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Prologue

 


It was the frightening alien cry that made
the vagrant snap open his eyes and stare into the darkness
surrounding him. For the past couple of hours he’d been lying on
his tattered sleeping bag, listening to the screams and shouts of
the people enjoying the funfair rides. The sounds were loud and
clear, not just the excited calls of the crowd, but also the
droning of the generators, the thump-thumping of the music, the
shrieks of whistles being blown and the continual ringing of bells.
Despite this cacophony of noise, and the mixture of mouth-watering
aromas that came to him (hot dogs, burgers, doughnuts and candy
floss), he’d drifted off at some point, weary after a day of
walking the town searching for scraps to eat.

But then he had heard the awful cry—a raw,
menacing, angry call—that shattered his slumber. Now he was wide
awake, staring intently into the deep blackness that filled the
space beneath the fairground ride; listening carefully for any
other unusual sounds.

Scratching his straggly beard with dirty
fingernails, he waited for his vision to adjust to the dimness
before crawling towards the gap that had granted him access to the
tight space below the Ghost Train. He pushed his body through the
small hole until he was standing in the cool night air, the bright
lights of the funfair behind him and a stretch of dark wasteland in
front.

Although his natural instinct was to avoid
people, to steer clear of densely populated places, the vagrant was
happy to be spending the night at the fair. The rides were here for
one night only and they were packed with fairgoers eager to savor
the thrills of the adrenaline pumping attractions. It seemed
everyone in town had come to make the most of the travelling
funfair’s fleeting visit and he knew that the rubbish bins would be
overflowing with half-eaten food and a plethora of plastic bottles
containing the dregs of sweet and sugary drinks by the time the
rides shut down and the fairground closed. Then he’d be able to
have his fill, consume enough food and drink to last him a week or
more.

Focusing his gaze, he concentrated on the
weed-infested land where the trailer homes of the fairground
workers were parked. All was still there, the commotion of the
attractions behind him seemingly prohibited from the area. Swathed
in darkness, the multi-colored lights of the funfair reflected
feebly from the trailer homes’ curtained windows, glistened
vibrantly in the shining chrome decoration of the expensive
caravans.

Deciding that he had probably imagined the
terrible noise, had probably dreamt the unusual sound, he relaxed a
little, considered ducking back under the ride to resume his sleep,
but suddenly the cry came again, much louder this time and
containing much more anger.

“Who’s out there?” the vagrant
shouted into the darkness.

The only answer returned was a repeat of the
awful sound; an animal roar of anger, a guttural, primeval noise
that made the tramp shudder and caused cold fingers of fear to
tickle his spine.

“What do you want?”

In the far distance, behind the deserted
trailer homes, a shadow emerged into view. It was a crooked form,
bent and gnarled, and the vagrant was sure that the strange figure
wore no clothes. He squinted into the black night, trying to focus
his eyes on the unusual being.

“Who is that?” he asked again.
“What do you want?”

The shape moved towards him, using all
four limbs to scramble across the waste ground. Every few paces the
creature stopped, straightened up onto its back legs, and sniffed
at the air eagerly, before resuming its journey. The closer it drew
towards the old man, the clearer the tramp could see the nature of
the beast. And with each yard gained by the beast more air was
stolen from the vagrant’s lungs.

“What the hell are
you?” the man
hissed, more to himself than to the approaching monster. The desire
to turn away from the terrible sight before him and to run towards
the excited crowd enjoying the funfair rides was overpowering, but
his legs were jelly, rendering him unable to control their
movement.

The beast released another scream, a
terrible cry that caused the vagrant’s bladder to release its
contents, soaking his trousers. But he did not notice, as his
attention was focused solely on the monster moving ever
nearer.

“Please,” he called to the
horrible creature, his voice trembling through fear. “Leave me
alone. I ain’t done nothing to you.”

Ignoring the old man’s pleas, the monster
closed down the remaining distance quickly, until it stood only a
few feet away, allowing the vagrant to see its hideous form in far
more intimate detail.

The creature’s flesh was pale white,
almost transparent, with thick, blue pulsing veins visible just
below its paper-thin skin. Its body was emaciated, the shape of its
ribs easily seen through the sparse flesh that covered them. Its
limbs were long and thin, the hands and feet elongated. Its hooked
toes and fingers ended in lethal talons.

But none of this was as abhorrent as the
creature’s head; not human, but not completely animal either. The
monster stared at the tramp with bright red eyes and there was a
constant rumble coming from the beast’s throat—a sound similar to
the throbbing of an idling engine. Where the nose should have been,
two narrow slits were cut into the face, each covered with flaps of
loose flesh that continually opened and closed as the creature
breathed. Its mouth was a deep, wide, lipless gash cleaved into the
lower portion of its head and remained permanently open, showing
several rows of needle thin, agonizingly sharp teeth. A long, thin,
red tongue whipped in and out of the creature’s gaping maw as
though it tasted the air.

“What the hell are you?” the
tramp asked once more, his voice shaking, tears running from his
eyes.

The beast placed its head on one side as
though studying the man and continued to flick out its incredibly
long tongue.

“Where have you come from?” the
vagrant whispered.

The creature slowly lowered itself on its
back legs, as though it were about to sit down on the ground in
front of the vagrant.

“What in hell’s name
are
you?” the tramp
asked one more time, his mind unable to digest the sight before
him, to comprehend just what he was looking at.

The beast released another terrible cry, so
loud that the tramp was sure others had heard it. But if they did,
no one came to investigate, the screams and calls from the
fairground did not abate.

Then, without warning, the creature leapt
onto the vagrant, knocking the man to the ground with such force
that several of the tramp’s bones were shattered in the
fall.

Pinned down by the monster, the old man
tried to call for help, but the sound of his voice was lost in the
hullabaloo already filling the night; the shouts and screams of the
fairgoers, the grumble of the generators, the loud, competing music
emanating from each of the attractions, the incessant throbbing
coming from the creature’s throat. Pain flared through his body and
unconsciousness threatened to descend.

Incredibly strong, the beast held the man
down easily. It snarled and grunted and saliva flooded from its
open mouth to cascade down onto the tramp’s face, soaking his skin,
slipping into the man’s open mouth and sliding down his
throat.

The vagrant knew his days were over, knew
there was nothing he could do to escape the creature, but the beast
did not kill him then and there. Instead it dragged the tramp
towards the back of the Ghost Train and slapped the hard surface of
the back wall. A small door pushed open and, with very little
effort, the creature threw the man inside.

Then it climbed in after him.

***

Inside the attraction, the blackness was
total, the sounds of the funfair muted, but the vagrant could hear
the beast close by, could smell and feel the fetid air of its
breath on his face. He wondered why the monster was hesitating, why
it had not already killed him. Then he heard a rumbling sound and
the excited laughter of children.

Strong lights suddenly flared bright,
before quickly dimming again, and, in the brief moment of their
illumination, the tramp caught a glimpse of the beast standing over
him, hunger visible in the creature’s evil, red eyes.

The lights flared again, and this time,
before the darkness was quickly returned, he saw one of the Ghost
Train’s cars heading towards them, two teenage boys occupying the
seats.

The lights pulsed once more.

The monster remained above him as the car
rumbled by and the vagrant heard the nervous laughter of the
occupants as the strobe lighting revealed to them the scene of a
hideous beast about to slaughter a frightened old man.

“Rubbish,” one of the boys said,
trying to hide the slight tremor in his voice.

“Didn’t even look real,” the
other agreed.

When the sound of the car ceased, and the
interior of the Ghost Train fell quiet once again, the creature
struck. It tore out the tramp’s throat with its teeth and ripped
into his abdomen with its lethal talons. As the creature feasted on
the vagrant’s entrails, the lights began to strobe again, but the
tramp neither saw, nor heard, the approaching car.

As death relieved him of the immense pain he
was suffering, the vagrant only saw the hideous, blood-soaked face
of the terrible beast and heard the distant screams and shouts of
the people enjoying the rides of the travelling funfair.


Chapter One

 


“Damn it, Billy. That’s not how
you’re supposed to play the game.”

All Dan could hear through the headset in
reply was Billy’s laughter. Then, “If you can’t stand the heat,
mate,” through his friend’s gasps for breath.

“Yeah, right. If you weren’t such
a total loser, I’d have beaten you easily.”

“Sie verlieren, mein
Freund,”
Billy replied.

“Just shut up.”

More laughter from Billy, then, “Fancy
another game?” he asked, getting some control back.

Glancing at his bedside clock, Dan saw
that it had gone past midnight. “Better not. School tomorrow. We’ve
got exams. Remember?”

“Wuss.”

“Whatever.”

“Just one more. To prove who’s
the best.”

Dan thought about it for a few seconds,
but said, “No. I’ll have my revenge tomorrow night.”

“Okay,” Billy said. “I’ll see you
at the bus stop in the morning. Gute Natch.”

“Laters.”

The line went dead. Dan pulled the headset
off and dropped it onto the bedroom floor. Then he switched off his
Xbox. The TV was the only source of light in the room now and when
he powered that off as well, he was surrounded by darkness.

Lying on top of the bed, the night too
warm to get under the covers, Dan knew he wouldn’t get to sleep
easily, but he really needed to try. He had a math exam in the
morning and although he was more than confident that he knew his
stuff, he didn’t want to flunk it because of yet another late night
playing games. Having already had words with him that week about
staying up late, Dan didn’t want to give his dad any more reason to
have a go at him.

Closing his eyes, he tried to breathe deep
and steady, willed sleep to take him away, but his mind was too
alert, buzzing with so many thoughts that he just couldn’t shut it
down. He tried turning onto his side, lying on his stomach, placing
the pillow over his head. Nothing worked.

“Great,” he mumbled.

Sitting up and reaching over to the small
lamp on his bedside table, he flicked it on, picked up the book
lying on the floor by the bed, and opened it up. He started to
read, hoping that his eyes would tire, that drowsiness would
eventually wash over him.

Three pages in, his phone vibrated.

At first Dan thought that Billy had sent
him a text, more than likely boasting about beating him at that
stupid shooter game, but the phone kept buzzing. An incoming call.
Dan picked it up, stared at the screen. The caller was unknown.
Probably a wrong number, he thought, or perhaps one of those
annoying mis-sold PPI companies offering him their services. He
left it unanswered and when it stopped vibrating, he returned to
his book.

A couple of minutes later, the phone went
again. This time Dan snatched it up and answered.

“Hello.”

“The funfair’s in town.” It was a
girl’s voice, bright and cheerful.

“What?” Dan replied.

“The funfair. In town. You must
have seen all the trucks and lorries coming through. The
posters?”

“Who is this?”

There was a pause. All he could hear was a
quiet, gentle humming, a strangely comforting, soothing sound. He
felt his eyelids getting heavy, felt he could quite easily fall
asleep listening to that nondescript hissing in his ear.

“I was wondering if you wanted to
go with me. To the fair. Tomorrow night.”

Dan’s heart skipped a beat. He’d never had
a girl ask him out before. He smiled to himself, felt his heart
rate increase a little. But the smile soon faded. He had no idea
who this girl was, felt certain that she thought she was speaking
to someone else. “I think you’ve called the wrong number,” he told
her. “You obviously think I’m someone I’m not.”

“I don’t think I have,” the
caller replied. Then she recited his mobile telephone number. “Is
that correct?”

Becoming a little annoyed at the caller’s
evasiveness, Dan said, “Look, it’s late. I’m tired. Stop messing
around and just tell me who you are. Otherwise goodbye.”

“Surely you know my voice,
Daniel. You follow me around enough at school.”

Dan drew in his breath and his cheeks
reddened.

“Madison?”

“Who else?”

In his mind Dan could see her radiant
smile, her pretty face. Then he remembered what she had asked him.
“You’re messing with me, right?” he asked her.

“About what, Daniel?”

“Dan,” he said. “My name’s Dan.
Only my Gran calls me Daniel. Or my mum when she’s mad at
me.”

“Okay, Dan.”

“Okay what?”

A long sigh was released at the other end of
the line. Dan waited for Madison to say something more, but he only
heard that gentle humming again.

“Madison?”

“Yes?”

“You were joking,
right?”

“About what?”

Dan felt awkward saying the words, but he
had no choice. “About wanting to go to the funfair with me tomorrow
night.”

She didn’t reply.

“Okay,” he said. “It’s a joke. I
get it. Ha
ha. Very
funny. Now you can go tell all your friends I fell for it. Well
done and good night.”

“Don’t hang up.” Madison’s voice
suddenly lost the playful edge it had contained since the start of
the call. It was now serious, genuine. “No more messing about. I
promise.”

“Please, Madison, it’s late. I’ve
got an exam in the morning. I need to get some sleep.”

“Fine. Just say you’ll take me to
the funfair tomorrow night.”

“You don’t want to go with me,”
he stated.

“Yes, I do.”

“What about Mike?”

“Mike’s going out with his mates
somewhere. Now he’s earning his own money, he spends a lot of time
out with his mates.”

Dan knew Mike Sandall well. Before Mike
had left school to become a tire fitter at the garage in town, he
used to take great delight in making Dan’s life a misery. Madison
and Mike had been an item for a long time.

“So why me?” he eventually
asked.

Again a sigh, followed by a pause.

“I’m fed up with dating idiots,”
Madison eventually told him. “You’re not like that. You’ve got
brains, intelligence. It would be nice to have a conversation with
someone who doesn’t think the world revolves around fast cars and
football.”

Although flattered, Dan was still
suspicious.

“Mike won’t be
around?”

“No.”

“And it will just be you and
me”

“Well, sort of. There’ll be a lot
of people at the fair. Most of the girls from school are
going.”

“Right. But we don’t have to hang
around with any of them if we don’t want to?”

“No.”

Silence.

“Well?” Madison asked. “Do we
have a date?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“Good,” Dan repeated.

“Just don’t say anything at
school tomorrow,” Madison added.

“Okay,” he replied
hesitantly.

“It’s just that this is nobody’s
business but ours.”

“Fine,” Dan said, but he didn’t
think that was the real reason. It was probably more to do with the
fact that she didn’t want any of her friends knowing she was going
out with him. “They’ll find out about us if they go to the fair,
you know,” he told her.

“I’m not worried about that,” she
replied. “I just don’t need the hassle at school.”

“Okay.”

“All right. I’ll see you tomorrow
then,” she finally said.

“Tomorrow.”

***

There was no way he would find sleep now, so
instead Dan decided to give Billy a call to tell him the news. The
phone rang a long time before Billy picked up.

“Oh, man. What time is
it?”

Dan looked at the clock. “Nearly
one-thirty.”

“Mate. You’d better have a good
reason for calling me at this hour.”

“I do. The funfair is in town
tomorrow night.”

Silence.

“Billy?”

“Tell me you haven’t called me up
at one-thirty in the morning just to say that.”

“No.”

“‘Cause that’s old news, mate.
There’s a poster in the mini-market window.”

“I haven’t seen it, but that
doesn’t matter. That’s not my news.” Dan paused for effect.
“I’m going to the funfair.”

“I wouldn’t have thought that was
your thing,” Billy responded.

“Normally it’s not, but I’m not
going on my own. I’m going with someone.”

“Who?”

“Guess.”

“He or she?”

“She.”

“Your mum?”

“Ha ha.”

“Your grandma, then.”

“Grow up, Billy.” Dan said. Then,
“She
is a
girl.”

“I know your gran’s a girl,
otherwise she’d be your granddad. Stupid.”

“Funnyyyyyy. I’m laughing so much
it hurts. Look, if you don’t want to know then I’ll
just…”

“Go on then,” Billy interrupted.
“Tell me. Who are you going to the fair with tomorrow night?”

“Madison Page.”

Silence again.

After a while Billy said, “Okay.
Tell me who you’re really going to the funfair with tomorrow night.”

“Honest. She called me tonight.
Asked me to go to the fair with her.”

“You and Madison
Page?”

“Yes.”

“Madison Page wants
you;
tall, thin, lanky and, to be brutally honest—and don’t take this
personally, mate— not the best looking bloke in the world, to take
her to the funfair?”

“How can I not take that personally?”

“We’re mates. That’s what mates
do; tell the truth to each other.”

“You’re fat, then.”

“I know.”

“Sorry.”

“That’s what mates are for.
Anyway, as I was saying, you’re telling me Madison asked
you
out tomorrow night?
Incredible.”

“Well, thanks for vote of
confidence.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why you?”

“She says she wants someone she
can talk to, someone with a bit of intelligence.”

“She said that?”

Realizing that it probably hadn’t been
such a good idea to call his friend up, Dan said, “It’s late. Get
some sleep. We’ll talk in the morning.”

“You bet we will,” Billy replied
and hung up.

***

Once again he tried to sleep, tried to close
his eyes and empty his mind, but he failed. Billy was right. There
was no way Madison would normally choose him, out of all the other
boys she knew, to go to the fair with.

So why had she
called?

Now wasn’t the time to think about it. He
needed to sleep. But the more he tried not to think about it, the
more he did. And the more he went over their conversation, the less
he understood why she had asked him out.

By morning he was shattered, but
he had come to a decision. He would take Madison Page to the funfair. Simply because
he would never get another chance.

Besides, it might be fun. What harm could
come from a night out at a travelling funfair anyway?


Chapter Two

 


Friday began grey and miserable. The sky
was covered in heavy cloud and a persistent drizzle soaked the
streets of Castleton. As Dan made his way to the bus stop,
shoulders hunched, hands stuffed deep into his pockets, he tried to
get his mind back on the math exam he was sitting that morning. He
failed, his thoughts always returning to Madison Page and last
night’s telephone call.

Among the crowd waiting at the stop was
Billy. Dan raised a hand as he approached.

“Mate, I’m wasted,” Billy
complained. “I didn’t get any sleep after you called last
night.”

“I know how you feel,” Dan said.
“I just hope I can get through the exam okay. If I fail this my
dad’s going to go ape on me.”

“You’ll sail through,” Billy replied, his
voice containing a slight edge of jealousy. “You know you will.
You’re good at that sort of stuff. It comes easy to
you.”

“Usually, but this morning my
brain feels like mush. I can’t stop thinking about…” Dan stopped
himself from talking about Madison. There were a lot of people
waiting for the bus and he didn’t want anyone
overhearing.

“Well, at least
my
parents won’t be
disappointed,” Billy said. “They don’t expect me to pass math. They
know it’s not one of my strong subjects. I’m more of a language
person. Words I can handle, but numbers just get muddle up in my
brain.”

“Everyone has their strengths,”
Dan said.

“Try telling that to Mr.
Strickland. He thinks I’m just playing stupid during the math
lessons.” Rummaging through his bag, Billy pulled out a chocolate
bar. “Breakfast,” he said, as he unwrapped it and took a huge bite.
“I read somewhere that chocolate stimulates the brain. I’ve got a
stash of bars in here.” He pointed to his bag. “Want
one?”

“I’m okay, thanks.”

Turning away, Dan looked down the street
to see if the bus was coming. In the distance, under a large pink
umbrella, he spotted Madison. She was heading towards him, holding
the umbrella high above her head. Next to her was Lara Baldwin,
Madison’s best friend. Dan’s heart started thumping, his mouth went
dry. He didn’t want to meet her now. Not here in front of everyone.
He could feel the heat rising to his cheeks. He turned back towards
Billy.

“Let’s walk to school,” he said,
grabbing his friend’s arm.

Halfway through biting another chunk of
chocolate off the bar, Billy stopped and his eyes opened wide. He
pulled his arm free. “You’re kidding me?”

“No. Come on.”

Billy stayed put.

Dan glanced past him, saw Madison and Lara
getting closer. “Billy. Let’s go!”

Billy shook his head. “It’s miles to
school,” he said through a mouth full of chocolate. “And it’s
raining.” As if to prove the point he held out his hand. “Anyway,
the bus will be here any minute.”

Dan felt a little panicky. He looked up
again and met Madison’s eyes. She was looking straight at him as
she chatted to Lara, but she didn’t acknowledge him.

“Oh, crap.” Dan moaned, realizing
there was no escape.

Billy turned, saw the girls. “Ah,” he
said. “I see.”

“Please, Billy. I can’t meet her
here, not in front of everyone.” Dan rubbed his face with his
hands, stared down at his feet, as though not looking Madison’s way
somehow made the situation less awkward.

“Doesn’t look like you’ll have
to, mate,” Billy replied.

When Dan looked up again, Madison and Lara
were nowhere to be seen. “Where’d they go?”

Billy pointed to a black Vauxhall Corsa
heading down the street. “There. Madison’s boyfriend picked them
up.”

“Mike Sandall?”

“Who else?” Billy stuffed the
last of the chocolate into his mouth, then added, “He reminds me of
a really big, ugly gorilla.” He looked around quickly, then said,
“Although I wouldn’t tell him to his face.” He laughed nervously.
“He shouldn’t
be fitting tires, he should be swinging from them at the zoo.”
Billy laughed again. “He’s definitely got the strength of an ape.
The brains of one as well.”

Dan felt his heart sink. After talking to
Madison last night, he had the impression that she had finished
with Mike. Yet here he was, picking her up for school. Now he
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