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PART ONE

Chapter 1

I'm sitting at my desk, staring at the blank screen of my laptop like it's a personal insult. My fingers hover over the keyboard, but it's like they've forgotten how to type anything meaningful. Outside, the city buzzes with life, but in my little apartment, it's just me and this damn blinking cursor. I'm supposed to be a writer, but right now, I feel more like a fraud.

With a frustrated sigh, I lean back in my chair, rubbing my eyes and wishing for a spark of inspiration to hit me. This isn't how I imagined my writing career would go, but here I am, stuck in this endless cycle of writer's block.

I grab my mug of lukewarm coffee, take a sip, and find it disappointingly bland. No such luck. The liquid does little more than remind me of its tepid state, adding insult to injury. Glancing around my cluttered apartment, I consider my options. Maybe a change of scenery is what I need.

I rush to get ready, throwing on a cozy sweater and a pair of well-worn jeans. Looking at my reflection in the mirror, I see a tired version of myself staring back—messy black hair, sleepy blue eyes, and a hint of frustration on my face. It's not my best look, but I push that thought aside for now. Grabbing my bag and keys, I stuff my laptop inside and head out the door.

The streets in Toronto are alive with the usual morning madness as I make my way to the coffee shop. People rush past me, lost in their own worlds, while cars honk impatiently in the distance. I weave through the crowd, sidestepping commuters and dodging the occasional stray dog.


Finally, I reach Bliss Café, and the welcoming scent of freshly brewed coffee hits me as soon as I step inside. The place is warm and inviting. I find an empty table near the window and settle in.


I order a cappuccino from the barista, exchanging a small smile and a nod of thanks as I hand over a few bills. The cup's warmth in my hands is a welcome contrast to the morning air's chill.

I lazily flip through the local paper while sipping my steaming cappuccino, casually browsing the classifieds section. Then, something catches my eye—a volunteer listing for the nearby psychiatric hospital.

Curiosity flows over me. Could this be the missing piece to kickstart my stalled career? The thought of immersing myself in a new environment and connecting with people who undoubtedly have fascinating stories to tell fills me with excitement.

I can already picture the potential for fresh ideas and character development that this experience could offer. I set my mug down and reach for my phone. Dialing the number from the ad, I can't help but think that maybe this volunteer opportunity isn't just about giving back. It could also reignite my passion for writing.

"Mistwood Psychiatric Hospital, how can I help you?"

"Hi, I'm calling about the volunteer position I saw in the paper," I say.

"Oh, fantastic! We're always looking for volunteers," the person on the other end replies warmly. "Please tell me about yourself and why you're interested in volunteering at Mistwood."

I share a bit about my life experiences, particularly my interest in mental health and helping others. I mention how I've always felt a deep empathy for those who face mental health challenges, which stems from my personal experiences and struggles.

Explaining that I've been considering ways to give back to the community, I express my desire to contribute positively to the lives of others.

Volunteering at Mistwood Psychiatric Hospital could be a chance to make a real difference in the lives of others while also finding new inspiration for my writing.

After a brief chat, we arrange a time for me to come in and discuss the role further. I feel a sense of excitement as I hang up the phone.

<><><>

I step through the doors of Mistwood, nervousness swirling in my gut. The hospital feels unexpectedly inviting, with walls painted in soft, calming tones of pale blue and warm beige. Framed artwork hangs neatly along the corridors—beautiful landscapes, serene seascapes, and delicate floral prints that add a touch of comfort to the space. The floors are polished to a shine. It's a nice hospital, thoughtfully designed to be peaceful and welcoming.

I'm led into a small office where I meet with Mrs. Hawthorne, the manager. She's a no-nonsense type, her gaze sharp and penetrating, leaving no doubt that she means business. Her gray hair is pulled back into a tight bun, and she has a pair of thin glasses perched on her nose. She's wearing a simple white blouse and a navy blue blazer. Her presence is intimidating, yet somehow reassuring, like she has everything under control.

"Thank you for considering volunteering," Mrs. Hawthorne says, her voice crisp and formal. "Our volunteer program is crucial for supporting both our patients and staff, so we take it very seriously."

She emphasizes the need for confidentiality and professionalism, highlighting the sensitive nature of the work. As she outlines the different tasks I might take on—like helping with activities and chores and offering companionship—I feel a sense of purpose stirring within me.

After our conversation, Mrs. Hawthorne nods, a slight smile forming at the corner of her lips. "I believe you'd be a great addition to our team, Samantha," she says, her tone softening.

"Thank you so much," I reply, unable to hide the excitement in my voice. "I'm truly honored to have this opportunity."

With a handshake and a few final instructions, Mrs. Hawthorne officially welcomes me to Mistwood Psychiatric Hospital as a volunteer. She then calls in a nurse named Emily to show me around. Emily greets me and starts guiding me through the maze of corridors, explaining the facility's layout as we go.

As we walk, I catch glimpses of patients going about their day. Some seem withdrawn, lost in their thoughts as they shuffle along the hallway. Others are more lively, engaging in conversation with staff. I notice a few patients sitting in a common area, quietly reading or working on puzzles.

Emily explains that Mistwood serves a wide range of patients, from those struggling with severe mental illness to those seeking support for temporary crises. She stresses the importance of treating each patient with compassion and respect, regardless of their diagnosis or background.

As we continue our tour, I can't help but feel a sense of empathy for the patients. They're just ordinary people facing extraordinary challenges.

Our tour is suddenly cut short when an urgent call comes over the intercom. Emily is called to assist a distressed patient. With a hurried apology, she rushes off, leaving me standing alone in the hallway.


I look around, feeling a bit lost without Emily's guidance. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a man approaches me, startling me. His expression is tense, his eyes looking around as if searching for something—or someone.


"Be careful," he whispers, squeezing my shoulder tightly. "They're watching you. Watching all of us."

His words send a chill down my spine, and I instinctively pull away from him, my heart racing. Before I can respond, he turns and disappears down the hall. Confusion stirs in my mind as I try to make sense of his warning. Who is "they," and what are they watching for?

I try to shake off the encounter, telling myself it was just a strange moment with someone who might be slightly off. But no matter how hard I try to push it aside, this uneasy feeling sticks in my gut like a bad omen I can't shake.

Emily returns, looking apologetic as she hurries back to my side. "Sorry for the wait, Samantha," she says, apologizing quickly. "Thanks for being patient. Ready to keep going?"

We make our way down a series of corridors until we reach a staircase leading into the basement. Emily explains that the laundry room is down here, her voice echoing in the narrow stairwell. "It's not the nicest spot, but it's essential for keeping things running smoothly," she adds.

Despite my discomfort, I put on a forced smile and follow her further into the basement. She leads me to the laundry room, which feels cramped and claustrophobic.

Rows of industrial-sized washers and dryers line the walls, casting long shadows in the dim light. The air is stale, with the heavy scent of detergent and mildew adding to the oppressive atmosphere.

As we step further into the laundry room, the loud buzz of a dryer timer suddenly shatters the silence. Startled, I let out a high-pitched squeal, my nerves on edge from the unexpected noise.

Emily's laughter rings out in response to my reaction. "Don't worry, Samantha," she reassures me, her tone light. "You'll get used to that. It's just one of those things you learn to tune out around here."

Emily then steps over to the rows of washers and dryers and shows me how to use them. As she explains, I try to focus on her instructions, but I can't ignore the nagging feeling that we're not alone down here.

After Emily finishes, she leads me back upstairs, and I can't help but feel relieved to get out of the basement. The cramped, damp atmosphere down there reminded me of the unsettling feeling I used to get when exploring the abandoned house at the end of my street as a kid.

As the tour ends, I thank Emily for showing me around, expressing my gratitude for her time. With a nod, I watch as she heads off down the hallway, disappearing around a corner.

Standing in the lobby, I take a moment to gather my thoughts before making my way toward the exit. Stepping outside into the cool fall air, ideas for my next novel already start sparking in my mind.

Driving home, the thought of writing a thrilling novel set in a psychiatric hospital fills my thoughts.

Rushing through my apartment door, I waste no time sitting at my desk, eager to begin writing an outline.


Chapter 2

I'm lying in bed with my laptop, and my completed novel outline is displayed on the screen. Reading it over fills me with satisfaction. Every plot twist, every character arc, it's all coming together just as I envisioned.

I attach the outline to an email and send it to my literary agent, Nicole. It's nerve-wracking because I know I'm on thin ice with her. The outline was supposed to be submitted two weeks ago, but life got in the way, and I missed the deadline.

Minutes later, a reply from Nicole pops up in my inbox. My heart pounds as I click to open it, bracing myself for the worst. But to my surprise and relief, Nicole's response is overwhelmingly positive.

"Samantha," she writes, "I just finished reviewing your outline, and I have to say, I'm blown away. This has huge potential. I love where you're taking the story, and I'm itching to see how you bring it to life. The idea of a thriller set in a psychiatric hospital setting is brilliant."

I let out a breath I didn't realize I was holding. Nicole goes on to say that, given my late submission, she's taking a huge gamble by approving the novel, but she has faith in my writing and feels the risk is worth it.

Nicole has given me a deadline to submit the rough drafts of the first five chapters within two weeks. There is no tolerance for late submissions. It's a tight deadline, but I know I can make it work. This is my chance to prove myself and show Nicole I have what it takes to make this novel a reality.

With newfound determination, I open a blank document. With a deep breath, I begin to type.

Chapter One.

The words flow freely as I introduce Mary, my protagonist, stepping into the creepy halls of Ravencrest Psychiatric Hospital. The atmosphere is tense as she moves through the dimly lit halls, her senses on high alert.

As I immerse myself in the scene, the world of Ravencrest springs to life on the screen. The hospital's mysterious aura practically leaps out at me as I write, and I can feel Mary's emotions mirroring my own as she confronts her fears.

Hours fly by as I lose myself in the story, each sentence building on the last. Before I know it, I've finished the chapter and lean back with a happy sigh. I save my progress and shut down my laptop for the night.

As I crawl under the covers, exhaustion sets in, but it's a satisfying kind of tiredness. Thoughts of Ravencrest whirl in my mind as I fall asleep, curious about where the story will lead me next.

<><><>

Stepping through the doors of Mistwood, I am filled with excitement. This is it—the beginning of my journey as a volunteer. Approaching the front desk, I'm greeted by a friendly receptionist, her warm smile putting me instantly at ease.

"Welcome to Mistwood!" she says. Her name tag reads "Julie" in bold letters. She's a slender woman with a lively aura, her brown hair falling in loose waves around her shoulders. Her eyes, a warm hazel, seem to light up as she greets me. Freckles dust her cheeks, adding to her youthful appearance. She's dressed in a stylish yet professional outfit: a fitted blouse paired with a knee-length skirt, hinting at her trendy taste. I'd guess she's around my age, maybe in her late twenties.

"You must be Samantha, our newest volunteer."

"That's me! I'm excited to be here."

Julie nods, eyes scanning a clipboard filled with tasks and schedules. "Well, we're thrilled to have you on board. Let's see here…" She trails off, her finger tracing down the list before landing on a particular entry. "Ah, here we go. Roman, one of our residents, won't have any family visiting him this week, so we thought it would be nice for him to have some company. Would you mind spending the day with him?"

"Of course, I'd be happy to."

Leading me to Roman's room, Julie quickly fills me in on his condition. "Roman has schizophrenia, so just keep that in mind as you spend time with him. He's a wonderful man, but he might experience hallucinations or delusions, so it's important to be patient and understanding. He enjoys chatting and having someone to listen to him, but if you need help or he starts acting strangely, don't hesitate to call for assistance."


As we enter the room, a chill runs down my spine. Roman is the same man who gave me the chilling warning yesterday. He has light brown hair and dark eyes that seem to study me carefully. I immediately recognize him. Despite my initial unease, I offer a tentative smile. "Hi, Roman. I'm Samantha. I'll be keeping you company today," I say as I sit beside him on the edge of his bed.


As Julie leaves, Roman leans in closer, his eyes filled with urgency. "There's something you need to know, Samantha. The doctor, the one with the cold eyes and the empty smile. He's not who he seems. He's dangerous, Samantha. You need to be careful."

Despite the gravity of his words, I remind myself of Roman's condition and the hallucinations he may experience. With a gentle touch, I place a reassuring hand on his shoulder. "But you're safe here, Roman. Mistwood is a place of care and compassion. The doctors and nurses only want what's best for you."

Before he can respond, we're interrupted by a nurse who enters the room with Roman's medication. I step aside as she administers the dose, offering a kind smile before leaving the room.

As soon as the door closes behind her, Roman seems to undergo a transformation. His eyes light up with childlike wonder, and a smile spreads across his face. "Isn't it amazing here, Samantha? I love Mistwood so much. Everyone is so kind, and the food is delicious."

I nod, watching him with a mixture of concern and fascination. It's as if the medication has flipped a switch in his mind, instantly turning his dark thoughts into positive ones.

Roman looks at me and smiles, taking my hand. "Samantha, would you like to look at pictures with me?"

"Sure, Roman, I'd love to."

I watch as Roman kneels beside his bed and reaches underneath. He pulls out a box and sits on the floor, opening the lid. Inside is a stack of pictures, and he begins to show them to me one by one. As Roman shows me pictures of his parents and siblings, I watch his eyes light up with each memory he shares.

It makes me wonder about his childhood and the events that led him to check into Mistwood.

As he continues to flip through the pictures, I notice a woman with long blonde hair, brown eyes, and an infectious smile appearing frequently. Roman flips past these pictures quickly and silently. When he gets to a photo of himself and the woman sitting together, smiling, I stop him and ask, "Who is she?"

Roman pauses, his expression changing. "That's my friend, Bethany," he says.

I sense his discomfort and decide not to press him for more details.

After a moment of silence, Roman adds, "She was my friend Bethany, but one day she stopped coming to visit me."

"I'm so sorry to hear that, Roman. I'm sure it wasn't your fault that Bethany stopped visiting." I squeeze his hand gently. "But you know what? I'm your friend now, and I won't stop visiting you."

"Really?" he asks.

"Yes, really. Do you know what a pinky promise is?"

Roman looks at me, confused, and shakes his head no. I hold out my pinky and tell him to do the same. When he holds out his pinky finger, I link mine through his and say, "A pinky promise is a special kind of promise. When two people link their pinky fingers and make a promise, it's meant to be unbreakable. It means I'll keep my word no matter what. So, I pinky promise I will visit you any time you want, Roman."
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