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Chapter One: The Grave Was Still Fresh




The soil was still dark where they had lowered him.

Nico stood at the edge of the grave with his hands buried deep in the pockets of his coat, staring at the mound that had not yet settled into itself. The wreaths had begun to wilt already. White petals browning at the edges. Paper ribbons curling softly beneath the weight of damp evening air. The small congregation that had stood behind him hours earlier had long since drifted away, leaving only quiet and the low distant hum of the town beyond the cemetery walls.

The sky bruised as dusk thickened. A pale silver light crept over the rows of headstones and the old yew tree by the gate bent gently against a tired wind. Nico did not move. His boots sank slightly into the soft ground as he shifted his weight, the chill seeping through the soles without him noticing.

He had not cried at the service. He had not cried when they closed the lid. He had not cried when the earth began to cover the casket inch by inch. Something inside him had simply folded inward and sat there in silence, listening to the hollow sound of shovels and the polite murmurs of people who never truly knew his grandfather the way he had.

Granddad had raised him when his mum drifted away into her own fractured world. Granddad had brewed tea too strong and told stories about Accra streets and childhood dreams that refused to retire. Granddad had made this town feel less sharp, less lonely, less like it would swallow Nico whole.

And now the space he left behind felt unnatural. Like a piece of air had been removed and everything around it forgot how to settle again.

Nico exhaled slowly, the breath clouding faintly before his face.

I should go, he thought distantly.

He did not.

Instead his gaze lowered to the loose soil near the base of the headstone. Something pale caught the last whisper of sunlight.

He frowned.

He crouched slowly, fingers brushing lightly against the dirt. Cold. Damp. And then the edge of metal. Smooth. Too deliberate to be stone. He dug carefully, heart beginning to stir with unsettled curiosity as his fingers uncovered a small silver token half embedded in the earth.

Admit One

The words were pressed cleanly into its surface, the letters almost warm beneath his touch.

A strange sensation crawled across his skin as his fingers closed around it. A faint tremor passed through his palm, followed by the subtle impression of pressure. As if something on the other side of the world had just opened its eye.

He swallowed.

This was not part of the funeral. No one had placed it here. No one would.

His thumb brushed over the coin again.

For a moment he swore he could hear breathing, faint and rhythmic, carried on the wind that threaded its way through the cemetery. He turned sharply, half expecting to see someone standing among the graves behind him, but there was nothing. Only crooked stones and the long thin paths that wound through them like veins.

Nico straightened slowly, the token tightening inside his grip as though reluctant to let go. A chill pressed between his shoulders and the fine hairs at the back of his neck prickled.

You are imagining things, he told himself.

But the warmth in his palm remained.

He slipped the coin into his pocket and stepped back from the grave, giving it one last lingering glance.

Rest easy Granddad, he murmured silently.

Then he turned and walked toward the gate, trying to quiet the uneasy drag that followed behind him like a second shadow.

The town felt oddly muted as dusk deepened. Shops closed earlier than usual. Curtains drawn. Streetlights flickering into life one by one. He moved through familiar roads that suddenly felt marginally wrong, as though a different version of the evening had bled subtly into this one.

When he reached the quieter stretch near the seafront, he noticed the glow first.

Faint lights rising above the low dunes. A shimmer of movement that had not been there when he passed earlier. Music too soft to fully pinpoint but real enough to tug at his attention.

He slowed instinctively.

Ahead, just beyond the abandoned promenade and cracked concrete steps, shapes had begun to fill the empty lot where nothing usually stood. Tall poles. Canvas canopies. Ribbons fluttering gently in the cooling breeze. The outline of structures unfolding like something waking from sleep.

A fair.

But there had been no posters. No mention online. No talk in school corridors about rides or crowds or sweet stalls.

And yet there it stood.

Alive.

Watching him.

A rusted sign swayed faintly between two iron frames at the entrance.

THE MIDWINTER FAIR

No prices. No opening hours. Just a narrow path framed by dim lantern light leading inward.

He hesitated.

That was when he noticed a familiar figure near the nearest stall, leaning against a painted barrier as if half bored, half alert. A boy a few years older than him. Pale skinned. Dark messy hair falling into his eyes. The kind of tired look that suggested someone rarely slept properly but always noticed too much.

Nico had seen him before.

He had worked at the old seaside park months ago, back when the carousel accident had forced closure. Lucas. The lad everyone whispered about because he never quite left the fairground life behind even after it burned itself out.

Lucas glanced up as Nico approached, eyes sharpening with recognition.

“You seeing this too,” he said quietly.

“So it is not just me,” Nico replied.

Lucas’s gaze flicked toward the lights behind him. “It started appearing about an hour ago. No trucks. No setup noise. Just there like it stepped sideways out of nowhere.”

Nico swallowed hard. “Is it safe.”

Lucas gave a faint humourless grin. “Fairgrounds rarely are.”

A strange silence stretched between them as the music deepened slightly, threading through the air like cold sugar.

Nico felt the coin shift against his leg inside his pocket as if responding to the sound.

“You riding,” Lucas asked.

“I do not know why I am even here,” Nico admitted.

Lucas’s eyes flicked briefly to his hand. “You got one of their tokens then.”

Nico froze. “How do you know.”

“Because it is the only way in,” Lucas said simply. “And once you pick one up, it does not stop calling.”

The coin seemed to warm in direct agreement.

Nico’s heart began to beat faster as the entrance lights flickered gently, bright enough to draw him closer despite every instinct telling him to turn back toward the quiet safety of home that already felt unfamiliar.

He looked once more toward the road he had come from.

Then slowly, almost against his will

He stepped forward

Toward the fair that had chosen him.


Chapter Two: The Fairground That Wasn’t There Before




The first step inside felt like crossing an invisible seam.

The noise of the town folded away behind Nico as though swallowed by heavy velvet and the air changed texture. It no longer smelled of sea salt and damp concrete. It carried instead a faint sweetness layered over something colder, like old coins kept too long in a closed palm. Lanterns strung along narrow poles glowed in uneven amber halos, casting long thin shadows that stretched and shifted even when no one moved.

The ground beneath his trainers was packed dirt rather than paving. It felt softer, strangely warm, as if the earth itself still remembered the weight of countless feet circling above it.

Lucas walked a little ahead, hands shoved deep in his pockets, shoulders tense and watchful. He did not seem excited by any of this. If anything, he looked cautious in the way someone does when approaching a sleeping animal that might awaken at the slightest sound.
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