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The Shift

Craig's car limped into the parking lot with one headlight burning low and yellow, the other long gone, giving the impression that it was winking at the building as if they shared a private joke. He eased into a space near the doors and shut the engine off, sitting there a moment longer than necessary, hands resting on the steering wheel, listening to the ticking metal cool and the distant wash of tires on the highway. The rain hadn't started yet, but the air had that waiting weight to it, thick and metallic, the kind that pressed against the chest.

The Maine Welcome and Information Center stood ahead of him, all glass and poured concrete, lit bright against the dark wall of forest behind it. It was too big for where it was, too confident, like a municipal building that had been promised a future that never arrived. Pine trees crowded the edges of the lot, tall and straight and close together, their tops lost in the low clouds. They looked less like scenery than like an audience.

Craig opened the car door slowly. His heart did not appreciate sudden movements anymore. Neither did his lungs. He waited until the faint tightness in his chest passed, then stepped out, tugging his jacket closed against the damp air. He smelled rain coming, the sharp, electric scent of it, and something else underneath—wet needles, old soil, rot.

He locked the car, though he doubted anyone would bother with it. The place felt bypassed. Forgotten on purpose.

Inside, the doors opened automatically with a muted rush of air, and the warmth hit him all at once. The lobby smelled like disinfectant and paper and the faint, sour undertone of old coffee. Everything was lit up, spotless, orderly in the way public buildings always were after closing hours, when they no longer had to pretend they existed for people.

Craig set his bucket down and leaned on the mop handle for a moment, letting his breathing settle. He had arrived early because the bus always arrived early, and because sitting alone in his car with nothing to distract him but his thoughts had become something he avoided. Fifty-eight years old, bad heart, lungs that rasped when he laughed too hard. A lifetime of cigarettes and second chances that never quite materialized.

Janitorial work. Graveyard shift. It wasn't what he'd imagined when he was younger, but then again, neither was anything else.

He checked the clock above the information desk. 11:49 p.m. Plenty of time.

The supervisor had walked him through the building earlier. Bathrooms. Trash. Brochure racks. Lock up at dawn. No one around at night, not usually. Most travelers pushed on, eager to get wherever they were going before exhaustion caught them.

Craig understood that impulse. He had spent most of his life pushing on.

He started with the bathrooms, because it felt good to get moving and because the sooner he finished them, the sooner he could forget about them. The men's room was immaculate. No footprints. No paper towels on the floor. The mirrors gleamed, throwing back a clear, unkind image of his face—lined, gray, eyes that still looked alert in spite of everything else.

He scrubbed the sinks anyway. He always did. Habits were easier to maintain than hope.

The rain began while he worked, first a soft tapping against the high windows, then a steadier patter. Thunder followed not long after, distant and low, rolling through the forest like something heavy shifting its weight.

Craig paused once, hand braced on the counter, waiting out a brief flutter in his chest. He counted backward from ten, a trick a doctor had taught him years ago. It worked often enough that he kept using it.

When he finished, he stood in the doorway for a moment, listening to the rain intensifying, then wheeled the bucket back into the main hall.

That was when he noticed she was there.

She sat near the large picture window that faced the trees, in one of the molded chairs bolted to the floor. Craig stopped walking, certain he hadn't seen her come in, certain the chair had been empty minutes earlier. The floor around her boots was dark with rainwater, though she hadn't tracked it across the lobby. It was as if it had simply appeared beneath her.

She was thin, almost fragile-looking beneath a battered black leather jacket that hung loose on her shoulders. Her hair was black and soaked, strands plastered to her face, a long lock falling straight down over one eye. She sat at an odd angle, one knee drawn up, her head turned toward the glass, watching the forest as if it were capable of movement.

Craig cleared his throat.

"Center closes at midnight," he said, keeping his voice neutral.

She didn't turn. Didn't acknowledge him at all.

He felt a flicker of irritation, quickly smothered by uncertainty. Maybe she was exhausted. Maybe she was high. Maybe she was just another traveler caught by the weather.

"You can stay till then," he added. "Storm's getting bad."

Thunder answered him, closer now, and the rain intensified into a steady sheet that blurred the trees into a dark smear beyond the glass. Craig resumed mopping, though he kept his movements slow and deliberate, careful not to splash water toward her chair.

As he worked, he became aware of how quiet the building felt despite the storm. The usual background noises—vents, distant traffic—seemed muted, as if absorbed by the forest pressing in around them. The brochure racks rustled faintly when a draft moved through, pamphlets shifting in their slots. Craig caught a glimpse of one as it slid partway free. A smiling lighthouse. A town name he didn't recognize, or maybe didn't remember.

He thought about the stories he used to write, years ago, when he believed places could be characters and atmosphere could do half the work for you. He had been good at it once. Or at least good enough to convince himself.

The woman shifted slightly in her chair. The movement was small, but it drew his attention anyway. For a moment, he thought he saw her reflection in the glass move differently than she had, like a delay in a bad signal. His stomach tightened, and he looked away.

She spoke without turning her head.

"This is where people stop," she said.

Her voice was low and even, without curiosity or emphasis, as if she were stating something obvious.

Craig swallowed. His mouth tasted faintly of metal.

Outside, lightning flared, illuminating the forest in stark, unnatural detail. For an instant, the trees seemed closer than they should have been, their trunks stark and pale, their branches tangled together like ribs.

When the light faded, the lobby felt smaller.

Craig glanced at the clock. 11:59.

Something about the building felt settled, as if a decision had been made without consulting him. He tightened his grip on the mop handle and told himself it was just nerves, just a new job, just weather and fatigue conspiring to play tricks on him.

The clock clicked over to midnight.

Somewhere deeper in the building, a door shut with a sound that carried farther than it should have.
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Noise

Craig waited for something to happen once the clock passed midnight. A chime, maybe, or a change in the lights, some official acknowledgment that the building had crossed a line. Nothing did. The lobby looked the same as it had five minutes earlier—bright, orderly, quietly abandoned—yet the feeling that settled over him was different. Not heavier, exactly. More precise. Like the air had decided what shape it wanted to hold.

He pushed the mop bucket toward the trash cans near the vending machines and began emptying liners, working methodically, keeping his back to the woman by the window as much as possible. He didn't like the sense of being watched, even though she had given no indication she was paying him any attention at all. If anything, she seemed absorbed by the storm, her head angled slightly, listening rather than looking.

The rain drummed steadily against the roof now. Thunder followed at shorter intervals, the sound deeper, closer, rolling through the trees and reverberating faintly in the concrete bones of the building. Craig felt each one in his chest before he heard it, a dull pressure that came and went. He paused after tying off a bag, breathing slowly until the tightness eased.

From somewhere beyond the lobby—farther back than the bathrooms—came a sound like something shifting its weight. Not a crash, not a scrape. Just a subtle, internal noise, as if the building were adjusting itself.

Craig straightened and listened.

There it was again. Faint. Directionless.

He told himself it was ductwork. Buildings made noise at night. Especially big ones, especially when storms rolled in. He had lived in enough apartments to know that. Still, he found himself glancing toward the hallway that led to the offices and storage rooms, half-expecting to see a door swinging slowly on its hinges.

Nothing moved.

He wheeled the bucket toward the brochure racks next, stopping to straighten pamphlets that had shifted. As he did, he noticed something odd—not alarming, just wrong in a way that took a second to register. Some of the brochures were outdated. Not just old editions, but genuinely old. Fonts he hadn't seen in decades. Logos that belonged to companies he remembered going out of business when he was still young enough to believe reinvention was possible.

He slid one out partway. A smiling couple in clothing that looked vaguely late seventies, standing in front of a lakeside motel. The phone number had no area code.

Craig put it back.

Behind him, the woman shifted again. He felt it more than he heard it, a subtle change in the space. He resisted the urge to turn around immediately, annoyed at himself for reacting at all. When he did glance over his shoulder, she was still facing the window, posture unchanged.

"Storm's coming down hard," he said, more to fill the space than anything else.

She didn't answer.

The sound came again—closer this time. A soft knock, maybe, or the suggestion of one, echoing faintly through the building. Craig stood still, one hand resting on the brochure rack, and listened hard. The rain masked a lot of noise, but this felt separate, interior. Purposeful.

"Hello?" he called out, his voice sounding thin in the open space.

No response.

His heart picked up its pace, an uneven flutter that made him wince. He focused on his breathing, in through the nose, out through the mouth, counting again. He had learned over the years that panic only made things worse, and panic had never actually helped him with anything.

The sound came once more, followed by something like a whisper.

Craig's head snapped up.

It wasn't a word. He was sure of that. It had shape, though—a low, indistinct murmur, too soft to identify and too brief to follow. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, or nowhere in particular, as if the walls themselves were conspiring to confuse him.

"That's enough," he muttered, to no one.

He moved toward the hallway, pushing the bucket ahead of him like a shield. The corridor lights were on, casting long reflections across the polished floor. Doors lined both sides—offices, storage, a break room no one used anymore. All of them were closed.

Craig paused at the threshold, listening again.

Nothing.

He advanced a few steps, every sense tuned sharp. The smell changed back here—less disinfectant, more paper and dust. The storm rattled the roof, thunder rolling so close now it felt as if the sound were happening inside his skull.

Halfway down the hall, he stopped.

He was being ridiculous, he told himself. This was what came of too much solitude, too many nights alone with his thoughts. He had written himself into corners before, convincing himself there was something there when there was nothing at all. That was how imagination worked. It filled gaps whether you asked it to or not.

He turned back toward the lobby.

The woman was standing.

Craig froze.

She stood a few feet from her chair, facing the window, hands at her sides, shoulders relaxed. Rain streaked the glass in front of her, lightning flaring intermittently and casting her silhouette in sharp relief. He hadn't heard her move. Hadn't heard the chair scrape. The space she had occupied moments before was empty, the floor beneath it still wet.

"You all right?" he asked, though he wasn't sure why.

She didn't look at him. She tilted her head slightly, as if listening more intently, and for a moment Craig had the unsettling impression that she was listening not to the storm, but to him. To his breathing. To the uneven rhythm of his heart.

Another whisper brushed the edge of his hearing, closer now, threaded through the sound of rain.

The woman spoke, her voice barely carrying.

"They're loud tonight," she said.

Craig's skin prickled.

"Who?" he asked before he could stop himself.

She didn't answer. Instead, she took a slow step closer to the glass. The
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