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Prologue: The Meaningless Life of Glasses Dave

Dave was the sort of man whose name never quite fit him. Born David Harris, but christened Glasses Dave by his co-workers twenty years ago, and eventually shortened further by the cruel efficiency of British banter into Speccy. He wasn’t especially proud of his glasses, half-rimmed, perpetually smudged, one arm repaired with tape, but in the strange way nicknames work, he carried the label like a limp.

His life was the definition of uninspired routine. The kind of existence that, if written down, would be mistaken for filler text.

●     Alarm at 6:47, because 6:45 felt too deliberate and 6:50 too lazy.

●     Cornflakes without sugar. Milk measured, never poured.

●     Bus to the office. Same seat, third row from the back, always next to the heater that smelled faintly of wet dog.

●     Insurance forms stacked on his desk like a paper monument to mediocrity.

●     Home again, microwave dinner, late-night quiz show, bed.

It was a life lived inside parentheses. Nobody hated him, nobody loved him, nobody really noticed him at all, except for the nickname. Speccy. It clung like lint.

Sometimes, standing at the bus stop in the drizzle, he would wonder if that was all his obituary would say: Here lies Speccy. He wore glasses.

He never expected anything to change. Once, as he stood at the stop, a car rolled past and someone leaned out the window to shout, “Oi, Speccy!” The word slapped the drizzle like a stone. Dave just sighed and hunched his shoulders. It wasn’t worth replying.

But then, one morning, one of those shops appeared beside the stop. The sort that looked like it had always been there, though Dave knew for certain it hadn’t. The window was cluttered with monkey paws, snow globes filled with black sand, and cracked crystal balls. A papier-mâché mask, child-sized, was tucked behind a monkey paw as if forgotten. On a nearby shelf, a scuffed child’s shoe held a folded bus ticket.

Inside, it smelled of dust and mothballs, with a tang of something metallic underneath. Behind the counter, the shopkeeper polished a dented brass lamp with unnervingly long fingers. He looked up with a single huge glass eye that seemed too wet, too round, and when he smiled, the teeth were far too many and far too even, like piano keys.

“Now then, what can I get you?” the shopkeeper said cheerfully, looking Dave up and down as if sizing him for something. His glass eye winked in the opposite direction of his smile. He even produced a tape measure, stretched it out in front of Dave, then shook his head. “A bit too early for that.”

He rattled around under the counter, muttering to himself. Objects clattered: a rusted sword that dripped seawater, a crown of thorns in a Tesco bag, a cracked snow globe showing a burning city. He flipped through a dog-eared calendar, licked his finger, and stopped. “Ahh, the 2020s, here we are,” he said, nodding with satisfaction before tossing it aside.

“Not for you… not for you either…” he mumbled, discarding relics as if they were junk. Then, with shocking speed, he lunged forward, reaching past Dave. For one frozen second, Dave thought he was under attack. Instead, the shopkeeper plucked the folded bus ticket from the child’s shoe and smoothed it out with his long fingers.

“Ticket, sir?” he said with a grin too wide.

Dave, without thinking, reached into his wallet. A small moth escaped as he pulled it open, as though even his money had grown tired of waiting. Out of habit more than curiosity, he handed over a note. He never thought to ask where the bus was going.

When Dave stepped out of the shop clutching the ticket, the drizzle seemed heavier. He turned back, meaning to glance once more at the window full of curiosities. The glass-eyed man was no longer visible. The shop already looked flatter, more ordinary, the monkey paws in the window suddenly like tacky, forgotten toys. Dave blinked, a flicker of self-doubt making him question what he'd even seen inside. Before he could take a second look, the bus sighed to a stop beside him, its bulk blocking the shopfront completely. The doors yawned open.

The driver didn’t look at him, didn’t glance at the ticket, just said, flat as stone: “Exact fare only.”

“I have a ticket,” Dave said, holding it up.

With a nod, the doors shut with an alarming crash and the bus lurched off into the fog. Dave bobbed and weaved to his usual seat, fighting the pull of the bus’s acceleration until he made it to the third row from the back, right by the heater. “Ahh, lovely,” he said, clutching the damp ticket. He closed his eyes in contentment, leaning back into the hard seat, waiting for what the day brought


Chapter One: Mask Town

The fog outside the window was thick as porridge, smeared grey across the glass. Dave dabbed at his lenses with the hem of his shirt, but the blur stayed put. The heater beside him gave off its usual smell of damp carpet and dog breath, a strangely comforting stink that told him he was, for the moment, still himself.

The bus jolted. Lights flickered. When the doors opened again, Dave expected to see the familiar high street, Greggs on the corner, the betting shop with its flickering neon. It looked close enough. A bit foggier, a bit colder, but close enough. He tucked the ticket in his pocket, thanked the driver under his breath, and stepped down onto the kerb.

It all seemed normal at first. The drizzle clung to his jacket, the pavement was slick, the bus pulled away with its usual belch of exhaust. Dave hunched his shoulders and started towards home, planning tea and toast.

Then he saw her, old Mrs Caine, wrestling her tote trolley up the kerb. At first nothing seemed out of place, just the familiar neighbour who always nodded at him by the crossing. Then the fog shifted and he noticed the mask: a crude sheet of papier-mâché, the kind of thing a child might smear with glue and crayons at school. Its face was a drawing of joy, garish and simple, the grin stretched too wide, cheeks blotted pink, the eyes nothing but dark pits punched through the paper. The deep sockets hid whatever might have been looking out.

Dave forced a smile, his voice catching in the damp air. “Nice mask, Mrs Caine.”

She stopped. Slowly her head turned, the grinning mask fixing on him with hollow patience. She didn’t reply. Just stared. The silence stretched until Dave’s smile withered and he hurried on, feeling her gaze burning at his back.

More people appeared out of the fog, each with a mask. Each was a crude caricature, the kind of thing a bored child might scrawl in wax crayon. One mask was thick blue, mouth downturned in exaggerated sorrow. Another was a furious red scrawl, jagged eyebrows slashed above bottomless eyeholes. A woman pushed a pram; the baby inside had a mask too, nothing but a sun scribbled in orange, with hollow black eyes at the centre.

Dave’s hands went clammy. He looked around, searching for something familiar, and nearly tripped over a small shape standing in his way. A boy. No taller than Dave’s shoulder. His mask was plain and neutral, a flat beige face with no emotion at all.

“Sorry, lad,” Dave muttered, and bent to help him up after knocking him over. As he bent close, a faint smell reached him, the sour reek of wet papier-mâché and poster paints, as if the boy had just come fresh from an art room bin. The boy said nothing. Just stood, brushed himself off, and fell into step behind Dave.

Dave glanced back once, uncertain. The boy followed without a sound. Around them, the town looked like his own, but just slightly wrong. Shops with names he half-recognised but spelled wrong. Houses taller or shorter than they ought to be. And everywhere, the masked people stared as he passed.

At last he reached his street. Relief loosened his shoulders. The gate squeaked as it always did, and his garden lay ahead, weeds choking the path just as he’d left them. But someone was already there. A man bent low, tugging at the nettles with gloved hands. Dave froze. The man wore his own coat, his own glasses, even the faint bald patch he never admitted to having. It was him, himself, pulling weeds from his garden.

Dave’s breath caught. He opened his mouth to speak, but the boy at his side tugged his sleeve. The small hand was insistent, urgent. Dave looked down at the neutral mask and felt a sudden cold certainty: he was not meant to go through that gate.

The boy pulled again, stronger this time. Dave stumbled back onto the pavement. The other Dave did not look up, just kept working, yanking at weeds with mindless patience. The masked neighbours across the street had all stopped to watch.

Dave swallowed hard. He let the boy guide him away, the house shrinking behind him into the fog.

After a few streets Dave finally spoke, his voice thin. “Who are you then? Why are you following me?” The boy gave no reply, his head turning slightly but the mask blank and mute. Dave huffed, ready to press again, when a flicker of movement caught his eye, an open shop door that shouldn’t exist, lettering above it sliding like wet paint. He turned back quickly to the boy, only to find the neutral mask had changed. The face was the same crude papier-mâché, but now scrawled with a crooked, exaggerated eye-roll, the pupils dragged sideways in impatient arcs. No sound came, just the mocking expression, as if even silence had grown tired of him.

Dave rubbed his forehead. “Right, that’s it,” he muttered. “I’m finding that bus again and giving the driver what for, dropping me in a place like this.” The boy tilted his head, unimpressed, but Dave had already turned down the street in search of the stop, clutching his damp ticket like a lifeline.

As he stormed down the street, the fog thickened and doors began to creak open. One by one the masked townsfolk stepped out, and now every single mask wore the same expression, a furious crayon-red face, jagged mouth twisted, eyes like black pits dripping anger. They moved together, filling the pavements, their heads all turning toward Dave. The shuffle of their shoes grew louder behind him, a tide of paper rage. Dave quickened his pace, muttering curses about the driver, about the ticket, about being dropped in this madhouse. The boy padded silently at his side, his mask once more plain and neutral, unbothered, as if this was only the beginning.

The crowd thickened. Each time Dave turned, they turned. When he slowed, they slowed. The pavements seemed to narrow, the buildings leaning inward as if the fog itself were pressing down. His boots began to stick to the paving stones, drizzle turned to glue. He tried to wrench one foot forward and heard it peel free with a sickly sound. The masked townsfolk pressed closer, humming now, a wrong, wet-paper drone that rattled in his teeth more than in his ears.

Dave’s breath came shallow. He clutched his ticket, muttering louder, promising himself he’d give the driver a proper piece of his mind. The masks leaned in, a ring of crimson scrawls, their hum swelling.

Then a horn blared. The bus loomed through the fog, its lights slicing white across the mob. The masked people froze, then in the next blink were gone, dissolving back into the mist as if they had never been there. Only Dave and the boy remained, alone in the street, the bus idling at the kerb with its doors yawning open.

Dave shuffled forward, still bristling with a half-formed complaint, but when he reached the steps he only managed a mutter. The driver didn’t look up, just said in the same flat tone: “Exact fare only.”

Dave lifted the ticket, damp and crumpled. “I have a ticket,” he said, biting the words a little harder than usual. The driver gave no sign of hearing, only flicked a lever to snap the doors shut behind him. Dave sighed and trundled back to the third row from the back, settling by the heater. The boy climbed aboard behind him without a word, taking the seat opposite as if it belonged to him. The driver didn’t glance up, didn’t mark his presence at all, as though children in masks rode for free. Dave didn’t mention the nightmare town outside. That wouldn’t be polite.


Chapter Two: The Still Sea

The bus rumbled on through the fog, engine coughing like an old smoker. Dave leaned his head against the cold window, trying not to think about the masks. He told himself it was just fatigue, a funny turn, maybe something off in his breakfast. The ticket in his pocket felt damp against his chest, as though it had been soaking in the fog itself.

The boy sat opposite, hands folded in his lap. His mask was blank and neutral again, tilted slightly as if listening. Dave avoided his gaze. Every time he looked too long, he thought he heard the faint scrape of crayon on paper, though nothing moved.

The bus jolted, slowed. When the doors yawned open, there was no great announcement, just a sleepy little village crouched in the fog. A corner shop with its blinds half drawn. A pub glowing faintly through frosted glass. From somewhere beyond the high street came the sound of shanties, rough voices raised in song, laughter and whooping like there was a fête going on.

Dave muttered, “Better than papier-mâché town, I suppose,” and stepped down. The bus roared away at once, vanishing into the mist with an urgency that made his stomach sink. His eyes lingered on the tail-lights until they faded, and when he turned back the boy was already on the pavement beside him. The mask had changed, wide-eyed, mouth open in a crude look of awe or shock. Dave tugged his jacket tighter and followed the sound.

They passed shuttered windows, damp bunting sagging between lampposts. The music and laughter grew louder, drawing them toward the water. At the end of the high street the village gave way to a bleak staging area: sheds with peeling paint, stacks of empty crab pots that stank faintly of brine and rotting shellfish, a pier reaching crookedly into the grey sea.

