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About the Author

Alice sat in her car in the hospital parking lot, forehead against the headrest. The last few days had smeared into one another: double shifts, emergency calls, sleep stolen in scraps. The type of days that made her wonder why she ever chose this profession. With a sigh, Alice caught herself in the rearview mirror. Dark circles ringed her eyes. She looked... thinned out.

She took a sip of coffee from the cup holder. Bitter, lukewarm, but it kept her upright. She dragged her fingers through her hair and gathered it at the nape of her neck, looping a tie around the stubborn strands until they stayed put.

Tonight would be whatever it wanted to be. Her prayers didn’t change the schedule, the pager, the blood. People would come in broken and scared, and she’d do what she always did.

Take care of them. That was the job. 

Alice blew out a breath, opened the door, and stepped into the crisp night air.

Inside, the hospital hit her at once, antiseptic sharp in her nose, stale coffee underneath, the steady hum of fluorescent lights. Voices murmured in the lobby. A cart squeaked somewhere down the hall. It was the same world, every night, and still it never felt normal.

At the front desk she spotted Jessica. The sight of her friend loosened something in Alice’s chest.

“Hey,” Alice said, voice rough.

“Hey, Alice.” Jessica looked as tired as she felt, but her smile was real. “Glad you’re here.”

Alice nodded and headed for the locker room, shedding the outside as she walked.

In the changing room, she traded jeans and a sweater for scrubs and shoes that had seen too many spills. She smoothed the fabric, checked her badge, and stared at herself for half a second like she was trying to remember the person behind the uniform.

“Alright,” she murmured. “Let’s go.”

Back in the hallway, the pace swallowed her. She returned to the front desk where Jessica was sorting patient files with quick, practiced hands.

Jessica slid a chart toward her. “Good luck.”

Alice took it. “That bad?”

“Unfortunately.”

“What happened?”

Jessica rubbed her eyes with the heel of her hand, then flicked her thumb across her phone screen. “The Garrisons. The son wants to pull the plug. His sisters refuse. It’s a whole thing.”

“Oh my—”

“Yeah. It was pretty brutal. Screams. Tears. Restraints. Jalen got scratched.” Jessica lifted her phone. “I’m getting updates on the soap opera.”

“Wow, Jess.” Alice laughed. “Shameful.”

Jessica lifted her coffee cup in a weak salute. “Gotta stay sane somehow, right? Here’s to a long night. Hopefully not as bad as the last one.” She drank, then glanced up. “Wanna meet for breakfast tomorrow?”

“Sure.” Alice’s mouth twitched into something that almost counted as a smile. “Text me where. I’m buying.”

“Waffle Land?”

“Love that place. But why don’t we do lunch instead? I don’t wanna get up before noon.”

“Sleep sounds great,” Jessica said. “I’m so tired.”

“Do what I do. Nap with your eyes open.”

Jessica snorted, and Alice flipped open the chart, already shifting gears. “Alright. I’ve got Gertie.”

“Of course you do,” Jessica said. “Tell her I said hi.”

Alice headed for the stairs. Her steps rang on the metal as she climbed to the second floor and pushed through the stairwell door into Ward Two, long-term care, the place time forgot. Nurses moved between rooms in a steady current. Somewhere down the hall a patient cried out, then quieted. Monitors beeped in soft, indifferent rhythms.

She passed two nurses and offered a quick smile that didn’t ask for conversation.

At Room 221, she knocked and eased the door open.

Gertie sat propped in bed, thin shoulders under a hospital gown, IV lines snaking from her arms. Her face creased into a grin the moment she saw Alice.

“There you are,” Gertie rasped.

Alice walked in and let her voice soften. “How’s my favorite patient tonight?”

“Oh, I’ve been better,” Gertie said, and her eyes gleamed with stubborn cheer. “But it’s nicer when it’s you.”

Alice moved to the bedside, scanned the chart, and checked the IV drip. “We’ll keep you comfortable. Promise.”

As she worked, she kept Gertie talking, about her day, about whether her grandkids had called, about the food being worse than usual. Gertie brightened the way she always did when she got rolling, launching into one of her familiar stories about running a ward “tighter than a drum” back in her prime. Best nurse the hospital ever had. Head nurse, maybe. Alice had heard every version. She never corrected her. The stories gave Gertie something to hold.

Gertie’s voice trailed off mid-sentence.

Alice glanced up. “What is it?”

Gertie’s gaze fixed on something past Alice’s shoulder, unfocused. “Are you superstitious, Nurse Alice?”

Alice gave a small, tired huff. “Not really. Why?”

Gertie’s hand shot out and clamped around Alice’s wrist.

Alice froze. Gertie’s fingers were bony, but the grip was hard. Too hard for her age. Nails bit into skin.

“There’s something in this hospital,” Gertie whispered. Her voice shook, and for a second she didn’t sound old. She sounded terrified. “Be careful. Don’t get lost.”

“Gertie—” Alice tried to pull back.

The grip tightened.

“That hurts,” Alice snapped, more breath than anger. “Let go.”

She wrenched free and rubbed her wrist, the skin already sore. Her pulse hammered, an ugly spike of adrenaline cutting through the fog.

Then she saw it: the medication slot. Empty. The last dose time stamped hours ago.

Relief washed through her. The missing meds. Her confusion. Paranoia. It fit. It always fit. 

“Okay,” Alice said gently, forcing calm into her voice. “You’re due. That’s why you’re feeling off.”

Gertie stared at her, still breathing hard.

“I’m going to get it,” Alice continued, keeping her tone light, practical. “I’ll be right back.”

She slipped out and crossed the hall to the supply room. The cabinet door squealed when she pulled it open. She scanned the shelves, reached for the slot, but it was empty.

Her stomach sank.

Alice shut the cabinet and went straight to the ward desk. Nurse Adam sat there with paperwork spread in front of him, eyes half-lidded in the glow of the computer screen.

“Adam,” Alice said, keeping her voice low. “We’re out of Gertie’s medication. Likenol. Room 221. Do you know where I can find more?”

He blinked once, then nodded as he rubbed at his temple. “Yeah. There’s more on fourteen. Ward Fourteen.” He pointed with his pen. “Room 1401. First door on the left when you come off the elevator.”

Alice frowned. “The main elevator’s still down?”

“Maintenance.” Adam’s mouth twisted. “You’ll have to take the old service elevator.” He pushed back his chair. “It’s this way.”

Alice managed a tired smile. “Right. I forgot that thing still worked.” She nodded once. “Thanks, Adam. I’ve got it.”

She headed for the back corridor, where the service elevator waited at the end of the hall, old metal, dented edges, the kind of thing you only noticed when you had to rely on it.

Her footsteps sounded too loud on the linoleum. Don’t get lost. Gertie’s voice kept pace with her, like someone walking just behind her.

Alice clenched her jaw and pushed the thought away. Gertie just needed her medication. That was it. Get up, get the dose, get back down. 

The service elevator doors stared at her. Tarnished steel. Buttons dulled by years of fingers. Dust in the seams. Her gut told her to turn around. To take the stairs. 

She didn’t.

Alice stepped inside. The doors groaned shut, sealing her into a box that smelled faintly of oil and something older.

She pressed the fourteen button and waited.

The elevator jerked hard, as if it had to remember how to move, then began its slow climb. Machinery ground beneath the floor. Alice tapped her foot, the useless habit of someone trying to bully time into behaving.

The shuddering stop came too soon.

She looked up.

The display flickered, steadied, and lit one number.

13.

Her throat tightened. She blinked, once, twice, waiting for it to correct itself.

It didn’t.

“No,” she breathed, and stabbed the button for fourteen. Again. Again.

The elevator stayed dead. The doors didn’t open. Nothing shifted but the thin buzz of the light overhead.

“What the hell?” Her voice sounded small in the metal.

A long creak answered her and the doors peeled apart.

She stepped out, slow, one foot at a time, like the floor might drop away. The air beyond was colder, stale with dust. Above the elevator, a yellowed sign hung crooked, something that belonged to a hospital before the renovations and gloss.

WELCOME TO WARD THIRTEEN.

Alice stood there
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