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I

am cold. Frigid, metal surface beneath my skin chills me to the marrow of my bones. Something stings my nostrils, the sharp, sterile scent of disinfectant. Dark. Nothing to bring me out of myself, no voice summoning me back to life, no kind words ushering me into wakefulness.

I open my eyes. Dim, pale light. Ceiling tiles above me, white, bare, cracked. Naked, chipped walls on either side, once-white paint now stained with yellow. Neglect. I am on an operating table. Metal, smooth, cold against my unclothed skin. This room is strange, empty. The air is stagnant, thick, it stifles and chokes me.

I am alone. A low hum fills the space, the only sound in the oppressive silence, constant, monotonous, surrounding me.

I know nothing. This room is everything, entire, encapsulating, all I am and all that is. I am dead, I am alive, I am... cold.

Move now. Move to show you are alive and not a corpse. Or am I zombie, the walking dead? Walk then, and be damned. I shift my legs. Joints creak from lack of use. Muscles throb and pulse, straining to bend to my will. Bare feet on the cold linoleum floor. The table creaks beneath me. I stand with difficulty, every limb protesting. 

Dim light illuminates the strange, empty room. A basinet beside the table, its surface covered in the unmistakeable shapes of surgical tools. Serrated knives stained with aged, blackened blood. I reach out, compelled to touch them, run my skeletal fingers over the rusting blades. Did I know you intimately, instruments of a stranger’s hand? Did your unfeeling teeth pierce my flesh, reach into the depths of my being and conduct your elaborate ceremonies within my body’s temple? Do you know me better than my most cherished loved ones? I retreat, withdrawing my hand from the insentient touch of these clinical monstrosities. No answers there. 

I move towards the door. There must be a world beyond this room, a civilisation in which I can find myself, my name, my purpose, my history. Perhaps there will be others who can enlighten me. I grasp the handle, fearing it locked. Do not leave me trapped here, a living cadaver in a silent prison. Do not consign me to the silence of the eternal grave. The door is not locked. The handle does not resist. Open.

A long, dim corridor stretches out in both directions, bathed in the same pale, flickering light. The doors to other rooms stand slightly ajar, revealing only darkness beyond. I am alone still, a breathing ghost in a shell of a building. No signs to point me to my liberty. No fellow creatures to guide me away from this tomb. Where to now? All destinations look the same. I move at random, my bare feet transporting me down the endless hallway. My footsteps echo as I walk, the sound swallowed up by the all-consuming void of silence. My heart is beating, so I must be alive. Surely no dead heart could beat so strongly, thudding against my chest, deafening in my ears. I am cold, so cold. The temperature is dropping as I penetrate further into the catacombs.

A sound. A whisper. Barely audible. Focus on it, follow it. I am not alone here in the graveyard of a dead place. An unintelligible whisper from far off summons me, coaxing me to come nearer. I will go to it. I will pursue it into the bowels of this stagnant vessel, I will not give up the search until I locate the source, or perish from trying. 

Walk on. Faster. Do not let the unknown mutterings fade away into the ether. I am on the move, faster now, my footfalls heavy on the freezing floor beneath my feet. I pass by a row of old, rusted wheelchairs, each one faces the wall as if abandoned in a hurry. Shadows cling to the corners, thickening as the lights flicker overhead.

A cold breeze against my neck. I turn. No one. The air presses down upon me. I am sure of being watched, something lurks beyond the reach of the light, malevolent eyes perceive me, aware of my every move. I will not stay and be hunted like a mouse in the night. Go. Move. Maintain the distance between you and the source of your terror. I walk on, faster, half-running, my breath short, panicked. The sounds of a frightened soul in the grip of unquenchable, primal fear. The hallway stretches on impossibly long, growing with every step. I will not stop until it catches me. I will not stop until my body and will fail me. I will run, crawl, claw my way to an escape from the monstrosity who commands the black hole at the heart of creation. 

The lights above flicker violently and plunge the entire hallway into darkness. I am blind. I stumble, my hands grope for the wall, I am halted. Helpless. The cold intensifies. The dark is absolute, I am at its mercy. I am not alone. My unseen assailant watches from afar, its pitiless eyes see all. And in the pitch-black silence, the whispers from afar begin again, louder, the garbled mutterings of a thousand voices, their tone deadly, their intent unstoppable. I flee. I run into the darkness. I will not be caught here like vermin in a trap. I will run until I can run no more. I will not wait to be consumed by that which hunts in the garb of eternal shadow. 

A noise. I am not alone. I was never alone. The evil that pursues me reveals itself in the hour of my utmost terror. It echoes through the hallway. A dragging sound, slow and deliberate. Something heavy pulled across the floor. The sound is behind me, its methodical shifting brings it inexorably closer. It does not hurry. It does not need to hurry. It has all the patience of a predator. It is the ultimate predator. 

I will go on. I will not wait for it to catch me. I will not succumb to the thing that stalks our every waking nightmare. I run on, my legs burning with exertion. I will keep running until my heart gives out. Better death than to be caught by that thing. Better death. The dragging sound is louder, it is close. Beneath it, a faint, laboured breathing. Despite my speed, despite my panic, it is closing the gap between us. Do not look back. Never look back. Like the wife of Lot, I look back.

Light. Flickering on, restoring illumination to my surroundings. No comfort there. My tormentor is not intimidated by the pathetic electric lights of a dying infrastructure. There it is, my companion and my foe. A shattered, distorted figure lurching down the hall. Its face a mask of decay, eyes hollow and lifeless, mouth hanging open. Guttural sounds emanate from the gaping maw. Its arms, impossibly long, drag along the floor, nails scraping against the linoleum.

Panic. I turn a corner. A lift at the far end of the hall. I sprint towards it, and frantically press the button. Does anything still function in this shattered place? Let it not be broken, let it not consign me to my fate, alone in this desolate abode with that thing. Behind me, the dragging grows faster now, the creature shambles at an unnatural speed. If it catches me, what then? I
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