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Chapter 1

(I don’t remember walking here)
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I’m standing in a park — or something that used to be one. Tall trees, tall grass, sky a washed-out blue with scattered grey clouds. It feels familiar and unfamiliar at the same time, like a place I’ve seen in a dream but never visited.

I don’t know how I ended up on this side of the park. 

I don’t even remember choosing a direction.

If someone asked me, I’d probably say I was curious. That I wandered through the trees because something in my gut nudged me forward. But even that feels like an excuse.

The grass here is overgrown, untouched for months. The path beneath my feet is cracked, half hidden by weeds. It doesn’t look like anyone has been here in a long time.

It’s Wednesday. 

11 AM. 

My day off.

I should feel relaxed. I don’t.

Something is off, but I can’t put my finger on it.

I keep walking anyway.

Up ahead, through the trees, I see something strange.

A building.

At first, I thought it was a warehouse — big, blocky, out of place. But as I get closer, the shape shifts. The colors shift. The angles shift.

A funhouse?

“What the...?”

It doesn’t make sense. This is just a regular park. There shouldn’t be a funhouse here. And yet there it is — faded paint, crooked sign, half-hidden behind the tall grass.

I don’t have anywhere else to be. And something in me wants to see it.

I take a few steps closer—

And freeze.

A voice. 

Close. 

Too close.

I turn, expecting no one.

But a girl is walking toward me through the field, waving like she’s been looking for me.

“Hey there!” She calls out. “Didn’t think anyone else was here. When I came in, it was just me.”

She’s smiling, bright and casual, like this abandoned place is her second home.

“My name’s Sage,” she says. “I’ve been here before. I usually explore alone, but today’s different, I guess.”

I blink, trying to process her sudden appearance. “I’m Claire,” I say. “Nice to meet you. I’ve never been here before. Just exploring.”

Sage tilts her head, studying me with an expression that feels... knowing.

“Well,” she says, “maybe your heart and gut were trying to guide you here. Like they’re trying to tell you something.”

Before I can respond, she looks past me.

“Oh — there it is.”

I turn.

The funhouse. And a couple of small rides beside it.

I didn’t notice the rides before. I’m not sure how I missed them.

Sage grins. “Let’s go check it out.”

I hesitate. “I’m not sure...”

“Come on,” she says gently. “We’re not far.”

She’s right. 

And something in me says this might be my only chance.

“Alright,” I say. “Let’s go.”

We walked together toward the building. Within minutes, we reach it — and up close, it looks even stranger. One entire side has been demolished, like something tore through it years ago.

Sage stops beside me. “Shall we go inside?”

My stomach twists. “I’m not ready... but I have to be. I need to face whatever’s in there.”

Sage nods once.

And together, we step inside the funhouse.

Quietly.
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Chapter 2

(The building feels like it’s waiting for us)
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We step through the torn-open side of the funhouse, climbing over splintered wood and broken beams. There’s no doorway, no frame, nothing that looks like it was ever meant to be an entrance. It’s just a gaping wound in the wall, like something heavy ripped it apart years ago, and no one bothered to fix it.

Inside, the air is colder. 

Still. 

Heavy in a way that makes my skin prickle.

Dust hangs in the dim light, drifting slowly, like it’s suspended in water instead of air.

I stay close to Sage without even thinking about it.

She glances at me, calm as ever. “It’s okay. I know this place. I’ve been here before.”

That stops me. “You have?”

“Yeah,” she says, stepping over a fallen beam. “A few times. It changes a little each visit, but the main areas stay in the same spots. Some parts shift. Some don’t. And some... you just avoid.”

Her tone is matter-of-fact, like she’s giving directions to a place she knows better than her own house.

We move deeper into the funhouse — or warehouse, or whatever this place is pretending to be. The floorboards creak under our weight. The walls are lined with mirrors, but they’re cracked and warped, reflecting us in ways that don’t make sense.

My reflection moves a beat too slow. Sage’s flickers, like the mirror, can’t decide how to show her.

I look away quickly.

“What should I expect?” I ask quietly.

Sage hesitates. “There are zombies in some areas.”

I blink. “Zombies?”

“Not the scary kind,” she says quickly. “They don’t chase. They don’t even notice you. They just... wander. Like they’re stuck in their own loop. But it’s better not to get close.”

My stomach tightens. “Okay. Avoid zombies. Got it.”

She gives a small nod. “Just stay with me.”

We reach a wider room where the floor dips slightly, like the building is sinking on one side. Ahead of us is a staircase leading upward, spiraling into dim light. To the left, the funhouse continues into deeper shadows.

Sage points to the stairs. “We go up. The lower level is where the zombies usually drift around.”

I’m about to agree when something shifts in the corner of my eye.

Movement.

I turn my head slowly.

Across the room, half-hidden in the shadows, stand three clowns.

They’re not moving. They’re not smiling. They’re not doing anything.

But they’re wrong.

Their costumes are faded, colors washed out like old carnival posters. Their heads tilt at angles that don’t look natural. And even though they’re standing still, their bodies lean forward just slightly — like they’re trying to get a better look at me.

One of them tilts its head a little more. The motion is slow and deliberate, like it’s curious.

My breath catches.

Sage follows my gaze. “Don’t worry about them,” she murmured. “They’re not supposed to move unless you get too close.”

“Supposed to?” I whisper.

She doesn’t answer.

The clowns stay still, but I swear one of their eye's shifts, tracking me with a lazy, unnatural interest. Not threatening. Not aggressive. Just... too aware.

I grip the railing and start up the stairs; my footsteps faster than I intended. Sage stays close behind me, steady and unbothered.

Halfway up, she says softly, “You’re doing fine. Just keep following me.”

I nodded, even though my heart was pounding.

Because whatever waits upstairs, Sage already knows it.

And that’s the only reason I keep climbing.
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Chapter 3

(The upstairs feels like a different world)
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The hallway is warmer than the rest of the building, like the air has been sitting here too long. Every step makes the floorboards creak, and the sound echoes a little too loudly in the open space.

Sage walks ahead of me with that calm, steady pace she always has — like she knows exactly where she’s going and exactly what I’m supposed to see.

We turn a corner.

That’s when I notice them.

Zombies.

Not wandering like the one's downstairs. Not reaching for us. Not reacting at all.

These ones are in cages.

Tall metal enclosures line up the wall, each one holding a figure that sways gently, like they’re stuck in a slow-motion loop. Their fingers curl around the bars, brushing the metal with soft, absent-minded taps.

They’re close enough that I can see the dullness in their eyes — the way they stare past everything, like they’re remembering something far away.

Sage doesn’t even look at them. “Ignore them,” she says quietly.

I slow down. “Ignore them? They’re right there.”

“They won’t bother you.”

“That’s not the point,” I whisper. “Why are they up here? Why are they caged?”

Sage reaches back and takes my hand, giving it a small tug. Not forceful — just enough to pull my attention away.

“Don’t focus on them,” she says. “They’ll distract you.”

“From what?”

“From where we’re going.”

We walk until the hallway opens into a wide platform. Heat rises from below, brushing against my face like a warning.

I step closer to the railing and look down.

A massive lava pit churns beneath us.

The glow is unreal — bright orange and red, shifting like liquid fire. The heat distorts the air, making everything ripple. The building shouldn’t be able to hold something like this, but somehow it does.

Somehow it always has.

Sage stands beside me. “This is part of the place.”

I lean over the railing, squinting through the heat waves.

That’s when I see them.

People.

Real people.

They’re moving across narrow stone paths and metal beams that stretch over the lava. Some walk carefully, arms out for balance. Others run like they’re being chased. A few stand frozen at the edge, unable to take the first step.

“What are they doing?” I ask.

“Crossing,” Sage says.

“Crossing to where?”

She doesn’t answer right away. Her eyes stay on the people below, watching them with a strange kind of understanding.

“Everyone has their own reason,” she finally says. “Some make it. Some don’t.”

A shiver runs through me, even with the heat rising from below. “Are we supposed to go down there?”

“Not yet.”

The way she says it makes my stomach twist. Not in fear — in anticipation.

Like something down there is waiting for me, but I’m not supposed to know what it is yet.

I look back at the people crossing. One slips, catching themselves at the
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