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          CHAPTER 1

          

        

      

      What a day! The hot sunshine hit the pier and the abandoned amusement park, casting shadows across our football game. It was my birthday. Lucas, Emma and I had this entire stretch of beach to ourselves. Not a cloud in the sky or soul in sight to wreck our fun. Nothing could possibly go wrong.

      That’s what I thought, anyway.

      I dribbled the ball across the sand, sidestepping Emma’s attempt to tackle me. In my mind the crowd was going wild. I imagined the stadium on its feet, chanting: “To-by! To-by!”

      Lucas yelled from the other side of the beach. “Toby!” He flapped his arms. “To me! On the wing!”

      I looked up, pushed my hair out of my face and swung my leg. Yes! Straight to his feet.

      As usual, Lucas missed.

      “Oops,” he said, watching the ball roll between his legs. Lucas is my best friend – and probably the cleverest guy I’ve ever met. He can calculate the square root of eight billion in his head. And he knows the distance from Earth to Mars, to the nearest millimetre. But when it comes to coordination, he’s hopeless. Most of the time he walks around with his flies undone and glasses on wonky. Even his hair doesn’t look like it knows which direction to go. Up. Down. Sideways.

      Emma dodged behind Lucas and took the ball. She dribbled it away, cheering.

      “And the defender gets possession!” She shook her arms above her head and danced. Sand flew around her feet.

      I laughed. Emma’s my next door neighbour, and she might be a girl, but she’s actually all right. Good at football, too. She can be a bit of a nutcase though – when we were six, I watched Emma back her dad’s Fiat Punto out of her driveway. She used a cricket bat to push the pedals.

      A flock of seagulls screeched and circled overhead.

      Emma looked up. “Coooool!” She whipped out her camera phone and began filming two birds having a fight over a mouldy chip.

      Like I said… a bit of a nutcase.

      Lucas took advantage of the distraction and got the ball. He grinned, aimed at me and smashed it… really wide. It skidded across the sand and hit the back of someone’s legs, bounced off and rolled to a stop. Unfortunately the legs belonged to the worst person ever to stomp down the corridors of Weirville Comprehensive.

      Keira Ramone.

      I groaned. Where did she come from? It wasn’t enough to be the nightmare of our school year – she had to show up and ruin the summer holidays, too.

      Keira turned, saw us and flashed a wicked grin. Her silver braces glinted in the sun. On anyone else, that mouth full of metal would be nerdy. On Keira, it was battle armour.

      “Lose something?” She flicked the ball in the air, bounced it off her knee, then caught it on her foot. Show off. Keira’s a year ahead of me at school, but we’re in the same squad. And she’s just as big a bully on the field as she is everywhere else.

      “Hey! I asked you muppets a question.” She flicked the ball up, headed it and caught it with both hands. “This yours, Lucas Pukas?”

      One time, two years ago, Lucas had thrown up on a Geography field trip. And Keira was never going to let him forget it.

      My best mate shuffled backward, shaking his head. If it weren’t for me, Keira would probably stuff Lucas in his locker on a daily basis.

      I forced a smile.

      “Hey, Keira,” I said. “It’s mine. Birthday present. Can I have…⁠”

      Keira silenced me with an evil glare.

      “Birthday?” she said. “Shouldn’t you be off drinking strawberry milk and playing pin the tail on the donkey? Or has Lucas got sick of having pins jabbed in him?” She snorted.

      My hands balled into fists. I stuffed them in my pockets.

      “Good one,” I said. “Come on, Keira. Just kick it over.”

      Keira shrugged. “If you say so.” And with a grimace, she drop-kicked the ball and sent it flying.

      My brand new Nike T90 hand-stitched football sailed across the beach, over the tangle of barbed wire and mesh-covered fence that edged the pier, right into the dark depths of the old amusement park.

      “No!” I yelled.

      Lucas, Emma and I raced to the fence and peered between the chain-links.

      A giant sign saying HAPPYLAND – HOME OF HAPPY THE CLOWN! hung crookedly over a row of turnstiles that looked like they’d rusted shut decades ago. The sign wobbled back and forth in the breeze. I reckon the thing used to be colourful. Once. But now, years of salt air and sun had nearly bleached away the red, green and blue letters, and the sketch of Happy’s head was no more than a jagged outline.

      I looked deeper into the park for any sign of my ball, trying to control the shiver that had begun to creep up my neck.

      Beyond the turnstiles, a huge roller coaster rose into the sky, jutting out past the edge of the pier so it was over the sea and twisting behind rows of abandoned stalls. A plastic hedge maze took up a section in the middle. And a faded big top tent poked up in the distance at the end of the pier. All a big, run-down mess.

      And my ball was nowhere to be seen.

      “Happyland? This place looks about as happy as a cemetery,” said Emma.

      The fluorescent sign on the fence said: DANGER! – NO UNAUTHORISED ACCESS!

      “I’ll never get my ball back now,” I said.

      “Sorry, mate,” Lucas said.

      I sighed. “It’s not your fault.”

      “Oops! Bad luck, losers,” called someone from behind us.

      I turned to see Keira standing there, smirking. Why couldn’t she just leave us alone? My hands clenched again. One of these days I was really going to let her have it. I started to open my mouth, but just then a cold breeze blew over the fence, making me shudder. A lone seagull squawked and flew away.

      Silhouetted against the sky was a balloon, drifting towards us from out of the park. A black balloon. It sank in front of me and hovered there. Twirling at the end of its string was a small black envelope.

      I glanced around, then reached out shakily and grabbed it.

      “What the…?” Emma said.

      Back inside the park a sudden shock of orange and white caught my eye. A clown. His bright red lips were painted into an artificial smile, and his eyes were made up in mock surprise. He watched us a moment, then waved with an oversized white glove. Every hair on my body stood on end. The clown walked behind a stall and was gone.

      “Did you see that?” Lucas raised a shaking finger in the direction of the clown. Emma fidgeted with her camera phone, rapidly pushing buttons and checking the tiny screen.

      “Lame! Missed it!” she said, shoving the phone back in her pocket.

      I flipped the envelope over in my hand.

      The word Toby was scrawled across the front in blood-red pen.

      I gulped and thought about chucking the thing back over the fence. But before I could, Keira yanked it from my hands. “Let me see!” she said.

      She ripped open the envelope. A black card with a white 11 on the front slid out, and four identical black slips of paper fluttered to the ground. I picked them up:
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      Tickets. Jet black like the envelope, the words the same sticky blood red as the handwriting on the front.

      “This must be a joke,” I muttered. I looked over my shoulder and around the pier. But there was no one else in sight. Not a single friend, or enemy.

      The place was dead.

      “Maybe,” Emma said. “But it’s sooooo cool!” She snatched a ticket and stretched it out in front of her face. “A midnight visit to Happyland? That’s a seriously awesome birthday present. And who was that clown? He was pretty freaky, right?”

      “Hmmmm,” Lucas said. “I don’t think I want to know. Maybe those tickets are actually meant for someone else.”

      “Someone called Toby?” Emma said, eyebrow raised.

      “There’s got to be more than one Toby in Weirville…⁠” Lucas countered.

      “With a birthday today?” Emma said.

      “Could be,” Lucas said.

      “An eleventh birthday?” Emma pointed at the card with the big 11 on it, then crossed her arms and tapped her foot.

      “Well, uh…⁠” Lucas tailed off.

      Emma was right. If it was a coincidence, it was a pretty huge one.

      I glanced at my watch just as the minute hand twitched to twelve. Suddenly I remembered – we were going to be late.

      “Come on,” I said. “Mum wanted us home at four.”

      “Where do you losers think you’re going?” Keira yelled as we started to walk back. She blocked our way, planting her hands on her hips.

      “Home,” I told her.

      “Not yet you’re not.” She thrust out her hand. “First I want my ticket.”

      “Your ticket?” I said.

      “Yeah, genius, my ticket. There are four tickets and four of us. One each.” She scowled at me.

      I scowled back. “Are you going to leave us alone if I give you one?”

      “Like I want to hang around with you.”

      I peeled a ticket from my hand and shoved it into hers. “Fine,” I said. “Bye, Keira.”

      “Yeah, see you at midnight. Unless you’re too scared.” She raised her arms and staggered around like a zombie, tongue lolling, then stuffed the ticket in her pocket and ran away cackling.

      “What a cow,” Lucas muttered, once she was well out of earshot.

      I nodded. “Come on,” I said. “Mum’s made cake.”

      As we walked down the pier, I took one look back at the deserted Happyland. It hung over us like a dark cloud in an otherwise sunny sky. Nothing moved except a torn candyfloss banner that flapped helplessly against an empty snack stand. Of all the places for my ball to land. The fiery pits of hell would’ve been more welcoming.

       

      “You’re late,” Mum said. She slashed at my birthday cake with a long, sharp knife. “Where were you?”

      “We were just down by the old pier, playing foot—” Emma began.

      I kicked Emma under the table and shook my head.

      “… ball.”

      “The pier?” Mum’s voice raised a notch. “I told you never to go near that place.” She stabbed a piece of cake and slapped it on a plate. Bits of icing flew from the blade. She sliced out another hunk. And another. Until all that was left of my birthday cake was a jagged square.

      “We weren’t on the pier, Mum,” I said. “Just playing on the beach. We stayed there the whole time. Really.”

      “Yeah, Mrs M., we were just on the beach,” Emma chimed in.

      Mum set down the knife and stared at the mangled cake. She sucked in a deep breath, wiped away a tear and left the dining room without a word. I heard water run and dishes clatter in the kitchen, followed by sniffles.

      “I’ve never seen your mum get angry about you being a few minutes late,” said Lucas. “It’s only ten past.”

      “Well, they don’t call this town Weirdsville for nothing,” I said, trying to make light of things. I’d given up trying to work out adults. I was about to eat the sugar-paper number eleven when I remembered: Mum’s sister, Camille, disappeared on her eleventh birthday, when Mum was just ten.

      My heart sank and I started to feel really guilty for making Mum worry. And even more for dredging up memories. Bad ones.

      We finished the cake and headed upstairs to my room. Lucas and Emma were staying the night, so we had hours to do whatever we wanted.

      But all we could think about was that envelope of tickets.

      “How long has that place been closed?” Emma asked. She sat on my beanbag chair, bouncing a football on her knees. My old ball. The lame one.

      “Basically for ever,” Lucas said. He dropped a handful of food pellets into my fish tank and shook the container for more.

      Emma kicked the ball away and pulled out her camera phone. “I think we should go. Imagine the footage I could get. It’ll be epic!”

      “But Toby’s mum said we should never go near, and mine always says that too,” Lucas said, jiggling the fish food container.

      “When did that ever stop us?” Emma countered. “Are you scared?”

      “Course not.” Lucas kept his back turned and dumped another pile of food into the tank. The fish went wild. I grabbed the container from him and plonked it on my chest of drawers before he fed them all to death.
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