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“Got a fresh one for you, Doc,” a man called cheerily as he wheeled a gurney through the doors.

Rayne looked up from her computer screen distractedly, skimming past the colourful tinsel currently decorating her desk, to smile when she recognised Greg.

The man was as cheerful as always, despite the rather morbid task he had of bringing in the dead. The corpses he brought in, were often in various states and not always so pleasant, yet somehow he still managed to maintain an optimistic disposition.

She rose from her chair, wrapping her dark brown hair up into a neat ponytail.

“Anything exciting this time?” she asked lightly as she moved around the desk, making the tinsel rustle slightly as she passed it.

He lifted the clipboard from on top of the body bag to check the details, but then he shook his head.

“Heart attack,” he grunted almost disappointedly, handing it over to her. “Was having dinner with the grandkids and just keeled over. Eldest is seven. Gonna be having nightmares for days.”

Rayne scanned the information sharply, following absently as he pushed the gurney down the long hallway and through the double doors at the end into the examination room.

Greg stopped beside one of the metal tables and grabbed one end of the body bag, waiting patiently as she took hold of the other. Then together they lifted it onto the table, sliding it into the centre.

Greg pushed the brim of his cap up slightly before taking a pen from his shirt pocket, clicking it readily. He glanced at his watch then scribbled on the form attached to the clipboard, before giving it to her to sign.

As she did, he looked around the empty sterile room with a visible shiver.

The fridges were closed, the other metal tables in the room empty, but he was still obviously disconcerted by it all.

The atmosphere had long stopped bothering her, but she knew that others still found the concept of death unnerving. Most of the general population found the setting of a morgue creepy, but honestly, she liked the silence.

“How can you stand working night shift, Doc?” Greg asked with another shiver. “It’s creepy as all hell. Don’t you watch horror movies? All the bad shit happens at night.”

She laughed, handing the clipboard back to him.

“The living scare me more,” she said dryly. “Half of the people that come through here, are the handiwork of them.” He tilted his head, conceding her point.

“Still creepy,” he mumbled and her lips twitched.

“Enjoy your night, Greg.”

“You too, Doc.”

He wheeled his empty gurney out of the room and Rayne turned to the body bag, unzipping it carefully so that she didn’t snag the now deceased man.

“Let’s get you settled in, shall we, Mr Daniels?” she asked aloud as though he were going to actually respond. “Your roommates are quiet and your bed is...well, I’m not gonna lie, it’s cold, but it’s peaceful at least...”
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Several hours later, Rayne had completed the basic check of the body and was filling out the report ready to hand over to the people who dealt with the family.

Her job was to prepare the body for burial, but in some cases, she was required to conduct an autopsy. She didn’t have to deal with the general population thankfully.

Luckily, Mr Daniels had been a clear-cut case. All he needed was a quick clean up and the usual ‘clean out’, before transferring him to one of the fridges, which meant a nice quiet night for her.

She was so focused on what she was doing, that she didn’t hear the double doors open slowly behind her.

The pen flipped from her fingers in a moment of klutziness and she cursed as it rolled beneath the examination table. She knelt to grab it, her knee-length skirt making it awkward to simply just reach for it with her foot.

It lay just out of reach and she stretched for it, cursing softly under her breath when she knocked her elbow on one of the table legs. Pinpricks of shock travelled up her arm, making her hand tingle, and she shook it out before reaching for the pen again.

Her fingertips brushed it, but it rolled away instead of towards her, and she glared at it.

“C’mere,” she muttered.

She braced her other hand on the cool floor as she stretched that little bit further, grunting with the effort of simply retrieving her pen.

This time she managed to slide it towards her and she gave a hiss of success. Her fingers curled around the plastic tube and she wriggled back to sit back on her heels.

The lights flickered above her and she looked up, frowning as fear coiled in her belly at the threat of potential darkness.

She should get Ray to check the wiring, she decided.

She didn’t need the lights going out when she was in the middle of an autopsy. The fact that the dark terrified her was irrelevant. It was purely about safety.

She placed a hand on the top of the metal table and used it to push herself back to her feet with a quiet huff, dusting her knees off before straightening.

She looked back down at her clipboard, when a slight movement caught the corner of her eye. She glanced sideways at it distractedly then paused.

There was a shadow on the wall beside her, the indistinct silhouette standing close behind hers. A soundless breath whispered against the back of her neck, disturbing the tiny hairs and making her prickle uneasily with awareness.

Her arms goosepimpled and blood rushed to her ears, blocking out any other sound as she sucked in a breath of her own. Her body automatically tensed as her gaze darted about her surroundings, trying to find something – anything – that she might be able to use as a weapon.

Her gaze settled on the pen in her hand and she made a face.

Well, if that’s all she had...

A slight, cool breeze drifted past, bringing with it a waft of cologne, and her shoulders dropped an inch as the tension eased from her body, her grip relaxing on the pen.

She sighed loudly, impatience in her voice now.

“Really, Chris?” she scolded without looking around. “Again?”

A male laugh sounded behind her and she turned to raise an eyebrow at her colleague and close friend, Christopher Samuels.

The fair haired young man was a qualified lab technician and usually worked upstairs in the labs, but on occasion, he would act as her assistant during an autopsy.

Despite his scientific qualifications though, he acted more like a med student on Spring break, she exasperated.

“One day I will make you jump,” he chuckled and she turned back to her clipboard, obviously unamused. “C’mon, it was funny...”

“One day you’re gonna end up getting stabbed with a scalpel,” she warned. “What’re you doing down here anyway? I thought you were in the labs tonight.”

“I am,” he confirmed then shrugged, jumping up to perch on one of the counters nearby. “But...”

“But you thought you’d see if you could make me jump,” she finished dryly. “For the millionth time.”

He just grinned, his blue eyes twinkling.

“I failed,” he pointed out. “So you can’t be mad at me.” He gave her the big puppy-dog eyes and she felt herself relent. “Anyway, I come bearing dinner and coffee.”

“It had better be damn good coffee,” she grumbled then glanced at him. “What takeout did you manage to wrangle tonight?”

“Italian,” he answered lightly and she smiled as he mentioned her favourite food choice. “I call dibs on the garlic bread though.”

She just rolled her eyes.
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“I don’t get it,” Chris started, mumbling around a mouthful of food, and Rayne looked at him questioningly. “You’re twenty-five, beautiful, intelligent, talented...” He slurped his coffee loudly before continuing. “But you’re still single. Are all of my gender blind or stupid?”

He paused at a thought then squinted at her suspiciously.

“Wait, do you like men? Did I get it wrong and you actually like women?”

“I’m leaning more towards the ‘stupid’ option of those choices,” she answered mildly, crunching a piece of garlic bread between her teeth. “There are a lot of men whose only interest lies in the bedroom and I have no interest in that brain.”

“Hey, not all of us are like that,” he protested then perked up. “Wait, so you do like men! That means there’s still a chance for me!”

She chuckled, but paused when her phone blared obnoxiously loud in the peaceful quiet of the morgue lobby. She lifted it from the desk to see that she had received a text message, and she opened it curiously.






“Are you coming over for Xmas?”

- Mum -






Rayne sighed, rolling her eyes.

Her mum was determined that she book the time off from work to join the whole family at their house for Christmas. It was only two weeks away, but she wanted an answer as soon as physically possible.

Even Robert was invited!

She quickly clicked the ‘reply’ button.






‘I’ll see what I can manage.”

- Rayne -






She placed her phone back down on the desk, before turning back to Chris with a wry smile.

“Our job doesn’t really leave much room for a social life,” she pointed out idly. “Plus guys tend to be a little...cautious when they find out that I know how to use a scalpel and can successfully dispose of a body.”

“Maybe you should look a little closer to home,” he suggested, waggling his eyebrows meaningfully. “Y’know, find someone who has similar working hours, isn’t worried about your skill with a knife...”

She raised an eyebrow at his heavy hinting, sipping her drink.

Chris had been interested in her for some time. For the past seven years in fact. He made an attempt to hint at it most times they spoke, but so far she’d resisted his efforts for even a single date.

He was cute and sweet, sure, but she just didn’t feel that ‘click’ with him.

Maybe she could give him a chance and accept a date. Maybe that spark might even come with time, she hedged.

But she was an old romantic at heart and wanted someone that she actually returned the interest in. Someone who made her belly dance with butterflies, but who she was also comfortable with. Someone who could be both her best friend and partner in life.

Maybe she’d been reading too many romance novels, she scoffed before clearing her throat.

“You want me to date the maintenance man?” she asked lightly, deliberately steering away from his obvious hinting. “I think Ray is already married and his wife wouldn’t like sharing him with me.”

Chris rolled his eyes, dropping his empty food carton into the bin.

“I don’t know,” he disagreed amusedly. “I reckon Sandra would understand...”

“I’ve got another one for you, Doc,” a man called, interrupting his attempts to flirt.

The voice carried through the hall and the pair looked up as Greg strolled into the lobby, pushing another gurney in front of him. He came into view over the desk and stopped, peering over it at them.

He nodded to Chris amicably.

“Evening, Doctor Samuels,” he greeted politely.

“Evening, Greg,” Chris returned with an easy smile.

“You’ve got another one?” Rayne asked lightly and the man turned back to her. “Two in one night?”

“This one’s juicy,” Greg promised teasingly.

Rayne accepted the clipboard from him to scan it curiously and Chris stood to read it over her shoulder nosily. She bit her lip in mild discomfort at his closeness, but forced herself to focus.

“John Doe found burnt in the street. He was even still on fire,” Greg reported lightly. “Declared dead at scene, but it’s obviously not self-inflicted. Police want as much information as you can give them.”

“Burnt to death?” she repeated, frowning.

Greg shrugged and she gestured, stepping around the desk to follow him to the examination room for the second time that night.
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It wasn’t often that more than one body was delivered during a night shift, Rayne mused absently as she walked.

Between Chris and Greg, the two men lifted the bag onto an empty table as Rayne approached, pulling on a pair of latex gloves. Greg slid the gurney out of the way and she unzipped the bag carefully, making a face as the smell of charred flesh escaped, along with a cloud of smoke.

Greg wheezed and spluttered as he covered his mouth with the back of his hand, his eyes watering, and Rayne chuckled. She glanced at Chris when he took the other side of the table, now wearing a pair of gloves too.

“Aren’t you needed back upstairs?” she queried.

“Rachel can deal with what little bits that’re up there,” he said easily then winked. “I’m all yours tonight.”

Greg chuckled, shaking his head with a grin.

“I’ll leave you two lovebirds to get to it,” he said amusedly. “Have fun.”

He rolled the gurney away with a whistle and Rayne turned to the new body.

She parted the bag and coughed, looking away as her eyes automatically watered, but Chris whistled lowly when their John Doe was revealed.

“Wow, they really did a number on this guy,” Chris marvelled, his expression fascinated as he leant close to the charred face. “This was definitely no accident.”

Rayne pressed the scorched flesh carefully, turning the head this way and that to study the massive damage inflicted upon the body.

“Start with the teeth imprint then the blood samples,” she ordered. Chris nodded, straightening professionally. “I’ll start with the pictures.”

“Sure thing, boss,” he accepted easily.

He headed off to grab what he needed, making sure to brush against her in passing, but Rayne just sighed in irritation at the obvious manoeuvre before moving to prep the camera.
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“I’ll get these put through right away,” Chris assured her, holding his tray of samples.

“Don’t put them ahead of what you’ve already got,” Rayne scolded, frowning at him. “I’m not having Director Chase on my ass because you jumped the queue.”

“It’s no bother,” he waved aside cheerfully.

He winked before heading out and Rayne took up the bone-saw from the tray beside the table.

They had gathered only the surface samples for now, which was what Chris had taken up to the labs. Now she could work on digging deeper, on finding out if there was anything more than just the fire to investigate, while Chris focused on finding out who the guy was.

Just because he’d been barbecued, didn’t mean that that was how he died. Fire was frequently used to cover up other things, usually the actual cause of death.

Minutes later she set the saw aside and parted the stiff flesh with a dull crack, the body breaking as it was opened in a way that it wasn’t naturally meant to. She wedged the forceps into place, forcing the ribcage to remain open, before moving the light to a better place for her to look into the chest cavity, leaning closer.

Rayne ignored a curl of dark brown hair as it fell over one eye as she took a prod from the tray of instruments beside the table, then leant closer to touch the tip of the tool to one lung, her frown deepening.

That was odd.

She aimed the overhead camera and snapped a shot before taking a scalpel. This time, she made a shallow cut along the surface of the blackened lung and waited, watching patiently.

Nothing happened and she sighed, shaking her head at her overactive imagination.

She must’ve imagined seeing the black fade from the surface of his lung. It was probably just a shadow or a trick of the light.

She went to put the scalpel back down on the tray then paused, a slight movement catching the corner of her eye.

As she watched, his fingers slowly uncurled, but she pushed it from her mind.

It was just the body’s normal response to being deceased, she chided herself. It wasn’t anything she hadn’t seen before.

More movement caught her attention and she stared as his lungs began to rise.

Normally lungs deflated as the oxygen was expelled from the body. They didn’t expand.

She waited for them to deflate, but they just kept rising until they reached capacity. Only then did they decrease, lowering slowly as though exhaling.

But that was impossible. He was dead.

As she watched, both lungs rose again, as the shallow incision she had made, closed right before her eyes.

“What the hell?” She looked at his charred face in bafflement. “What are you?”

She hesitated then reached into his gaping chest to touch his lungs gingerly as the black swiftly faded from them.

It was as though someone had taken a syringe and was simply draining them clean, until they were a healthy red once more.

His hand twitched on the table beside her then the fingers curled into his palm before relaxing again until it was flat on the table.

Rayne stilled, frowning.

That was more than just a reflex.

A sudden intake of breath made her look at his face again, but nothing moved and she scolded herself mentally.

She was just imagining things. She knew that gasses were released from the body upon death, hence the popular joke about corpses farting. That’s all it was.

She blinked when she felt movement beneath her fingers and her jaw dropped as she literally felt the vibration of oxygen rushing through his lungs, feeling it inflate.

A deep breath escaped his slightly parted lips, the sound rattling loudly in the silent, sterile room.

A shiver ran down her spine, goosebumps prickling her skin.

She wasn’t one to spook easily, a fact that frustrated Chris when it came to his attempts to scare her. But normally the dead didn’t suddenly start breathing again either.

His eyes suddenly snapped open, the irises blood-red, and Rayne jumped, taking a quick step back.

He sat upright, the movement as smooth as though he had simply been resting his eyes for a few minutes. He was completely unfazed by his chest cavity being open to the world, not even seeming aware of it until he looked down, almost seeming surprised.

A low grunt sounded as he reached up to force his ribcage closed with a loud snap, and the forceps dropped to the floor with a clatter, blood spattering the linoleum.

Rayne whimpered softly as she watched his flesh repair itself, covering the gaping hole she had made in him. His head lifted slowly at the sound and she found herself frozen in place as his eerie gaze fixed on her.

Perhaps she’d hit her head. That would explain why she was seeing these things, she rationalised desperately. It was the only explanation. A body closing up like that was a physical impossibility.

Before she could even open her mouth to speak, he suddenly lunged at her with an animalistic snarl and she stumbled back, her eyes wide.

He fell from the slab, landing on the floor with an audible crunch of toasted flesh and a muffled grunt, seeming surprised that he hadn’t been standing already.

Rayne hurried backwards, feeling her way back blindly towards the door, unable to tear her gaze away as he picked himself up from the floor awkwardly. He lifted his head to look at her and she gulped, her hands fumbling for something she could use as a weapon without looking away from him.

This was definitely more than just a sleep-deprived hallucination. This man had actually woken up. From death.

Maybe the on-site paramedics had made a mistake...

He straightened stiffly, bones and burnt flesh snapping and cracking with each jerking movement. His ragged breathing broke the air as he used the examination table for support to stand, his eyes not leaving her face as she stared at him in horror.

He leapt at her again without warning and she gasped breathlessly, turning sharply on her heel to dash for the exit.

She could hear his laboured breathing behind her as she ran...

...the slap of his bare feet on the floor as he followed her...

...his breath on the back of her neck...

She didn’t dare stop to check where he was, or attempt to reason with him, didn’t dare to even look back over her shoulder. Her gut told her to run and she did just that, not questioning her fight or flight instinct.

Rayne burst through the double doors loudly then pushed them shut, quickly grabbing the mop from nearby.

She’d been planning on chewing out the day shift for leaving it out, but right now she was grateful for it.

She quickly thrust the wooden pole through the door handles to jam them shut, before turning to punch in the door code to lock it.

A body slammed into the other side, making her jump as the impact knocked her back a few inches, threatening to break the mop with the force.

The keypad blared loudly as she got the code wrong, her hands shaking badly, and she fumbled on the keys again, her fingers slipping on the buttons.

She botched the code again and the sound buzzed loudly as a red light flashed on the keypad.

She squeaked as he began to pound on the door, tempted to just leave it as it was and run for safety. The door began to bend under the increasing onslaught, but then the light blinked green as it beeped, the lock snapping shut, and Rayne leant back against the door with a shaky sigh of relief, her body trembling with adrenaline.

In all her years as a Forensic Pathologist, she’d never had one get back up before.

A fist suddenly exploded nearby with a crash of glass and Rayne shrieked, darting away from the flailing hand as it nearly struck her.

Or at least she tried to, before she was jerked to an abrupt stop, and she looked around in fear, nearly crying.

In her rush, her lab coat had gotten caught in the door as it had shut behind her, getting trapped in the lock.

She tugged on it frantically, trying to avoid the hand grabbing at her through the broken window. His clawed fingers caught strands of her hair in passing and she yelped at each sharp tug of hair from her scalp.

She finally accepted that her lab coat was well and truly stuck, and wriggled out of it quickly before dashing away, leaving it hanging in the door.
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She tore down the corridor as fast as physically possible, her heels clacking on the floor rapidly as her panting filled the air, her heart pounding loudly in her ears.

There was suddenly a loud crack before wood clattered to the floor behind her, the sound echoing down the hallway. An even louder bang resonated through the hall a moment later as something landed heavily on the floor.

Rayne didn’t stop, not daring to look back to check what it was. She just kept running, her desk within sight.

She finally reached it and hurried around it to pick up the phone receiver, almost dropping it before managing to lift it to her ear shakily.

Security watched the cameras at night. They should be able to see what was going on.

She pressed the button to connect her to the main reception desk upstairs, her free hand tapping the desk anxiously, her body tense as she prepared herself to run again.

“Hello?” a man answered, sounding bored, and Rayne vaguely recognised Gareth’s voice.

He was the newest member of the security team, but he’d seemed pleasant enough when they’d met...

Argh, this was not the time to be thinking about how nice a person was, Rayne anguished.

“This is Doctor Perez in the morgue,” she gasped out in a rush, her voice panicked as she scanned the suspiciously empty hallway. “You need to get down here, right now.”

She could see the gaping doorway into the examination room at the end of the hall, but that just made her tenser.

The man hadn’t passed her during her mad sprint to the desk, but there was nowhere for him to hide in the hallway. So where was he?

She would’ve put the incident down as a hallucination or a figment of her imagination, if it weren’t for the doors now lying crumpled on the floor outside the room at the end of the hallway.

They were bent at an odd angle, still rocking back and forth with a dull rattle of metal on linoleum, her discarded lab-coat a flash of white amidst the grey.

Hallucinations couldn’t interact with real life objects!

“Is everything alright, Doctor Perez?” Gareth asked cautiously, a frown in his voice. “You sound a little out of breath...”

“There’s a man down here,” she interrupted anxiously. “He attacked me.”

“What? Someone attacked you?” Gareth asked sharply.

“One of the bodies that was dropped off this evening,” she whispered.

She was unnerved by the deathly silence and didn’t want to give away her position by speaking too loudly.

Not that it wasn’t obvious already. Her desk was bang-smack in the middle of the mortuary foyer!

“He got back up. Someone messed up and sent me a live one,” she whispered in a hiss. “Believe me, he’s not happy about it.”

She ducked beneath the desk, hoping it would offer her some sort of hiding place as she pressed the receiver to her ear with a death-grip. She peeked over the top of the desk nervously a moment later, her blue-grey eyes scanning the hallway again sharply.

The tinsel along the edge of the desk whispered in the slight breeze, the coloured foil flashing cheeky winks of light.

Nothing else moved, even the broken double doors having stopped their rocking.

“He got back up?” Gareth repeated dubiously, but she could hear the hint of fear in his voice.

He laughed nervously.

“Are you pulling my leg, Doc?”

“I’m serious,” she hissed.

Her eyes widened when a pair of blackened hands suddenly reached forward from behind, charred fingers arched into claws, grabbing her by the face.

She screamed as she was dragged back, and the phone dropped to the floor with a clatter as she was hauled backwards. Her body twisted desperately as she smacked at his hands, fingers digging into her face painfully.

She shouted as she fought to free herself in a wild panic, when she was thrust to the floor roughly.

She gasped, her back bruising with the impact. Seconds later, the burnt John Doe was straddling her, blood-red eyes burning down at her, his lips twisted in a snarl to reveal unnaturally sharp canines.

She slapped up at him, trying to beat him off, until he caught both wrists in a single hand and pinned them to the floor above her head. His other hand grabbed a handful of her dark hair, making her yelp, but he ignored her pain as he jerked her head back sharply to bare her vulnerable throat to him.

“I apologise for this, señorita, but it must be done,” he growled, his voice rasping.

Evidently his brush with death had damaged his vocal chords, if dying hadn’t already affected his outlook on life, she choked.

Before she could utter even a single word, he leant down and sank his unnaturally sharp canines into the soft flesh of her throat.

Icicles of fire lanced through her, centring from where he was fastened to her throat, and she cried out. She could feel him tearing at her throat like a feral animal ripping apart its prey, seeing the ceiling jerk above her.

Her body became increasingly unresponsive, her blows up at him weakening as chills began to spread throughout her body, her body stilling in its struggles.

The slurping at her neck was loud in the empty hall, accompanying the harsh tugging on her throat.

Soft whimpers left her lips, unable to make any other sound as her body twitched unconsciously. Her mind raced and tumbled with thoughts that didn’t stay long enough for her to decipher, her eyes watering with pain.

A loud ding suddenly interrupted the near silence and Rayne felt her attacker pause. He lifted his head to look towards the source of the noise, blood dripping from his mouth and chin onto her face.

“Doctor Perez?” a man called unsurely and her attacker let out a low, rasping growl, obviously irritated by the interruption.

“...Rayne...?” came a second, more worried call and Rayne hazily recognised Chris’ voice. “...You okay...?”

Their voices came closer and Rayne’s attacker snarled before straightening. He loomed over her limp form as darkness lurked at the edges of her vision and she gazed up at him distantly, her consciousness faltering.

“Doctor Perez?” Gareth called again, sounding more urgent now.

Her attacker looked down at her with a crooked smile and she saw in distant bemusement that facial features had started to become visible through his once scorched face.

Burnt flesh was fast becoming healthy, his eyes turning from red to brown, his bared charred body swiftly returning to a smooth tan.

“My apologies for leaving you like this, señorita, but I must bid you adiós,” he said almost boyishly.

His voice was now clearer than before and he seemed to regain strength the longer he stood there.

He actually bowed his head to her in a gentlemanly manner before striding away, his bare feet making no sound on the linoleum.

“Doctor Perez!”

Rayne opened her mouth to call back, but not a sound left her. She tried to move, but she was too weak, her body weighed down with lead.

The room was foggy around her, hazed with shadows.

Blurry figures approached slowly and she tried to speak again, trying desperately to call for help. Her mouth opened and closed wordlessly, her head lolling weakly as her feet sought for grip uselessly on the linoleum beneath her.

Her cheek was coated with stickiness, the coppery tang of blood filling her nostrils.

She must be bleeding out if it was beginning to pool around her like that...

“Doctor Perez!”

One of the figures knelt beside her urgently, his companion turning sharply as they searched for who had attacked her.

Rayne couldn’t move her head, her gaze not rising any higher than their knees, and she distantly felt something press to her throat as her eyelids began to droop.

“...Ambulance...” a man answered to some unspoken question, his voice far away. “...attacked...losing...blood...”

“Rayne?” Chris whispered, his voice closer to her than the other. “It’s gonna be okay. The paramedics are on their way...”

She tried to answer, but could only manage a choked gurgle, her hand twitching.

He took it in his firmly, squeezing it reassuringly.

“Just hold on, okay? They won’t be long...on...way...” he assured her fiercely.

She jerked her head in a difficult nod, her breathing becoming shallow as her sight finally faded, her eyes fluttering closed.

~*~
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Chapter 5
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Beep.

Rayne opened her eyes groggily, her eyes fluttering weakly.

There was only white, everything blindingly bright around her. No furniture or walls or people. Just different shades of white, swirling around her like puffs of cloud.

Her body was weightless, painless.

This must be heaven, she mused dreamily, her head spinning hazily. She must’ve died and gone to heaven.

Beep.

Oh, please don’t let it be Chris dealing with her body, she prayed. That would be absolutely mortifying...

She exhaled shallowly.

“Rayne?

She blinked at the whisper, her eyes opening and closing slowly.

Beep.

A blurred, indistinct shadow loomed into her field of vision and she frowned faintly, her sight spinning.

She was struggling to keep hold of her thoughts, each one slipping from her mind like sand through her fingers as she tried to make out who it was.

There were talking shadows in heaven?

That’s not what angels were meant to look like. They were meant to have wings and halos and crap.

Beep.

“Rayne?” the voice repeated insistently.

She turned towards it as it came closer and her unsteady gaze sluggishly started to pick out details; blue eyes, a slightly crooked nose, thin lips...

Beep.

“...Chris...?” she mumbled, her words slurring. The thin lips curved up in a smile as his face swirled into focus.

“Yeah, I’m here,” he murmured. “How’re you feeling?”

She blinked rapidly, the room slowly coming into view around her.

Beep.

She was in hospital, she realised.

Pale green cubicle curtains were partially open to reveal the rest of the room, the other beds empty from what she could see.

A beeping machine stood beside the bed, trailing wires this way and that, a little cupboard and portable eating table next to her.

Beep.

The rest of the room appeared to be vacant, the curtains drawn back, no personal belongings stored somewhere to indicate there being any other patients.

Beep.

Rayne could vaguely make out the sound of people outside the door, merging with the noise of talking and hurrying about, but she refocused on Chris.

“Where am I?” she croaked.

“Recovery ward in the hospital,” he answered simply and she nodded weakly.

Of course. They’d called for the paramedics.

“You lost a lot of blood,” he added then the corner of his mouth curved up into a smile. “Where did you think you were?”

“Honestly? I thought I died,” she admitted hoarsely. He chuckled.

“You did give it a damn good shot,” he admitted. “They said you died during surgery, but then you popped back before they could call it. You’ve been here a couple days. You were in the Trauma Ward for the first two days then Intensive Care, then you were moved here.”

“Gods,” she breathed weakly.

As she grew more alert, her brain clearing of the fog as her body drained the drugs from her system, she became aware of a deep throbbing at her throat that refused to go away.

She lifted a heavy hand and found a bandage at her throat, heat pulsing through the gauze.

Beep.

Her memories of what happened resurfaced lethargically and she looked at Chris anxiously.

“Did you find him?” she asked worriedly, her voice cracking. “The guy who did this to me?”

“No,” he sighed. “We don’t even know who to look for. Gareth said that all you told him was that a body suddenly just got up off the table and attacked you.”

“Mr Extra-Crispy,” she mumbled, grimacing at a pulse of pain.

Obviously the meds were wearing off quick.

Chris frowned.

“The one I helped you examine?” he clarified, looking baffled. “But he was as dead as a doornail.”

“Oh, believe me, I know,” she wheezed, trying to stifle a cough. “I had my hands in his chest when he woke up.”

“The scene of every horror movie,” he declared, nodding sagely. “An empty morgue, dead people rising...”

“So you didn’t find anything?” she pressed anxiously. He shook his head.

“We found his footprints,” he assured her. “When he cut you...”

“Bit,” she corrected and he frowned.

“What?”

“He didn’t cut me. He bit me,” she explained wearily. Chris paused, eyeing her as though she was crazy, and she sighed, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, I know. More horror movie stuff.”

“I vant to suck ya blood, blah blah blah,” he mocked before laughing.

He raised his hands as though he was going to bite her and she rolled her eyes. He shrugged, sitting back on the chair beside the bed.

“But anyway, he made a bit of a mess when he attacked you, and left us a nice set of footprints to follow,” he continued.

“So how didn’t you find him?” she asked confusedly, her head spinning a little.

Her throat was getting sore from talking, making it throb more, and she shakily poured herself a cup of water from the jug on the portable table. She leant back to sip the tepid water slowly, careful not to drink too fast.

“He made it to the delivery door but then he got outside,” he said glumly. “Footprints are kinda hard to follow on tarmac.” She sighed heavily. “Management are trying to pass this off as an accident. That some hobo broke in and went nuts.”

“Didn’t they watch the cameras?” she asked roughly and he fidgeted.

She pushed herself up into a sitting position to fix him with a frown, nearly spilling her drink over herself. Chris rescued the poor plastic cup and placed it onto the table as she stared at him narrowly.

“Please tell me the police watched the cameras,” she repeated hoarsely.

“Cameras were on the fritz again,” he admitted.

She dropped her head back onto the pillow with a sound of frustration.

“We’ve been telling the guys upstairs to get the cameras fixed for two weeks already,” she rasped in exasperation. “Do one of us have to die before they decide it’s necessary?”

“Technically you did die,” he pointed out lightly. “If I knew that was the point you were trying to make though, I would’ve set up a spare camera to show them the feed.”

She glowered at him.

“Too soon, huh? Anyway, I should probably go get the doc,” he said cheerfully. “They wanted to know when you woke up.”

He headed out of the room cheerfully and Rayne sighed heavily, her eyes beginning to droop...

Squeak.

She was startled awake by the quiet screech of un-oiled wheels and she forced her eyes to reopen.

A woman was shuffling into the room with a portable drip stand, her hand curled around the metal pole.

Her head was hung low, causing her lank hair to hang about her face, her breathing ragged but loud in the quiet room. Her hospital gown hung loosely from her thin frame, tied loosely at the back.

Squeak.

She didn’t seem aware of Rayne’s presence and continued into the room at a snail’s pace, mumbling under her breath unintelligibly.

Something felt off about the woman and Rayne hesitated, suddenly nervous.

“H-Hello?” she finally stammered.

The woman didn’t respond and Rayne returned to silence, relaxing back against the pillow.

She’d done her part to be polite. She didn’t need to push it. Evidently the woman wasn’t feeling sociable today.

She still watched curiously though, as the woman shambled her way over to the large window beside Rayne’s cubicle, pulling the drip with a squeak of wheels. She disappeared behind the curtain pulled across the bottom of the bed, her single slipper scuffing the smooth linoleum, and Rayne eyed the foot bemusedly.

Squeak.

The shuffling stopped, the shriek of wheels ceasing, and Rayne paused before leaning over the side of the bed.

She could see the woman’s feet just behind the curtain, facing towards the window, not moving. She stood there for a long few minutes and Rayne bit her lip, leaning back slowly.

Maybe she was just admiring the day, she told herself. Or maybe this window had a different view to the one in her own room...

The feet suddenly moved, turning towards Rayne’s cubicle, and she felt her stomach twist uneasily.

The woman moved again, each step carefully placed as she drew closer, until she was pressed to the curtain. The fabric swayed gently with her breath, barely stopping when it brushed against her body.

Only the thin barrier separated them and Rayne pushed herself back against the pillows slowly, her body tingling with awareness.

She knew without a doubt that the woman was looking directly at her, even with the curtain between them.

She could hear the woman’s breathing behind it; low, almost rasping, as though she was having difficulty breathing, the wheeze loud in the empty room.

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

Rayne tried to remain calm, but the machine next her betrayed her agitated state, the blips coming faster.

Voices sounded from the corridor and Rayne looked towards them distractedly.

Chris was stood just outside of the room, talking with a man in a doctor’s coat, a stethoscope draped around his neck. They were obviously discussing her, Chris gesturing then nodding, and Rayne turned anxiously back to the woman behind the curtain, still on edge.

She blinked.

The woman’s feet were gone.

“...You can see me...” a woman said softly.

Rayne looked up in surprise.

She hadn’t heard or seen anyone else come into the room, other than the eerily silent woman with a missing slipper.

A scream caught in her throat as her eyes widened.

The woman that had been walking with the drip stand, was now stood beside the bed. Her dark hair hung limply in front of her face, her eyes milky and unseeing, yet somehow focused on Rayne unwaveringly.

She leant closer and Rayne edged back, her body trembling.

“...You can see me...” she repeated.

Rayne looked baffled.

Of course she could see her. She wasn’t blind.

The woman suddenly opened her mouth unnaturally wide, her chin reaching down to her chest, and screeched as her face morphed into something out of a horror movie.

Her lower jaw descended far past where any normal person’s jaw should reach, her tongue lashing the air angrily. Her unseeing eyes bulged as her cheeks hollowed, until only tendons seemed to keep her upper and lower jaw connected, gaping chasms now revealing the inside of her mouth.

The woman lunged at her with a vicious hiss, fingers outstretched into claws, and Rayne gasped as they fastened around her forearm, the ice-cold touch burning her flesh.

The woman screamed again in anger and Rayne thrust herself back to avoid another attack.

The grip on her forearm loosened and Rayne shrieked as she found herself falling back. She landed on her back hard and gasped in pain, struggling for a few seconds to draw in breath.

“Rayne!”

Chris was suddenly at her side, helping her upright, and Rayne looked past him in a panic to where the woman had been, her body shaking uncontrollably.

She was gone.

Rayne quickly looked around to find her, her eyes wide and panicked.

She couldn’t cope with another scare like that.

“What happened?” Chris asked concernedly.

She didn’t hear him at first, but he repeated himself and she focused on him distractedly.

“Happened?” she repeated blankly.

“Yeah, you literally just fell off the bed,” he reminded her as he helped her back up onto the bed, the doctor moving to check her.

“Didn’t you see the woman?” Rayne asked hesitantly. Chris frowned.

“What woman?”

She stared at him.

Hadn’t he seen what happened? Or heard her? Her shriek had been loud enough to shake the beds.

“She was standing right there,” she insisted, gesturing to where the woman had been.

He eyed her unsurely.

“Hey, Doc, are hallucinations part of this recovery process?” he asked dubiously.

“She may have hit her head when she fell,” the man murmured, checking her head carefully as he gave her a patient smile. “You’ve been through a traumatic experience and you’ve just taken a nasty fall, Doctor Perez. I would imagine that anyone would be a little disorientated from all of that in such a short period of time.”

“I...I guess so,” she accepted unsurely, leaning back against the pillow slowly.

He made a fair point. Chris’ jokes about horror movies had likely unnerved her and her imagination had gone wild with it.

She’d never had the need to go to a hospital since she was a kid either, and the new setting had probably set her on edge. Combined with what she’d experienced at work, it was no surprise that she was unsettled.

Wait, it couldn’t have been a dream, she realised, her eyes lighting on her forearm, and she lifted it to show the pair as proof.

“A hallucination can’t do this,” she told them defensively.

The imprint of fingers was still dark on her skin, a bruise visible to both men, and the doctor took her arm gently to examine it as Chris looked surprised.

“This...woman you saw, did that?” he asked unsurely.

She nodded, but held still when the doctor examined the dressing on her throat. Chris peeked at what he was doing then grinned at Rayne.

“You’re gonna have helluva scar to show people when you get outta here,” he enthused. “Now you’ve got a great conversation starter.”

“Are you trying to say I’m a bad conversationalist?” she asked indignantly, glaring at him. He tilted his hand, looking innocent, and she pursed her lips.

“I mean, you’re not bad,” he hedged. “But a good conversation starter never hurts.”

She huffed.
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Chapter 6
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THREE DAYS LATER

(18th December 2021)

“Doctor Perez?”

Rayne looked up at the nurse’s call and pursed her lips with a mental grumble.

She’d only just gotten five minutes to herself, away from the all the poking and prodding.

“I’m in here,” Rayne called back, opening the bathroom door to meet Nurse Paula’s concerned gaze.

She was lucky enough to have been moved to a private room and was grateful of it after the incident with the blind woman with one slipper. Nobody had looked into who the woman was, or even seemed to believe that it had happened, and even Rayne was beginning to doubt that it was real.

Still, the nurses seemed to enjoy hearing the story. More than one had asked her about it, despite the doctor scolding them about gossip-mongering.

“I thought we’d lost you for a second,” Paula laughed. “I’m surprised you’re up. You’ve been sleeping a lot.”

Rayne made a face, allowing the nurse to lead her back to her bed.

“I’ve been really tired,” she admitted as the plump middle aged nurse began to fuss with the covers around her.

“Hmm, I’ll speak with the doctor about that,” Paula mused thoughtfully. “Maybe you just need a little more iron in your diet. Speaking of which, it’s almost dinner time. Chicken or fish?”

“Chicken please,” Rayne requested. “With a fruit pot?”

Paula beamed, nodding as she made a note on the little pad she carried in her pocket.

Paula was the friendliest of the nurses that she’d met and she’d felt calm and relaxed around the other woman from the moment they’d met.

“Is it okay to have a quick shower before it comes around?” Rayne added. “I think it’ll really help me feel better.”

“Just be careful with getting your bandage wet,” Paula said sternly. “Do you need some help?”

“I think I can manage. If I get too tired, I’ll use the chair in the shower,” Rayne promised.

Paula nodded, satisfied.

“Dinner will be around in about fifteen minutes,” she hazarded. “I’ll pop it onto your tray if you’re still in the shower and give you a little knock on the door.”

“Thanks, Paula.”

The woman smiled again then left and Rayne wriggled herself free from the covers.

Her mother had dropped off a small bag of clean clothes at some point during her unconscious period, but when she’d visited more recently, she’d complained about how her youngest daughter wasn’t gonna be able to join them for Christmas dinner after all, Rayne exasperated.

Telling her mother about what had happened was an experience in itself. She was sure that patients on the other side of the hospital could hear her mother.

She sighed heavily.

Her mother was in near hysterics, but her stepfather had promised to calm her down by the time they got home.

He and her father had both been much more reserved in their approach, gruffly asking if she was okay and what the doctors had said. They were less prone to theatrics like her mother, despite her Spanish-heritage father having a rather excitable mother himself.

Thankfully, that hadn’t passed down to him, or even her, though her father often said she’d inherited her fiery temper from his side of the family.

Rayne dropped her bag onto the bed, rummaging through what her mother had deemed essential, “in case she met a cute doctor to go on a date with”.

Rayne rolled her eyes.

Her mother was ever the hopeful matchmaker for the one daughter without a husband. Her two sisters were already married off, with a child or two already popped out, and their mother was eager for her to join them.

She, however, had no plans on getting married or having children within the next ten years, let alone the next five like her mother hoped for.

Rayne finally dragged out a simple vest and pyjama bottoms from her bag and placed them at the bottom of the bed readily, along with fresh underwear, before returning to the bathroom.
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A few minutes later, she was standing beneath the blissfully hot water, feeling it stream down her body and easing the aches that had taken their time to appear.

There was even a lovely purple bruise now staining the base of her back from where she’d fallen from the bed, the only injury not gained from her incident at work.

A sharp rap on the door made her jump and she turned her head to look towards it, frowning faintly.

“Hello?”

Nobody answered her call and she shook herself, returning her attention to the shower.

She must’ve imagined it. Or it was more than likely just Paula dropping off lunch.

At the thought, Rayne’s belly grumbled hungrily and she quickly rinsed the suds from her thick hair.

Contrary to popular belief, she wasn’t finding the hospital food particularly bad. People just associated whatever unfortunate reason they were in hospital for in the first place, and transferred that dislike onto the food.

Outside of hospital, people ate much worse and their lifestyles showed it.

The faucet squeaked as she turned off the shower, water dripping onto the tiles from the showerhead as Rayne turned to grab her towel from the hook on the back of the door. She wound it around herself snugly; making sure everything was covered before moving to leave, unlocking the door with a click.

She turned the handle, but nothing happened and she frowned, pulling on it sharply.

It didn’t move, the door not opening, and she rattled the handle sharply. The door thudded dully against the doorframe with the force she used, but still it remained stubbornly shut.

Was it jammed? Nobody could’ve locked it from the outside, she mused, frowning faintly. The lock was on the inside of the door.

Just to make sure, she turned the lock then opened it again, certain now that it was unlocked.

The lights started to flicker and she looked up at them, anxiety lurking ominously at the edge of her mind as her pulse began to speed up at the possibility of being locked in a dark room.

The lights continued to flash around her, but her heart leapt into her throat when a sudden horrendous bang struck the bathroom door, as though someone was desperate to be in the small bathroom with her.

She automatically stepped back smartly, clutching her towel to her chest with clammy hands, her body trembling. Her bare back touched the wall, the condensation now cool on the brown ceramic tiles, chilling her warm flesh and making her shivers worsen.

There was a flicker of movement from the misted window above the bathroom door and she glanced at it.

She froze, her breath catching in her throat painfully.

A dark shadow gazed down at her motionlessly, its features indistinct but the outline of a head and shoulders blatantly obvious. There was no steam on the glass, no fog to indicate breath.

It didn’t move, just continued to stare at her.

Unmoving.

Soundless.

With how high the window was above the door, whoever it was must be standing on a chair or a stool.

But why would anyone do that?

“P-Paula?” Rayne called, her voice shaking. “Is that you?”

There was no answer, but the pounding on the door increased in volume, as the shadow continued to watch her unmovingly, and Rayne covered her ears with a squeak, backing into the corner of the room.

She slid to the floor, bringing her knees up in front of her as she flinched with every thundering pound, the hammering continuing relentlessly as the door rattled violently against the doorframe.

The sound echoed around the tiled room, when with a sudden, final explosive thump, the shadow vanished from the window and the room dropped into darkness.

The high narrow window became the only source of light and Rayne stilled, her ears straining for any sound, her breathing loud in the small room.

A squeak pierced the deafening silence, and she dimly saw the door handle begin to slowly turn.

Her panic shot even higher and she curled into herself, trying to make herself as small as physically possible. She managed to wedge herself between the wall and the toilet, her knees brought up to her chest.

She watched in terror as the bathroom door began to open, the hinges squealing in protest, and she silently prayed for the door to close again, dreading what might be standing there.

The room was small and dark, and there was something outside the room, something that terrified her.

And she wanted it to stay out there, far away from her!

A thin beam of light filtered in through the slowly opening door, brightening the room little by little, but at the same time offering more of an entrance for whatever was trying to get in.

Rayne buried her face against her knees, her body wracked with shudders.

“Doctor Perez! What happened? Did you fall?”

Rayne flinched at the touch on her shoulder, but she lifted her head at Paula’s familiar voice, before flinging herself at the nurse, clutching Paula’s scrubs tightly.

“Something was trying to get in,” she told the other woman frantically, her body trembling uncontrollably, her eyes misted with tears. “The door wouldn’t open and...and it was so dark and someone kept banging on the door... It was so loud and...and there was someone standing in the window...”

She trailed off when she saw the confusion in Paula’s face, the other woman obviously having no idea what she was talking about.

Rayne faltered, looking around.

The lights were now on and the bathroom door was wide open, revealing the brightly lit room beyond. Paula was knelt in front of her, her brown eyes concerned and her warm hand resting on Rayne’s bare shoulder.

It was as though nothing had happened and Rayne hurriedly wiped her eyes, swallowing back the lump in her throat.

“Let’s get you into bed,” Paula coaxed, gently helping her stand, and Rayne let her, her brain too muddled to focus on walking or speaking.
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Paula carefully led her back to the bed, helping her put on her pyjamas before tucking her under the covers. By then, Rayne had regained some of her composure, and she offered Paula a weak smile.

“Sorry, Paula. I guess I freaked out,” she apologised, ducking her head. “I really don’t like the dark.”

Paula nodded in understanding.

The woman probably thought she was stark raving mad at this point, Rayne sighed.

That just made her feel worse.

First Chris and the doctor hadn’t believed her about the woman with one slipper, despite the fact that she still bore the bruise on her forearm. Now Paula probably thought she was losing her mind, talking about banging and shadows trying to get into a room.

“I’ll make sure to tell the other nurses to keep your lights on,” Paula soothed. “Once you’ve had some dinner and sleep, you’ll feel much better. Did the shower help?”

Rayne blinked then nodded hesitantly.

“I didn’t realise I was so sore,” she confessed. “But you’re right. I probably just need a good night’s sleep.”

Paula nodded firmly then slid the portable table closer to show Rayne the tray sitting on it. Her stomach growled hungrily at the sight of dinner and she gave Paula a sheepish look as the sound carried.

Paula’s smile grew and she patted Rayne’s shoulder comfortingly.

“You get some rest and I’ll see you later,” she promised and Rayne nodded, picking up her fork.
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Chapter 7
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NEXT DAY

(19th December 2021)

Rayne wandered the silent hallway nervously, deep shadows lingering in the corners and high on the ceiling.

The hospital was lit with strings of multicoloured lights and decorated with tinsel and Christmas trees in open public spaces, but the nurses seemed to have forgotten this area of the hospital. This corridor was undecorated, dark and ominous.

Several rooms she passed were dark and empty, devoid of people or even simple lighting. It was a vast difference to the rest of the hospital and she moved quickly, trying to remain in the patches of light for as long as she could, wary of staying in the dark for too long.

The only reason she was even out of her room at this time of night, was because she was still hungry. Dinner hadn’t filled her up and her grumbling belly was keeping her awake.

The nurse in charge of the Ward, had directed her to the canteen where she would be able to find several vending machines, but somehow, she’d gotten lost along the way.

There were just so many twists and turns and she hadn’t seen anyone in the past thirty minutes. Not a doctor, nurse, patient or even a cleaner, she anguished.

She would’ve sworn that she had somehow gotten into some abandoned part of the hospital, if it weren’t for how clean everything was.

A child suddenly giggled and Rayne turned in alarm.

The sound had been so close, almost as though they had been standing right behind her.

Rayne paused.

A kid was wandering about at this time of night? It was gone midnight.

Her eyes scanned the empty hallway for any sign that perhaps a child was actually running around, maybe playing pranks on any adult they found.

There was nothing.

No poorly hidden body part poking out from behind one of the unused beds standing in the hall.

No muffled laugh from whoever was hiding.

Small footsteps sounded behind her, running away with another childish giggle, and she spun again.

The patter of feet was so close that she should have been able to see the owner, should have been able to see them running from her.

But there was nothing.

Chills ran down her spine as the hairs on her arms stood to attention and she rubbed them briskly.

Now that she thought about it, she wasn’t really that hungry, she decided. She could wait until morning then ask a nurse or even another patient to show her the way to the canteen...

She stopped then turned, looking from one end of the hallway to the other, completely lost.

There weren’t any signs to follow and she didn’t really remember what part of the hospital she was even staying in.

Rayne cursed, stepping back hurriedly as she narrowly missed being struck by a rolling wheelchair, the wheels squeaking quietly.

It was empty; nobody sitting in it. There wasn’t even anyone standing in the direction it had come from.

She backed away warily, not taking her eyes from it.

It bumped into the wall with a quiet clatter and she heard another laugh. This time it was made by a man, not a child, and she shivered uneasily.

That somehow made it even more chilling. Children loved to play, to prank, but adults knew how to be deliberately cruel.

The laugh was overridden by another sound, this time of a woman weeping; deep, heart wrenching sobs as though her entire world had been destroyed.

Rayne looked around anxiously for the source as she tried to ignore the lights beginning to flicker above her, threatening to drop her into complete darkness.

She saw the woman easily enough, standing a short distance down the hall, facing the faded green and white wall. Her arms were wrapped around herself, her thin shoulders shaking with the force of the weeping wracking her slim fame as dark liquid trailed down her inner calf to gather around her feet, the overhead light reflecting dimly in the growing pool.

Rayne hesitated then took a few steps towards her, taking note of the hospital gown hanging from her body loosely.

“Hey, are you okay?” she called concernedly.

“...my baby...” the woman wept and Rayne noticed the bump of a belly, the woman’s arms wrapped around it protectively. “...they took my baby...”

She wailed loudly in anguish, her arms tightening around herself.

The next second she was gone, her sobs
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