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  Prologue

  
  




The Red Invitation

“Good morning, Midland City. This morning, residents woke up to a mystery. Hundreds of invitations to the Red Cloak Carnival were found on doorsteps across the metro area. These weren’t just flyers; they included high-quality silk red hoods for every household with children. Strangely, doorbell cameras and CCTV systems from the Heights to the Low-End didn’t capture a single soul delivering the favors overnight.

Police are currently investigating the Carnival that appeared seemingly out of thin air on the old fairgrounds. While the structures are massive, permits were apparently filed and approved a year in advance. We’ll have more as this story unravels. This is Chris Cooper, Channel 12 News.”

[Squelch—The Radio Dial Turns]

“My kids have been jumping up and down all morning like it’s Christmas. When those hoods arrived… the silk feels so real. They’re ecstatic.”

[Squelch]

“I can’t wait to take my girls tonight. A free night out in this economy? It’s a godsend.”

[Squelch]

“I checked my Ring camera. Nothing. Just a flicker of static at 3:00 AM and then—boom—there’s a box on my porch. Hell of an advertising stunt.”

[Squelch]

“I can’t believe how well this fits. Nothing ever fits my petite frame, but this hood… it feels like it was tailored for me. Like it’s been waiting.”

The Town Hall: 09:00 AM

“What do you mean the permits are legal? How? When?” City Manager Gary Garner barked. The heavyset man rubbed his thinning scalp until the skin went raw. “Connie, your signature isn’t on these documents, is it?”

“No,” Connie whispered, her face ashen as she slid the yellowed parchment across the mahogany table. “It’s Derwin Collinsville’s signature. But Gary… look at the date. This was filed over fifty years ago.”

“What?”

They both turned to the wall of town founders’ portraits. There, trapped in a gilded frame and staring back with oily, knowing eyes, was the elderly Derwin Collinsville.

“How on earth is a fifty-year-old permit suddenly valid today?”

Precinct 4: The War Room

“I don’t know, LT,” Detective Henson muttered, leaning against the cold cinderblock wall.

“Someone tell me how a mass hit of party items reached almost all of Midland City right under our noses?” Lieutenant Graham growled, slamming his fist onto the precinct table. “Even the homeless in the tunnels got them. The freaking homeless! Who delivers silk to a gutter at 3:00 AM?”

“Corelli?” Graham turned.

“Nothing, LT. Not a footprint.”

“Henson?”

“I got nothing, sir. The city was uneventful. Relatively peaceful, for once.”

“A full police department, a thousand cameras, yet not a soul saw a goddamn thing?” Graham’s voice rose to a jagged edge. “Marks? Tell me you’ve got something on the digital side. Feed me something.”

“I am sorry, Lieutenant Graham,” the AI’s voice chimed from the overhead speakers, smooth and frustratingly calm. “I suffered a sixty-second localized glitch at 3:15 AM. That is the exact timestamp the packages appeared across all sectors. There is no further data available.”

Graham stared at the ceiling, his jaw tight enough to snap bone. “I am surrounded by ghosts and morons. Get me the Sheriff. Get me John Wonder.”
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The morning came fast. The sun came faster, beaming through the curtain and shining into my face. I could feel the warmth on my sunbathed skin. One bloodshot eye opened, then the other, signaling a long night of drunken celebration that left me with a monstrous headache and a desert thirst.

My body felt feverish and clammy as I finally came to. Kash was wrapped around me tighter than the sweat-drenched sheets. Her body was amazing—thicker than a Snicker. She had two different colored eyes and sex appeal that a celibate monk couldn’t resist.

I was exhausted. Trying to keep up with this college girl is draining on the body and the wallet, but man, is she fun.

“I have to give it to you, Cowboy. I think you might have stretched me to my limit last night. Never been bull riding before.”

“You can say that,” I grunted. “Because you didn’t. I did.”

“And I did you. Ha.”

“Funny. Like your dragon’s breath.”

“Boy, stop playing with me. It’s too early in the morning.”

I reached over to take another drink from the last sip of whiskey.

“What happened to coffee?” I asked.

“Did you make some?”

“Whatever. OH SHIT, look at the time! I need to get dressed. I’m late for class.”

Suddenly, a knock on the door echoed through her house.

“Can you get that?” Kash asked.

I stood up, pulling on my jeans and then my boots. Her apartment was decorated with girly-girl items plastered neatly on the walls, from crosses to butterflies. Why do all women seem to go to the same decoration store? Before the knock could come again, I opened the door to see Monica Brady standing there, looking surprised.

“Brady? How did you find me here?”

“You have a GPS locator on your Hummer, John.”

Before I could answer, Kash slinked past me. She smiled at Brady, then touched her lips, gesturing for me to kiss her. I did.

“Officer…”

Monica Brady looked at Kash and then back at me with pure shock on her face. “John, really? That girl could be your daughter.”

“Quite a walk-away, right? I’m a blessed man.”

“Did you not hear what happened?”

“What happened?” I asked. The look of shock on her face meant it was serious.

Brady handed me her tablet. “Marks, get John Wonder caught up.”

“Good morning, Sheriff Wonder. I hope you are well,” the AI began. “Overnight, the city was inundated with red hoods and invites to the Red Cloak Carnival that is set up in the old campgrounds. There is no record of the packages being delivered, which is where we are currently.”

“Red hoods? Invites to a Red Cloak Carnival? What the hell is this?”

“Lt. Graham had the same reaction. He wanted you to look into it, which is why I am here.” Brady took her tablet back.

“Let me get dressed and then we can go.”

I walked back into the apartment with thoughts of red hoods and invitations. Who would have the manpower to put together this mass production and distribution? It happened underneath our noses without a trace. This was definitely a mystery right up my alley.

I washed my face in cold water to wake up and freshen up a bit. That’s when I heard Brady walking through Kash’s apartment.

“So, you’re trying to recapture your youth with this one?”

“Don’t be jealous, Brady. It doesn’t look good on you.”

I dressed like I was putting on armor. My white shirt was my chainmail; my brown shearling leather jacket was my breastplate. I topped off the set with my white cowboy hat, tracing the brim with my hands before setting out with Brady.

“C’mon, Brady. We’re going to the campgrounds.”
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I held the door for Brady, my boots crunching on the gravel with a steady, heavy rhythm. I was feeling strong—no hitch in my step, just the sure gait of a man who knew where he was headed. Once she was settled, I rounded the hood and climbed into the driver’s seat.

The Hummer roared to life the second I touched the handle, the monster engine’s thrum vibrating through the floorboards. Music blasted from the speakers, a wall of sound that drowned out the world. Before I put her in gear, I leaned across the console and popped the glove compartment.

As I reached in to check my sidearm, the movement hiked my sleeve back. The dark, jagged ink on my inner wrist sat there in plain view: SAM CAM.

Brady didn’t miss it. She leaned in, her eyes tracing the letters against the dashboard’s glow. “What’s that…?”

“Send a Maniac to Catch a Maniac,” I grunted. I checked the slide, satisfied with the weight of the iron, and clicked the compartment shut. I tapped the dash. “Ana, you up for a drive?”

“Of course, John. Where are we going?” the AI queried, her voice smooth under the heat of the music.

“Old Camp Grounds.”

“No problem, John,” she confirmed, and the Hummer began to roll.

“Did your girl toy get a red hood?” Brady asked, breaking the silence.

“Nah. I was there.”

“There’s the mystery,” Brady added. “Tell me something, Wonder. What’s the deal with Little Debbie?”

“First of all. Ain’t nothing little about that girl. That’s a full-bloom woman right there, Brady.”

“Oh please. She isn’t legal to drink yet, is she?”

“She’s legal to do a lot of things.”

“Just barely.”

I didn’t have time for Brady’s judgment. My head was still being bucked by a 400lb bull and my throat was parched. Having to sit through a mom speech from “Monica Brady, Church Lady” didn’t sit well this early. I could have clapped back, but I just turned up the music until we hit the grounds. I’d have to stop for water soon, if only to give my ears a rest.

By the time we pulled up to the old Midland City grounds, the morning sun was hitting a view that didn’t make a lick of sense. It was staggering—a massive, sprawling carnival that had materialized out of the dirt overnight. A low hum of electrical current and the distorted, tinny chirp of calliope music filled the heavy air. The massive iron gates, which had been rusted shut for decades, stood wide open.

Dominating the central field, a gigantic, archaic Ferris wheel slowly rotated, a lattice of aged iron and crimson-painted steel. Hundreds of brilliant red bulbs traced its path, casting scarlet reflections on the worn grass. Near the entrance, a flat-roofed tent labeled ‘CHAOS BUMPER CARS’ thrummed with mechanical violence, the electric overhead wires spitting bright sparks against the morning sky.

Just past the gate, a barker in a tattered coat beckoned people toward a Dunk Tank. A figure in a brightly colored clown costume sat precariously above the water, its painted smile fixed as a crowd gathered to throw softballs at a large, red bullseye.

But beneath the color, there was a pervasive sense of dread. The grounds were a dense grid of neon, food stalls, and hundreds of visitors. Every person present—young and old—was wearing a scarlet-red hooded cloak. Their faces were partially obscured, a sea of red hoods moving through the complex maze of rides. It was a total, sudden occupation.

Brady pressed her hand against the glass, her voice barely a whisper. “Holy cow… how did they build all of this overnight?”

I kept my hand close to my belt, my eyes scanning that crimson tide.

“Better question is,” I muttered, “who’s going to stop them from taking the rest of the city before the sun goes down?”
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The crowd didn’t just clap; they hit a rhythm. It was a hollow, synchronized thud of palms that matched the heavy rotation of the Ferris wheel.

I looked up, and I had to keep looking. She stood a full head and shoulders over me—at least 6’7” of solid presence. She was dressed in black, but she dragged a heavy red hood behind her like a royal train. Her skin was opaque, her eyes a deep, flat raven-black, and the sides of her head were shaved smooth. In her hand, she gripped a staff made of twisted root, capped with the dried head of a vulture.

“I am sure the Court sent you to question our festive event?” she asked. Her voice had a resonance to it, like it was echoing off the floor of a deep canyon.

“On the contrary,” I countered, hooking my thumbs into my belt. “The police department and the city council, more than likely.”

“You work for them too?”

“I work for the Court.”

She went quiet for a second, her raven eyes scanning my white hat. “Well, you can check all the paperwork. Everything is in order. I assure you.”

“You assure me… tell us what. Assure me of something. Who’s the Ringleader?”

The woman didn’t flinch. She just leaned on that staff, the old wood creaking under her weight.

“The Ringleader has many names, Sheriff. But here, in the garden of the Red Cloak… he is simply the one who remembers.”

Brady’s grip on my arm tightened. I could feel her tension. She was a solid detective, but this kind of weight was something else entirely.

“Rambling Jack!” the tall woman called out, her gaze never leaving mine. “Show our guests the hospitality of the grounds. Give the Sheriff a token. Let him see what his city is actually trading for.”

Jack stepped forward, his pinstriped suit rustling. He held out one of those wooden tokens—the bird’s claw carved deep into the center.

“On the house, Maniac,” Jack whispered. His smile was wide and empty. “Go ahead. Play a game. See if you still have that winning streak.”

I looked at the wood in his hand. It felt like an invitation to a fight I hadn’t agreed to yet.

“Keep your wood, Jack,” I said, my voice steady. “I don’t play games I haven’t vetted first.”

The tall woman tilted her head, the vulture on her staff pointing right at my chest. “Then perhaps you should walk the grounds, Sheriff. Look at the faces under the hoods. You might find that the ‘games’ have already begun.”
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“Mordecai Crow, pleased to meet you, John Wonder.”

The man was every bit as big as his energy was eccentric. He was bulk muscle personified, wrapped in a black pinstriped suit with a top hat that made him look like a giant from a forgotten era. He smelled of cigars and the kind of sweat you only get from running a marathon. Standing just under six feet, he still managed to fill the entire campgrounds with his presence. His beard was braided down the middle, weighted with mini beads that clicked when he spoke.

He didn’t offer a hand. He just stood there, his chest broad enough to block out the Ferris wheel. He looked like a man who could bench press a tractor and then quote poetry to the driver.

“I’ve heard the stories, Sheriff,” Crow continued, his voice vibrating with the low hum of the generators. “They say you’re a man who likes to close rabbit holes. But as you can see, we’ve opened quite a few today.”

I shifted my weight, feeling the gravel give way. This wasn’t Rambling Jack’s showmanship. This was a man who understood exactly how much force it took to break a person.

“Opening them is easy,” I grunted. “Closing them is where people get hurt. Who gave you the permit, Crow? The Council doesn’t move this fast, and the Court doesn’t usually like this much noise.”

Crow laughed, a short, barking sound that puffed cigar smoke into the air. “The Court knows exactly where we are, John. In fact, they’re the ones who provided the… currency.” He gestured to the red-hooded visitors clutching their bird-claw tokens. “Paper is for the world outside. In here, we deal in something a bit more permanent.”

“I deal in permanent things too,” I countered, my voice dropping. “Broken jaws last a long time.”

“Ahem.” Brady stepped between us, her “Cop Brain” clicking into gear. “What John is saying, Mr. Crow, is that Rabbit Holes are ruptures between the Green and the Gray. I’m sure you’re aware.”

Crow’s expression shifted instantly. The muscle-man mask dropped, replaced by mock surprise. “Whoa, Ms. Brady. I wasn’t being serious. Just speaking facetiously. My apologies.”

“All these damn apologies,” I growled, the heat rising in my neck. “You and your man are gonna get fucked up making these ‘slips of the lip.’”

“Please, John Wonder. Enjoy the Carnival. I promise it’s a time you won’t forget. Or my name isn’t Mordecai Crow.”

“Did you send those hoods to the town?” I asked, ignoring his hospitality.

“I can say unequivocally, I did not. Nor did Diva Maxx, my right hand.”

Diva Maxx bowed low, her vulture-staff staying perfectly erect. “Sheriff, why not enjoy the games? You’ll see there are no ill intentions. Just good. Ritualistic. Fun.”

“Let’s take a test run, big guy?” Brady asked.

I looked at her like she’d lost her mind, but she dragged me away before I could argue. And the hell of it was—we actually had fun. We slammed into each other in the bumper cars. I dunked the Snake Man in the tank. I bopped the hammer on the Strong Man game and felt the weight of the iron in my arms. The Ferris wheel was something else entirely—I made a mental note to bring Alice later.

But as we headed for the exit, the trap snapped shut.

The massive iron gates were blocked by velvet ropes and red-hooded workers. The only way out was a narrow, purple tunnel labeled: THE LOVERS’ EXIT.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I muttered.

Two local cowboys—tough guys who looked like they lived on leather and dust—were standing at the booth looking miserable. The girl in the red hood just tapped a sign: ONE KISS FOR CLEARANCE.

The cowboys looked around, saw the crowd watching, and leaned in for a quick, awkward peck. Ding! The turnstile clicked open. They scrambled through, faces beet-red, and ran for their trucks.

“It’s a toll bridge,” Brady said, a small, hysterical laugh bubbling up. “John, look at the other side.”

A family was walking out of a “Family Gate” ten feet away, laughing and eating red cotton candy. They were oblivious. The Carnival was only targeting us.

“Ritualistic fun,” I growled. It was a power play.

“Well, Sheriff,” Brady said, stepping up to the booth. Her eyes glinted with that sharp wit. “Unless you want to climb the iron fence, I think you’re gonna have to pay the lady.”

I looked at the turnstile. I looked at the crowd of red-hooded ghosts watching us in silence. Then I looked at Brady.

“I’m gonna kill Mordecai Crow,” I whispered.

I leaned in. I didn’t wait for her to pull me down this time. I grabbed her face and closed the gap. Our lips touched.

Ding!

The sound was an insult. We burst through the gate and didn’t say a word until we hit the Hummer. The dry dust of the lot felt better than the sugary ozone of the park. I put her in gear and kicked up a cloud that buried that purple tunnel in the rearview.

“So,” Brady said, staring at the ceiling as we rolled past the packed campgrounds. “You think Alice would like the Ferris wheel?”

I said nothing. I just drove.
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The Police Hub was a chaotic mess of scarlet hoods, shouting parents, and LGI officials looking for a throat to squeeze. The AI, Marks, was firing on all cylinders, his monitors lighting up the room as he processed a flood of inquiries that wouldn’t stop coming.

Brady hadn’t said a word since the “Lovers’ Exit.” She walked beside me in a silence that was louder than the mob of reporters we had to shove through. Navigating the crowd was as irritating as the questions they were shouting—mostly about the “kissing booth” that was already going viral.

I caught a glimpse of a monitor over a sergeant’s shoulder. James Stewartson was live on Channel 5, looking sweatier than usual in front of the Town Hall.

“…the Town Hall is flooded,” Stewartson reported, his voice tight. “A sum of one million dollars has been deposited into the city account from an old trust set up by the city founders. Prepaid by the original Ringmaster, Silas Blackwood, fifty years ago. The funds were released by the law firm Hart, Hart, and Hart earlier this morning. More on this as it develops.”

The news hit the room like a flashbang. The chatter died for a split second before the phones started ringing twice as fast. A million dollars in 1976 money—or even today’s—bought a hell of a lot of silence.

“BRADY! Sheriff Wonder.”

Lt. Graham was standing by his office door. He was smart enough not to yell at me, but his face was the color of unbaked dough.

“You heard that?” Graham asked, gesturing toward the screen. “Silas Blackwood. A fifty-year-old trust. Hart, Hart, and Hart don’t move unless the ink is dry and the bodies are buried. This isn’t just a pop-up show, John. This is a scheduled event.”

I adjusted my Stetson. “Prepaid. Fifty years of interest and a million-dollar buy-in. No wonder the gates swung open like they were greased.”

“It means we can’t touch them,” Brady added, her voice finally coming back to her. “If they have a legal trust and a city-founder’s contract, they aren’t trespassing. They’re owners.”

I looked at Marks’ screen. The bird-claw symbol was flashing on half a dozen windows. “Owners don’t usually force people to kiss for clearance, Graham. And they don’t usually wait half a century to show up.”

“Who the hell is Silas Blackwood?” Brady asked.

“Better question is why?” Graham countered, staring at the scarlet invite sitting on his desk.

“Attention, Lt. Graham?” Marks alerted. The monitors flickered to the live feed of the Town Hall podium. “The Mayor and City Council are making their announcement now.”

The Hub went dead silent. Mayor Halloway stepped up to the microphones, looking like a man who had spent the morning arguing with his own shadow.

“After careful deliberation,” Halloway began, his voice shaky, “we are going to continue to let the Red Hood Carnival operate. The city of Midland recognizes the legal standing of the Blackwood Trust. We ask all citizens to remain calm and observe the festivities. The law is being upheld.”

“The law is being bought,” I growled.

I looked at Brady. She looked like she’d been slapped. This wasn’t a rupture between the Green and the Gray anymore—it was a rupture in the foundation of the town itself.

“They’re giving them the keys to the city,” Brady whispered.

I adjusted my belt, feeling the weight of the iron at my side. It was a comfort that the lawyers couldn’t take away.

“They gave them the keys,” I said, heading for the exit. “But they didn’t ask me if I was gonna change the locks. Graham, I’m going back out. If the Mayor wants to let the wolves in the house, he can’t complain when someone starts shooting at the shadows.”
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