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Chapter 1
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The night felt ordinary enough to be trusted.

Chase walked down State Street with his hands in his pockets, moving with the lazy confidence of someone who knew exactly where he was going—even though he didn’t. Albany in July had a way of pressing down on you, the heat rising from the pavement like a bad memory you couldn’t quite shake. The air smelled of gasoline and old rain trapped in gutters. A bus hissed at the curb. Somewhere, a woman laughed too loudly, the sound brittle, like glass tapped with a spoon.

Normal things. Safe things.

His footsteps sounded wrong, though. Too clean. Too loud. Each one echoed as if the street had hollow bones. He noticed he wasn’t sweating. The heat should have soaked through him by now, plastered his shirt to his back, but his skin felt dry and faintly numb, like it belonged to someone else.

He passed a storefront window and caught his reflection. It lagged a fraction of a second behind him before snapping back into place.

Chase stopped walking.

The reflection stopped too, smiling faintly even though Chase wasn’t.

He frowned and moved on, telling himself it was the light, the angle, the hour. Albany after dark liked to play tricks. The city thinned as he walked, noise draining away street by street. Lark Street bled into something quieter, older. Buildings leaned inward, brick faces scarred and pitted, their windows dark and watchful. Streetlights buzzed overhead, the sound insectile and persistent.

A pressure bloomed behind his eyes.

He turned a corner that shouldn’t have been there and found the alley.

It opened between two buildings like a mouth pulled wide, brick lips slick with moisture. The smell rolled out to meet him—rust, urine, rot, something faintly metallic underneath it all. Light pooled at the entrance but refused to go farther, as if the darkness inside had weight.

Chase hesitated.

The city behind him had gone quiet. Not peaceful quiet—dead quiet. No cars. No voices. Even the buzz of the streetlight faded, leaving only his breathing and the slow drip-drip-drip of water somewhere deep in the alley.

He stepped inside.

The alley stretched longer than logic allowed. The walls were too close, pressing in, their bricks slick and uneven like old teeth. Dumpsters hunched in the shadows, their lids half-open, black mouths waiting. The ground sloped downward, subtly at first, then more steeply, as if the earth itself were trying to pull him under.

That was when he noticed the shadows.

They clung to the walls in thick, misshapen patches, darker than the darkness around them. At first they seemed harmless—just the absence of light, nothing more. Then one of them shifted.

Not flickered. Not wavered.

Shifted.

It peeled itself away from the wall, stretching like taffy, its edges rippling. Another followed. Then another. They slid across the brick with a wet, whispering sound, gathering in the center of the alley. Tall. Thin. Wrong. They bent at angles that made Chase’s stomach lurch, limbs folding in on themselves like broken umbrellas.

He felt them looking at him.

A cold sweat finally broke across his skin, and his heart began to hammer, each beat a fist pounding from the inside. He backed up a step, then another. The alley seemed to lengthen in response, retreating from him, offering more darkness instead of escape.

Footsteps echoed behind him.

Chase spun around.

A man stumbled into the alley, breathing hard, his dress shirt stained with sweat, his tie loosened and hanging crooked like a noose he hadn’t noticed yet. His eyes were wide and glassy, panic swimming just beneath the surface. He clutched his phone like a talisman.

“Hey,” the man said, relief flooding his face when he saw Chase. His voice shook. “Hey, man... thank God. I think someone... something—”

The shadows moved.

They surged forward in a rush of black motion, faster than thought, faster than fear. One wrapped around the man’s legs, yanking him off his feet. He hit the ground hard, the sound of bone on concrete sickeningly solid. His phone flew from his hand and shattered against the wall, sparks flashing like tiny dying stars.

He screamed.

The sound tore through the alley, raw and animal, and then another shadow coiled around his chest, squeezing. The man clawed at it, fingers passing through smoke that somehow resisted him, burning his skin black where it touched. More shadows piled on, smothering him, pouring into his mouth, his ears, his eyes.

Chase couldn’t move. His feet felt nailed to the pavement. He tried to shout, but his voice stuck in his throat, strangled by terror. He watched as the man’s struggles grew weaker, his screams dissolving into wet choking sounds. His body jerked once, twice, and then went still.

The shadows lingered, writhing gently, almost tenderly.

One of them turned toward Chase.

It leaned close, close enough that the darkness pressed against his face, cold and intimate. He felt a whisper slide into his ear—not words, but meaning. Hunger. Recognition.

Then—

Chase bolted upright in bed, gasping.

The room was dark, lit only by the dull orange glow of a streetlight leaking through the blinds. Sweat soaked his sheets, his shirt plastered to him like wet paper. His heart slammed against his ribs, wild and desperate.

Beside him, Amy stirred.

“Chase?” she murmured, half-asleep, reaching for him. “You okay?”

He sucked in a shaky breath and nodded, though his hands were still trembling. The alley clung to him, the smell of rust and rot still sharp in his nose. He stared at the wall until it resolved into something solid and familiar.

Just a dream, he told himself.

But even as Amy’s arm wrapped around him and the room settled back into silence, Chase couldn’t shake the feeling that somewhere, deep in Albany’s veins, something had woken up too.

—————
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THE HEAT HIT HIM THE moment he stepped onto Central Avenue, thick and mean and unapologetic. Albany in summer didn’t ease you into the day—it shoved you awake and dared you to complain. The sun already hung high, bleaching the brick buildings and turning the sidewalks into griddles. Chase walked anyway, shoulders hunched, sweat already blooming under his arms, the city pressing in from all sides.

Cars growled past him, windows down, radios blaring half-songs and bad opinions. A man shouted into a phone outside a bodega. Somewhere nearby, a siren wailed and then cut off abruptly, like it had second thoughts. Chase kept his eyes forward and his pace steady, counting his steps without meaning to. He always did that when his thoughts threatened to scatter.

The memory of the morning followed him like a ghost that didn’t want to hurt him—just remind him of what he might lose.

Amy had sat on the edge of his bed, sunlight catching in her hair, one leg tucked under her, the other bouncing faintly. She always bounced when she thought too hard. Amy did everything with intention—every movement deliberate, every habit earned through work and repetition. She wore one of his T-shirts, faded and too big, the hem brushing her thighs. She looked unfairly good like that, like someone who belonged in a better life than his.

She always did.

Amy smiled easily, laughed loudly, loved fiercely. She battled bipolar disorder like a seasoned general, armed with therapy notes, coping strategies, and the quiet discipline of someone who knew what happened when she slipped. She took her meds. She went to appointments. She did the work even when it sucked, even when it hurt, even when it felt unfair. She hadn’t had a serious episode in years, and she wore that victory lightly, like she didn’t want to brag in case the universe overheard.

Chase admired her for that. He also hated himself a little.

He met her in group therapy three and a half years ago, when he was twenty-four—steadier, consistently medicated, almost confident. They sat in folding chairs and talked about coping strategies and childhood landmines, and somewhere between shared laughter and shared silences, they clicked. He still couldn’t quite explain how she liked him—how she looked past his own diagnosis and the bad days and saw him.

Amy had become more than a girlfriend; she was his anchor. She was the person who knew the full inventory of his fractures and stayed anyway, the one constant in a life that had learned early not to rely too hard on anyone.

She left him notes the way other people left lights on—small, practical acts of care meant to make a place feel inhabited. Slipped under his keys. Tucked into his wallet. Waiting on the counter when she left for work. Sometimes they were reminders, sometimes jokes, sometimes just a few words to get him through the day. You’ve got this. Drink water. I love you more than your brain lies to you.

That morning, there was only one. A square of yellow paper on the kitchen counter, written in her careful, looping handwriting: I love you. Be gentle with yourself today.

He kept walking now, cutting through an alley that shaved a few minutes off the trip, the city narrowing around him as his footsteps echoed too loudly off brick and concrete. The quiet invited thought. It always did. And without meaning to, his mind turned inward again, following familiar paths. 

His dad, Kevin, had died when Chase was eighteen, leaving him with memories that felt unfinished—conversations that had stopped mid-sentence, advice that never quite arrived. And his mom, Alice—buried in demons of her own—had drifted out of his life long before that. He hadn’t seen or spoken to her in so many years that her absence felt less like a wound and more like a quiet, permanent vacancy.

He didn’t even have photographs of her anymore.

Just the necklace.

A thin chain tucked into the back of a drawer, a small silver pendant etched with a simple spiral. A Navajo symbol meant to represent hózhó—balance, beauty, a life lived in harmony. The only proof Alice had ever held something like hope close to her chest.

He wore it sometimes. Not always.

He wasn’t even sure if he was Navajo himself. He only knew what the symbol meant because, years ago, on a quiet afternoon thick with curiosity and absence, he’d looked it up online, trying to learn something—anything—about where his mother might have come from.

Then there was Vic, his older brother, who cared in a steady, practical way. Vic was married now—stable, rooted, the kind of man who owned matching plates on purpose. His wife, Lauren, was polite but distant with Chase, her kindness careful, rationed. She never said it out loud, but her eyes tracked him a little too closely, like she was always measuring the risk.

They had two kids—Evan and Lily—both still young, both growing faster than Chase could keep up with. He saw them on birthdays and holidays, moments borrowed rather than shared, their lives unfolding mostly beyond his reach. He loved them quietly, from a distance that felt safer for everyone involved.

Chase barely remembered a version of his family that was whole. Most of his memories were fragments—raised voices, long silences, the sense of something already cracking before he had words for it. But there was one exception.

The Tulip Festival in Washington Park. One bright May afternoon when he was six or seven, before his mother disappeared. Rows and rows of color stretching farther than he thought the world could manage. His dad lifting him onto his shoulders. Vic running ahead, laughing, daring him to catch up. His mother smiling in a way that felt unguarded, like she hadn’t yet learned how to leave.

That was it. One perfect memory, preserved like a pressed flower.

Everything else came after.

He did have a couple of friends he genuinely liked, people who made things lighter when they were around. But Amy was different. She was the one who stayed closest to the center of the storm.

Most days, his self-esteem stayed buried under old failures and newer fears, but on good days—rare, precious things—he could admit he might qualify as tall, dark, and even a little handsome. Romantic fraternization in therapeutic settings came with warnings and raised eyebrows, but they ignored them anyway. Two years later, they stood on ground that was mostly good, occasionally great, and sometimes cracked in ways that almost always traced back to him.

She’d kissed his cheek before she left his apartment, soft but lingering, her hand resting on his chest like she wanted to feel proof that he stayed real. “Please,” she’d said—not accusing, not angry, just tired. “Please take care of yourself today.”  

He’d nodded. He always nodded.

That was how things lived in him now—memories stacked on top of each other without clear edges, the past never fully done, the present never entirely clean. Faces lingered longer than they should have. Old conversations followed him out the door. Family, love, absence—all of it pressed quietly at his back as he walked. 

Central Avenue smelled like hot asphalt and old trash. The shadows under the awnings looked too dark, too thick, but he refused to stare. He passed a bus stop where three people waited in silence, each sealed inside their own invisible box. No one looked at him. That helped and hurt at the same time.

Mental illness lived in that space—the space where people didn’t look too closely. Society liked its broken minds quiet and medicated and grateful. Functional, if possible. Invisible, preferably. Chase had learned early that his schizophrenia scared people more than sadness ever did. Depression earned sympathy. Anxiety earned patience. Schizophrenia earned distance.

He crossed the street at the light, even though no cars came, because rules made him feel safer. He thought about the nightmare again, the alley, the way the shadows had moved with purpose. In his waking life, they never did that. They lingered. They loitered. They leaned against walls that weren’t there and whispered like drunk assholes at a bar who thought cruelty counted as personality.

Loser.

She’s going to leave you.

They’re watching.

Sometimes they laughed. Sometimes they just stared.

They didn’t kill. They didn’t touch. They didn’t bleed into the real world. They existed on the wrong side of his eyes and ears, parasites of perception. That distinction mattered. It had to matter. His doctors said so. Amy believed so. Chase clung to that belief like a life raft.

Still, the dream unsettled him.

The shadow people in his nightmare matched the ones in his waking life too closely—their shapes, their wrong angles, their sense of knowing him. The only difference lay in the violence. The dream versions acted. The real ones only watched and whispered and waited.

He told himself that dreams borrowed from fears. That made sense. That felt safe.

A bead of sweat ran down his spine. He wiped his face with his sleeve and kept walking. He passed a mural half-faded by sun and time, bright colors peeling like scabs. He wondered how many people walked these streets every day carrying invisible wars inside their heads, how many smiled and nodded and suffered in silence because silence looked more acceptable than truth.

Amy never hid. That counted for something.

He reached the block where the buildings grew uglier and more institutional. The trees thinned. The air smelled faintly of disinfectant and despair. A sign came into view—plain lettering, no personality, no charm.

Albany Wellness Collective 

It was the kind of name that promised yoga mats and herbal tea instead of diagnoses and clipboards, as if the right combination of words could soften the truth.

Chase stopped at the curb and looked up at the building. The windows reflected the sky without offering anything back. He felt the familiar mix of dread and relief twist in his gut. Help waited inside. Judgment waited too. So did hope, thin and fragile and stubborn. 

He crossed the street, climbed the steps, and pulled the door open.

The lobby smelled like lemon cleaner and old carpet, a scent that tried very hard to mean safe. Chase stepped inside and let the door close behind him, the city’s heat and noise sealing off with a soft, final thud. The air-conditioning hit his skin like a benediction. He stood there for a second too long, letting his shoulders drop, reminding himself to breathe.

The receptionist looked up immediately.

She always did.

Her name was Marlene—or maybe Marilyn—Chase had never been quite sure, but it hardly mattered. She greeted everyone the same way, with a smile so bright and unwavering it felt professionally reinforced, like it came with regular maintenance checks. Her hair sat in a perfect helmet of gray curls that never shifted, no matter the season. She wore sweaters year-round, as if the concept of temperature had personally offended her decades ago.

“Good morning, Chase,” she said, drawing the word out like a warm blanket. “Isn’t it just a lovely day?”

It was already ninety degrees outside, but Chase nodded.

“Sure is,” he said.

Marlene smiled harder, the way people did when kindness became a performance instead of an instinct. She slid a clipboard toward him with a tenderness usually reserved for newborns and fragile heirlooms.

“Go ahead and sign in for me, sweetheart,” she said. “Take your time.”

Chase half-expected her to pat his hand.

He wrote his name carefully, focusing on keeping the letters straight. He wondered, not for the first time, how many people walked through these doors every day carrying something broken or frayed or screaming, and how the world outside would never guess. Society liked to imagine mental illness as either tragic poetry or monstrous chaos—anything but the mundane, exhausting reality of appointments and clipboards and waiting rooms.

Marlene took the clipboard back and beamed at him like he’d passed a test. “You just have a seat, okay? They’ll be right with you.”

Right with you in Albany Wellness Collective time could mean five minutes or fifty. Chase didn’t mind. Waiting had become a skill.

He turned toward the chairs lining the wall just as an office door opened.

Koda stepped out.

She wore a hoodie three sizes too big, black with some band logo Chase didn’t recognize, the sleeves swallowing her hands. Her long blonde hair fell into her face in a way that looked accidental but probably wasn’t. She stood barely taller than Chase’s shoulder, all sharp energy and soft edges, like a live wire wrapped in cotton.  

She spotted him and grinned.

“Hey,” Koda said, voice bright, eyes sharp. “You survive another night?”

“Barely,” Chase said.

Koda laughed, quick and genuine, the kind of laugh that didn’t ask permission. She bumped his arm lightly with her elbow. “Same. Group tomorrow?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

Koda nodded, serious now for half a second. “Good. See you then.”

She waved at Marlene, who waved back like she was sending a beloved grandchild off to college, and then Koda pushed through the door and disappeared into the sunlight, hoodie flapping behind her like a cape.

Chase watched the door close.

“How is Koda so much cooler than us?”

The voice startled him. Chase looked up and realized he wasn’t as alone as he thought.

Indigo sat a few chairs down, half-slouched, rail-thin, his long legs folded awkwardly beneath him. He’d buried his face in a yoga magazine like it was contraband, dark hair pulled back, silver piercings climbing his ears and a constellation of tattoos peeking out from his sleeves—black ink curling over brown skin in careful, deliberate patterns. Same age as Chase. Same tired eyes. The closest thing Chase had to a best friend.

“They sure are,” Chase said without thinking.

Indigo lowered the magazine just enough to give him a look—but this time it came with a small, crooked smile. “She’s actually just she now,” he said. “Koda figured that out a while back. Trans woman. Still cooler than both of us combined.”

Chase blinked. “Oh. Right. Okay. She.”

“Born a guy, if you want the technical footnote,” Indigo added, waving a hand. “But she’s very much a chick, and very much over explaining it to people.”

Chase winced anyway. “I didn’t mean—”

“I know,” Indigo said easily. “You’re not being a jerk. You’re just... Chase.”

Chase huffed a quiet laugh, but the familiar pinch of guilt still found its mark. He hated getting it wrong—even accidentally. Koda always told him not to stress, that intent mattered more than perfection, but he wanted to do better anyway. Wanting to be kind didn’t excuse being careless.

Indigo folded the magazine and smiled, the easy, lopsided kind that made people trust him without knowing why. Chase trusted him completely. Indigo was steady in a way that didn’t demand anything. He showed up. He listened. He didn’t disappear when things got uncomfortable. Most of Chase’s social circle existed because Amy collected people the way gravity collected dust, but Indigo stuck around on his own.

Chase leaned back in the chair again, letting the hum of the building settle around him. Mental health existed in these liminal spaces—in waiting rooms, in awkward conversations, in the quiet bravery of showing up again and again. It wasn’t dramatic most days. It was tedious. It was humiliating. It was necessary.

He stared at the floor and listened for whispers that didn’t come.

For now, at least, the shadows stayed quiet.

—————-
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DR. HELLER TALKED WITH her hands.

She always had—palms open, fingers spread, as if she tried to physically hold her thoughts in the air long enough for Chase to catch them. She leaned forward in her chair, glasses sliding slowly down her nose, voice calm and measured and just a little too thorough. She cared. That part never felt fake. She cared the way people did when they chose this job knowing it would chew on them for decades.

Unfortunately, she also explained everything like she had all the time in the world.

“So when we think about distress tolerance,” she said, hands circling gently, “we’re really talking about building a toolbox. Not a cure, not a fix... just tools. Ways to get through the moment without making it worse.”

Chase nodded at the appropriate intervals. He made eye contact. He leaned forward just enough to signal engagement. He mastered this years ago.

Masking came naturally to him now.

Masking meant performing wellness even when your mind ran like a hoarder house filled with broken thoughts and bad memories. It meant copying the facial expressions you saw in movies, timing your reactions like punchlines, swallowing fear before it leaked out in ways people didn’t like. Therapists didn’t like it, but society rewarded masking. Friends relaxed around it. Masking said I’m safe to be around.

Inside, Chase drifted.

The alley from his dream crept back into his thoughts—the way the shadows had surged with intention, the scream that felt too real to belong to sleep. He wondered if Amy had noticed how badly he shook when he woke up. She probably had. She noticed everything. That both comforted and terrified him.

Outside the window, the sky glared white-blue, the sun relentless. Summer pressed its face against the glass like it wanted inside. Heat did things to people. Made tempers shorter. Made thoughts stickier. He wondered if that mattered. He wondered if today would be a bad day or just an exhausting one.

He thought about his résumé, untouched on his laptop, job listings bookmarked and ignored. Twenty-eight years old and explaining gaps in employment like they were moral failures instead of survival tactics. I was busy not unraveling completely never played well in interviews.

Full-time work sounded simple until you mapped it onto reality—three appointments a week, sometimes more, medication checks that couldn’t be skipped, therapy sessions that landed squarely in business hours. Employers wanted flexibility. Treatment required consistency. Someone always lost.

Everyone had an opinion, too. Doctors encouraged structure but warned against burnout. Some acquaintances asked why he didn’t “just try part-time,” while others swore working more would help him feel normal again. None of them had to do the math.

Make too little and you’re stuck. Make too much and the safety net disappears. Earn one dollar past the line and Medicaid vanishes overnight, replaced by employer insurance that might cover what he needed, might come with a deductible he couldn’t touch, might decide his meds were optional. SSI helped, but only if he stayed inside its narrow, shifting boundaries—work too much and it punished you, work too little and it barely kept the lights on.

It wasn’t laziness. It was logistics. A careful, exhausting balancing act between stability and survival, with no room for error and no applause for getting it right.

Dr. Heller kept talking.

He nodded again.

He wondered how long Amy would keep choosing him if he kept making it this hard.

Something shifted in the room—an inflection, a pause. Chase snapped back into focus, like a rubber band pulled too far and released.

“—so what do you notice in your body when those thoughts start spiraling?” Dr. Heller asked.

He blinked. Adjusted. Re-entered.

“Tight chest,” he said. “Jaw locks up. Feels like I’m bracing for something.”

She nodded, scribbling notes. “Good awareness. That’s where we can interrupt the cycle. Let’s talk DBT... grounding first. Temperature change. Cold water. Ice. Shock the system.”

Chase listened this time. Really listened. This was how most of his sessions went now. His mind drifted more often than it stayed put—thoughts looping, attention slipping sideways, the clock on the wall becoming far more interesting than it had any right to be. He’d nod, track just enough to pass, then disappear into himself for minutes at a time.

But sometimes something clicked.

And oftentimes it was when they started working on DBT. Dialectical Behavior Therapy wasn’t about fixing what was broken so much as teaching you how to survive your own reactions—how to ride the spike without making it worse, how to stay in your body long enough for the moment to pass. It was skills, not insight. Practice, not epiphany.

He talked about breathing techniques, about naming five things he could see, four he could feel, three he could hear—ways to anchor himself when his thoughts tried to run the show. He talked about radical acceptance, even though he hated the phrase. Acceptance felt too close to surrender when all he wanted was relief.

Still, in those brief, focused stretches, he couldn’t deny it helped. Not dramatically. Not permanently. But enough. Enough to get through the next hour. Sometimes the next day.

And sometimes, that was the difference.

But those moments of clarity came with rules. You learned quickly what belonged on the table and what stayed locked behind your teeth—what could be named without changing how people looked at you afterward.

So he didn’t mention the dream.

He mentioned anxiety. He mentioned stress. He mentioned being tired. All true. Just not all of it.

The shadow people stayed unspoken, locked behind his teeth where they couldn’t be charted or adjusted or misunderstood. He wasn’t ready to give them more weight than they already had.

Dr. Heller smiled at him, tired but sincere. “You’re doing better than you think,” she said.

Maybe.

His phone buzzed as the session wrapped up. He glanced down.

Amy: Looks like the weather will hold up so we’re still on for later today with Elena and Andrew.

Chase stared at the message for a moment longer than necessary. He searched his memory for whatever on was supposed to mean and came up empty, the detail slipping away like a name he should know but didn’t. He considered asking her—then felt the familiar flare of fear at admitting another small failure, another dropped thread.

Whatever on meant, it waited for him outside—along with the heat, the city, and the parts of his mind that never stayed quiet for long.

“Chase?” Dr. Heller said gently. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” Chase said automatically. “I think so.”

He wasn’t sure if that was true, but it was close enough to pass. At least for now.
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Chapter 2
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On meant the Great Escape. On meant socializing, and on meant trying to act normal.

Chase sat in the back seat with Amy, knees pressed close, the leather warm beneath him. Andrew’s car smelled like money and newness—clean upholstery, faint citrus, the subtle hum of a vehicle that never worried about making it to next month. The kind of car you bought when life lined up the way it was supposed to.

Andrew drove with one hand on the wheel, relaxed, confident. Elena rode shotgun, sunglasses perched on her head, ponytail immaculate despite the heat. They looked like a stock photo of stability—matching water bottles, shared glances, inside jokes that didn’t carry any sharp edges.

Elena was Amy’s cousin, which somehow made the comparison worse.

“So then she tries on this dress,” Elena said, laughing, “and everyone’s crying... like full-on sobbing... and I’m just sitting there thinking, you’ve known this woman for six minutes.”

Amy laughed along, nodding. “I know! And the moms always make it about themselves.”

They drifted effortlessly from wedding dresses to TikTok trends, Dubai chocolate somehow becoming the center of a passionate debate. Chase caught fragments—pistachio filling, absurd prices, people flying halfway across the world for a candy bar. The conversation moved fast, buoyant, unburdened.

Andrew glanced at Chase in the rearview mirror. “You watch the game last night?”

Chase didn’t hesitate. He never did.

“Yeah,” he said, layering confidence into the word. “Crazy finish.”

Andrew grinned. “Right? That last drive was something else.”

“Unreal,” Chase agreed, nodding, letting the rhythm carry him. He relied on the universal truths of sports talk—close games, bad calls, heart and grit. He’d learned long ago that enthusiasm mattered more than accuracy. Sports were safe. Sports were normal. Sports didn’t ask uncomfortable questions.

He actually liked them once. Played football in middle school, the pads too big and the rules still simple, then basketball through junior varsity in high school, when muscle memory mattered more than confidence. These days, he rarely watched games on TV. Most of his free time disappeared into YouTube spirals, video games, or whatever quiet, shared orbit he and Amy had built together—activities that didn’t demand keeping track of standings or seasons or who was supposed to be winning.

Sports were still useful, though. A language everyone spoke. A place to stand without explaining yourself.

The trees thickened as they drove north, the city peeling away mile by mile. Billboards gave way to forests, and then, suddenly, color exploded through the windshield—bright signs, looping tracks, flags snapping in the breeze.

The Great Escape rose ahead of them like a cheerful lie.

Wooden roller coasters arched against the sky, all bones and promise. Music drifted through the parking lot, tinny but upbeat. The place buzzed with movement—families unloading strollers, teenagers shrieking with excitement, the air already humming with sugar and sunscreen and anticipation.

Andrew pulled into a spot near the edge of the massive lot and cut the engine.

“Alright,” Elena said, pushing her door open. “Let’s do this.”

Chase stepped out into the heat, the park looming ahead of them, bright and loud and very, very on.

——————
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THE GREAT ESCAPE SWALLOWED them whole, and for a while—an honest, generous while—Chase forgot to be afraid of his own head. Music drifted from a small outdoor stage near the midway, a local band pounding out something loud and enthusiastic and slightly off-key. The bass thumped through the pavement and into his bones. Kids ran past with faces painted like tigers and superheroes, sugar-rushed and shrieking. The air smelled like popcorn and grease and fried dough, that holy trinity of summer indulgence.

They rode the Comet first, the old wooden coaster rattling like it might shake itself apart out of spite. The car clacked its way up the hill, chains grinding, the world spreading out below them in green and color and noise. Amy screamed on the first drop, pure joy tearing out of her throat, and Chase surprised himself by laughing—real laughter, loud and unguarded—as gravity stole his breath and returned it slightly rearranged.

Andrew whooped. Elena threw her hands in the air like she trusted the universe not to punish her for it.

For a few minutes at a time, Chase felt almost light.

They wandered after that, no plan, just movement. They shared greasy fries out of a red-and-white paper boat and a large slab of funnel cake. Amy got powdered sugar on her nose and Chase wiped it away with his thumb, smiling when she mock-glared at him. They watched a magician pull scarves out of a kid’s ears and pretended not to notice how the trick worked. They sat in the shade and listened to the band cover an old rock song everyone knew the words to, the crowd singing along badly but proudly.

Time bent.

Late afternoon slid quietly into early evening, the sun lowering itself like a tired performer ready to leave the stage. The heat softened. The light turned gold, then amber. Strings of bulbs flickered on above the walkways, bathing everything in a warm, forgiving glow.

Chase realized—dimly, cautiously—that he was having fun.

Not performing it. Not mimicking it.

Actually feeling it.

That’s when the edges began to fray.

He noticed it the way he always did—not head-on, not dramatically, but sideways. A flicker in his peripheral vision. A shape where no shape should be. He turned his head and found nothing, just a trash can and a couple arguing quietly over a map.

He told himself it was the light.

They queued up for another ride, something spinning and nauseating, and Chase shifted his weight, suddenly restless. He caught another glimpse of movement near the tree line—something tall and thin where shadows collected too densely. When he looked directly at it, the shape melted back into nothing.

His stomach tightened.

They drifted toward the older section of the park, where fewer people wandered and the rides creaked louder. That’s when he saw it.

The door.

It didn’t glow brightly. It didn’t announce itself. It sat tucked between two maintenance buildings, half-hidden by fencing and overgrown bushes, a tall rectangular outline etched faintly in the air like phosphorescent chalk. It shimmered, just barely, pulsing in a slow, patient rhythm.

A door-shaped absence pretending to be light.

Chase stopped walking.

Amy took two more steps before she noticed and turned back. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” he said, too fast. “Just—thought I saw something.”

She followed his gaze. Saw nothing. Smiled gently. “Probably the lights.”

Probably.

His heart thudded harder now. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone. The screen lit up, accusing and innocent all at once. He opened the alarms app and felt a small, cold drop settle in his gut.

Silent mode.

The reminder sat there, untouched, hours old.

“Shit,” he muttered under his breath.

Risperidone. He had a long list of medications, but that was the important one. The one he was supposed to be taking right now—the small, chalky tablet meant to sand down the sharp edges of reality, to quiet the voices and dim the shadows until they behaved themselves. It didn’t erase them completely; nothing ever did. It just made them manageable, like turning down the volume on a radio stuck between stations. The doctor called it maintenance. Chase called it survival.

Risperidone belonged to a whole class of drugs with an unfortunate, heavy-handed name: anti-psychotic.

Yes, anti-psychotic. He hated that word. Hated the way it sounded like a moral judgment instead of a medical one, like the pills existed to make him less dangerous instead of more functional. As if his thoughts were crimes. As if his brain stood trial every morning and lost.

He dug into his pocket, fingers fumbling, and pulled out the orange bottle.

Relief surged—then vanished.

Omeprazole.

His stomach medication. The one meant for acid and heartburn and things that stayed politely physical. Not Risperidone—the pill that kept the shadows at arm’s length and the voices from crowding his head. Same orange bottle. Same white cap. Completely wrong job.

He stared at it, then laughed softly, the sound thin and brittle. Of course. Of all the days. Of all the places.

He glanced around. Amy chatted with Elena, but her eyes flicked back to him once, quick and sharp, the way she did when she sensed a fault line forming. Andrew scrolled through ride times, oblivious. No one waited for the truth. No one needed it—at least not yet.

Chase twisted the cap off, shook a pill into his palm, and swallowed it dry, pretending the familiar ritual counted for something.

He slipped the bottle back into his pocket and lifted his head, smiling just enough to pass.

“Okay,” Elena said suddenly, pointing toward the midway. “I want a stuffed animal, and I refuse to leave without one.”

Amy laughed. “Those games are rigged.”

“I don’t care,” Elena said. “I believe in us.”

They drifted toward the carnival games near the midway, the kind that never changed because it didn’t have to. A row of plastic water guns bolted to a counter. A long trough with targets shaped like grinning clowns and cartoon monsters. A bell at the top that rang when someone won, sharp and triumphant, cutting through the noise of the park like a dare.

“Winner gets the big panda,” Elena said, pointing at the stuffed monstrosity hanging overhead. “I want it.”

Andrew laughed. “You always want the biggest one.”

“Because I deserve the biggest one.”

Amy nudged Chase. “You ready? We’re almost up... and you’re weirdly good at these.”

Chase smiled, or at least assembled something that looked like one. He rested his one hand on a lamp post and tried to stay present. The line crept forward inch by inch. Kids shrieked when the water hit the target just right. Bells rang. The smell of damp plastic and chlorine hung in the air.

The shadows gathered at the edges of his vision.

At first, they stayed where they belonged—peripheral, half-formed, pretending to be nothing. Then one leaned closer. Then another. They clustered near the prize racks, stretching their long silhouettes across the ground where no light cast them. Their murmurs grew louder, overlapping, stacking into a low, ugly hum.

They see you.

You’re gonna miss it.

You always miss it.

Chase swallowed and focused on Amy’s voice, on the sound of water splashing, on anything solid.

Ahead of them stood a man in his forties, broad-shouldered, expression slack with boredom. He wore a lanyard and a forced smile, chaperone energy radiating off him. A group of kids clustered at the counter, shouting encouragement at one another, fingers white-knuckled around their guns.

The man scrolled on his phone.

Chase’s eyes drifted to the screen without meaning to.

LOCAL NEWS. A headline in bold letters. Man Found Dead in Downtown Alley.

His chest tightened.

The video auto-played, silent but vivid. Yellow police tape. Brick walls slick with something dark. A narrow alley that looked too familiar. The camera angle caught the shadows wrong, stretching them into long, warped shapes that clung to the walls.

Just like his dream.

The murmurs swelled, sharp and excited now.

You know this one.

You’ve been there.

You watched.

Chase tore his gaze away as the bell rang again, loud and jarring. The kids cheered. The chaperone smiled absently and kept scrolling.

“It’s our turn!” Elena said, clapping her hands. “Okay. Game on.”

They stepped up to the counter. The attendant reset the targets with a bored flick of his wrist. Chase grabbed one of the water guns. It felt heavier than it should have, slick and cold in his hands. He squeezed the trigger, and water sprayed—but the stream warped, bending unnaturally before snapping back into place.

The shadows crowded closer.

They leaned over the counter. They whispered into his ears, their voices no longer pretending to be distant.

Run.

Door’s open.

You’re running out of time.

The targets melted and reformed. The clown’s smile stretched too wide. The bell above them began to ring without being hit, a thin, mocking sound.

“Chase?” Amy said, sharp with concern now.

He dropped the gun.

It clattered against the counter, water spraying wildly as he backed away. His pulse roared in his ears, drowning out the music, the laughter, the world.

“I—bathroom,” he said, words tripping over each other. “Sorry. I—right back.”

He didn’t wait for a response.

Chase turned and jogged away, pushing through the crowd, the sound of bells and laughter warping behind him as the shadows followed, patient and grinning.

—————
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THE BATHROOM SMELLED like bleach and damp paper towels, sharp enough to sting his nose. Chase gripped the porcelain sink and leaned forward, staring at himself in the mirror like it might blink first.

It didn’t.

His reflection looked mostly right—same dark circles, same stubble he kept meaning to shave—but the edges wavered, softening and sharpening in slow, seasick pulses. The fluorescent lights overhead hummed too loudly, the sound bending into a rhythm that almost resembled whispering.

Almost.

Chase cupped water in his hands and splashed his face. Cold shock. Grounding technique number one. The water ran down his cheeks and dripped from his chin, splattering into the basin like nervous applause. When he leaned over the sink again, the necklace slid out from beneath his shirt—the thin chain his mother had left behind, its small silver pendant etched with a Navajo spiral meant to signify balance. It tapped softly against the porcelain, cool and unmistakably real, and for a moment his awareness narrowed to that simple weight at his throat, proof that something from before still held him in place. 

“Okay,” he muttered. “Okay, okay.”

Something moved behind him.

He didn’t turn right away. He counted instead. Five things he could see: the cracked mirror corner. A graffiti carving in the stall door—MIKE + JESS 4EVER, the lie eternal. A paper towel dispenser hanging crooked. His own hands. The exit sign glowing red like a watchful eye.

Four things he could feel: cold water on his skin. The rough edge of the counter under his palms. The sticky tile beneath his shoes. His heartbeat, fast but steady enough to argue with.

When he finally glanced over his shoulder, he snorted despite himself.

One of the shadow people lounged against a urinal like it paid rent, legs crossed, posture casual. Another perched on the stall divider, swinging its feet. One wore a terrible approximation of a park mascot’s head—bear-shaped, smiling too wide, the eyes empty and dark.

“Very funny,” Chase said.

They bowed. One gave him a thumbs-up.

The whispers continued, but they lost some of their bite, fading into static rather than screams. The coping skills didn’t banish them. They never did. But they took the edge off, sanded down the panic enough for him to breathe again.

He splashed his face once more and straightened.

The news clip wasn’t real, he told himself. Or rather—it was real, but his interpretation wasn’t. That’s how his brain worked when it went rogue. Pattern-seeking missile with a cracked guidance system. Of course his nightmare bled into reality. Of course his mind stitched the two together and called it truth.

That explanation felt thin, but he clung to it anyway.

The door banged open behind him.

“Chase.”

Amy’s voice cut through everything else.

He turned. She stood just inside the bathroom like she’d stormed a battlefield, eyes wide, breath slightly ragged. She held a small stuffed koala bear in one hand, gray and absurdly cute, its little arms permanently outstretched for a hug.

“What’s that?” Chase asked, his voice shakier than he hoped.

“I won, and a massive stuffed panda isn’t really my vibe,” she said automatically, then frowned. “Are you okay?”

“I’m—” He stopped. Tried again. “I messed up.”

Her face softened but didn’t relax. She stepped closer, not caring about the MEN’S ROOM sign or the confused guy washing his hands who suddenly decided he needed to leave immediately.

“What happened?” she asked quietly.

Chase shook his head. “My meds. Brought the wrong bottle. Missed the dose. I’m... not great.”

She hesitated only a second. “Is this just not-great, or is it...” She gestured vaguely near her temple. “You know. Seeing and hearing shit that isn’t really there.”

He hated that question. Hated how necessary it was.

“Yeah,” he said. “That one.”

Amy exhaled, slow and controlled, the way she’d learned to. She pressed the koala into his chest without asking. “Okay. Then we’re leaving.”

Chase blinked. “We don’t have to—”

“We do,” she said firmly. “I’ll tell Elena I’ve got cramps. Or a migraine. Or both. Andrew will nod sympathetically and be quietly devastated that we’re leaving early.”

A smile tugged at his mouth despite everything.

“Come on,” she said, taking his hand. “Let’s get you home.”

The shadow people watched as they walked out, their shapes stretching long across the tile, disappointed but patient—as if they knew the park wasn’t done with him yet.

—————
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AMY HANDLED IT EXACTLY the way she said she would.

She didn’t dramatize it. She didn’t overexplain. She just leaned in close to Elena near the bathrooms, lowered her voice, and pressed a hand lightly to her abdomen like it had betrayed her personally.

“I hate to do this,” she said, with practiced regret, “but I think I’m crashing hard. Cramps. Nausea. The whole greatest hits album.”

Elena’s face softened immediately. She glanced past Amy—just once—at Chase, still pale, still clutching the stuffed koala like it was a flotation device. Understanding flickered there, quick and private. She didn’t call it out. She didn’t ask questions that didn’t need answers.

“Say no more,” Elena said. “We can go.”

Andrew did the dance.

“Oh... yeah... totally,” he said, a beat too fast, concern pasted neatly over disappointment. “Of course. Health first.”

His eyes drifted, involuntarily, toward the roller coaster track rising above the trees. A car screamed down the drop like it was mocking him personally.

Devastated, Amy had promised. She wasn’t wrong.

The shadows followed Chase as they threaded their way back through the park—stretching long across the pavement, pooling where the lights failed, whispering just at the edge of hearing. He kept his head down and let Amy’s hand anchor him, her fingers warm and steady in his, squeezing once whenever his grip tightened too much. The voices faded and surged in uneven waves, commentary without cruelty, noise without mercy.

Andrew walked ahead of them, glancing back every few steps, cataloging the losses out loud the way some people did when they were disappointed but trying not to be. “We never even made it to the log flume,” he said once, then later, “I swear the fireworks here are actually worth it.” Not complaining. Just mourning the day, genuine and boyish despite being a man pushing thirty.

The drive back started quiet and stayed that way. Andrew put on music—The Lumineers first, then The Head and the Heart—songs that sounded like memories even if you’d never lived them. The road unwound under the tires. Trees blurred. The sky dimmed into a bruised purple, then deepened toward night.

Chase leaned his head against the window and closed his eyes, pretending to sleep. He needed the performance. Needed the excuse not to talk. His thoughts ran loud enough without an audience.

They crossed the Thaddeus Kosciusko Bridge just as the river darkened beneath them, the Mohawk sliding slow and black under the steel bones of the span. Chase opened his eyes despite himself.

The door waited in the water.

It hovered just above the surface, tall and rectangular, glowing faintly as if someone had traced it with phosphorescent paint. It didn’t ripple the river. It didn’t reflect in the water. It simply was, patient and precise, like it had always belonged there.

Chase squeezed his eyes shut and didn’t open them again until the car rolled off the bridge.

When they pulled up outside his apartment complex, Amy turned in her seat. The streetlights hummed. Cicadas buzzed in the trees like static. Everything looked normal enough to trust—until Chase noticed the man across the street.
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