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Chapter 1

 

I


t was Saturday morning, and the grand opening of the renovated amusement park. It had been renamed The New Carnival.

Practically everybody in the district was there except my family and Perry's Mum and his five brothers. Perry's mother had snapped she didn't have the money for that sort of foolishness, and my parents weren't interested anyway. 

After the speeches, everyone clapped, crowded around the ticket office and then started pushing through the turnstiles 

It was thirty dollars to get in and that was for kids. Adults were fifty dollars each, and family tickets were even more. This was why Perry and I were still outside.

"They reckon there's a new ghost train and a new haunted castle," Perry said wistfully.

"And everything is automated and voice activated and there are not supposed to be any operators," I reported.

We hung around a bit longer. No one offered us any free tickets. 

"Come on Useless," Perry grumbled. "We'll get in the back way."

"Place is like Fort Knox," I scoffed. My name happens to be Ewen Euston, but I mainly get Useless. "What back way?"

"They dammed the creek to make the lake, right."

"So?"

"They put in a pipe for the runoff under their high wall across to the swamp."

"So?"

"There are sure to be inspection hatches down to the pipe from inside."

"Worth a try," I agreed. We ran around the high wall of the carnival grounds to the swamp. "If there are no operators, there'll be no one to notice us getting in."

"Cool!" Perry agreed.

A few minutes pounding shifted the bars from the big pipe opening from the crumbly cement. 

 

There was only a dribble of water along the bottom of the pipe. We walked through under the high wall. 

"A special private entrance just for us," Perry gloated.

We climbed the iron rungs up to a grating and came up into a lane between one of the rides.

So this is how we joined the carnival through the back entrance, and saved everyone – not that we got any thanks for it.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

T


hey had fitted a lot into the small amusement park. There were game arcades, rides, playgrounds, and cafes everywhere. All the rides were renovated or brand new. 

Life sized figures of cartoon looking characters with hooked noses, beaming smiles and red crests of hair were everywhere holding hampers of drinks and sweets. Heads of the same hooked noses, beaming smiles and red crests of hair turned backwards and forwards on the walls.

It was pretty noisy. All the rides blared out different tunes, and kids and adults rushed from ride to ride. 

After a while, we didn't feel so clever. The metal tickets everyone held opened the turnstiles to the rides. They also released free drinks and edibles from the hampers held by the brightly coloured plastic figures in front of the rides.

"Hi, Will," Perry called.

Will Densti drifted over. Behind his glasses his blue eyes looked as worried as usual, and his fair hair blew back from his high bony forehead. Will was the school brain, but he was nice enough not to have it held against him. 

He clutched his usual water bottle. He was odd about anything sweet or sugary. He offered us a drink, and some of his barley sugar.  We turned it down politely. Whatever it was, it wasn't normal barley sugar, and it probably tasted non-sweet and dreadful.

His father, busy getting popcorn for his little sister Janey, gave us a big smile. His mother gave us a suspicious glare. 

We drifted off with Will. Kids and adults shrieked and screamed as they spun around on the rides. Everyone had happy smiles on their faces. 

"No drivers or operators," Perry said. "Dunno if I want to try any rides without drivers."

Some of the rides looked just plain dangerous. We jeered as Mark and Brent threw up after one spinning twirling ride. Yet they both smiled happily, lining up to do the rides again.

"Weird," Will said.

"Must be some ride," I agreed. 

Most of our friends were around enjoying themselves. Jacko won chocolates for being the strongest kid in the game. Jerry dodged the dodgem cars and won more chocolate. 

Between the rides were small cafes, crowded with adults drinking tea or coffee and eating biscuits and donuts.

"More freebies," Perry grumbled. "Guess they are getting good value from their tickets."

The rows of heads on the buildings and lining the paths turned as we walked past or under them. You sensed them watching. 

"What do you reckon?" Perry asked nervously. 

Will peered into a head on our level. He passed his hand across the glaring eyes. "Closed circuit television. Break the beam and they turn to follow you. Probably to keep an eye on pickpockets."

"So there must be office and staff somewhere," I said.

"The arcades should be okay." Perry was starting to feel uncomfortable about being watched all the time. 

In the arcade we used Will's ticket to play a treasure hunt game. When you got the clues right, more clues appeared. Will, being a brain, picked the right ones. 

We won through to the treasure chest. The top lifted, sliding out a metal disk with the sentence on it. "Congratulations! Look for your reward in the Islands of Time."

"Do you get a prize for winning?" Perry asked.

"I don't know if a reward means a prize," Will said doubtfully, pocketing the disk.

"Islands of Time would probably be the canoe rides around the lake islands," Perry suggested. 

"Not much of a clue," I retorted.

"Nothing much could go wrong with automated canoe rides," Perry said. "Let's try it."

"Only one ticket," Will warned.

"We'll jump the turnstiles," Perry said. "No operators."

We walked out of the arcade, and stopped, suddenly uneasy. We had been so busy playing the treasure hunt game that we hadn't noticed. Everyone seemed to have vanished.

The sun had set. The amusement park was dark and deserted. Metal shuttered doors were down over the turnstiles. Yet the brightly-lit rides were still going, and the music from them still blared out.

"No one on the rides," Will said.

"Everyone gone home or something?" Perry asked, puzzled.

"Must be dinner time," I said, worried. My mother got a bit aggro if I wasn't there for dinner. 

Perry tried to lift the shutters over the exit gates. "Locked!" he said. "Why would they close it so early? It's supposed to be open until midnight."

"Why indeed?" I muttered.

I was beginning to get a bad feeling about this place.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"T


hey can't have gone home without telling us," Will argued.

"So where is everyone?" I asked.

"If they decided to close it early they would have had loudspeakers warning everyone to leave," Perry said.

We searched the dark winding lanes. There was no one around, not operators or stray customers. We reached the entrance to the canoe rides. Light shone from the entrance across to the cafe opposite. 

It was only then we noticed! People sat around the tables in the darkened cafe.

"There!" Will said, sounding relieved.

We went inside. Our relief at finding the adults sort of fizzled. All the adults slumped unmoving over their tables, straws in their mouths. Mr. Rokeson the mayor was at the same table as Mr. and Mrs. Densti. 

"Dad!" Will shook his father. He slumped forward. 

Perry shook Mr. Rokeson. He slumped further down on to the table. We tried to wake the other adults, but they stayed asleep. All of them had long straws in their mouths going through to a central spot on the tables. 

"Something bad's going on," Will worried. "We should tell the police."

"There's Janey!" Perry said suddenly.

She and two other girls turned into the arched entrance to the canoe rides. 

"Janey!" Will called.

She and her friends kept walking as if they didn't hear. By the time we had rushed out of the cafe they had vanished. We ran under the arched opening. Will slid his pass through the slot on the turnstile and the disk from the treasure chest into another slot. The turnstile opened. 

Will pointed at the grinning head on the turnstile, and mouthed 'office'. Perry nodded, covered the head with his oversize army jumper, and the two of us jumped over the turnstile. Perry grabbed his jumper. 

We reached the platform by the narrow channel of water. There was no sign of Janey or her two friends. An empty canoe floated up and bumped into the platform.

"We'll follow," Perry suggested. "At least you will be able to grab her when we reach her."

We got in and sat down. The canoe glided off towards the arched tunnel.

"No paddles," Perry grumbled.

"Don't need them," I said. "The canoes can only float one way."

A notice above the archway said, "Islands of Time, please hold on securely." 

Our canoe floated under the archway. Once through it gained speed. It got darker, much darker. We hung on to the sides. It almost felt as if the canoe was tilting and plunging down, but it was too dark to be sure what was happening. For a second I felt sick and giddy and clutched at the canoe's sides.

"Funny," Will's voice said in the darkness.

"What?" asked Perry's voice.

"Doesn't matter," came Will's voice again.

I wondered if Will and Perry had the same symptoms? Then my head stopped spinning, and my stomach stopped churning, so I forgot about it. The canoe levelled off although it was still travelling fast.

"Odd," came Will's voice again.

"What?" came Perry's voice.

"We're moving really fast, and in a straight line. The amusement park wasn't that big."

The smallest pinprick of light appeared ahead. We could tell how fast the canoe was going by the way the light ahead got larger so quickly. We reached it and shot through into brightness.

I blinked. We were out on the lake. A hot sun glared down, and the ruffling waves sparkled and glinted.

"I don't remember the lake being so big," Perry said. "And why is it daytime again?" 

"Where's Janey?" Will asked uneasily.

There was no sign of the other canoes! The lake spread across to the horizon dotted with islands. There was no crowded amusement park with its high buildings and death-defying rides anywhere in sight! 

Wherever we were, it wasn't the small enclosed lake of the amusement park!

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

"S


o where's Janey?" Will repeated again.

"Where's anyone?" I muttered.

"We're heading towards one of the islands," Perry said. "The other canoes must have reached the island ahead of us."

"When we catch up, we grab Janey and hang on to her," I suggested.

Will's face cleared. "Cool!"

I peered over the side, trying to see whether there was some sort of cable attached to the canoe. The water looked deep and green, but there was no cable. Were we in some sort of current? 

I put my hand into the water. A dark shadow appeared from the green depths. A mouth suddenly opened. It was large with lots of sharp teeth. I jerked up my hand. The dark shadow dropped back into the depths again.

I worried about the way the flimsy canoe rocked as we travelled along. That dark shadow didn't look as if it belonged in a landlocked lake. 

"Just seen something in the water to discourage swimmers," I warned.

"Like what?" Perry demanded.

"Shouldn't be anything too big," Will said. "Not in a man-made lake."

"Unless it is mechanical," Perry said. "Designed to scare all the thrill seekers."

"Um," Will mused. 

He felt in his pockets and took out a large red handkerchief. He knotted both ends and twisted it. Then he threw it across the water. The air caught in its centre, so it floated when it landed on the water.

The canoe was travelling so fast that the red handkerchief fell well behind us. Something large and black thrashed to the surface. It opened large tooth lined jaws that closed on the red handkerchief. It sunk again setting off large waves that caused the canoe to rock.

We clung to the sides and sat very still until the canoe steadied.

"I don't think that was a mechanical shark," Will decided. "Must've been pretty big for its displacement to cause such large waves." 

"Lock Ness monster, whale, crocodile?" Perry stuttered.

"Didn't get a good enough look at it," I admitted.

"So we don't go swimming," Will warned.

The canoe got closer to an island. The thick forest grew nearly down to the edge of the water. A narrow border of green grass edged the shore.

"Must be fresh water," Will mused. "The grass is growing right down to the water's edge. Why aren't any of the canoes pulled up on the shore?"

"We left early in the evening and it's now mid-day." There was a quaver in Perry's voice. "Do you reckon we're in the same universe?"

"We could have been put to sleep in the tunnel so it might be tomorrow," I argued.

"Right!" Will was studying the approaching shoreline and the barrier of trees. He struggled out of his jumper, shirt, and singlet and knotted them together. "Quick! Off with your tee shirts and jumpers!"

"Whaffor?" Perry demanded, as he handed over his ragged jumper, flannel shirt, and then his singlet.

"Rope!" Will jerked. 

He knotted Perry's ragged shirt to his even more ragged singlet and his oversize army jumper. I handed over my jumper and tee shirt for him to knot together. He tied one end of his makeshift rope under the first seat of the canoe and the other around my seat. The canoe wobbled as I stood up. 

"Careful," Will warned. "Hang on when we're thrown out so we can pull the canoe out with us."

"What?" Perry stuttered, as he grabbed the makeshift rope.

"Hope it's long enough," Will worried. "We should really have tied our jeans in as well."

"What!" Perry said again.

I took a firm grip of our makeshift rope. The canoe got closer to the island. Then it turned, speeding beside the narrow strip of bright green grass.

"Must be deep right up to the shore," Perry said.

The canoe quivered and started to tilt.

"Hang on to the rope," Will warned.

The canoe lifted and tipped. We were ejected on to the soft cushioning grass, dragging the canoe over on top of us as we landed.

"Hang on to it," Will yelled.

We struggled up and away from the water, dragging the canoe after us. The canoe pulled back towards the water. We clutched our homemade rope. After a while the pressure pulling at the canoe eased. 

"Very good!" Will said struggling to his feet. "We've got to get it well inland and hidden."

"Why?" Perry repeated.

"Look!" Will explained, pointing to the metal strip along the underside of the canoe. "It's
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