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Chapter 1 – The Invitation
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The letter arrived on a Tuesday—an ordinary day that should not have carried anything extraordinary.

Evan noticed it because it didn’t belong.

It rested on the small wooden table near the front door of his house, placed neatly between a stack of unpaid utility bills and a folded grocery receipt. The envelope was thick, matte black, with no stamp, no return address, no postal markings of any kind. His name—Evan Hale—was written across the front in precise, silver ink.

He stood there longer than necessary, keys still in his hand, jacket half-zipped, listening to the quiet hum of the refrigerator from the kitchen. The house smelled faintly of dust and old books, the way it always did when his parents were working late.

“This isn’t funny,” he muttered, though no one was around to hear it.

Evan picked up the envelope. It was heavier than expected, as if something solid rested inside—something more than paper. He turned it over, checking the seal. Unbroken. Perfectly clean.

He tried to remember if anyone had been home earlier. No. He had locked the door himself that morning.

The envelope did not feel warm. It did not feel cold either.

It felt... patient.

He carried it to his room and sat on the edge of his bed, the late afternoon light spilling through the blinds in thin, golden stripes. For a moment, he considered throwing it away. Curiosity, however, had always been his weakness.

Evan slid a finger beneath the seal.

Inside was a single sheet of paper—white, uncreased, impossibly smooth. The text was printed, not handwritten.



ASHMOOR FACILITY
You are invited.
Tonight. 7:30 PM.

Bring no adults. Bring no devices.

Come only if you wish to know what you have forgotten.



At the bottom of the page were four names.

Evan Hale
Lina Moore
Marcus Reed
Noah Carter
His throat tightened.

The paper slipped slightly in his hand.

“How do you know them?” he whispered.

Ashmoor Facility.

The name stirred something unpleasant in his mind—a vague image of a building on the edge of town, half-swallowed by trees and time. He had passed it before on bike rides years ago, though he could not recall exactly when. It was one of those places adults avoided mentioning, as if pretending something did not exist made it harmless.

Evan checked the time on his phone. 4:12 PM.

He read the letter again.

Bring no adults. Bring no devices.

He turned the paper over.

Nothing else was written.



Lina received her letter during chemistry class.

It slid onto her desk without a sound.

She had been balancing her pencil against her lip, pretending to listen as the teacher droned on about molecular bonds, when the black envelope appeared at the corner of her notebook.

Her first thought was that someone was playing a prank.

Her second thought was that pranks usually came with laughter.

She looked around. No one was paying attention to her. The teacher’s back was turned, scribbling formulas across the board. Marcus sat two rows ahead, hunched over his book. Noah was absent today, as usual.

Lina opened the envelope beneath her desk, her heart picking up its pace.

She read the letter once.

Then twice.

Then she folded it carefully and placed it inside her backpack, as if hiding it might stop the chill crawling up her spine.

Ashmoor Facility.

She remembered sneaking out one summer night years ago, daring each other to get close to the rusted gates before running back to town. They had never gone inside. They had never even touched the door.

Some places don’t like being visited, her mother had once said, half-joking, half-serious.

Lina had laughed then.

She wasn’t laughing now.



Marcus tore his letter in half.

Then he froze.

The paper did not rip.

He stared at it, confusion flickering across his face as he tried again, pulling harder this time. The envelope bent slightly but remained intact, as if resisting him.

“What the—”

He stopped and exhaled sharply, forcing himself to calm down.

Marcus Reed didn’t believe in ghosts. Or curses. Or mysterious letters delivered without postage. There was always a rational explanation.

Always.

He unfolded the letter properly and read it, jaw tightening as he reached the list of names.

“This is stupid,” he said aloud.

But he didn’t throw it away.

He placed it in his jacket pocket and told himself it was only to prove how stupid it was.



Noah’s letter waited for him on his pillow.

He stood in the doorway of his bedroom for a long time before stepping inside.

Noah Carter was sensitive to sounds—the tick of clocks, the buzz of faulty lights, the whisper of air moving through vents. He noticed details others ignored. That was both a gift and a curse.

The house was too quiet.

His parents were out. They always were.

He picked up the envelope carefully, as though it might hum or vibrate beneath his fingers. It didn’t. But when he opened it, he felt a familiar tightness behind his eyes, the warning sign of a headache.

Ashmoor Facility.

He sat on the bed and pressed his thumb against the paper, grounding himself.

“I don’t remember,” he whispered.

That frightened him more than anything else.



At 7:18 PM, they stood together at the edge of the forest road, none of them quite meeting each other’s eyes.

The sun was sinking, staining the sky in shades of orange and purple. The trees ahead loomed tall and dense, their branches tangled like reaching fingers.

Evan broke the silence first.

“So,” he said. “You got it too.”

Lina crossed her arms. “Unless someone forged all four letters with the same creepy font.”

Marcus snorted. “This is a setup. Probably some dumb social experiment.”

Noah said nothing. His gaze was fixed on the path ahead.

Ashmoor Facility rose at the end of the road like a sleeping giant.

The building was larger than Evan remembered—three stories tall, its windows dark, its concrete walls cracked but intact. A faded sign hung crookedly above the entrance, the letters barely readable beneath layers of grime.

ASHMOOR YOUTH RESEARCH CENTER

“That’s new,” Lina said quietly.

“I don’t remember it saying that,” Evan replied.

Marcus frowned. “Research center? For what?”

No one answered.

They reached the front gates at exactly 7:30 PM.

The metal fence was rusted, but the gate stood open.

That was the first wrong thing.

The second was the light.

As Evan stepped forward, the lamps lining the path flickered—once, twice—then turned on, bathing the entrance in a pale, artificial glow.

No switch. No sound of electricity kicking in.

Just light.

Noah flinched. “Did... did anyone else hear that?”

“Hear what?” Marcus asked.

“The click,” Noah said. “Like something waking up.”

The front doors creaked open slowly, as if responding to them.

Inside, the air smelled of dust and something faintly metallic.

Evan swallowed. “We can still leave.”

No one moved.

Just inside the doorway, painted across the far wall in large, uneven letters, were the words:

DO NOT TURN ON THE LIGHTS
UNLESS YOU ARE READY TO REMEMBER
Lina felt her breath catch. “I don’t like this.”

Marcus forced a laugh. “Then we read the sign and walk out. End of mystery.”

But even as he spoke, the doors behind them closed with a heavy thud.

The lights in the hallway flickered.

Then stabilized.

Somewhere deep inside the building, something shifted.

And Ashmoor Facility began to listen.
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Chapter 2 – Rules Written on the Wall
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The silence after the doors closed was heavier than any sound.

Evan turned instinctively, his hand already reaching for the handle that was no longer there. The doors had sealed themselves flush with the wall, the seam between metal and concrete so thin it might never have existed at all.

“That’s not possible,” Marcus said quickly. He stepped forward and pressed his palm flat against the surface where the door should have been. “There has to be a mechanism.”

He searched for a panel, a switch, anything. His knuckles rapped against the wall—solid, unyielding.

Lina took a slow step back, her eyes fixed on the warning painted across the far wall.

DO NOT TURN ON THE LIGHTS
UNLESS YOU ARE READY TO REMEMBER
“I don’t understand,” she said. “The lights are already on.”

“They’re not,” Noah whispered.

Everyone looked at him.

“What do you mean?” Evan asked.

Noah swallowed. His hands were clenched at his sides, fingers trembling slightly. “These aren’t... the lights. They’re not the ones the sign is talking about.”

Marcus scoffed. “You’re guessing.”

Noah shook his head. “I can hear it.”

“Hear what?”

“The electricity,” Noah replied softly. “It’s... waiting.”

That was when Evan noticed it too.

The hallway was illuminated, yes—but not properly. The light didn’t come from fixtures overhead. Instead, it seeped from narrow strips embedded along the floor and walls, a dim glow that cast long, distorted shadows. The ceiling lights themselves remained off, dark circles hanging above them like unblinking eyes.

Emergency lighting, Evan thought.

Or something pretending to be.

“Okay,” Marcus said, clapping his hands once. The sound echoed farther than it should have. “This is clearly staged. Some abandoned building with a backup generator and creepy graffiti. Someone wants to scare us.”

“Who?” Lina snapped. “And how did they know our names?”

Marcus hesitated.

Evan turned back to the wall. The paint was uneven, the letters thick and jagged, as if written in a hurry—or by someone who hadn’t cared about being neat.

Below the warning, something else had been added in smaller text.

RULES KEEP YOU SAFE.
BREAK THEM, AND THE BUILDING REMEMBERS FOR YOU.
Lina’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Rules?”

As if in response, a low hum rolled through the hallway. The floor vibrated faintly beneath their feet.

Then, slowly, more words appeared.

Not painted.

Scratched.

Lines carved directly into the concrete, one after another, as though an invisible hand were writing them in real time.

Noah took a step back, his breath hitching. “It’s doing it again.”

“Doing what again?” Evan asked, though he wasn’t sure he wanted the answer.

“Writing,” Noah said. “I’ve seen this before.”

Marcus spun toward him. “When?”

Noah’s brow furrowed. “I don’t know. I just—” He pressed his fingers to his temple. “It feels familiar.”

The scratching stopped.

Five rules stood before them.



RULE ONE:
Do not turn on the lights unless instructed.
RULE TWO:
Do not separate.
RULE THREE:
Do not answer voices that know your name.
RULE FOUR:
Do not lie to the building.
RULE FIVE:
If the light goes out, stay still.



Lina read them aloud, her voice steady despite the knot tightening in her chest.

“This is insane,” Marcus said. “Buildings don’t give rules.”

“This one does,” Evan replied quietly.

He didn’t like how calm his own voice sounded.

The hum faded, leaving behind a tense, ringing silence.

“Okay,” Marcus said again, louder this time. “Let’s assume—assume—this is some kind of immersive horror thing. Like those escape rooms.”

Lina shot him a look. “Have you ever been to an escape room that locks you in without consent?”

“No,” Marcus admitted. “But—”

“And writes rules into the wall,” Evan added.

Marcus exhaled sharply. “Fine. Even so, there’s always a way out.”

Noah stared at Rule Four.

Do not lie to the building.

“How would it even know?” he murmured.

As if answering him, the lights flickered.

Just once.

Evan’s heart skipped.

“Okay,” Lina said. “We follow the rules. All of them. We don’t do anything stupid.”

Marcus opened his mouth, then closed it again.

“I’m not scared,” he muttered. “I just think caution is... logical.”

The hallway stretched forward into darkness, branching into two corridors. One led left, the other right. Between them stood a small metal pedestal, waist-high, its surface scratched and dented.

Resting on top was a switch.

A simple
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