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There are stories about places that should not exist. Places that appear without warning.

Places that seem ordinary from a distance, but hide something far darker within. The Shadow Carnival is one of those places.

Some say it appears only once a year.

Others say it appears only for those it has chosen. No one knows where it comes from.

No one knows who built it.

And those who disappear inside are rarely seen again.

If you ever find yourself standing before its gates, remember one thing: Not every ticket is meant to be used.

And once the show begins... There may be no way out.

Welcome to The Shadow Carnival.
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The town of Ravenshollow was ordinary. At least, that was what everyone believed.

Nestled between rolling hills and surrounded by thick forests, it was the kind of place where nothing exciting ever happened. Students complained about school, adults worried about bills, and every day felt exactly like the one before it.

For sixteen-year-old Ethan Carter, life had become painfully predictable.

On a cold autumn evening, he sat by the window of his bedroom, staring at the darkening sky. Rain tapped softly against the glass while distant thunder rumbled beyond the hills.

His phone buzzed.

A message from his friend Maya. "Math homework is trying to kill me." Ethan chuckled and replied.

"Then let it. At least you'll escape tomorrow's history test." A second later, another message appeared.

"Meet us at the café tomorrow?" "Sure."

He tossed his phone onto the bed and looked outside again. The fog had started rolling in.

That wasn't unusual. Ravenshollow often woke beneath blankets of mist. But this fog felt different.

Darker. Thicker. Almost alive.

As he watched, strange flashes of colored light flickered somewhere beyond the forest. Red.

Blue. Gold.

For a moment, Ethan thought he was imagining things. Then the lights vanished.

A chill ran through him.

The next morning, Ravenshollow woke to a surprise. People gathered in the streets.

Cars slowed.

Children pointed excitedly. Something had appeared overnight.

On the outskirts of town, beyond the old forest road, stood a carnival. A massive carnival.

Nobody knew where it came from.

Nobody remembered seeing workers build it. Yet there it stood.

Bright tents stretched toward the sky.

A giant Ferris wheel towered above the trees. Colorful banners fluttered in the wind.

And surrounding everything was a wall of thick gray fog. The town buzzed with excitement.

"Maybe it's traveling through the state." "It must have arrived during the night."

"I heard they set up in only a few hours." No explanation made sense.

By lunchtime, the entire school was talking about it.

Inside Ravenshollow High School, students crowded around windows and shared photos online.

Maya slid into the seat beside Ethan. "Tell me you've seen it."

"The carnival?" "Obviously." Ethan nodded.

"Something feels weird about it." Maya grinned.

"That's exactly why we should visit."

Across the table sat Noah, the group's resident skeptic. "You two watch too many horror movies."

Sophia leaned forward. "Still... it's strange." "What is?"

"It wasn't there yesterday." Noah rolled his eyes. "People build things." "Overnight?"

Noah opened his mouth. Then closed it.

Even he couldn't explain that. The final bell rang.

Classes ended.

Yet nobody rushed home.

Instead, students gathered near the front gates. Everyone wanted a closer look.

By evening, hundreds of townspeople stood outside the carnival.

Music drifted through the fog.

A cheerful melody played from somewhere inside. But there was something wrong with it.

The notes seemed slower. Distorted.

Like an old recording played on damaged equipment. The carnival gates remained closed.

No workers appeared.

No performers greeted visitors. Only silence.

And fog.

As darkness fell, the lights came alive. Thousands of glowing bulbs illuminated the rides. Golden light reflected through the mist.

The Ferris wheel slowly turned despite having no passengers. The carousel spun gently.

Empty horses rose and fell.

A cold wind swept through the crowd. Several people shivered.

Others left.

Something about the place made them uncomfortable. Ethan couldn't look away.

The carnival felt like it was watching him. Waiting.

Hours later, after returning home, he lay awake in bed. Rain tapped against the window.

The clock read 11:57 PM. Sleep refused to come.

Then something caught his attention. A glow outside.

He sat up.

The colored lights had returned. Red.

Blue. Gold.

Far brighter than before.

Curious, he walked to the window.

The carnival lights shimmered through the distant fog. The Ferris wheel continued turning.

Slowly. Steadily.

Almost hypnotically.

Then the clock struck midnight. Every light vanished.

Instantly.

The carnival disappeared into darkness. Ethan frowned.

And then he saw them. Shapes moving inside the fog. Tall figures.

Dozens of them.

Marching silently around the carnival grounds.

His heart began racing. He blinked.

The figures were gone. Only fog remained.

A loud knock at the front door startled him. At midnight?

His parents were asleep.

Ethan carefully crept downstairs.

Another knock echoed through the house. He reached the door.

Opened it. Nobody was there. Only fog.

Thick fog.

Covering the street.

His eyes moved downward.

Something rested on the welcome mat. A black ticket.

The paper looked old. Ancient.

Strange silver symbols shimmered across its surface. On the front were six words.

WELCOME TO THE SHADOW CARNIVAL

Ethan's breath caught. He picked it up.

The ticket felt ice cold.

Almost frozen.

And for a brief moment...

He thought he heard distant laughter drifting from the fog. Not joyful laughter.

Something darker. Something hungry.

The streetlights flickered. The fog shifted.

And far away, beyond the sleeping town, the carnival lights slowly returned. One by one.

As though awakening. Waiting for its guests.

Waiting for the show to begin.
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Chapter 2: The Invitation
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The black ticket sat on Ethan's desk.

Morning sunlight poured through the curtains, but somehow the ticket still looked darker than the shadows around it.

Ethan hadn't slept much.

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the carnival lights glowing through the fog. He saw the tall figures marching silently beyond the gates.

And he heard that distant laughter. His alarm buzzed.

7:00 AM.

For a moment, he considered throwing the ticket away. Instead, he slipped it into his backpack.

By the time he reached Ravenshollow High School, the entire town seemed obsessed with the carnival.

Students crowded the hallways discussing theories. Teachers struggled to keep classes focused.

Even the principal mentioned it during morning announcements.

"Please remember that the carnival is private property. Students are advised not to visit without parental supervision."

Naturally, that only made everyone more interested. Ethan found Maya near her locker.

She looked unusually pale. "Hey," Ethan said.

Maya jumped. "Ethan."

"You okay?"

For a moment she hesitated.

Then she slowly reached into her jacket pocket. His stomach dropped.

A black ticket. Exactly like his.

The same silver symbols. The same ancient paper. The same message.

WELCOME TO THE SHADOW CARNIVAL

Ethan stared. "You got one too?" Maya nodded. "Last night."

Neither of them spoke.

A voice interrupted them. "No way."

They turned.

Sophia stood nearby. Holding another ticket.

The three friends exchanged nervous looks. Then Noah appeared.

"Guys, you're not going to believe—" He stopped.

Everyone was holding identical tickets. The silence lasted several seconds.

Finally Noah laughed nervously.

"Okay, that's weird."

"Really weird," Sophia agreed.

The four friends gathered in an empty classroom before first period. Four tickets lay across a desk.

Each one looked identical. No names.

No dates.

No instructions. Just the invitation.

Maya tapped hers carefully.

"How did these get into our houses?" Nobody answered.

"Maybe it's advertising," Noah suggested. "Advertising?" Ethan asked.

"Some creepy marketing stunt." Sophia shook her head.

"My bedroom window was locked." "What?"

"The ticket was on my pillow." The room fell silent again.

Maya swallowed. "Mine too."

Ethan suddenly didn't want to admit where he found his. Noah frowned.

"Okay, that's officially disturbing." The first bell rang.

Classes began.

But nobody could concentrate. Every student seemed distracted.

And Ethan soon realized something else. The four of them weren't the only ones.

Throughout the day he spotted other students carrying black tickets. Some hid them.

Others openly compared them.

By lunchtime nearly twenty students had received invitations. Nobody knew why.

Nobody knew how.

But the carnival had chosen them. The question was:

For what?

That afternoon, rumors spread rapidly.

One student claimed the tickets glowed at midnight. Another swore he heard voices coming from his.

A girl in Ethan's chemistry class said she threw hers away. The ticket reappeared on her desk the next morning.

By the end of the school day, fear had begun replacing excitement. Something wasn't right.

And everyone knew it.

After school, Ethan and his friends met near the old forest road
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