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    For my father, who taught me strength in the quiet moments, and for my friends, who have shown me the beauty in the madness, the laughter in the dark, the art in the unraveling. This story exists because of you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The wind howled through the idle Ferris wheel, its voice a hollow echo of the cheers it once held. A crooked sign, half-buried in weeds, still promised 'endless summer fun,' a lie that felt more chilling than any ghost story.
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Interlude of a Storyteller
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Come on in, take a seat near my fire. You like stories, dear reader? Well, you're in the right place. Oh, you’ve chosen a strange little story to peek into here, haven’t ya?  A tale of flickering lights and forgotten shadows., that seem to stretch too far and too long. Where music that plays where it really shouldn’t. This isn’t just a story about an abandoned park.  No, no, that's way too simple a thing. No, this is about things we leave and the things that refuse to stay buried. Now, some in the Pines say it’s just myth about tragedy.  Nothing more than... Rot, Ruin, and Rust. But I know better than most and by the time I’m done you might heed my warning

Ah, but where are my manners. You may be asking who I am dear reader. Well, I am merely a Storyteller. So, if you're brave enough or foolish enough. Go on... Turn the page and start your journey. But know this once you start on the path you can’t turn back. Good luck and off ya trot. I’m sure we’ll meet again soon. Oh, and one more thing, the park is listening, and the night remembers. Have fun.
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PROLOGUE
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The Carousel whirled to life, even though no one had touched its control panel. A broken and haunting melody echoed through the decaying amusement park, distorted by time and nature, yet it was still hauntingly beautiful. Moonlight filtered through the skeletal remains of the park’s rides and main attractions at the center. The shredded remains of the big top swayed in the wind. The shadows cast long dark patches that danced with the sounds of laughter long after the silence.  Dimitri stood at the edge of the carousel, headed tilted, as he watched the pilled painted horses spin in lazy circles. He hadn’t touched it, not this time at least.  His memories came back to him; they always tended to be, being here wise. He slowly stepped forwards, his fingers brushing the chipped paint of the mane and smiled nostalgically. Not with joy but for the memory. “Back again,” he murmured. “Let’s see who dares play this time.”

Seventeen years earlier.... 

Whispering Pines amusement park was alive. Lights blinking in a rhythmic pattern, the scent of cotton candy lingering in the summer breeze and a younger Dimitri stood inside the booth for the dark ride, watching as guests took off into the dark. Back then he was obsessed with anything horror. He watched the crowds behind him not really being a part of it, but not yet apart from it either. Back then, he was still hopeful. For what you ask? A connection for something more...anything more.  This was before the blood...Before the screaming.... Before the park took on his silence and made it his own.

Present... 

The air was still, save for the soft groan of rusting metal swaying in the breeze. Dimitri crouched near the center of the old carousel, his fingertips brushing the cracked concrete. A faint smell of something dark clung to the base of one of the wooden horses... it was faded enough that now it could have been anything, oil, dirt, or something more human. He sighed, eyes distant, voice barely a whisper. “That night...was the first time I felt alive...” a bitter smile tugged at the corner of his lips. “...they never saw it coming.” The memory hits him like a tidal wave...hot, sharp, and almost sweet. The smell of popcorn, the laughter. The sound of her shoes tapping on wooden planks as she ran from him, breathless and full of excitement. She thought it was all a game. They always thought it was a game at first.

Seventeen Years Earlier...... 

The amusement park sparkled like a dream on the edge of town. Just before the shadows rolled in with the evening fog, lights danced across The Midway. Children screamed from the tops of the rides, chasing each other with sticky fingers. Their parents drifted behind them, half distracted by the barkers at the different stalls and by the noise of the arcade machines or even the warmth of the funnel cakes. Dimitri had just turned nineteen. He wore the blue and gold uniform of a ride operator, his badge tilted slightly, his name barely legible under years of smudging fingers. He did not mind it, however. People rarely looked at him long enough to read it anyway. He liked it better that way. The girl had come alone; her name was Ashely. She was bright-eyed and bold with curiosity. She wasn’t from the Pines; he recalled thinking that. She had a camera with her, she talked fast, and she asked way too many questions about the park’s past. She had told him she was looking for a good story to jump start her career. She had found one just not the kind she had expected.

Ashely approached the ride booth with a bounce in her step, her camera slung around her neck, her notebook in hand. The gleam she held in her eyes was a hunger that Dimitri had seen before, but not like this. This wasn’t a thrill-seeking hunger but something deeper. The hunger for truth or at least for a story that was worth telling. He felt a bit annoyed by it, but he wasn't sure why that was. “Hey!” she chirped, leaning against the counter. “You work the dark ride, right?” he did not answer right away. Just watched her through the scratched plexiglass window, the faint drone of carnival music thrumming behind him. “Cool setup,” she continued not missing a beat. 

“Creepy old ride, local ghost legends... this place has it all.” Dimitri sighs and finally responds, “That’s one word for it.” She smiled, unfazed by his standoffish behavior. “Oh, my name is Ashley by the way. I’m working on a photo series about abandoned places. You know... forgotten spaces, haunted parks, urban decay. Thought I’d get ahead of the curve and document this one before it shuts down for good.” He gives her a once over almost with doubt. His eyes drifted to her camera. “People usually don’t come here for the past.” She shrugs, “most people are boring.” He smirks, just barely, there it was again that flicker. To him she was interesting. “May I ask you a few questions?” she asked, already opening her notebook to a blank page. “You already are,” he responds dryly. She laughed, “Okay, that’s fair. So......” She lowered her voice as if she wanted to share a secret.

“Is it true someone died in the fun house. A beat passed before he sighed and thought not this again. “No not that I am aware of.” He states. She pouts a bit and sighs. “Nuts I was hoping it was true.” He raises and eyebrow and thinks. “Wait there was a guy who had who had a heart attack in there. At least that is what the park says. But you don’t believe that?”

“I never said that” she studied him and for the first time, a flicker of hesitation crossed her features. Then she smiled again, masking that hesitant expression she once had. “Well... I’m heading in to get some shots. I want to see it before they bulldoze everything. I heard the access panel’s open behind the carousel.” Dimitri’s head tilted. “You sure that’s a good idea?” Ashley shrugged. “Good stories don’t come from playing it safe.”

“Wait, Ashely.” He called to her. She pauses and turns around. “Yes?” He kept his tone even, casual. “I’m closing tonight. If you want to hang around... you’ll be able to investigate without anyone in your way.” Her brows lifted slightly, surprised, but intrigued. “You’d let me?” He smiled, just a little too long. “Sure. For the story.” Ashely’s eyes light up with excitement, “seriously? That’d be amazing!” she is practically bouncing on her toes.

“I’ll grab some extra batteries and maybe a flashlight. I wasn’t expecting anyone to let me stay after hours!” he gave a soft nod, watching her already half turning away, the camera swinging against her hip. “Be careful,” he called out to her. She flashed a grin over her shoulder, “always am.” As she almost tripped. He sighs and stays still. He watches her blended into the drifting crowd, swallowed by the golden haze of the midway lights. Dimitri remained still, the false smile fades from his lips as quickly as it had formed. 

She thinks she is so lucky.

She thinks she is soooo clever.

She thinks she is asking the questions. 

His fingers curled around the edge of the booth’s counter. It was always the curious ones who couldn’t resist peeling back the layers. They never realized how thin that line really was between discovery and disappearance. His gaze shifts to where the carousel in the distance, its painted horses frozen mid-leap, cast in the flickering shadows. That ride had seen many things, so too had he.

“She’s different,” he mused over the low hum of the park. “Maybe this time...it will be more interesting.” He stepped back inside the booth, shadows swallowing him as the last rays of sunlight slipping beyond the trees. The night was coming, and he needed to be prepared. He flipped a small sign onto the glass:

OUT OF SERVICE – UNDER INSPECTION –

A slow grin spread across his face, sharp and knowing. Ashley would be his first. She just didn’t know it yet.

Later that Night....

The amusement park was a different beast the minute the sunset. Gone where the crowds and laughter, the joy seemed to be leeched away as a dark eeriness seeped in. The scents of sugar and smoke dissipated. What remained was a silence so thick, pressing and broken only by the creak of rusted metal and the distant groans of the wind through warped wooden beams. 

Ashely slipped through the gap in the chain-linked fence near a maintenance shed like Dimitri had told her. Her flashlight cutting a narrow beam through the mist that clung low to the ground. Her camera swung at her side, already powered on, lens cap off. She was buzzing with adrenaline. This is it. This is what she came for. 

The park loomed ahead of her, transformed from charming decay to something that almost felt alive and aware... like it knew something she didn’t and was holding its breath. She continued on pausing near the carousel, the same one that was full of life and joy earlier was now creepy and almost menacing. The horses were caught mid-gallop, their grins appearing wider than they should be under the moonlight. A faded ribbon fluttered from a post, torn and mangled like it had been trapped there for years.

Ashely raised her camera, click. The flash lit the scene in contrasting light...bright whites, sharp shadows. For just a second a figure then nothing. “Creepy and perfect,” she whispered. She made her way towards the dark ride booth. The lights were out, but she spotted the handwritten sign tapping to the glass:

OUT OF SERVICE – UNDER INSPECTION

Ashely frowned, stepping closer and shining her flashlight over the counter. “Guess he really meant it,” she muttered. “Meant what?” a voice from behind her caught her attention like a hook digging into her spine. She turned sharply, heart lurching. There stood Dimitri, standing a few steps away in the shadows. He was barely illuminated by her flashlight’s glow, more silhouette than a man, but his eyes caught the light enough to gleam. He didn’t need to do so, this was business after all. 

Ashely let out a small nervous laugh lowering her camera. “Jeez, don’t scare me like that! You’re really quiet.” Dimitri tilted his head slightly, “old habits I suppose.” She gestured to the sign on the booth, “The inspection?” He nodded. “Can’t have curious people wandering into unsafe territory. Things in this place tend to... break easily.” Ashley grinned, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “Well, I’m not that easy to scare. Besides, danger’s half the thrill, right?”

He studied her again for a moment longer and looked at her flashlight. “You brought spare batteries?” “Huh?” she looked at him questioningly. “For your flashlight, I can’t have the lights on because we wouldn’t want the security officers getting curious.” He said, “Plus wouldn’t want it dying in there.”

“Oh, yeah... yeah, I’ve got spares,” she said, patting her satchel. “Good.” She paused; there was something in the way he said that made her chest tighten slightly. Not exactly feeling fear but a note of warning she couldn’t quite place. Dimitri gestured towards the open service gate behind the carousel. “That’s your way in. Most of the props are still intact, though it gets tight past the second bend. 

Don’t wander off the track.” She smirked. “What, no guided tour?” “I work the booth,” he said, his tone unreadable. “What happens in there’s up to you. Besides if I’m not out here security will have my hide.” Ashley turned towards the gate, her excitement overpowering her nerves. “See you on the other side,” she joked, stepping into the dark. 

Dimitri watched her go, expression unreadable. Once she disappeared into the ride’s shadowed interior, he reached up and slowly pulled the service gate shut. It clicked firmly into place. His voice, soft, almost tender, murmured behind the closed gate: “You will, I am rooting for you to make it.”

The darkness swallowed her whole.  Ashely stepped carefully into the narrow hallway of the dark ride, her flashlight cutting a thin path through the thick gloom. The air in the ride was stale and musky. To her it fit its theme, but it felt older, with hits of mildew and something else that clung to her skin like dust.

Her boots thudded and creaked along the warped wooden floor, each step echoing louder than it really should have.  She paused every now and again to snap pictures, click. The flash burst against the walls, revealing peeling paint and long forgotten animatronics slumped in their alcoves. 

She lowered the camera slowly. “God, this ride is like a time capsule.” The ride’s track curved gently ahead, bordered by crumbling walls painted to imitate graveyards and haunted woods. A half-collapsed skeleton dangled from a noose above a mock crypt, its jaw open in a frozen scream. Animatronics meant to pop out sat dormant and decayed.

She took more photos, her flashlight flickering once...just a quick flutter...but not enough to make her pause. She tapped the casing and that seemed to fix it. “Not tonight,” she whispered to it. “I’m not dying in a cheesy horror set, by a cliche.” The second bend came faster than she expected. 

The walls closed in slightly, the props denser. Dimitri wasn’t kidding about what he had told her. One of the props was a large mirror, warped and cloudy, bolted to the far wall. She approached it slowly, the beam of her flashlight revealing her own reflection and behind her, someone or something made her pause. 

She spun, flashlight raised...nothing but and old clown prop with faded paint and an eye missing. She let out a shaky breath and shivered before laughing, more out of nerves than humor. “Okay...you’re officially getting to me.” But something felt off now, more off than when she first started. The air felt colder than before. Still, and the silence wasn’t just empty...it felt like it was listening. 

She moved forwards again, slower now more cautious. Was she the prey? The thought crossed her mind. The track curved again and led into what was once the finale room...a mock graveyard with fake fog and strobe-lights, which flickered and had long since gone dark. She raised her camera thinking of one last shot before I go. Flash, something moved in the distance.... not a prop or something mechanical...something real. 

Her breath caught in her throat. She listened carefully. She couldn’t hear any footsteps or sound. She lifted her flashlight and again it flickered. A static hiss buzzed in her ears, and she wasn’t sure if it was her imagination or something more. 

She stepped back, turning slowly, the beam catching something...was it the glint of eyes? No, it was a set of mirrors, old broken ones lining a section of wall she hadn’t noticed before. As she moved closer, she realized they weren’t mirrors at all. They were observation windows...one way glass, dirty and cracked. 

Ashely pressed her hand to one, leaning in to look. Beyond the glass, the dim silhouette of a control panel. A lone stool. A figure, motionless in the shadows. Her flashlight flickered and then died; the darkness consumed her. 

Outside, the night had settled like a thick blanket over the park. The lights on the midway were all but extinguished now, leaving only the faint flicker of a dying bulb over the funnel cake stall and the skeletal silhouette of the Ferris Wheel against a dark sky. Dimitri stood by the dark ride booth, one hand resting on the rusted handle of the door, the other tucked into his coat pocket. 

His eyes, fixed on the entrance Ashley had slipped into, didn’t blink. He grinned to himself feeling the precise moment when the dark ride made it all too real for her. Not physical quite yet, but subtle. A shift perhaps in her breathing, her heartbeat racing now as she realized that her certainty is stripped away. The dark has a way of peeling rationality away from people. He leaned slightly against the glass, the “Out of Service” sign undulation faintly in the breeze behind him. The faintest smile ghosted across his lips. 

It was not cruel, not joyous. Something more complex. A sense of inevitability. “She’s in deep now,” he murmured to himself. “No turning back.” A moth bumped against the glass beside him, frantic and blind, slapping its wings against a light that was long since burnt out. Dimitri watched it for a moment, his expression unreadable. 

“She is a clever one, curious. But sadly, too curious for her own good,” he chuckles. 

“That’s what makes this work well.” He glanced at his wristwatch, it was a cheap analog thing, but it was reliable. It ticked softly. He had always liked that sound, reliable and measured. “She may make it last longer than the others.” He paused, “Maybe.” He exhaled slowly, the fog curling from his lips into the cool air. Somewhere in the ride something creaked.... not the ride’s mechanics, not the old wooden frame, something else...something alive. His gaze didn’t shift away. “Let’s see who you really are, Ashely.”

Three days later... 

The news channel WPNN channel 7 had aired a news cast about the disappearance. 

"It’s been three days since 22-year-old Ashley Monroe was last seen near the Whispering Pines Amusement Park. The college student vanished while reportedly documenting the park for a photography project."

cut to photo of Ashley, then a brief clip of the fenced-off section of the park

"The park remains open on weekends despite recent decay, but officials confirm she likely entered through a restricted access point after hours."

Sheriff Ross stood at the podium and cleared his voice and stated.  "We’ve searched the grounds thoroughly. No signs of struggle, no personal belongings left behind. We’re asking anyone who saw her that night to come forward." The Anchor’s voice, her name was Claire was somber as she spoke. "The search continues. Residents are urged to stay alert and report anything unusual to authorities.”

Nothing ever came of it.

No suspects, no leads, no sign of Ashely Monroe. In time, the story faded and was swallowed by the slow churn of daily life. Another small-town mystery turned into a whispered legend. 
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ACT 1
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Storytellers Remarks
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Whispering Pines amusement park has a peculiar reputation for causing people to disappear, hinting that there's much more to unravel than a simple missing person case. But that's a story for another time. Soon you'll be swept up in our adventures. "Who is Dimitri?" you may be curious to know. Rest assured, his true nature will be revealed. What could that girl have witnessed before she vanished? The park remembers every face and every moment like it was etched in time. Now, go ahead and join our expedition with Sam, his sister Maya, Ryan, Jordan, and of course, Jake.
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Chapter 1: Echoes Of Whispering Pines


[image: ]




Whispering Pines wasn’t much of a town anymore, many folks had left for bigger cities or towns. If you blinked, you would probably miss it. Just a handful of shops that lined up the main street, a few streetside houses, and a local diner that had seen better days. Time had not been too kind to the now worn downtown. It was in better shape at least than the worn and rusted gates of the long- abandoned amusement park that loomed on the outskirts of town. Seventeen years have passed since it closed. For decades now, the park that once was a beacon of joy and laughter was not deathly silent. The golden years for it long forgotten. The Ferris Wheel, that once symbolized summer nights, was now creaking silently against the skyline, its skeletal frame a reminder of years past. The incident had been the park’s undoing...an event strange and shrouded in mystery that it had erased any remaining traces of joy from the once thriving park. No one knew the full truth... no one wanted too. The park was left to rot, no one daring to touch it. Jinxed they called it. The stories, however, lingered and warped into legends. These never faded.

Some said the park was cursed, a place of twisted forgotten horrors that lingered in the shadows. Others whispered about the disappearances, strange lights, eerie noises and even seeing figures darting in and out of rides. The persistent rumor was that a tragedy had occurred at the heart of the park...one that lead to its sudden and unexplained closure. But if you listened to Ol’ Rick, he would tell you that that place was home to a killer, and that was his hunting grounds. He called the killer a beast, something evil to be avoided. But those are just stories, right? The town itself moved on, however. The people who lived here had either long forgotten or buried their memories deep beneath the layers of time. But sadly, there are those who couldn’t or wouldn’t let go of the park’s legacy. These kids, if you wish to call them as such, grew up with the stores. These folks where named Ryan, Jordan, Sam, Maya, and Jake. 

The lure of the park’s abandoned gates where like a siren song to them. Maya, especially, had spent years researching every detail she could of the park. Ever since her uncle had told her and her brother Sam the story of him helping in the search for the missing girl and how the park had felt off. To her, it wasn’t about the thrill of exploring this forgotten place but uncovering the truth. The truth about what happened there, the people who had once worked there, and the dark events that have long been buried by time and memory. Ryan on the other hand, had a different reason for his involvement. He remembered the park in its prime... the summer days spent on the carousel, the smell of the popcorn and the sound of the laughter that filled the air. For him, it wasn’t about the truth. It was about pure nostalgia, about reconnecting with a piece of his past before it became another ghost in the town’s forgotten history. 

But no matter the reasons, they would soon find themselves drawn to the same place. The place that everyone had long since left behind. Some legends never die nor forget. They simply fade into whispers on the wind, carried on the same darkened breeze that once brushed through the crowded midway. Soon they would learn that sometimes it’s better to let old stories lie. Somethings are never as they seem. It was quiet now, the only sounds the distant hum of the highway and the occasional call of a night bird. Beneath that silence something more laid hidden...waiting. This made the hairs on the back of Maya’s neck stand on end, something she couldn’t quite explain and with that feeling, the park called to them. 

It was a cool and crisp November day, the kind where the air carried the faint scent of woodsmoke and dry leaves. In a small town like Whispering Pines, it felt like time had been paused...nothing really changed in the Pines. The trees had already begun shedding their last bits of color, and pale gray sky stretched overhead like a worn-out blanket. Maya and her friends were holed up in Ryan’s garage, just as they always were. A string of old Christmas lights flickered lazily above them, draped between tool racks and the sagging beams of the ceiling. The space was cluttered. It was half storage, half hangout, with beanbags, folding chairs, and a battered couch they’d rescued from a curbside “free” pile over the summer. A portable heater hummed in the corner, offering just enough warmth to keep them from seeing their breath. Jake was sprawled across the couch, a half-eaten bag of chips resting on his chest as he scrolled through his phone. Sam sat cross-legged on the floor, flipping through his notebook filled with scribbles, map sketches, and lists of local legends. Jordan leaned back in a plastic chair, arms crossed, skeptical as always. Maya sat on an overturned milk crate, fingers tapping a rhythm against the spine of a thick binder.... her own personal archive of research and clippings. 

They sat in silence.... not born of boredom, but from a flurry of ideas waiting for the anchor of conviction. “So,” Ryan finally broke the silence, bouncing a tennis ball off the wall beside him. “Where to next? We've already hit every old house, every covered bridge, and every drainage tunnel in this county.” Sam looked up from his notebook and offered. “We could drive out to that church ruin again.” Jake snorted with disapproval. “What, and get chased again by that shotgun-toting farmer? Hard pass on that one.” Jordan rolled his eyes and sighed, “We are already scraping the bottom of the barrel. Unless we want to break into the water treatment plant for kicks, we’re pretty much out of ghost stories.” Maya’s gaze drifts towards the far wall behind her brother, where a yellowed newspaper clipping was pinned up with a thumbtack. She didn’t need to read the headline...she knew it by heart. 

Missing Girl Vanishes from Park Grounds.

“We haven’t explored everything,” she said quietly. Four sets of eyes turned towards her. “The amusement park,” she added, her voice steady. There was a pause that felt heavier than it really should have. Ryan sat up straight looking shocked. “Are you serious?” "I've been mulling it over for some time," Maya remarked, opening her binder and revealing a page brimming with photographs, maps, and newspaper clippings. "We all know the stories; we've all heard them. But no one’s really examined them in years, not in any real way." Sam looks at his sister leaning towards her more, brow now furrowed.“You really think there’s something still there?” She paused gathering her thoughts. “I believe that there is something people didn’t want to see. Something that never got explained and I think it’s time someone did.” Jake sat up too, unease flickering behind his joking tone. “You want to go to Whispering Pines Amusement Park? You do remember what people say about that place, right?” Maya sighs, “yes, I remember the rumors.” Another silence followed, but it was different this time...charged with something unspoken. 

Ryan stood and tossed the ball to a corner. “Well then. If we are gonna do this...we need to plan it right. No rushing in, no screwing around. That means you, Jake.” Jordan lets out a quiet sigh. “I can’t believe I’m even entertaining this. What about security?” they all paused, looking at each other unsure. Jordan’s concern was valid. Outside, the wind picked up, rustling the dead leaves that gathered in corners and cracks. The day was still, but something shifted then. It was just a little. Like the first breath of a storm you didn’t know was coming. Ryan cleared off the old coffee table in the middle of the garage, pushing aside soda cans and snacks. “Alright let’s get started. This will be a real investigation,” Ryan states clapping his hands together.  Maya nodded and laid her binder out on the table in the middle so they could all see. She unfolds the hand-drawn map of the amusement park. “This is a rough layout from before it was shut down. Some of the rides were dismantled, but most of the structures are still standing...or at least they were standing the last time anyone got photos.” Sam leaned over the table, eyes scanning the map. “How recent are these?” “Last confirmed photos were taken around 5 years ago by another group of urban adventures, but they only got pictures from the fence they were chased away by guard dogs. But even from that vantage point you can tell the place is still intact, well mostly.” 

Jake squinted at the faded aerial shot. “So, what’s the plan? Go in during the day or pull a full-on midnight horror movie move?” Ryan smirked. “Daytime is safer, but its less atmospheric. Plus, someone might spot us. We do this at night; we’ll have the place to ourselves.” Jordan's expression darkened. "And if something goes wrong? The cell reception out there is terrible. Plus, there’s likely unstable ground, rusted rides, and who knows what else waiting for us." Maya pointed to a small X on the map.“This is the maintenance entrance on the eastern side. The fencing is rusted, and the lock’s been busted for years, at least that’s according to the urban explorer forums.” Jake quirked his eyebrow. “You’re on explorer forums?”  “I am very thorough with my research,” Maya replied with a deadpan expression. Ryan nodded with approval. “We’ll need flashlights, headlamps, backup batteries, probably masks too. There’ll be dust, maybe mold. And definitely gloves.” "Don't forget the cameras," 

Sam chimed in. "We have to document every detail. If we're going in, we might as well record what we uncover." Jordan ran his hand through his hair and crossed his arms. “Fine, I’ll bring the first-aid kit. We will probably need it.” Outside, the wind whispered softly as if caressing the fringes of their conversation. A sudden gust shook the garage door, startling Jake. “Chill out.” Ryan said with a grin. “It’s just the wind.” Maya looked at the map again, her fingers resting on the heart of the park, the central plaza. Silence fell. It felt like a heavy pause laden with unspoken anticipation, the kind that precedes a moment you can never undo. Ryan broke the stillness by clapping his hands. “Tomorrow night, we meet at the diner, fill up, then head out. Sound good?” Slow, measured nods greeted his words. After a long, deliberate exhale, Jake admitted, “Alright... looks like we’re really doing this.” Beyond the circle of tentative laughter and nervous energy, the abandoned amusement park awaited. 

It loomed like a relic of forgotten joy and hidden sorrow. It was a decaying monument veiled in shadows and secrets. Its silent spires and crumbling rides whispered promises of eerie discoveries and memories, best left unturned. In that moment, the park wasn't just a destination; it was a living testament to a past that dared each of them to confront their own inner demons and so, as their resolve hardened and the plans took shape, the night outside deepened, holding its breath for the impending journey into darkness and revelation.
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Chapter 2: On The Edge Of Memory
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On the far edge of town, where streetlights gave up and roads turned to gravel and weeds, a lone figure moved through the shadows of the long-forgotten park. It had been seventeen years, and yet he remained. Older now, yes but he still remained. The weight of time carved lines into his face, and the cold crept further into his bones now. Inside, where it mattered the most, he hadn’t changed. Not really. The thrill was duller. The hunt had become routine. His prey no longer stirred the same excitement as it used to. It had all become so...predictable. He sighed wondering why his prey always made the same mistakes. Where was the challenge? As he walked the park stretched around him like a picked clean carcass. Faded murals peeled off the now crumbling walls. The Ferris Wheel loomed like a broken halo against the moonless sky, creaking with the wind, it whispered secrets meant for ghosts, and they were all ghosts here now...weren’t they?

His boots crunched over the gravel and fallen leaves. He paused, standing at the base of the decrepit carousel. Its chipped horses stared blankly outward, frozen mid-gallop, their hollowed eyes dulled with dust and age. He remembered the last time someone dared to enter these grounds. A young woman at that. He grins from the memory. She was curious, brave, or maybe she was just too stupid to realize the danger. She didn’t scream not right away at least...she was unlike most of the others who entered here. He ran his hand over the graying horses’ mane, the paint flaking away beneath his touch. The park had changed since then...more rot, more silence...but its soul still pulsed. It was hungry and weak and waiting. Some nights he swore that the park sighed.

On other nights it was almost like it was laughing. He was hungry like it. Dimitri tilted his head, listening to the wind as it threaded through the empty stalls that once held food or games and the rusted rides. There he heard the whisper, not real words, not quite, but it was familiar. He smiled, thin and cold. “Soon,” he muttered, voice barely above a breath. “They’re coming.” And the park.... the park would finally wake up. He moved deeper into the park, pasted the rusted gates and shattered glass, until the looming shadow of the old dark ride came into view. Nightmare Hollow...the letters above the entrance still clung to it, crooked now and some broken, some missing entirely. He imagined them as rotting teeth in an old maw. Its facade had once been painted to resemble a haunted manor; all false bricks were half rotten now. The gargoyle faces and arched windows were partially in ruins. 

The paint was now blistered and peeled back, the wood below it was swollen and cracked from not only the elements but time itself.  He stood there for a moment letting the silence wash over him. This place...this was its heart. He knew that. Five years ago, that group of explorers tried to brave the park. They were young, loud, and filled with bravado. He didn’t even need to lift a finger. The park had handled them. He grinned at the memory. They had made it as far as The Midway, before the park had begun to toy with them. First, the lights...the long dead bulbs had flickered to life like fireflies. Then game the guttural sound. A low, harsh growl echoing from every direction. They had bolted, swearing that it was a dog that chased them. A huge one at that, foaming at the mouth, its eyes glowing with dark maliciousness. He giggles again with glee; there was no dog that chased him. 

The park had simply done what it always did...simply reacting. Dimitri moved forwards, one hand tracing the railing that was rotting as he approached the entrance. The wooden ramp groaned under his weight. The mouth shaped opening that once swallowed riders whole now yawned in decay, its painted teeth worn and chipped. He stepped inside. The dark enveloped him immediately. No lights or stars but the cool, cold dampness, suffocation black of a place sealed from the world for far too long. He didn’t need a flashlight at all. He knew this place by memory and how it felt. The cart tracks curved to the left, then it dipped slightly. The animatronics stood right where they were left...creatures meant to jump out and scare children. Now they were still, silent, and rotten, their eyes long since gone, their motors long since rusted. Something stirred in the dark. “I see your as eager as I am, old friend.” He says to the dark. No sound in reply...but he felt the presence and a shift in the air. It was like the ride itself was holding its breath. Dimitri moved slowly through touching the damp walls. 

He reached a familiar alcove. The place where once ride techs had hidden a small access panel. His hand found it with ease. A grin spread across his face. The feeling of cold metal buried in damp wood. He waited, listening. There it was...that feeling. The hum, breath and laugh without a mouth just below his touch. The park was aware, and Dimitri grinned wickedly. “They are coming, soon...” he whispered again, this time to the dark itself and deep within the attraction something stirred in reply. Something shifted ready for what was to come. A low groan echoed from somewhere deep withing the ride. It was too drawn out to be anything mechanical...too wet to be merely the wind. Dimitri’s eyes narrowed as he stood still, letting the sound roll over him. His grin widened more than it should have as the park remembered. He moved deeper into the ride, deeper into the darkness. He pasted the static horrors now frozen in mock terror.... clowns with half-melted faces and the hanging corpses rigged to drop from the ceiling. He paused by the skeletal brides clutching their rusted flower bouquets. He glances at one. “I had high hopes for you,” he sighs sadly. “You did just like the others; you had an opportunity to leave. Your curiosity was your undoing.” 

No response as he chuckles and moves on. The brides no longer scared anyone as they were meant to. Now they were simply watchers. He lingered by the dilapidated control booth, its fractured glass catching faint glimmers in the darkness. With a swift, practiced motion, Dimitri wrenched open a corroded locker embedded in the wall. Within its depths lay a stained swath of canvas, a scattering of brittle photographs, and a long-bladed knife, its steel veiled beneath carefully folded oilcloth. He retrieved the blade and unwrapped it with deliberate care. Though no light fell upon it, the knife shone with the echoes of past use. With an almost reverential touch, he slid the instrument into the sheath at his hip. "They’ll be coming in here first," he murmured, his gaze trailing down the narrow corridor where once the ride cars wound through a series of grotesque, twisting scenes. "Just like the others... five years ago." He recalled the last group with unsettling clarity. Urban explorers, mostly young, who fancied themselves clever enough to dismiss the old legends as mere stories. They said a dog had sent them fleeing. At least, that was the tale they told. It wasn’t a dog. 

Back then, the park had stirred into action unleashing something it had long kept buried and unused. Dimitri had watched it all unfold from the shadows. He never intervened; not unless the park itself demanded his aid to satisfy its hunger. Now, the atmosphere had shifted once more. This time, a heavy, enclosing presence pressed in around him. The stale scent of mildew was replaced by a coppery, sweet aroma as if the park were awakening in earnest. "Don't worry," Dimitri whispered to the silent ride, his hand resting on the damp control panel. "We’ll give them a proper welcome."

Outside, a branch snapped in the distance.

Not close... not yet.

But soon.

He remained motionless a moment longer, letting the distant sound reverberate in his memory. He smiles, that sound carried the weight of bone’s breaking, not merely the breaking of a tree branch. His fingers curled over the control panel’s edge, feeling the soft film decay clinging to its surface. "They always think they're alone at the gates," he murmured in a low, reflective tone. "But something is always watching...even when I'm not." His steps were deliberate and methodical as he moved away. His boots sinking into the soft mold speckled flooring. 

He tuned into a narrow maintenance passage running along the track, where ancient wiring clung to the walls like tangled veins and the air was thick with the scents of rust and decay. At a loose junction box swinging from its hinges, he pulled it open to reveal a nest of half rotten, darkened wires. In one swift motion, Dimitri flicked his knife and made a precise slice across two of the thicker cables. Sparks sprang to life for an instance before fading into the darkness. Although the power had long since been turned off, the circuits still hummed faintly.... As though it echoed the heartbeat of something in a deep, dark, endless sleep."Just enough," he whispered. "Just enough so it knows they're here." Further down, he traversed what had once been the final scene...a graveyard constructed now partially sunken and collapsed partially. The Styrofoam tombstones now lay scattered, smothered in grime and twisted vines. The animatronic ghoul that once leapt from behind a headstone now lay in pieces on the ground. Its skeletal hand still reaching upward through the filth. 

Dimitri bent down besides the wreckage, brushing away the layers of dirt from the hidden latch in the ride’s foundation. With a subtle click, it shifted the ground minutely. A concealed hatch...one only known to the original engineers. It creaked open, unveiling a narrow stairwell spiraling down into the darkness down below. Only he came here now and only when the approach of prey was imminent. “Soon,” he said again, his voice softer this time. As if he was addressing something far more ancient and powerful. Slowly, he began his descent into the dark. The hatch above him closing quietly with a metallic sigh. 

#

[image: ]


​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Whispers Beneath The Rust
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The dream didn’t start like her dreams usually did. Maya was standing at the gates of Whispering Pines Amusement Park. The rusted arch was barely visible through the thick veil of fog that seemed to cling to the ground. The metal letters creaked in the wind she couldn’t feel. It felt like it was a warning. As she looked around her group was nowhere to be found. She was the only one who stood there. Her breath fogged the air, though it didn’t feel cold. The temperature felt wrong. It was not consistent as if the world itself couldn’t decide what season it was. She took a tentative step forward. 

The crunch of the leaves beneath her sneakers sounded more brittle. It sounded hollow, like she was walking on brittle old bones. Every step echoed louder than the last. She felt unnerved by the silence. It felt like the park was listening to her. Lights flickered on above her...the parks bulbs came on in faded colors. Sparking to life only to suddenly blink out a moment later. A trilling tune filtered through the silence, the melody just off enough to raise goosebumps on her arms. It was a carousel song, but slowed, warped, and twisted each note dragging like a breath drawn too long. 

She turned around wanting to flee back out of the park but the path behind her was gone. No fog, trees, nothing, it was all gone. The park wanted her inside and wasn’t giving her any other choice. The front gates groaned open without warning. Maya walked through the archway into the park. Her feet carried her deeper than she’d ever seen in the photos. Far beyond the crumbling game stalls, past the vine strangled ticket booths and rotten signs. There were no birds, insects, or ambient noises, just the sound of her breath.

The faint wind and music still playing in a broken loop to nowhere. Then she heard it, the soft sound of laughter. It sounded like children’s laughter, but it was wrong...echoing and warped. To her it sounded like a recording that was made long ago and left to rot. It bounced impossibly off walls that didn’t exist and came from directions that made absolutely no sense. Maya’s pace quickened, though her heart lagged behind her. It felt heavy in her chest. 

Shapes emerged and formed from the mist. A carousel stood motionless under a collapsed canopy. Some of the horses were missing limbs, heads and creepily enough a few had their heads twisted backwards. One of them had no eyes and another way too many to count. Their chipped and decayed paint bled into one another, forming smiles that were grotesque beneath their frozen snouts. The music faltered and then stopped. 

She heard footsteps before she saw the person. She knew the footsteps weren’t hers, too heavy. She spun around to see who it was. From the fog stepped a figure. He was tall and wrong in a sense. Not monstrous like she would have thought but dressed in shadow, wearing it like it was a second skin. She couldn’t quite make out his features, but the way he moved was familiar. It was almost human. His gait was patient, practice. It was like he was someone who had walked on these grounds a thousand times. He didn’t speak to her at first, just observed her.
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