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​CHAPTER ONE
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Ally and Lani crouched behind a metal desk, knees tucked in tight.

The room didn’t feel abandoned.

It felt... paused.

Ally swallowed and whispered, barely moving her mouth.

“What kind of place is this?”

Lani shook her head.

“I don’t know. I just heard rumors.”

Ally’s eyes drifted to the walls.

Her chest tightened.

Drawings were everywhere—crayon marks, messy lines, shapes that didn’t quite make sense. Stick figures. Suns. Doors. Some had numbers scribbled beside them, pressed too hard into the concrete.

“Lani,” Ally whispered. “Why does it look like a kid drew all of this?”

Before Lani could answer, a beam of light swept across the room.

A flashlight.

A voice followed, sharp and sudden.

“Hey. What are you doing in here?”

Ally’s heart dropped.

“Run,” Lani said.

They moved at the same time.

Their footsteps echoed as they sprinted down the hallway. Ally’s breath came too fast, her vision blurring—

Then her foot caught.

She hit the floor hard.

Something clattered behind her. A sharp metallic sound. A cable snapping loose.

The lights flickered once.

Just once.

Lani skidded to a stop and turned back.

“Ally!”

She grabbed Ally under the arms and hauled her up.

“We have to go,” Lani said, panic breaking through her voice.

Ally shook her head, tears spilling now.

“Shut up. I fell. I messed up.”

Lani didn’t let go.

“You didn’t. Come on.”

They ran.

Behind them, the hallway stayed quiet.

Too quiet.
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They didn’t stop running until the building disappeared behind the trees.

Ally bent over, hands on her knees, gasping for air. Her legs shook, her lungs burned, and her heart refused to slow down.

She glanced back once.

“...That place is definitely not normal,” she said.

Lani wiped her face with her sleeve.

“We’re not staying here.”

“We have to go back tomorrow,” Ally said, like the thought had already rooted itself in her head.

Lani snapped toward her.

“No.” She grabbed Ally’s wrist and started pulling her down the road. “We need to get home. Now. Before someone comes after us.”

Ally didn’t fight her, but she kept looking over her shoulder.

From the edge of the property, half-hidden in the dark, a girl stood watching them.

She didn’t wave.

She didn’t run.

She just watched.

Then she turned away—

and walked off in the opposite direction.

Ally and Lani walked side by side, their footsteps crunching softly against the pavement. The night felt too quiet, like it was listening.

Lani broke the silence.

“What were those drawings about?”

Ally shrugged, but her voice wasn’t steady.

“They looked like kids’ drawings.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Ally hesitated, then said quietly,

“What if they were experimenting on kids?”

Lani stopped walking.

She stared at Ally.

“Be serious.”

Ally didn’t answer.

She just kept moving.

And that’s when Lani felt it—that tight, uneasy feeling in her chest.

Because Ally didn’t look scared anymore.

She looked like she couldn’t stop thinking about it.
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By the middle of the day, school felt louder than usual.

Too many voices. Too many people acting normal.

Ally slipped into the red room just before lunch, the heavy door swinging shut behind her. The walls were painted a deep, faded red, covered in photos, flyers, and half-finished posters. People came in and out all day, taping things up, taking things down, arguing over space.

It was supposed to feel creative.

Today, it didn’t.

Lani was already there, leaning against one of the tables, arms crossed. A few other students hovered nearby, pinning pictures to the wall—concert shots, art projects, random polaroids. Someone laughed. Someone played music softly from their phone.

It all felt wrong.

Ally dropped her backpack and lowered her voice.

“Tell me you’re thinking about it too.”

Lani didn’t pretend.

“I’ve been thinking about it all day.”

They moved closer to the wall, pretending to look at the pictures while they talked.

“That place,” Ally said. “It wasn’t abandoned.”

“No,” Lani agreed. “And it wasn’t normal.”

Ally stared at a photo taped crookedly to the wall—just a group of kids smiling at a football game.

“What if those drawings weren’t old?” she said. “What if someone was still there?”

Lani exhaled sharply.

“Or what if they used to be.”

Ally turned to her.

“You don’t draw stuff like that unless you’re stuck somewhere.”

Lani frowned. “You’re assuming a lot.”

“I tripped,” Ally said quietly. “And something happened. I don’t know what, but I felt it.”

Lani didn’t argue this time.

Around them, students kept moving. Tape ripped. Someone adjusted a picture frame. Life kept going.

Finally, Lani said, “Even if it meant something... we don’t go back.”

Ally didn’t respond.

She just kept staring at the wall.

At the pictures.

At the way kids liked to leave pieces of themselves behind—proof they’d been somewhere.

Proof they existed.

And for the first time, Ally wondered how many people never got that chance.
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The final bell rang, and the school spilled outside all at once.

Lockers slammed. Someone shouted goodbye. Music blasted from a car parked too close to the curb. Everything felt loud again—too loud—like the day was trying too hard to be normal.

Ally and Lani walked toward the front steps when Lani slowed.

“Ally,” she said quietly. “Look.”

Ally followed her gaze.

A girl stood near the edge of the sidewalk, just past the school sign. She was alone. No backpack. No phone. No friends calling her name.
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