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Chapter 1

The parking lot seemed deserted, just as the manager had said it would be each shift. Adam had just parked his car; the sound of his footsteps broke the silence of the night as he stepped out. Fresh from California, he wasn’t prepared for the brutal winter chill of this small Minnesota town or the eerie quiet that came with it. His fingers were numb despite his gloves, and his hastily bought garage sale boots strained his feet with every step. He had just settled into his apartment a day ago and was tired, but he needed the money and couldn’t afford to skip the first day. Besides, looking over an abandoned carnival sounded like the perfect job. No obnoxious crowds to deal with, no kids to shoo away. Just a decent paycheck for keeping an eye on some old rides and rundown food carts.

As Adam walked across the lot, he took in the snow-dusted asphalt, the distant streetlight casting just enough of a glow to make out the lines where cars were meant to park. His manager had said there hadn’t been an incident here for years, so he was looking forward to a peaceful night. The only reason they even needed a guard was because it was a municipal requirement.  Adam was grateful for a quiet job that gave him some sense of control, especially after what he had been through in his life so far.

He had run out of his medication during the move here and hadn’t managed to get his prescription refilled yet. Without them, he felt raw and anxious. But it was only an overnight shift; he could handle a few quiet nights until everything settled.

He had started his rounds from the parking lot. At first, there was only the stillness of the empty lot and the soft sound of snow crunching under his boots. But then something strange caught his eye. The light shifted and brightened around him, while a low hum of music floated through the night. As he got closer to the carnival grounds, the sound grew louder, and the lights got brighter. The place wasn’t abandoned at all.
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Chapter 2
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Adam felt confusion give way to frustration as he realized this was not what he signed up for. This wasn’t an abandoned carnival; it was far from it. Adam’s mind drifted back to his manager’s casual tone on the phone. “It’s all empty and no one to deal with,” he had said. So why were there people pouring out of everywhere? Did they just forget to mention some sort of event happening tonight? But that wouldn’t make sense as there was no signage for a special event. Maybe they downplayed how bustling the place was so they could pay him less. The thought sent a jolt of irritation through him.  He came in expecting a quiet, empty place where he could sit back and relax until his shift was over but that wasn’t the case here. The sign at the entrance of the circus shone bright and read “Welcome to Echo Carnival.” Children laughed as they ran past, their voices mingling with the rhythmic sound of a carousel and the soft pop of balloons from a game stand nearby as Adam walked in. Families moved in groups, carrying popcorn and cotton candy. People huddled close, bundled in winter coats, their faces lit by the glow of Ferris wheel lights.
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