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Chapter One: The Smell of Burnt Sugar




The fair wasn't supposed to be here.

Leah noticed it first on the walk to school, when the air smelled wrong. Not just sweet, but sharp, thick, cloying. Burnt sugar. It clung to her clothes as she crossed the playground, stronger than the salty tang from the sea. She wrinkled her nose and looked out across the field behind the school. Yesterday it had been empty, just grass and gulls pecking at crisp packets. Today, stalls and rides had sprouted overnight like weeds. The Saltmarsh Summer Fair had arrived without a word.

Kids pressed against the fence, chattering and pointing. A Ferris wheel turned slow and creaky, though no one was on it. Bright tarps flapped in the sea breeze, half-faded stripes of red and gold. A string of bulbs flickered even though the sky was pale morning grey. The carousel horses gleamed with fresh paint, mouths open too wide, eyes glassy as if they were pretending to be alive. The whole place felt too quiet, as if it was holding its breath.

"Thought it wasn't meant to start until August," Becks muttered beside her. She flicked her dyed red fringe out of her eyes and popped her gum loudly, even though Miss Weaver banned it in form. "My cousin said they were broke. No one was coming back this year."

"Guess they changed their mind," Leah said, though her chest tightened. She didn't like surprises. Not now. Not since Mum. She tucked a strand of her brown hair behind her ear, her hand trembling more than she wanted Becks to notice.

Becks cupped her hands around her eyes and squinted at the field. Her chipped black nail varnish caught the light as she pointed. "Weird, isn't it? Like, when did they even set up? My window faces the school. Didn't hear a thing."

Leah shook her head. She lived further up the hill, near the harbour. Sometimes she stayed awake late, waiting for her dad to get in from his shift at the pub. Last night, she had sat on the windowsill staring at the black water, pale face reflected faint in the glass, listening for anything. Nothing but the gulls and the wind rattling the boats. And yet the fair had appeared, whole and waiting.

They walked on, but Leah's eyes stayed hooked on the far edge of the field. Past the Ferris wheel and the teacup ride, past the striped tents, something else sat there. A stall that didn't match. No neon, no music. Just a black-painted cart with a wooden roof. It leaned slightly, as though it had been waiting too long. No signs, no balloons, no queue. Just a tall shape behind it, still as stone.

The smell came from there. Burnt sugar, tinged with something darker. Like hair singed on a hob. Leah gagged and looked away. She didn't say a word.

At break, the kids couldn't talk about anything else. How the fair had turned up overnight. How no one had seen the vans or lorries. Some swore they'd heard music drifting across the town at three in the morning, thin and reedy, like a calliope underwater. Others said the rides had been moving on their own. Becks swore she saw a horse on the carousel twitch its head like it was alive.

Leah stayed quiet. She didn't tell them she'd seen the stall. Or that when she blinked, she thought she saw the man's eyes watching her from across the field—pale, grey-yellow, like a dead fish staring through glass. They hadn't moved, hadn't blinked. She knew because she couldn't stop looking back.

Maths dragged, then English, then Science. All the while, the scent of caramelised sugar seemed to cling to the back of her throat. At lunch, she pushed her chips around her tray until Becks stole half and told her to stop being weird. Leah gave a weak smile, though her appetite had gone weeks ago, ever since Mum. Her collarbone stuck out under her school jumper when she hunched over her tray, and she tugged her sleeves down quickly when she noticed Becks looking.

When the final bell rang, the playground emptied fast. Kids sprinted to beg coins off parents, dragging them toward the fair. Parents looked tired but followed anyway, pulled along by little hands. Becks linked arms with Leah and grinned, her fringe falling into her eyes again. "Come on, we're going. I want candy floss. Bet they'll do bubblegum flavour."

Leah hesitated. Her stomach still turned with that acrid smell. But Becks was already halfway down the hill, gum snapping between her teeth, hair catching in the wind. Leah followed slowly, the grass damp against her trainers, eyes fixed on the black cart waiting in the corner. The man behind it didn't move, didn't wave, didn't speak. He just stood there, as though he had been waiting for her.




Chapter Two: Sweet Stall, Sour Eyes




By the time Leah and Becks reached the bottom of the hill, the fairground buzzed with noise. Lights flashed even though the sun had barely dipped, rides squealed, music blasted from tinny speakers. The smell of fried onions tangled with the stink of hot sugar until the air felt thick enough to choke on.

Kids queued at the bumper cars, shrieking when sparks cracked overhead. The teacups spun fast enough to blur. The carousel horses gleamed too bright, red paint on their mouths dripping like fresh cuts when the bulbs flickered past. Leah swallowed, clutching her schoolbag strap like a lifeline.

"Candy floss first," Becks said firmly, tugging Leah through the crowd. Her red fringe kept slipping into her eyes, but she didn't seem to care. She was already fishing coins from her pocket. "Bet they'll do those massive ones, bigger than your head. I'm starving."

Leah's stomach turned. She wasn't hungry. Not with the smell still hanging in her nose. That darker scent threaded through all the others—burnt sugar, charred hair. It drew her gaze back to the far corner of the field.
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