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    To those who wander beneath unfamiliar skies,to those who keep searching when nothing makes sense,and to those who still believe there is something more waiting just beyond the next step.

For every dreamer, every reader, and everyone who has ever felt a little lost, the Carnival is always there when you need it.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some places are found.Others find you.

And when they do,you are never quite the same again."

      

    




Keyway

Adrian Kessler had spent his whole life looking up.

As a boy, he had watched the moon from the roof of his parents' house in Ohio, lying flat against warm shingles with a pair of cheap binoculars pressed to his face. He did not imagine monsters there, or cities, or silver kingdoms. He imagined footprints. He imagined silence. He imagined being the kind of man who could cross that distance and stand where no one else stood.

By thirty-nine, he had become that man.

NASA called the mission Lunar Survey Aegis-9. Publicly, it was a geological mapping operation meant to gather mineral readings from remote lunar terrain. Privately, it carried another purpose. Unusual energy fluctuations had been recorded along the edge of a far-side crater, readings too precise to dismiss and too strange to announce.

Adrian had been chosen because he was steady. That was the word they used in meetings, in evaluations, in the quiet conversations behind glass walls.

Steady.

He did not panic easily. He did not drift. He followed procedure, trusted instruments, and kept fear in its assigned compartment. His crew knew it. Houston knew it. Adrian knew it too, though he had never mistaken steadiness for courage. Courage was louder. Steadiness was what remained when courage ran out.

The landing was clean.

For the first hours, everything went according to plan. The lunar plain stretched around them in endless gray stillness, broken only by ridges of basalt and the long shadows cast by their lander. Earth was hidden from view. The sky was black and depthless above them, crowded with stars that did not twinkle.

Adrian moved across the surface with careful steps, carrying a sensor rig toward the outer boundary of the survey zone. His commander, Elise Morgan, remained near the lander with Specialist Rao. Pilot Beckett monitored ascent systems from the module.

Then the alarms began.

At first, Adrian thought it was a suit warning. A sharp tone pulsed in his helmet, followed by a burst of static. Then Morgan's voice cut through, strained and clipped.

"Kessler, return to lander. We have a cascade failure in ascent control."

Adrian turned at once. "Copy. Returning."

His boots dragged through fine dust as he began the long walk back. The lander stood in the distance, bright against the dark stone. Too far. Much too far.

Another voice came through, Beckett this time. "Commander, if we do not launch now, we do not launch."

Static swallowed the next words.

Adrian stopped walking.

"Say again," he said.

Morgan answered, and for the first time since he had known her, her voice broke. "Adrian, listen to me. We cannot hold. The system is burning through backups."

He stared at the lander.

No.

Training opened inside him like a machine. Distance. Oxygen. Terrain. Time. The numbers formed before emotion could reach them.

He could not make it.

"Negative," he said. "Hold launch. I repeat, hold launch."

No one answered immediately.

Then Morgan said, "We tried."

The lander ignited.

Light flared across the plain. Dust erupted in a silent storm, spreading outward beneath the hard black sky. Adrian raised one arm against the glare, watching the only way home rise away from him on a pillar of fire.

For a few seconds, he heard nothing but his own breathing.

Then Houston came back in broken fragments.

"Aegis-9... signal instability... Kessler, do you copy..."

Adrian stood alone on the Moon.

He watched until the light became a spark, then nothing.

"Houston," he said, keeping his voice level. "This is Mission Specialist Adrian Kessler. I am separated from ascent vehicle. Crew has launched. I am alone on the surface."

Static.

He waited.

"Houston, do you copy?"

Only static answered.

He tried again. Then again.

Each time, the signal thinned, stretched, and collapsed.

At last, Adrian lowered his hand from the comm panel. His glove trembled slightly. He curled his fingers until it stopped.

There were procedures for isolation. Procedures for equipment failure. Procedures for awaiting rescue, though every person involved in the mission had understood the truth. There would be no rescue from the far side in time.

He checked his oxygen.

Not enough.

He stood for a while beside a ridge of black stone, looking out across a landscape untouched by wind, rain, or mercy. The silence was absolute. It had weight. It pressed against the glass of his helmet and filled the spaces between each breath.

He thought of his mother, who had died before seeing him accepted into the astronaut corps. He thought of his father, who had pretended not to cry at the launch. He thought of Morgan's voice when she said, We tried.

He did not hate them.

That surprised him.

He should have hated them, perhaps. But space did not allow much room for blame. Systems failed. Windows closed. People made impossible choices and lived, or did not.

Adrian began walking.

He did not know why. Perhaps because standing still felt too much like surrender. Perhaps because the survey data still pulsed from the device strapped across his chest, pointing him toward the anomaly they had come to study. Perhaps because the human mind, when faced with death, would rather chase a mystery than sit down and wait.

The hours thinned.

His oxygen dropped.

He spoke less, then stopped speaking altogether. Training told him to conserve breath. Panic told him to scream. Training won, but barely.

The readings grew stronger near the crater's inner shadow.

At first, he thought the object was a trick of low oxygen and bad light. A vertical shape rose from the lunar dust ahead, too smooth to be natural, too still to be equipment. He blinked hard. It remained.

An arch.

It stood alone in the regolith, half-buried at its base. No tracks led to it. No shadow behaved properly around it. Its surface was neither metal nor stone, dark as cooled glass in some places, pale as old bone in others. Fine markings covered its frame, shifting when he tried to focus on them.

Adrian stopped ten meters away.

His suit alarm chirped.

Oxygen critical.

He stared at the arch and laughed once, a dry sound that frightened him more than the warning tone.

"No," he whispered.

The word fogged the inside of his helmet.

The arch filled with darkness.

Not shadow. Not space. Something softer, like velvet stretched across a doorway. Beyond it came a faint sound that had no place on the Moon.

Music.

Adrian took one step back.

The alarm sharpened.

His vision spotted at the edges. His thoughts began to loosen from one another, drifting like tools dropped in low gravity. He thought of Houston. He thought of home. He thought of how absurd it was that, at the end of everything, the Moon had opened a door.

He moved forward.

The moment he crossed the threshold, gravity changed.

Sound struck him first. Music swelled around him, bright and impossible, threaded with laughter, bells, and the distant call of a crowd. Light burst across his visor in gold, red, violet, blue. His boots came down not on dust, but on packed earth scattered with sawdust.

Adrian staggered.

His oxygen alarm stopped.

He froze.

The gauge inside his helmet rose.

Impossible.

The suit's internal system stabilized, pressure normal, oxygen restored as though fresh reserves had been connected from nowhere. His breathing grew louder in his ears. He looked down at his gloves, then up again.

A carnival spread before him beneath a full moon.

Tents rippled in colors too rich for any fabric. Lanterns floated without wires. A carousel turned in the distance, its animals breathing and tossing jeweled manes. Food stands released the scent of caramel, popcorn, cinnamon, and things he could not name. People moved everywhere, laughing, pointing, carrying prizes, walking hand in hand beneath strings of lights.

Adrian backed into the arch behind him.

It was gone.

"No," he said again.

A child ran past him with a paper crown and a glowing apple. She barely glanced at him.

A pair of elderly women moved around him as if he were part of the scenery.

"Excuse us, dear," one said pleasantly.

Adrian stared after them.

"Houston," he said, voice breaking despite himself. "Houston, this is Kessler. Do you copy?"

Static.

He turned in a slow circle.

"Houston, I have experienced... I do not know what I have experienced. I am no longer on the lunar surface. Repeat, I am no longer on the lunar surface."

The comm hissed.

No answer.

A booming voice rose above the crowd.

"Welcome, welcome, one and all!"

Adrian turned toward it.

A man stood atop a platform near the central path, tall and theatrical, dressed in a dark coat that seemed to drink in the moonlight at its edges. His presence commanded attention without force. The crowd gathered naturally around him, smiling before he had finished spreading his arms.

"Children of all ages, travelers of every road, dreamers, wanderers, and weary hearts," the Ringmaster called. "You have found the Midnight Carnival, where wonder waits with open hands."

The crowd cheered.

Adrian pushed through them, or tried to. No one resisted him, but no one truly noticed him either. Their bodies made room in gentle, unconscious shifts, as if the carnival itself had already decided where he should stand.

"Sir," Adrian called. "I need assistance. I am Mission Specialist Adrian Kessler of NASA. I require communication with Houston."

The Ringmaster's gaze moved across the crowd.

For one instant, Adrian thought those bright eyes touched his visor.

Then the Ringmaster smiled past him.

"Tonight, no hunger follows you. No grief owns you. No fear may rule you. Enter freely, leave freely, and let the moon remember your joy."

Leave freely.

The words struck Adrian hard.

He turned toward the place where the arch had vanished. There was only a path now, winding between striped tents and lantern posts.

He pushed through the crowd, searching. Every direction changed when he looked away. The main gate appeared ahead, then to his left, then behind a booth selling sugared stars on wooden sticks. Two figures stood at the threshold: one broad and red-haired, carrying a great axe, the other silent in samurai armor polished by moonlight.

Adrian hurried toward them.

"I need to exit," he said. "I need to return to my mission coordinates."

The Viking Gatekeeper looked down at him with an expression that was not unkind.

The Samurai Gatekeeper, Hiroshi, stood silent, visor reflecting Adrian's own helmet back at him.

Adrian took another step.

The path lengthened.

He stopped.

The gate remained visible, close enough to see, impossible to reach.

His breathing quickened.

"No," he said. "No, that is not possible."

Behind him, laughter rose from a ring toss booth. A brass band began a lively tune. Somewhere, a vendor called out fresh mooncakes, warm cider, cloudspun candy.

The carnival continued around him.

It did not threaten him. It did not mock him. It simply accepted him with a terrible gentleness.

Adrian lifted his gloved hand to his helmet seal. He almost released it.

Almost.

Then fear clamped down.

If this was hallucination, removing the helmet would kill him. If it was not hallucination, that frightened him even more.

He lowered his hand.

"Houston," he whispered. "We have a problem."

Static answered.

Adrian stood beneath the impossible lights while the Midnight Carnival breathed around him, bright, benevolent, endless. The moon shone full above its tents. His oxygen remained steady. His heart did not.
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