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Prologue: The Last Ride




The seaside park was shut, rides slumped in the mist like skeletons. Only the crash of waves carried over the iron gates. Then a creak of wood under trainers and a burst of laughter that was too loud for the silence around it.

Four teenagers slipped across the deserted midway. Phone torches swung over rusted stalls and peeling paint. Callum held his phone high, filming already.

"Three in the morning. Nightfall Park. They say the Eclipse only runs after hours. If it moves tonight, we're viral."

Danny shoved his hands in his pockets. "Or we're just getting nicked for breaking in."

The rollercoaster track rose out of the fog, a broken spine against the sky. The station waited, dark and leaning. A sign swung overhead. The paint was cracked but the words still bled through:





 LAST RIDE!




A single car sat on the track. Headlights glowed even though the whole park was dead. Mist curled around its wheels like smoke.

Sarah stared. "No way. This is messed up."

They crept up the steps. Every plank moaned under their weight. Callum shoved his phone closer to the car. "No staff. No power. Yet look at this. Lights on. Bar open. Who's going in?"

Danny muttered, "Not me."

Jamie grinned, showing off. "Fine. I'll do it. Just an old ride." He dropped into the front seat and yanked the lap bar. It slammed shut by itself.

"Oi, I didn't even..." Jamie shoved at it, but it wouldn't move. His face flickered pale in the glow of Callum's phone. Then the car jerked forward.

"Jamie!" Sarah grabbed for him, but the car slid out of reach.

The coaster rattled down the track, faster and faster. No chains clanked, no motor dragged. It just flew like something invisible was pulling it. Jamie's scream tore through the night, high and sharp. Then it twisted into something that wasn't human at all as the car vanished over the first drop.

Silence.

Three minutes later the church bell in town struck. A scream ripped back across the park, stretched and endless, like it was trapped in the rails themselves.

The car rolled back into the station.

Empty.


Chapter One: Welcome to Nightfall Park




The gulls were already fighting over a chip box in the car park when Jodie reached the gates. They screamed like they were laughing at her. The morning air smelled of salt and petrol, and the wind off the sea pushed a fine grit against her cheeks. Nightfall Park crouched behind the iron arch like it was holding its breath.

From a distance the place could still pass for a proper day out. Up close the truth showed. Paint flaked from the ticket booths in thin scabs. The carousel horses had dull eyes. The big Ferris wheel groaned every time the wind nudged it, cabins swaying as if someone invisible had climbed in for a spin. Half the bulbs on the arch were dead, so instead of NIGHTFALL PARK the sign just glowed NIGHT ALL. Locals called it Nightfall because it died in the dark. Everyone said that with a half-smile, like it was a joke, and then changed the subject.

Jodie stopped at the gate and pulled out her phone. She checked for bars, checked the time, checked for a message from Mum. Three habits, one after the other. Two bars. Nine forty-six. Nothing from Mum. The last text from last night still sat there, a bubble with a typing dot that had never turned into words. You will do great, kid, then a gap where there should have been a kiss or a heart. Jodie stared at the bubble like she could make it send by will and then slid the phone away.

She had promised Mum she would keep this summer simple. Take the job, save some cash for college, keep her head down. Do not pick at old wounds. Do not walk the seafront at night. Do not say Aaron's name where the wind could carry it.

A woman in a red staff jacket waved from inside the gate. Short hair, brisk walk, clipboard tucked against her chest. "Jodie, right? New start?"

"That's me," Jodie said. Her voice came out steadier than she felt.


"I am Sheila. Stalls and front of house. We will get you sorted." Sheila held the gate for her and nodded at the lanyard in her hand. A cracked bit of plastic with a clip and a badge that said NIGHTFALL STAFF. "Wear that at all times. Smile if you can manage it. If not, move quick so no one notices."


Jodie clipped the badge to her hoodie. It dragged on the fabric like a weight. For a second she caught her reflection in the plastic. Brown skin with the faint ash of a sleepless night, dark curls stuffed into a messy bun, eyes she had been told were kind when she was little and clever when she was older. Today they only looked tired.

Sheila led her through the arch and onto the midway. The park before opening looked almost tender. Staff hosed down walkways. Someone tested a speaker, so a burst of music spilled out, cut, then came back too loud. The sweet smell of dough from the doughnut van drifted through a sharper scent of bleach. A boy in a faded polo kicked at a stubborn lock with a muttered swear and then smiled when the shutter finally rolled up.

"This is you," Sheila said, tapping the glass of the nearest booth. "Tickets and wristbands. Keep the till right, do not let the queue wind itself into a snake, and if anyone kicks off, wave and call for security. That is it."

"Sound," Jodie said. She slid through the narrow door and took the stool. The counter felt sticky. A spider the size of a fingernail darted along the glass and vanished behind a leaflet holder that advertised wristband deals that had expired last year.

Sheila leaned on the ledge. "First day is always the slowest. Stare at the sea if you get bored. We all do." She looked over Jodie's shoulder at the water and smiled without humour. "Lovely view, until it is not."

Jodie followed her gaze. The tide was turning, pulling the surf flat and mean. She swallowed. "People still call it Nightfall because it shuts early?"

"Because it dies in the dark." Sheila's tone made it sound like she was repeating a line from a play she had seen too often. "Lights go off, shutters come down, and it goes quiet too quick. That is all the reason you need." She straightened. "I will come back after the morning rush. Shout if the till jams."

She left with the brisk stride of someone who would never run, only walk faster. Jodie watched her go. The badge tugged at her collar again. She took it off, rubbed the groove it had already left in the fabric, and fastened it to the lanyard properly this time.

The tannoy crunched and then a cheerful voice told staff to open gates in ten. Jodie took out her phone again. Still nothing from Mum. A message from Tom blinked instead.

TOM: How is the land of broken rides?

JODIE: Glamorous. I am a queen among wristbands.

TOM: Want me to swing by later with chips?

JODIE: Please. I will sell my soul for salt and vinegar.

TOM: Keep your soul for now. I will bring extra vinegar.

The screen dimmed. Jodie set the phone face down on the counter, realised she did’nt like not seeing it, and flipped it face up again. She breathed in, breathed out, and practiced a smile that did not show her teeth.

At ten on the dot, the gates opened. The first customers were a family in matching windbreakers, the kids full of bounce, the parents already tired. Jodie scanned their wrinkled print out and handed over wristbands that stuck with a satisfying snap.

"Busy today?" the dad asked.

"Steady," Jodie said. "Dodgems are two for one till noon. The carousel is free for under fives if you want to bribe anyone to behave."

The mum laughed like that was the first good joke she had heard in weeks. "Bribery is the only language they speak."

The family moved on. The queue grew. Coins clinked, cards beeped, kids talked over each other, the speaker looped cheerful music that made Jodie think of waiting rooms and elevators. She found a rhythm. Band, smile, next. Band, smile, next. When she dared glance up, she let her eyes run over the park.

The stalls lined the path in bright colours worn pale by the spray. Hook a duck with prizes that shed feathers even before you won them. A coconut shy with coconuts that looked nailed in. A wall of plush toys with thin fur and button eyes that seemed to follow you as you walked.


And beyond that, the silhouette that had pulled at her all morning. The rollercoaster rose over everything, a tangle of track that did not look like any ride she had seen on telly. The highest loop cut a clean circle against the sky. The first climb looked almost vertical. The sign on the station roof still held the name. ECLIPSE.


The paint had faded to a ghost of its original colour, but you could still read it if you squinted.

She felt it then, the same prickling at the back of her neck she had felt two summers ago. The night she and Aaron walked the seafront after he had gone quiet for weeks. The night he had said he needed air and had smiled at her like he was already somewhere else. The night he had not come home. The police had told them a lot of things. That the current could pull a person out in seconds. That sometimes a body did not return. That grief moved in stages. Jodie had done every stage and then circled back to the first. She still woke with his name in her mouth.

"Oi, ticket girl." A lad in a high vis vest leaned in with a grin. "Can I get a staff band for my mate?"

"If your mate is staff, sure," Jodie said. "If not, he can queue like everyone else." She smiled to take any sting out of it.

The lad laughed. "Knew you would say that. Worth a try." He slid a coin along the counter like he was leaving a tip for good banter and moved on.

An hour later Sheila reappeared with a till key and a paper cup of water. "How are we doing?"

"Not dead," Jodie said. "Which feels like a win."
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