

[image: cover]



[image: title]





[image: design]


PROLOGUE


An old Ferris wheel is a lonely sight at midnight.


Actually, this whole deserted fairground is a lonely sight. The wind tosses litter across empty paths that lead to empty rides. The dusty horses on the merry-go-round stand perfectly still. The faded signs at the concession stands brag about long-ago refreshments—ICED DRINKS! FRESH CARAMEL CORN!—but the windows are boarded up. No one will ever order anything again.


But somehow it’s the Ferris wheel that looks the loneliest. Its lights were turned off years ago. Its cars sway uncertainly in the wind, their bolts and safety locks rusted away.


Wait. Is it really the wind that’s moving those cars?


If you look more closely, is the wheel turning slowly, all by itself?


If you listen, is that a distant scream from the very top car?


Can’t be.


Because this fairground is deserted. Remember?
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CHAPTER 1


“I’m so, so, so, so sorry!”


Gabby Carter had just jumped out of her seat to hand her meal tray to the flight attendant, and she figured she would hand in her neighbor’s tray as well. But leaning over made her tray table bounce into the air. Which had caused her drink to bounce into the air as well. Cranberry juice rained down the tray, dripping onto the floor and Gabby’s armrest and the cover of the magazine that the woman in the seat next to her had been reading before she fell asleep.


“Sheesh. I just wanted to help without waking you up,” Gabby said miserably.


“Well, you didn’t,” snapped the woman, who was all tucked in for the flight. She had taken off her shoes and replaced them with woolen booties. She also had a sleep mask pushed up onto her head and a neck pillow resting on her collar. In other words, she didn’t seem to care how crazy she looked. “I’m perfectly capable of turning in my meal tray by myself. And anyway, I wasn’t sleeping.”


“You were too sleeping!” Gabby protested. “I heard you sno—breathing deeply.”


The woman glared at her. “I was resting my eyes. And I needed the rest, sitting next to you. Look at you. We practically just took off, and your seat already looks like a bird’s nest. I can’t believe they gave me a seat next to a child.”


“We’ll have everything back to normal in no time,” said the flight attendant. He was a youngish man, and he looked as if nothing ever bothered him.


“Let’s just clean up a little here,” he said, “and we’ll all be as good as new.” From somewhere in his cart, he pulled out a damp towel and deftly began to mop up the spill. He glanced at Gabby. “Why don’t you sit down and fasten your seat belt again?”


Gabby sat down. An hour into the flight, she thought, and already I’m causing trouble.


“And you, ma’am—would you like something else to read?” the flight attendant asked the woman next to Gabby.


“No!” she snapped. “Just take this away.” She handed him the juice-stained magazine. Then she pulled a book of Sudoku and a pencil out of her purse and bent over the page with angry concentration.


“Is this your first flight?” the attendant asked Gabby.


Gabby sighed. “No. My sixth. And I’ve spilled something on every trip.”


“Sometimes it’s hard to sit still,” the flight attendant said. “Anyway, I’m Toby.” He gestured down at his name badge. “As I guess you already know.”


“I’m Gabrielle,” said Gabby. “Gabby for short.”


“And where are you headed, Gabby? Besides Iowa, I mean.”


“I’m going to visit my best friend, Sydney,” Gabby told him more cheerfully. “She lives in a town called Trouble Slope. Have you heard of it?”


“I don’t think so. Is it close to Des Moines?”


“It’s, like, a two-hour drive.,” said Gabby. “My aunt lives in Des Moines, so she’s going to pick me up at the airport and drive me to Trouble Slope. It’s a pretty small town. But it does have a college,” she added. “That’s where Sydney’s parents work. They’re both professors, and Trouble Slope was the only college they found that could hire both of them at the same time.” She sighed. “So that’s why they moved out of San Francisco a year ago.”


To Gabby, it had felt like the longest year of her life. She had other friends, of course, but she and Sydney had been best friends since kindergarten. It hadn’t been hard to stay in touch since Sydney had moved. The girls had texted or video-chatted pretty much every day. But texting and video-chatting were just not the same as having Sydney actually live in San Francisco.


“What’s Sydney like?” Toby asked sympathetically.


“Sydney is—Sydney is calm,” Gabby told him. “That’s one of the best things about her. She never seems to worry or get flustered. She never leaves anything till the last minute. She’s never late. She’s the total opposite of me.”


“Sounds as if you make a good team,” Toby said. “She’s calm, and you’re—uh—energetic.”


“Exactly! Sydney usually likes it when I do something crazy. Because she never would have thought of it.”


“Well, I hope you have a—”


A voice suddenly broke in—the voice of the cranky woman next to Gabby, of course. “Don’t you have anything to do besides stand here?” she asked Toby.


For a second, Toby looked startled. Then he arranged his face into a smile. “I’m sure I do,” he said. “Thanks for the reminder. Can I get either of you anything before I go back to work?”


“You already asked me that,” said Gabby’s seatmate.


She is really rude, thought Gabby. It seemed as if the best thing she herself could do was not to give Toby any more trouble. “I’m fine,” she told him. “But thanks for listening.”


“My pleasure,” said Toby. Then he leaned over and pointed at the cranky woman’s Sudoku.


“That should be a five, not a three,” he said. He winked at Gabby.


As Toby headed up the aisle, Gabby silently vowed that she would sit without moving for the rest of the flight. She wouldn’t even use her half of the armrest. She would give her seatmate absolutely nothing to complain about. . . .


Gabby had been up late packing the night before. Sitting motionless now, she felt her eyes starting to close. She had just one more thought before falling asleep.


I hope I don’t end up leaning on that lady’s shoulder.


[image: design]


“We’re landing. Wake up!”


Once again the woman next to Gabby was making her presence known.


Gabby straightened up, rubbing her eyes. “We’re landing?” she echoed in a blurry voice. “I slept for three hours?”


“Yes. You missed the movie. And the snack.”


The woman’s eyes rested on Gabby for a second. “I’ve been to Trouble Slope several times,” she added abruptly. “I’m very well acquainted with that place.”


Still groggy, Gabby struggled to sound polite. “You—you have? I mean, you are?”


“I had family there,” said the woman. “They moved out as soon as they could.”


“Is it a nice place?” Gabby felt stupid the minute the question was out.


“It certainly is not. It’s dangerous.”


“Dangerous?” Gabby echoed. She was wide awake now.


“That’s what I said,” the woman replied curtly. “It’s especially dangerous for children. You’d be better off if you turned around and went home right now.”


Before Gabby could answer, the plane touched down on the tarmac and came to a stop. Everyone started bustling around—including the woman next to Gabby, who jumped to her feet and pushed into the aisle ahead of all the other passengers.


Which was just as well, since Gabby hadn’t come up with a response to her strange warning.


What a weirdo, Gabby thought as she reached down for her backpack.


Because—come on—how could a tiny town in the middle of nowhere possibly be dangerous?
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Aunt Lisa spotted Gabby the minute she stepped into the baggage claim area. “Just look at you!” she marveled after giving her niece a hug. “I swear you’ve grown three feet since I saw you last. Are you hungry, by any chance? I know we’re two hours ahead of California time, but—”


“I’m starving,” Gabby interrupted. “I feel like I ate lunch three days ago.” She pulled out her phone to check the time. Seven o’clock. The plane had been right on schedule. And even though it was only five o’clock back at home, she was dying for supper.


“Let’s eat here at the airport, then,” said Aunt Lisa. “There won’t be much besides fast food once we’re out of Des Moines.”


“It was really nice of you to pick me up, Aunt Lisa,” Gabby remembered to say a few minutes later as she and her aunt studied their menus. They had found an airport restaurant, the Palm Palace, which was doing its best to persuade its customers that they were in sunny California. The tables were made out of surfboards, and a few pairs of flip-flops had been scattered around for realism.


“I was happy to pick you up!” replied her aunt. “I just wish I could see you for a real visit. If I didn’t have this stupid work trip tomorrow, I’d keep you for a couple of days. I’m glad it’s a two-hour drive to Trouble Slope so we can catch up.”


“Aunt Lisa, have you ever heard anything . . . bad about Trouble Slope?” Gabby asked.


“Bad? What do you mean?”


“Well, this weird lady was sitting next to me on the plane, and she said it was dangerous there.”


“Dangerous?” Aunt Lisa echoed. “A university town miles from any city? I’m guessing it’s one of the safest places in the United States. What did this woman say, exactly?”


“Oh, she said a lot of stuff.” Quickly Gabby ran through the story of her unfortunate encounter. “Spilling that juice was the most embarrassing moment of my whole life,” she said.


Aunt Lisa gave a little cluck of irritation, but not because of Gabby. “That woman sounds awful. I’m sorry you had to spend the whole trip next to her.”


Gabby giggled. “She was probably sorry she had to spend the whole trip next to me! Anyway, I’ll stop thinking about it. Sydney would tell me there’s no use worrying about stuff that’s in the past. And I want to get into Sydney-mode before I see her. Oh, I can’t wait!”


“Let’s order dessert right away, then,” Aunt Lisa suggested.


Gabby thought that would be a good idea.
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“And now to remember where I parked my car,” said Aunt Lisa when they had finished their ice cream (raspberry sorbet for Aunt Lisa, brownie batter for Gabby). “It’s not always easy to spot—it’s not that big.”


That was an overstatement. Or was it an understatement? Aunt Lisa turned out to have the tiniest car Gabby had ever seen—a green two-seater that looked about three inches tall. There was barely room for the two of them plus Gabby’s backpack and suitcase, but after a short struggle, they managed to squeeze everything in. Aunt Lisa dug around in her purse until she found her parking receipt.


“Why bother waiting in line?” Gabby asked as they approached the ticket booth. “You could just drive under the cars ahead of us.”


It was true that Aunt Lisa had to reach way, way up to hand the money to the parking-lot attendant.


“I hope you don’t have a long way to go in that lunch box,” he said as he passed back some change and a receipt.


“Just a couple of hours,” said Aunt Lisa.


She edged the car forward, waiting for the mechanical arm to lift. “And . . . we’re off!” she said to Gabby. “Soon you and Sydney will be together again.”
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CHAPTER 2


As soon as they’d reached the highway, Gabby asked her aunt if she knew how Trouble Slope had gotten its name.


“Maybe there was an avalanche or there was a fire or something. There must be some kind of legend behind it, don’t you think?”


Aunt Lisa shook her head. “If there’s anything bad connected with that name, I’ve never heard it.”


“But why would people give a town that kind of name if it didn’t have something the matter with it?” Gabby persisted.


“Honey, there are towns with weird names all over the United States,” said Aunt Lisa. “Alabama has a town called Burnt Corn. There’s a Toad Suck in Arkansas and a Buttermilk in Kansas. And a Hot Coffee, Mississippi, and a Texico, New Mexico, and—”


Gabby couldn’t help interrupting. “Wait. How do you know all those names?”


“I had to memorize them for a trivia contest in college,” Aunt Lisa told her. “But you get the point.”


“I guess so.” Still, those towns got their names for a reason, Gabby thought stubbornly. And I bet Trouble Slope had a bad reason.


She sighed as she looked out the passenger window. It was still light out, but there wasn’t much to see—just flat farmland rolling by, and a house once in a while. “There’s not a lot going on here, is there?” she asked.


“The farmers who live here would probably disagree with you,” Aunt Lisa replied. “But it’s not much of a landscape. I brought a couple of audiobooks if you’d like to listen to one. They’re in my bag.”


“That would be great,” said Gabby. She rummaged through the choices and pulled out an audiobook called Haunting Tales of Haunted Houses. “Let’s listen to this one. I love scary stories.” She slid in the first CD.


A swirl of ominous music filled the car, and Gabby gave a happy sigh as she settled back to listen. After a few minutes, though, she started to have trouble following the story.


Gabby didn’t think of herself as a napper. Her parents had once told her that she’d stopped napping when she was three months old. (“And we’ve never recovered,” her dad said.) She had already fallen asleep on the airplane. On top of that, the first story on the CD was about a headless woman who lived in a cabin near a campground—not the kind of thing to make someone sleepy. Nevertheless, Gabby’s eyes kept closing as she listened. After a little while, she gave in and fell asleep.


“ ‘IT WAS THE HAND OF DOOM!’ ” thundered the audiobook narrator, and Gabby sat up with a start. Looking out the window, she saw that darkness had fallen. Aunt Lisa’s little car sped through the night, alone on the road. There was a different story on the CD now, something about a ghost ship.


“ ‘Through the fog, a flickering light appeared,’ ” read the narrator. “ ‘The sailors leaned forward, straining to see what lay ahead. . . .’ ”


At that same moment, Gabby saw a cluster of lights in the distance. These lights weren’t flickering, though—they were sharp and bright.


“What’s that over there, Aunt Lisa?” she asked. “Those lights out in the middle of nowhere?”


“ ‘But from the crow’s nest, the lookout called, “Turn back! For Pete’s sake, turn back!” ’ ” (That was the CD again.)


“The ghost lights?” said Aunt Lisa distractedly.


“No! Those real ones over there!”


Aunt Lisa glanced to see where Gabby was pointing. “Oh, over there. I think that’s an abandoned fairground off the old highway,” she said. Then she reached forward and turned up the sound a little.


Gabby could tell that her aunt was totally immersed in the story, so she decided to keep quiet until it was over. At least they were drawing closer to the lights—finally there would be something to see. She pressed her face to the glass as they reached the edge of the fairground.


“This fairground’s not abandoned!” she blurted out, forgetting that she was trying not to talk. What could Aunt Lisa have meant before? The fairground looked busy and bright and pulsing with life. Cars filled with screaming kids were rocketing down an impossibly tall roller coaster. Nearby, a Tilt-A-Whirl spun crazily around. There seemed to be dozens of other rides, including a majestic, colorfully lit Ferris wheel that was just coming to a stop. And the fun house—Gabby gave a delighted shiver when she saw the huge, spooky face painted on the front. Half evil clown, half magician, the face seemed to be leering right at her. Above the face, in old-fashioned lettering, was a sign that read THE MAGIC FUN HOUSE OF CLAUDIUS THE MAGNIFICENT.


Now Gabby was too excited to stay quiet. “It’s a real live fair!” she squealed. “Look, Aunt Lisa! The roller coaster is awesome! Do you think this fair is close to Sydney’s house? Do you think her parents will let us come here? I’ve always wanted to go to a country fair! I wonder if there’s a prize cow!”
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