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Prologue
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There are places in the world where time bends, where reality itself is but a thin veil over something much deeper and more powerful. The Midnight Carnival is one such place—a living, breathing entity that transcends time, space, and the very laws of nature. It appears only under the light of a full moon, beckoning those who seek joy, wonder, and magic to step within its borders. For those with pure hearts and good intentions, the carnival offers delights beyond imagination—a realm where the impossible becomes possible, and the ordinary fades away.

But the Midnight Carnival is no ordinary place. It is as much a guardian of balance as it is a provider of wonder. Just as it draws in those seeking magic and comfort, it protects itself from those with darkness in their hearts. Those who approach its gates with ill will, greed, or malice find themselves blocked, their path diverted by ancient protectors. The carnival, aware of every thought and intent, allows only the purest souls to enter its grounds.

For those who dare to enter with selfish or malicious intent, there is no welcome. The gates, once open, shift, revealing a different path—one of shadows and thorns. These lost souls are not granted the carnival's wonders but are instead cast into the Maze of Shadows, a place where the darkest parts of their own nature come to life. The maze is a reflection of their innermost fears and regrets, a place where they must confront themselves if they hope to escape.

The maze is alive, much like the carnival itself. It twists and reshapes with every step, trapping those who refuse to face their truth. Some may find their way out, changed by the journey, while others remain lost within its endless corridors, consumed by the very darkness they sought to hide.

And so, the Midnight Carnival continues its eternal journey, appearing and disappearing across time and space, offering light and wonder to those who seek it, while silently guiding the lost toward redemption—or eternal captivity.
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Chapter 1: The Fugitive’s Path
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Elias crouched in the shadows of an alley, his breath coming in ragged gasps. His heart raced, pounding in his ears as he scanned the streets for signs of pursuit. The distant sounds of the city filtered through the night—footsteps, muffled voices, the occasional bark of a stray dog. But none of those sounds compared to the hammering of his own pulse, a steady reminder of how close he was to being caught.

His mind raced, replaying the events of the last few hours. How had everything gone so wrong? One moment, he’d been so sure—so certain that this time, it would work. This time, he’d make enough to disappear for good. But, of course, that wasn’t how it had played out. It never did.

“It wasn’t my fault,” he muttered bitterly to himself. “None of it was ever really my fault. I did what I had to do.”

The betrayal that led him here gnawed at him, but Elias shoved it aside, as he had with so many other things. Survival had become his mantra over the years. He wasn’t like the others who took the easy way out, or those who simply trusted the world to be kind to them. Elias knew better. The world was cruel, and to survive, you had to be just as ruthless. That was what he’d told himself when he first turned to crime. And he’d been good at it—until now.

He still remembered the first time he’d betrayed someone he called a friend. It had been easy, far too easy. He had needed the money, and his so-called friend had been a fool, trusting him with something valuable.

“A fool’s loss is a survivor’s gain,” Elias had told himself, pocketing the stolen coins without hesitation. From that moment on, it had only gotten easier—lies, theft, and betrayal became second nature. Every time someone trusted him, they were giving him an opportunity, nothing more.

But even Elias couldn’t deny that things had escalated. His last crime wasn’t just about money or small-time theft. He’d conned someone with real power—someone who didn’t take betrayal lightly. Now, it wasn’t just the law he was running from; it was something far worse.

The thought sent a shiver down his spine, and Elias shook it off. He couldn’t afford to think about that now. Right now, he needed a place to hide, a way to disappear. He could hear the echo of boots on cobblestone, getting closer. He had only minutes before they found him.

In the distance, the moon hung low in the sky, bathing the streets in a pale light. Elias felt its gaze on him as if it were an eye watching his every move, waiting for him to make a mistake. He wiped the sweat from his brow and peered around the corner.

The city was unfamiliar—just another nameless stop in a string of towns he’d fled to over the years. They all looked the same after a while: crooked streets, shabby buildings, and people who kept their heads down when trouble came their way. But Elias wasn’t here by choice. His last job had gone south fast, and he hadn’t had time to plan his escape. He’d barely managed to outrun his pursuers, slipping through the alleys like a ghost.

His mind drifted to the job itself—the one that had finally pushed things over the edge. It had been perfect, or so he’d thought. A quick con, a bag of gold, and he’d vanish, just like always. But he hadn’t counted on his partner.

“The fool should’ve kept quiet,” Elias muttered, the anger simmering beneath the surface. “He was going to ruin everything. I didn’t have a choice.”

In truth, his partner had been a liability from the start. Elias had seen it, but desperation made him take risks he normally wouldn’t. When his partner had threatened to expose him if things went wrong, Elias had acted without hesitation. He’d turned the tables, framing his partner for the crime and leaving him to face the consequences.

And now, Elias was paying for it. The powerful merchant they had conned wasn’t the type to let things go. His men had been after Elias for days now, and the city guard was in his pocket. It was only a matter of time before they closed in. Elias could hear the clink of armor, the murmur of voices growing nearer.

“I did what I had to do,” he reminded himself, for what felt like the hundredth time. “I wasn’t going to let him ruin my chance.” But the guilt that had been gnawing at him was harder to ignore now. It clung to him like a shadow, no matter how much he tried to shake it off.

He ducked into another alley, his footsteps barely a whisper on the cobblestones. As he moved, his mind raced, calculating his next move. There had to be a way out. There always was. Elias had made it out of worse situations before. But deep down, a part of him wondered if this time was different.

He could feel the walls closing in, both literally and figuratively. The town wasn’t big, and soon there would be nowhere left to run. He needed a place to disappear—a place where no one could find him, not the merchant’s men, not the city guard.
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