

    
        
          The Malevolent Shadow Figure

        

        
        
          Where the Dead Wander, Volume 1

        

        
        
          H.M. Harper

        

        
          Published by Redline Ink Publishing, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE MALEVOLENT SHADOW FIGURE

    

    
      First edition. June 22, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 H.M. Harper.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8235594920

    

    
    
      Written by H.M. Harper.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1: The Legend of Worley Hospital

Chapter 2: A Call from Pampa

Chapter 3: Arrival in a Town That Doesn’t Want Her There

Chapter 4: First Glimpse of the Hospital

Chapter 5: The Man in the Hallway

Chapter 6: Miles Carter

Chapter 7: The Third Floor

Chapter 8: The Thermal Camera Footage

Chapter 9: The Tortured Soul

Chapter 10: The First Chase

Chapter 11: The History of Phoebe Worley

Chapter 12: Miles’ Secret

Chapter 13: The Abandoned Renovation Plans

Chapter 14: The Entity Marks Her

Chapter 15: The Basement

Chapter 16: The Shadow’s Origin

Chapter 17: The Night Miles Almost Dies

Chapter 18: The Hospital’s Hunger

Chapter 19: The Skeptics

Chapter 20: The Second Chase

Chapter 21:  Miles’ Confession

Chapter 22: The Contractor’s Warning

Chapter 23: The Final Investigation

Chapter 24: The Operating Room

Chapter 25: Nyra Fights Back

Chapter 26: The Collapse

Chapter 27: Escape

Chapter 28: The Shadow Bound to Worley — Nyra Moves On

Sign up for H.M. Harper's Mailing List

About the Author

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 1: The Legend of Worley Hospital
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The clock in the corner of Nyra Hale's second monitor read 2:47 a.m., but sleep felt like a foreign concept — something other people did, people who weren't three browser tabs deep into the Pampa, Texas historical archive. She was twenty-six years old, running on cold coffee and the particular kind of obsession that had made her internet famous, and right now every cell in her body was humming.

The glow of the screens painted her face blue-white in the darkness of her apartment. On the left monitor, her editing software held the raw footage from her last investigation — an abandoned sanitarium outside of Baton Rouge that had already racked up 800,000 views in its first week. On the right, she was building a research file on a building she hadn't visited yet, a building she wasn't sure she was ready to visit. The file was already forty-seven pages long.

Worley Hospital.

She'd first heard the name six months ago, buried in a comment thread beneath one of her videos. You want real? Go to Worley in Pampa, TX. I dare you. She'd received hundreds of comments like it, the usual bravado of people who had never left their bedrooms. She'd scrolled past it without a second thought. But then the name appeared again, on a different platform, on a different video — not hers. And then again in a paranormal research forum she lurked in under a pseudonym. And then a fourth time, in an email from a stranger.

Four separate, unconnected sources. That was when Nyra started paying attention.

She leaned back in her chair, rolling her neck until it cracked, and pulled up the earliest piece of documentation she'd found: a scan of a Pampa Daily News article from September 1931, the year after Worley Hospital opened its doors. The headline was routine — a profile of the new facility, its modern equipment, its mission to serve the rural communities of the Texas Panhandle that had no access to adequate medical care. There was even a photograph: a broad-shouldered brick building, four stories, standing with the confident geometry of something built to last. The administrator stood on the front steps with his hands clasped behind his back. He was smiling.

Nyra stared at that photograph for a long time. There was nothing wrong with it. There was nothing wrong with anything from that era of Worley's history, and that, she had come to understand, was what made the contrast so disturbing. She pulled up her timeline document and scrolled past the early decades — the 1940s expansion, the patient census records from the 1950s, the handful of deaths that were simply the ordinary mathematics of a hospital — and stopped at 1971.

That was the year the reports began.

Not official reports. Nothing that made it into public record. But the oral history was consistent enough to carry weight: staff speaking of a pervasive unease on the fourth floor, patients in the psychiatric ward claiming to see figures standing in their rooms at night, figures that didn't respond when spoken to and disappeared when the lights were switched on. A charge nurse named Dorothy Cress gave an interview to a local magazine in 1974, three years after she'd resigned her position. She described going about her rounds on a night shift and turning a corner to find a man standing at the end of the hallway. Tall. Motionless. Dressed, she thought, in dark clothing — though later she would say she wasn't sure it was clothing at all, or whether the darkness was simply part of whatever it was. She called out to him. He didn't move. She took one step forward, and he was gone.

Dorothy Cress was not the excitable type, the magazine noted. She was methodical and skeptical by nature. She had worked in medicine for nineteen years. She had no history of psychological episodes. She quit her job two weeks after that night and never returned to the building.

Her account was one of seventeen Nyra had collected — nurses, orderlies, a physician, two maintenance workers, and eventually patients themselves — all describing variations of the same thing. A figure. Always tall. Always still. Always at the periphery, at the end of a hallway or in a doorway or glimpsed through a window, present for a handful of seconds before simply ceasing to be there.

Worley Hospital closed in 1973-1975. The official reason was financial — declining patient numbers, mounting debt, a structural assessment that recommended expensive repairs the administration couldn't fund. The closure was abrupt. Staff were given thirty days' notice. Some patient records were transferred; many were simply left behind in the administrative offices, slowly yellowing under fluorescent lights that eventually went dark for good.

For over a decade the building sat empty. Then, in 1998, a developer from Lubbock announced plans to convert the structure into low-income housing. Construction began in the spring. By August, it had stopped.

Nyra had spent two weeks tracking down every piece of information available about that failed project, and what she found was a mosaic of excuses and evasions. The developer told the Pampa Daily News that the project had become "financially unviable." The general contractor cited structural issues that hadn't appeared in the original assessment. But when Nyra had managed to reach two of the subcontractors through a combination of LinkedIn searches and old-fashioned phone calls, the stories were different. One — a plumber who'd worked on the second floor — told her flatly that his crew had walked off the job after three men refused to return following an incident he wouldn't describe in detail. He said only that something had been there that shouldn't have been, and that he was not a person who believed in that kind of thing but he believed in it now.

A second attempt at redevelopment in 2011 fared even worse, collapsing after less than a month. Nyra had found almost no documentation about that project, which was itself suggestive — it was as though everyone involved had collectively agreed not to talk about it.

She opened a new tab and pulled up the satellite image of the property. Twelve thousand square feet of deteriorating brick and broken glass, set back from the road on a slight rise at the eastern edge of Pampa, surrounded by scrubland that had reclaimed the parking lot in the years since the last contractor fled. The building was still structurally intact, more or less — the bones of it, anyway. The windows on the upper floors were gone, their frames gaping like open mouths. The fire escapes were rusted to the color of dried blood.

Nyra had looked at that satellite image probably sixty times over the past three weeks. Every time she did, she felt the same thing: a pull. She couldn't have explained it rationally, and she was a person who prided herself on rational thinking, on applying scrutiny to the paranormal rather than credulity. Her channel — Nyra Noir, 1.4 million subscribers and growing — had been built on that reputation. She didn't manufacture evidence. She didn't perform fear for the camera. When she found nothing, she said so.

She had a policy: two credible sources before she'd book travel. For Worley Hospital, she had seventeen. And she still hadn't made the call.

She reached for her coffee mug and found it empty. She was setting it back down when the notification pinged.

New email. 11:54 p.m. — someone else who couldn't sleep.

The sender was listed as M. Jenkins. The subject line read: Worley Hospital – Need Help.

Nyra's hand went still on the mouse.

She clicked it open. The email was long and poorly formatted, the kind of writing that came from someone typing fast, someone who had been carrying something heavy for a long time and had finally decided to put it down. The sender — Marcus Jenkins, he identified himself in the third paragraph — had been a project manager on the 2011 redevelopment. He described the first two weeks as ordinary. Difficult, as all renovation work was difficult, but ordinary. He described the third week differently.

He wrote about a feeling of being watched. Not the vague, atmospheric unease that people sometimes reported in old buildings — this was directional, specific, like something looking at him from a fixed point just beyond the edge of his vision. He wrote about his crew beginning to arrive late, offering transparent excuses, and then beginning not to arrive at all. He wrote about going back to check on materials they'd left in the building one evening and seeing something in a doorway on the second floor.

He didn't describe it in detail. He just wrote: I know what a person looks like and I know what a shadow looks like and it was neither and it was both.

He had left Pampa the following morning. He had not finished the project. He had told the developer he was ill. He was not ill.

What Marcus Jenkins wrote next was what made Nyra sit up straight in her chair. He wrote that he had not been fine since. He wrote that the feeling of being watched had followed him home to Abilene, had settled into his house, his car, the periphery of his days. He was sleeping badly. His marriage was struggling. He had spoken to his pastor and he had spoken to a therapist and neither conversation had helped, because neither the pastor nor the therapist could explain what he'd seen in that doorway, and as long as it went unexplained, it maintained its grip on him.

He had found Nyra's channel, he wrote, because his teenage daughter watched it. He had sat down beside her one night and watched three videos back to back, and he'd felt for the first time since 2011 that there was someone who might understand what he was talking about. He was not asking her to perform an exorcism. He didn't entirely know what he was asking her. He just felt, with a conviction he couldn't justify, that the answer was in that building, and that he needed someone to go looking for it. He needed it to be named.

If it has a name, he wrote, maybe it loses whatever it is that it has over me.

Nyra read the email twice, then opened a new browser tab and searched his name. Marcus Jenkins, Abilene. A licensed general contractor with a clean business record and a profile on a regional construction association website. The 2011 Worley project was listed among his completed contracts, which told her he'd either lied to the developer or never updated the entry. Neither possibility made him a fraud. It made him a man who wanted to forget.

She sat with the email open on her screen for a long time, the apartment quiet around her, the hum of the building's ventilation the only sound.

Then she opened a new tab and searched for motels in Pampa, Texas.

The decision didn't feel like a decision. It felt like an arrival — like she'd been heading here for months and had only just acknowledged it. She booked a room for four nights, starting Thursday, and then pulled up her gear inventory and began making a list. EMF meters. Thermal camera. Full-spectrum video, two units. A directional microphone for EVP work. Her drone, for exterior documentation. Extra battery packs, because the generators in abandoned buildings were never reliable. A compact Taser, because the threats in old buildings weren't always supernatural.

She worked until four-thirty in the morning, building the packing list, reviewing her research notes, pulling together everything she knew about Worley Hospital into a single coherent document that she could use as a foundation for the investigation. When she finally turned off the monitors and lay down on her bed without changing clothes, she stared at the ceiling and thought about Dorothy Cress, the charge nurse who'd seen something in the hallway in 1970 and walked away from nineteen years of work because of it.

She thought about the way Marcus Jenkins had described what he'd seen: neither and both.

She thought about the seventeen accounts, and the two failed redevelopments, and the satellite image with its gaping windows.

She thought about the fact that the building had been sitting there since 1975, that Pampa had grown up around it and presumably learned to look away from it, and that not one person — not one investigator, not one journalist, not one documentarian — had produced anything substantive from inside its walls.

That last part, she knew, was the thing that had finally tipped the scale. The absence of documentation was itself a kind of evidence, because she knew her community, and she knew that if Worley Hospital were just another ruin with a reputation, someone would have been there by now with a camera. The fact that no one had — or that no one who'd been there had come back with footage worth sharing — said something she wasn't entirely comfortable thinking about too directly.

She closed her eyes. In the darkness behind them, she saw the satellite image: twelve thousand square feet of brick and shadow, sitting on its slight rise at the edge of the Texas Panhandle, patient as something that had learned to wait.

Thursday, she thought.

She'd find out on Thursday.
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​Chapter 2: A Call from Pampa
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The email from Marcus Jenkins had arrived at 11:54 p.m. on a Tuesday, and by Wednesday morning it had already burrowed into Nyra's waking life in a way that most correspondence didn't.

She'd slept badly — not because of fear, exactly, but because of the specific restlessness that came when she couldn't stop her mind from turning something over. She'd lain there in the dark, running through Jenkins' words the way you run your tongue over a loose tooth, checking again and again for the thing that would tell her it was false. By the time gray light was coming through the gap in her curtains, she'd decided she needed to hear his voice.

She found a phone number through the regional contractors' association website — a business line, listed under Jenkins Renovation & Build, Abilene TX — and she called it at eight-fifteen, expecting voicemail.

He picked up on the second ring.

"Jenkins."

The voice was measured, the kind of voice that was accustomed to being in charge of things, to directing crews and managing timelines and making quick assessments. Not a nervous voice. Not the voice she'd constructed in her mind while reading his email.

"Mr. Jenkins," she said. "This is Nyra Hale. You emailed me last night."

A long pause. Long enough that she thought the line had dropped.

"I wasn't sure you'd call." His voice had shifted — still controlled, but with something underneath it now, like a current beneath still water. "I almost deleted that email four times before I sent it."

"I'm glad you didn't." She was already at her desk, her recorder running, her notebook open. "Do you have time to talk?"

He said he had a site visit at ten, which gave them forty minutes. It turned out to be enough.

Marcus Jenkins was forty-one years old. He'd been in construction since his mid-twenties, working his way from laborer to foreman to project manager over the course of a decade, eventually licensing and establishing his own firm in Abilene. He was, by his own description, a practical man. His wife would have described him the same way, he said, up until about three years ago. He said it without irony, but Nyra heard what it cost him.

The 2011 Worley project had come through a developer named Alan Pryce, who was based in Lubbock and whom Jenkins had worked with twice before without incident. The scope was a full interior renovation — gutting the first and second floors, upgrading plumbing and electrical, converting the old patient wards into studio apartments. The building's bones were sound enough, structurally, and the budget was realistic. Jenkins had taken the job without hesitation.

"First week was fine," he told her. "Second week was fine. We were making good progress. I had eight guys on site, experienced crew — men I'd worked with for years. There were no complaints, no weird moments. It was just a job."

He paused, and Nyra let the silence sit.

"The third week," he said, "the job became something else."

It had started small, the way he told it. A reluctance, first — workers arriving late with thin explanations, taking longer lunch breaks, finding reasons to stay outside when the work required them to go in. Jenkins had put it down to the building's atmosphere, the particular oppression of a derelict space, the smell of long-standing damp, the disorienting vastness of it. He'd done renovation work in abandoned buildings before and he knew the effect they could have on a crew. He'd pushed through it. He'd expected the feeling to normalize.

It hadn't normalized.

By the third day of the third week, two of his men had stopped coming in altogether. They hadn't formally quit; they simply stopped appearing and stopped returning his calls. A third — a carpenter named Tony, a man Jenkins described as steady and undemonstrative, a grandfather of five — had walked off the job at midday without explanation, leaving his tools behind. Jenkins had found him sitting in his truck in the parking lot with the engine running, staring at the building's facade.

"I asked him what was wrong," Jenkins said. "He told me he'd seen something on the second floor. I asked him what he meant. He said he didn't want to talk about it, and that he wasn't going back in, and that he was sorry."

"Did he describe what he saw?" Nyra asked.

"Not to me. Not that day." Jenkins exhaled slowly. "I called him later, maybe a month after the project fell apart. He talked a little more then. He said he'd been working in one of the old patient rooms and he'd turned around and there was someone in the doorway. A man, he thought — the height and shape of a man. But when he looked directly at it, he said it wasn't quite right. The proportions were off. Too tall, too thin, and it was dark in a way that wasn't just the lighting. He said it felt like looking at a hole in the room."

Nyra wrote the phrase down and underlined it. A hole in the room.

"He threw his hammer at it," Jenkins continued. "It went straight through. And then it was gone."

There was a pause on the line. Outside Nyra's window, a city bus hissed past. The ordinary world, continuing indifferently.

"What about you?" she asked. "When did you see it?"

Another silence, this one longer. She imagined him at his desk in Abilene, looking at nothing, deciding how much to give.

"I'd stayed late," he said finally. "I was doing a walk-through on the second floor, making notes on what we'd need to finish the electrical work, writing up my report. It was close to seven. The rest of the crew had gone home. I had a good flashlight and I knew the floor plan by then, so I wasn't being careless." He stopped. "I was passing one of the old examination rooms. The door was open — we'd taken most of the doors off for the renovation. I wasn't looking into the room. I was looking at my clipboard. And then I just — stopped. I didn't decide to stop. My body stopped."

Nyra waited.

"I looked up, and it was standing at the far end of the room. In front of the window. The last of the light was coming through — it was dusk — and the thing was standing in front of it, and it didn't have a silhouette the way a person would. It was like the light was going around it. Or into it." He stopped again. "I'm not someone who believes in ghosts. I want you to understand that. I've never believed in that kind of thing. I'm telling you what I saw."

"I believe you," Nyra said. She meant it.

"I stood there for — I don't know. Five seconds. Ten. It didn't move. I had the sense that it was aware of me, though I couldn't tell you why. It didn't have a face that I could see. And then it was gone. Not like it walked away. Like a light switching off." He let out a breath that sounded like it had been held for a long time. "I was in my truck and on the highway inside of four minutes. I don't clearly remember the stairs."

He had called Alan Pryce the following morning and told him he was pulling his crew. He'd cited health reasons — his own, vague, unspecified. Pryce had been unhappy. There had been a dispute about the contract. Jenkins had refunded part of the deposit to make it go away, a decision that had cost him close to nine thousand dollars. He hadn't cared.

"I told myself it was a stress response," he said. "I'd been pushing hard. Maybe I was more tired than I realized. I've read about hypnagogic hallucinations — things people see when they're sleep-deprived. I tried to apply that to what happened."

"Did it work?"

He gave a short, flat sound that wasn't quite a laugh. "For about three weeks. Then I woke up at two in the morning and it was standing at the foot of my bed."

The words landed in the phone call like something dropped from a height.

Nyra kept her voice steady. "At your home in Abilene."

"Yes."

"How long ago was that?"

"October 2011. So — going on four years." His voice had taken on a different quality now, something rawer, a tiredness that had settled too deep to be addressed by sleep. "It's not every night. It's not even every month. But it comes back. Always at night. Always still, always at the edge of the light. My wife woke up to it twice. She doesn't — we don't talk about it much anymore. There's not a lot to say that helps."

"Have you been back to Pampa?" Nyra asked.

"No."

"Do you think going back would change anything?"

A long pause. "I think the answer is in that building," he said slowly, as if feeling out the words as he spoke them. "I think whatever it is, it comes from there. And I think if someone were to go in and — I don't know. Document it. Name it. Prove it's real, or prove it isn't — maybe that would give me something to stand on." He paused again. "I'm a practical man, Ms. Hale. I like things I can explain. This is something I can't explain, and I've been living with it for four years, and I'm very tired."

Nyra put her pen down. She looked at her notebook, at the phrases she'd underlined. A hole in the room. Like the light was going into it. I'm very tired.

"I'm already planning to go," she said. "I want you to know that. This isn't contingent on your email — I've been building a research file on Worley for months. But your account is the most detailed I have, and I'd like to be able to follow up with you while I'm there, if that's alright."

The sound he made was difficult to categorize — relief and apprehension arriving at the same time.

"I'd appreciate that," he said. "I'll tell you whatever I can. I just — I need someone to go in there and not run."

"I'll go in," she said. "And I'll stay."

After the call, Nyra sat at her desk without moving for several minutes.

She wasn't frightened. She examined herself for that, as she always did after a significant piece of testimony, and found it absent — at least in any form she couldn't manage. What she found instead was a heightened, focused clarity, the sensation of a wide-angle lens narrowing to a single point. This was the part of the work she had never been able to explain to people outside of it: the way a genuinely credible account didn't make her want to turn back but made her want to move forward faster.

What troubled her more than Jenkins' account itself was its consistency with the others. She'd spent enough time in the paranormal research space to understand how narratives propagated — how someone read a description online, absorbed its details, and then unconsciously reproduced them in their own account, honestly believing it was original experience. Contamination was the endemic problem of the field. It was the reason she applied pressure to sources, the reason she cross-referenced, the reason she was slow to accept anything that could have been borrowed from existing lore.

The Worley shadow figures didn't behave like a propagated narrative. They were too varied in their specifics and too consistent in their fundamentals. Dorothy Cress in 1974 had never heard of Tony the carpenter, who had worked the 2011 project. Tony had described a hole in the room. Dorothy had described a man-shaped void. Neither would have had access to the other's account — Dorothy's interview had run in a regional magazine with a limited circulation, now largely out of print, and Tony's account was something Jenkins had described to Nyra on a phone call that morning, four years after the fact, in terms Tony had shared only privately.

Two people, separated by thirty-seven years, using different words to describe the same spatial impossibility.

Nyra added the call notes to her research file and then opened her packing list and read through it again, making adjustments. She added a second thermal camera. She added extra memory cards. She sat for a moment and then added a satellite phone to the list, which meant a trip to the outdoor equipment store — her cell coverage research had suggested that the edge of Pampa where Worley sat was prone to dead zones.

She thought about what Jenkins had said near the end of the call, after she'd told him she was going. He'd asked, with the careful phrasing of someone trying not to impose weight on a question, whether she'd done this before — whether she'd investigated something that felt genuinely threatening, rather than merely atmospheric.

She'd told him yes, and it was true, though the gradations of threatening covered a lot of ground. She'd investigated a former reformatory in Georgia where she'd experienced three hours of missing time that she'd never been able to account for. She'd been inside a property in New Mexico where her camera equipment had malfunctioned so completely and so specifically — every device going dark simultaneously, then recovering simultaneously — that she'd had the footage analyzed by two separate technical consultants, neither of whom had offered a satisfying explanation.

But she hadn't told Jenkins about those experiences, because they weren't what he needed to hear. He needed to hear that she was going in. He needed to hear that she didn't scare easily, and that she finished what she started, and that she would send him whatever she found — all of it, not just the parts that made for compelling content.

She'd promised him that. She intended to keep it.

The drive from her apartment complex to the outdoor equipment store took twenty minutes, and she spent most of it thinking about the one thing in Jenkins' account she hadn't asked him to elaborate on, because she'd wanted time to think about it alone first.

At the end of the call, almost as an afterthought — in the way that people sometimes save the most significant thing for last, burying it in the middle of a goodbye — he'd said: There's something else. I don't know if it's connected.

She'd told him to go ahead.

He'd said that in the months after he'd left Pampa, he'd done what people do when they're trying to rationalize something — he'd talked to others who'd been on the site. Not just Tony. Two other crew members. He'd reached out, individually, under the pretense of checking in.

Both of them, without any prompting from him, had described the same experience: the feeling, after leaving the building, that they had brought something back with them. Not the shadow figure itself — nothing that concrete. More like an atmospheric residue. A persistent sense of presence at the edge of rooms, of lights that seemed slightly wrong, of waking in the night with the certain knowledge that something was near.

Neither man had reported it as an ongoing problem the way Jenkins had. Both had said it faded after a few weeks. Jenkins had his own theory about why it had persisted for him, which he offered without conviction: he'd been inside the building longer than anyone else on the crew, and he'd been alone when he'd seen it, and he'd been looking directly at it when he had.

Maybe it noticed me more, he'd said. I know how that sounds.

Nyra had written it down without comment.

Now, pulling into the parking lot of the equipment store, she turned the phrase over in the quiet of the car. Maybe it noticed me more. The implications of that were not comfortable to sit with, which was, she'd long since learned, no reason not to sit with them.

She picked up her phone and pulled up the research file. At the top, she added a new header: Behavior — Possible Intentionality.

Below it, she wrote Jenkins' words verbatim, exactly as she intended to document everything about Worley Hospital — completely, carefully, and without deciding in advance what it meant.

Then she got out of the car and went to buy a satellite phone.
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​Chapter 3: Arrival in a Town That Doesn’t Want Her There
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The Texas Panhandle began asserting itself about two hours outside of Amarillo, when the last of the rolling terrain flattened out completely and the sky took over.

Nyra had driven through a lot of landscapes in the course of her work — the dense, dripping green of the Louisiana lowlands, the austere mountain corridors of the rural Southwest, the industrial desolation of post-manufacturing towns in the Midwest — but the Panhandle was its own particular thing. It was a landscape that offered no concealment, no visual complexity, nothing for the eye to catch on. Just flat earth and enormous sky, the horizon a clean line in every direction, the occasional grain elevator rising from the plain like a monument to pure utility. The emptiness wasn't threatening, exactly. It was more fundamental than that. It was the landscape saying, plainly and without hostility: there is nowhere to hide here, and nothing is hidden from you, and these two facts are the same fact.

She'd left her apartment at five-forty in the morning to avoid the city traffic, and she'd made good time through the first four hours. Now it was approaching noon and the August sun was a physical weight on the roof of her SUV, the air conditioning cycling hard to compensate. The highway stretched ahead of her in a straight line that seemed to converge at a single point somewhere beyond the visible world.

She had the Marcus Jenkins call recording playing through the car speakers, not for new information — she'd already transcribed it and added her notes — but to keep the texture of his voice present in her mind. She did this with significant testimony before an investigation. Reading a transcript was useful; hearing the pauses, the weight behind certain words, the places where a voice went careful — that was something else. Jenkins' voice had gone careful in several places she'd marked for follow-up, and she wanted them fresh.

Her phone, mounted on the dash, showed Pampa at sixty-three miles. She turned off the recording and drove in silence for a while, watching the plains.

She'd done her usual pre-investigation research on the town itself — not just the hospital, but the context it sat in. Pampa had been an oil town, briefly prosperous in the 1920s and '30s, and had settled into a quieter existence after the boom softened. The population had been declining steadily for decades, sitting now at somewhere just under twenty thousand, which gave it the particular character of a place that remembered being larger and hadn't entirely adjusted to the difference. There was still a main street with the bones of a downtown — a hardware store, a diner, a courthouse with a well-maintained lawn — but the surrounding residential blocks had a provisional quality, as though the town was making reasonable efforts without complete confidence in the results.

Worley Hospital had opened during the prosperous years, which explained the ambition of the structure. Twelve thousand square feet was significant for a community of that size. In 1930, it would have been a point of civic pride. By 1975, when it closed, the town around it had been contracting for twenty years, and the building's decline tracked the town's own in a way that felt less like coincidence and more like correspondence. As though whatever was wrong with one had leached into the other.

Nyra had come across that framing in an academic paper she'd found through a university library database — a cultural geography study from 2003 that had used Worley as a brief case study in what the author called architectural trauma, the idea that a building could absorb and reflect the psychological state of a community. The author hadn't been making a paranormal argument; it was a sociological one. But Nyra had found it useful regardless. It helped explain why the town's relationship with the hospital was so charged, so unanimously avoidant. It wasn't just fear of an old building. It was a more complicated discomfort — the way you might avoid looking at a scar.

The Pampa exit appeared, and she took it.

The first thing she noticed was the quiet.

Not the absence of sound — there was traffic, a distant lawn mower, a dog barking somewhere off to the left — but a quality in the air that felt like quiet, a muffled, held quality, as though the town was operating at a volume slightly below its own natural register. She'd noticed this before in communities built around a significant loss: the particular acoustic of collective suppression.

She turned onto the main road and drove slowly, getting her bearings. The downtown was modest and reasonably maintained. A barbershop. A pharmacy with a hand-lettered sign in the window. A feed store. A woman in her sixties walking a small terrier stopped on the sidewalk and watched Nyra's SUV pass, her expression neutral but her eyes tracking with a focus that went beyond casual curiosity.

The motel was on the western side of town, a single-story independent property called the Caprock Inn. Nyra had booked it partly for its location — it sat well away from the hospital side of town, which she'd decided was appropriate; she didn't want to be observable from the building before she was ready to approach it — and partly because the alternative was a chain twenty miles further east, and she preferred to spend her money somewhere local, where the staff were more likely to know things.

She pulled in and parked. The office was small and smelled of industrial coffee and the particular brand of air freshener used to cover the smell of industrial coffee. A man in his late fifties sat behind the counter reading a magazine. He was broad across the shoulders, with the creased, sun-battered face of someone who had spent the bulk of his life outdoors, and he looked up when she came in with an expression of professional welcome that shifted, almost imperceptibly, into something more guarded when he registered her camera bag and the equipment cases she was pulling through the door.

She gave her name and took her key — room 7, at the far end of the row — and she was turning to leave when he said, with the careful casualness of someone who had decided to say something but wasn't sure yet how much of it to say: "You here for the hospital?"

Nyra turned back. "What makes you ask?"

He gestured at the camera bag. "Had two others like you in the past couple years. Photographer types. Equipment." He paused. "Neither one of them stayed long."

"How long?"

He considered. "One night. Other one didn't even make it that far — checked out same evening she checked in. Left twenty minutes after she came back from the east side of town." He looked at Nyra steadily, without apology for the implication. "I don't know what she saw. She didn't say and I didn't push."

"What's your name?" Nyra asked.

"Ed Colbert. I own the place."

"Ed." She set her camera bag down and leaned an arm on the counter. "I'm going to be here for at least four nights. I'm a professional investigator — this is what I do for a living. I'm not going to damage anything or get myself into trouble that reflects back on your property. But I'd like to ask you some things before I go over there, if you're willing."

Ed Colbert looked at her for a long moment. He had the measuring quality of a man who'd lived in a small town long enough to know that resistance to curiosity was ultimately less productive than managing it.

"I'll answer what I can," he said. "I don't know much that isn't rumor."

"Rumor is useful."

He almost smiled at that. "People around here don't go near it. Haven't for years. The kids used to — you know how kids are, they'd dare each other to touch the fence — but even that stopped maybe ten years back." He was quiet for a moment, his gaze going somewhere behind her. "There was a boy, maybe fifteen, went in on a dare in 2008. His friends waited outside. He was in there about twenty minutes. When he came out he didn't speak for three days. His mother took him to a doctor in Amarillo. They said it was a dissociative episode brought on by acute stress." He paused. "He moved away for college and never came back. His mother still lives here. She doesn't talk about it."

"Has anyone talked to the boy?"

"Man, now. He'd be in his thirties." Ed shook his head. "Far as I know, no. Far as I know, he talks to his mother twice a year by phone and sends a card at Christmas and that's the extent of his connection to Pampa." He looked at her directly. "Draw your own conclusions."

She thanked him and carried her equipment to room 7.

She'd planned to spend the early afternoon setting up her gear and reviewing her research notes before making any contact with the town. She'd also planned to eat something, having driven through rather than stopping for lunch. But as she was loading her equipment into the room, she realized she needed a few supplies — batteries, a couple of specific cable adapters she'd forgotten — and that the need to go back out was actually an opportunity.

She found what she needed at the hardware store on Main Street, whose owner, a laconic man named Garrett, told her without being asked that the cable adapters she was looking for were for video equipment, and that he assumed she was going to the hospital, and that he had nothing to say about that except that she should be careful about the floor on the third level, where the water damage from a roof failure had made things unpredictable.

Nyra stared at him. "You've been inside?"

"My brother-in-law worked the '98 renovation." He handed her the adapters in a small paper bag. "He did the walk-through with the structural engineer at the start of the project. Third floor, east corridor, two rooms with compromised subflooring." He met her eyes. "He quit three weeks later. He won't tell me why. But he told me about the floor."

She paid for the adapters and stood at the counter for a moment. "Garrett," she said. "Is there anyone in town who would talk to me about what they know? Who wouldn't be uncomfortable with it?"

He thought about that with apparent seriousness. "Ruth Meacham," he said finally. "She's at the diner on Cuyler most mornings until eleven. She was a nurse — not at Worley, at the clinic down the road — but she knows the history and she's not the type to refuse a conversation." He paused. "Tell her Garrett sent you. That'll help."

The gas station was on the east side of town, and Nyra hadn't intended to stop there. She'd intended to drive past it, get a sense of the road that ran toward the hospital, gauge the distance and the approach before committing to the first visit. But her gas gauge read a quarter-tank and the practical reality was simple, so she pulled in.

The station was an independent, the kind that existed in the margins of small towns without apparent economic logic, surviving on local loyalty and geographic convenience. Two pumps, a small convenience store, a hand-painted sign in the window advertising live bait. The forecourt was cracked and oil-stained, with weeds pushing through the expansion joints in the concrete.

She was standing at the pump when the door to the store opened and a man came out.

He was somewhere in his late sixties, possibly older, with the angular, weathered build of someone who had spent decades being worked down to his essential structure. His face was deeply lined, and he walked with the slightly deliberate movement of a man whose joints had opinions about the August heat. He wore a work shirt with a name patch that said Doyle and he looked at her with eyes so pale they were almost colorless, steady and without particular hostility.

He didn't speak immediately. He came to a stop a few feet away, ostensibly to check something on the pump housing, and Nyra had the clear impression that he'd come out not for any mechanical reason but because he'd seen her from the window and decided he wanted to take a look.

"Just passing through?" he said, without looking at her directly.

"Staying a few days," she said. "I'm doing some work in the area."

"Mm." He did something to the pump housing that appeared to involve no actual tools. "What kind of work?"

She had two answers prepared for this question, and she'd learned to read which one a situation called for. This situation called for the direct one. "I investigate reported paranormal activity. I make documentary content. I'm here about the hospital."

The man called Doyle went still.

It wasn't a dramatic stillness. He didn't tense or recoil. He simply became the way a person becomes when something they'd been expecting, and not looking forward to, has finally arrived. He looked at her directly for the first time, those pale eyes making a slow assessment.

"You got people who watch that kind of thing?" he said.

"About a million and a half of them."

He absorbed this. "Hm." He looked away toward the horizon, toward the eastern edge of town, and Nyra didn't follow his gaze because she already knew what was over there. "You're not the first to come around asking," he said. "Won't be the last, I expect."

"What happened to the ones who came before?"

He was quiet for long enough that she thought he'd decided not to answer. Then he said: "Couple of them left quick. One young fella stayed two nights, went in twice. Left on the third morning before sunup. Didn't check out of his motel, just drove away — they found his key in the door." He paused. "He called the motel a week later and paid his bill over the phone and asked them to ship his suitcase. Never came back to collect it in person."

Nyra thought about that. About a man who had decided that recovering a suitcase in person was not worth what returning would cost him.

"Doyle," she said. "What do you think is in there?"

He looked at her again. Something in his expression shifted — not opening exactly, but adjusting, as though he was making an internal decision about how honest to be with someone who was about to walk into something he couldn't stop.

"I don't think anything," he said. "I know enough not to think anything about that place." He turned slightly and spat, a gesture that felt less like rudeness and more like a deeply ingrained punctuation. "My cousin went in back in '94. He was twenty-two, showing off for his girlfriend. He went in, and she waited, and he came out." He stopped.

"What was different about him?"

"Nothing you could name," Doyle said. "That was the trouble. There was nothing specific to point to and say, that's what's wrong. He was just — less. Like something had been turned down. His girlfriend broke it off inside of two months. He never really got it back, whatever it was." He looked at the eastern horizon again, and his voice when he continued was flat and certain in a way that had clearly been arrived at over years of private consideration: "People don't come back the same. That's not a theory. That's just what I've seen, over and over, my whole life in this town." He looked at her one last time, and his pale eyes held something that might have been pity and might have been a kind of involuntary respect. "You seem like you know what you're doing, young lady. I hope that's enough."

He went back inside without waiting for her response.

Nyra stood at the pump until it clicked off, listening to the dry wind moving across the flat earth, carrying nothing with it, saying nothing she could translate.

She got in the SUV and sat for a moment. Then she pulled up the maps application on her phone and entered the hospital's address, though she didn't need to — she'd had the route memorized for days.

The blue line appeared on the screen, leading east.

She followed it.
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​Chapter 4: First Glimpse of the Hospital
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The road that led to Worley Hospital didn't announce itself.

There was no sign, which Nyra had half-expected — a historic marker, a warning, something municipal and official acknowledging the building's existence. There was nothing. Just a turn off the main east road onto a county access lane that wasn't marked on the standard map application and that she'd found only through a satellite overlay, a gray thread of deteriorating asphalt cutting northeast through scrubland. She almost missed it. The entrance was obscured by a stand of mesquite that had grown unchecked for what looked like decades, their twisted trunks leaning over the lane like something positioned deliberately to discourage entry.

She turned in and the SUV's suspension immediately registered the road's condition — a series of jarring impacts as the tires found potholes and frost-heave fractures, the asphalt broken into irregular plates by years of freeze-thaw cycles and the patient pressure of encroaching root systems. She slowed to a crawl and picked her way forward, the mesquite scraping along the passenger side of the vehicle. The lane curved slightly to the right, obscuring whatever lay ahead, and she followed it with the particular focused attention of someone approaching something they couldn't yet see but could already feel.

She felt it before the building came into view.

That was the first thing she would write in her investigation log that evening, and she wrote it carefully, because she was precise about these distinctions: the onset of a physical sensation, a heaviness concentrated
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