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Chapter 1
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I don't know how long we slept. Or maybe I should say, how long we rested—because it wasn't real sleep, not by any stretch of the word.

David and I had collapsed into the grey room once again after surviving the hellscape of the abandoned asylum. Amara’s lively coos only hurt my heart now. She wasn’t our baby she belonged to Eleanor so it wasn’t like we could just take her from her so-called mother. She didn’t speak to us, and we stayed on opposite sides of the small room.   

Our bodies were sore, our minds shattered, I was drowning in memories of things I now wished I could forget. The ghosts... the endless cycle of terror we'd been forced to relive over and over. Those souls—lost, angry, desperate—had torn us open, scraped the raw parts of us we thought were buried deep. I could still hear their whispers in my head, feel their fingers brushing my skin, the cold seeping into my bones. But I also felt a lot of comfort from the children that were now free.

I pulled my knees to my chest, my back against the cold wall for stability. David lay beside me, his arm draped over his face like he was trying to block out the world. Neither of us wanted to think about the last door. I knew I didn’t.

We hadn’t spoken much since we escaped the asylum. There was nothing left to say. What was there to say? That we were alive? Barely. That we were, okay? Far from it. We were both a mess of broken pieces—physically, mentally, emotionally. The horrors we'd faced had marked us, left scars too deep for even time to heal. We knew we had a door left and that we would have to go through it with Eleanor. I just don’t think I would be able to control myself if she throws her baby at another thing to save her own ass. 

But that damn door kept drawing us in. Each one more terrifying than the last. And now, here we were—staring at the cold grey walls of this room, waiting for it to start again. I knew it wouldn’t be long now before the room rumbled and we had to continue but I was going to enjoy this little break.

I wanted to pet him, to hold him tight, to tell him everything was going to be okay—but I couldn’t lie. Not now. We both knew that the next door would be just as bad as the other two. No use in sugar coating it.

The silence in the room was thick, broken only by the sound of our quiet breathing. I fought to keep my eyes open, to stay aware, but my body was shutting down, my mind slipping into an aching, muddled haze.

“How long do you think it’ll be?” David asked, his voice hoarse, like it hadn’t been used in hours. Maybe longer.

I blinked, barely registering the question at first. “What?”

“Before the next door opens. Before we get dragged into whatever nightmare’s waiting on the other side.” He sounded... defeated. His words were hollow, a grim acceptance of what was to come. There was no anger in his tone, no frustration—just a quiet resignation. Like he’d already given up hope. The silence was deceptive—too thick, too smothering, like the air had been drained from the room itself.

I swallowed. I didn’t have an answer. I didn’t know how much longer we could keep going but it was just one more door. We have to hold onto hope. “I don’t know. Not like we have a choice anyways.”

David didn’t respond. Instead, his arm dropped from his face, his eyes meeting mine, hollow and weary. “Yeah, we don’t,” he murmured. “I plan on never leaving the house again after this. It is just one more door, right? We beat two already. We just have to take the knowledge we got from the first two rounds and apply it to the next one.”

I closed my eyes, willing myself to sleep, but it didn’t come. The ghosts—their ghosts—still clung to the edges of my thoughts, like they were circling, waiting for me to drop my guard. When it wasn’t the ghosts, it was the eerie clicking of the raptor that set me on edge. I knew it was all in my head.

Minutes stretched into hours. How long had it been? I could hardly tell anymore. The room was as still as death, nothing moving except for the faint rise and fall of David’s chest next to me. We had all managed to finally fall asleep.

And then... a sound.

It wasn’t loud. Barely a creak, the sort of noise a door makes when it hasn’t been opened in years. But it was there, coming from the far side of the room. I blinked, still half-dazed from exhaustion, wondering if I was imagining it.

But no. The door—the last door, the one that had remained silent, as if it had lost interest in us—was slowly, quietly, beginning to open.

I froze.

David’s head snapped up, his eyes wide, scanning the room. His body tensed, like a trapped animal, poised to spring at any moment.

“Here we go again,” he muttered, his voice barely above a whisper, hoarse from sleep and stress.

I didn’t say anything. My heart was hammering in my chest, but my body didn’t move. I just stared at the door as it creaked open, its hinges groaning with an eerie, unnatural slowness.

David’s face contorted into something close to a grimace. “This must be the final boss,” he said, a bitter laugh escaping his lips. His eyes were glazed, his energy drained, and the words—sarcastic and hollow—felt empty. “Feels like the last level of some twisted game. Except I’m not feeling like the hero right now, you know?”

I couldn’t answer him. I couldn’t even bring myself to move, not when the door was opening wider with each agonizing second. I could feel it—the pull of it. Something was calling me forward, like the door was a mouth, a gaping black hole, ready to swallow me whole.

David’s hand found mine, his grip shaking even though I knew he was doing his best to play it brave. Even now, his touch was the only thing that reminded me I was still human, still here. “Nic... whatever’s behind that door, we can’t just stand here. We have to keep moving, right? We’ve made it this far. We can’t just let it... win. It would be our luck that they come out here to kill us for waiting too long.”

Looking at him I could tell how much this had all changed him, but at the same time, he was the same man I married. The one who laughed at the world, who took the impossible and made it his joke. He was still there, somewhere. And for a second, that was enough to make me believe that maybe, just maybe, we could survive this. We would come out stronger.

Every muscle in my body screamed to move, to fight, to do anything but sit here and let fate decide for us. "The smell will be what kills us here.” I stood up stretching as I went.

David let out a slow, steady breath, and his voice was quiet, but firm. “After you,” he said, his tone laced with defeat and something else, something I couldn’t name. “God, it’s worse with the door open, huh. No matter what happens—don’t hesitate. We move, we fight, we win.” 

The air around it pulsed, like the room was holding its breath—and so were we. The door creaked open fully now, and I didn’t wait for another second. I grabbed onto his hand as tightly as I could, and stepped forward, stepping into the unknown. Was that laughter? Although I did not look behind me, I could feel Eleanor following closely behind. 
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Chapter 2
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I hesitated once we were all in, fingers ghosting over the thick dark red velvet curtains that were now completely circling us. The fabric swallowed my touch, its weight unnatural—heavier than it should be, as though it wanted to keep us safe here. The others stood tense behind me, breathing shallow, the baby’s quiet fussing the only sound breaking the suffocating silence. I swore I heard an old-timey music box tune, but it was barely audible and stopped almost as soon as I heard it.

David and I locked eyes, his nod imperceptible but understood, and we pushed through with our hands still tightly intertwined. I noticed that Eleanor grabbed David's sleeve as we made our way into the curtains. Even though she did not deserve help, I looked the other way. 

The curtains parted like flesh after we made it through a few layers, yawning open to reveal a spectacle that burned itself into my vision. The scent of stale popcorn and acrid sugar curled in my nostrils, mingling with something raw beneath it—something rotten just like the other two doors we had been through. Always death. 

Towering above us, the tent’s fabric billowed like an iridescent sky, shimmering with shifting hues of crimson, gold, and deep indigo. The colors pulsed, alive. Watching.

“Great. Out of everything the universe decides to make our last challenge a circus. We sure as hell won’t be able to sleep here. This will be the place I have nightmares about when we get home.” David’s eyes flickered from one thing to the next. The anxiety plain on his face now. He didn’t try to hide it. Eleanor was still standing uncomfortably close to David, but I brushed it off. She was clearly panicking way more than he was. Good. I thought to myself.

I kept looking around and noticed that encircling us like the jaws of some great beast, stands loomed almost as high as the tent, their wooden benches warped and splintered, waiting for an audience that never arrived—or one long gone. At the heart of it all, the grand stage stretched wide, its wooden planks gnarled, carved with spiraling designs that seemed to shift under my view. The spotlight, fractured and flickering, cast an otherworldly glow, staining the ground in sickly hues.

A distant rustle beyond the stage caught my attention. Movement.

“We are not alone.” I muttered as I frantically looked around for a place to hide. Not finding many options I dragged David under the stands with me. Eleanor scrambled for a second before following us. It wasn’t the best option, but it was better than standing there waiting to be targeted in a walkway.

No one moved a muscle as what could have been a toy car flew onto the stage. I was probably taller than it and I was short. The wheels were too big for it making me wonder if it ran on magic because it shouldn’t be able to roll. After what felt like way too much time one of the two bright yellow doors opened with a twinging noise. 

The first thing out was a clown. He was twisting his way out with unnatural grace, a towering figure with skin as pale as bone, black lips stretched into a permanent grin. His costume, a tattered suit of deep purple, it looked like it reeked of mildew. His shoes black and too shiny shoes stuck out because of their huge size. I flinched so hard I nearly knocked my head on the underside of the bleachers. My breath caught in my throat—he was wrong. He wasn’t just a clown. He was something built in a nightmare and dressed for a show.

He stepped to the side, and I noticed his shoes were squeaking obnoxiously loud as he stepped. He stopped and leaned on the hood of the car carelessly. His creepy eyes flickered to the stands, and he waved at an invisible audience on the opposite side from where we were.

Another one was quickly out behind him—a woman, short and stocky, her face painted in sharp geometric patterns of red and white, her dark eyes unreadable beneath thick lashes. Her curls, jet black, bounced with each step, her gloved fingers twitching.     She was wearing a dress that matched the painting on her face. It was off-putting that her dress was so pretty, given the situation. The red hid the blood spatters well for the most part. She skipped to the car’s trunk and posed with her elbow on it and blew kisses to no one. One creepy duo.

Then came the third—a broad-shouldered man with skin like burnished bronze, his jaw locked in a silent laugh. His clown attire was dazzling, patterned with neon oranges and greens that made his presence garish against the dim stage lights. 

The blood splatters were there all over him too, but it was obvious that they had all cleaned them up some after getting covered. He flipped dramatically and landed on top of the car. He took grand bows in complete circles.   

The fourth climbed out next, hunched over, his movements erratic. How he even fit in the car was beyond me. His head was shaven smooth, his face painted stark white except for the exaggerated blue teardrops streaking down his cheeks. He shuffled forward, murmuring nonsense under his breath. He reminded me of a cave man with a ridiculously big yellow flower on his vest.  He just took a few steps forward and spun in slow circles. Demented.

I started to say, “How did four people fit in that?” when another clown stepped out— a slender figure and light brown skin, their costume an elegant black and gold ensemble, more fitting for a macabre ballroom than a circus. Their painted mouth split into something that wasn’t quite a smile. It barely looked human. 

It strutted with a large stride around the car in quick circles throwing its hands out from its chest. After a minute of their ridiculous posing, they stopped and got in a line in front of the car door.

They froze motionless for a moment, the five of them standing in a loose line, like performers waiting for applause. Their laughter rang out eerie and almost dry. The different pitches and tones made me want to throw up on the spot. I didn’t let my eyes wander. If I did, they may pop up behind us. Then we would be screwed. 

Then I saw another hand flail inside of the car although I couldn’t see that great from where we were now.

The hand clawed at the door frame, and with a sharp yank, two of the clowns grabbed the hand and pulled the final figure out.

But it wasn’t a clown they pulled out.

It was a man. Normal. Trembling. Not from here. He had come through a door too.

His chest heaved with frantic breaths as his fingers scrabbled against the polished wood of the stage, his eyes darting wildly between them, searching—pleading for any kind of mercy. He had bruises on his arm and his blue and white shirt had seen better days. His brown tousled hair was wild like his eyes although I wasn’t close enough to see what color they were. 

But there was no escape. There were 5 of them and one of him. He ran frantically just to be shoved back into the middle of the circle they had made. Like a bunch of bullies. 

The clowns only stared. Their laughter never fully stopping but lower now. Darker.

Then, together, four of them closed in on him. The last one walked off just to return with a rusted table that had been obviously used more than it should have been. It stood up to hold a person upright with thick leather straps. 

“NO! NO! GET AWAY FROM ME YOU FUCKING MONSTERS!” The boy yelled but before he could achieve anything he was strapped to the table. 

The big monstrous one walked away again and came back with another table. This one sat normally but when he dumped the bag he had in his other hand onto it I had to hold my breath. 

Implements of torture. 

Scalpels. Pliers. Hooks. Tools I recognized from horror movies—but never wanted to see in real life. And worse, ones I didn’t recognize at all. Things that hummed or clicked or glowed faintly like they were alive.

The female clown walked up to the table and quickly started to organize everything on the table. She was humming now as her head bobbed side to side. I couldn’t take my eyes away. After she had finished, she stood behind the table and threw her hands up as if she just finished a performance. 

To my surprise they all started to clap for her. 

Then the tall skinny clown stepped forward to pick up what had to be the rustiest knife I had ever seen. He held it up to the light and picked up a torch lighting the rusted blade up until it was red hot. It was deliberate and slow as he walked to stand in front of the poor boy.  

At this point the guy knew he was done for and so did I. I said a quick prayer that it would be quick, but I knew it would go unheard and unfulfilled. 

David was the first to speak and break the tension we all had. “There is no way we can take on five of them. I wish we could help but I think it would end up getting us killed.” He paused looking into my eyes. It was tearing him apart to make the decision but there was nothing we could do. “We need to move before they get bored.”

My legs moved, but my stomach twisted with guilt. He was still screaming. Maybe we weren’t better than the clowns. Maybe the only difference was we had the luxury of hiding. David squeezed my hand as the guy's scream echoed all around us. I couldn’t look at anything but the floor as we made our way around the bleachers to find a way to the next area. It would be nice if the door was back here. As if it would be that easy. The scent of burning metal mixed with the faint, sweet
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