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      Five friends. One vengeful plan. A carnival that knows their darkest secrets.

      When Lila Moran and her four friends crash on a lonely road, they are trapped in a nightmare where every ride is a test and every game holds deadly stakes. But this is no ordinary carnival—it’s a twisted venue where secrets must be confessed and lies are paid for in blood.

      A grinning Ringmaster whispers their darkest deeds out loud. Sweet-talking Miss Ruby runs a motel where no one sleeps peacefully. And a silent Strong Man makes sure there’s no escape.

      As her friends face deadly challenges one by one, Lila thinks she's pulling the strings of her perfect revenge. But in this twisted playground, the real game master has other plans.

      Step right up to Dead Man’s Carnival. It’s time to play or pay.
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        “Come one, come all. The show never ends.”

      

      
        
        Where Dreams Come Undone

      

      

      
        
        
        “Dead Man’s Carnival, where dreams come undone,

        Step right up, the nightmare’s just begun.

        Sins laid bare, secrets brought to light,

        At Dead Man’s Carnival, we play all night.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Ride the wheel of fate, face what you’ve done,

        In our halls of mirrors, there’s nowhere to run.

        So come one, come all, to our grand affair,

        Dead Man’s Carnival — if you dare.”
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        “Where fear and friendship entwine, every shadow hides a secret, and the dark is always watching.”
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          1 Welcome to Para-dies

        

      

    

    
      The opening riff of “Sweet Child o’ Mine” blared from the Tahoe’s speakers, a pathetic soundtrack to what was about to be the worst night of my life. Or, well, everyone else’s. I glanced at Alex, who was drumming his fingers on the steering wheel, one hand casually draped over the top, like he was posing for a goddamn car commercial. He caught me looking and winked. Dimples. The bastard knew exactly what he was doing.

      “You’re going to kill us before we even get to this stupid festival,” I said, shoving my boot a little harder against the dashboard. The vinyl was sticky with spilled something—probably Alex’s beer. He’d been nursing one for the last hour, despite my repeated warnings.

      “Admit it babe. You love to ride shotgun with me.”

      “Only because I have a morbid fascination with watching you drive like a maniac,” I retorted, giving his ribs a sharp jab with my elbow. He grunted, more in annoyance than pain, but the smirk stayed firmly in place. God, he was infuriating. And yet…

      In the rearview mirror, Jake was attempting to shower Miriam with peanut M&Ms, his aim as bad as his pickup lines. “Come on, Mimosa! Party vibes! We’re on a road trip to freedom!”

      Miriam, predictably, didn’t even look up from her phone. “It’s Miriam, thank you very much. Put those away before Brandon decides to light them on fire.”

      Brandon, the resident pyromaniac, grinned from the third-row seat, flicking his Zippo open and closed. The metallic click was like a twisted metronome, counting down to something bad. “Hey, how mad would everyone really be if I just⁠—”

      “Swear to God, Reyes,” Miriam snapped, finally meeting his gaze. “If you set a single molecule of this car on fire, I will personally eject you into the nearest ditch.”

      I watched them, a twisted sense of satisfaction bubbling in my chest. It was like watching a play unfold, knowing the ending but enjoying the rising tension. They had no idea. None of them. They thought this was just another weekend. Indie music festival. Camping in the woods. Another excuse to get drunk and pretend they were still teenagers. They thought they were invincible.

      How deliciously wrong they were.

      “Relax, babe. We’re almost there,” Alex said, squeezing my knee. His touch was supposed to be reassuring, but it just felt like another claim of ownership. Another reminder that I was his final girl. Or so he thought.

      Underneath the ratty sweater I’d thrown on, my fingers traced the edges of the reservation card—all leading to one very specific, very uncoincidental destination. The Paradise, my ass.

      I’d led them here, of course. Each carefully chosen word, each subtle nudge, had brought us to this exact stretch of nowhere. This road that shouldn’t exist, this night that felt… off. I wasn’t stupid enough to believe in curses, but there were forces in the world, energies, that could be harnessed. Manipulated.

      And I was a master manipulator.

      “Just a few more miles,” I said, my voice softer now, almost a purr. “You guys are going to love this place.”

      The lie tasted sweet.

      And then, it happened.

      One moment, we were arguing about the best way to smuggle booze into the indie music festival they thought they were going to. The next, a figure was standing in the middle of the road.

      It wasn’t a deer. It wasn’t a person. It was… a blur. A pale face, a flash of… something. Alex yanked the wheel, a scream tearing from someone’s throat—maybe mine, maybe Miriam’s, I couldn’t tell. The tires screeched, the world turned sideways, and then⁠—

      Impact.

      Glass shattered. Metal groaned. My head slammed against the window, a burst of white-hot pain followed by… nothing.

      Blackness. Silence.

      Then, a faint, tinny melody. Carnival music.

      I blinked, my vision swimming back into focus. Blood trickled down my forehead, warm and sticky. The windshield was a spiderweb of cracks, the dashboard crumpled like tinfoil. The air smelled of gasoline and something else… something sweet, cloying, like burnt sugar and rot.

      The road was gone.

      We were in a ditch, yes, but the highway… it wasn’t there. Just endless, inky blackness stretching behind us, swallowing the place where the road should have been.

      “What… what the fuck?” Alex groaned, his voice thick with pain. He was slumped against the steering wheel, his varsity jacket ripped, his perfect hair matted with blood. Good.

      Jake whimpered in the back seat, his face buried in his hands. “Are we dead? Is this hell? Because if it is, I want a refund.”

      Miriam was eerily silent, her eyes wide, fixed on something outside the car. “Guys…” she whispered, her voice trembling. “Look…”

      I followed her gaze, excitement rising in my chest.

      There, rising out of the darkness, was The Carnival. It was ablaze with lights, Ferris wheel towering overhead and a sickly calliope music tinkling, as if it had been waiting for us, because, of course it was.

      The passenger door was jammed. I had to kick it three times before it finally groaned open, spilling me onto the dirt. My legs shook as I pulled myself up, using the mangled frame for support. The others emerged like confused moths drawn to neon—if moths cursed and bled and made terrible life choices.

      “My phone’s dead,” Brandon announced, stumbling out of the back seat. He looked almost disappointed, like this wasn’t quite the chaos he’d been hoping for. “Anyone got a signal?”

      Miriam was already checking hers, fingers trembling. “Nothing. Not even emergency calls are going through.”

      “There has to be someone around,” Jake said, his voice pitched higher than usual. “I mean, there’s lights and everything.”

      Alex finally extracted himself from the driver’s seat, touching his forehead gingerly. Blood trickled between his fingers. “This is insane. That thing came out of nowhere.”

      “What thing?” I asked innocently, though I already knew. Already understood.

      “The…” Alex frowned, swaying slightly. “I don’t know. It was like… a person? But not?”

      “Great description,” Brandon snorted. “Real helpful.”

      “Shut up,” Miriam snapped. She was staring at the carnival again, her face ghostly in the distant neon glow. “Something’s wrong. This whole thing is wrong.”

      If she only knew how right she was.

      “Look,” I said, playing the voice of reason, “we can’t stay here. The truck’s totaled, our phones are dead, and it’s getting cold. At least there are people over there. We can get help.”

      “People?” Miriam’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t see anyone.”

      She was right. Despite the lights, the music, and the spinning rides, there wasn’t a single soul visible. Just empty paths and vacant booths, waiting.

      And there, at the entrance, stood a single ticket booth.

      We stumbled toward the entrance, Jake and Brandon supporting a still-woozy Alex between them. The ticket booth’s peeling red paint seemed to glow under the neon lights, like fresh blood under fluorescents.

      “Hello?” Jake called out, his voice cracking. “Anyone working here? We kind of had an accident and⁠—”

      “Save your breath,” Miriam muttered. “There’s nobody here.”

      I reached the booth first, my boots crunching on gravel that seemed too fresh, too deliberately placed. The small window was spotless—no dust, no cobwebs, just pristine glass and, lined up on the counter inside, five tickets.

      My heart skipped. I’d expected this, planned for it, but seeing those tickets, each printed with our names in elegant crimson script, sent a chill down my spine. This was real. This was happening.

      “Guys?” I kept my voice carefully uncertain. “You need to see this.”

      They crowded around, their faces reflected in the glass, distorted. Five people who thought they were friends. Five tickets to what would be their last show.

      “But…” Jake’s voice came out as a squeak. “It doesn’t say Chinchilla Music Fest on them.”

      “Maybe they changed venues on us?” Alex squinted, pressing his bloody forehead on the glass. “Let’s check it out. Get someone to call 9-1-1.”

      “This is some seriously messed up shit,” Brandon whispered, reaching for his ticket. The moment his fingers touched the paper, the carnival’s lights pulsed brighter, music swelling like a demented symphony.

      “We shouldn’t,” Miriam said, but she was already taking hers, drawn by the same sick curiosity that made people slow down at car crashes. “This isn’t right.”

      “What choice do we have?” Alex grabbed his ticket, trying to sound authoritative despite the blood still trickling down his temple. “It’s either this or freeze to death in the middle of nowhere.”

      I picked up mine last, pretending to hesitate. The paper felt warm, alive, like it was pulsing in time with my heartbeat. Everything was going according to plan—well, except for the crash. That hadn’t been part of the script. But it didn’t matter. We were here. The game was starting.

      No one spoke. No one moved. The only sound was the ragged breathing of five terrified people and the insistent, mocking music of the carnival.

      “It’s… it’s probably just a pop-up carnival,” Alex stammered, trying to force his usual cocky grin, but it faltered, turning into a grimace. “Yeah, one of those… those traveling things. Right?”

      Nobody answered him.

      Jake started laughing, a high-pitched, hysterical sound. “This is some real horror movie shit, guys! We’re, like, totally the victims in the opening scene! Who’s gonna be the first to go? My money’s on Brandon—he’s got that ‘sacrificial lamb’ vibe going on.”

      Brandon, surprisingly, didn’t rise to the bait. He just stared at the carnival, his eyes narrowed, a strange smile playing on his lips. “A haunted carnival, huh? I’m in.”

      Miriam, though, was shaking her head, her body rigid with terror. “No. No way. We’re not going in there. We have to… we have to go back.”

      “Go back where, Mim?” I asked, my voice surprisingly steady. “There’s nothing behind us. Just… nothing.”

      It was true. The road, the highway, everything familiar had vanished. The only way out was… through.

      “We… we can’t just stay here,” Alex said, his voice losing some of its bravado. He looked at me, his eyes pleading for reassurance. For me to fix it, like I always did. “Lila, what do we do?”

      I met his gaze, a slow smile spreading across my face. It wasn’t a nice smile. It wasn’t a reassuring smile. It was the smile of someone who knew exactly what was going to happen.

      “We go in,” I said, my voice calm, almost soothing. “It’s the only way.”

      Alex reached for his ticket, his hand hovering over it for a moment, hesitation flickering in his eyes. And then, as if drawn by some unseen force, his fingers closed around it.

      The moment he touched the ticket, the carnival lights blazed, the music swelled, and a voice echoed through the night, amplified and distorted yet undeniably… welcoming.

      “Step right up, players. The game is about to begin.”

      Alex led the way with his usual false bravado, and Jake, his loyal follower, trotted at his heels. I followed Miriam and Brandon through the entrance. I couldn’t appear too eager, after all. The setup was almost perfect, although I might have a few words with the Ringmaster after this was over. For one thing, the crash and totaling my getaway vehicle was uncool.

      “Just stick together,” Alex called over his shoulder, trying to sound authoritative despite the tremor in his voice.

      “Because that always works out so well in horror movies,” Jake muttered, stumbling over a loose piece of concrete.

      My heart hammered against my ribs, a delicious mixture of fear and triumph. Everything was falling into place. The garish neon
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