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For the living who keep going anyway.
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Mercy House

Craig learned pretty quickly that grief never stayed where people expected it to stay.

People talked about it like it belonged to funerals, cemeteries, and quiet anniversaries circled on calendars, but grief moved into ordinary life instead. It settled into kitchen chairs before sunrise while kids argued over cereal. It waited in grocery store aisles beside brands Brittany used to buy automatically without thinking about them. It showed up at gas stations, red lights, laundry baskets, empty parking spaces, and the silence drifting through the house after midnight when nobody else remained awake asking him for something. Brittany had been gone nine months, and he still caught himself glancing toward the passenger seat while driving sometimes.

The funeral hadn’t been the hardest part. Neither was the hospital, the paperwork, or standing beside a grave while people avoided eye contact because nobody knew what to say to a man trying to hold together a house full of children after losing the center of it. The harder part came afterward, when mornings kept arriving whether he felt ready for them or not. Bills still showed up. The sink still filled with dishes. Kids still needed lunches, rides, medicine, shoes, money for school projects, and reminders about homework they swore was already finished. Nothing around him slowed long enough for him to properly absorb what had happened. The world kept moving at its normal pace while he tried figuring out how to move with it again without feeling like part of him had been left somewhere behind.

That morning started the way most mornings had lately, with noise spreading through the house before sunrise fully cleared the horizon. Somebody yelled from the hallway about a missing backpack. A bathroom door slammed hard enough to rattle the framed pictures near the kitchen entrance. One of the younger girls started crying because somebody else touched the waffles she wanted. Somewhere deeper in the house, cartoons blasted from a television turned too loud while footsteps crossed the hallway in overlapping waves that made the entire place feel awake before anyone had properly settled into the day.

Craig stood at the counter in sweatpants and an old faded work shirt scraping burnt toast into the sink while coffee brewed behind him. The kitchen smelled like toast smoke, cheap coffee, and lemon cleaner. One of the girls had sprayed disinfectant across half the counter the night before and never wiped it down completely, leaving cloudy streaks that still caught the overhead light whenever he moved past them. His eyes drifted toward the electric bill sitting unopened beside the coffee maker, and he already knew roughly what it said before touching it. Everything cost more now, and somehow there was never enough room left at the end of the month no matter how carefully he stretched things. He rubbed a hand across his jaw and looked out the kitchen window toward the backyard where dew still clung to the grass beneath the pale morning light. Somebody had left a soccer ball near the fence overnight, and one of the bikes lay tipped over beside the porch steps where it had probably been dropped instead of parked.

For a few seconds the yard almost looked peaceful until he noticed Brittany’s mug sitting near the back corner of the counter where nobody had touched it since the funeral. His eyes stayed on it longer than they should have. The mug itself barely mattered, and that was part of the problem. Grief attached itself to ordinary objects without warning. A coffee mug. A hoodie hanging behind a door. Shampoo still sitting in the shower months after nobody used it anymore. The smallest things usually carried the most weight because they proved how suddenly a life could disappear while everything around it stayed exactly where it had always been, untouched and waiting like the person might still walk back in at any moment.

“Dad.”

Craig blinked and looked toward the hallway.

His youngest son stood there holding one shoe and already looked stressed for a kid who hadn’t even made it to the bus yet.

“I can’t find the other one.”

Craig pointed toward the living room without thinking about it. “Couch.”

The boy disappeared, and a second later his voice echoed back through the house.

“How’d you know?”

“Because y’all do the same dumb stuff every day.”

Laughter rolled down the hallway while Craig poured coffee into a travel mug and took a drink as the chaos kept moving around him. He could frame walls all day without a problem. Roofing, drywall, busted plumbing, electrical repairs, crews yelling across jobsites in hundred-degree heat — none of it wore him down the way mornings did now. Before Brittany died, mornings moved differently. She carried the emotional rhythm of the house in ways nobody fully understood until she was gone. Not because she was perfect. They argued sometimes. Both of them got tired. Bills piled up. Stress piled up. Some nights they snapped at each other over stupid things neither of them would remember the next day. But she had a way of keeping the family emotionally connected even when the house felt loud, overcrowded, and exhausted. After she died, everything stayed slightly off-balance no matter how hard Craig tried steadying it again.

His phone buzzed against the counter.

DONNIE MILLS.

Craig answered while taking another drink of coffee. “Yeah.”

“Morning, sunshine,” Donnie said. “You sound awful.”

“I got eight kids in this house before seven in the morning. I probably am awful.”

Donnie laughed. “You working right now?”

“Small stuff. Fence repair yesterday. Drywall patch before that. Why?”

“I got a bigger contract opening up.”

Craig straightened before realizing he was doing it. Money still had a way of cutting through exhaustion faster than almost anything else.

“What kind of contract?”

“Renovation work. Old hospice place outside Gatesville. County finally approved redevelopment after years of legal mess.”

Craig frowned. “What hospice?”

A short pause settled on the line before Donnie answered.

“Mercy House.”

Something tightened low in Craig’s chest the moment he heard the name. He knew it. Everybody around there knew it. Mercy House sat outside town near one of the old county roads people mostly used to avoid traffic. Three-story brick building. Closed for years. The stories surrounding it changed depending on who told them, but the shape always stayed roughly the same. Too many deaths during its final winter. Families claiming dead relatives called after they were already gone. Nurses walking out mid-shift. Missing records. County investigations that never seemed to conclude much of anything meaningful. Most people treated it like another small-town ghost story, and Craig had never cared enough to look into it beyond hearing the same rumors repeated whenever abandoned buildings sat empty long enough.

“That place is still standing?” he asked.

“Barely,” Donnie answered. “New owner wants to turn it into temporary housing or rehab units or something. Doesn’t matter to me. They’re paying well because nobody wants to touch the building.”

Craig looked back toward the electric bill beside the coffee maker.

“How well?”

Donnie told him.

Craig stayed quiet for several seconds afterward because that kind of money would help more than he wanted to admit. Catch up bills. Fix the truck transmission before it failed completely. Maybe give him room to breathe for the first time in months instead of constantly feeling one bad week away from losing control of everything.

“You serious?” he asked.

“Dead serious.”

“What’s wrong with the place besides everybody thinking it’s haunted?”

“Mold. Water damage. Structural problems in the east wing. Place sat abandoned too long.”

Craig listened to the silence hanging on the line before Donnie sighed.

“Look, I walked through it yesterday with the county rep. Place feels weird, alright? Probably because it’s an abandoned hospice where a lot of people died. I’m not saying ghosts are crawling through the vents. I’m saying it’s creepy as hell and half the crews they called already turned it down.”

Craig gave a tired laugh through his nose. “Haunted doesn’t bother me. Mold bothers me.”

“Then bring a respirator.”

“I always do.”

“You want in or not?”

Craig looked toward the hallway where the kids still moved through the house in loud overlapping waves of footsteps, arguments, laughter, and half-finished conversations. He thought about Brittany, about bills, and about how tired he was of surviving month to month while pretending things felt more stable than they actually were.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’m in.”

“Meet me there tomorrow morning at eight.”

“Send me the address.”

“I will. And Craig?”

“What?”

Another pause settled across the line before Donnie spoke again.

“Don’t bring the kids out there.”

Craig frowned. “Why would I?”

“I’m just saying.”

The hesitation in Donnie’s voice lingered after the words were gone in a way Craig didn’t particularly like.

“You really think something’s wrong with that place?” he asked.

“I think some buildings hold onto bad years longer than others.”

Craig looked again toward Brittany’s mug sitting near the back of the counter.

“Yeah,” he said. “Maybe.”

Donnie hung up.

The kitchen noise filled the house again. Somebody laughed from the hallway. One of the girls yelled about a missing charger. The youngest came running into the kitchen with syrup covering both hands while Craig set the phone beside the electric bill, grabbed a towel, and started cleaning sticky syrup from small fingers as the house kept moving around him in all the loud, exhausting, imperfect ways living families always did.

Since Brittany died, that was the only part he had really figured out. You kept moving even on mornings when part of you still felt stranded somewhere far behind the rest of the world.
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Mercy House

The drive to Mercy House took a little under an hour once Craig cleared the heavier traffic near town and started cutting through the long county roads running between open pastureland and dead winter fields. Morning fog drifted low across parts of the land, thin enough to see through but thick enough to soften fence lines and distant trees into pale gray shapes against the horizon. The heater inside the truck clicked unevenly every few minutes while old rock music played low through speakers that rattled whenever the bass pushed too hard. Craig drove with one hand on the wheel and the other wrapped around gas-station coffee strong enough to strip paint.

The roads out there always felt older somehow. Narrow. Cracked. Quiet in a way cities never seemed capable of anymore. Most houses sat far back from the road behind rusted fencing and dying trees, and every few miles he passed abandoned structures collapsing slowly into the land around them. Old barns. Empty gas stations. Storage buildings with roofs caving inward after years of weather and neglect. Texas had a habit of leaving things behind in plain sight, letting time settle directly on top of them until they slowly became part of the landscape instead of something separate from it.

His phone buzzed from the cupholder.

A text from one of the older kids.

u forgot to sign the field trip paper

Craig sighed through his nose and hit the voice reply button without taking his eyes off the road. “I didn’t forget. You forgot to put it where I’d actually see it.”

A second later another text came through.

same thing

Despite himself, Craig smiled faintly before the expression faded once the GPS signal started cutting in and out.

Mercy House sat far enough outside town that even cell service seemed reluctant to stay connected. Eventually the directions Donnie texted him became easier to follow than the GPS anyway.

Stay on County Road 12 until the pavement starts looking abandoned, then keep driving another mile.

Craig finally saw the property through the fog after rounding a bend in the road.

The building sat back from the highway behind a rusted chain-link fence surrounded by dead grass and overgrown brush moving softly in the morning wind. Even from a distance Mercy House looked larger than he expected. Three stories of aging brick stretched across the property beneath a sagging roofline stained dark from years of water damage. Rows of windows faced the empty parking lot, some boarded over, others cracked, several dark behind layers of dust and grime that dulled the glass beneath the pale morning light.

A weathered county sign stood near the entrance.

MERCY HOUSE HOSPICE CARE CENTER.

Most of the white lettering had faded almost beyond recognition.

Craig slowed near the open gate. Something about the building bothered him, though he couldn’t have explained exactly why. It wasn’t fear exactly. The structure carried the same emotional weight certain abandoned places developed after sitting empty too long, as if years had settled into the walls without ever fully leaving afterward.

The parking lot looked fossilized beneath the fog. Cracked asphalt stretched beneath weeds growing through faded parking lines, and one corner had partially collapsed inward where years of rain apparently ate through part of the foundation underneath. A wheelchair sat near the side entrance with one wheel missing, half buried in dead grass beside the curb like somebody pushed it there years ago and never came back for it.

Two trucks already waited near the front entrance.

Donnie leaned against one smoking while Luis unloaded equipment from the back of another nearby.

Luis looked up first when Craig parked.

“Well look who decided to show up.”

Craig climbed out of the truck and stretched his back. “You say that like you weren’t late to every apartment job we ever worked.”

“Traffic.”

“You lived five minutes away.”

“Still traffic.”

Donnie snorted smoke through his nose. “You two done flirting?”

Craig walked over and shook Donnie’s hand. The older man already looked worn down despite the morning barely starting. His heavy work jacket carried old drywall dust across the sleeves, and deep lines sat beneath his eyes like sleep had missed him completely.

“You look rough,” Craig told him.

“Building smells like mildew and death. Been here since six.”

“That’ll do it.”

Luis shut the toolbox in the truck bed and glanced back toward Mercy House. “I’m telling you right now, this place got bad energy.”

Donnie rolled his eyes. “Here we go.”

“No seriously. Look at it.” Luis pointed toward the upper floors. “Tell me that don’t look like somewhere people disappear.”

Craig studied the structure more carefully while wind moved through the dead grass near the fence line.

The building carried a strange emotional heaviness to it. Not dramatic. Just dense in the way difficult places sometimes became after enough years passed through them. The longer he looked, the more details started surfacing naturally from the fog and distance. Wind chimes hanging beneath the front overhang. Tape residue clinging to the inside of the glass doors. Faded holiday decorations barely visible through part of the lobby window. A child’s drawing taped crookedly behind cracked glass near the entrance.

The place looked less abandoned than interrupted.

“That’s what hospice places look like,” Craig said. “People die there.”

“Yeah, but normal places don’t make me feel like I should apologize before walking inside.”

“Your grandma fill your head with ghost stories again?” Donnie asked.

“My grandma was right about a lot.”

“Your grandma also thought microwaves caused arthritis.”

Luis pointed at him. “Still not convinced they don’t.”

Craig laughed quietly, though the sound faded once the wind shifted again and carried the smell from the building toward them stronger this time.

Old moisture. Dust. Industrial cleaner. Something underneath it all reminded Craig faintly of hospitals late at night after visiting hours ended and half the lights shut off. The air carried a stale medical smell that felt permanently absorbed into the structure after years trapped behind sealed windows and empty hallways.

Donnie dropped the cigarette, crushed it beneath his boot, and pulled a ring of keys from his pocket.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.”

They crossed the parking lot together carrying equipment while their footsteps echoed softly through the empty morning air. The closer Craig got to the entrance, the more wear revealed itself across the building. Black water stains streaked sections of brick beneath broken gutters. Spiderweb cracks spread through one of the glass doors. Part of the roofline above the east wing sagged low enough to expose damaged wood beneath warped metal flashing.

The building needed more than repairs.

It looked exhausted.

Donnie unlocked the front entrance and pulled one of the glass doors open.

The smell hit instantly.

Old trapped air carrying mildew, dust, disinfectant, and something medical that never fully left the walls.

Luis stopped near the doorway. “Yeah,” he muttered softly. “Absolutely screw this place.”

The lobby beyond them sat drowned in dim gray light filtering through covered windows. Dust coated nearly every surface. Chairs remained arranged neatly along one wall beneath a dead television mounted near the ceiling. Artificial plants stood frozen in corners beside side tables still holding outdated magazines. Behind the reception desk, paperwork remained scattered across the counter as if somebody walked away in the middle of a shift and never came back.

Craig stepped inside first.

The floor creaked faintly beneath his boots, and the sound carried farther through the building than it should have. Behind him, the heavy entrance door drifted shut on its own while the lobby settled back into silence around them.

Then somewhere deeper inside Mercy House, beyond the dark hallway leading toward the patient wings, a call button chimed once before the silence settled around the sound again.
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Mercy House

The sound only lasted a second.

A soft electronic chime drifted through the building somewhere beyond the lobby, clean enough that Craig almost convinced himself it came from faulty wiring or old equipment resetting behind the walls. Then the silence folded back over the sound beneath the faint mechanical hum of emergency power still running somewhere deep inside the structure.

Luis stopped beside the reception desk and stared toward the dark hallway ahead of them. “Nope,” he said quietly. “Absolutely screw this place.”

Donnie sounded irritated more than nervous, which Craig suspected was simply how he handled being uncomfortable. “Probably backup systems cycling.”

Luis never looked away from the corridor. “Backup systems don’t sound like somebody calling for a nurse.”

Craig kept his attention on the hallway stretching beyond the reception area. The corridor disappeared into shadow after thirty feet or so where several overhead fixtures had either burned out or stopped working years earlier. Closed doors lined both walls farther back, their room numbers barely visible beneath dim light and layers of dust coating nearly every surface inside the building.

The place felt empty, and somehow that made the sound harder to dismiss.

Still, Craig forced himself toward practical explanations first because practical explanations kept people functional. Old medical buildings were full of failing electronics, emergency systems, and damaged wiring that behaved unpredictably after years without maintenance. A hospice facility probably had call stations in every patient room. Faulty circuits could trigger almost anything if enough moisture got into the walls.

That explanation sat easier in his head than the alternatives people attached to Mercy House around town.

“Let’s check power before y’all start crying about ghosts,” he said.

Luis pointed toward the hallway. “You walk down there first.”

Craig snorted quietly and moved farther into the lobby while the others followed more slowly behind him.

Dust shifted beneath his boots as he passed the reception desk. The air inside Mercy House carried uneven cold pockets that moved against his skin without warning before fading again a few steps later. The temperature itself was not freezing. The building simply felt inconsistent, as though different sections of it belonged to entirely different seasons trapped behind the walls.

The lobby looked less destroyed than abandoned halfway through a normal workday, and the longer Craig stood there, the more that bothered him.

Most empty buildings collapsed into themselves quickly once people stopped maintaining them. Furniture got overturned. Windows shattered. Water stains spread. Graffiti appeared. Mercy House looked paused instead. Family photographs still sat inside frames behind the reception counter. Pens remained scattered across paperwork. A wall calendar hung crooked beside a doorway with several dates circled in fading red marker from nearly six years earlier.

Craig stepped closer and read the final note written across one square.

Winter Transfer Deadline.

Nothing underneath explained what it meant.

“County didn’t clear this place out before selling it?” he asked.

Donnie moved behind the reception desk and shuffled through dusty paperwork. “Apparently most records got hauled off years ago. Rest got left for cleanup crews.”

Luis glanced around uneasily. “Feels weird they left all this.”

Craig understood exactly what he meant.

The building did not feel naturally abandoned. It felt interrupted, like something had stopped normal procedure in the middle of motion and nobody ever fully managed to restart it afterward.

He moved slowly across the lobby studying details as he went. Faded landscape paintings hung beneath dust-stained light fixtures. A volunteer board near the entrance still displayed schedules under yellowed plastic covers. Paper snowflakes remained taped along one wall from a Christmas decoration somebody never finished taking down. Most had fallen away over time, leaving pale tape marks scattered across the paint beneath them.

Christmas decorations inside hospice care carried a different kind of weight than decorations anywhere else.

Too many families trying to manufacture ordinary memories while everybody in the room already understood time was running out.

Luis wandered toward a row of wheelchairs lined neatly against the west wall. “Man,” he muttered, “this place smells sad.”

Donnie laughed once through his nose. “That might be the dumbest thing you’ve ever said.”

“I’m serious.”

Craig actually understood the description.

The air carried mildew, disinfectant, stale medical odor, and years of trapped dust, but something underneath all of it created a heavier feeling that was harder to explain. Not literal sadness. More like emotional exhaustion pressed permanently into the walls after too many people spent too long waiting inside them.

His attention drifted back toward the hallway again.

Nothing moved there. No figures. No shadows crossing the corridor. Still, the darkness kept pulling focus naturally. The farther end of the hall seemed deeper every time he looked at it, though he knew poor lighting distorted perspective in places like this if somebody stared too long. Probably that was all it came down to.

“You got floor plans?” Craig asked.

Donnie unfolded several papers across the reception counter. “Main structural damage is east wing second floor. Roof collapse caused water intrusion through most of the hallway. County already sent asbestos crews through sections of the building, but anything marked red stays off-limits until inspection clears it.”

Craig stepped beside him and studied the layout more carefully.

Mercy House formed a squared horseshoe around an open courtyard now hidden somewhere beyond the interior walls. Patient wings extended outward from the main lobby while administrative offices and storage rooms occupied the western side of the building. Maintenance tunnels and utility systems ran beneath most of the structure underground.

Luis leaned over the blueprint. “Why the hell does a hospice need tunnels?”

“Laundry systems. Pipes. Electrical access,” Craig answered automatically.

Luis still looked uncomfortable.

Craig understood why. Long underground corridors beneath abandoned medical facilities sounded unpleasant even before adding years of rumors on top of them.

Donnie tapped the east wing on the blueprint. “We start here. Clear debris first. Check support beams. After that we move room by room.”

Craig nodded while studying the plans.

Then something caught his attention.

Several patient rooms near the rear section of the second floor had been blacked out completely with thick marker. No labels remained visible beneath it. No room numbers. Just dark rectangles carved across part of the blueprint.

“What’s that?” he asked.

Donnie glanced down. “What?”

Craig pointed toward the blocked-out section.

Donnie frowned. “County copy came like that.”

“Why black those out?”

“No clue.”

Luis leaned closer. “That ain’t suspicious at all.”

“Everything involving county paperwork looks suspicious,” Donnie muttered.

Craig traced the marker lines silently another second before folding the blueprint closed again.

The building creaked somewhere overhead.

All three men looked up instinctively.

The sound faded afterward.

Old structures shifted constantly. Wood expanded. Pipes knocked. Wind moved through damaged framing. Craig had worked enough renovation jobs to recognize normal settling noises when he heard them.

This one bothered him anyway, not because it sounded loud but because it sounded paced, slow enough that for a second it resembled footsteps crossing the floor above them.

Luis lowered his voice without taking his eyes off the ceiling. “Y’all hear that?”

Nobody answered.

Then somewhere deeper inside the hallway, another call button chimed again, the sound carrying through the corridor clearly enough that nobody said anything afterward.
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Mercy House

Nobody moved for several seconds after the second chime.

The sound lingered awkwardly through the hallway because the building itself remained so quiet afterward. No televisions. No voices drifting from patient rooms. No traffic outside strong enough to reach the interior corridors. Just the faint mechanical hum of ventilation still running somewhere behind the walls and the occasional soft click from old pipes settling deep inside the structure.

Luis gave a nervous laugh through his nose. “See? That’s exactly the kind of thing I’m talking about.”

Donnie grabbed the flashlight beside the blueprints. “Probably one of the old patient systems cycling power.”

“Twice?”

“Buildings do weird things when electricity comes back online.”

Luis folded his arms tightly. “Buildings usually don’t sound like they’re asking for help.”

Craig understood both reactions.

Donnie handled discomfort by forcing logic over it until something tangible proved him wrong. Luis talked through tension before it had time to settle too deeply into his head. Craig found himself somewhere in the middle. Practical explanations still made more sense, but Mercy House kept creating small moments that resisted fitting neatly into them.

That uncertainty bothered him more than outright fear would have.

Fear at least felt clean.

Mercy House felt unsettled in ways harder to pin down, like the building operated slightly outside normal emotional rhythm without ever becoming openly impossible.

Craig picked up his tool bag. “We gonna stand here all morning or actually start working?”

Donnie looked relieved somebody finally pushed the conversation forward again. “Exactly.”

Luis muttered something in Spanish under his breath while grabbing equipment from the floor beside the reception desk. “When dead nuns start crawling through the vents, I want both of y’all remembering I tried to leave.”

Craig smirked faintly as they headed deeper into the hallway together.

The corridor swallowed light quickly once they moved beyond the lobby. Dust drifted through the flashlight beams while old fluorescent fixtures buzzed overhead in uneven stretches, leaving long sections dim enough that the far end dissolved into shadow. Patient room doors lined both walls beneath faded numbers mounted beside narrow rectangular windows. Some doors stood partially open. Others remained shut tightly enough that the darkness behind the glass looked sealed in place.

The smell deepened farther inside the building.

Disinfectant. Dust. Old moisture. Something faintly chemical underneath it all.

Craig had worked renovation jobs in hospitals before, and Mercy House carried the same underlying odor medical buildings developed over time. Not sickness exactly. More like artificial cleanliness layered repeatedly over suffering until the smell became its own permanent thing pressed into the walls.

Their boots echoed softly as they walked.

Luis kept glancing through the room windows while they passed. “I hate hallways like this.”

“What kind?” Craig asked.

“The kind where something waits at the end.”

Donnie swept the flashlight beam briefly toward him. “You watch too many movies.”

“Man, look around.”

Craig did.

Most of the rooms looked untouched beyond dust and age. Beds still sat against the walls beside dead monitors and small cabinets containing personal belongings nobody ever removed. Artificial flowers remained beside one window. Greeting cards slumped inward from moisture damage on another bedside table. Several rooms still held framed family photographs faded pale from years of indirect sunlight filtering through dirty glass.

That bothered him more than anything supernatural could have.

People spent final days here.

Families sat beside those beds bargaining for more time. Children probably stood inside these same rooms pretending they were not scared while parents disappeared slowly in front of them.

Now everything sat silent beneath dust.

The emotional weight inside the building deepened the farther they walked.

Luis stopped near a partially open doorway. “Jesus.”

Craig stepped beside him and looked inside.

The room appeared almost normal at first glance. Single bed. Recliner near the window. Television mounted crooked against the wall. Small bookshelf in the corner.

Then Craig noticed the calendar hanging beside the bed.

Every day on the page had been crossed out violently in thick black marker until the paper tore through in places.

Luis stared quietly at it for several seconds. “That’s depressing as hell.”

Donnie barely glanced inside. “People dying in hospice usually aren’t having a great week.”

“Still.”

Craig understood the reaction.

The room carried lingering desperation strong enough that he could almost picture somebody trapped in that bed marking days off one at a time while waiting for the calendar to finally run out.

He stepped back into the hallway.

A memory hit him unexpectedly hard.

Brittany sitting in a hospital room late at night while weak winter rain tapped against dark windows behind her. Medical equipment glowing softly beside the bed. Her trying to smile at him despite the exhaustion in her face because she knew he was watching her too carefully for signs things were getting worse.

He remembered holding her hand and understanding somewhere deep down that neither of them truly believed she was getting better anymore.

The memory landed hard enough that Craig had to steady his breathing before it passed.

And for the first time since entering Mercy House, he had the uneasy sense the building noticed moments like that.

The thought arrived suddenly.

Once it settled into his head, he could not shake it loose again.

“You alright?” Donnie asked.

Craig nodded. “Yeah.”

He started walking again before either man looked at him too long.

The hallway eventually widened into a central nursing station surrounded by branching corridors leading deeper into the building. Dust-covered computer monitors sat across the desk beside trays labeled MEDICATION, TRANSFERS, and FAMILY CONTACTS. Old paperwork remained stacked exactly where somebody last touched it years earlier.

One desk lamp sat switched on despite no electricity visibly running through it.

Luis noticed first. “Okay.”

“What?” Donnie asked.

“The lamp.”

Craig looked closer.

The switch definitely sat in the ON position.

Probably meaningless.

Still uncomfortable.

Luis slowly scanned the intersecting hallways with the flashlight. “How many people died in here?”

Donnie shrugged. “Hospice operating for years? Hundreds probably.”

The answer settled heavily into the silence around them.

Craig moved behind the nursing station and glanced through several old binders scattered across the desk. Most had been ruined by moisture, but one smaller notebook near the corner remained mostly intact beneath the dust.

He picked it up carefully.

The front cover read:

NIGHT OBSERVATIONS

No official logo. No hospital markings. Just handwritten black ink pressed into worn cardboard.

Luis stepped closer. “What’s that?”

Craig opened it slowly.

Most entries looked routine at first glance, though water damage had smeared portions nearly unreadable.

Patient restless.

Call button malfunction in west hall again.

Family refused transfer recommendation.

Room 214 oxygen alarm repeating after reset.

Then farther in, the writing changed.

The handwriting became rougher. Less controlled. Entire phrases repeated themselves across different pages as if whoever wrote them stopped caring whether the notes remained professional anymore.

They keep hearing voices after visitation hours.

Maintenance checked the walls again. No source found.

Room 218 occupied despite transfer clearance.

Do not leave patients after 2 AM.

Craig frowned slightly.

Luis leaned closer beside him. “Lemme see that.”

Craig turned another page.

The next entry stopped him cold.

The words had been written larger than the others, pressed hard enough into the paper that the pen nearly tore through it.

IT DOESN’T WANT THEM TO DIE.

The hallway behind them chimed again.

Closer this time.

Then somewhere deeper beyond the nursing station, another call button answered it from farther inside Mercy House, the sound echoing softly through the corridors like different sections of the building were responding to each other.
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Mercy House

The second call button answered the first from somewhere deeper in the adjoining hallway, the sound faint beneath the low mechanical hum moving through the ventilation overhead. Afterward the building settled back into silence around them.

That was the part Craig could not comfortably explain away.

The chimes carried a strange sense of timing to them, almost conversational, as though one room had waited for the other to finish before answering back through the corridor.

Luis looked genuinely uncomfortable now, most of the joking edge gone from his voice while he scanned the darkness branching away from the nursing station. “Alright,” he said quietly. “I know old buildings make noise. I know wiring does weird stuff. But that sounded like somebody pressing buttons.”

Donnie kept the flashlight steady, though Craig noticed his grip tightening slightly around it. “It’s an abandoned medical facility running partial emergency power through dead systems. That’s all.”

“You trying to convince me or yourself?”

“Both if it keeps you working.”

Craig let the conversation drift around him while he looked again at the notebook resting open on the desk.

IT DOESN’T WANT THEM TO DIE.

The sentence bothered him less because it sounded frightening and more because it sounded exhausted. Like it came from somebody who spent too many nights watching ordinary things stop making sense one piece at a time until eventually they stopped trying to force those things back into logic anymore.

Craig had seen that same kind of fatigue before on jobs where people pushed themselves too long without sleep until shadows started looking like movement and every sound felt personal.

That explanation still fit easier inside his head than anything supernatural.

It needed to.

He closed the notebook and set it carefully back onto the nursing station desk while the others continued scanning the hallways around them. Dust drifted through the flashlight beams crossing the station, and somewhere deeper inside the building a vent rattled briefly before settling again.

Mercy House carried a strange stillness beneath all the small mechanical sounds, as though the building existed slightly outside the rest of the world now that years had passed without normal life moving through it.

Craig found himself noticing more details the longer they stood there.

A coffee mug beside one monitor with dried residue hardened inside the bottom.

Family photographs taped along part of the desk divider where nurses once worked overnight shifts.

A handwritten reminder near the medication cabinets telling staff to rotate visitation schedules during holidays so nobody remained there too long without company.

That sentence stayed with him longer than it should have.

Hospice workers probably told themselves things like that just to survive the job emotionally. Craig could not imagine spending years watching people die slowly while families tried holding conversations together inside rooms where everybody already understood how things ended.

His thoughts drifted back toward Brittany near the end.

Weak hospital lighting.

Winter rain against dark windows.

Machines tracking numbers both of them eventually stopped asking doctors to explain because explanations no longer changed anything.

What stayed with him most was not even the moment she died.

It was the exhaustion leading up to it.

The endless nights. The helplessness of watching somebody disappear one painful piece at a time while still trying to function normally for everyone else around you.

Mercy House felt full of that exact kind of exhaustion.

The realization settled quietly into him before he pushed it aside again.

“Craig.”

He looked up.

Donnie pointed toward the western corridor branching away from the station. “Maintenance access should be through there. Utilities first. We stabilize lights before anything else.”

Craig nodded once and forced his attention back toward work.

Practical movement helped. Carrying tools, checking wiring, inspecting structure — those things anchored the mind in physical reality where problems had explanations and solutions. Buildings made sense when viewed through labor. Pipes failed. Wood rotted. Electrical systems degraded.

He preferred that world.

The three of them moved deeper into Mercy House together, their footsteps echoing softly across old tile floors dulled beneath years of dust. The western hallway felt narrower than the others, the ceiling lower and the lighting weaker the farther they moved from the lobby. Wallpaper peeled loose near the floor where moisture damage exposed stained drywall beneath. Patient artwork still hung crookedly along sections of wall — watercolor flowers, children’s paintings, handwritten encouragement cards created during volunteer programs years earlier.

Luis slowed near one framed drawing taped beside a doorway. “Man,” he muttered quietly while studying it. “That’s rough.”

Craig glanced over while adjusting the strap on his tool bag.

The picture showed a child’s drawing of the building beneath a bright yellow sun, though most of the color had faded from the paper over time. Across the bottom, written in careful uneven handwriting, were the words:

THANK YOU FOR TAKING CARE OF MY GRANDMA.

Nobody spoke for several seconds after reading it.

Then Luis shook his head quietly and kept walking.

The corridor eventually opened into a wider service junction where heavy maintenance doors lined the walls beside electrical panels and storage rooms. A large EXIT sign flickered weakly overhead, buzzing every few seconds while emergency power struggled somewhere behind the walls.

Craig felt slightly better standing near equipment instead of patient rooms.

Utility spaces looked familiar and understandable in ways patient rooms did not.

Pipes and wiring grounded a building back into something logical, or at least they usually did.

Donnie pulled another key from the ring in his pocket and unlocked the nearest maintenance room. The door resisted before finally opening inward with a long groan that pushed stale air out into the hallway.

The smell hit hard enough that Luis recoiled.

“Jesus Christ.”

Craig understood the reaction the second he stepped inside.

The room smelled overwhelmingly of stagnant moisture mixed with industrial cleaner and something older buried beneath both scents. Not decomposition exactly. More like years of trapped humidity soaking slowly into concrete, insulation, and rusting machinery without fresh air ever fully clearing it away.

Craig swept his flashlight slowly across the room.

Large boiler systems occupied most of the far wall beside aging electrical controls and exposed plumbing lines disappearing overhead into the ceiling. Water stains spread across the concrete beneath leaking valves. Shelving units held abandoned maintenance supplies while old work orders remained scattered across a desk near the back corner beneath a layer of dust thick enough to mark fingerprints through.

But none of that held Craig’s attention for long.

The far wall had been covered almost completely in black marker lines.

It wasn't graffiti.

They were names.

Dozens of them.

Some written neatly. Others scratched violently across the concrete in overlapping layers reaching almost to the ceiling. Patient names. Dates. Initials. Short prayers. Apologies. Fragments of messages written by hands that had not all looked steady while writing them.

Luis stared at the wall beside him. “What the hell is that?”

Craig moved closer while the flashlight drifted slowly across the writing.

Most of the messages looked old, but a few appeared darker than the others despite the years. Some had been written carefully.

Others looked unstable.

Panicked.

One sentence near the center had been pressed into the concrete so hard the marker tore repeatedly across the surface while whoever wrote it kept going anyway.

THEY KEEP TALKING AFTER THE ROOMS EMPTY.

Nobody spoke after reading that one.

Then somewhere back down the western hallway they had just walked through, a woman began humming softly in the dark. The sound was faint enough at first that Craig almost mistook it for ventilation moving through the pipes before the melody repeated again somewhere beyond the flashlight range outside the room.
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Chapter Six
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Mercy House

The humming drifted faintly through the hallway behind them, soft enough at first that Craig almost mistook it for air moving through the ventilation system. The sound carried no words, only a slow uncertain melody rising and falling beneath the distant mechanical hum of the building itself, but it still tightened something instinctive along the back of his neck because the voice sounded unmistakably human.
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