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      When Emily Hayes arrives in Fairbrook for its annual Festival of Masks, she’s already haunted by her mother’s recent death. But the festival’s dark charm turns sinister when she encounters a creepy mask vendor, cryptic warnings, and whispers that the masks choose their wearers—not the other way around.

      After finding a bloodstained mask, Emily is pulled into a nightmarish game where festival-goers treat murder as entertainment, and her friends transform into either victims or hunters. As the body count rises, she discovers a horrifying truth: her mother’s death wasn’t an accident, and the festival’s supernatural force won’t let her leave until she embraces its bloody tradition.

      With her sanity slipping and a mask that seems to have a mind of its own, Emily must uncover the festival’s dark secrets before the Midnight Toll rings. But in Fairbrook, taking off your mask might be the deadliest move of all.

      Perfect for fans of dark fantasy and small-town horror, this atmospheric novella will make you think twice about what lies behind the masks we wear.
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        In Fairbrook’s Shadow

      

      

      
        
        
        In Fairbrook’s shadow, masks come alive,

        A festival where nightmares thrive.

        Smiles painted on, secrets underneath,

        The town’s dark hunger bares its teeth.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Laughter echoes, but danger looms,

        As chosen ones meet their dooms.

        The Midnight Toll, a siren’s call,

        Where masks don't hide, but bare all.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Beware the whispers, the coin’s soft chime,

        For in Fairbrook, it’s always killing time.

        The Festival of Masks, a cursed delight,

        Where no one truly survives the night.
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        “Where fear and friendship entwine, every shadow hides a secret, and the dark is always watching.”
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      Gravel crunched beneath the tires of my beat-up Subaru as we rolled to a stop in front of the rental house. It was old and weathered, practically radiating neglect. The gabled roof clawed at the bleak October sky, looming over us like a pathetic attempt at intimidation. My fingers tightened around the steering wheel, a familiar, heavy unease settling in my chest.

      “Holy Instagram goldmine!” Kayla’s squeal pierced the air. Her phone was already out, snapping away. “This place is giving me major American Horror Story vibes. We need a million group shots here later.”

      I suppressed an eye roll. Kayla Matthews, my best friend and a certified influencer, was practically a non-stop podcast on legs, broadcasting every twitch and thought to the world. As she spun her phone camera around, I felt the old house clawing at the edges of my mind, like a half-forgotten nightmare trying to resurface.

      “Earth to Emily!” Mark rapped his knuckles on my window. “You planning on actually joining us in the real world? Or should we leave you here to brood in peace?”

      With a sigh that felt heavier than it should, I unbuckled my seatbelt and stepped out. The house towered over us. Its windows stared down, dark and watchful. I should have known Mark Davison, self-styled horror buff extraordinaire, would pick something straight out of American Gothic.

      Trevor Reed, my on-again, off-again boyfriend, appeared at my elbow with his trademark grin firmly in place. “Come on, sunshine. Let’s move before Kayla’s selfie stick starts its own OgleTok channel.”

      Kayla let out another ear-piercing squeal. “Guys! There’s a tire swing! This is too perfect!”

      I watched her twirl around the yard, her blond hair catching the fading light like some kind of halo. A sharp stab of envy went through me. It had been months since I’d felt anything close to that kind of carefree joy. Months since Mom… I pushed the thought down, hard.

      Trevor held the creaky screen door open, eyebrows raised in that silent challenge he always threw my way. “After you, m’lady.”

      “Such a gentleman,” I deadpanned, hefting my duffel bag onto my shoulder. “I didn’t know chivalry was still alive in the age of Tinder.”

      “Only for you, Hayes. I save my best material for girls who look like they’d rather be anywhere else.”

      The interior of the house hit us like a wall—dust, decay, the whole nine yards. Dark wood paneling, faded floral wallpaper peeling at the edges, antique furniture crowding the narrow hallway. A thick layer of dust coated everything, like the house itself was holding its breath.

      Mark dropped his bags with a dramatic thud. “Well, if the serial killer doesn’t get us, the black mold probably will. Dibs on the room furthest from the basement.”

      I flinched. Images flashed through my mind—masked figures, shadowy corners. I shook my head, trying to will the morbid thoughts away. This was supposed to be fun. A chance to forget the grief that had been crushing me for months.

      “You okay?” Trevor’s voice was softer now.

      I forced a smile that probably looked more like a grimace. “Yeah, just… taking it all in. This place is… something else.”

      His blue-gray eyes searched mine. “Look, I know this isn’t exactly your scene. If you’re having second thoughts⁠—”

      “I’m fine,” I cut him off, then softened my tone. “Really. It’s just… been a while since I’ve done the whole… people thing.”

      “Well, lucky for you, we barely qualify as people,” Mark chortled, reappearing at the top of the stairs. “Kayla’s already planning our Oglegram-worthy outfits. Fair warning: there may be glitter involved.”

      I groaned. “Remind me again why I agreed to this?”

      “Because deep down, beneath all that sarcasm and black nail polish, you love us,” Trevor said, nudging my shoulder.

      “Keep telling yourself that, Reed.” Despite the tension, a tiny smile actually tugged at the corners of my mouth. He was familiar, like a worn-out sock, but one that happened to be pretty easy on the eyes. Even though he wasn’t always there, I couldn’t quite bring myself to let him go. And he accepted me, even in this… fragile state.

      We made our way upstairs. My skin prickled with every step, a feeling of being watched, of unseen eyes, settling over me. Every creak of the floorboards made me jump, as if the house itself was warning us to turn back, to get out while we still could.

      I chose the smallest room at the end of the hall, as far from Kayla’s inevitable glitter storm as possible. It felt slightly less oppressive than the others, the rays of the setting sun managing to filter through the tiny window. I set my bag down on the faded quilt and let my fingers drift to the silver locket nestled against my chest.

      My thumb traced the intricate engraving. The weight of it was… comforting. I closed my eyes, squeezing back the grief. It was all I had left of my mother, a family heirloom. I stared at the faded photograph, willing the lump in my throat to subside.

      A knock startled me.

      “Yo, Morticia!” Mark called out. “We’re heading into town to check out the festival setup. You coming, or are you planning to commune with the ghosties in here?”

      I quickly wiped my eyes and tucked the locket into my pocket. “Give me a minute. I’ll be right down.”

      The crisp autumn air hit us as we stepped outside. I took a deep breath, trying to lighten my spirits. The Festival of Masks. It was supposed to be fun. A chance to dress up, forget my troubles, maybe even… enjoy myself, for once. I just had to get out of my own head long enough to let that happen.

      The walk into town was short. Trees blazed with fall colors on either side of the winding road. Kayla chattered excitedly about the festival, naturally livestreaming the whole thing.

      “I heard they have, like, a hundred different mask vendors,” she gushed. “And there’s supposed to be this huge celebration on the last night. Can you imagine? It’s like something out of a fairy tale!”

      “Or a horror movie,” Mark added, helpfully. He was wearing a faded “Camp Crystal Lake” t-shirt under his ever-present hoodie, because of course he was. “You know, the kind where everyone’s dancing and having a great time until the clock strikes midnight and then—bam!—the masks come to life and start eating people’s faces.”

      I snorted. “Thanks for that mental image. I definitely needed more nightmare fuel.”

      “Always happy to help,” he grinned, giving an exaggerated bow.

      We rounded the corner into the town square, and my sarcastic retort died on my lips. The transformation was… stunning. Strings of orange and red lights crisscrossed overhead, casting a warm glow over the cobblestone streets. Vendors bustled about, setting up booths. The air was thick with the scent of cinnamon and wood smoke. Laughter and snatches of music punctuated the… festive… atmosphere.

      And everywhere, there were masks.

      They hung from awnings and peeked out of shop windows. They ranged from simple domino masks to elaborate creations that looked more like works of art than costume pieces. My gaze was drawn, pulled almost against my will, to a particular stall at the corner of the square.

      “Creepy, right?” Trevor’s voice startled me. He’d appeared at my elbow, following my line of sight. “Some of these look way too realistic.”

      I nodded, unable to tear my eyes away from a particularly unsettling one made of cracked porcelain. “Yeah, it’s like… they’re watching us or something.”

      “Ooh, maybe they are.” Mark waggled his eyebrows. “Maybe they’re possessed by the spirits of dead carnival workers, just waiting for some unsuspecting tourists to try them on…”

      “You’ve been watching way too many B-horror movies.” I rolled my eyes, but I couldn’t quite shake the chill that had settled over me.

      “Oh my god, you guys!” Kayla’s excited squeal cut through everything. “Look at this mask! It’s perfect!”

      I turned. She was modeling an ornate butterfly mask, its delicate wings sparkling with iridescent sequins. She struck a dramatic pose, waving her selfie stick high to capture the sparkle.

      “How do I look?” she asked, twirling. “Totally mysterious and alluring, right?”

      “Oh yeah,” Mark nodded solemnly. “I’m pretty sure I just forgot your entire name and social security number. The mystery is overwhelming.”

      Kayla swatted at him playfully. “Shut up, you’re just jealous because you can’t pull off something this fabulous.”

      As they continued to banter, my attention was drawn back to the mask vendor I’d noticed earlier. The old man behind the counter was watching me, intently, his eyes sharp and knowing beneath bushy white eyebrows.

      “See something you like, miss?” he called, his voice surprisingly strong for his apparent age.

      I stepped hesitantly closer to the booth. The masks seemed even more lifelike up close, their expressions… eerily human.

      “These are… interesting.” I tried to keep my voice neutral. “Did you make them yourself?”

      “Oh no, not me. These masks have been in my family for generations. They say each one chooses its wearer, you know. Not the other way around.”

      “Chooses its wearer?” I swallowed, my throat tight. “That’s a bit creepy, don’t you think?”

      He leaned in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. “The Festival of Masks isn’t just about fun and games, young lady. There’s power in these masks—old power. They say that when you put on the right mask, it shows you who you really are.”

      I stood there, rooted to the spot, my muscles tensed, as if some invisible force was holding me in its grip. Just as the sensation threatened to overwhelm me, Trevor appeared at my side.

      “Everything okay here?” he asked, his tone light, but his eyes were perceptive, glancing between me and the vendor.

      “Fine,” I said quickly, taking a step back from the booth. “Just… looking.”

      The old man’s smile widened, revealing teeth that were just a bit too sharp. “Of course, of course. But remember, miss—the masks will be watching. When the time comes, the right one will find you.”

      I turned, a sudden, sharp movement that was really just me
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