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1: The Call

	The rain had been coming down for hours, drumming against the wide warehouse windows where the team stored their equipment. Inside, the air smelled faintly of dust and machine oil, a place that had been patched together with second-hand furniture, folding tables, and crates of cameras, tripods, and tangled wires.

	Ethan Cross leaned against the corner of the table, arms folded. His short-cropped hair was peppered with grey despite his age—forty wasn’t ancient, but it felt like it some days. The ex-cop had the calm of someone who’d seen enough real-world horrors to distrust stories about ghosts and demons.

	“This is ridiculous,” he said flatly, watching Caleb fuss with a video camera. “You all know it. Nine times out of ten, it’s bad wiring, a squeaky pipe, or a junkie squatting in the basement. But sure, let’s waste another weekend chasing shadows.”

	“You always say that”, Maya Rivers replied, not looking up from the deck of tarot cards she was shuffling idly. Her dark hair fell over one eye, and the way she spoke carried the certainty of someone who lived with one foot in another world. “And yet you’re always the first one to grab a flashlight when things start moving.”

	“That’s because someone has to keep you all from freaking out over nothing,” Ethan said.

	Jonah Blake, hunched over his laptop, chuckled. His glasses caught the glow of the screen as he typed furiously. “Don’t worry, Ethan. The data will back you up. EMF spikes, thermal patterns—they all have rational explanations. I just wish people understood that science is scarier than ghosts.”

	Caleb Ward gave an awkward laugh from across the room. He was trying to mount the camera onto its tripod, though his hands shook slightly. Caleb was the youngest of the crew, all nerves and jumpy eyes. “You two always say that”, he muttered, “but last time, when the voice recorder picked up that whisper? That wasn’t just pipes.”

	“That was air pressure changes,” Jonah corrected automatically.

	Lena Ortiz slipped in quietly, carrying a leather-bound notebook hugged to her chest. She was the historian of the group, small and deliberate, her voice carrying the kind of intensity that made people lean closer to hear. “You’re both wrong,” she said calmly. “I looked up the house records from that investigation. A woman really did die in that parlour. The whisper wasn’t random—it was her name.”

	The room grew quiet for a beat. Rain thudded harder against the glass.

	Ethan sighed and rubbed his temples. “We’ve been over this. Ghosts don’t exist. Period.”

	“And yet,” Maya said softly, eyes narrowing as if she could see straight through him, “you keep showing up.”

	Before Ethan could snap back, the warehouse door creaked open. A woman in a tailored coat stepped in, shaking off her umbrella. She looked out of place here among the crates and wires, like a librarian who’d wandered into the wrong alley.

	“Which one of you is in charge?” she asked.

	Ethan straightened. “That would be me.”

	The woman’s gaze swept across the group, pausing briefly on Maya before returning to Ethan. “My name is Dr. Eliza Harrow. I represent the county historical society. We’ve been trying to catalogue and restore old properties across the region, but there’s one site… well, no one will go near it.”

	Lena’s eyes lit up. “What site?”

	“Blackwood Asylum,” Dr. Harrow said.

	The name itself seemed to drag the temperature of the room down a few degrees. Caleb swallowed audibly. Jonah smirked but stopped typing. Ethan just raised a brow.

	“That place was condemned thirty years ago,” Lena said in a near whisper. “There were… rumours. Patients disappearing. Illegal experiments. A fire in the east wing.”

	“Rumours,” Ethan repeated, his tone flat.

	Dr. Harrow adjusted her glasses. “Rumours that keep our workers from setting foot inside. We need documentation of the building’s interior, and we need someone to prove—or disprove—the stories. If the public believes it’s haunted, we’ll never secure funding for restoration. That’s where you come in.”

	Caleb set the camera down a little too hard. “Wait, you want us to stay there? At Blackwood? Overnight?”

	“That’s the job,” Dr. Harrow replied.

	Maya leaned forward, her tarot cards forgotten. “When?”

	“Tomorrow evening. We can grant you access for one night only, with full permission to explore the building. After that, the property is sealed for restoration.”

	Ethan exhaled slowly. He could feel everyone’s eyes on him, waiting. This was how it always went—him playing the reluctant anchor, everyone else chasing after shadows and stories. He knew what he’d say, the same thing he always said.

	But instead, he found himself staring at Maya, who was watching him with something like expectation.

	“Fine,” Ethan said. “We’ll take the job. But let’s be clear—there are no ghosts. Just dust, rats, and your overactive imaginations.”

	Maya smiled faintly, almost sadly. “We’ll see.”

	The next night, the van rumbled up the cracked road that led to Blackwood Asylum. The rain had stopped, but fog clung to the trees on either side, swallowing the headlights.

	The building loomed before them like a carcass, sprawling wings of brick and stone half-swallowed by ivy. Its windows were black hollows; its roofline jagged with collapse. A rusted sign still hung by the gates: Blackwood State Hospital for the Insane.

	Caleb muttered something under his breath that no one caught. Jonah adjusted his camera gear, as if burying his nerves under wires and batteries. Lena was scribbling notes already, eyes wide with morbid fascination.

	Ethan parked the van and killed the engine. The silence that followed was worse than the rumble of the road.

	“All right,” he said, stepping out first. “Let’s get this over with.”

	Maya followed, tilting her face toward the asylum. For a moment, her lips parted as if she were listening to something the others couldn’t hear.

	“Finally,” she whispered. “They’ve been waiting.”

	The air outside the van was thick with damp earth and the faint stench of mildew. The asylum’s towering facade seemed to lean toward them as though it had been waiting all these years for someone foolish enough to return.

	Caleb hauled the tripod out of the back and tried to steady his hands. “I swear, if we see one shadow figure, I’m done. I’ll walk right back to the van.”

	“You always say that”, Jonah said, snapping his case of cables shut. His tone was sharp, but there was a nervous flicker in his voice he couldn’t quite hide. “And then you keep filming. Fear looks great on camera, Ward. Don’t pretend you don’t know that.”

	Caleb shot him a glare. “I’d rather not be famous for pissing myself on tape.”

	“Then don’t,” Ethan cut in. His boots crunched on the gravel as he rounded the van. He tugged his flashlight from his belt, testing the beam. It cut a harsh white line through the fog. “Stay focused. Nobody wander off. We’re here for documentation, nothing more.”

	“Nothing more?” Maya asked, stepping onto the road behind him. Her voice carried something unshakable, like she already knew what was coming. She lifted her chin; eyes locked on the broken asylum windows. “You really believe a place like this just… empties out when the doors shut?”

	Ethan didn’t answer.

	Lena, notebook in hand, was scribbling already. “Opened in 1912,” she muttered, half to herself. Closed in 1989 after the fire destroyed the east wing. Nearly 400 patients have been unaccounted for over the decades. Most buried in unmarked graves nearby. This place is…” She trailed off, her pencil pausing mid-scratch.

	“What?” Ethan asked.

	“Hungry,” she said softly.

	The word hung in the damp night air, and Caleb swore under his breath.

	“Christ, Lena,” Jonah said, adjusting his glasses. “You wonder why he calls us paranoid?” He jabbed a thumb toward Ethan. “Hungry buildings, whispering ghosts—it’s all romanticised nonsense. Still…” He glanced up at the dark sprawl of the asylum, jaw tightening. “…I’ll admit, it’s uglier than I expected.”

	Dr. Harrow had met them at the gates, her expression carefully neutral as though she’d already regretted hiring them. She held out a set of heavy iron keys. “These will open the main doors and some of the interior wings. Not all. Parts of the structure are unstable—avoid the upper floors if possible.”

	“Wait, wait, wait.” Caleb backed a step. “You’re not coming with us?”

	“Absolutely not,” Harrow said, her tone clipped. “I’m not foolish. I’ll be back to collect you at dawn. Good luck.”

	She handed the keys to Ethan, turned sharply on her heel, and vanished into the fog toward her car.

	Ethan weighed the keys in his palm. They were cold, heavier than they should’ve been. With a sigh, he pocketed them. “All right, gear up. The sooner we get what she wants, the sooner we’re out of here.”

	They crossed the grounds as a group, their lights sweeping over the overgrown courtyard. Weeds jutted through broken stone pathways. A toppled statue of some long-forgotten benefactor lay in pieces by the main steps. The asylum loomed higher with each step, its shadow spilling over them.

	Caleb adjusted the strap of his camera. “I don’t like how quiet it is. Shouldn’t there be… I don’t know, crickets? Owls?”

	“There are,” Jonah said. “Sound just doesn’t carry well in heavy fog. Basic physics.”

	“Sure,” Caleb muttered, “let’s call it physics.”

	When they reached the double doors, Ethan tested the lock. The iron keys groaned as he twisted one into place, the sound echoing unnaturally loud in the night. The hinges shrieked when he pulled the doors open, as though the asylum itself was protesting their return.

	The smell hit them first—stale rot and mildew, tinged with something metallic. Lena covered her mouth with her sleeve. Caleb gagged softly.

	“Lovely,” Jonah muttered. “Bet the Mould count in here could kill a horse.”

	Maya stepped forward before Ethan could. She lingered on the threshold, her hand brushing against the frame. Her eyes fluttered closed. “Do you feel it?” she whispered.

	“No,” Ethan said firmly.

	“Yes,” she murmured, and then stepped inside.

	The others hesitated. Caleb shot Ethan a look that begged him to call it off. But Ethan only tightened his grip on the flashlight. He wasn’t about to let her go wandering alone.

	“Stay close,” he ordered, and followed Maya into the dark.

	The entrance hall stretched out before them, long and skeletal. Their lights revealed peeling wallpaper, broken tiles, and a reception desk half-collapsed under years of rot. A wheelchair sat abandoned in the corner, one wheel bent, its shadow thrown monstrously large across the wall.

	Jonah lifted his EMF reader and swept it through the air. “Already picking up spikes,” he said.

	“Wiring,” Ethan countered automatically.

	“In a building without power?” Maya asked, turning her head just enough that Ethan caught the flicker of her smile.

	Lena crouched near the wall, brushing her fingers across carved initials scratched deep into the paint. “Patients left their marks everywhere. Some of them… weren’t supposed to be here at all. Criminals. Political dissidents. People with nowhere else to go.”

	Caleb shifted uneasily. “Yeah, well, let’s just remember we’re visitors. No need to dig up too much history, right?”

	The air grew colder the deeper they walked. Ethan’s breath fogged faintly in his flashlight beam. He refused to acknowledge it, even as his gut tightened in ways his rational brain couldn’t explain.

	“This place is falling apart,” he said, more to himself than the others. “Stay sharp. Don’t trust the floors, don’t lean on the walls.”

	Maya’s voice floated back through the gloom. “It’s not the walls you should be worried about.”

	By the time they reached what had once been the main waiting room, the weight of the building pressed down on all of them. Their lights caught faded murals of pastoral scenes painted along the ceiling, cracked and flaking. The sight of fields and blue skies in this tomb of a place felt obscene.

	Caleb set up his tripod shakily. “Okay, rolling. God help me, we’re really doing this.”

	“Correction,” Jonah said, tightening his grip on the EMF meter. “Gods got nothing to do with this.”

	Ethan swept the room with his light one more time, jaw set. “All right. Base camp here. We split into pairs for the first sweep. No one goes off alone.”

	“Good,” Caleb muttered. “Because if you tried, I’d chain myself to your ankle.”

	A laugh escaped Lena, soft and humourless. “You might not want to chain yourself to anyone in this place.”

	Maya lowered herself into one of the dust-covered chairs, eyes half-closed, as though she were listening to the heartbeat of the asylum itself.

	“They know we’ve arrived,” she whispered.

	And just like that, the air in the waiting room dropped ten degrees, enough for all of them to feel it.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


2: First Steps

	The waiting room had fallen into a silence so heavy it pressed against their ears. Even the shuffling of their boots seemed too loud, each scuff echoing into the cavernous dark. The asylum felt alive, as though the very walls were listening.

	Ethan cleared his throat, breaking the tension. “Right. We split up, but not far. Jonah, Caleb—you take the west wing. Maya, Lena—you’re with me. We’ll meet back here in one hour.”

	Caleb’s face paled. “Wait—an hour? That’s—no. No way. Thirty minutes tops.”

	“An hour,” Ethan repeated firmly. “We cover more ground; we get out faster.”

	Maya’s gaze lingered on him. “Faster isn’t always safer.”

	But Ethan had already swung his torch beam towards the corridor ahead, making the decision final.

	Jonah set off first, his kit bag rattling with sensors and recorders. Caleb trudged reluctantly behind, lugging the camera tripod over one shoulder. The beam from Jonah’s torch carved a path down the western corridor, where doors gaped open like broken teeth.

	“Keep the camera steady,” Jonah muttered.

	Caleb swallowed. “I am. My hands just don’t like this place.”

	“You’re jumpy because you want to be,” Jonah replied, his voice sharp with the irritation of someone trying to convince himself as much as the other. He stopped at a door marked Ward 3, pushing it open with his foot. The hinges whined.

	The room beyond was lined with rusted bedframes, thin mattresses long rotted into nothing. One bed still bore the tattered remains of a straitjacket.

	Caleb lowered the camera for a moment. “This is… grim.”

	“History,” Jonah corrected. He set the EMF reader on the nearest bedframe. The device wailed immediately, lights flickering into the red.

	Caleb jumped. “Bloody hell! Did you see that?”

	Jonah frowned, tapping the reader. “It’s faulty. Must be interference from—”

	But the words caught in his throat as the lights on the reader flickered in rhythm. On, off, on, off. Steady, deliberate, like a heartbeat.

	Caleb backed up a step. “Interference, yeah? You going to explain that one with physics too?”

	Jonah didn’t answer. For the first time, his scepticism faltered.

	Meanwhile, Ethan led Maya and Lena deeper into the asylum’s east wing. The air grew colder with every step, their breaths ghosting in the torchlight.

	Lena trailed her fingers across the peeling paint of the walls, muttering dates and names under her breath from the notebook she carried. “This was the women’s ward… records showed overcrowding—up to twelve in a room built for four. Malnutrition, disease, deaths covered up as ‘accidents’.”

	Ethan kept his torch forward, jaw tight. “Stick to the facts, Ortiz. No stories tonight.”

	“These are facts,” Lena said softly.

	Maya walked a pace behind them both, her torch hanging loosely by her side. Her eyes roved the shadows, as if expecting them to shift. “They’re not facts to him,” she murmured. “Not until he hears it for himself.”

	“Hears what?” Ethan asked.

	But before Maya could answer, a door at the end of the corridor slammed shut with a violence that rattled the ceiling dust loose.

	All three froze.

	Ethan lifted his torch, muscles taut. “Wind,” he said automatically, though the corridor was still, the air unmoving.

	“Then why did it sound like someone wanted us to stay out?” Lena whispered.

	Maya’s lips curved into the faintest of smiles. “Because they do.”

	Back in Ward 3, Jonah crouched over the EMF reader, muttering to himself, while Caleb kept his camera trained firmly on the beds.

	“Okay,” Jonah said finally, “it’s not faulty. But there must be a residual charge in the wiring—”

	“Mate,” Caleb interrupted, voice trembling, “look.”

	The camera’s viewfinder showed it clearly: one of the rusted bedframes was moving. Slow, deliberate. Its legs screeched against the floor as it shifted an inch. Then another.

	Jonah stood sharply. “That’s not possible.”

	The bedframe jerked again, harder this time, as though something unseen was shoving it from the other side. Caleb yelped and nearly dropped the camera.

	Then, all at once, the sound of laughter filled the ward. High, sharp, and impossibly close.

	Both men spun, torches whipping across the ruined beds. Empty.

	Caleb whispered hoarsely, “Tell me you heard that.”

	Jonah’s mouth was dry. “I heard it.”

	And for the first time since joining the group, Jonah Blake—man of numbers, wires, and logic—didn’t have an explanation.

	Back in the east wing, Ethan pushed the slammed door open with his shoulder. It groaned but yielded. Beyond lay a long room lined with observation windows, their glass shattered. A rusted operating table sat in the centre, straps dangling.

	Lena clutched her notebook tighter. Records said they experimented here. Shock therapy. Hydrotherapy. Ice baths for hours.”

	Ethan ignored her, sweeping his torch around. “No one split off, got it? Stay together.”

	But when he turned, Maya wasn’t at his side. She had drifted to the operating table, fingertips brushing the cracked leather straps.

	“Maya,” Ethan barked.

	She didn’t answer. Her head tilted back, eyes glassy, lips parting as though she were listening to something far away. Then she spoke—though her voice was not her own. It was deeper, raw, like a growl scraped over stone.

	“They never left.”

	Lena gasped. Ethan’s stomach lurched.

	“Maya!” He grabbed her shoulders, shaking her. Her eyes snapped back into focus, and she blinked rapidly, breathing hard.

	“I—I-I’m fine,” she said, voice her own again.

	“No,” Ethan said firmly, dragging her away from the table. “You’re bloody well not. That’s it—we’re regrouping. Now.”

	But as the three of them turned back down the corridor, the sound of footsteps echoed behind them. Heavy, measured, too many to belong to just the five of them.

	Ethan tightened his grip on the torch. His scepticism wavered, if only for a moment.

	The torch beams carved weak paths through the dark, but no matter how much light they pushed forward, the asylum seemed to swallow it whole. It wasn’t like nighttime in the open, where you could at least see the sky. Here, the shadows clung thick and close, as if the building had grown them like ivy.

	Ethan hated it already.

	He moved briskly, every step deliberate, forcing his pulse into a steady rhythm. His boots echoed too loudly on the cracked tiles, a reminder that this place had once been filled with footsteps—doctors, nurses, patients, orderlies. Now it was just them.

	Behind him, Lena murmured dates and details into her notebook. She wasn’t even aware she was speaking aloud. “August 1934… ten deaths in one month… records falsified to state influenza.”

	“Keep your voice down,” Ethan snapped.

	She flinched but didn’t argue.

	Maya, though, only smiled faintly at Ethan’s tone. “He thinks if we whisper, they won’t notice us,” she said, her voice soft but cutting.

	Ethan shot her a glare over his shoulder. “There’s no ‘they’, Maya.”

	But the slam of the door moments earlier still thrummed in his chest, louder than his words.

	In the west wing, Jonah crouched near an old fuse box, tapping readings into his tablet. The EMF reader on the floor continued to pulse red, steady as a heartbeat.

	“This makes no sense,” he muttered. “There’s no power, no running current—unless the building’s holding a residual charge somehow…”

	Caleb kept the camera locked on him, though his eyes flicked constantly to the corners of the ward. The ruined straitjacket on the bedframe seemed to twitch in the draftless air. He rubbed his free hand against his jeans.

	“Jonah,” Caleb said finally, “I don’t think it’s the building.”

	Jonah didn’t look up. “Of course it’s the building.”

	“Then why do I feel like someone’s watching us?”

	Jonah gave a sharp laugh, but it was brittle, a noise too thin to cover the nerves beneath. “That’s just your imagination.”

	The laugh cut short when the fuse box slammed shut by itself.

	Both men froze.

	The echo of the metal lid rattled down the corridor. Caleb’s camera jostled in his shaking hands, but he managed to keep it pointed forward. “You saw that. Tell me you bloody saw that.”

	Jonah stared at the fuse box, his rational brain scrambling for excuses. “Loose hinge,” he said quickly, though he knew the hinge had been rusted solid.

	Before Caleb could reply, a child’s voice sang faintly down the corridor.

	“Ring a ring o’ roses…”

	Both men turned their torches in unison. The beam showed only peeling paint and shadows.

	The singing stopped.

	Caleb whispered, “Jonah. Please. Can we leave this wing?”

	For once, Jonah didn’t argue.

	Back in the east wing, Ethan’s group pressed further into the asylum. The air seemed to grow thicker with each corridor, damp with rot and something more acrid—something like iron.

	They passed a line of doors with heavy locks and viewing slits. Lena ran her hand across one of them, brushing away years of dust to reveal a patient’s name carved deep into the wood: E. Maddox.

	“They locked them in,” she murmured, almost reverently. “Not for hours. For weeks.”

	Maya touched the same door, pressing her palm flat against it. Her breath caught.

	“They begged,” she said. Her voice was low, her eyes unfocused. “Scratched their throats raw, screaming to be let out. But no one listened.”

	Ethan yanked her back sharply. “Enough.”

	But the sound that followed was unmistakable: three slow, deliberate knocks from inside the locked room.

	Lena stumbled back, nearly dropping her notebook. Ethan froze, staring at the door. The knocks came again, louder this time.

	His rational mind screamed—pipes, wood settling, rats—but none of those explanations lined up with the precision of the sound.

	Knock. Knock. Knock.

	Maya tilted her head as if listening to a voice only she could hear. Then she smiled, faint and cold.

	“They’re still in there.”

	The groups pressed on, each with its unease growing.

	Jonah and Caleb found themselves in what had once been a recreation room. Chairs were scattered, a piano sat crooked in the corner with its keys yellowed and warped. Jonah muttered about air pressure and acoustics, but both men nearly leapt out of their skin when the piano chimed a single note on its own.

	Caleb’s camera caught it—the key moving without a hand on it.

	“Tell me that was a rat,” Caleb whispered.

	Jonah’s mouth opened, then closed. He had no answer.

	Ethan, Lena, and Maya reached the operating theatre again, the straps on the table dangling like limp arms. The shadows pooled thicker here, as though the light itself hesitated.

	Maya drifted towards the centre, fingers brushing the cracked leather. Her breathing slowed, eyes glazing over. When she spoke, it was in that other voice again—raw, guttural, foreign.

	“They never left.”

	Her body jerked once, violently, before Ethan grabbed her shoulders.

	“Maya! Snap out of it!”

	Her eyes rolled, then cleared. She blinked rapidly, dazed. “I—I’m fine.”

	Ethan dragged her back from the table, heart hammering. “We’re regrouping. Now.”

	But as they turned back, the corridor behind them was no longer empty.

	Dark figures stood at the far end, half-formed shapes in the flickering beam of the torch.

	Too tall. Too many.

	Then the light blinked, and they were gone.

	Across the building, Jonah and Caleb were running back towards the waiting room, the piano’s echo still rattling in their bones.

	And for the first time since stepping into Blackwood Asylum, even Ethan Cross—the sceptic, the anchor, the realist—couldn’t deny the truth:

	They were not alone.

	 

	 


3: Regroup

	The waiting room was no warmer than the corridors, though the group had agreed to make it their base. Their torches and lanterns threw jagged shadows across the flaking murals above, mocking the pastoral skies and painted sheep.

	Caleb burst in first, panting, the camera still clutched to his chest. Jonah followed close behind, trying and failing to mask his unease. His face was pale, his shirt damp at the collar.

	Ethan, Maya, and Lena arrived seconds later. Ethan shoved the heavy door shut behind them, his knuckles white on the handle.

	For a moment, the five of them stood in silence, their breathing filling the cavernous space.

	Then Caleb broke. “All right, someone needs to explain what the hell is happening in this place.”

	Jonah snapped his tablet case shut with more force than necessary. “We don’t jump to conclusions. It’s a decaying building—”

	“The bed moved, Jonah!” Caleb’s voice cracked. “The bloody bed moved across the floor, and the piano—”

	“Piano?” Lena interrupted, eyes wide.

	Jonah adjusted his glasses, refusing to meet her gaze. “A single key pressed down. Likely caused by—”

	“By what?” Caleb shouted. “Rats? Drafts? Don’t feed me that rubbish, I filmed it! Unless you think rodents have started taking music lessons!”

	Ethan raised a hand sharply. “Enough. We don’t panic. We log what happened, we consider explanations, and we finish the sweep.”

	“You didn’t hear it,” Caleb said, his voice shaking. He pointed the camera at Ethan, as if the lens could somehow make him believe. “You didn’t hear that laugh in the ward, or the singing in the corridor.”

	At that, Jonah shot him a warning look, but it was too late. The words hung heavy.

	“Singing?” Lena asked, leaning forward.

	Caleb nodded, swallowing hard. “A nursery rhyme. A child’s voice. As clear as you’re speaking now.”

	Lena scribbled furiously into her notebook. “There were children here. Admitted as early as seven years old. Some never left.”

	Ethan’s jaw tightened. “Children or not, we don’t indulge fantasies. We stick to facts. Faulty wiring, old wood, paranoia—”

	“Stop,” Maya said softly.

	Her voice was calm, but it cut through the argument like glass. She was sitting in one of the old waiting room chairs, her legs crossed, her hands resting still in her lap. She hadn’t spoken since the theatre.

	“They’ve already shown themselves,” she said, her eyes distant. “They don’t need your permission to exist.”

	Ethan turned on her. “You don’t know what you’re saying. You nearly collapsed in there—something’s playing tricks on your head.”

	Maya’s gaze finally met his, steady and unflinching. “I wasn’t alone in that room, Ethan. They wanted me to speak for them.”

	Lena’s pencil slipped in her hand. “What did they say?”

	Maya’s lips curved into that faint, unnerving smile again. “They never left.”

	Caleb made a strangled noise in his throat. Jonah muttered a curse. Ethan dragged a hand across his face, as if sheer will could scrub away the words.

	For a moment, no one spoke. The rain had started again outside, tapping faintly against the high windows, but it was the sound inside the room that made them all freeze.

	Tap. Tap. Tap.

	From the far side of the waiting room, one of the chairs shifted. Just slightly, scraping against the tiled floor.

	Everyone’s torches snapped toward it at once.

	Nothing.

	Then, slowly, the chair scraped again, turning by degrees until it faced their circle.

	Caleb whispered, “Oh Christ…”

	Ethan stepped forward, forcing strength into his voice. “It’s unstable flooring. Nothing more.”

	But the chair moved again—this time sliding a full foot across the floor with a screech of metal legs.

	Jonah’s face drained of colour. Caleb nearly bolted for the door.

	And then, from the empty chair, came a sound that froze them all where they stood.

	Breathing.

	Shallow, laboured, as though someone were sitting right there with them.

	Ethan took a step back, instinct fighting with logic. His torch trembled in his hand, though he refused to lower it.

	Maya didn’t move. She simply tilted her head, listening. Her lips parted as though she were on the verge of answering.

	“No,” Ethan snapped, his voice breaking harsher than he intended. “Don’t engage.”

	But Maya’s eyes never left the chair. “They’re not here to be ignored.”

	The breathing grew louder, ragged, filling the room until it was all any of them could hear. Caleb’s camera shook violently in his grip. Lena’s pencil dropped to the floor with a hollow clatter.

	Then, just as suddenly, the sound stopped.

	The chair stood still, facing them, as though mocking their fear.

	The silence that followed was unbearable.

	Finally, Ethan said through clenched teeth, “We stick to the plan. Another sweep. One more. Then we leave.”

	“You still want to stay?” Caleb croaked. “After that? After everything?”

	“If we run now,” Ethan said, forcing the words out, “we’ve wasted our time. We do the job. We finish.”

	Maya rose slowly from her chair, her expression unreadable. “You don’t understand. It isn’t us deciding when we leave.”

	The silence after Maya’s words was suffocating. Ethan clenched his jaw so hard it hurt, refusing to acknowledge the unease creeping through him. He had led teams through hostage standoffs and crime scenes, had stared down men with knives and guns. Yet here, staring at a chair that had moved on its own, his training felt like paper armour.

	Jonah broke the silence first, his voice sharper than intended. “Right. Enough of this melodrama. The chair moved because the floors uneven. The breathing—” he swallowed, his throat dry— “that could have been an echo. The acoustics in these places are strange. Everyone’s worked themselves up, that’s all.”

	“No,” Lena said quietly. She was scribbling again, though her hands shook, her words jagged across the page. “It wasn’t an echo. I heard it in my ear. Like someone was standing right beside me.”

	Caleb flinched at that, hugging the camera to his chest as though it might protect him. “I don’t know why I let you lot drag me into this. I film weddings, concerts, bloody dog shows—normal things. Then I’m standing in a room where invisible people are breathing down my neck. Brilliant.”

	“You took the job,” Ethan said flatly.

	“I didn’t know it was going to be this,” Caleb snapped, his voice breaking. “You think I signed up for ghosts? I came for the pay check.”

	Maya tilted her head towards him. “You came because you wanted proof. Everyone does.”

	Caleb shook his head furiously. “No, I came because my rent’s overdue and my van needs new tyres. Proof doesn’t pay bills.”

	Jonah gave a bitter laugh. “Finally, some honesty. We’re not here to talk to the dead. We’re here to do a job. Document the building, hand over the tapes, and move on. Everything else is hysteria.”

	Lena snapped her notebook shut, the sound sharp as a gunshot. “You still don’t get it, do you? This isn’t hysteria. The history here—it bleeds. You can hear it if you listen. You can feel it. What we’ve seen tonight, the knocks, the voices, Maya’s episode—they’re part of something much bigger.”

	“Or”, Jonah said coolly, “they’re part of your imagination. You’ve been buried in archives too long. You want to see ghosts because it justifies all those stories you read.”

	Lena’s eyes flashed. “Better to believe too much than too little. At least I acknowledge the truth when it stands in front of me.”

	“Truth?” Jonah barked a laugh, but there was no humour in it. “You call shadows and creaking furniture truth?”

	“It’s more truth than you’ll ever admit,” Maya murmured.

	Ethan slammed his hand against the desk, the bang echoing across the room. Everyone jumped.

	“Enough! We’re not here to argue philosophy. We’re here to finish what we started. Whatever’s happening in this place, we’ll face it together. But no more bickering.” His eyes swept the group, hard, controlled. “Understood?”

	The silence that followed was reluctant, grudging. No one wanted to concede, but no one dared challenge him either.

	Caleb was the first to break. “Fine. But I’m not going back into that bloody ward.”

	“Then you stick with me,” Ethan said, his tone brooking no refusal.

	Jonah shoved the EMF reader back into his kit. “Doesn’t matter where we go. Every corridor’s the same—rotting floors, falling plaster, paranoia. The quicker we’re done, the quicker we’re out.”

	Maya’s voice was soft, almost pitying. “You still think it’s your choice to leave.”

	Ethan turned on her. “Stop with the cryptic riddles. If you know something, say it. Otherwise, keep quiet.”

	For a moment, Maya’s eyes glinted in the torchlight, and Ethan thought she might push him further. Instead, she only lowered her gaze, her expression unreadable.

	A sudden crash split the air.

	All five of them spun towards the far corner of the waiting room. One of the filing cabinets, untouched for decades, had toppled onto its side with a deafening clang. Papers spilt across the floor in a cloud of dust.

	The chair that had turned earlier now sat angled towards the mess, as though pointing.

	Caleb swore violently. “No. No, I’m done. I’m done.” He made for the door.

	“Don’t you dare,” Ethan snapped, catching his arm.

	Caleb’s eyes were wide, almost wild. “You can stay in here and argue with ghosts all night if you like. I’m not waiting for the next thing to crawl out of the shadows.”

	“We stick together,” Ethan said, his grip iron. “That’s an order.”

	Caleb shook, but he didn’t pull free.

	Lena crouched beside the scattered papers, coughing against the dust. She lifted one gingerly, scanning the faded typewritten words. Her lips moved as she read, then her face blanched.

	“What is it?” Ethan asked.

	“Patient records,” she whispered. “Dozens of them. But look at the dates—these aren’t the official files. They were hidden.”

	Jonah frowned, stepping closer despite himself. “Hidden? Why?”

	Lena held up a sheet with trembling fingers. “Because none of these patients were ever discharged. Not one. The files just stop. It’s as if they vanished.”

	Maya’s eyes flicked to the cabinet, then back to the papers. “They didn’t vanish,” she said. Her voice was calm, but it sent a shiver down every spine. “They’re still here.”

	The room fell silent again, save for the drip of water somewhere in the ceiling.

	Ethan stared at the papers, his jaw tightening. His rational mind screamed at him to dismiss it—misfiled documents, clerical errors, nothing more. Yet deep down, some instinct he couldn’t shake told him Lena was right.

	“Bag them,” he ordered brusquely. “We’ll review them later. For now, we press on.”

	Jonah groaned, rubbing his temples. “Another sweep, then? Where do you suggest? The morgue?”

	Maya’s eyes flicked up sharply, and for a moment, Ethan thought she looked almost afraid.

	“Don’t joke about the morgue,” she whispered.

	The torchlight seemed to dim a fraction at her words.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	4: The Morgue

	The morgue lay in the lowest level of the asylum, reached only by a flight of crumbling stairs that descended into darkness. Each step seemed to groan under their boots, the damp air growing colder the further they went.

	Caleb muttered under his breath the whole way down. Ethan ignored him, torch steady in hand, forcing himself to focus on the task. He had chosen the morgue first precisely because it rattled them—if they could face the worst straight away, the rest of the night would seem tame in comparison. At least, that was the logic he clung to.

	The corridor at the bottom was narrow, the plaster eaten away by damp. A rusted sign still clung to the wall, its letters warped but legible: Mortuary & Cold Storage.

	“Brilliant,” Caleb said, hugging his camera tighter. “Because nothing says ‘safe’ like walking into a room where hundreds of corpses once rotted.”

	“Don’t exaggerate,” Jonah said, though his voice was tight. “They’d have been refrigerated.”

	“Comforting,” Caleb shot back. “Frozen rot instead.”

	Lena pressed closer to Maya as they reached the heavy double doors. The handles were spotted with corrosion, the surface of the metal so cold it burned to touch.

	Ethan braced himself, then shoved. The doors groaned open with a long, metallic wail that echoed into the black beyond.

	The smell hit them instantly—stale, earthy, a tang of rust and mould.

	Jonah coughed, covering his mouth. “Jesus.”

	Their torches swept across rows of slab-like tables. Many were overturned, but a few remained upright, their surfaces stained with dark patches that time hadn’t erased. At the far end of the room, a bank of refrigeration drawers stood open, their doors yawning like toothless mouths.

	Caleb’s breathing was ragged, audible even above the creaks of the building. “No. No, this is worse. I can’t—”

	“You can,” Ethan snapped. “Stay sharp. Document everything.”

	They fanned out reluctantly. Lena headed towards the drawers, her notebook open, while Jonah unpacked his EMF reader, the screen flickering in the dim.

	Maya lingered near the doorway, unmoving, her eyes fixed on the centre table.

	Ethan noticed. “What is it?”

	She didn’t look at him. “They’re waiting.”

	Before Ethan could respond, Jonah’s reader spiked. The device screeched, the bars leaping into red.

	“Faulty,” Jonah muttered, tapping the side of it, though his hands trembled.

	Then, as if in answer, one of the refrigeration drawers slammed shut on its own. The bang reverberated through the room like a gunshot.

	Caleb yelped, nearly dropping his camera. “No. No, I’m done, Ethan. We’re leaving, now.”

	Before Ethan could reply, another drawer slammed. Then another. One by one, the doors clanged shut, echoing like coffin lids being sealed.

	The sound built to a crescendo until only a single drawer remained open at the very bottom.

	A soft, scraping noise came from inside.

	Everyone froze.

	Jonah whispered, “Please tell me that’s a rat.”

	The scraping grew louder, metal against metal, and then something began to push forward.

	A shape slid into view—a slab on rusted runners, dragging itself out inch by inch.

	At first, it was empty.

	Then came the sound.

	Breathing. Shallow, rasping, impossibly close.

	Caleb’s scream broke the silence, raw and panicked. The camera shook wildly as he staggered back against the wall.

	Ethan forced his torch towards the slab. His rational mind clung to every explanation it could—air pressure, structural collapse, tricks of the dark.

	But none of that explained what came next.

	A hand emerged. Pale, waxy, mottled with old bruises. Fingers curled and uncurled, stiff and deliberate, as though waking from a long sleep.

	Maya whispered, barely audible: “They never left.”

	The hand gripped the edge of the drawer.

	And then the slab slid the rest of the way out, carrying the suggestion of a body beneath a mould-darkened sheet.

	The torchlight caught the shape beneath the sheet. A human outline — too distinct, too real.

	Caleb was whimpering now, half-sobbing, his camera shaking in his hands. “Ethan, I swear to God, if that thing sits up, I’m gone. I don’t care if you drag me out in cuffs, I’m gone.”

	“Stay where you are,” Ethan barked, though his voice cracked despite himself.

	The slab stopped with a shudder, fully extended. The hand still clutched the edge, rigid and pallid. No movement. No breath.

	For a heartbeat, silence returned.

	Then the sheet shifted.

	Ever so slightly, as though something beneath had exhaled.

	Jonah dropped the EMF reader, the device clattering to the floor, its screen still shrieking in red. “That’s—” his voice broke — “that’s not possible.”

	Lena stepped forward instinctively, eyes wide with horrified fascination. “Wait, don’t—” Ethan reached to pull her back, but she was already at the slab, torch trembling in her grip.

	She peeled back the corner of the sheet.

	The smell hit them first — sickly sweet, the stench of damp cloth and rot that no years could erase. Beneath, the flesh had sloughed away, leaving a skull grinning up at her, eye sockets dark and bottomless.

	But the hand—

	The hand was not skeletal.

	It was fresh. White, waxy, glistening with condensation as though it had just been pulled from ice.

	Lena staggered back, gagging. “No—no, it’s wrong. It’s wrong.”

	The hand twitched. The fingers tapped the metal, once, twice, like an impatient rhythm.

	Maya’s voice broke the air, low and urgent. “It’s not a body. It’s a door.”

	Ethan snapped his head towards her. “What are you talking about?”

	But before she could answer, the skull’s jaw creaked open, the movement dry and unnatural.

	A voice spilled out. Not words, not at first — just a wet, rattling hiss that rose into a whisper.

	“Stay.”

	The single word echoed against the tiles, burrowing into their bones.

	Caleb dropped his camera, the crash echoing across the morgue. “No, no, no—” He turned and bolted for the doors.

	“Caleb!” Ethan shouted.

	But as the cameraman reached the threshold, both morgue doors slammed shut with brutal force, the sound thunderous. Dust rained from the ceiling. The handles rattled once, then stilled.

	They were locked in.

	Jonah pounded the metal. “It’s jammed—it’s bloody jammed!”

	Behind them, the slab screeched as it scraped further out, metal on metal. The skull tilted, the jaw unhinging wider, impossibly wide.

	The hiss grew louder. More voices now, layered, as though a hundred throats were whispering from within that single, rotten shell.

	“Stay. Stay with us.”

	Maya pressed her palms to her ears, tears streaking her face. “They’re not speaking to your ears,” she gasped. “They’re speaking to your bones.”

	Ethan forced himself forward, fists clenched, every muscle screaming to flee. “Enough of this!” He seized the edge of the sheet, yanking it free with one violent motion.

	For a heartbeat, there was nothing.

	No skull. No body. The slab was empty.

	Only the sheet remained, crumpled in his hands.

	But the hand — the hand was still there. Clamped tight to the drawer, pale and rigid.

	It flexed once. Then, with a strength that defied logic, it slammed the slab back into the refrigeration unit, the metal shrieking as it vanished into darkness.

	The noise cut off. The EMF reader went dead. The torches flickered but held.

	Silence.

	Only the reek of mould and rust remained.

	The group stood frozen, breaths harsh in the gloom.

	Caleb slid down against the door, his face white, eyes glazed. Jonah retrieved the EMF reader with shaking hands, staring at the blank screen. Lena scribbled furiously, her notes jagged, frantic.

	Maya whispered, almost inaudible: “It’s awake now.”

	Ethan rounded on her. “What the hell does that mean?”

	She finally looked at him, her eyes glistening, her expression hollow. “It knows we’re here.”

	No one moved for a long time.

	The torches quivered in unsteady hands, beams jittering over tile and table. Dust hung in the air, stirred by their ragged breathing. The silence felt swollen, dangerous, as though one wrong word might shatter it and invite something worse.

	Caleb was the first to break. He slid further down the door until he was sitting on the floor, his head in his hands, the camera forgotten at his side. His voice was muffled, cracking at the edges. “I told you—I told you we shouldn’t come. I bloody told you.”

	Jonah kicked the refrigerator drawer with his boot, though his face was chalk white. “Some trick. Must be. Some—some elaborate—” His words stumbled into nothing.

	Lena stared at her notes, the page barely legible where her pencil had gouged too deeply. “That wasn’t decay,” she whispered. “It wasn’t just… remains. The flesh was fresh. Decades old, but fresh.” She swallowed hard. “Do you understand what that means? That’s—”

	“Stop.” Ethan’s voice cracked like a whip. He stood at the centre of the room, fists clenched, every nerve buzzing with fury and fear. “We don’t give it power by naming it. We don’t speculate, we don’t panic—we think. Rationally.”

	“Rationally?” Caleb lifted his head, his eyes red-rimmed. “A corpse just bloody spoke to us, Ethan. What’s rational about that?”

	Jonah jabbed a trembling finger at his dead EMF reader. “We’re scientists. Investigators. We don’t— we don’t fall for theatrics.”

	Caleb laughed, high-pitched and hollow. “Oh yes, very scientific. Perhaps you’d like to publish a paper on talking skeletons next? I’m sure the Royal Society would lap that right up.”

	Ethan turned on him. “Pull yourself together. All of you.”

	“No!” Caleb snapped, his voice breaking into a shout. “You’re not listening! You keep saying it’s tricks, its drafts, it’s wiring—but I heard it, Ethan! It was in my head; it was in my bloody chest. You think I made that up?”

	The room fell quiet again.

	Maya finally moved. She stepped away from the wall and into the circle of their light, her expression unreadable. “He didn’t make it up. None of you did. They wanted to be heard.”

	Ethan’s jaw tightened. “You don’t know that.”

	She met his gaze, calm and steady. “I do. And if you keep denying it, you’ll make them angrier.”

	The words hung between them, heavier than the dark.

	A faint sound broke the silence.

	Not a bang this time. Not a voice.

	Drip. Drip. Drip.

	Caleb flinched violently. Jonah’s head snapped up.

	They all turned toward the corner of the morgue. A pipe hung overhead, split open in the middle, leaking water into a rusted drain. The sound was steady, harmless.

	Ethan exhaled, relieved. “Just plumbing.”

	But then the dripping changed.

	Not water.

	Thicker. Slower. Each drop landing with a wet, meaty smack.

	Maya’s face went pale. “That isn’t water.”

	Jonah crouched, torch beam following the drip. The liquid hit the floor, pooling sticky and dark. He reached out instinctively—then snatched his hand back before touching it. His fingers shook. “It’s… It’s blood.”

	The pool spread slowly across the cracked tiles, seeping toward their boots.

	Lena pressed her notebook to her chest as though it might shield her. “It’s still here,” she whispered. “Whatever it was—it’s still here.”

	Ethan looked around the morgue, every shadow suddenly alive, every corner hostile. His voice was hoarse, but firm. “Then we find a way out. Now.”

	The pool of blood spread wider, threading into the cracks in the tiles. The smell followed — coppery, raw, unmistakable.

	“Right,” Caleb hissed, scrambling to his feet, pressing himself against the doors. “That’s it. That’s bloody it. We’re not waiting around for it to drip us to death!”

	He rattled the handles hard, metal clanging, but the doors didn’t budge. He kicked them next, the sound booming down the corridor beyond.

	Jonah shoved him aside. “You’ll break your foot before you break the hinges.” He set his torch on the ground and pulled a multi-tool from his rucksack. “Let me… let me try.”

	He jammed the blade into the gap between the doors, levering with desperate precision. The metal squealed. For a second, the lock gave a fraction.

	Then something slammed it shut from the other side.

	All of them jumped.

	The lock clicked back into place — deliberate.

	Jonah stumbled backwards, his tool clattering across the floor. His face was white. “There’s someone out there.”

	“No,” Maya said softly. “Not someone. Something.”

	The torches flickered. Once. Twice. Then steadied, but weaker now, their beams dimming.

	Lena clutched her notebook tighter, eyes darting to every corner of the morgue. “If it doesn’t want us to leave, then… then what does it want?”

	The dripping grew faster, as though answering her. Drops spattered across the tiles in a steady patter, the pool spreading faster than gravity should allow. It reached Jonah’s boot. He swore and jumped back.

	“It’s not real,” Ethan snapped, though even he sounded unconvinced. “It’s some kind of projection—”

	“Does that look like a bloody projection?” Caleb barked, pointing to the spreading stain. “Smell it, Ethan! You can’t rationalise it away!”

	Ethan opened his mouth to argue but froze.

	The sheet he had thrown aside earlier was moving.

	Slowly, almost lazily, it dragged itself across the floor. The fabric slithered like something alive, trailing towards the pool of blood.

	Lena choked on a cry. “It’s— it’s feeding.”

	Maya’s voice was calm, almost eerily so. “It’s gathering strength.”

	The sheet slid into the pool, darkening as it soaked up the liquid.

	Then it rose.

	The sodden cloth lifted into the air, taking shape — a formless, twisting figure, its folds hanging like ruined skin. The torches dimmed further, barely holding against the black.

	Jonah screamed, raw and panicked, and hurled his dead EMF reader at it. The device passed straight through, clattering against the far wall. The shape shuddered but did not vanish.

	Instead, it tilted. Watching them.

	Caleb hammered at the door again, his fists bloodied, his voice breaking. “Open, damn you, OPEN!”

	And then, as though mocking him, the doors swung inward. Effortless.

	Cold air rushed in from the corridor.

	The sheet dropped, collapsing back into nothing but filthy cloth on the floor. The pool of blood stopped spreading. The dripping ceased.

	The morgue was silent once more.

	No one dared speak.

	Finally, Ethan said, hoarse and low, “Move. Now. Before it changes its mind.”

	They stumbled out into the corridor, one by one, leaving the morgue behind. Caleb refused to look back. Jonah nearly tripped over his own feet in his haste. Lena’s notes shook in her grip.

	Maya lingered for only a moment, glancing at the collapsed sheet.

	“They let us go,” she whispered.

	Then she followed the others into the dark.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	5: Fractures

	The corridor stretched ahead, lined with cracked tiles and peeling paint, every doorway gaping black. Their torches cut narrow cones of light through the gloom as they hurried along, boots crunching on debris, breath ragged. No one spoke until they reached the stairwell.

	Ethan took the lead, pushing the rusted door with his shoulder until it groaned open. “Up. Come on. Move.”

	They climbed quickly, each step clanging, echoing up through the hollow shaft. Caleb tripped halfway, grabbing the rail with a strangled cry. Jonah caught him, shoving him upward. “Keep moving! Don’t stop!”

	At last, they emerged on the ground floor, bursting into what had once been a common hall. The ceiling loomed high above, beams sagging, plaster long since collapsed in chunks. A few broken chairs lay scattered around, and a fireplace gaped at the far end, its bricks black with soot.

	They spread out instinctively, backs to walls, torches sweeping the corners. Silence pressed in — not peaceful, but taut, as though the building itself were listening.

	Caleb collapsed into one of the chairs, gripping the arms so tight his knuckles whitened. His camera swung uselessly from its strap. “I’m done. I’m bloody done. You couldn’t pay me enough to go back down there.”

	Jonah paced, his hands fidgeting at his sides, every muscle jittering with nervous energy. “We— we need to document it. That’s what we came here for, isn’t it? Evidence. Proof. No one will believe us otherwise.”

	Caleb shot him a look of raw disbelief. “Proof? Did you see it, Jonah? Did you see what it did to the doors? You think anyone out there is going to watch your shaky little graphs and say, ‘Oh yes, of course, very convincing’? They’ll think we staged the lot. And meanwhile we’ll be in the ground.”

	“Stop it,” Lena snapped. She stood by the fireplace, notebook pressed to her chest, her face pale but her eyes fierce. “Arguing won’t help us. We need to understand what we saw.”

	“What we saw,” Ethan cut in, his voice tight, “was an illusion. A psychological response. This building’s got toxins, black mould, maybe even hallucinogens seeping out of the walls. We breathed it in. Our senses were compromised.”

	Caleb barked a laugh, high and brittle. “Hallucination? Did my bones hallucinate that voice rattling through them, Ethan? Because I felt it, right here—” he thumped his chest, hard— “and no bloody fungus does that.”

	Jonah froze mid-pace, staring at Ethan. “You’re still saying it’s all in our heads? After that?”

	Ethan avoided his eyes, jaw clenched. “I’m saying panic makes people see what they expect to see. Lena’s been reading about hauntings for weeks. Maya believes in this rubbish. You two were primed to follow along.”

	“You saw it too.” Maya’s voice was quiet, but it cut across the hall like a blade. She stood near the doorway, shadowed, her torch hanging loosely at her side. “You saw it, Ethan. You’re just afraid to admit it.”

	Ethan turned on her, fury flaring. “And what good would admitting it do? Tell me, Maya. You want me to stand here and say, ‘Yes, ghosts are real, and they can slam doors and bleed on the floor’? What then? We light candles and hold hands? Sing hymns?”

	“No.” She stepped forward, her expression calm but unwavering. “We listen. Because if we don’t, they’ll make us listen.”

	The fire in Ethan’s eyes faltered, just for a second.

	Lena looked between them, her grip tightening on her notebook. “If this place is alive, if it’s feeding, then us fighting is exactly what it wants.”

	Jonah stopped pacing, his breathing shallow. “Then what do we do?”

	Silence fell again, heavier than before. The torches flickered, shadows twitching across the high walls.

	Maya finally spoke. “We stay together. And we go where it leads us. Because it’s not finished.”

	Caleb buried his face in his hands, groaning. “God help us all.”

	Caleb lifted his head, sweat plastering his fringe to his forehead. “No. No more staying. We pack up and we go. Tonight. Before it kills us.”

	Jonah whirled on him, hands flying. “We can’t just leave! Do you know what we’ve got? This is once-in-a-lifetime footage. A— a scientific breakthrough!”

	Caleb’s laugh was wild, desperate. “Scientific? What science explains a bleeding ceiling and a corpse that talks? Go on then, Jonah—publish your paper in Bloody Nonsense Quarterly!”

	Ethan slammed his torch against the mantel, making everyone jump. “Enough! Caleb’s right. We’ve pushed far enough. We cut the investigation short; we get out before we’re all hallucinating ourselves into graves.”

	Lena stared at him in disbelief. “You’re the one who wanted us here, Ethan. You insisted on this location, insisted we could handle it. Now you want to run?”

	“I’m saying the evidence is compromised,” Ethan shot back, his voice sharp. “Our readings are shot, our equipment’s failing, we’re breathing God knows what from those walls. The whole thing’s poisoned.”

	“No.” Maya’s voice was steady, low. She had stepped closer, her presence drawing their eyes. “It’s not poisoned. It’s active. It’s speaking. And you’re afraid because for the first time in your life, you can’t measure it with your little machines.”

	Ethan glared at her, but his fists tightened, silent fury betraying him.

	Jonah broke in, his voice cracking. “If we leave now, we’ll never get back in. The council’s fencing the place off next month, I checked. This is our only shot.”

	Caleb lurched to his feet, shoving Jonah hard in the chest. “Are you mad? Our lives are at stake, and you’re worried about council bloody paperwork?”

	Jonah shoved him back, harder. “We came for proof! You can’t just chicken out because you’re scared of shadows!”

	“Shadows?” Caleb’s eyes burned, his voice climbing. “You watched it slam the doors, Jonah! You heard it breathing! Or are you that far up your own backside you’ll write it off until it eats you alive?”

	“Enough!” Lena’s shout cracked like thunder, stopping both men mid-shove. Her small frame shook, but her eyes blazed with rare anger. “Do you hear yourselves? Yelling like children in a playground? That’s exactly what it wants.”

	Silence again. Heavy, suffocating.

	Lena’s breath came fast, ragged. She pressed her notebook flat against the mantel as though grounding herself. “Listen. If we leave now, we’re running blind. We don’t know if it follows. We don’t know what happens when you walk away from a place like this. But if we stay—if we study—it might let us go when it’s finished. On its terms.”

	“No,” Ethan snapped. “That’s madness. That’s surrender. We are not bowing to a bloody—” He stopped, jaw locking.

	Because the silence had shifted.

	The air in the common hall thickened, as though the walls were listening.

	And then, from upstairs, faint but clear, came the sound of footsteps. Slow. Deliberate. Pacing.

	Everyone froze.

	Caleb’s voice was barely a whisper. “We’re not alone.”

	The footsteps continued, steady and deliberate, as though someone were pacing the floor above their heads. The ceiling creaked with each step, flakes of plaster drifting down into the gloom.

	Nobody moved at first.

	Caleb pressed himself deeper into the chair, whispering, “No. No, no, no. We’re not going up there. Not a chance.”

	Jonah’s head snapped upwards, his jaw set. “We have to. We need to know what it is. This—this could be our clearest evidence yet.”

	Caleb rounded on him, voice breaking. “Evidence? That’s a person, Jonah! Some squatter, some lunatic—” His voice faltered. “Or worse.”

	Ethan drew in a breath, hard and measured, trying to force authority into his tone. “It’s probably kids. Vandals. The locals use places like this to scare each other—”

	The words died in his throat.

	Because the pacing had changed. It wasn’t wandering anymore. It was moving. Slowly. Directly. Following the line of the ceiling.

	Heading towards them.

	The group instinctively huddled closer, eyes locked on the dark stairwell.

	Maya’s voice, when it came, was soft but unyielding. “It knows where we are.”

	Ethan glared at her, but his torch hand shook. “Enough of your bloody riddles. It’s a prankster, that’s all. I’ll prove it.”

	Before anyone could stop him, he strode to the stairwell and aimed his torch beam upwards. The light caught the rusted banister, the first few steps, the jagged edges of fallen plaster.

	The footsteps stopped.

	The silence was worse.

	“Come on then!” Ethan shouted up the stairs, his voice cracking the stillness. “You’ve had your fun—show yourself!”

	The beam caught nothing.

	Then, faintly, from the landing above: a whisper. Low. Drawn-out. Words, indistinct, curling through the stale air.

	Maya shuddered, her face blanching. “It’s calling us.”

	Caleb swore violently, pushing past her towards the doorway. “No. That’s it. I’m out. I don’t care what you lot do—”

	The footsteps thundered suddenly, racing across the ceiling at inhuman speed. The hall shook with the force of it. Dust cascaded down, the rotten beams groaning. Caleb froze in his tracks, his scream catching in his throat.

	The sound stopped as abruptly as it began.

	Now the silence felt heavier. Watching. Waiting.

	Jonah swallowed hard, eyes wide, his earlier bravado faltering. “We… we have to go up there.”

	“No!” Caleb’s shout was shrill, desperate. “Are you insane?”

	“If we don’t,” Jonah stammered, “it’ll keep following us. You heard it—it’s hunting.”

	Ethan lowered his torch, his voice raw. “Nobody’s going up there without me in front. If it’s flesh and blood, I’ll deal with it. If it’s…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “We go together. No one splits.”

	Maya smiled faintly, though her eyes glistened with unease. “Finally, you’re starting to listen.”

	Lena tucked her notebook away, her hands trembling as she zipped the cover. “Then it’s decided. We follow. But carefully. And whatever happens—don’t run. That’s when they take you.”

	Her warning hung in the air like a noose as they turned toward the stairwell, the beam of Ethan’s torch stretching up into the waiting dark.

	One by one, they began to climb.

	6: The Climb

	The first step moaned beneath Ethan’s boot, a long, hollow groan that rippled through the stairwell like a warning. Dust rose in a choking cloud, catching the light of their torches in silver flecks.

	“Keep it slow,” Ethan muttered, though his voice betrayed the tremor of nerves. “One at a time. Steady.”

	Maya followed directly behind him, her torch angled low. Her hand brushed the railing, fingertips grazing the rusted metal as though she were feeling for something more than just balance. Her lips moved soundlessly, murmuring to herself, words that might have been prayers—or something else.

	Behind her came Jonah, clutching his EMF reader tight to his chest. The device buzzed faintly, lights flickering in uneven pulses. His breath hitched each time the needle twitched, but he refused to switch it off.

	Lena climbed next, notebook strapped under her arm, her knuckles white on the torch. She forced herself to count each step in her head: one, two, three… a rhythm to keep her from bolting. She thought of the records she’d read, the nameless patients dragged up and down these very stairs, their cries echoing where hers might soon.

	Caleb brought up the rear, dragging his feet, his face slick with sweat. He glanced back every few seconds, as though expecting the shadows below to rise and seize him. “I don’t like this,” he whispered, again and again, a mantra of panic.

	The stairwell wrapped upward, narrow and oppressive. Their lights skittered over walls thick with peeling paint and graffiti—names scrawled in red, jagged shapes, a single phrase repeated in different hands: STAY DOWN.

	“Christ,” Jonah muttered under his breath, his torch tracing one of the warnings. “It’s all over the place.”

	“Don’t read it,” Maya said quietly, without looking back. “That’s what it wants.”

	Jonah froze, his skin prickling, then forced his eyes ahead. The steps creaked louder under his weight, as though protesting.

	Halfway up, the group halted. A sound rippled down from above: a single creak of floorboards, followed by a dragging noise, slow and deliberate, like something heavy being pulled across the landing.

	Caleb whimpered, his knees buckling. “No. No, I’m not going further. I can’t.”

	Ethan turned just enough to glare down at him. “You can and you will. If you turn back now, you’ll be alone—and I’m not wasting time pulling your corpse out when the floor swallows you.”

	Caleb’s face twisted with fury, but he said nothing. He forced himself up another step, the railing vibrating faintly beneath his grip.

	Then, without warning, the whisper came again. Not from above this time—from the wall itself. Low and slithering, threading through the cracks in the plaster.

	“…closer…”

	Maya’s head snapped to the side, eyes wide. “It’s moving with us.”

	Ethan swore under his breath, pushing forward faster. “All the more reason to keep climbing.”

	The higher they went, the colder the air grew. Breath steamed in pale wisps, though their bodies still sweated under the strain. The stairs narrowed, shadows deepening, the rail slick beneath their palms as though damp with condensation—or something thicker.

	By the time they reached the final turn, the group was silent save for their laboured breathing. The landing loomed above, a dark mouth yawning wide.

	And then, just before Ethan set his boot on the last step, a new sound split the silence.

	A laugh.

	Not cruel, not loud, but soft. Playful. Childlike.

	It drifted down from the landing above.

	Caleb nearly collapsed. Lena’s torch shook violently in her hand. Jonah’s reader spiked so hard it squealed.

	Maya only smiled faintly, though her eyes were glassy with dread. “They’re waiting.”

	The laugh faded, swallowed by the silence. But it left behind an echo, a sensation that clung to the air like damp—something unseen still chuckling just beyond the circle of their torchlight.

	No one moved.

	Ethan stood frozen on the final step, his boot hovering inches above the landing. His shoulders were rigid, every muscle poised as though bracing for a strike.

	“Don’t,” Caleb hissed, his voice breaking. “Don’t step up there. Please, Ethan. Please.”

	Maya tilted her head, eyes half-lidded, listening to something only she could hear. “It’s already with us. The floor doesn’t matter.”

	“Shut up,” Caleb snapped, panic lending his words venom. “Shut your bloody mouth!”

	Jonah’s EMF reader screeched suddenly, the needle slamming to its limit. He fumbled with it, smacking the side in desperation. “It’s—Christ—it’s spiking off the chart. I’ve never seen—”

	The device went dead. The screen blank.

	Jonah stared at it, pale and trembling. “It killed it. Just… killed it.”

	Lena pressed her back to the wall, notebook digging into her ribs through her coat. Her breathing came too fast, shallow and sharp. “There’s… there’s something wrong with the air. Can you feel it? It’s thicker. Like—like syrup.”

	Ethan finally turned to face them, his expression carved from stone, though the torch in his hand trembled. “We’re not going back. We didn’t climb this bloody stairwell to run now. Whatever’s up here—we face it together.”

	Caleb shook his head violently, stepping backwards down the stairs. “I’m not facing anything. I’m going back down. Right now.”

	The stair beneath his foot groaned. Then it cracked.

	A fissure ripped through the rotten wood with a shriek. Caleb yelped, flinging himself forward just as the step splintered, sending fragments clattering into the abyss below. Dust rose in a choking cloud.

	He clung to the railing, panting, his face ashen. The step was gone—nothing but a gaping hole where his foot had been.

	Lena’s voice trembled. “It doesn’t want us going back.”

	Maya reached a hand down to Caleb, her touch oddly calm. “You, see? It’s guiding us forward.”

	“Guiding us to our deaths,” Caleb spat, shoving her hand away.

	But he didn’t retreat further. He stayed where he was, knuckles white on the railing, trapped between the yawning void below and the dark landing above.

	From the shadowed corridor at the top of the stairs came a sound like a breath. Long. Slow. Waiting.

	Ethan raised his torch again, the light spilling across the landing’s threshold. The beam skittered over broken tiles, splintered doorframes, graffiti scrawled in jagged black letters. For a moment, it seemed empty.

	Then something moved.

	Not a figure—not quite. Just a shift in the darkness, like the air itself recoiling.

	Maya’s whisper threaded through the silence. “It knows we’re here.”

	Ethan shifted his weight, forcing himself forward. The final stair groaned as his boot pressed down, then he stepped onto the landing proper. His torch beam wavered across the corridor, cutting through layers of shadow that clung like cobwebs.

	“Stay close,” he ordered, though his voice was raw, frayed at the edges.

	Maya followed immediately, her steps soundless, her torch angled low. She didn’t look around as though afraid the darkness would notice if she acknowledged it. Her lips still moved in that quiet murmur, words too soft for the others to catch.

	Jonah came next, hesitant, his EMF reader dead weight in his hands. He glanced at it as though wishing it would sputter back to life, some rational anchor in this madness. When it didn’t, he slid it into his bag and gripped his torch with both hands.

	Lena lingered, her legs heavy as lead. The landing stretched ahead, branching into two corridors, both yawning black with doorways. She swallowed hard, forcing her voice to work. “It’s—empty. See? Just an abandoned floor. That’s all.”

	As if in answer, a door down the left corridor creaked open on its own. Slowly. The groan of rusted hinges stretched out, low and mocking.

	Lena flinched so violently her torch beam jolted across the wall, illuminating the phrase STAY DOWN scrawled again, fresh and jagged, as if painted that very morning.

	Caleb stumbled onto the landing last, shoving past her, his face clammy with sweat. “That’s it. We’re done. I swear to God, if we don’t turn around right now—”

	The door slammed shut with a thunderclap that rattled the floor beneath their feet.

	Everyone froze, their torches jerking towards the noise.

	The silence that followed was worse. Heavy. Expectant.

	Maya tilted her head again, her whisper soft and almost reverent. “It wants us to choose.”

	“Choose what?” Jonah demanded, his voice too loud in the stillness.

	“The way forward,” Maya murmured. She pointed, first to the left corridor where the door had opened, then to the right where the shadows seemed to swell like a living tide. “One of them calls. One of them lies.”

	Caleb’s laugh was sharp, brittle. “Oh, brilliant. A bloody riddle in a haunted madhouse. Why don’t we flip a coin and see which corridor kills us faster?”

	Ethan ignored him, his jaw tight as he studied both halls. The left seemed narrower, cluttered with collapsed plaster, while the right was wide, open, but unnervingly dark—his torch barely penetrated it.

	Lena scribbled something in her notebook with trembling hands, her pencil scratching across the page. “Wait—this matches. The asylum blueprints. One corridor leads to the patient cells, the other to the administrative offices.”
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