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Author’s Note

This book came from the static between late-night memories and dreams you’re not supposed to remember. If you’ve made it this far, welcome to the lock-in. There’s more waiting past the glass. – C.H.

Before This:

“Some regrets you only hear when the silence talks back.”

“There’s no such thing as a locked door. Only time.”

“Memory doesn’t fade here. It mutates.”

“If you see your reflection blink, run.”

“It never wanted to be a mall.”

“Not everything behind glass is sleeping.”

Chapter 1: First Shift

Darius Cole tightened the strap of his worn messenger bag and took a deep breath before stepping into the hollow expanse of Ravenhill Mall. The building loomed like a forgotten relic, its facade faded and chipped, the glass doors reflecting the dim orange hue of the streetlights. Darius had heard the stories—whispers of why the mall had been struggling for years, tales of accidents, and rumors of its cursed history—but he wasn’t here for urban legends. He needed this job. A quiet gig to rebuild his life.

For a moment, he lingered at the entrance, the weight of his own thoughts pressing down. The past year had been one long series of mistakes—losing his apartment, losing his girlfriend, and nearly losing himself. But it was the memory of his brother that gnawed at him most. “You’re running, Darius. Like you always do.” The words echoed in his mind, sharp and biting, dredged from the argument after their father’s funeral. He’d left Camden and never looked back. Ravenhill was supposed to be a fresh start, or at least the first step toward one.

“It’s just a job,” he muttered under his breath, as if saying it out loud might make it true.

His new boss, a wiry man named Mr. Kellis, had handed him the keys with little ceremony. “You’ll be working nights,” he had said, his tone clipped and hurried. “Keep it clean. Keep it locked. Simple enough.” Simple sounded good, Darius had thought then. Simple was safe. But now, as the mall’s automatic doors whooshed open, the dimly lit interior seemed anything but simple.

The faint scent of old popcorn and disinfectant lingered in the air, mixing with something sharper and metallic. It was faint but unmistakable, like the smell of iron—wet and acrid. Darius frowned, the scent sparking an uneasy memory he couldn’t quite place. It seemed to intensify as he crossed the atrium, strongest near the center where the escalators stood frozen in their tracks. He paused, breathing in deeply, the scent filling his lungs and making his stomach churn. Was it blood? The thought came unbidden, and he shook his head to push it away.

He let his gaze wander across the empty hallways, the dimly lit storefronts with mannequin's frozen mid-pose, and the escalators humming softly even though they led nowhere. A flicker of movement caught his eye—something darting across the far end of the hall, where the shadows were deepest. He turned quickly, but nothing was there. Just his nerves, he told himself, forcing his feet to move.

The clipboard Mr. Kellis had given him listed the night’s tasks: mop the food court, clean the restrooms, and sweep the main hallways. He slung the bag over his shoulder and set off toward the janitor’s closet, his sneakers squeaking faintly against the tiled floor. The quiet was comforting at first, but as he walked, the sound of his footsteps seemed to echo longer than they should have. A chill crept up the back of his neck, and he glanced over his shoulder, half-expecting to see someone—or something—behind him. There was nothing.

He reached the janitor’s closet and unlocked the door, the scent of cleaning supplies and mildew hitting him in a wave. The space was cramped, with shelves crammed full of supplies and a single bulb casting a harsh, yellow glow. A notebook lay on the desk, its edges frayed and its cover scuffed. Curious, Darius picked it up and flipped through the pages. Most were blank, but a few had hastily scribbled notes. One phrase caught his eye, repeated over and over in uneven handwriting: “Don’t trust what you see.”

He frowned, setting the notebook down. The phrase echoed in his mind as he grabbed his supplies and headed out into the hall. The air felt heavier now, and the faint hum of the escalators seemed louder, almost rhythmic. Darius tried to shake off the unease, focusing on the task at hand.

“Just keep moving,” he muttered. But with every step he took, the quiet became less comforting and more oppressive. The mall felt alive, and Darius couldn’t shake the feeling that it was watching him.

Chapter 2: Locked In

Darius found the janitor’s closet tucked into an unassuming corner of the food court. The fluorescent light flickered overhead as he scanned the shelves for supplies. Mops, brooms, and bottles of industrial cleaner lined the walls, but what caught his attention was a small, leather-bound notebook left on the counter. The cover was scuffed, the edges worn, as if it had been thumbed through a hundred times. Curious, he flipped it open.

The handwriting was jagged, almost frantic. The first page simply read: "Don’t trust what you see." Darius frowned, flipping to the next page. A single word was scrawled across it: "Run." His chest tightened, and he glanced over his shoulder instinctively. The mall was still. Silent. He flipped to another page, which read: "It feeds when you forget."

As he read, the metallic scent seemed to creep into the closet, faint at first but growing stronger. Darius gagged and covered his nose. Was the smell following him? He shoved the notebook into his messenger bag and grabbed a mop, eager to distract himself.

As he stepped out of the closet, pushing his cleaning cart, he noticed something odd. The escalator he had passed earlier—the one that had been still—was now moving, its steps gliding upward toward the second floor. Darius stopped, gripping the handle of the cart. His eyes darted toward the shadows pooling at the edges of the hallways, but there was nothing. Just the faint hum of machinery and the flicker of a storefront sign advertising a sale long past.

A soft thud echoed from somewhere behind him, and Darius spun around, the mop clattering to the floor. His breath caught in his throat. A faint whisper followed, just at the edge of hearing, like someone calling his name from far away. He rubbed his arms as the air turned cold, a sudden, biting chill that made him shiver.

His eyes drifted to a bulletin board outside one of the empty storefronts, its cork surface warped and stained with age. Among the faded flyers and yellowing papers, a newspaper clipping caught his attention:

"Tragedy Strikes Ravenhill Mall: Fire Claims Seven Lives."

The headline was dated fifteen years ago, accompanied by a grainy photograph of firefighters standing in the ashes of the food court. Darius swallowed hard, his hand trembling as he reached out to touch the brittle edges of the paper. His finger brushed against the photo, and the image seemed to ripple, the faces of the victims smearing into grotesque shapes.

He blinked, and the clipping was normal again. Just a relic of the mall’s cursed past.

“You’re imagining things,” he muttered under his breath, his voice breaking the silence. But as he turned to continue his shift, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something—or someone—was watching. A fleeting shadow crossed the far wall, too quick for him to catch, and the metallic scent grew stronger.

Chapter 3: The Quiet Mall

Darius adjusted the grip on his cleaning cart as he turned down the central hallway of Ravenhill Mall. The clipboard in his hand listed only a few tasks, yet as he walked, he felt like he was moving farther than he should.

Something about the layout felt... off.

The janitor’s closet should have been close by, but now the hallway stretched endlessly ahead of him, like it was shifting under his feet.

He paused, turning his head to glance over his shoulder. The silence was oppressive, pressing against his ears like thick cotton. His breathing slowed. His own exhales sounded too loud in the empty corridor.

“Just focus,” he muttered, pushing the cart forward. The soft squeak of his sneakers on the polished tiles seemed to echo strangely, the sound bouncing back in uneven patterns.

A faint metallic scent hit his nose—weak at first, but growing sharper as he moved. It wasn’t constant; instead, it came in irregular bursts, like something seeping through the air in waves.

He sniffed cautiously, his stomach tightening. The smell was sharp and coppery, like blood left too long in the air. He breathed in through his mouth, trying to block it out, but the scent clung to his throat.

A chill crept up his spine.

Darius glanced left, scanning the dim storefronts. For a moment, something felt... wrong. The angles of the walls didn’t line up quite right, like the entire mall had shifted just slightly off-axis.

Then, music.

A faint, scratchy melody drifted through the air, warping as if played from an old record. He froze, his ears straining.

It was coming from inside a closed electronics store.

He took a slow step toward it. The music cut off instantly.

The silence returned. Thicker. Heavier.

Darius’ pulse quickened. He turned toward the nearest shop—an old jewelry store with shattered glass cases. For a brief second, his reflection in the display window didn’t move with him.

His chest tightened. He blinked hard, but the glass was still. Everything looked normal.

“Just nerves,” he muttered, but even he didn’t believe it.

Finally, up ahead, the janitor’s closet came into view. Relief surged through him, but as he moved forward, the metallic scent intensified.

The closer he got, the worse it became—thicker, suffocating, raw.

He stopped at the door, his hand hovering over the handle. The air felt colder here.

When he stepped inside, the fluorescent light flickered overhead, casting jittery shadows across the room. The familiar scent of bleach and damp concrete mixed with the stronger metallic tang, creating a nauseating combination.

Then
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