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In every movie he’d seen, Mark Allen Geer noticed that spooky hospitals and corridors were always darker than they should have been. Why was that? He didn’t realize the fact until he entered the halls of Fern Heights Rehabilitation and Assisted Living.

He set his large hands on the wheels of his chair and stopped its motion forward. He looked around and over his shoulder when the chair jogged forward. An attendant had stumbled into him when he’d abruptly stopped.

“Sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to run into you.”

Mark ran his eyes up the blue scrubs to the sheepish face of the young attendant. His mood told him to scowl fiercely and cuss the young man out. But for once, he didn’t. He clenched his jaw, nodded and turned back around. 

“Why is it so dark in here?” He asked loudly. “Where’s the lights? Why does it have to be so dark?”

“This is only temporary, sir.” The attendant, whose name was Josh, said in a respectful voice. Mark tried not to like him. He’d been forced to come to this rehab. He’d just returned from his third tour in Iraq, each one extended to the maximum amount of time allowed. He considered himself young. He would be turning 30 in a few months. His plan had always been to retire from the military and live in a small house somewhere yelling at kids to get off the lawn. 

It had only come to an end because he’d been shot. It made him mad. It made him furious, to be completely honest. He had no family, having lost both his parents as a small child and raised by grandparents who were involved in a fatal car accident when he was about to graduate from high school. 

He’d always been interested in the military. When his life took such a violent turn, he took advantage of the events and signed up for the Army. He wanted to be on the front lines. He wanted to be where all the action was, killing the enemy with precision. 

He’d been doing just what he wanted, just what he loved to do, when the bullet from a hidden sniper up on the roof of a nearby building had entered his spine, severing it so precisely, there was no way to restore the use of his legs. He would never walk again. That put an end to his career in the military. He wasn’t educated enough to have a job behind a desk. His body had been left a wreck after the shooting. His life changed forever. 

He’d been an angry young man before entering the military. Now that his passion was ripped from his hands in the prime of his life, all he wanted to do was die. 

That was what he’d told the hospital psychiatrist during their last session. Quickly after that, they’d shipped him here, where the government could keep a proper eye on him. They didn’t want him to turn into another statistic. Just another returning injured veteran offing himself, handing over the ultimate sacrifice for his country. 

He was proud of his country and did, in fact, fight to protect it. If he killed himself, it wouldn’t be because he was mad about the war. It would be because he was mad he couldn’t fight in it anymore.

He realized the attendant had continued speaking and focused in on his words, wondering how much he’d missed while stewing in his bitterness. 

“...adjustments. They plan to be done with the remodeling in the next month. Until then, some of the lights are kept on in certain corridors because they are in the process of replacing the lamps.”

Mark was satisfied he hadn’t missed much. He stared down the corridor to the left and then to the right. This Victorian style home was massive. It had once been a prosperous plantation house. Now it served as the rehabilitation clinic for injured soldiers. 

He moved through the foyer, easily wheeling around the reception desk, following Josh and the other attendant, a huge black man called Steven Long. Mark thought of a bouncer as soon as he saw the man. But this wasn’t a bar, there would be no alcohol and the nurses weren’t as pretty as barmaids would be. And he didn’t have to tip them.

“This is your room, Mr. Geer. It has been fitted with the equipment you’ll need to make your stay more comfortable.”

“I’m not going to get better,” Mark grumbled without looking at either attendant. “So I think my stay is gonna be pretty long.”

Josh just nodded, opening the door, going in and holding it open wide so Mark could get through. He looked around the room, slightly distracted by the thought that he could feel a headache coming on and for some odd reason, his legs felt cold. He wasn’t usually able to feel his legs at all. So the fact that they were cold made him confused.

“Okay, thanks. Thanks. This will be fine. I appreciate it. Okay.” He made a wide circle with his chair and nodded as Steven and Josh brought in his trunk and two duffle bags. He eyed the small pile and sighed, realizing everything he owned in the world was packed in those three items.

Josh and Steven went back out the door. Josh turned back. “We’ll be serving lunch in a half hour, sir. That should be enough time for you to get somewhat settled. If you would like to have lunch in here, that would suitable. Or would you care to go to the dining hall?”

“I’ll go to the dining hall.” Mark wanted to check out the other patients and the staff on duty. He’d never been to this rehab before. He’d never been shot before so there hadn’t been a need for one. He wasn’t going to isolate himself in this creepy room all the time. He needed to get out and explore. But first, he would look for possible enemies and cohorts. He would assess the situation and act accordingly, just like his favorite drill sergeant, Col. Drew Baxter-Hall, who yelled at him all the way through boot camp so long ago, had advised him to do on every mission he went on. 
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He closed the door behind the two attendants and pushed the wheels on his chair so that he rolled backwards slightly. He stared at the room around him. It had been modernized but the wallpaper gave away its age. The entire building was built in 1923 and totally remodeled twice, once in 1976 and once in 2006. Mark was slightly annoyed that in the second remodeling, they hadn’t bothered to put up new wallpaper. Or paneling. Anything would have been better than the same old wallpaper from the seventies. A strange greenish brown color. Not even anything cheerful. At the very least, colors that didn’t remind him of the dusty plains in Iraq. Brown. Brown everywhere. All shades of it. 

He shook his head and wheeled over to the edge of the bed. He pushed himself out of the chair and onto the bed, using the motion of the bouncing bed to pull his legs up and stretch them out in front of him. The bed groaned a little. It was unnerving. There was no reason for it to make any sounds. He was a big man but not that big. He weighed a steady 185 at his most muscular, standing 5’11”. 

He looked down at the bed. The sound of groaning continued but was faded...muffled...

His heart pounded harder. Was the sound coming from under the bed? He felt stupid. There were no monsters under the bed.

“You’re not going stir-crazy, Mark. It’s not going to happen. There’s no monsters under the bed. There’s no danger in this room. That’s why you’re here. Remember? So you can’t do yourself any harm.”

He kept mumbling comforting words as his heart hammered in his chest and he leaned over slowly to look at the floor beside the bed. He wouldn’t see anything, he knew that. He wouldn’t be able to lean over far enough to actually see under the bed anyway.

He felt like a fool, staring down at the thin yellow carpet. He was a grown man. Why was he so nervous? He sat back up straight, frustrated with himself. Now he didn’t want to be on the bed. He wanted to be back in his chair. He wanted to go sit by the window and stare out at the landscape around the big house-turned-hospital. He wondered if his window faced the nearby woods or the parking lot. 

With his luck, it would be the parking lot.

He scooted his body over and moved his legs so they were hanging off the edge of the bed, ignoring the fear that shot through him, picturing hands coming out from under the bed, grabbing his ankles and dragging him under. He yanked on the chair to drag it close again and pushed himself back from the bed to the chair. 

Once he was settled in, he rolled to the window, blinking a few times at the bright light coming in from outside. His eyes adjusted to it quickly. He stared out with a blank expression, taking in as far into the distance as he could. He could only see a few people moving about on the lawn. It turned out he could see half of the yard and half of the parking lot. Beyond that he could see part of the street and the distance was lined with woods and mountains. That suited him fine. He was determined to try to find good things to focus on. There had to be something that would make this place a little less like Hell than it already appeared to be. He stared at the horizon, wishing he was a bird that could take flight and get out of this torment he was in.

He looked away from the window. The room was situated so that anything he needed was at waist level, his faucet, a small fridge set in the corner, the dresser was long and short, a full length mirror was attached to the back of the door. He was grateful to see the door to the bathroom slightly ajar. He was glad to have a bathroom in his room. That meant he didn’t have to worry about going out into the common room to get to a community bathroom, like he’d had to at the last facility he was in.

He felt a rush of cold air and sucked in a quick deep breath of surprise. The hairs on his arm and
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