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  This book is for Bill Prosser and Karen Terlecky of ‘Literate Lives’, early friends in cyberspace and now in real life, which is even better.




  [image: ]




  





  CONTENTS




  1 ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK




  2 THE HOODED FIGURE




  3 FANGS GLEAMING IN THE MOONLIGHT




  4 FIRE BOY




  5 AND THEN ADDY SCREAMED




  6 THE BOY WHO WASN’T THERE




  7 A GREAT LEAP




  8 SNOW GUARDS OF THE CASTLE




  9 THE ATTACK




  10 NO WORRIES




  11 PRISONER IN THE TURRET




  12 THE FINAL TASK




  13 A WINDOW BETWEEN TWO WORLDS








  





[image: ]





  





 [image: ]





  





  [image: ]




  





  [image: ]




  





  [image: ]




  





  [image: ]




  ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK




  Aaron flipped through the bargain rack in the back of the video store. He paused to read the title on a video game case: NIGHTMARELAND.




  He picked it up. The lettering looked fierce, but it was the cover picture that captured Aaron’s attention – two sinister, bloodshot eyes peered out from under a bed. No matter how

  he held the video game, the eyes followed Aaron. He moved the case from side to side, up and down. Still, the eyes stared directly at him. Almost . . . directly into him.




  Pretty creepy, Aaron thought. But then again, he liked creepy stuff.




  Everything in the cover illustration was dark, except for a splash of bright red blood on the floor.




  Aaron glanced around. A few scruffy guys in saggy trousers wandered around the store. Hardcore gamers, obviously. They looked older than Aaron, who was nearly ten. Two other teenaged boys stood

  by a rack of comic books, leafing through the pages, cracking jokes. Aaron missed his sister, Addy, who chose to wait in the car – music blaring, no doubt. She had told him, ‘Ten

  minutes, Aaron. That’s it.’




  He’d already been in there for fifteen.




  Aaron flipped over the game case.




  Five words ran across the top like yellow tape at a crime scene:




  ENTER AT YOUR OWN RISK!




  He read the game description.




  ‘Be warned: NIGHTMARELAND is more than a game. Much more. It is the wind in the graveyard, it is the whisper in the

  keyhole, the claw across the windowpane. It is the knife, the fang, and the razor. It is the deep, dark corners of your own imagination – where your secret fears become real. Where you become

  the hunted one.’




  Okaaaaay, Aaron thought. He dropped the case back into the bin. It was on sale and cheap, only £5.00. Which was good, because that was about all he had in his jeans pocket, gift

  money from old, sweet Granny, who still thought a single banknote could buy something in this world.




  Aaron had never heard of the game, and he knew all of the popular ones. His friends in school talked video games non-stop, and everybody bought the same ones. If NIGHTMARELAND was any good, Aaron should have heard about it. But maybe for that very reason, Aaron reached out and picked up the box again. He was

  definitely curious. It might be the only copy in the universe, he told himself. Or at least, the only one in town.




  A black-haired girl with dark eye make-up sat at the counter. She hunched forward with her feet tucked under her chair, reading from an old paperback called The Sirens of Titan.




  ‘Is this game any good?’ Aaron asked. ‘I’ve never heard of it.’




  The girl wore clunky bracelets and silver rings on most of her fingers. She glanced at Aaron and shrugged. ‘Sorry, I just work here. Those games are all the same to me.’




  He turned at the sound of his sister’s voice. ‘Aaron, are you coming or what?’




  Addy stood at the entrance door, trying to look angry. It didn’t fit her. She was too nice.




  ‘I’m almost done.’ Aaron uncrumpled his money and handed it to the cashier.




  ‘Oh. Hi, Addy!’ one of the skinny, highschool-aged guys called to his sister. He had freckles and red, corkscrew hair. ‘Are you here to get the new DEMONS OF DARKNESS video

  game? It was just released today and—’




  ‘No, Freddy, I’m here to pick up my little brother,’ she said. ‘I don’t play video games.’




  ‘Too bad, man,’ Freddy snorted. ‘You’re missing out on some cool times.’




  Addy didn’t reply. She didn’t want to hurt poor Freddy’s feelings.




  Aaron grabbed the game and headed out the door.




  ‘Hey, yo, Addy’s little bro,’ Freddy called. ‘Whatcha get?’




  Aaron held up the box.




  Freddy shook his thick, curly mane and said, ‘Never heard of it, kid. Guess it stinks to be you.’
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  THE HOODED FIGURE




  Aaron climbed into the passenger seat. It felt strange to drive with Addy, who had finally got her licence after failing her first driving test.

  Talk about scary. Aaron made sure to buckle up.




  ‘Mum’s at some big conference tonight. She won’t be back until late,’ Addy said. ‘I’m your babysitter.’




  ‘I don’t need a babysitter,’ Aaron replied.




  ‘Well, tough. You’re nine years old – someone has to watch over you,’ Addy countered.




  ‘Does she pay you?’




  ‘Oh, please.’ Addy tightened her grip on the steering wheel.




  ‘I’m almost ten,’ Aaron said. ‘I don’t need—’
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