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Description

Four friends venture out for a day of adventure and stumble upon an abandoned amusement park hidden deep in the woods. Intrigued, they decide to explore, unaware of the sinister forces waiting for them inside. As soon as they step through the rusted gates, eerie laughter echoes around them, and the air turns icy cold. They quickly realize they are not alone when a ghostly figure emerges from the shadows, sending chills down their spines. Before they can react, the entrance vanishes behind them, trapping them inside a haunted nightmare.

The group splits up to find a way out, but each corner of the park harbors its own terrifying spirit. In the old carousel house, flickering lights reveal spectral children who taunt and chase them with chilling giggles. The friends regroup and run towards the Ferris wheel, only to be confronted by an angry specter who hurls debris in their path and blocks their escape. Panic rises as they flee to the funhouse, where distorted mirrors reflect twisted ghosts that grow more menacing with each step. The spirits seem to feed on their fear, growing stronger and more aggressive.

Desperate and exhausted, the friends press on through the desolate park. The roller coaster track becomes a deadly trap as a ghostly conductor sends carts racing towards them at breakneck speed. They narrowly dodge danger but suffer cuts and bruises in their frantic efforts to survive. The haunted house offers no refuge; instead, it comes alive with vengeful apparitions that lash out from every corner. With each encounter, the friends grow weaker and more frantic, yet they cling to hope and determination.

In a final push for freedom, they make their way to the midway games section. Here, poltergeists fling objects with brutal force while mocking voices fill the air. Pushed to their limits, the friends muster their remaining strength and race for safety as a storm of ghostly chaos closes in around them. Just when it seems all is lost, they burst through an exit that appears at the last moment.

Battered but alive, they collapse outside the park's sinister grip. They look back in disbelief as the amusement park fades into an eerie silence behind them. Though shaken and injured from their ordeal, they know they've escaped something truly evil—and leave with no plans to ever return.
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Chapter 1: A Day of Adventure
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Nick Thompson moved through the woods as if the tangled green were his own private corridor. The others trailed, strung out in a line like beads on an unraveling cord, some following willingly, others wound too tight. Above them, the forest canopy blotted out the afternoon, clouds thick as chalk paste, refusing any warmth.

Nick stopped every few dozen yards to raise his battered Nikon and snap a shot. The click and whir of the camera's old mechanics punctuated the hush, sometimes followed by the metallic flare of the flash. "Check this one out," he called, not looking back, fingers dancing over the camera body with a pianist’s certainty. "There’s a mushroom here that looks like a little skull. Tell me that's not sick."

Leila Patel hovered a calculated distance behind, picking careful steps around exposed roots and hollows. She studied the blue glow of her phone as though it might provide an exit strategy, thumb dragging at the compass app which spun erratically in the cover of iron-rich stone and restless signals. She scowled, readjusted her glasses, and muttered, "We’re off the trail again. Nick, we’re not supposed to be here."

He didn’t slow. "Relax, Lei. It’s an adventure. No risk, no reward." He swiped a branch aside and glanced over his shoulder, teeth flashing. "Besides, that’s why I brought you. Your paranoid energy keeps things interesting."

Her eyes darted past him, scanning for danger or dereliction. "You know what keeps things interesting? Not getting lost in upstate New York two days before a major deadline. You promised it’d be a quick hike."

"Time is just a construct," Nick said, letting the words float behind him like candy wrappers.

The third in line was Lily Harrison, half-present and half elsewhere, a silent thing moving as if to the rhythm of her own peculiar song. Her sketchbook was always open, thumb smudged with graphite, eyes flickering up to the forest and then down to the page. She drew the way other people blinked—automatic, constant, a bodily function she couldn’t suppress. The shapes she traced grew stranger with each step: trees that bent in on themselves, branches that intertwined to form impossible knots, negative spaces that seemed to suck at the eye.

She paused, mid-step, and cocked her head as if hearing something beyond the mortal threshold—some vibration in the moss or leaf mold. Her pencil hovered, uncertain, before she began to shade in a cluster of bark that curled like a smile.

Mike Davis, always at the rear, watched the three in front like a sheepdog with a penchant for strategy. He wore his bulk lightly, as if the muscle was a coat he could shrug off at will. Mike didn’t speak unless he had to, preferring the measured silence of someone raised to account for others. He kept a thumb hooked in the loop of his actual compass—old-school, black plastic, the needle steady as a priest’s sermon—and used a length of neon tape to mark their route. Occasionally, he’d snap a branch to point the way back, always thinking of the exit.

They went on, the forest swallowing their footprints as quickly as they made them. It grew colder, noticeably so, the kind of chill that seeped into wrists and knuckles and made the skin ache. The birds had long since stopped. Even the drone of late-summer cicadas faded into a vacuum, replaced by the soft shatter of dry leaves and the murmur of breath.

Lily’s whisper bled into the hush. "It’s like we’re underwater." Her voice sounded smaller in the absence of background noise, as if the trees pressed in to deaden it.

Mike, scanning the perimeter, nodded. "We’re in a natural amphitheater. Some valleys do that—kill all the outside sound."

"Doesn’t explain why I can hear my own heart," Leila said, frowning. She rubbed her forearm, fingers leaving pale tracks. "This is officially the creepiest place we’ve been."

Nick exhaled sharply, an impatient exorcism. "You all sound like you’re waiting for the Blair Witch to jump out. Chill. We’re close—I can feel it."

"Feel what, exactly?" Leila’s voice was flat, but there was an edge to it, a wire pulled taut.

He grinned, camera dangling from his neck. "Abandoned place like this? It’s got to have a story. I bet there’s a reason nobody comes out this far. Urban legends, hidden ruins, maybe a murder site—"

She held up her phone, screen splotched with the fake North of GPS dead zone. "There’s not even cell service out here. You realize how easy it’d be for someone to disappear?"

"That’s what makes it awesome," Nick said, more softly now, stepping through a nest of ferns with the surety of a sleepwalker.

Lily let her hand trail against the bark of a tree, as if it might respond. "There are things out here older than us," she said, almost to herself. "I can feel them watching."

Mike clapped her gently on the shoulder. "Let me know if they get too close," he said, but his eyes weren’t smiling.

They walked in a growing gloom. The ground dipped, forcing them single file along a furrow crowded with brambles. Sweat beaded at the hairline despite the cold; their faces flushed, breath steaming like smoke signals. Nick surged ahead, each flash of his camera briefly illuminating slick moss and the scuttling things beneath.

Lily’s drawings warped further. She drew the outline of a face in negative space, eyes hollow and mouth an endless O. Next to it, she scratched out a tree bent at an angle impossible for wood and sinew. She stopped, erased, and drew it again, each attempt worse than the last.

Mike checked his compass, frowning. The needle vibrated in place, not quite pointing north or south but jittering between the two. He tapped the glass, shook the casing, but the reading refused to settle.

"Something’s throwing off the field," he said, low. "Maybe a magnetic rock, but it’s not supposed to do that. Not here."

"Probably just the old rebar from whatever was built out here," Nick called over his shoulder, voice echoing weirdly. "Some kind of foundation. Or a car buried by the mafia."

Leila snorted. "Yeah, that makes me feel so much better."

The woods ahead thickened, branches forming a natural arch that looked deliberate, almost ceremonial. Nick paused, foot propped on a fallen log, waiting for the others to bunch up behind him. When they did, he turned, expression shining with the anticipation of someone about to open a sealed box.

"We’re almost there," he said, voice conspiratorial. "Who’s ready for the best find of the semester?"

No one answered, not really. But no one turned back, either.

The light continued to fade. They pressed on, four shadows unspooling down a tunnel of black-green, camera flashes marking their passage like distant lightning. Even the wind stopped moving in this part of the world.

The silence felt engineered. As if the forest, in some long-forgotten accord, had chosen to wait.

The path darkened faster than logic would allow. Every mile bled the sun out of the sky, replaced with a wavering blue that neither illuminated nor warmed. Mist began to gather in the hollows, the way it collects in the lungs of the dying. Their breath steamed, pale ghosts that barely outlasted the exhalation.

Mike called a halt beneath a crooked pine, chest rising slow and even. He looked at Nick, then the deepening black between the trees. "It’s going to get dark soon," he said, voice low, not wanting to startle whatever might already be listening. "We should turn back. Mark the route and try again in the morning."

Nick barely paused. "We’re almost there," he insisted, though the only thing ahead was more gnarled undergrowth and the stutter of cold light. "We lose daylight now; we lose the edge." He squinted at his camera’s settings, toggling with muscle memory.

Mike pressed, "You ever heard of a safe explore happening at night?" He didn't mention the last time Nick had said ‘just a little further’ they’d ended up ankle-deep in a drainage culvert, blind and half-drowned, but the memory was present in the stiffness of his stance.

"It’s not night," Nick said. "It’s golden hour." He grinned, but the effect was diminished by the dusk. "That’s when you get the best shots. Trust me."

Leila hugged her arms. "The temperature dropped five degrees in the last twenty minutes." Her voice trembled on the edge of data and dread. She shoved her phone at Nick. "No bars. No GPS. If we fall and break a leg, that’s it. It’s not safe to keep going."

He shrugged. "It’s not supposed to be safe. That’s the whole point. How many people you know would even try this?"

"I can name at least three who’d call us idiots right now," Leila muttered. "But you’d never ask them. You only ask people who don’t say no."

He made a face, an open confession to the charge, and kept moving. The only answer he gave was the click of his boots over damp soil.

Lily lagged. She had stopped sketching, gaze fixed beyond the trees as if following a scent. Her hair, always a tangle, was caught in the sticky damp of the air. She blinked, a slow, inspective motion, and finally said, "There’s something ahead."

Nick whirled, attention snapping to her. "You see it?"

She shook her head, curls spattering dew. "No. I feel it. It’s..." She didn’t finish. Her hand, usually steady as death, quivered on the graphite stub.

They walked more tightly now, the pack reflexively shrinking, their collective breath fogging in the close cold. The crunch of each step   was crisp and too loud. The wind, when it came, was a blade between ribs.

Then, as if on cue, the trees thinned. The undergrowth buckled and fell away, leaving a broad patch of bare earth—unnaturally level, ringed by what looked like fence posts sunk deep and leaning at uneven angles. At the far end of the clearing, two iron gates loomed. Not ornate, not even symmetrical. Just slabs of oxidized metal, welded together by a hand that had not cared for beauty.

Vines shrouded the gates, choking the iron, but the outline was unmistakable. Something once meant to hold people out—or in. Above the bars, a sign swung in the freshening wind, its letters corroded but still legible: FORGOTTEN DREAMS.

The words were wrong, somehow. Not the content, but the context—nothing about the place suggested a dream, forgotten or otherwise. It was an artifact of anger and loss, and the vines crawling across it looked like veins, or blackened arteries.

The gates stood slightly open.

Nick was first to break the line. He advanced, camera snapping. "Oh man," he breathed, like a prayer. "This is insane. An actual abandoned park in the middle of nowhere. How is this not online?"

He circled the sign, fingers brushing flakes of paint that fell away in brittle scabs. "Somebody wanted this buried," he said, reverently.

Leila didn’t move. Her feet were sunk in the mud, rooted. "There’s no animal sounds," she said. "No insects. It’s wrong."

Mike scanned the perimeter, eyes narrow. "There’s tracks," he said. "Maybe raccoon, or dog. But nothing recent." He tested one of the gates, pushing it gently. The hinges resisted, then groaned open half a hand’s width, the noise echoing into the empty beyond.

Lily drifted closer, eyes not on the metal but on the spaces it framed. She reached for her sketchbook again, and her hand moved at a speed just shy of panic. The lines she drew were jagged, the architecture of nightmare. A gate, wreathed in living matter. A path that led into the mouth of a building slouched and blind. She pressed so hard the pencil snapped, leaving a divot in the paper.

Nick was beaming. "Can you believe this? The entire town’s vanished, and nobody thought to Google Earth this? We’re probably the first people to set foot here in decades." He snapped a picture of Leila and Mike, the flash briefly turning them into negative prints of themselves.

Leila flinched at the light. "Don’t," she said, voice tight. "We shouldn’t be here. I’m serious."

Mike ignored the camera. Eyes fixed on the hinges. "Gates are welded from the inside," he muttered. "Someone wanted to close it for good."

Lily’s voice emerged in a hush, barely more than a breeze. "It’s a trap," she said.

Nick laughed. "Or it’s a treasure hunt." He bent, peering between the bars. "Looks like a midway, or maybe a haunted house. You guys ready?"

No one answered, not really.

They stood at the threshold, the world behind them already less real, the world before a mouth waiting to be fed. The wind kicked up, lifting the sign on its moorings. It groaned, the word "FORGOTTEN" wobbling as if unsure of its own gravity.

Lily drew with frantic energy, filling the page with cross-hatchings and shadows. She didn’t look up as Nick stepped forward, one hand on the gate.

Mike tensed, ready for a fight or a sprint.

Leila took a step back, then caught herself. She would not be the first to break.

Nick said, "Let’s make some history," and pushed the gate wider. The rust screamed.

They stood before the gates as if waiting for a verdict. The iron was cold to the touch; Nick proved it, laying a palm on the flaking surface and laughing when it stuck a fraction longer than it should have, as if the metal remembered skin. He pulled his camera up and began to circle, snapping pictures of the sign, the hinges, the points where the gate had buckled under stress or age.

"This is incredible," he said, voice echoing in the barren air. "An entire amusement park just—lost. Nobody’s tagged it, no footprints, nothing. We are so getting published for this."

He knelt to get a shot through the iron lattice. "Look at those rides. See the Ferris wheel? It’s huge. There’s probably a whole funhouse back there."

Leila, rooted at the entry, inspected the corrosion on the lock. She ran a nail along the seam, flakes dropping off in thin, orange ribbons. "It’s been here at least thirty years, probably more," she said. "See the layering? It takes decades for that much oxidation, even in this climate. The vines are invasive, but they haven’t reached full maturity yet." She looked over her shoulder at Nick, as if demanding a response that would reestablish cause and effect.

He gave her a thumbs-up, half-mocking, half sincere.

Mike moved from post to post, testing the supports with his shoulder and foot. He kept his weight low, ready to dodge if a section collapsed, but the structure held. "We should be careful," he said, not to anyone in particular. "The whole place is a lawsuit waiting to happen."

Lily had wandered from the path, into the tangle of brambles that pressed up against the perimeter. She stood with her sketchbook clutched to her chest, not drawing, not moving. Her eyes were fixed on the dark slot between the gates, wide and wet. When she spoke, it was barely above a murmur.

"It doesn’t want us to leave."

The other three turned, her words cutting the air.

Leila tried to laugh, but the sound was brittle. "It? The park?"

Lily nodded. Her lips were bloodless, as if she had already spent her last words.

Nick stepped up, grinning. "Well, too bad for It. We’re not leaving. We’re going in."

He pressed a shoulder to the gate. The hinges screeched as if flayed, and the opening widened, spilling them into a strip of dying grass and broken concrete. The park waited: Ferris wheel a blind god against the dusk, midway games collapsed into ruin, a row of dark stalls gaping like broken teeth.

Leila’s jaw clenched. She looked back at the forest. The trees were closer than before, branches bending in. It took effort to remember the path they’d taken.

Mike stood behind the others, arms folded. "Let’s just take the pictures and go. Quick in and out."

Nick raised his camera, as if to bless the threshold. "Adventure awaits," he said, and stepped forward.

They followed, one by one.

Behind them, the gates drifted shut, and the sound—soft, final—echoed for a long time in the empty world.
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Chapter 2: Beyond the Gates
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The gates of Forgotten Dreams Amusement Park waited, hunched under their own weight. The world past the threshold seemed to breathe differently; light pooled at the edge, refusing to enter. The group paused as one organism at the hem of entry, bodies pressed close by the squeeze of indecision.

Nick advanced first, camera raised. His fingers mapped the familiar controls, but his other hand shook just enough to blur the next frame. He steadied it against the iron and forced out a shallow laugh. "We’re seriously the first ones in years, I bet. Untouched." He snapped another picture, the staccato flash leaping off rusted metal and withered signage.

Leila hung back, phone clutched in a death grip. She stabbed at the screen, trying for signal, her thumb leaving oily tracks on the glass. "This is stupid," she said. "There’s no way we get out if something happens. Look." She flipped the phone so the others could see the digital compass swirling, the GPS app blinking question marks where coordinates should be. "I’m not kidding. It’s dead." She tapped the phone, harder, as if violence would provoke reception.

"It’s a Faraday cage," Nick joked, voice pitched higher than usual. "Whole park’s built to keep people in and out, right? Classic horror setup." He eyed Leila’s phone, then Mike’s face, then the sky, and adjusted the camera’s ISO with more force than required.

Mike surveyed the perimeter. He drew a slow circle, reading the subtle geometry of trees, the lean of old fences. He palmed his own compass and frowned. "Needle’s jumping," he said. "Like there’s a live wire under us."

"There could be," Nick offered. "Old rides ran on power—maybe it’s leaking through the ground." He circled Leila, shot a quick portrait of her face pinched with suspicion.

She flinched at the shutter. "Don’t do that," she said, then muttered, "It’s going to kill my battery. Why are you always like this?"

"I’m documenting," Nick replied. "It’s what I do."

"Feels like you’re waiting for us to freak out," she said, but lowered her phone.

Lily lingered near the fence, eyes skimming every gap and seam. Her sketchbook hung open, pages flicking in the breathless air. She wasn’t drawing the obvious—a Ferris wheel’s husk, the gaping mouth of the funhouse—but instead, notched circles, looping spirals, runes that looked like tangled hair or teeth. Her hand moved with urgent, certainty, as if relaying a message from somewhere beneath the grass.

She spoke without looking up. "It’s not just old. It’s—empty. Like they took the feeling out of it and left the shell."

Nick pretended not to hear, but his smile peeled back a little further, exposing molars.

Mike paced along the inside of the fence, checking for breaks or weaknesses. He paused at the gate, shoulders set, body blocking the entrance with a bouncer’s resolve. "If we’re going in, let’s keep to the center path. No splitting up. Stay visible." He shot Nick a look that dared him to disagree.

Nick saluted. "Aye aye, captain." He stepped past Mike, ducking under the bent rebar, and stood inside the park proper. "Come on. We’re burning daylight."

Leila gave the woods one last scan—no sign of rescue, not a hint of cell tower. She muttered something in another language and followed, the rubber soles of her shoes slapping the concrete with more noise than she liked.

Lily hesitated, pencil quivering above a half-finished sketch. She traced a final loop, tore the page free, and stuffed it into her jacket. Then she crossed, not looking at the others, not touching the gate as she passed through.

Mike waited until the last, closing ranks behind them. He left a strip of neon tape on the inside of the post, bright and radioactive, a signal to whoever might follow. The tape flapped once in the dead air, then went still.

Inside, the park exhaled. The rides hunched against the horizon, twisted into new, suggestive forms by time and decay. Paint bled down the sides of buildings in long, mineral streaks. The midway booths leaned inward, as if conferring about the newcomers. The whole place thrummed with the memory of noise, now replaced by a silence so dense it seemed to vibrate.

Nick fired off three more shots in quick succession, every flash erasing the shadows for a split-second. "This place is insane," he said. "We could shoot a music video here. Or a slasher flick."

Leila’s mouth pinched tighter. "Can we just get what you need and leave? This place isn’t right." She stared at her phone, which now displayed nothing but a black mirror.

Lily’s breath misted in the air, though the day was too warm for it. "It’s going to get worse," she said, and closed her sketchbook with a snap.

Nick pretended not to hear. Mike did not pretend.

"Eyes up," he said. "Let’s move."

The group advanced, the threshold shrinking behind them, the world outside already distant and improbable.

In the shadow of the Ferris wheel, something moved, just beyond the edge of knowing.

The park rejected them the instant they entered. Cold closed around their throats, raw and immediate, burning the nose and fingers despite the clinging warmth of late September. Breath fogged, hung briefly, and was swallowed whole. The silence deepened, no longer an absence but an active suppression.

They stopped at the foot of the first midway, flanked by stalls. The signs, once painted in primary colors, had sloughed down to bone-white wood. Nick felt the chill as a spiderwalk over his scalp, the camera suddenly heavy and clumsy in his grip. He clicked a test shot, only to find his own reflection staring back from a spidered lens—the park’s light warped and bent, turning his face into a stranger’s.

Behind him, Leila’s phone vibrated in protest. She thumbed it awake. The temperature display plummeted, numbers spinning faster than her eye could follow: 67, 53, 38, 20. A warning icon pulsed, then the screen went black.

"Shit," she whispered, shaking the phone as if it might reanimate. She cradled it to her chest, eyes wide. "Guys? I’m getting frost on my eyelashes. This isn’t funny."

Nick swallowed, tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth. "It’s a microclimate thing," he lied. "All the shade. Air currents."

Lily drifted ahead, one foot gliding across concrete as if skating. The sketchbook was open again, but her hand trembled—she could barely connect the lines. The marks she made looked less like art and more like warnings, jagged blackouts, the kind of frantic scribble left on a cell wall. She drew a carousel, but the horses all had missing heads.

She whispered, "It’s louder, here. Underneath." Her voice came from somewhere further away than her body.

Mike flanked Nick, keeping the other two in line of sight. His breath came slow, measured. He held out his hand, palm up, as if checking for rain. The fine hairs on his arm stood at attention. He scanned the booths, the crushed grass, the hollow echo of their footsteps.

Then the laughter started.

Not childlike, not even human. A ricochet, skittering along the midway, multiplying as it rebounded. It was many voices and one: hollow, splintered, sharp as old glass. The laughter slid up and down the scale, sometimes a giggle, sometimes a shriek. It didn’t come from anywhere; it came from the air, the ground, the hollow metal of the rides.

Nick jerked, camera rising as a shield. He snapped a shot at nothing, then at Lily, then at the Ferris wheel. The pictures came out gray and bleeding at the edges, streaked with vertical scars.

Leila pressed her back to a booth, knuckles whitening around her dead phone. "Someone’s here," she breathed. "There’s someone here. It’s not just us."

Lily’s hand convulsed, breaking the tip of her pencil. "It’s not a person," she said. "It’s hungry." She tore the ruined sketch out and let it drift to the ground. The wind did not carry it.

Mike stepped in front of Nick, arms spread, eyes not leaving the booth roofs. "We stay together," he said. "No one wanders. If you see something, say it."

Nick tried for bravado, but his mouth worked like a puppet’s, mechanical. "We’re probably just picking up the echo," he offered. "Acoustics are crazy in places like this."

Leila shook her head. "That was right next to me," she said. "It laughed in my ear."

They moved forward, pressed close, their steps synchronized by fear. The laughter followed, always one step ahead or behind, sometimes above, sometimes slithering from the ground itself.

Lily’s head jerked at each new sound, her curls a flame against the pallor of her skin. She no longer bothered with drawing, only clutching the sketchbook to her chest as a ward.

They passed the ticket booth. The glass was broken from the inside.

Farther on, the funhouse lurched out from the line of buildings, its painted smile collapsed into a sneer. The door yawned, revealing nothing but a black throat. The laughter thickened near it, echoing from the mouth and the windows and the seams of the wood.

Nick felt his bladder cinch. "Let’s keep moving," he said, voice flat. "Circle the park, don’t stop."

Mike nodded, never turning his back on the funhouse. Leila skirted as far from it as she could, stepping into the sodden grass. Lily hovered near the center, the axis around which the others orbited.

But the park was closing in. The path behind them narrowed, overgrown with vines that hadn’t been there minutes before. The sun above felt less like a star and more like a bulb, growing colder with every footstep.

They heard the laughter again—closer, more eager. It was a child, or maybe not, giggling at a joke only it understood. Then it stopped.

The silence pressed so hard that the ringing in their ears became the only sound.

Lily spoke last. "It wants us to play."

The others looked at her, then at the park, then at each other.

They realized there was no way back that they could trust.

It took less than ten minutes for the park to reroute itself.

Nick noticed first. He glanced over his shoulder, expecting the slit of the entrance, and instead found only the humped backs of midway booths and the black geometry of the Ferris wheel. He stopped, heart stuttering, and tried to triangulate: the sun above, the long shadows, the direction they’d come. The path was gone, replaced by a ribcage of twisted metal. The way out did not exist.

"Did we loop?" Mike asked, jaw flexing. "This isn’t right."

Leila spun, searching for reference points. She pulled out her phone, thumbed it on by force of habit, then remembered it was dead. She paced off the distance to the nearest ride, then from there to the carousel’s corpse, lips moving as she muttered numbers. "We walked straight. We walked straight," she said, voice splintering. "There should be an exit, or at least the woods. Where’s the forest?"

Lily trailed behind, feet dragging, sketchbook limp in her hands. She stared at the new architecture, the way the rides leaned in, forming a spiral. She drew a quick, involuntary sketch: the midway as a whirlpool, pulling them to the center.

Nick tried to reason with geometry. "If we circle, we’ll find the break. There has to be a way out. Parks are designed that way. Exits everywhere for safety. It’s a liability thing."

But every direction was a copy of the last, the same paths folding in on themselves. Even the garbage bins had migrated, standing sentinel at every corner.

Mike took the lead, jogging ahead. His body cut a direct line to where the gate should have been. When he reached the boundary, he stopped dead.

"Guys," he called, voice scraping.

The others caught up. Before them, the entryway had been soldered shut—no sign of hinges, no welcome sign, no gap at all. Where the gates had been, a single, seamless sheet of metal arched up, pocked and oxidized, but unbroken. The wall stretched up and out, dissolving into a haze of rust.

Leila rushed it, hands out, and pressed her palm to the surface. It leached warmth instantly, burning cold. She slapped it, then hammered with her fist. "This isn’t possible," she said, each word a sharp chip. "This isn’t possible." She rattled off numbers, dimensions, angles, trying to write a solution in the air.

Nick tried a picture. The camera flash reflected nothing, just bounced back into the lens, overexposing the film with a blind-white smear.

Lily sketched the wall, but her hands failed; the lines ran like tears, graphite smudging and bleeding over her fingers. She tore out the page, then another, hands shaking, black smudges on her cheek as she backed away.

Mike rammed the barrier with his shoulder. It didn’t budge, but the impact shuddered up his spine. He reeled back, cradling his arm, then placed himself between the others and the park.

A wind picked up, sharp as filings. The air thickened, syrupy, shadows lengthening from every crevice. The silence deepened, then the laughter returned—closer, hungry, a choir of unseen mouths.

Leila pressed her back to the wall, sliding down until she squatted in the dirt, rocking gently. She counted aloud, trying to make the numbers line up. "One, two, three, four. One, two, three—"

Nick’s hands fluttered over his camera. "We have to keep moving," he said, but no one was listening.

Lily saw it first.

In the lengthening shadow at the base of the wall, something was coalescing. It started as a void, a subtraction of light, then resolved into a figure—a sentinel of bone and thread, stitched together from the leftover parts of dreams. It was tall, nearly touching the arch of the metal wall, its arms dangling past the knees, its face a maskless vacancy.

Mike stepped forward, his own shadow meeting the entity’s at the boundary line. "Stay back," he said, voice low.

The figure did not advance. Instead, it drew itself upward, as if inhaling gravity. Its head cocked to the side, slow as a grandfather clock.

Lily sketched the moment, her hand guided by something outside of herself. On the page, the thing’s face was a scream, a wound.

The laughter ceased, replaced by a grinding sound—a glacier of voices forced through a narrow mouth.

The Gatekeeper spoke.

"Welcome," it said, the word vibrating through marrow and glass. "The park remembers. The park forgives nothing."
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