For on the sandy beach, lying still, recuperating from the near-death experience that he had just had was a person who looked exactly like him.

``Hey!’’ he said shaking the person roughly by his shoulders. The compassion that he had felt just minutes ago for this very same person had now turned into a feeling of being threatened. The person lay completely still on the sand.

``Hey! Wake up!’’ said Ray again. He was flummoxed by all the going-ons. First Robert’s death, then entering this dream-like state in this forest, then his voice beginning to sound like Robert’s and now his look alike lying on the beach in front of him. 

``Hey!’’ Ray really yelled this time, shaking the person by the collar of the shirt that he wore. He realized as he did so that even the shirt that the person was wearing was one from his wardrobe. In fact it was his favorite shirt, one that he considered lucky for himself. In anger he clutched at the person’s shirt ready to tear it, but just then the person, his look-alike opened his eyes and looked into Ray’s eyes.

To Ray’s utter shock, the moment the person took a look at him, a large smile spread across his face. His reaction to seeing Ray seemed to be completely opposite to what Ray felt within himself. Ray felt himself loosening up a bit from within as he saw his own smile on the person’s face. So this is how I look when I smile, he thought to himself.

 The person slowly opened his lips and seemed to be trying to say something. His lips quivered with exhaustion and Ray bent lower to ease his effort. Finally sound seemed to escape the person’s lips.

``Than... Than... Thank you... Rob!’’ 

Ray’s body darted back up like it had been hit by a bullet. Why was this person calling him Robert?

``I’m not Robert. I’m Ray’’ he said, assertively. His fists had automatically got clenched tightly into weapons that he could use in his defense. But his words seemed to only confuse the person. His eyebrows were furrowed and his eyes looked deep into Ray’s eyes. He did not seem to understand all of this either. Then he broke into a smile again.

``Don’t... ki...kid me, Rob! I may have almost drowned... but... but... I have... haven’t lost my mind!’’ he said in a peaceful voice. Ray could see that he was completely peaceful about what he said. No doubt seemed to exits in the person’s mind about his identity.

Ray felt the blood rushing to his head like a rocket on fire. 

``If I ‘m Robert, who are you then?’’ he asked determined to get to the bottom of this whole thing. The person only stared back in response. He was looking at Ray as if he had lost his senses by asking him that question. After a few moments he answered.

``I’m Ray of course’’ he said in the most matter-of-fact manner possible.

``What’s going on Robert?’’ he asked, his eyes searching Robert’s eyes for some answer to the situation that they were in. 

Robert found that his breath began to come in short gasps, and the nails of his hands bore into his palms in helpless anger. Tears rushed into his eyes but he knew he would not cry. He started to walk backwards. He wanted to put as much distance between himself and this person whose life he had saved. In this person’s presence, Ray felt like his identity was slipping out of his hands. 

``I’m Ray’’ he said one last time before he turned around and began to run back into the forest that he had some time ago emerged from. He could hear the feeble voice of the person behind him.

``Rob... Rob... stop!’’ The person’s voice sounded weak but sincere. It was that sincerity that had scared Ray. It was slowly causing him to doubt his own self. He could not bear it any longer. He just wanted to get away from all this.

He ran faster and faster into the forest, seeking and finding solace in the distance that he had put between himself and the stranger who claimed to be him. 

``I’m Ray’’ he yelled again, this time to nobody in particular except himself and a large tear fell off his right eye onto the ground. He felt hatred for his own weakness creeping into him. It made his anguish worse. He knew that it was not in his personality to cry. Then suddenly Ray stopped in his tracks. He realized that he had never felt this way about crying before. He tried to fight the thought that followed as a result of this realization but he couldn’t. He knew well enough that what he was demonstrating, the anger, the aggression, the hatred for any form of weakness were all qualities that personified Robert. 

But Robert is dead, he thought. I saw him dead before my very eyes. How can I be him? Ray distinctly remembered trying to pull Robert’s body through the large hall filled with tyre rims and not succeeding. Then it struck him that he didn’t really know what had happened to Robert’s body. He couldn’t remember what had happened to it after he had entered this dream-like state. He only remembered being in this strange forest all of a sudden. And the bear? Ray couldn’t help but think of its menacing jaws and sticky saliva. It had disappeared just as suddenly as it had appeared? What had happened to him? He wondered. What was this queer reality that he was stuck in without his own accord?

Suddenly, Ray felt an extreme sense of exhaustion creeping into him. These thoughts dissolved into fine wisps of smoky nothings that dissipated into his tired mind. The weariness seemed to take over his entire mind and body making him feel weak and giddy. He found a suitable tree to rest against and sat down underneath it with his back against its trunk. His eyes began to close of their own accord. The cool breezes seemed to gently fan him and soak in all his misery and weariness. In the pale moonlight, under the watchful eyes of the gentle trees, Ray found himself drifting off into the sweetest sleep he had ever known.

---------------------------------------THE END--------------------------------------------------
§

Ray watched Robert walking away from him. He could hear Michael’s heart-wrenching sobs fill the air around him. The fear that he felt within himself resonated with the fear that he could hear in Michael’s sobbing. The only difference was that Michael was left locked inside the Crawl-Space while he was outside. And yet both of them knew that they were each equally threatened by the ghost. 

``Michael, Robert’s gone!’’ Ray’s quivering voice announced to his sobbing friend. He should have known that it would only have a negative effect on Michael’s mind. Michael’s sobs grew louder and more desperate. 

``Stop crying, Mike!’’ Ray said gently. Now that Robert was gone he knew that he would have to be the brave one of the three. ``Mike!’’ he tried again when he heard Michael’s sobs lessening in frequency. ``We’ll find a way to get you out of there. Don’t worry!’’ he said, his voice full of kindness for his suffering friend.

``Okay!’’ whispered Michael. He had allowed fear to overtake him until now, but Ray’s voice soothed him. 

``Do you have a plan, Ray?’’ he asked, trying hard to control his tears and his sobbing. But Ray was deep in thought and did not answer. ``Ray!’’ Michael’s voice sounded as helpless as a child who was calling out for his mother. Ray had never felt so responsible for his friend before. ``Ray...’’ he called again, this time a little louder than before.

``Yeah, Mike...’’ Ray answered, suddenly shook out of his thoughts. 

``I’m sorry for doubting you all along. I’m sorry for always taking Rob’s side instead of yours, even though most often I knew that you were right.’’ Michael sounded terribly sincere in his apology and Ray was shocked. For he had never thought his friend would ever admit to this. 

Michael continued speaking as if this was the only time he would get to admit all his feelings to Ray. 

``Now, when I know that you have stayed back to be with me and Rob has gone away, I realize how wrong I’ve been all along.’’ Ray could hear Michael’s weeping begin again and he felt his heart twisting in pain for his friend.

``Now I know, who has been my true friend all along.’’ Michael was weeping profusely again. ``I’m glad I know this now before I’m dead’’ he said and his voice broke into a thousand weeping sounds that just would not stop thereafter.

These words which should have made Ray feel wonderful, were in fact like thorns pricking at his throat. Only he knew that his real intention at staying back and not going with Robert was to calm his fears. He knew that it had nothing to do with wanting to help Michael. Michael’s gratitude had been totally unwarranted but he could not tell him so. All he could do was try and ward away his friend’s fears.

``Mike, you’re not going to die! I won’t let you!’’ he said, his voice filled with emotion. He felt rage fill him from within; anger for this unknown ghost that had caused them so much pain. 

``I won’t let you!’’ he yelled again asserting his new-found confidence. Michael had stopped weeping again and seemed to be listening intently to Ray’s voice. Suddenly, Ray heard a crashing sound come from one corner of the cafeteria. He turned around in a flick almost getting a catch in his neck.

``Aw!’’ he said as he massaged his neck while slowly scanning the room to see what had happened. His eyes were wide with caution. 

``What happened, Ray?’’ Michael had obviously heard the sound from within the Crawl-Space and his voice quivered with tension. Ray could not answer him because he did not know what had happened himself. Then he saw where the sound had come from. A small part of one corner of the ceiling of the cafeteria had caved in and fallen to the floor. It lay in disintegrated rubble at the corner of the cafeteria. Ray stared at it in astonishment. In the meantime Michael’s voice filtered through the door of the Crawl-Space again.

``Ray, what’s going on there?’’ it came as an urgent whisper. There was both curiosity and fear in his voice. 

``It’s the ceiling...’’ said Ray, not sure how to explain what was happening to Michael. ``It... it seems to be caving in, Mike.’’ His astonishment at what he had witnessed seeped through his voice and through the door to Michael. 

``What do you mean it’s caving in?’’ Michael could not believe his ears. He would never have even in his wildest imagination ever thought that their school could be falling apart. 

``What can I possibly mean? It’s breaking down, falling apart, caving in’’ stressed Ray. 

Another part of the ceiling began to fall and Ray wondered if he should dash out of the cafeteria. Almost as if Michael had read his thoughts, his voice came through the door.

``You’re not going to leave me here to die, are you, Ray?’’ Ray had almost lifted his feet to walk away but stopped himself just in time. The ceiling continued to crumble and his heart beat began to race. Just some time ago Michael had been thanking him profusely and something inside him told him he couldn’t leave him to fend for himself in this situation. He tried pushing the door with all his might. But just like earlier it did not even budge. 

``Michael try and find something that you can use to break the door open’’ said Ray. ``There’s nothing here, Ray.’’ But Ray urged him on. ``Just look around once again. Maybe you’ll find something this time.’’ He could hear Michael bustling around inside the Crawl-Space. He did not dare venture too far from the door. That had become his safety zone for now, besides the rest of the Crawl-Space seemed to have no light. 

``Quickly!’’ Ray urged him further. ``There’s nothing, Ray! I’m telling you!’’ said Michael, his voice desperate and defeated. He had looked through the entire place and had not found anything even close to a weapon.

Ray was clenching his teeth in anxiety. He could see the cafeteria falling apart before his very eyes. He decided that if Michael was not freed in the next minute or so he would run away and save himself. It seemed like the most practical thing to do. 

``Ray, you there?’’ Michael’s feeble voice came through the door. It sounded frail and afraid. ``Yeah’’ said Ray very nonchalantly. He was beginning to get irritated with the dependency that Michael was showing on him. But he wanted to give it a last try before he gave up on his friend’s life. It was his life after all, he realized. Flashes of their childhood, memories that he had of time spent with each other filtered through his mind distracting him temporarily from what had been his focus of attention. He forcibly pulled his mind back to trying to find a solution for Michael. A surge of confidence suddenly entered Ray. He felt like he was on the verge of a breakthrough. He just had to continue thinking about it for a little while more and he would be there. Then suddenly, just as he had thought, a thought struck him, an idea that he did not know why he had not thought of earlier.

``Mike...’’ said Ray but Michael wouldn’t answer. ``Mike...’’ he called him again, his voice coming in an urgent whisper. 

``Yeah’’ finally Michael’s voice came through. He sounded like he had accepted his fate. He sounded defeated.

``Where’s the wire you always carry with you in your shoe?’’ said Ray. He knew how good Michael was at picking locks. It was strange that none of them had thought of that earlier. Michael always carried a small piece of wire with him for fun. He would often use it to pick doors; car doors, office doors, locker doors, all kinds of doors. 

There was a pause after Ray had mentioned the wire and then he heard the sound of scrambling coming from within the Crawl-Space. It was as if, a new energy had suddenly seeped into Michael’s body. Ray could hear the sounds of clothes rustling. He knew that Michael was searching for the wire. His heart beat faster as he waited in anticipation.

``Quick, Mike. We don’t have much time now!’’ he urged. The cafeteria seemed to be falling apart completely. There was no time to think about how all this was happening but he knew that they didn’t have much time left to escape and save their lives. 

``Got it!’’ Mike’s voice was like a welcome whiff of cool breeze. 

``Okay, now quickly try and open the lock.’’ Said Ray, but Michael didn’t have to wait for Ray’s instruction. He had already thrust the wire into the keyhole and was fidgeting with it. Michael could hear the sound of rubble falling to the ground outside and Ray’s voice urging him to try and open the lock faster. 

Michael’s mind had suddenly become completely focused on the one task at hand which was to try and open the door. His hand did not quiver; his eyes became sharp and his technique of picking locks which he had honed over the several years of his life was at its heightened best. And within a few seconds, he could hear the click of the levers within the lock as they opened. The door flew open and the joy in Ray’s and Michael’s hearts knew no bounds. 

The ceiling was continuing to fall on their heads as they ran out of the cafeteria clutching at each other like two scurrying mice. Their joy at being with each other was apparent but so was their fear that they could be hit by a block of falling concrete. Within a minute they were out of the room standing safely outside its glass doors peering in. Their hands still clutched at each other; Michael held on tightly to Ray’s arm and Ray in turn was clutching at the corner of Michael’s shirt. And they continued staring into the cafeteria, their jaws dropped in shock at the sight they were seeing. Blocks of concrete continued to fall to the ground, making the entire place full of rubble and dust. Clouds of dust rose into the air like giant white ghosts which swam over the broken pieces of stone and cement. Ray and Michael watched silently, with a sense of fearful awe. Whatever force was behind this, was not any ordinary force. It was ripping apart and entire room piece by piece, systematically destroying it. 

Then Ray’s eyes moved slowly to the ceiling, which should have been nothing more than a gaping hole by now. To his shock he found it still whole and intact. Not a piece seemed to be missing from it. Tugging at Michael’s shirt to get his attention, he pointed up at the ceiling of the cafeteria. Michael slowly turned his gaze up following the direction of Ray’s finger. His jaw dropped still further down as he saw what his friend was trying to show him. They could not hear each other because of all the commotion that the illusionary avalanche of rubble was causing. It seemed so real to them. The dust, the falling stones, the sound, it all built up to a complete picture of the cafeteria falling apart. But yet it was not true. The ceiling above stood as strong as it always had. 

Just as they noticed this, a strange thing began to happen. The corridor in which they were standing began to shake as though it was the target of an earthquake. They looked at each other, then they looked around. Just like the cafeteria, even this corridor began to fall apart. Pieces of the ceiling began to fall to the ground in chunks. But when the two of them looked up Ray and Michael realized that just like it was inside the cafeteria, even here it was all an illusion.

A strange fear gripped at the two boys. They were both struck by the same thought at the same time. This was a trick being played on them by the paranormal powers that resided in the school. They realized that the longer they stayed there the more danger they were in.

``Run’’ yelled Ray in terror, his voice barely audible above the sound of the rumbling earthquake. They began to run across the corridor, not letting go of each other. But then as they ran a strange thing began to happen. The falling ceiling seemed to follow them like a shadow. As they left a part of the corridor and ran to the next, its surface would begin to shake and the part of the ceiling that covered it would fall all over them. They kept dusting off their heads, for though when they looked back it seemed like nothing had happened, as they actually experienced it, the calamity was very real. 

``This is following us Ray!’’ said Michael. ``What do we do now? How do we escape this?’’ 

But Ray had no answer. As they ran his mind began to think of a solution to the very apparent attack. He knew he had to come up with something fast, for the force was getting closer and closer to them with each step that they took. Soon they were both covered with dust all over their shoulders and some of the pieces had barely missed their heads by a few inches. As Ray and Michael quickly zoomed past the various connecting corridors of their school, Ray and Michael knew that this time if they didn’t think of something fast, they would be dead. Suddenly Michael saw one classroom that was unlocked. 

``Lets go in there, Ray! It may be safe in there!’’ 

Ray saw sense in what Michael said. Maybe they could enter the classroom quickly and shut the door so that whatever it was that was following them did not have a chance to come in after them. They ran into the classroom and Ray immediately turned around and bolted the door behind him. It became utterly quiet as soon as he did so. The two boys waited for a few moments to see if the incident would continue or if they had successfully managed to stop it.

``Thank God! I think we’ve blocked it out!’’ Michel heaved a sigh of relief as he crumbled to the floor just next to the door in the same place that he was standing at. Ray also crashed down to the floor beside him. Their breaths were jagged and loud. Sweat streamed down their faces onto their shirts making their backs wet with perspiration. For a few minutes, they stayed just there, trying to bring their breaths and their minds back to normal. They tried to subdue the fear that had taken holds of their bodies and their minds and it slowly reduced making them feel lighter and more in control. 

Then they looked at each other. Their eyes met and though no words were spoken by either Ray or Michael, they both knew just how grateful they were for being alive and having each other alive. Slowly as they looked at each other a sparkle entered their eyes and along with it a sense of mirth entered their hearts. They had successfully evaded a huge disaster that could have almost taken their lives. And in the wake of it they felt nothing but utter relief and joy. Ray’s eyes danced in happiness at the sheer fact that they were still alive. A large smile spread across Michael’s face and soon the two boys were laughing uncontrollably. Their tension had been released and they now felt wonderful. They laughed and laughed thinking about the fear they had been feeling for the last few hours after Michael got locked into the Crawl-Space and how it had all dissolved into nothing. They were ecstatic in their joy. Their laughter filled the classroom like light air and spread to all its corners making the whole atmosphere in the classroom light and joyful.

Suddenly Ray realized that apart from his laughter and Michael’s laughter another sound seemed to be filtering into the room. It also sounded like laughter but of someone younger than the two of them. He stopped laughing and listened carefully. The sound slowly increased in volume until even Michael sensed its presence. Even he stopped laughing. They had barely just let go of their fears when it started all over again. It began eating away at them from within again. 

The laughter continued loudly and mirthfully, and in response Ray’s and Michael’s hearts pumped with anxiety. They looked around trying to find the source of the invisible being whose fear-inducing laughter filled the room but try as they might they could not trace the place. It seemed all pervading, like the air that they were breathing. Ray and Michael looked at each other, at the end of their wits about what to do. Then Ray slowly leaned towards Michael.

``Let’s slowly get out of here and make a run for it once we’re out.’’

The laughter continued, heedless to what Ray had said to Michael. Michael quietly nodded in approval. Then ever so slowly Ray slowly stretched his legs which had been folded under him all this time, and using the help of his two hands he hoisted himself off the ground and into the air. Michael waited until Ray had stood up completely. Then he silently used the same technique to get up. 

Within a minute or so the two were standing next to the door. The laughter continued ceaselessly like ripples in a pond. And just like a child’s laughter it held no direction or pace. Ray slowly clutched at the door handle and tried to turn it so that they could open it. Instead of the door opening, a strange thing began to happen. The laughter stopped immediately and the glass from all the windows in the class began shattering. But instead of falling to the ground it began to fly towards the two boys. Ray and Michael watched in alarm as the shower of glass came towards them. 

Ray quickly tried the door again and this time it opened. Without so much as looking back he jumped out of the door running in whichever direction he could see in front of him. A few shards of glass had hit him but he was not very hurt. He just seemed to be bleeding in a few places. Ray heaved a sigh of relief, when after running for a few minutes he realized that this time unlike the previous time, the showers of glass did not follow him. Placing his hands on his knees, he bent his body half downwards to catch his breath.

But that was when a realization hit him in the softest part of his heart. Michael was not with him. Ray turned back towards the classroom that he had just escaped and come from. But Michael was nowhere to be seen. The corridors lay empty like as if not another soul existed in the school. Several emotions began to struggle for attention inside of Ray’s heart. He felt anger at Michael for not escaping the room. He felt guilty for having left his friend behind. He also felt a lot of worry and fear about what could have happened to Michael. The glass came flying at them with a sole purpose of destruction. There was no doubt that if Michael continued to stay in there he would have been submerged under a sea of glass and his own blood. 

Vicious images of Michael bloody body came to Ray’s mind. He felt an urge to go and see if his friend was alive but he also felt great fear at his own fate if he did so. Tears filled Ray’s eyes as he realized that his selfishness was coming in the way of saving his friend for the second time that day. But in spite of this realization, his fear raged inside him like a burning fire that devoured all his kinship for Michael. He felt he could not choose between his own life and his friend’s life. He wondered what Robert would do if he had been in this situation instead of him. For the umpteenth time since they had come to the school after accepting the challenge, Ray cursed Robert for his arrogance. After all, that was what had led to all this mess.

Ray felt completely alone. He seemed to have lost both his dearest friends to this horrible paranormal force that had inhabited this school. He had no idea about Robert’s whereabouts after he had left them to investigate the noise. And now Michael lay, in all probability dead, inside of a classroom.

Ray’s heart urged him to go back to the room to check if Michael was alive, for the sounds from the room of both the laughter and the glass falling had stopped. Yet his head throbbed with a fear, a fear that warned him that maybe if he tried to be too good, his own fate would end up being like that of his friend’s. 

IF YOU WERE RAY, WOULD YOU CHOOSE TO GO BACK AND HELP YOUR FRIEND OR WOULD YOU TRY TO RUN AWAY AND SAVE YOUR OWN LIFE?

· IF YOU CHOOSE TO RUN AWAY GO TO PAGE 154
· IF YOU CHOOSE TO GO BACK TO THE CLASSROOM TO SAVE MICHAEL GO TO PAGE 164
§

Michael’s cries for help resounded in Ray’s ears as his feet carried him further and further away from the classroom where he knew Michael was stuck. Ray turned back twice, for his heart was not at peace with his decision to abandon his friend in the manner that he was doing. But his fear was getting the better of him.

``What if that thing is still in there?’’ he said to himself, almost like he was another person having to convince his own mind of the decision he had taken.

``Imagine how mom and dad would feel if I die in there like Mi...’’ he hesitated for a while before he finished his sentence for he knew he was passing a very rash statement. Michael was not yet dead and who knew maybe he would still come out of this alive. 

``Imagine how mom and dad would feel if I died in there’’ he said instead. That sequence of words made him feel a lot better. The weight of the guilt that sat on his shoulders seemed to have just reduced by several pounds.

Ray began to run again. His hands had darted to his ears covering them tightly as he tried to block the sound of Michael’s helpless state. And yet the sounds came through. His legs moved swiftly, faster than they had ever before in his life. 

Ray was making his way through one corridor after another, blindly, without any destination in mind. The map of the school in which he had studied for the past several years had slipped out of his mind like fog and he was left completely directionless. Before today he could have drawn a map of the school for anyone who asked without even thinking twice. Now it felt so strange to feel so alone and lost in such a familiar place. It’s almost like being lost at home, said Ray to himself. 

Suddenly Ray stopped in his tracks. He was at the end of a corridor that formed a T-junction with another corridor. He had spotted something very, very known but he could not believe his eyes. It had been at the corner of the junction and just slipped around the corner and out of sight in a moment. Ray froze in shock, for he could not believe what he had just seen. It was just about impossible that what he thought he had seen could be in the school at that point in time. And yet he had seen it with his own two eyes.

After standing still for a few moments out of sheer disbelief, he darted round the corner trying to be as fast as he could so that he wouldn’t miss it again. But he didn’t have to for there it stood on its four short brown legs wagging its stubby tail in ecstatic joy at having found its master. 

``Jumbo!’’ yelled Ray, his voice filled with surprised delight at finding his pet bull-dog there in the school. But Jumbo came as calmly as he would at any other time towards his master and going up on his rear legs in joy began licking his master’s little hands. Ray found his eyes feeling warm with the tears that filled them. His cheeks were burning in excitement and relief. One part of his mind was still trying to understand how Jumbo had come into the school and the rest of his mind was fighting to keep away from the improbability of the situation. For what if it disappeared if he was convinced that it was impossible?

But Jumbo stayed there wagging his tail and licking his master like he did every day when he saw him, each day showing as much love as he did the previous. He always acted like he was seeing Ray after a very long time. So Ray did not really know if Jumbo was happy that he had found him or just plain happy for no reason. 

``Dear, darling Jumbo! How I missed you, my dear boy!’’ Ray cried, big tears falling of his eyes and onto Jumbo’s short, biscuit colored coat. Jumbo’s huge mouth sloshed around with a gallon of dribble that freely spread itself around Ray. Ray’s tears almost seemed to be competing with Jumbo’s dribble. He shut his eyes in ecstatic relief breathing in Jumbo’s doggie odor that now filled the space around him and hugged Jumbo tightly partly choking him. But Jumbo bore it all quietly, soaking in all of his master’s ruthless affection for him without so much of a whine. 

After several minutes of this display of affection from both sides, when Ray was pretty sure that Jumbo was not going to disappear into thin air, he slowly opened his eyes and wiped his face. Taking Jumbo’s large disproportionate face in his hands he looked him lovingly in his eyes and said, ``You’re not a figment of my imagination! You are here; you’re really here!’’ 

And then almost as if giving testament to what Ray had just said, Jumbo woofed and tugged at something that was underneath his feet. Ray looked at what it was and found himself more shocked than before. For underneath Jumbo’s bow-legs, sloshed with his tears and Jumbo’s dribble was his favorite woolen quilt. It was the quilt that his grandmother had woven for him when he was a little boy. It had lovely reindeer and elves embroidered all along its corners and a large patchwork Santa sitting in the centre of his sledge, his face covered with his usual warm grin, his hands holding a sack full of gifts. When Ray was younger he had always wondered which of the gifts that sat in Santa’s bag would be for him that Christmas. Now, of course he had grown old enough to start doubting the authenticity of Santa and his elves. In fact last Christmas he had even seen his father slipping downstairs on the night before Christmas, well after midnight when he thought Ray would be fast asleep. He had a huge wrapped gift in his hand that he carefully placed underneath the Christmas tree. The next morning his parents had created a great hue and cry about the gift being from Santa for him. Ray had not been amused.

And yet this quilt was very special to him till date. For it was his grandmother’s last gift to him. For soon after that Christmas when she had given him the quilt, she had passed away peacefully in her sleep. There had been whispers about her having a major heart attack, but Ray had chosen to ignore those whispers. He still believed that she had died without any pain or discomfort and that she now sat looking down at him from God’s lap. 

Maybe grandma sent Jumbo, thought Ray. And immediately he chided himself for being so childish. Anyway, the thought had made him feel better, like he was looked after. Like someone was looking down on him and making sure he was safe. 

Then Ray’s eyes moved beyond the quilt and saw a small shape in the darkness ahead. He walked up to it with Jumbo close at his heels and to his surprise he found his Oxford dictionary miniature version sitting there on the floor as matter-of-factly as that was where it had always been ever since he bought it. And then Ray realized that the dictionary as not alone. In fact it seemed like someone had come by and left a trail of all the things from his room there. He gave a yell of delight as he saw his favorite books, his magnifying glass, his favorite bookmark, his compass and all the rest of the things that usually lined either the shelves of his room or his table instead lying there on the ground before him.

``What’s...’’ started Ray as he turned around to look at Jumbo who was close at his heels. But instead of completing his sentence his eyes began to become hazy like suddenly a very deep sleep was overtaking him and he gave a huge yawn. The sitting down of the ground he began stroking Jumbo’s head. But barely had he stroked the length of Jumbo’s head twice that he had fallen into a deep slumber. Jumbo patiently sat next to him, looking at his master’s peaceful face.

When Ray woke up, he felt like he had barely been asleep for a few minutes. The images of the corridor stretching ahead of him with all his things, the memory of Jumbo’s sudden appearance in the school and even the painful memory of Michael’s cries as he lay wounded in the classroom were all still fresh in his mind. He lay still without opening his eyes, trying to assimilate all the recent happenings. He was also preparing himself for the rest of the journey through the school. He had to go back for Michael, he thought. He now had Jumbo with him and didn’t feel as scared as before to face that strange force that had attacked them in the classroom. 

Then he felt a sudden pang of fear in his heart. What if he had just imagined Jumbo being there? What if in his exhaustion he had dreamt it all? And as soon as this thought had crossed his mind and his senses had returned to the present, to his astonishment, he felt that he ground underneath him had become soft almost like a bed. In a jiffy he opened his eyes to ascertain that his dog still sat at his feet in the dark corridor giving him company and solace. But lo and behold what Ray saw was the familiar walls and shelves of his room around him. He could hear music playing below in the kitchen as the sound of his mother singing in her off-tune voice came from the same direction. Jumbo lay at Ray’s feet his tail just beginning to go into what would soon become a wagging frenzy, when he was sure that his master had woken up completely. 

Ray sat up in his bed like someone had poked him from underneath with a knife. He had shock written large all over his face as his eyes surveyed the room, going over every familiar object that sat in its designated place. Jumbo had sat up too and watched his master keenly. He sensed his master’s shock and disbelief and knew that something was in the air. Ray slowly went over the entire room and couldn’t stop the grin that had just barged its way into his face. Relief flooded his heart as he realized that it had all been a dream. Or had it, he wondered, again? It had seemed so, so real. 

Then he heard the front door bang shut below and heard what he thought was the sweetest sound in the world at that point in time. It was Michael wishing his mother good morning. It was obvious that like always, Michael spent a moment asking Ray’s mother how she was and then began making his way upstairs towards Ray’s room two steps at a time. He was whistling, like he always did.

Ray couldn’t control the joy that flooded him and brought tears of happiness to his eyes. The guilt that he had felt just minutes ago dissipated as he realized that it had only been a dream. He had deserted Michael, but only in a dream. Michael entered the room in a minute and Ray had just enough time to wipe his tears from his eyes.

``You still asleep?’’ Michael yelled crossly. It was apparent that they were supposed to be going somewhere but for the life of him, Ray couldn’t remember where. 

``My eyes are wide open. I’m just not dressed’’ retorted Ray. He was trying to be as normal as possible. He stared at Michael to see if Michael had any inkling of what he had dreamt about. But obviously, Michael had no clue whatsoever. He was just being his usual self fidgeting with the different things that were thrown recklessly on Ray’s table. 

Ray got out of his bed still trying to be as nonchalant as he could bring himself to be. He suddenly noticed the quilt that he was covered with in bed; it was the same one that Jumbo had appeared with towards the end of his dream. Jumbo sat at the foot of his bed, his four legs wrapped warmly in the quilt. His stub of a tail was wagging furiously inside the quilt making it move in quivers.

``Jumbo boy!’’ Michael petted the bull-dog’s head which lay peacefully on the bed. Jumbo was used to Michael and Robert almost as much as he was used to Ray. They were as good as part of the family for him. His tail wagged a bit more furiously almost pushing the quilt from off of him. 

Ray felt strange when he heard Michael’s voice talking to Jumbo in that over-sweet tone that people often used for pets and children. Michael’s cries in that same voice still rang clearly in his ears and his mind was still reeling from the trauma of that experience. Ray’s eyes kept going back to Michael’s face almost as if to make sure that this was not all just a dream and that horrid experience at the school the reality. 

Suddenly, Michael’s eyes caught Ray’s fleeting glances that were being thrown at him from time to time.

``Are you alright Ray? Why are you staring at me?’’ he asked. He wondered why his friend was behaving so weirdly that morning. It was not like Ray to be late and even in the few times that he had been late in the past, he would always be in a tearing hurry to make up for the lost time. But today something was very different about him.

``I hope you realize how late we are, Ray’’ he said, when he realized that Ray was not about to answer his previous question. ``Robert’s probably already there by now.’’

Ray’s eyes glowed with joy at the sound of his other friend’s name. It had felt like so long since the three of them had been together. It felt just like old times, before Robert had gone and put them into trouble by accepting the principal’s challenge.

Ray rushed into the bathroom to wash up and get ready. He still could not remember where it was that they were supposed to go but he did not care anymore. He was happy about the fact that that his friends Michael and Robert were with him once again and he felt that anything that they did together would be perfectly okay. 

He hurried with brushing his teeth and washing up before he stomped out of the bathroom with a smile on his face. Michael was fidgeting with his binoculars. Though in the past he would have yelled at him for touching what he considered one of his most his prized possessions, today he just felt gratitude pour into his heart. 

Michael quickly put the binocular aside when he saw Ray emerge from the bathroom. But to his utter shock, instead of the usual lecture that he would receive for touching the pair of binoculars, Ray only smiled a very content smile at him. Michael was completely stumped now. He had no clue what was going on. It was almost like his friend had transformed into this wise, content and tolerant being overnight.

Ray dressed and the two boys went downstairs. Ray’s mother stood in the kitchen scrambling some eggs for breakfast. Ray ran up to her and hugged her from behind in a gesture of complete affection. He had really missed his mother. He had never realized before how much he always took her loving concern for granted.

Ray’s mother just turned around in shock. Michael took one look at her face and knew exactly how she was feeling.

``I know aunty. It seems like this isn’t Ray. But we’re going to have to wait for more proof before we can do anything.’’ Michael chuckled at his own sense of humor and picked at a piece of toast as he watched Ray gobble down several slices of bread and almost a plateful of eggs. Suddenly Ray caught his eye.

``What?’’ he asked, feeling a little conscious.

``You’re eating like Robert! It’s a little strange!’’ Michael replied.

``I’m just hungry. I haven’t eaten for a long time.’’

Ray’s mother turned around again, that quizzical look writ large upon her face once again.

``What do you mean you haven’t eaten for long? You ate a more than hearty dinner last evening!’’ she exclaimed, taking Ray’s comment as a personal affront.

``Yeah... I meant since then, mom!’’ Ray tried to explain. He continued wolfing down his food as Michael and his mother slowly went back to what they were doing. Finally Ray washed down his breakfast with a glass of orange juice.

``Bye, Mom!’’ he said, hugging his mother again. This time Ray’s mother responded with a smile.

``Whatever you’ve done with my son, it’s okay! I like you better!’’ she said to him jokingly as the two boys trooped out of the door.

They began walking and Ray stared at everything around him like he was seeing it all for the first time. He looked at the trees, the flowers, even the people on the road with a half-moronic grin on his face. Michael was beginning to feel really conscious of his strange behavior.

``Snap out of it Ray! It’s not funny anymore!’’ he said, whacking Ray on his arm. Ray tried to turn his eyes on the ground but he could not. He felt like he was high on life.

``What took you guys so long?’’ It was Robert. He was standing at the other side of the fork. That road led to Robert’s house and this one led to Michael’s and Ray’s.

``It’s Ray. Something’s up with him. It’s like he’s changed or something!’’ Michael blurted out impatiently. He was longing to share what was going on with someone who would understand. 

``He’s changed?’’ said Robert and then he had to stop speaking because Ray ran up to him and gave him a great, big hug.

``I’m so glad you’re okay, Rob’’ he said, unable to control his happiness at seeing his friend. Michael and Robert exchanged quizzical looks. 

``He has changed!’’ said Rob and they blurted out laughing. The three boys continued walking. Robert and Michael kept sneaking glances at their friend Ray who seemed so strange to them. And Ray was completely immersed in his happiness. He did not really care what his friends thought. He knew that they would not understand and he did not even intend to try to make them understand. Things were back to normal, that’s all he cared about. Ray walked silently, his head bowed, his heart lighter than ever before. He could hear his two friends sniggering about something and it made him feel good to be in their company again with no worries or anxieties hounding them.

Then he suddenly noticed something. The pattern on the pavement stones that they were walking upon looked familiar. In fact they looked a bit too familiar for his comfort. He knew those stones. He had walked on them every day for several years now. Suddenly he looked up at his two friends, a look of anxiety on his face.

``Where are we going?’’ he asked, his voice quivering as he spoke.

Michael and Robert just looked at him in silence. Then Robert answered.

``To the lake’’ he said very matter-of-factly. Ray felt like a huge stone had been lifted off his heart. But this relief lasted for exactly a second when he realized that their town had no lake. Then he heard his friends burst into laughter and this further confirmed his fears.

``What do you mean where are we going?’’ this time it was Michael. His eyes were filled with tears of mirth as he spoke. His next words came as mirthfully as the previous ones.

``To the school of course, to deal with the challenge’’ he said. Ray’s heart stopped for a second and then began beating again. He stopped dead in his tracks as he realized that indeed they were walking towards the school premises. And yet he couldn’t believe what he had just heard.

``You mean the challenge that Mrs. Brown gave us... to clean out the Crawl-Space?’’ he asked, his voice slow and quivering. Every pore of his body and mind prayed fervently that his friends would laugh off his question and call him stupid for imagining such a thing. He watched their faces without even blinking, afraid that he would miss the expression that he was waiting for. 

But his prayers were in vain. For while he hoped that his friends’ reaction would be to taunt him or make fun of him for suggesting something so improbable, he realized that that was not to be. They just nodded their heads as they began to talk about how stupid Mrs. Brown had been to give them something so much fun as their punishment. He saw that with their words they were just quietly affirming all of his innermost fears. 

Ray’s heart sank in terror. But what could he tell his friends. He watched them intently as he saw the first sign of relief on their faces; for that question he had asked had been the first semblance of sanity that they had seen in Ray all morning. 

-------------------------------------------THE END-----------------------------------------------
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Ray stood standstill in the corridor outside the classroom. The sound of glass falling all over the floor had ceased and instead a pin-drop silence had enveloped the whole school. Loneliness crept up to Ray like a silent ghost and clutched at him with a ferocity that he could not fight. He realized how alone he felt without his two friends. They were gone. Michael had perished just now; he knew the force and the intensity with which the glass was thrown left no scope for anybody to survive its attack. So, he was sure that Michael was dead. As for Robert, Ray had not heard a sound after he left. The crashing sounds which had enticed Robert so much to leave his two friends and go away had now stopped.

Ray felt as if he was sitting in a vacuum. His body and mind felt numb with pain and terror and a mixture of several other emotions that he could not even name at that moment. They gushed through him like large tidal waves leaving nothing but emptiness in their wake. Michael’s face kept flashing through Ray’s mind. He could see his friend’s cheery eyes and naughty grin. He could almost hear his infectious laughter. And yet all the time he was painfully aware of the sense of loss he felt along with all this. And this sense of loss came hand in hand with another powerful emotion- guilt. 

Ray felt that he had let Michael down. He had saved his own life without even so much as a thought for his friend’s life. He stared at the closed door of the classroom that had divided their two fates. He stared at it for long enough till he could feel a throbbing in his head. The throbbing grew stronger and more powerful. It urged him to do something. His guilt soon turned into anger and his anger into a sense of protectiveness for his friend Michael. He had left Michael inside the classroom, but he could go and rescue him now. The throbbing increased in intensity urging him to go and push open the doors of the classroom and rescue his friend from his fate.

Ray rushed forward, adrenaline surging through his body like an unstoppable river. He pushed open the doors of the classroom just like he had visualized in his mind’s eye, with a force that he had not known he possessed. The doors banged on the wall behind creating a noise that broke the eerie silence of the school premises. 

``Michael…’’ Ray called as he looked around frantically for his friend. He turned his head this way and that, quickly scanning the entire room for his friend’s hurt, but what he hoped was not dead, body. To Ray’s shock there was nobody in the room. But what came as even more of a shock to him was the fact that there was no trace of what had just happened minutes ago. The glass was all back on the panes, fully rejoined to form whole windows. The windows looked like they had not been touched leave alone broken into shards and strewn around the room forcefully. Ray stared at the insides of the room dumbfounded at what had just happened. Had he just dreamt it all, he wondered. But then if he had, where was Michael? He could not have just disappeared. He would have had to either be inside the room or walk out of the room if he had to go anywhere. But neither as he inside and nor had he walked out; Ray knew for he had been standing right outside the door the whole time. Michael was missing and that was proof enough that something was wrong. And yet for the life of him he could not tell where he could have gone. 

``Michael…’’ he called again, this time raising his voice a little more so that it resounded around the room. But there was no answer. His friend seemed to have vanished into thin air. Ray decided to check outside the windows. He looked at them cautiously. He was still afraid that they would suddenly break apart and come hurling at him, like they had done just some time back. But even as Ray continued to stare, the windows stayed intact. They didn’t seem to be in a hurry to move in any way.

Ray slowly began walking towards the windows. He had his eyes fixed on them the whole time as he moved closer and closer to them, just in case the ghost of the classroom decided to act funny again. But he made it to the windows without anything like that happening. Cautiously he peered through them and saw the empty school grounds below. It was dusk and he realized that he had never seen the school grounds at this time of the day before. The whole place was bathed in a sea of orange and pink light. The trees hung low and dark giving the place an almost dream-like effect. The empty benches and rides made Ray feel a pang inside of him as his mind went back to when Robert, Michael and he would play on those very rides happily and light-heartedly. Neither of them had ever thought even in their wildest dreams that they could one day be stuck inside their own beloved school in this manner fighting a strange, unknown spirit for their lives. Ray felt himself being twisted with pain from within at the thought of those past times. 

Then it suddenly struck him how close he was to being rescued from the school too. All he had to do was stay alive and find his friends by the next morning and all would be well. For, the next morning the challenge ended. He was sure that Mrs. Brown would send someone to get them, probably that despicable Mr. Tripper, the janitor. But who cared who it was, he thought. All he cared about was freedom. 

Thus, making himself feel better with the promising prospects of the day to come, he began searching once again for his lost friend, Michael. But Michael was nowhere to be seen. And then as he continued to look through the window outside, through the corner of his eye, Ray saw something move.

He quickly darted his head towards where he had seen the movement and saw the end of a mop being dragged away around the corner of the wall. Ray’s breath stuck in his throat. He blinked his eyes furiously to check if his eyes were playing tricks on him, but no they weren’t; for he could still see the trail of water that the mop had left on the ground. Ray did not know what to think or what to do.

``Mr. Tripper…’’ he gasped, partially in anger and partially with hope. 

``Mr. Tripper….!’’ This time he was yelling. He tried quickly to undo the metal clasps of the window panes so that his voice might travel across to the janitor. But they just would not come undone. They had been held in that place for so many long years now that they had probably rusted into that position. 

``Mr. Tripper…. Mr. Tripper!’’ he yelled, his voice breaking the silence that had previously enveloped the school. Suddenly his voice seemed to be all over, hurtling across the school yard, the school room, the school premises trying to reach the janitor of the school. But sadly, for Ray there was no response. The mop had disappeared and now even the dampness it had left behind was partially dried. But contrary to what Ray had hoped, no Mr. Tripper came peeping across the corner of the wall. Instead there was silence once again all over the place.

Ray felt despair show its ugly head into his mind again. He had hoped that Mr. Tripper had really been there; at least that’s what a wet mop would signify to anyone who knew the rules of the school well enough. It was well known to all the students about how possessive Mr. Tripper was about his mops. Nobody except him got to use them. But then, wondered Ray, what was Mr. Tripper doing in the school. Was it possible that he had a hand in all that was going on? Was this a part of Mrs. Brown’s plan to scare the three boys out of their wits completely. He did not know. 

Ray wondered about what he should now do. He had an unsolved riddle, two missing friends and a dubious janitor on his hands. Which should he focus on first? He decided to try and solve the riddle. As he slowly walked out of the room, he tried to put on his thinking cap and ponder about the riddle. It had been scary, but it surely was not solvable. Nothing was unsolvable, thought Ray, trying to boost his own morale. He walked down the corridor, not sure where he wanted to go. He was lost, deep in thought about the question that the scroll had last posed them. It had asked them, to bring back a dead body. Ray felt goose-bumps all over his arms as he thought about the prospect of having to actually drag a dead body back to the Crawl-Space all by himself. He was not sure that he liked the thought a lot. 

Suddenly his ears pricked up like an animal that had heard something. He was not sure about it but it had sounded like a whistle. Ray’s eyes were large in anticipation; his body had frozen and his leg which he had lifted to take the next step was still lifted off the ground. He slowly placed it back on the ground, trying to make as little sound as possible. He was still listening, hoping that whatever had made the sound would do so again, so that this time he could be sure about what he had heard. 

Then after a few minutes of long-drawn silence it came again. It was a low whistle in a tune that was as peculiar as it was mundane. Ray’s eyes lit up with a thought that had not occurred to him before, since he had not heard the whistle properly. Any student who studied at Dawson Elementary was familiar with this whistle. They had all heard it a number of times before. In fact it was common for them to hear it several times during the day. 

For this was the sound of Mr.Tripper cleaning the Zoology lab. Anybody who was new to the school and had not studied of had not got to hear of Mr. Tripper’s peculiar ways might wonder why he whistled in this peculiar fashion only when he cleaned the Zoology lab. But then, anybody who stayed long enough in the school to become a part of its gossip would know how allergic Mr. Tripper was to the smell that haunted the Zoology Lab, the smell of the alcohol that was filled into the bottles that preserved the specimens of the lab. And everyone soon came to understand that whistling was Mr. Tripper’s way of not focusing on the smell. He was too much of a man to complain about the smell to the principal, because he knew that being a janitor he had no right to do so. Peculiar odors and dirty places were a part and parcel of the job. And he had no intention to mar his professional name by complaining about something as mundane as preserving alcohol. 

Just like everyone else in the school, Ray had heard the whistle hundreds of times before and 

at that moment was confident that it confirmed Mr. Tripper’s presence in the school. First the mop, now this; there was no doubt that the man was loitering around in the school making sure that the three boys were having the hardest time possible.

After this realization, Ray’s step became more sure and directed towards the Zoology lab where he hoped to catch Mr. Tripper red-handed and confront him with all of what he was doing. A sense of relief filled Ray as he thought about everything that he had imagined about what was happening.

``It’s just Mr. Tripper. It’s not a ghost or anything of the sort’’ he told himself, light-hearted at this prospect. 

``I’ve been such a fool!’’ he reiterated. ``Robert was right all along. I should have listened to him.’’

Ray knew that he had believed in the story of the ghost much more than his two friends. As he walked through the corridor he thought about how stupid he had been in thinking that way. It had just been the mean, old janitor all along, playing various tricks on them. He was sure that he had gotten hold of Robert and Michael and intended to scare him by doing so. And it had worked for a while. But not anymore, he told himself. 

``Now, I’m just plain angry!’’ Ray was fuming as he rushed towards the Zoology lab. As he moved closer and closer he could hear the whistle more and more clearly. He decided to barge into the room and scare the old man.

``I’ll give him a piece of his own medicine’’ he whispered furiously to himself. He knew that he just had to turn around the corner of the corridor a few hundred feet away and he would be in front of the Zoology Lab. 

``Maybe I’ll pour a bottle of the preserving spirit on him’’ he thought, a mean smile stretched across his face.

``That’ll teach the old man not to mess with us.’’

Ray’s steps grew faster and faster till he was almost tripping over his own legs. The sound of the whistle had grown a little louder but though it was not very loud in volume, it was irking Ray. He wished to go and hold the janitor’s throat and stop him from whistling. He had a picture of the janitor swabbing the room with his wet mop and his two friends, Robert and Michael sitting in one corner of the room tied to chairs. Their mouths would obviously have to be closed or else there was no way the janitor could quieten them. Ray imagined himself as a hero, barging into the room, conquering the janitor with one blow and rescuing his two helpless friends. That way he would solve the problem and simultaneously earn Michael’s and Robert’s respect forever.

``That sounds like a plan. Well done, Ray!’’ he congratulated himself. By this time he was at the corner of the corridor and with a deep breath he took the turn and peered through the glass part of the door to the lab.

To Ray’s complete shock the Zoology Lab lay in utter darkness. The sound of the whistle continued to come through its doors but, it was too dark to see if there was anybody inside.
Ray continued to peer into the room. His heart was beating faster and beads of sweat lined his forehead. He felt like he was getting hotter and hotter. His hands began to tremble and he clutched at the door handle tightly to steady himself. His eyes tried to search the darkness inside to find any semblance of life. But there was nothing. 

What was he doing there? Had he imagined the whistling? Had he imagined the whistling and the mop? Maybe I should just head back to the Crawl-Space, thought Ray, at least I don’t see strange stuff there. But then a part of him wanted to look closer into the dark Zoology lab too just to make sure that what he had seen was not a hallucination induced by fear and lack of sleep and lack of food.

If you were Ray what would you do?

· If you’d go back to the Crawl-Space, go to page 178
· If you’d peep into the Zoology lab, go to page 171
§

Ray’s palms were beginning to get slippery. Then suddenly before he knew it, the door handle turned and the door creaked open. Ray almost fell face first into the room. He felt like his heart had come into his mouth. He knew that he had not opened the door and that the door could not open by itself. Someone else had opened the door. And to add to it the creaking sound of the door; it made Ray’s teeth chatter in his mouth.

There was darkness all around and once Ray’s teeth had stopped chattering, utter silence. Ray could almost feel the silence on his skin. He waited with bated breath for someone or something to attack him. His feet were frozen in fear. But even after what seemed like a lifetime nothing happened. Ray began to feel stupid about just standing there in the darkness not knowing what to do. His anticipation was slowly fading away and with it the fear.

Then it struck him. ``The light switch!’’ he exclaimed to himself. He had been in this room several times before and knew where what was. 

``I entered the door from there. So the light switch must be a little to my right.’’ Ray began formulating a mental map of the room. Even the darkness had now slowly begun to fade from a dark pitch black to a slightly less intense shade of black. His eyes were getting used to the lack of light and were adjusting to it. He began walking sideways to his right taking small, careful steps. His right arm was stretched out like a blind person trying to find his way by feeling objects. Within a few seconds he felt himself touching something cold, hard and smooth which he knew was the wall of the lab. 

``Now the switch…’’ Ray’s hands quickly moved around the wall and found the switch embedded in its casing. He quickly flicked it on.

``Yes!’’ Ray felt like his heart felt much lighter as soon as the light came on. He closed his eyes instinctively as the light suddenly gushed into them making his vision go white. Then he slowly opened them and his eyes began to focus on the room. He looked around the familiar sights aware of how he stood out in all the inanimate things that were in the room. He knew by now that there was nobody in the lab except for him. Tables lined in rows of three stood stable in their places. Glass jars with several specimens of animals and animal organs lined the shelves of the lab. On one cupboard on the left of the room were intricate charts of different body processes and body organs. The specimen skeleton which the children had playfully named Mr. Bones hung in one corner of the room, his hollow eye sockets not focused on anything in particular.
Ray’s eyes moved over everything superficially. He was himself not sure what he was looking for. He seemed to be running his eyes over everything without focusing on anything specific. Then his eyes fell on Mr. Bones. He remembered all the times that Robert, Michael and he had made up interesting stories about the skeleton. Then had surmised about whose skeleton it could be, where it had been found and had sometimes play-acted various scenes where the skeleton came alive. A smile of mirth came onto Ray’s face as he stared at the skeleton which far from being scary had become an object of playfulness for them. 

The room had within the few minutes of the light being on, turned into just another room. Ray glanced around it thinking about the different fears and images that had crossed his mind before he entered it. Now they had all vaporized into nothing. 

``So, Mr. Bones, what do you have to say about all this?’’ he said walking up to the skeleton and taking his long bony hand in his own. 

``Looks like it’s just you and me in here…’’ he whispered and then smiled at his own little joke. 

``Just you and me…’’ he said pointing the skeleton’s index finger first at the skeleton and then at himself. The boys used to do this a lot. They would make dialogues and move the skeleton according to those dialogues having a little skit of their own with Mr. Bones playing the lead character. 

Ray tried to do the same but he soon realized that it was not as much fun without his two friends.

He sighed at the thought of having to spend another whole night all alone in the school before he would be left out. They hadn’t even begun clearing the Crawl-Space which had been the original challenge given to them by Mrs. Brown. But he didn’t care anymore. He just wanted to get out of there, alive, though he couldn’t even readily admit that there was a real threat to his life in the school. 

``When is all this going to be over Mr. Bones? When are… I mean when am I going to get out of here?’’ The questions that he felt rippling within him were pouring out of him having found a suitable uninterrupting listener. ``When am I going to eat pizza again and read my favorite book sitting in the front porch of my house?’’ he continued regardless of the fact that the inanimate bag of bones that hung before him had no answers to any of his questions. 

``When am I going to solve that darned riddle?’’ he said suddenly thinking about the words that the scroll had last left for them to unravel. And then as Ray stood there staring at the skeleton thinking about the riddle that they had been last challenged with, he suddenly felt like a light bulb had gone off in his head.

``A dead person lies hanging somewhere in the school’’ he said to himself in a whispered tone half afraid of the words coming out of his mouth. But he had to spell it out. It was not enough that they rang clear enough in his head; Ray felt the need to speak the words out loud and hear them for himself just to make sure that what he was thinking was right.

``Mr. Bones… are you thinking what I’m thinking?’’ he asked, an impish grin spreading over his usually serious face.

``Robert and Michael would be proud of me, if they were here now.’’ Ray felt a pang of pain within himself at the sound of his friends’ names but he couldn’t let himself be pulled away by that pain right now. He had convinced himself that he would only feel it completely when he was sure of what their fates were and that too in the comfort of his own home. He knew he needed to keep his wits about him now.

Quietly and with a determined expression on his face he began dragging a chair to beneath the skeleton.

``I hope you don’t mind accompanying me to the Crawl-Space Mr.Bones. The thing is you may be my ticket to get out of this place’’ he said, his tone warm and comforting just as if he were talking to a human friend of his. He slowly got up the chair and began to unhook the skeleton from the little metal hook from which it had hung for several years now. 

``It’s all rusty!’’ Ray exclaimed, wrinkling up his nose in disgust at the fine reddish shavings that were falling into his hands. He struggled a bit with it for it had been hitched very firmly to ensure that none of the kids could try taking it out of there.

``Now, this is one of those times when Robert would have been the best person to have around.’’ He said, trying hard to stop his mind from going back to the thought of his lost friends but to no avail.

Finally after struggling with the hook for several minutes, Ray lifted Mr. Bones off what had been his place in the school for many years. 

``Ouch! You’re heavy!’’ he exclaimed.

``Who would have ever thought that a bag of bones could be this heavy?’’ he smiled at his own silly joke. Then carefully getting off the chair and trying to make sure that Mr. Bones was placed even more carefully on the ground, Ray started to walk out of the room.

At first he was a little startled by the sound that began to come because of the skeleton dragging on the ground. Ray turned back in surprise.

``Not only are you heavy, you’re noisy too!’’ he said to the large skeleton that was trailing behind him on the ground. 

``That comes as a surprise considering the fact that you’ve not made a sound all these years!’’ 

Ray walked along the corridors leading back to the Crawl-Space dragging at the skeleton like a toddler would drag his soft toy. He felt much lighter than he had half an hour back. He had not really looked forward to meeting Mr.Tripper and though he had bravely tried to confront him in the Zoology Lab, in actuality he was very relieved that the lab had been empty. Now it was just him, familiar Mr. Bones, the riddle and the Crawl-Space. Ray knew that this was the last riddle for there was no space left on the scroll for any more. He looked forward to what would happen when he went back to the Crawl-Space with his answer. He looked forward to finding that all this vanishes only to find himself back in his own house reading his favorite book. Or maybe, that even if all this was real, once he presented the answer to the riddle, the doors to the school would be opened and he could walk back home scott free. But then what would he tell his parents, worse what would he tell Robert’s and Michael’s parents? After all they had all lied to their parents to be in the school and face Mrs. Brown’s challenge.

Calm down, Ray, he told himself. Don’t let your thoughts run away with you. 

Once Ray’s thoughts began to slow down in speed and intensity he began to feel the weariness of the day spread through his body like a viscous fluid. Mr. Bones seemed to become heavier and heavier and the silence around them began to be interjected with only the sound of Mr. Bones rattly bones being dragged through the hall. Ray’s vision began to get dimmer and dimmer as the time passed and his mouth would open into a big, long yawn every few minutes. Yet he continued dragging Mr. Bones for he did not want to stop. The anticipation of what would happen once he got to the Crawl-Space kept Ray going. 

Then after a few more minutes, without ray realizing, the load of Mr. Bones began to get lighter. As first Ray just kept walking in his drowsy state without even being aware of what was happening. Then slowly Ray began to feel that Mr. Bones had gotten lighter. But without giving much thought to it he carried on. Maybe, he thought, I’m just getting used to dragging these bones around. But after a while, he began to realize that what he had felt was a load was now almost nothing in weight. 

With this realization Ray felt the familiar hand of fear again sliding down his back. He dared not look back for he was very afraid of what he would see. He continued to trudge onwards but unfortunately for him, he seemed to have lost his way.

How’s that possible, he thought to himself, I know every corridor in this school, every nook and cranny every crack in the wall. How can I lose my way?

But ray didn’t have enough time to think about this because even as the question popped into his head, he felt the weight of something come and land on his right shoulder. Ray froze in his steps. He felt he would just faint with fear and die right there. He shut his eyes tightly for a few seconds and prayed that when he opened them the weight would be gone, but the weight would not lift. It remained consistent and solid on him.

Ray slowly opened his eyes. Through the corner of his eyes he could see something white on his shoulders. And then the white thing moved a little in a wave like motion. Ray turned around in a jiffy, unable to believe what he had just seen. And to his utter shock, confirming his worst fears, there was Mr. Bones, his head still attached to Ray’s hand by the hook and the rest of him trying to stand up. He was bending forward from the waist and had placed his hand on Ray’s shoulder for support.

Ray screamed and let go of the hook with which he was holding on to Mr. Bones. Immediately Mr. Bones sprang upright like a real human being. His face was as lifeless as before but Ray knew that something had changed, for the skeleton quite unbelievably was standing on its own two bony feet. 

``Mr. Bbbones…’’ Ray managed to whisper. He did not know how he was feeling at that moment. He felt shock no doubt combined with a sense of fear, and yet he felt the curiosity enough to stay there and explore the situation further. He slowly lifted his one hand and tried to touch the skeleton’s arm. To his utter alarm the skeleton also raised its hand and touched his hand.

Ray jumped out of his skin and began to try and run away from the skeleton as fast as he could. He did not know what was happening but it was surely scaring him completely. Then to his further terror, he heard the clatter of something hard following him. Ray turned to look even as he ran and to his horror saw that Mr. Bones was following him.

Ray ran down the corridor as fast as he could but found that he had no idea where he was. 

``Damn!’’ he exclaimed as he stubbed his toe against the wall in his hurry. He waited a second to rub his stubbed toe and in that second realized that Mr. Bones was catching up with him. But this time he saw that Mr. Bones’ mouth had drops of blood flowing out of it. 

Ray felt his heart beating faster. This was getting worse and worse. Why did he have to try to bring the skeleton out of the zoology lab? He cursed himself for his decision. His hurt toe had begun to bleed and Ray wondered about the coincidence. Then he realized he had no time to wonder about anything. He had to hurry because though Mr. Bones had not done anything to him so far just the thought of a skeleton chasing him down his deserted school’s corridors late at night was scary enough.

Ray began to run for his life. His toe was hurting and he could feel the stickiness of the blood in between his toes but he knew he would have to ignore it for now. He could hear the skeleton’s clattering footsteps nearing him from behind. He dreaded looking back and seeing the skeleton’s face.

Ray saw that the corridor that he was on was ending before him. He would have to make a decision soon about whether to go right or left. For the life of him Ray couldn’t decide which of the two corridors led to the Crawl-Space. He knew that he would have to just take a chance. 

If you were Ray, where would you go?

· If you think you would go right go to page186
· If you think you would go left go to page 194
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Ray decided not to take the chance. He would just go back to the Crawl-Space and spend the night there because that seemed to be the only place in the whole school where he had been safe so far. He decided that he would go back there, and try and sleep the rest of the night. He was pretty sure that come early morning someone would be there to rescue him from this school.

Ray slowly tiptoed away from the Zoology lab and retraced his steps back to the Crawl-Space. As Ray walked through the corridors he felt like the emptiness and the silence in the school was deafening. He tried to stomp his feet a little louder on the ground so that he could at least hear himself walking through the corridors. But soon he realized that was not enough. He then began to try and whistle. His whistle was soft and patchy. It was apparent that Ray had never whistled in his entire life. 

``If only Robert and Michael were here,’’ he thought, ``what a riot we would’ve made!’’ Images of Robert’s smiling face and Michael’s naughty face began to flash in Ray’s mind. 

``Maybe I should never have let Robert go away by himself’’ he thought. A pang of guilt tore at his heart and he realized that he had held himself guilty all along for Robert’s disappearance. 

``And Michael, I could’ve saved him. I’m sure of that!’’ Ray’s guilt only got more intense. He could see Robert’s and Michael’s faces in his mind and slowly as if they stood before his very eyes, they began to cry. Michael cried more openly. His tears flowed down his face freely and he wiped them away with the sleeve of his shirt. Robert’s crying was a little more subtle. Ray could see that his eyes filled with tears but he would not let them flow down his face. Robert swallowed again and again furiously so that he would not let the tears drop down his face or even fill his eyes completely. Even in his mind’s eye Ray could see Robert’s jaw clenched in a silent and arrogant determination. 

And the suddenly even as Ray watched his tow friends in his mind he realized he could hear them speak too.

``I never expected you to desert me the way you did, Ray!’’ said Michael. Ray felt himself pricking his ears like an animal. Had that voice been in his mind of had he actually heard it? It had sounded real enough like it was external and not inside him. He stopped in his tracks to try and listen more carefully. And sure enough a voice came again; except this time it was Robert’s.

``You said you stayed behind to save Michael. But the truth is, and I think Michael will agree with me on this, that you stayed behind only to protect yourself!’’ Ray knew Robert’s angry growl anywhere. Even in his sleep he knew he would be able to tell his two friend’s voices from anyone else’s voices. 

``You’re a coward, Ray! That’s what you are!’’ Robert’s voice singed Ray’s heart. Though he knew that this was all probably just a figment of his imagination, he knew that that may not actually be true too. The intensity, the tone and of course the voices themselves seemed very real.

``What’re you going to do about it?’’ It was again Michael. Ray felt helpless. If his friends were in front of him he would’ve probably defended himself from their accusations but how was he to defend himself from two bodiless voices that seemed to be floating somewhere between his mental space and the space around him.

Let me run, he thought to himself. Maybe if I get to the Crawl-Space I won’t have to worry about all this, he thought. And he began to run.

But almost immediately, as though his bodiless friends could read his mind they began accusing him again, ``You run away, you coward! Isn’t that what you always do best!’’ Ray continued to run but even as he ran he knew that the pain in his heart that he felt at the words of his friends was beginning to show in his eyes as tears. But unfortunately this open display of guilt and regret seemed to have no effect on his two friends. 

``Where’ll you hide?’’ they continued, now their two voices having come together as one. It had become much harsher and much more accusatory and seemed to want to vent out all its unpleasantness on Ray.

Ray just ran, without bothering to even try and reply, because frankly one part of his mind was just afraid of the fact that he was hearing such voices at all. He could see the doors of the cafeteria looming ahead of him and strangely enough he felt a sense of relief at the sight of it. They seemed to welcome him with the promise of safety and kinship. Ray wondered at his own feeling at the sight of the cafeteria. He had gone through a lot of unpleasant situations in there just the previous day and yet at that point he felt like it was the safest place for him to be. I wonder what’s wrong with me he thought.

But the voices kept yelling at him through all this. They were becoming more and more rude and obnoxious by the minute and Ray couldn’t wait to get into the Crawl-Space where he had a feeling that the voices would not follow him. 

He was almost at the door when he could hear Robert hurtling horrible abuses at him. Still ignoring it all he pushed open the doors of the cafeteria and ran inside towards the Crawl-Space. The same place which had seemed so daunting earlier now felt like it would become his haven until the next morning when he would be rescued. Ray quickly ran up to it and moved aside the tassels that fell over it and opened its doors and entered the space. He could still hear Robert’s and Michael’s voices but now they seemed to be coming from a little distance away.

My plan is working, he thought as he rushed into the Crawl-Space and shut its doors. And as soon as the doors were shut the voices stopped. Silence enveloped the whole space again and Ray heaved a sigh of relief.

Ray had no idea when he had fallen asleep or for how long he had been asleep. He awoke suddenly, not knowing where he was anymore. His eyes searched the darkness for signs of some recognizable thing. Then Ray saw the shafts of light coming in through the gaps in the boards above him. They streaked through the darkness giving it a very eerie look. He suddenly remembered what had happened the last night.

``The week-end’s over!’’ he said to himself suddenly, a large grin of self-satisfaction and relief quickly spreading across his face. Then he caught himself; what if it isn’t? he thought. Ray stood up and walked towards the shafts of light.

``I wonder where Robert and Michael are. If the week-end’s over, then we’re free to go home.’’ His voice was partly cheery and partly doubtful about being cheery. He was afraid of disappointing himself by being too optimistic. He peeped through the gaps in the boards and saw nothing different than the previous day. The cafeteria sat deserted as always. He realized it was not yet the end of the weekend.

Ray sat down dejectedly. He had hoped, in spite of not wanting to. And now his hopes had crashed to the ground.

``How much longer?’’ he said his thoughts aloud, a sliver of despair entering it. His body and mind felt tired and hungry. He had had enough of this. Now he just wanted to get back to a regular life.

As Ray sat moping about all that he had gone through in the past few days, he suddenly heard a shrill, loud sound from outside. Instantly he jumped up like as if a spring had come alive in him. His eyes shone with excitement and his heart pounded uncontrollably inside his heaving chest; for he knew that what he had heard was the sound of the recess bell. That could only mean one thing that it was Monday and that school had begun.

``Yipppppeeeee!’’ yelled Ray with uncontrollable delight. Almost immediately, he could hear the sounds of children filling the cafeteria. Their incomprehensible chatter sounded like music to his ears. He rushed to the door of the Crawl-Space and pushed it open. His heart pounded excitedly. Suddenly a doubt crept into his mind- what if this was also just a part of his imagination, like so many things had been in the past two days? But the doubt lingered for just a minute; for in the crowd he saw Robert and Michael, hogging away at the cafeteria food.

``Rob, Mike!’’ Ray yelled, his voice screeching with affection for his long-lost friends. But he could see that they could not hear him in all the din. He stepped out of the cafeteria feeling light-headed and light-hearted all at once and began walking towards his two friends in a hurry. Finally, it was all over. They could now go home. Ray wondered for a second about what his parents would ask him or whether he would get grounded for disappearing away for two days. They were sure to have gotten to know by now that he was not at his friend’s place and would probably be worried sick for him. 

``It’s okay!’’ he told himself, ``Anything is okay now that this nightmare is over!’’ He rushed towards his friends, his face turned up in a large satisfied grin. The cafeteria was getting really crowded. More and more students seemed to be piling into it. Soon people were walking into him, literally.

``Hey! Watch it!’’ said Ray when one tall student almost dug his elbow into Ray’s face. But the student didn’t seem to hear. Ray had ducked just in time and missed being badly bruised. But just then another walked into him. Ray side-stepped avoiding this student as well. 

``Hey!’’ he yelled again, exasperated at this behavior. But none of the students looked at him. They seemed to be looking straight ahead and missing him altogether as if he didn’t exist for them.

The third time round, Ray was not fast enough. He closed his eyes expecting to be hit real badly on his face but to his surprise nothing happened. He had seen the girl’s shoulder as it came at him. There was no way that it could have missed he thought. ``Anyway’’, he said to himself, ``I guess I got lucky! Mom would not have liked to see a black-eye on my face!’’

He was just a few paces away from his friends now. ``Rob, Mike!’’ he called again and this time they seemed to have heard him. They both turned to look at him and they both smiled when they saw him. Ray felt glorious. He had been very guilty about his friends and all his guilt had dissipated now to see them alive and unhurt. 

Then suddenly, Ray stopped in his tracks. Shock seemed to fill him like a thick liquid that was quickly spreading through his body. He felt like he had been hit on the head and his head was spinning. Just when he thought everything was back to normal, he had seen something that was quite unbelievable. Robert had been standing there, a plate of food in his hand, his mouth still full with the last morsel that he had placed in it, grinning at Ray stupidly when another student, someone much smaller in size and probably in grade as well, walked through him. Ray could not believe his eyes. The students had walked through Robert like he did not exist; like he was just a mirage there.

``It’s probably just the strain of the two days!’’ Ray tried telling himself. But he felt like something was wrong here. He stood still and waited until another person walked towards him. Then suddenly just as he reached him, he stuck out his leg across the person’s path. Ideally, this should have caused the person to trip and fall on his face making the whole student population there laugh out in glee. But instead nothing happened. The student just walked through Ray’s leg like it didn’t exist.

Ray was panic-stricken. What had happened? He was okay the previous night. What could have changed overnight? He turned to his right and saw that Robert and Michael had walked to next to him. They had seen his little experiment and their faces showed Ray that they already knew.

``It’s over, Ray!’’ said Robert, in a somber tone. ``We’re over!’’

Ray stared at Robert’s dull face for a few seconds. 

``What do you mean over? Like…like…’’ he hesitated to say the word, ``Like dead?’’ finally it spat out of him like a bullet that was going to shatter his peace forever.

Robert and Michael slowly nodded. 

``But how can that be? I was alive last night. I just fell asleep, that’s all. I can’t die just like that.’’ Ray voice quivered as he tried to make sense of what was happening to them. But try as he might he just could not. It was all jumbled like pieces of a puzzle that he would never be able to fit together.

``There’s no explanation. Death is like that.’’ Michael sounded ten years older than what he had been just days ago. ``You have to learn to accept it Ray.’’

``Yes, Mike’s right!’’

Ray turned suddenly as he heard a new voice join in the conversation. He felt a shiver of fear fill him as he saw who had spoken. It was a little boy, dressed in the old school uniform. Ray knew exactly who that was. It was the boy who was rumored to have died in the Crawl-Space.

Ray shrunk back in fear. The little boy laughed at Ray’s reaction.

``You don’t have to be afraid.’’ He said, his voice still bubbling with mirth. ``You’re now one of us!’’

It was at that moment that the truth really hit Ray. He was dead. And nobody including his friends knew when it had happened during the course of the two days. He looked around at the other students, his happiness at the first sight of them now only a forgotten experience. 

``This is our world now!’’ Robert tried to explain to him again. But they could see that something inside Ray had resigned itself to this truth. His head was drooping, his hands were clasped. He was obviously trying to find the courage within himself to move on. Then suddenly as if a cloud had lifted, he looked up and smiled. When he spoke his voice was again light and cherry. 

``What’s for lunch today? I’m starving.’’

---------------------------------------THE END------------------------------------------------
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Ray turned quickly to the right. He had a gut-feeling that this was the right route to take to the Crawl-Space. He wished he knew for sure but for now, with the sound of Mr. Bones’ clattering following him like a shadow, he knew he didn’t have the time to think. The corridor was dark ahead. There was really no telling where it would lead exactly.

Ray continued to run. The sound behind him made his heart pound. He did not know why he was so afraid of the skeleton. Maybe it was just the menacing look that had entered its eyes, or the thought that a skeleton that had been hanging in the school Zoology lab for so long as just a specimen of the human skeletal structure had suddenly chosen to come to life on that specific night and chase him. 

The corridor ahead seemed to get darker and darker. Soon Ray couldn’t even tell what was ten meters ahead. 

``I hope I don’t bash my head against some wall and fall down dead! That would be a treat for Mr. Bones!’’ he thought as his legs continued to move as fast as they could. But he knew his weariness was catching up with him. He was not much of an athlete anyway. And on top of that he had spent the last two days mostly starving and afraid. 

Suddenly he realized that he stood at the brink of some dark cavity. When he had run into it he did not know and what that place was in his school he had no idea. All he could see was that it looked dark and bottomless. What was this place and how had it come into the school?

Ray knew he had no time to think about all that. He could hear the clatter of Mr. Bones’ feet coming closer and closer. What should he do? Wait and face the live skeleton? Or jump off the edge into a dark, seemingly endless pit?

As Mr. Bones came closer and closer Ray’s heartbeat increased in pace. He was sure of the danger that lay behind him but not so sure of what was in front. Maybe the dark pit would actually lead to something safer, he rationalized. Within a second he had made up his mind and taking a deep breath he jumped off the edge.

Immediately, the sound of Mr. Bones’ feet stopped. Ray could feel the warm air of the cavity gushing through his ears. It was a sense of release, a complete state of mindfulness that he had suddenly achieved. But this peace lasted for exactly two seconds because after that his ears suddenly caught the sound of some strong whirring. Ray tried to look below around him as he fell through the dark space to see where the sound was coming from. It was both deafening and scary but for the life of him he couldn’t see what it was.

Then suddenly with a shock he realized that the sound was coming from below. Had jumping off the edge really been a good choice? Ray was not so sure anymore. He had gotten himself rid of Mr. Bones but seemed to have put himself into graver danger.

He fell without any controlling of how fast he was falling or where he was about to land. Then suddenly he noticed a small red light shining below. Then he saw another, then another. Soon he realized that whatever he was falling on was covered with little red lights that stared at him unblinking. He could see nothing except for these red lights and he could hear nothing except for the whirring sound which he was now sure came from something below him.

Ray continued to fall. He tried to wave his arms around, flap his feet around but nothing he did helped. Nothing aided his falling but then nothing seemed to stop it too. He could see the lights below him growing larger but just minimally. And then suddenly, as suddenly as it started, Ray hit something below; he had landed. 

Ray’s body felt bruised but the pain was not too intense, so he knew nothing had been broken. What is this place? He thought. What kind of a school do we study in? He cursed. He would never before have thought that such a place could exist in his school. He just lay there in the darkness wondering what to do, how he should get out of this unfortunate situation when the whirring sound started again. Only this time it felt like it was right next to him. And along with the sound, the red lights began to move. They seemed to swirl around him continually almost hypnotizing Ray with their movement.

Then suddenly there was a flash of light which subdued to a dim moon-light kind of ambience. As Ray’s eyes adjusted to the semi-darkness, the entire place came alive to him. To Ray’s horror he realized that the red lights were eyes. Beady, bright eyes of skeletons just like the one he had tried to escape. They surrounded him completely forming a vicious circle around him. But what was worse was that the whirring sound came from a device that looked so mean and intimidating that Ray realized he feared it more than the skeletons.

The device was some kind of a motor with sharp blades that whirred round and round. It formed a cutting mechanism that looked both formidable and dangerous. What was worse was that the device seemed to be moving towards Ray slowly but steadily. But what could he do? He was trapped. The skeletons that surrounded him seemed unbending.

``Help!’’ yelled Ray with all his might. He hoped that someone would hear his voice and come down there to rescue him. Or on the other hand, he prayed that this would turn out to be a dream that might suddenly break and he would wake up to the normal world. 

``Somebody please help!’’ his voice suddenly sounded thick with fear. But the device continued to move closer to him and in another few seconds Ray knew that it would be devouring him in between its blades.

He gulped in fear but knew that there was nothing else to do. He shut his eyes praying with all his might that this would just turn out to be a dreadful dream from which he was about to wake up any moment. He could feel the wind generated from the whirring blades of the device on his face and waited for that first draft of pain to hit him with all its severity. But instead he felt nothing. The sound had also suddenly ceased.

Ray waited a few moments before he opened his eyes. He did so gradually, fearful about what he was going to see. And as he did, he saw himself surrounded by skeletons of all sizes. Their eyes all blazed the same shade of red that he had seen earlier but this time instead of hovering over him, they stood a few feet away. The whirring device that had threatened to chop him to bits just minutes ago had magically disappeared.

Ray felt a sinking feeling in his heart. What have I gotten myself into? he thought. The sinking feeling continued until Ray suddenly realized that it was too strong to actually be just an emotional reaction to the situation. That’s when he looked below him. What had been hard ground until now had suddenly transformed into something like a muddy slush. And this muddy slush was slowly sucking Ray into its thick, dark, viscous depths.

``Help!’’ cried Ray again. Tears streamed his face as he realized that he was already knee deep in the slush and it would not be long before it would have consumed him completely. To make matters worse the part of his body that was submerged in the slush began to itch terribly. The itching sensation became stronger and stronger and Ray had to bite his own hand in order to feel something more intense than the itching. That was the only way he could take his mind off it. He dared not put his hand into the slush for he knew that once it was in, he would not be able to take it out. His hand began to bleed from the bite that he had given it. 

``Help! Help!’’ he screamed again and again more as a survival instinct than with any hope of actually being saved. For he knew that he was surrounded by dead skeletons with blazing eyes who seemed to enjoy watching him die. His breath was coming faster and more heavily as panic gripped at his chest tightly. 

Suddenly even as he lay crying and begging for his life, the skeletons disappeared. Ray stopped crying. Silence enveloped the dark space like a thick blanket. Ray realized that he was all alone. The skeletons had left him to die slowly and painfully. His bleeding hand had stopped bleeding but the flesh was slowly beginning to turn to a brownish tinge and Ray realized that it had begun to rot. 

Ray was familiar with the process of decay in a living thing for it had been his matter of interest for over a year when he had pored over every book that he could find on the subject. So, he knew that it was impossible for his hand to be rotting already, within a few minutes of it starting to bleed. And yet it was. It had also started to emit a disgustingly foul odor that was the same smell that Ray had smelt several times before when he came across a dead animal.

Ray was petrified. His face was covered in sweat and his breathing had become jagged. He did not know anymore what was happening to him and his body. In the meantime he had sunk further into the slush and now he stood hip deep in the dark substance.

``Help!’’ Ray cried again, his voice feebler than before. He had to do something to distract his mind from the horrible sensation of itching and from the thought of his impending death that promised to be gruesome. 

``Someone please help me out of here!’’ The faces of his two friends smiling and laughing flashed across Ray’s mind. He was beginning to go dizzy with the smell of his own flesh rotting away. 

``Rob, Mike! Save me! Don’t desert me like I did you!’’ Ray’s speech was slowly becoming incoherent. His eyes were drooping and his arms flailed around dangerously close to the slush. 

``I’m sorry!’’ he gasped, tears streaming down his face and dropping into the slush below. They made a fizzling sound as they touched the surface of the thick liquid and little spirals of smoke came from the place where they fell. Ray’s submerged body was enveloped by a burning sensation now that was becoming worse by the minute. It felt as if he lay in a tub of acid that was eating away into his skin and flesh each moment.

``I’m sorry for being such a wuss!’’ he said, his voice now barely even audible. His eyes had fallen shut and unable to hold up his arms any longer, Ray had finally dropped his arms into the liquid. He had sunk into the liquid till his waist and his arms were also into it elbow-deep. Ray’s head drooped forward and somewhere in the recesses of his semi-conscious mind that was soon going to lose all consciousness, he was aware that he would be dead soon.

``Ray!’’

Ray’s dim mind woke up a little at the sound of the familiar voice calling his name. But he brushed away the thought thinking it was probably just his imagination.

``Ray! We’re here!’’ the voices came again. This time two of them, crisp and clear as if they were standing right next to him. With a lot of effort, Ray opened his eyes. He blinked a few times to make sure that he was not seeing things. And when the image of Robert and Michael stayed before his eyes in spite of blinking, he knew that he was not dreaming. 

``Rob! Mike!’’ he managed to whisper. ``You are here, finally!’’ tears filled Ray’s tired eyes as he saw his two friends smiling down at him. 

``I’m sorry!’’ he said, his voice muffled with weariness and shame. 

``I let you both down!’’ Ray could not bear to look into his friend’s eyes as he said these words. ``I let you both die, but you’ve come to save me!’’ He looked up at them now, tears of gratitude and love filling his eyes.

Robert and Michael just stared down at their friend. Their eyes shone with a strange warmth and compassion for their suffering friend. Ray looked back at them. This is my lesson in friendship, he thought. This is what I needed to learn. I’ve been punished for my actions and have learnt my lesson. Now everything will be fine. Robert and Michael will save me from this wretched place and in a few more hours we’ll go home to our old life. All of this will disappear just like a bad dream.

Robert and Michael continued to look down at Ray. After a few more minutes of this Ray realized that if his friends don’t do something to drag him out soon, he would be unable to breathe. The thick liquid was already making his chest feel compressed. He was finding it difficult to breathe.

``Rob, Mike, pull me out! I’m not going to last here much longer!’’ Ray felt like every word had to squeezed out of him like paste from a hardened tube. But his friends didn’t seem to get the urgency of the situation. They just continued to look down at him with warmth and love.

``Guys, you need to do something fast!’’ Ray urged them. Their love for him was all okay but it would be of no use if he was dead. Finally Robert spoke.

``We don’t need to do anything. Everything is going the way it was planned.’’ His voice was cool and confident as always. Ray couldn’t quite believe his ears. What did Rob mean by saying everything was going as planned?

``Huh?’’ he gasped in shock at his friend’s words.

``Yeah!’’ continued Michael, `` Soon you’ll be one of us and then we can live here eternally happy together.’’

Ray felt shock surging down his burning body. What were his friends talking about? This was no time for tricks.

``This is no time to be playing around, Mike. I know you’re angry with me and we can deal with that afterwards. First you need to get me out of this acid muck.’’ His voice was desperate now. He was neck deep into the slush. The acrid smell of it was travelling upto his nose in waves and making him nauseous.

``No games!’’ said Mike. ``We want you to join us in our world. There’s no other way now, Ray!’’

Mike’s voice was calm and serious and Ray knew this time that he was not joking. They meant every word that they said. 

Suddenly, the realization of what his friends really were, hit him hard. And then instantly when the transformation was made in his mind, he could see them in their true form. They were two skeletons, just like the ones which had been crowding him sometime back. Their eyes glowed with the same reddish flame like the others. He realized that they had come there not to save him but to welcome him into their own world, the world of the dead. 

Ray closed his eyes with a finality. Tears streamed down his face and he knew there was no more hope. The slush had reached his lips and he could feel it hungrily eating away at his skin and his flesh. It was burning thorough him completely. And when it was done devouring him all that would be left of him, just like his friends would be his skeleton. He waited for that to happen, for he knew now for certain that there was not much else that he could do.

--------------------------------------THE END-------------------------------------------------
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Ray felt like he could see fleeting images of the cafeteria in his mind as he ran. Something in his gut was telling him that it was to his left. He could hear Mr. Bones clattering after him intent on catching up with him to do god knows what, thought Ray. He quickly ran towards the left without thinking too much. His mother would have asked him to pray for guidance at this point but in all that anxiety, Ray could not think of any prayers to pray right then. He felt his heart stopping and starting up again like it was a burnt out motor in the last phase of its life. 

Don’t give up on me now, thought Ray to himself. It was his last night in this living hell and he hoped to make it through it and remain alive till the next morning. But try as he might Ray could not recognize the corridor he was on. It looked dark and dingy but so did all the other corridors he had been running on. Maybe I should have taken the right turn at the fork, he thought, cursing his stupid brain for being so slow and unreliable when he needed it the most. Have I just gone and put myself in trouble, deep, deep trouble? 

Ray had no clue what he had done. Right then he wanted to just keep running on and on until he saw something that looked familiar. He wondered where all these unknown parts of the school had been all those years. He had never seen them. Maybe Robert would’ve seen these parts of the school, he thought. I wish I had done something to save them. A pang of guilt bit through his already pumping heart.

Then suddenly Ray felt like he knew the part of the school that he was in. He had turned a corner and suddenly it all familiar to him. That’s funny, he thought. But a part of his confused mind was overjoyed as well. He knew that the herbarium lay a few classrooms away. It was one of the pride objects of the school and Ray had seen it many a time from within. He loved going in there and being with the smell of the plants and the freshness that enveloped the place at all times.

Mr. Bones seemed to have quietened down a bit for Ray could no longer hear his bones clattering against the school corridor’s floor. He stopped to catch his breath and as he did so he peeped into the herbarium. He saw how dark and quiet it was. He wondered whether to enter or to run on towards the cafeteria. He knew that from here onwards it would be a continuous stretch that would take him a good five minutes to cover. He was also well aware that if he moved beyond the herbarium, he would have no other room to hide in until he reached the cafeteria. What should I do, he wondered?

Just as Ray was making up his mind to go on forward without stopping to hide inside the herbarium, he heard the sound of Mr. Bones behind him again. He seemed at a distance but running closer towards him. His bones made the familiar sound on the ground as it did earlier. 

This may be the only way to get rid of this stupid skeleton that seems bent upon catching up with me, thought Ray. He wondered what the skeleton was really following him for. Thinking about this he slowly tried to open the door of the room. To Ray’s relied, the door slowly moved open silently. He slipped into the room like a ghost and quietly moved to a corner of the room. He could smell the strong smell of a certain poisonous plant whose name he had never quite learnt. It probably was placed on the counter right over his head. In the dark even the familiar herbarium was full of unknown shadows.

I’ll just wait for the skeleton to run past the room and once I know that it’s well past me I’ll make a dash for the cafeteria, he thought. He sat silent as a mouse, the sound of his heart pounding in his ears. I hope the skeleton can’t hear it. He had stopped referring to Mr. Bones by his name in his head. It felt too unreal, too dream-like to think that the skeleton that they had studied for years together as a specimen was now chasing him down the corridor of the school. Is something wrong with my mind, thought Ray suddenly? Am I just imagining all of this? But the sound of Mr. Bones’ footsteps on the ground outside made him correct his own doubts. 

He waited feeling like a mouse in the corner of the room as the cat moved past it, trying desperately to hide every sign of its being alive. He could hear the skeleton slowing down and knew that it was probably wondering where he had gone. Everything became silent in a moment. Hoping to hear the skeleton’s breath was being foolish. But even its sliding bones had ceased to move and there was no sound that Ray could hear except for his own pounding heart and his own bated breath. 

The stillness and the silence that followed were menacing. Ray did not know if the skeleton had left or it was still outside waiting for him to show himself. How long do I wait this way, he thought to himself. I can’t possibly wait forever. But how will I know when it’s gone? Ray had a flurry of questions that filled his mind. What if I stand up and go out and it’s still there waiting just to pounce on me? He had many unanswered questions and he did not quite know what to do about them. 

He waited some more. It felt like the minutes were turning into hours. Ray knew that he could not sit there all night. His legs were beginning to go numb as the blood circulation to them became more and more slow and sluggish. His stomach began to growl in hunger and Ray was sure that that would be the sound that would bring the skeleton to him. The odor of the plant that stood above his head on the counter of the room was growing stronger and stronger and Ray was beginning to get a bad headache as a result of the smell. 

Ray’s head was beginning to feel heavier and heavier. His body felt like it had no lower half and Ray could not even venture to think about how it would hurt when he attempted to stand up. He slowly and unknowingly began to lose consciousness. Everything was starting to become hazier and hazier and each time he tried to flutter his eyes to stay awake, consciousness would last for just a few minutes. Then slowly his eyelids drooped until they did not have it in them to open up again. Ray was almost unconscious. His mind was longing for the safety and comfort of that state. He felt he could not bear reality anymore. He felt safe in his dark corner where no more sounds of the skeleton could reach him. What he did not realize was that as he lost consciousness his breath was becoming heavier and more loud. Soon it was loud enough to be heard all around the room without Ray’s knowledge. Within a few minutes of this, unknown to Ray, Mr. Bones had caught the sound and was beginning to slowly and noiselessly move inside the room. 

He slowly opened the door sliding forward one foot after the next. He did not lift them for he knew that that would make too much of a sound. He moved at a snail’s pace confident of the fact that his prey was not going anywhere. The sound of his deep breaths had told him that he lay asleep in the room somewhere. Though Mr. Bones could see nothing inside the room because of the darkness he decided to cover it inch by inch searching for Ray. It was only a matter of time before he found him.

Ray lay completely oblivious to the skeleton’s presence in the room. His mind had gone off into a cozy and safe world of its own unaware of the danger that came sliding towards it slowly and stealthily. Then suddenly, just as Ray was about to seep completely into the world of a coma, he heard a voice.

``Wake up Ray!’’ it urged. He fluttered his eyes slowly and then closed them back again. He did not want to disturbed in his blissful journey. But the voice persisted.

``Wake up Ray! Mr. Bones is here!’’ it said. This time it caught Ray’s attention. He struggled to open his eyes and register what the voice had just told him. Did it say Mr. Bones? In a flash Ray remembered where he was and what he was doing there. And just as he did so he heard the slow, sliding sound of the skeleton in the room. He could not see it but from where he sat he could see the door ajar the way that it had been left by none other than Mr. Bones, he thought. He heard his heart speed up again. Ray began to panic. The skeleton was in the room with him. It would probably be on him any moment. He realized he had to make a dash if he wanted to save himself. There was no other way. The skeleton would surely find him there. 

Slowly he wiggled his toes. They were numb but within a few seconds, braving the sensation of a hundred electric currents passing through his leg he could finally feel some movement in his feet. 

Okay, now’s the time, he told himself. Believe that Robert is here, Mike is here, he told himself. They are with you. You are all in this together, he kept pepping himself up. He felt a little courage entering his body. On your marks, he counted for himself. Get set, he told himself crouching on his feet, ready to take off. And go.

Ray jumped up and out of the door in a second. His heart stopped in his chest as he felt something long and bony dart after him and catch hold of his sleeve for just a second. But he pulled and the creature had to let go. Ray knew his sleeve had torn because of the long noise of fabric tearing that followed. But who cared. He was free. He was alive.

Ray dashed towards the cafeteria, thinking about how Robert would’ve run if he was in his place. He knew that he was no match for his friend but he was much better than when this entire adventure had started out. If only Rob could see me now, he thought. How proud he’d be. Then suddenly he remembered the voice that had woken him up from that stupor. It was Rob, Ray thought to himself, shocked at the revelation. Robert saved me, he told himself again. My dear friend, Rob.

Ray had finally made it to the cafeteria. The ground was swimming before his eyes because of the exhaustion he felt. He had been running non-stop for a very long time. And Mr. Bones had persisted behind him. Even now he could hear the clattering of his bones on the corridor behind him. He must be fuming, thought Ray, to have to chase me for such a long time. In fact he almost got me there in the herbarium, but I seem to have made it by a hair’s breadth. Ray felt lucky to be alive. For the first time in his life he appreciated everything that he had been given, most important of all a chance to live through this adventure. His two dear friends had not been so lucky, he thought. It hit him now that he would probably be the one who would have to break the news of their death, or disappearance, he was still not sure which one it was, to their parents when he went out of the school the next day. He could imagine Robert’s and Michael’s parents sobbing with sorrow at the loss of their boys; his parents would surely have sobbed if he had been killed, he thought.

Ray quickly ran across the cafeteria his head filled with thousands of thoughts. He just wanted to get into the Crawl-Space and shut the door. He was sure that he would be safe there and Mr. Bones would never be able to make it in there.

As Ray opened the door to the Crawl-Space he could see from the corner of his eyes that Mr. Bones had entered the cafeteria. He was running towards him at as much speed as a bag of bones could muster. Ray felt a shiver of fear go down his back for though the sight of Mr. Bones running towards him was comical sometimes, it was also frightful. He wondered what the skeleton had thought he would do to him when he caught hold of him. Whatever it was, it was sure not to be pleasant. 

Ray rushed into the Crawl-Space and slammed the door shut behind him. The familiar smell of the Crawl-Space made him feel at home. This had become one of his favorite places in the school. He dropped to the floor right at the door, His body crumpling into a small, tired mass. Suddenly a voice came from the dark.

``Ray, is that you?’’ 

Ray jumped out of his skin in shock. He peered into the darkness trying to see who was there but he could not see anyone. It’s my head again, he told himself, just like at the herbarium where I thought I heard Robert. Ray tried to shut his eyes. Outside he knew that Mr. Bones was very close to the Crawl-Space for he could hear the sound of his bones coming closer and closer. I’m never going to forget that sound for the rest of my life, he said. The sound of a skeleton chasing me!

But before Ray could laugh at his own joke, the voice from within the Crawl-Space came at him again.

``Ray, are you just going to sit there and act like you don’t even see us?’’ the voice was indignant and in a jiffy Ray knew who it was. 

``Rob, is that really you?’’ he said unable to contain his excitement. His heart was doubtful about whether to believe what he was hearing or not. But before he could question it any more, Robert emerged from the darkness into a place where a streak of light fell over him from a gap in the floorboards above. Ray could see his face clearly now.

``Mike’s here too!’’ said Rob, none of his earlier arrogance in his voice. Michael slithered into the spot next to him where there was a bit of light as well. 

``How’d you guys get here?’’ asked Ray, surprised beyond belief. He had never even once thought that he would get to see his two friends again. He had thought that he had lost them forever to the school’s dark secrets. 

But before either Michael or Rob could answer his question a banging sound began on the door. It was loud and fearsome nothing like anything the boys had heard before. Ray jumped out of his skin as he felt the door shaking behind him. 

``What is that?’’ whispered Robert who was also scared by now. He looked at Ray his face weary and his eyes deeper than ever.

``I don’t know. Mr. Bones was chasing me, but he can’t be making that sound!’’ he said. 

``Mr. Bones?’’ Michael’s voice perked up in shock. ``You mean the skeleton that hangs in the Zoology lab?’’ he thought that Ray had probably got the name wrong, probably mixed up someone else for the skeleton. Who could even imagine a skeleton chasing someone around?

``Yes, the skeleton that hangs in the zoology lab. I know… It’s unbelievable, but it’s him I’ve been trying to escape for the pats several hours now. I came here thinking it would be safe and now…’’

As if on cue the door began to shudder again beneath the banging of something. It seemed like a creature not of this earth; something inhuman or paranormal. Dust began flying out of crevices of the door as the creature continued banging on it. Ray, Robert and Michael stared at each other not knowing what they should do in such a situation. Ray began to wonder if coming there had been a good idea, but then if he hadn’t he would’ve probably never seen his friends again. He looked from Rob’s face to Mike’s thinking about how much he had missed them both. 

``What do we do no?’’ said Michael. He seemed to have grown quieter and more serious himself, like all the adventures of the past two day had sobered him out a bit more.

``I don’t know’’ said Ray surprising himself with his honesty. He was seldom used to saying those three words in front of his friends. In the past he had always felt like he had to prove something to them at all times. And so he could never admit to not knowing what to do. But now, somehow, that façade had dropped. He realized, these were his best buddies in the world and he could be just the way he really was with them. 

The banging continued and the three boys could see that the door was going to give in soon. They could do nothing about it. Ray had sidled deeper into the Crawl-Space by now and was not standing by his two friends. They were all clutching at each others’ shirts or sleeves. The whole experience of facing dangerous situations repeatedly had made them more unabashed about showing their fear openly to one another. Within minutes the door looked like it would give way anytime soon and within another minute it did, falling inward into a heap of woody splinters and dust. 

The three boys were frozen in time and space. They could not yet tell who or what was at the door. Then slowly they saw a large femur bone slide into the Crawl-Space and behind it the rest of a skeleton.

``Mr. Bones’’ gasped Ray.

``I can’t believe it!’’ said Michael. He had not until that moment believed Ray’s words about the specimen skeleton. But now, here it was in front of his eyes. Robert just stood shocked into silence. 

The skeleton slowly moved into the Crawl-Space. The reddish lights in the sockets of its eyes shone through more brilliantly and more sinisterly than before and its fingers flexed and contracted like they were getting ready to do something.

Ray, Robert and Michael clutched at each other with more intensity. They were preparing to fight against the skeleton in need be, only this time together. 

Suddenly, Robert noticed that something on the ground near his foot was glowing very brightly. He stared at it for a few seconds and then realized that it was the scroll. He bent down to pick it up gingerly.

``What does this mean, now?’’ he said, his voice quivering with doubt and fear. He just wanted all of this to end. But there seemed to be no end to this. He opened the scroll out and looked at it. A new sentence seemed to have appeared at the end of it that was glowing brilliantly.

``Rob, we don’t need that right now!’’ said Ray irritably. He tried to push they scroll out of Robert’s hands but Robert held on to it tightly. His reading was slow and he was taking a little time to get through the sentence. In the meantime the skeleton advanced on the three boys menacingly.  He seemed huge in comparison to the one they used to see in the Zoology lab. Its skull seemed to knock against the floor boards that made the ceiling of the Crawl-Space.

Suddenly Robert seemed to have finished reading what was in the scroll. He seemed excited and jumpy all at once.

``Ray, Mike wait till you hear this.’’ 

But Ray and Michael were not amused. They had no time for Robert’s antics just then. They were busy trying to figure out how to deal with the skeleton. It inched closer to them its bright beady eyes fixed on the three of them threateningly.

And then suddenly something strange began to happen. The skeleton began to fall apart. It began from its lower regions and was moving upwards. First its feet disintegrated, then its legs, then its thighs and each time it kept falling lower and lower on the ground until in a few minutes only its skull rested on the ground. The flaming eyes stopped burning and the boys knew that it was over.

``Wow! How did that happen?’’ yelled Ray in surprise and disbelief. 

``Yeah! It was like some magical power suddenly swooped down on Mr. Bones and demolished him for us.’’ Mikes’ voice was equally excited at having witnessed such a thing.

``Listen up you two!’’ Robert yelled at the top of his head. He had finally managed to catch his friends’ attention. 

``It say here that we’ve solved the last riddle and that now that the Scavenger Hunt is over we are free to go home.’’ He was grinning from ear to ear, his words flowing so fast that after having said it all he wondered if his friends had got anything of what he had just said.

But the dumbfounded look on their faces said it all. They had caught every word he said.

``A dead person hanging in the school; that was Mr. Bones!’’ Ray exclaimed. Michael was looking at his friend with shining, bright eyes.

``You did it Ray! You solved the last riddle and saved us all.’’ 

Ray looked from Robert to Michael soaking in all their love and admiration. They had never expressed their emotions so openly before.

``It was inadvertent you know!’’ he said humbly.

``It may have been but it has saved our lives today!’’ said Robert grinning at his friend with a new-found respect.

Michael had suddenly gotten distracted.

``Do you guys hear that?’’ he asked, his brows wrinkled, his face deep in concentration on something.

``Oh Lord! Don’t tell me there something else now!’’ Ray and Robert tried to listen with crinkled up faces. They really could not take any more of this now. They just wanted to go home.

Then suddenly they heard it. It was the sound of chatter and conversation filling up the school. Ray went up to the door and slyly peeped out and saw children piling into the cafeteria. He gestured to Robert and Michael and they slowly emerged from the Crawl-Space trying not to make their entry into the cafeteria too conspicuous.

They looked unkempt and knew that they need to go home to get washed up and ready for school. Slowly without anybody even noticing them the boys walked through the corridors towards the front entrance of the school. To their delight they found it open. As slyly as they could they sidled out of it and started moving towards the gate of the school. After covering a few hundred yards in silence, Robert looked at his friends solemnly.

``Since our parents have not come looking for us yet, they probably still think we’re at each other’s houses.’’ Ray and Michael nodded. 

``So, this is our little secret then, huh!’’ said Robert with a little squeeze of Ray’s and Michael’s hands. They nodded again as they walked out of the gate. Then they heard a small voice from behind.

``Count me into the secret too!’’ 

The three boys turned to look and to their amazement each of them caught a flash of the little boy who they had seen several times in the school in the last couple of days. He was standing there smiling at them. Except, after a few seconds, he vanished into thin air.

The three boys exchanged conspiring looks for they knew exactly who that was.

``Looks like we’ve made a new friend!’’ said Ray mirthfully. His two friends laughed with him and continued to walk down the road towards their homes like they had a million times before in their lives.

-----------------------------------------THE END-----------------------------------------------
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