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Prologue: Carnival Nocturna
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The night air was heavy, thick with anticipation and the sweet scent of spun sugar mingled with something darker, more primal. Carnival music drifted lazily across the field, a distorted melody that wove between shadowed tents and twisted around colorful lights. Beneath the vibrant glow, laughter rose and fell in waves, yet hidden within each echo was an unsettling undercurrent of unease.

Lucien Devereaux stood just inside the shadows at the edge of the main tent, silently observing the bustling scene before him. His tall figure was impeccably dressed in a deep crimson coat that shimmered under the flickering lanterns. His sharp features were half-hidden by the shadows, and the pale moonlight caught only the cold glint of his eyes.

"Tonight, will be perfect," Lucien murmured softly, more to himself than anyone else, though his voice held the gravity of a vow. His fingers absently traced the engraved cane he always carried, a dark relic carved from ebony, its head fashioned into the snarling visage of a wolf.

A woman appeared silently at his side, stepping forward from the shadows. She was slender, dressed in flowing silks, her silver hair cascading in waves down her back. Her violet eyes searched Lucien's face carefully, sensing the hidden tension in his carefully composed demeanor.

"Lucien," she said softly, gently placing a hand on his arm, "are you certain about this?"

Lucien turned his gaze slowly toward her, the faintest smile tugging at the corner of his lips, though it never reached his eyes. "Elise," he said with a measured calm, his voice rich and controlled, "you have doubts?"

Elise hesitated, glancing briefly toward the bright lights of the carnival. She bit her lower lip, her voice barely a whisper. "It’s just...the others are growing restless. Some believe this ritual is too dangerous, too unpredictable. It’s not too late to reconsider."

Lucien’s expression hardened instantly, and Elise withdrew her hand, startled by the sudden intensity of his stare. "Reconsider?" he echoed softly, a dangerous edge to his voice. "You know as well as I do that we have come too far to turn back now. Our preparations are complete. The Blood Rite is our destiny."

She took a breath, eyes pleading. "But at what cost, Lucien? Do you truly believe we can control something so ancient, so powerful? You’ve seen the visions–"

Lucien cut her off sharply. "I’ve seen precisely what awaits us if we do nothing. We either embrace the darkness, or we become consumed by it. Those are the only choices, Elise."

His voice softened again as he reached for her hand, his fingers cool and comforting. "Trust me. After tonight, everything changes. We will become masters of our own fate."

A flicker of doubt remained in Elise’s eyes, but she nodded slowly. "Then let us hope fate is merciful," she whispered, pulling her hand gently away and stepping back into the shadows.

Lucien stood alone again, watching as she vanished into the darkness. He straightened his shoulders, adjusting his coat as if shaking off her hesitation. 

Tonight, doubt had no place.

"Showtime," Lucien murmured, his voice barely audible, yet filled with purpose.

He stepped from the shadows into the lantern-lit clearing before the great tent, instantly drawing the attention of the gathered crowd. Silence rippled outward, anticipation thickening. Lucien lifted his cane, his voice now strong and resonant as it filled the night.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he announced, spreading his arms theatrically, eyes glittering with hidden meaning. "Welcome to Carnival Nocturna, where dreams and nightmares dance hand-in-hand beneath the stars. Tonight, you shall witness wonders unlike any you've imagined. Tonight, dear friends, prepare yourselves...for eternity."

Cheers erupted from the enthralled spectators, oblivious to the dark promise behind Lucien’s carefully chosen words. As he bowed deeply, he allowed himself a small, chilling smile.

Soon, they would understand. Soon, they would all see the true face of Carnival Nocturna, and once they did, there would be no escape from its embrace.
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Return to Blackwood Estate
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Elena's hands trembled slightly as she gripped the steering wheel tighter, turning onto the familiar, winding road toward Blackwood Estate. Her heartbeat quickened, anxiety twisting painfully in her chest as the overgrown trees loomed like shadowed sentinels along the roadside. Their twisted branches seemed to reach out toward her car, clawing at the waning daylight. Fog wove through the trunks like long fingers searching for something to drag down into the earth. Memories, long buried, clawed their way back into her mind, making each breath harder to take.

The iron gates appeared ahead, rusted and twisted with age, hanging ajar as if inviting her reluctantly home. Elena slowed the car, pulling to a stop, and stared through the windshield, her eyes wide and uncertain. Fog curled lazily around the base of the gates, creeping forward as though it had a life of its own.

“Why am I even here?” she whispered to herself, her voice wavering. 

She hesitated, her fingers brushing anxiously over the old, faded photograph lying on the passenger seat, a smiling portrait of her parents, blissfully unaware of the darkness awaiting them.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped out of the car, gravel crunching beneath her feet. She shivered, not just from the autumn chill, but from the unsettling sensation that she was being watched. Elena paused, scanning the dense woods around her. Nothing stirred but the rustle of brittle leaves, yet the feeling lingered, deep and oppressive, as though unseen eyes tracked her every move.

"You're imagining things," she muttered, shaking her head as she stepped through the gates, her pulse racing.

Ahead, Blackwood Estate rose from the gloom, silhouetted ominously against a sky stained red by the dying sun. The manor, once grand and welcoming, now stood dark and foreboding. Ivy crawled up its stone walls, weaving through cracks like veins, and the windows black, hollow sockets seemed to leer at her with lifeless judgment. The house didn’t simply look abandoned. It looked hungry.

"Home sweet home," she murmured bitterly, a pang of grief gripping her heart as memories of laughter and warmth clashed sharply against the estate's cold, decayed facade.

She climbed the porch steps slowly, each creak of wood echoing loudly in the oppressive silence. Her hand shook slightly as she reached out to open the door. It swung inward easily, groaning as if protesting her intrusion.

Inside, the air was thick, musty, filled with the scent of abandonment and something faintly metallic. Her footsteps echoed as she moved carefully into the entryway, the shadows seeming to stretch toward her, grasping like living things. The air felt colder here, as though the house exhaled its chill into her skin.

A sudden noise, a soft whisper, and a rustling fabric, sent Elena spinning around sharply, her breath hitching painfully.

“Who’s there?” she called out, her voice echoing through the empty halls. Silence answered her, cold and mocking.

“Pull yourself together,” she whispered harshly, squeezing her eyes shut briefly. But as she opened them again, her gaze fell upon something out of place. At the bottom of the grand staircase, a small, faded circus ticket lay on the dusty floor.

Heart pounding fiercely, Elena knelt and picked it up with trembling fingers. The bold letters Carnival Nocturna glared defiantly back at her, reigniting old fears and memories she’d fought so hard to bury. The ink, though faded, looked fresh somehow like it had just been dropped.

“Oh my god,” she whispered, feeling the cold touch of dread settling heavily in her chest. “It's happening again.”

She stood up quickly, clutching the ticket tightly, the rough edges digging into her palm. Taking cautious steps forward, Elena began ascending the staircase, each step echoing with ominous finality. The walls around her were lined with aged portraits of ancestors whose eyes seemed to follow her, their painted gazes cold and judgmental, silent witnesses to her unease.

At the top, she paused, breathing ragged, eyes darting nervously down the darkened hallway. Her parents' old room lay just ahead, its door slightly ajar, a thin sliver of darkness escaping from within. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she forced herself forward, pushing the door open slowly.

The room greeted her with a familiar yet alien emptiness. Dust lay thick over the furniture, a melancholy blanket of abandonment. The air felt colder here, tinged with an unsettling, stale scent like forgotten dreams and something more sour, something decaying. Elena's eyes fell upon the bed, memories of childhood mornings spent curled between her parents surfacing painfully.

A sudden creak sounded behind her, sharp and startling. Elena spun around again, heart hammering violently against her ribs. The doorway stood empty, mocking her terror. Yet something had changed, she was certain of it. A subtle shift in the shadows, a whisper softer than breath, drifting through the darkness.

"Leave," a voice murmured faintly, floating like a distant echo through the oppressive silence.

“Who are you?” Elena cried, her voice breaking with fear and frustration.

No response came, only the lingering whisper of something ancient and malevolent, watching, waiting, daring her to uncover the truth hidden within Blackwood Estate.

Backing slowly from the room, Elena's foot brushed against something hard. She turned to see a small ornate box lying partially beneath an old chair, its surface covered in intricate carvings that seemed to writhe slightly in the dim light. Kneeling hesitantly, she reached out and lifted it carefully. Her breath caught sharply as she opened it, revealing a delicate silver locket nestled inside. Her mother's locket.

Tears welled suddenly in Elena's eyes, blurring her vision as she gently traced the intricate patterns etched into the metal. A cold, oppressive chill brushed the back of her neck, making her flinch.

"Why did you leave this here?" she whispered brokenly, her voice barely audible.

From deep within the shadows, a faint laughter echoed softly, hollow and mocking, the chilling sound lingering like a ghostly whisper. Elena's breath caught painfully, realization dawning stark and terrifying: she was not alone.

Behind her, the door slowly creaked closed on its own.

And then a soft knock. One. Then two. Then three.

It came from inside the wardrobe.

Elena froze.

The sound was too deliberate, too rhythmic to be anything accidental. Her breath shallowed, heart leaping to her throat. She turned her gaze slowly toward the tall wardrobe in the corner of the room, its doors slightly ajar, the darkness inside impossibly deep.

The floor creaked beneath her as she stepped toward it, her fingers still wrapped around the locket. Every instinct screamed for her to run, but something stronger curiosity, dread, or the pull of something older kept her rooted in place.

She reached for the wardrobe handle.

The knocking stopped.

Her fingers hovered an inch away, trembling.

Inside, something breathed.

Low and ragged.

And very much alive.

A gust of cold air swept through the room, extinguishing what little light remained. Shadows stretched long and sharp across the walls, and the temperature dropped with unnatural speed. Elena could see her breath puffing in front of her as her hand closed slowly around the wardrobe’s handle.

She pulled the door open. It groaned like a dying thing.

The interior was pitch black, the void swallowing every trace of light. Empty clothes hangers swayed slowly as if recently disturbed. Elena leaned in, eyes straining to adjust. And then a pair of eyes opened deep inside the wardrobe.

Not human. Not fully.

Something grinned at her from the darkness.

She stumbled back with a strangled cry, the locket falling from her hand, hitting the floor with a metallic clink. The wardrobe slammed shut on its own, the sound echoing like a thunderclap. Silence returned, but it was heavier than before.

Elena pressed her back against the far wall, shaking, gasping for air. She wasn’t imagining things. Blackwood Estate had awakened.

And it remembered her.
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Echos of the Past
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Night descended swiftly upon Blackwood Estate, wrapping the manor in a cloak of darkness that seemed thicker, and more oppressive than Elena remembered. The evening fog pressed tightly against the windows like ghostly fingers seeking a way in, muffling the outside world in eerie silence. The moon was hidden behind clouds, its light strangled into gray wisps that did nothing to cut through the gloom. Inside, the only illumination came from a single flickering lantern perched unsteadily on the dining room table, its feeble flame casting warped, dancing shadows that clawed across the stained wallpaper like skeletal hands.

Elena sat alone at the head of the long, polished table, her fingertips trailing absently through the dust like she was drawing through ash. Her eyes were hollow with exhaustion, her mind heavy with unease that settled in her bones. In her palm rested the silver locket she had found, the one that had belonged to her mother. Its delicate surface caught the lantern’s light in brief glimmers, but the shimmer offered no warmth, only cold memory.

Her thumb traced the engraving again and again a single elegant initial that once signified love and protection. Now, it felt like a brand.

“I miss you,” she whispered, her voice catching in the thick air. “I miss both of you.”

Her words were swallowed whole by the room. It was not the quiet of peace, but of anticipation. The kind of silence that felt alive. A breath held too long. A stare from something just beyond sight.

A sudden creak echoed from above. Elena's heart stopped mid-beat. Her eyes snapped to the ceiling. The sound did not repeat, but it lingered, like a stain in the air. She pushed herself up from the table, her chair groaning in protest, the legs scraping across the warped floorboards like nails.

She wandered toward the kitchen, drawn by muscle memory more than will. Once, it had been the heart of the home filled with the smell of bread and laughter. Now, it was a corpse. Cabinets gaped open like broken jaws, shelves buckling under layers of dust, as if the house itself were collapsing inward. Cobwebs draped from the ceiling like veils, and the refrigerator stood half open, filled with rot. A foul, sweet stench coiled through the air like a phantom breath.

She opened cabinet doors out of habit, looking for something, anything to ground her. Then she spotted it. A slip of yellowed paper peeking out beneath a broken shelf. She knelt, fingers trembling, and pulled it free.

A photograph.

She gasped.

There she stood no older than six between her parents. All smiles. All light. And behind them, just beyond the frame’s clarity, rose a massive striped tent with faded lettering:

Carnival Nocturna.

Elena’s stomach flipped. Her skin prickled. The edges of her vision seemed to darken. Then a loud crash upstairs wood splitting, something heavy toppling.

She jumped, nearly dropping the photo.

“Who's there?” she called, forcing strength into her voice.

No reply. Just the slow, deliberate groan of floorboards.

She moved toward the stairs, each step deliberate, every instinct screaming to turn back. The upstairs hallway loomed ahead, thick with unnatural shadow. The light didn’t touch this part of the house. It swallowed it.

Her parents’ door, once open, was shut tight. Too tight. Like it had been pulled closed by unseen hands. She reached for the knob, her fingers brushing cool metal

A whisper.

“You shouldn’t have come back.”

She reeled backward, mouth open, eyes wide. “Who's there?”

Laughter... low, cruel, and empty.

Shaking, she twisted the knob and forced the door open. The cold hit her instantly, like stepping into a grave. The air pulsed with movement. Shadows twisted in corners where no light fell. The ornate box on the dresser was now open and empty.

“No, no, no...” she breathed, panic bubbling in her chest. She tore through the drawers, knocking aside forgotten trinkets and dust-coated memories.

Then a presence.

She turned.

A figure stood in the doorway, made of shadow and smoke, its outline ever shifting. Its form hummed with something foul and ancient.

“Who—what are you?” she whispered.

The thing spoke in a voice that scratched at the insides of her skull. “You know who I am. We’ve waited for you, Elena. Welcome home.”

It stepped closer. The face formed. Hollow. Melting. Skin stretched wrong across the bone. Eyes black pits.

“What do you want?” she choked.

“What was promised,” it hissed. “The debt must be paid.”

Her breath caught. “I don’t... I don’t understand.”

“You will.”

The figure crumbled into the shadows, unraveling into the walls.

Elena dropped to her knees, sobbing. Her mind reeled. Every breath felt like it might be her last. But something deep inside her, a spark, refused to collapse. She stood, slowly, legs shaking. She couldn’t leave.

Not yet.

From below came a sound of a dull thud, followed by dragging.

Elena descended the stairs, gripping the railing like a lifeline. The lantern was out. Darkness had reclaimed the room. She reached for the metal base, her fingers just grazing it and something touched her shoulder. She spun, heart thundering.

Nothing.

Only shadow.

Then a Breath. Cold. Wet. Against her neck.

"We're always here, Elena," a voice whispered, soaked in sorrow and death. "Waiting for you to join us."

Something moved behind her.

The shadows shifted. The walls seemed to bend. A crack split the ceiling, thin as a hairline at first, then wider. From it, a black ooze began to drip, slow and steady, like ink bleeding from the house’s very bones. The air thickened with rot, the scent of decay choking.

From the corner of the dining room, an antique chair scraped violently across the floor by itself. Elena stumbled backward, eyes darting wildly, her breaths coming in ragged bursts.

A guttural voice spoke again, closer now, wrapping around her like chains. “You brought this back with you. The sins. The blood. It remembers everything.”

A cold wind slammed through the room, blowing the lantern from the table. It shattered on the floor, plunging everything into darkness.

And then came the laughter. High-pitched. Childlike. Twisting upward into something manic and wrong.

Elena screamed, but the house did not echo her cry.

It devoured it.

From the staircase above, something began to descend. Not walking... dragging. Limbs bent the wrong way. A body that shouldn’t move. Each thump was followed by the rasp of fingernails against the wall, peeling old wallpaper in its wake.

Elena backed slowly into the kitchen, breath catching in her throat. Her hands fumbled for anything a knife, a light, a memory that could save her. Cabinets burst open on their own, slamming shut again and again as if angry at her presence.

And then she saw it carved into the wood of the table where she had just sat minutes before.

YOU NEVER LEFT.

Elena stumbled backward and fell, her back hitting the cold tile. Above her, the chandelier swung violently, its crystals chattering like teeth.

In the reflection of the metal stove, something stood behind her.

Watching.

Closer.

Always closer.

Then the power surged on for a flickering moment overhead lights blazed, revealing everything in unnatural clarity. Dozens of handprints, small and childlike, smeared across the walls in crimson arcs. Some trailed across the ceiling. Others looked as though they had been pressed into the wallpaper from within.

Then darkness returned.

The door to the basement creaked open by itself, releasing a groan so low it vibrated through Elena’s chest. Cold air rose from its depths, sharp and metallic. She inched toward it, drawn by something she couldn’t name terror and curiosity locked in equal measure.

At the base of the steps, something whispered again, barely audible beneath the creaking wood.

“Elena...”

The voice was that of her mother. But Elena knew better.

The thing in the house was wearing her memory like a mask.

Still, her feet moved forward. And behind her, in the walls, something began to laugh again...
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The Room with No Light
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Elena awoke the next morning to the sound of the wind howling against the broken shutters. The storm outside had rolled in overnight, cloaking the estate in a deep, oppressive gray. Rain lashed against the windows like clawed hands, and thunder rolled low in the distance, as if the sky itself were growling with warning.

She sat up slowly on the worn settee where she’d finally collapsed, her muscles aching and her thoughts still spinning from the night before. The chill in the house hadn’t lifted. It had seeped into the walls, into her skin, into her bones. Her mouth was dry, her throat tight, as if the very air had thickened overnight. The silence around her felt unnatural, too complete, as if the house itself were holding its breath, waiting.

She couldn’t shake the feeling that something had changed. That something had been stirred awake.

Her gaze drifted to the basement door, still slightly ajar.

“I need answers,” she whispered aloud, though her voice barely carried in the heavy silence.

With every cautious step she took toward the basement, the temperature dropped. The shadows lengthened, growing more aggressive, more sinister. The old wood beneath her feet creaked like it was whispering secrets to the darkness. 

When she reached the door, she paused and grabbed a candle from the shelf. Her fingers trembled as she lit it, the small flame flickering uncertainly in the drafty hallway, casting flecks of light that danced like frightened spirits.

Each step down the basement stairs felt like a descent into another world.

The air was damp and smelled of mildew, old stone, and something fouler, something coppery, like rusted iron and old blood. The candlelight revealed thick cobwebs hanging like shrouds from the low ceiling, and shelves lined with forgotten jars and rusted tools. Her footfalls echoed faintly, each one swallowed too quickly by the room, as if the space resisted sound.

Elena stepped off the final stair and into the heart of the cellar.

That was when she saw it.

A door she didn’t remember.

It stood at the far end of the basement, obscured behind a curtain of hanging plastic sheets that shifted with a breathless breeze. The frame was made of dark wood, warped with age, and unlike the other doors in the house, this one had no handle. Only a black keyhole, shaped like an eye.

She felt the air thicken around her, as if unseen eyes pressed against her skin. Her candle flickered again, the flame shivering as though it too feared what lay beyond.

“No way this was here before,” she muttered, stepping closer, her voice barely audible over the hammering of her heart.

As she reached out, her candle sputtered violently. The flame dimmed, nearly dying, then flared higher, casting warped shadows on the walls. Her fingers hovered near the keyhole.

Then a voice, soft and childlike, whispered through the room:

“Don’t open it.”

Elena’s breath hitched.

“Who’s there?” she demanded, spinning around.

No one. Nothing but shelves and damp stone. The candlelight flickered wildly now, responding to something unseen.

“You don’t belong here,” the voice said again, this time from behind her.

She turned back toward the door.

And found a face staring at her through the plastic.

A child. Pale. Eyes wide and unblinking. Its lips curled into a smile too wide for its face, exposing teeth that seemed too many, too sharp.

Elena stumbled backward, the candle falling from her hand and landing with a soft thud, the flame extinguished instantly. The shadows leapt inward, collapsing over her like a curtain drawn tight.

Panic clawed at her throat as she scrambled backward, bumping into cold stone. The air was thick now, suffocating, every breath harder than the last.

Then came the sound.

A soft humming. A lullaby.

Out of tune. Off-key. Repetitive and warped.

Elena pressed her hands over her ears, shaking her head violently. “No! No, this isn’t real!”

But the song only grew louder, drilling into her skull.

Suddenly, the black keyhole glowed faintly red. From the crack beneath the door, a slow stream of dark liquid began to ooze outward, trailing toward her feet.

The stench hit her next blood and burnt hair, thick and putrid.

“Elena...” the voice moaned, deeper now, filled with ancient rot and a rasp that scraped at her nerves.
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