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​Chapter 1: The Rumor Under the Building
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I should have known better than to trust a photo that looked too wrong to be fake.

That should have been the first red flag. Not the abandoned building. Not the dead forum thread. Not the fact that the image had been reposted so many times it looked like it had been dragged through the internet by its teeth. The real warning was how badly I wanted it to be real.

I had been chasing liminal spaces for almost two years by then, which sounded cooler online than it did when you said it out loud. Online, it made me sound like some niche photographer with a sharp eye for unsettling geometry, forgotten architecture, and all that half-poetic crap people liked to type under eerie pictures of empty malls and dead hotel hallways. In reality, it mostly meant I spent too much time in condemned buildings, parking garages after midnight, school gyms during summer renovations, and dead strip malls that smelled like mildew and rat piss. I took photos of places that looked wrong in a way I couldn’t explain, posted them, got some decent reactions, and then spent the next week chasing the feeling the comments gave me.

I was good at it, too. Good enough to build a small following. Good enough that people tagged me in weird locations, sent me tips, DMs, rumors, map pins, half-legible screenshots, and the occasional obvious hoax made by some idiot who thought adding VHS grain to an empty YMCA hallway made him a visionary. Most of it was garbage. I knew that. I told myself that all the time.

Still, every now and then something came through that didn’t feel like garbage.

The photo showed up in a dead thread on an old urban exploration board that most people had forgotten existed. Somebody had screenshotted it and reposted it in a Discord I lurked in, and from there it got dragged into a liminal subreddit, then reposted to three different TikTok slideshows, then badly compressed into a thousand phone screens. By the time I saw it, it looked bruised. The whites had gone gray, the edges were soft, and the whole thing had the smeared quality of an image copied too many times by hands that didn’t care what they damaged.

But the room in the picture still came through.

White tile. Water on the floor. A long corridor or maybe a pool deck, hard to tell which. The water was shallow enough to show the grout lines beneath it. Along the right wall were big rectangular windows glowing with a pale white light so soft and even it didn’t look like daylight. It looked like a room trying to remember daylight and getting close enough to be dangerous. There was no visible ceiling in the image, only more glow and blur overhead, and no reflection of a photographer in the glass. Just white, water, and that strange stillness that made my skin tighten across the back of my neck the first time I saw it.

The caption under the original upload was simple.

pool level under the marrow civic center

don’t stay after dim

That was it. No laughing emoji. No creepy story. No explanation. No follow-up comments from the original poster because the account had been dead for years.

I stared at that image for a long time that night, zooming in and out until the pixels broke apart under my thumb. The comments under the repost were exactly what you’d expect. Fake. AI. Old spa level from a hotel. Flooded school basement. Backrooms LARP. Somebody claimed it was from a forgotten aquatic therapy center built under a civic complex in the seventies. Somebody else said it had been debunked years ago. Another guy swore he had seen the same windows in person, then refused to say where. Everybody talked like they knew something and nobody knew a damn thing.

I should have left it there.

Instead, I started researching the Marrow Civic Center.

It was a real place, or had been. A squat blocky municipal building on the far edge of downtown, built in the sixties when architects hated color and loved concrete. Once it had housed city offices, a public meeting hall, a records wing, and apparently some kind of recreation annex on the lower floors. Most of it had been shut down after years of neglect, ownership changes, and one expensive asbestos problem nobody wanted to pay for. The above-ground structure had been fenced off for more than a year, pending demolition or redevelopment or whatever word the city used when it wanted a building to die politely.

There were a few old photos online. The exterior looked exactly like the kind of place most people would drive past without turning their heads: long low stretches of stained concrete, narrow windows, busted landscaping, a front plaza with dead planters and a fountain that hadn’t held water in years. But I found old planning PDFs buried on a city archive site, and those were enough to get my pulse going. Basement utility levels. Service corridors. Mechanical rooms. Storage. And there, tucked into one half-rotted scan of a renovation diagram from the late eighties, was a label that made my mouth go dry.

AQUATIC MAINTENANCE ACCESS – SUBLEVEL B

I sat back from my laptop and swore at nobody.

“Okay,” I said into my apartment, hearing how stupid I sounded and saying it anyway. “Okay, that’s not proof. That means jack shit. Could be an old therapy pool. Could be drainage. Could be anything.”

But another part of me—meaner, quicker, already leaning toward the door—answered inside my own head before I could stop it.

Yeah, and it could be the shot of your life, so quit acting like you’re not already going.

That was the problem with me. I always had at least two thoughts running at once. One made lists. One ignored them. One pointed out risks. One called the other a coward. Most of the time it felt like normal internal argument, the kind everybody has when they’re deciding whether to do something reckless. That night it felt sharper than usual, like both sides already knew the outcome and were just pretending to debate it for form.

By eleven-thirty, my camera bag was packed.

I took my mirrorless body, two spare batteries, a flashlight, a headlamp, a small tripod, my phone, a portable charger, bottled water, and a protein bar that had probably lived in my kitchen drawer long enough to become a historical artifact. I wore waterproof boots because if there really was a flooded sublevel, I wasn’t going in there in sneakers like some dumb bastard in a cautionary Reddit post. I told myself I’d be in and out in under an hour. Find the lower level. Prove the photo was fake or real. Get the shots. Leave.

Normal people lie to other people.

The best lies are the ones you tell yourself while you’re zipping a bag shut.

The city was mostly quiet by the time I parked two blocks from the civic center. The streets weren’t empty, not completely, but they had that late-night downtown feel where the traffic thins and every sound travels farther than it should. A bus sighed at a light half a block away. Somewhere behind me a car stereo thumped past and faded. The air smelled like cold concrete, street dust, and the stale metallic edge of places that have been built over too many times.

The Marrow Civic Center sat behind chain-link fencing and temporary plywood barriers printed with faded city warning signs. The front entrance was exposed, too lit, too open. I circled around the side and found what I had expected to find because buildings like that are always sealed by people who underestimate how badly other people want in. One section of fencing had been bent back at the bottom just enough for a person to crawl through if he didn’t mind catching his jacket and scraping his palms on the wire.

I crouched there for a second, flashlight off, bag strap digging into my shoulder, and had one final chance to be a guy who goes home.

“Last chance,” I muttered.

Shut up and get in there.

I squeezed through.

The side entrance was a service door recessed into a stained concrete alcove. The metal had gone dull with age, and somebody had tried to secure it with a heavy padlock through a hasp. Somebody else had already cut the hasp clean through weeks or months earlier. The lock still hung there, useless and embarrassing. I pulled the door once. It stuck. I put my shoulder into it and it opened inward with a rusty groan that sounded way too loud in the night.

The smell hit me first.

Not rot exactly. Not the thick wet stink of sewage or mold that some abandoned basements have. This was drier than that. Dust. Concrete. Old pipes. Dead air. And underneath it, faint but there, a chlorinated scent so thin I almost convinced myself I had imagined it.

The beam of my flashlight cut through a narrow service corridor lined with painted cinder block. The paint had once been white and had long since gone the color of smoker’s teeth. Utility pipes ran overhead, some wrapped in old insulation, some bare and sweating faintly in the cool air. A rolling janitor’s mop bucket sat tipped on its side against one wall, dry as bone. The place looked not flooded, not ruined, just abandoned in the specific depressing way of municipal buildings no longer worth maintaining.

That was the worst kind of creepy because it still felt ordinary.

I moved deeper, boots whispering over dusty concrete. The corridor ended at a wider hall with old bulletin boards, a locked records room, and a stairwell door propped open by a cinder block. I found sun-faded signage on the wall near the stairs, arrows pointing to OFFICE STORAGE, UTILITIES, REC ANNEX, SUBLEVEL ACCESS. The farther down I went, the stronger the faint chlorine smell became.

My pulse picked up.

“Probably old pipes,” I whispered.

Probably a pool, the other voice in me said, almost grinning.

The stairwell itself was bare poured concrete, utilitarian and ugly, with flaking safety-yellow paint on the railings. My flashlight beam bounced down flight after flight, catching wall stains, rust blooms around bolts, abandoned caution signs, and one cracked tile placard reading B1. On the landing below that, a newer sign had been half torn away, leaving only adhesive residue and one stubborn corner of laminated paper clinging to the wall.

The air changed as I descended. It got warmer, which made no sense. Basements are supposed to get cooler. Service levels beneath abandoned buildings are supposed to smell damp and stale and neglected. Instead, the farther down I went, the more the air carried that strange clean warmth, as if hidden vents were still breathing somewhere in the walls.

At the bottom of the next flight, I found a corridor tiled in white.

Not nice white. Not the clean polished white of a maintained pool deck or spa. Old institutional tile. Small square pieces with pale grout, some cracked, some yellowed around the edges, all of it lit by rectangular fluorescent fixtures overhead that buzzed softly in a way that raised the hairs on my arms. There was water on the floor, just enough to cover the grout lines in a clear shimmering film that reflected the ceiling light in broken white strips.

For one stupid second, I actually smiled.

“Holy shit,” I whispered.

Because it looked like the photo.

Not exactly. The angle was different. The hallway was narrower than I expected. But the white tile, the shallow warm water, the soft reflected glow—yeah. It was enough. I was standing in something real. Something that at least, at first glance, matched the rumor.

I stepped into the water.

It spread around my boot in a lazy warm ripple. Not hot. Not cold. Warm in a way that felt wrong for an abandoned sublevel but not immediately threatening. The water was so clear I could see the grout between every tile beneath it. The sound changed the moment I entered that corridor. The stairwell noises died behind me, and the water took over, giving every step a soft hushed slap that seemed to vanish almost immediately instead of echoing the way it should have.

I raised my camera and started shooting.

The lens loved it. The reflections. The repeating tile. The way the light seemed to sit on the water instead of merely bouncing off it. I took shot after shot while moving forward, my breathing slowing, my nerves shifting from break-in panic to focused excitement. This was what I came for. The place was eerie as hell, sure, but eerie I understood. Eerie I could frame.

Then the corridor opened into a larger room, and the bottom of my stomach dropped.

A pool stretched out in front of me—or something that wanted to look like one. The white tile continued across a broad deck and down into a body of water so still it looked solid at first glance. A line of tall rectangular windows ran along the far wall, glowing with a soft milky white light that should have come from outside.

But there was no outside.

Not city lights. Not darkness. Not the backside of a buried basement window well. Just white glow. Flat, endless, source-less white, as if the windows had been cut into the side of a lightbox too large to comprehend.

I walked toward them without meaning to, each step sending warm ripples over the tile. The room smelled cleaner here, more strongly chlorinated, though not enough to sting. The air was damp but still strangely soft, like the humidity in an indoor pool before opening hours. My flashlight looked weak compared to that window glow. The beam washed over the tile and water and then got swallowed into the room’s pale brightness.

I reached the nearest window and stared.

Nothing on the other side. No courtyard. No alley. No city.

Just more white.

Not frosted glass either. I know what frosted glass looks like. This wasn’t obscured. This was absence wearing light.

A colder version of me—the part that still believed in leaving before curiosity turned stupid—finally spoke up.

Take the pictures. Get out. Right now. Something is wrong.

And the other part answered immediately.

No shit something’s wrong. That’s why you’re here.

I turned away from the window and took in the room more carefully. The pool deck didn’t end where it should have. Beyond the far side of the pool, another tiled passage opened into yet another white-lit space. To my right, a narrower hallway ran past a line of empty benches and a rack of plastic kickboards gone brittle with age. To my left, another opening led somewhere that looked even brighter. Every surface reflected light. Every angle repeated. Every room seemed ready to become another.

What I had thought was a flooded basement no longer looked like a basement.

It looked like the beginning of something.

I glanced back toward the way I had come, expecting to see the stairwell door at the end of the tiled corridor.

Instead, there was only more white tile, more shallow warm water, and another glowing turn in the hall where the concrete stairwell should have been.

I stood there ankle-deep in warm water, camera hanging from my neck, and felt the first clean split of fear slide into me.

Not panic. Not yet. Just that sharp internal moment where your mind stops arguing about whether something feels wrong and starts understanding that wrong has already happened.

The windows glowed on with their soft dead light. The water lapped around my boots. Somewhere ahead, beyond the next tiled opening, I thought I heard another small ripple move through a room I couldn’t yet see.

I should have turned around then.

Instead, I took one more step forward, because some broken part of me still thought the next room would explain the last one.

That was how it started.
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​Chapter 2: Rooms That Shouldn’t Connect
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One more step became ten, then twenty, then enough that, if I had still been thinking like a sane person, I would have admitted I had already crossed the point where curiosity stopped being a reason and started being an excuse. The warm water slid around my boots in slow ripples as I moved past the first pool room, camera hanging against my chest, one hand hooked through the strap like that strip of nylon might somehow keep me tied to the normal world. Behind me, the place where the stairwell should have been had already turned into another length of white-tiled corridor and soft reflected glow. Ahead of me, every doorway looked like it might finally explain what the hell I was standing in. That was the trick of it. Every room promised context, and every room withheld it.

I kept telling myself I was still under the Marrow Civic Center. An old recreation annex. An aquatic therapy wing. Some bizarre half-finished municipal pool complex that had been sealed off and forgotten. Something mundane with a creepy face. That was the last rational story available to me, so I dragged it along behind me like a lie I hadn’t had time to disprove yet. “Old pool level,” I muttered, stepping past a row of bolted plastic chairs half submerged along one wall. “That’s all this is. Old fucked-up pool level.” The other voice in my head—the same one that had gotten me through the fence and down the stairs—answered immediately. Yeah? Then where’s the rest of the building, Jack? Where’s the outside? Where’s the goddamn stairwell? I clenched my jaw and kept going.

The first room beyond the pool deck looked like a locker room, or it wanted to. Narrow benches ran down the center in two rows. Metal lockers lined the walls, their paint gone off-white with age, their vents furry with rust. The floor was the same white tile, though here the water was shallower, barely enough to gloss the grout. The air smelled faintly chlorinated, but there was another note underneath it now—something dry and stale, like towels left folded too long in a sealed cabinet. A few locker doors stood slightly ajar, and one hung open far enough that I caught the flash of a warped mirror mounted on the inside panel. I moved toward it slowly and looked.

The mirror reflected me, but dimly, as if there were a thin layer of fog trapped behind the glass. Wet boots. Backpack. Camera around my neck. My face was tight in the soft dead light, mouth already set in that grim half-angry line I get when I know I’m in too deep and haven’t admitted it yet. For a second, I thought the reflection lagged behind me. Not by much. Just enough to make the skin between my shoulders tighten. I jerked my head to one side. The reflection followed exactly. “Jesus Christ,” I whispered, more annoyed than relieved. You’re spooking yourself in a locker room mirror now. Good start, asshole. The lockers themselves didn’t help. Some were empty. Some held curled brown towels stiff with age. One had a pair of rubber pool sandals sitting neatly side by side on the bottom shelf, pale with dust but somehow untouched by the water. Another contained a plastic basket full of hair ties and a cracked travel-size bottle of shampoo. It was the kind of abandoned clutter that should have made the room feel human. Instead it made it feel staged, like the room had studied the idea of a locker room and arranged just enough details to pass.

At the back wall, three tiled shower stalls stood open. No curtains. No drains clogged with hair. Just square recesses in the wall, each with an old metal shower head angled downward. I stepped into the nearest one and twisted the handle because, apparently, I still had enough idiot left in me to test plumbing in a place where the windows glowed into nowhere. Nothing came out. No water. No groan in the pipes. No hiss of air. The silence after I twisted the handle bothered me more than if black sludge had poured out. I backed away and headed for the opposite doorway, expecting another corridor, maybe some loop back toward the service hall, maybe something that still obeyed ordinary space.

Instead, I stepped onto another pool deck, and I stopped so abruptly the camera knocked against my ribs. The room beyond the locker area should not have connected to a second pool room that large. It wasn’t just that the layout was odd. Buildings can be odd. Renovations can be ugly. Municipal design can do catastrophic things to common sense. But there are still rules. There are still proportions. There are walls that have to lead to the space on the other side of them, ceilings that have to correspond to floors above, and square footage that has to come from somewhere. This room broke that invisible math so completely my brain stalled trying to correct it.

A broad rectangular pool stretched out before me, wider than the first one and deeper, its surface perfectly still under the soft white glow pouring in through another wall of tall windows. A lifeguard chair stood empty near the far corner, its white-painted metal frame spotted with rust. A coil of lane rope lay half in the water and half on the tile like a dead snake. The deck was littered with small ordinary relics: a cracked kickboard, a single forgotten flip-flop, a faded NO DIVING sign on the wall. Everything looked normal enough until you remembered it was supposed to be inside a basement below an abandoned civic center, connected directly to a locker room that itself had opened off a pool room I could no longer see. I turned back toward the doorway I had just used.

The locker room was still there, but the angle was wrong. I can’t explain that in a way that sounds sane, which was fitting, because sane was already starting to slide. The doorway behind me should have opened back into the straight locker room aisle I had walked through. Instead, the benches appeared to run at a slightly different angle, and the far wall looked farther away than it had a moment earlier. Not drastically. Just enough to make it feel like I had stepped from one memory of the room into another almost-identical one. I stared long enough that I started to piss myself off. “No,” I said, sharper this time. “Don’t do that. Don’t start with that bullshit.” Start with what? Admitting what you’re seeing? “It’s the angle,” I muttered. “It’s perspective.” Yeah? Then why are you talking to yourself like you’re losing a bet? Because the other option was that the building itself had become fluid while I was inside it, and my brain still had too much self-preservation left to swallow that whole.

I took more photos because that’s what I always do when I’m scared. It gives my hands something to do. The shutter clicked softly in the huge white-lit room, the sound deadened by tile and water in a way that made it feel disrespectful, like I was taking pictures in a church after everyone had already drowned. Each shot looked more unreal on the preview screen than the room did in person. The windows blew out into perfect white rectangles. The water reflected the ceiling in broken pale strips. The lifeguard chair looked like a picked-clean skeleton. I checked the timestamp on the camera out of reflex. 11:58 p.m. The number meant almost nothing, but numbers belonged to clocks, and clocks belonged to the world outside, and the world outside was still something I was trying very hard to believe in.

I moved along the edge of the second pool and found another exit passage on the far side. It was narrow again, tiled walls, water back down to a shallow sheet over the floor. The architecture kept doing that—expanding into these broad impossible rooms, then compressing into little corridors tight enough that I could almost convince myself I was just in the service guts of some weird old facility. The hallway turned twice, first left, then right, and then widened without warning into what looked like an indoor courtyard. That was the moment the word basement finally died.

The space opened around me in a square lined with white tile and pale stone benches. Waist-high planters sat at the corners, though whatever had once grown in them had long since become brittle black tangles that looked like drowned roots or dead wiring. The ceiling rose much higher here, disappearing into a soft milky glow that should have been a skylight and absolutely was not. The water remained shallow, just enough to shimmer over the floor, and the whole chamber held a stillness so complete I could hear the tiny sounds my clothes made when I breathed. It felt familiar—not because I had been there before, but because it felt like the kind of place a dream gives you when it wants you calm for just long enough to make the next part hurt more. There was a center bench, a tiled path, windowed walls on two sides glowing with that same impossible white light, an arrangement so clean and geometric it made the room feel less built than remembered.

I stood in the middle of it, boots half submerged, and turned slowly in a circle. “This isn’t under a fucking civic center,” I said. No answer came except the faint hush of water moving around my soles. But inside my head the two voices were getting easier to tell apart now. One was mine as I knew it—tired, irritated, trying to stay practical. The other sounded like me too, but meaner, sharper, less interested in comfort than in making sure I stopped lying. There you go. There it is. Took you long enough. “Shut up.” What’s the plan now, Jack? Gonna tell yourself this is some experimental basement courtyard? Maybe there’s a basement moon too? I rubbed a hand over my face and immediately regretted it when cold sweat met warm skin.

The room smelled faintly of chlorine, wet ceramic, and the stale dry scent of dead plant matter. No outside air. No soil. No city. Just the idea of a courtyard trapped underground and somehow larger than the building above should have allowed. I went to one of the windows and pressed my fingers against the glass. It was cool, smooth, solid—and the white beyond it had no depth. That was the part that kept pulling at me. It wasn’t just that the windows didn’t show a view. Frosted glass would have made sense. Painted-over panes would have made sense. Even brick or concrete outside them would have been sane by comparison. But this was something else: a bright blank presence that looked close and far away at the same time, as if the window had been installed against a piece of the sky before the sky forgot how distance worked.

I cupped my hands around my face and leaned closer. Nothing. No courtyard beyond the glass. No alley. No light source. Not even a decent reflection beyond the faint shape of me. Just white. My breath fogged the pane for half a second, and when it cleared, I had the stupid skin-crawling impression that the whiteness on the other side had leaned closer too. I jerked back so hard I sloshed water across the tile. “Fuck that,” I snapped, too loud in the stillness. The sound died immediately. No spacious echo, no bounce, no hollow reverb. That was another thing the place kept doing. Big rooms should have behaved like big rooms. The locker room, the pool decks, this courtyard—they should have thrown my voice back at me in some recognizable way. Instead everything sounded muted, softened, as if the building had insulation packed into the air itself.

I moved on because standing still in that courtyard had started to feel like standing in the center of an eye that might blink. The next room beyond it was smaller and somehow worse for that. A narrow tiled passage opened into a little office-sized chamber with a reception counter on one side and wall hooks on the other, like the front desk of some forgotten swim wing. There was even a sign-in clipboard sitting on the counter, the paper beneath the rusted clip warped by damp. I reached for it before I could stop myself. The top page was blank. I flipped it over. Blank again. Every page beneath it was dry enough to turn, but empty. A sign-in desk waiting forever for nobody. I set it down and noticed a stack of brochures in a wall rack. The front page of the top one was so faded it had gone almost white, but I could still make out the outline of a smiling family in bathing suits and a slogan in cheerful blue lettering that had bled into near-illegibility. For a moment, that almost got me worse than the impossible windows. There is something especially hateful about cheerful design surviving in a place that has gone wrong. It feels like mockery in corporate colors.
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