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      It was raining the morning I saw that kid die.

      Well, not raining, exactly.

      The weather was doing that annoying “mist” thing, loosing little puffs of cold drizzle as though the clouds were packed with spray bottles and I was a disobedient house cat getting sprayed for walking on the kitchen counter.

      I had a jacket on, a thin sweater and dress shirt that matched my khakis, and had worn my good shoes—the leather ones—but by the time I got to campus for my 11:30, odds were it was all going to be soaked through. I'd taken one look out the window that morning, remembered I didn't own an umbrella, and decided to take my chances. The Offerman building where my first class of the day was being taught was a twenty-minute walk from my front door; if I power-walked, maybe I could make it in fifteen.

      With my briefcase in hand, I started down the sidewalk, eyes narrowed to keep out the occasional bursts of mist-fine rain. A line of cars idled at a stoplight as I approached the first intersection, their windows shimmering with moisture. The droplets were so fine that the drivers didn't bother to turn on their wipers.

      The sky overhead was a light grey. There was a sun up there, somewhere, but as I passed beneath a few awnings and chanced a look upward I couldn't see it. The morning forecast had predicted showers off and on throughout the day, with clear skies in the evening. Though we were technically in early spring, recent temperatures were so low that things felt more like late winter. The rain wasn't helping matters. This is what you get for staying in Ohio, I thought. Some friends of mine had recently taken teaching positions at southern universities—in Texas and Florida—and I envied the hell out of them.

      I paused at a crosswalk, waiting for the light to change, and considered my 11:30 lecture for a moment. We were doing Chaucer in that one. The Canterbury Tales. I'd written out my lecture notes well in advance and had a good idea already of which students were going to bomb the final after the break was up. The material wasn't hard, but most of the students didn't seem to give a damn. My lectures were always half-empty.

      It was my first semester as an adjunct at Moorlake University, and the powers that be had allowed me to teach only a single class. Lit 240—Introduction to Literature had been the only bone they'd thrown me. On Mondays and Wednesdays, I lectured two sections of that class; one at 11:30 and a second at 1:30. The pay for such a minor workload, as can be imagined, was pretty marginal.

      No, that's a euphemism. I couldn't really support myself teaching only a single class and had to do other work on the side in order to meet my rent. Such is the life of an adjunct professor. I held out hope that the university would keep me on during the next semester—that I wouldn't end up on the chopping block due to “budget cuts”, and that they might even let me teach more than a single course. But I wasn't holding my breath.

      The wind sent me a face-full of rain, which I wiped away with a grimace. It was going to be one of those days, I could feel it. That one annoying kid in my 11:30 section was going to be there, sitting in the front row like he always did, and when it came time to talk about the reading he'd ask far too many questions. During my office hours, I'd be forced to hang out with Phil—the tenure-track professor whose office I'd been assigned to share—and he'd ask me in his patronizing way about how things were going, and what I'd do if the university didn't extend my contract another semester. And then, when all of that was over, I'd have to brave the rain again on the walk home, where I'd spend a good chunk of my evening curating responses to the course's online discussion prompts.

      I was deep in my thoughts, making the walk on auto-pilot, when something suddenly distracted me.

      There was a kid standing on the sidewalk just ahead of me. He was tall, kind of heavyset, wearing a pair of black headphones and a blue fleece jacket. Judging by the backpack he had slung over one shoulder, I figured he was a student. I don't know why I paid him any mind; he didn't look out of place, and he didn't spare me so much as a passing glance as I approached. He seemed a little distracted, maybe, bobbing his head to what sounded like pulsing electronic music, but there wasn't anything special about him. I felt like I'd seen clones of this very kid all over campus a million times before.

      What happened next, well, the authorities call it “jay-walking”, if you want to be technical about it. The kid stepped over the curb, crossing the street absent-mindedly, mid-head-bob, just as I passed him.

      Then I heard the screeching of tired brakes.

      The skidding of tires.

      I turned around just in time to see that kid take the front end of a pick-up truck to the chin. Metal pounded flesh; the sound reminded me of a soundbite from a cooking program—Wolfgang Puck tenderizing chicken breasts with a steel mallet.

      The truck hit him square and sent his body skipping down the road like a rock. He was like a rag doll, limbs splaying out and crumpling as they met the pavement. The sounds of his rolling across the ground were terrible to hear, though they were quickly drowned out by the roar of the truck's engine.

      I remember the driver had a goddamned terrible look on his face—real, undoubtable terror at what he'd done—but he hauled ass so quickly after that I didn't even get a chance to glance at his plates. In retrospect, I can't even remember what color the truck was. The vehicle hooked to the left, almost hitting me where I stood, frozen, on the sidewalk, and then punched it through a red light, disappearing into the distance.

      So, there I was, standing on the sidewalk, staring at the kid in the road.

      He wasn't moving.

      The traffic had mysteriously, conveniently thinned to nothing. A few old folks sipping coffee out of paper cups at a nearby cafe gawked and pointed from the windows, but I was the only one out there.

      The only one who could do something.

      I dropped my briefcase and ran out into the street towards him. I wasn't sure what to do at this point; no one ever coaches you on what to do when you see someone get creamed by a truck. I yanked my phone out of my pocket and knelt down beside him, placing a hand on his shoulder. “H-Hey, kid...”

      He still wasn't moving.

      “You... you all right?” I was stunned, but even as the words left my lips that sounded like a stupid question. “K-Kid?”

      I looked down at my phone, the screen accumulating a thin veil of mist as I tried—and failed—to unlock it with a jittery swipe. Somehow, despite the violence of the accident, the kid's headphones were still on, sitting askew on his neck. Their edges had been worn down by the asphalt, and through them I could still hear a generic, pulsing bass beat.

      Grasping his shoulder more firmly, I rolled him up onto his side, baring his face to the grey sky.

      And Christ, how I wish I hadn't.

      I could have gone my whole life without ever seeing something like that. The sight of that poor kid's face—or what was left of it—was a real deposit to my nightmare fund. He'd done some skidding prior to landing in the middle of the road, and it'd left the right side of his face completely pulverized. Pebbles and flecks of asphalt were wedged between the raw crevasses of lacerated flesh; a bleeding eye listed lifelessly to one corner; the curvature of his skull had lost some definition where it'd been pounded in, leaving a patch of his black hair damp with blood.

      I think I gasped. Perhaps I groaned. Whatever noise I made at glimpsing his battered countenance, you can be sure it was utterly inappropriate. Two unblinking eyes, one of them streaming red tears, looked up at me blankly as I gave him a careful shake. I spoke to him again, but this time my voice didn't seem like my own. “H-Hey, kid... Hold on...”

      The whitish glow of a headlight damn near blinded me as a motorist approached. The car veered to the right, stopping near the curb, and the driver shouted something from his window. “Hey, you all right? Need me to call an ambulance? What happened?”

      At least, I think that's what he shouted. My ears felt stuffed up, every noise resulting in a disorienting echo. I turned to the driver dumbly, mumbled something in response, and then recoiled as I felt something move against me.

      The kid. He was coming to.

      A sharp, soupy inhalation cut through the cool air, and the kid arched his back. His eyes were still empty, visionless, but he seemed to be aware of what was happening on some level. His lips quivered and his limbs—at least, those that weren't broken at the joints—splayed out across the ground in search of something solid. He shook—not a mere shiver, but a full-on tremor—and a watery groan escaped his throat.

      I knew he was dead, beyond saving, well before the paramedics finally arrived and declared it so. As I held him in my arms, my heart beating so violently I thought I might drop dead beside him, I realized that I'd seen this before. This was what happened to a squirrel or rabbit after making contact with a speeding eighteen-wheeler. He was in his death throes. The body had some electricity left in it, had the slightest bit of pent-up liveliness that it had to expel before it could set about the work of truly dying.

      I don't know how much time passed. It felt like an eternity. That's a cliché that's usually bereft of meaning—people say that sort of thing when they have to do something banal, when they have to wait in line at the DMV—but in this instance, I really felt myself trapped in a moment with no clear end. The kid hitched and spasmed in my arms. I reached for my phone again and tried to dial, but I couldn't even hold onto it. My hand was shaking, and it fell out of my grasp, clattering onto the ground.

      Other people arrived on the scene; I could hear their footfalls as they ran towards us. Some came from their cars, others from nearby buildings.

      But in that final moment, when it was just me and that dying kid in the middle of the street, something happened.

      He spoke to me.

      I wasn't sure what to make of his last words, and simply listened in terrified silence as he rattled them off with calm, uncanny clarity.

      “Can you hear them?” he asked, his body going still.

      Could I hear what, exactly?

      The other people charging onto the scene?

      The sirens blaring in the distance?

      I didn't ask him, couldn't—my voice had retreated so far into my throat that I felt like I'd never be able to speak again.  But I wondered what he'd meant, what it was he'd heard in that final moment.

      Even now, I'm still wondering.

      Concerned onlookers dragged me away, asking me what'd happened, what I'd seen. It was pretty clear that I wasn't going to be of any use, though, and they guided me back to the sidewalk where I watched an ambulance and a handful of cop cars pull up. There was chatter from all sides; women crying, people proclaiming the incident a “damn shame”, first responders assessing the situation with their industry jargon.

      I ran a hand through my hair, my wavy locks having caught a good bit of rain, and just stood there, mute. A police officer took me aside, asked me if I'd seen the car that'd done it—the make, the model. Like a toddler trying out a new word, I mumbled “truck” a few times.

      My nerves were fried, and I would be of no use to their investigation. Thankfully, there was a man who'd seen the whole thing go down through a shop window who was better able to articulate the nature of the accident.

      The kid was loaded into the back of the ambulance on a stretcher like a side of beef and the crowd dispersed soon thereafter.

      I wish I could say that was the last I'd seen of him. That kid, along with his cryptic last words, have haunted my dreams off and on ever since. I learned later on, while watching the news, that he'd been an art major. His name had been Will, and he'd been a third year student.

      I can't tell you if they ever caught the driver of that truck; if they didn't, then my worthless ass surely shouldered some of the blame. Had I only been more aware, had I only paid better attention, then maybe I could have given the cops the information they'd needed. A license plate, something.

      When all was said and done, I found myself still standing on the sidewalk, fairly drenched in rain, watching the traffic resume. Something like an hour had passed, and things had seemingly returned to normal. Watching the cars go by, the people returning to their shops and lunches, you'd have thought that nothing at all had happened.

      I gathered my nerves, recovered my briefcase, and took shelter under the awning of a nearby building. Thoughts about my 11:30, about Chaucer, were far from my mind just then, but I did have the wherewithal to email my students and let them know that both sections of the class were going to be cancelled for the day. I was allowed two cancellations per semester before risking disciplinary action and hadn't used a single one up to that point.

      Watching a stranger die in my arms seemed like a damn good reason to cancel classes, to my mind.

      My hands were still shaking as I tapped out the message. It was brief, but I was so rattled that I could barely form a coherent sentence. I sent it, pocketed my phone, and then started the short walk back to my apartment, where I spent the rest of the day in bed, smoking cigarettes in my underwear.

      Most of my Tuesday was spent in bed, too, except that by then I'd burned through an entire carton of Viceroys and didn't have the energy to go out and buy more.

      When Wednesday morning came and I had to make my walk to campus, I set out even earlier than usual, knowing I had some work to catch up on. I locked my door, zipped up my jacket and took off down the sidewalk for the Offerman building.

      I walked there quickly, keeping my head down.

      And as I went, I didn't pay attention to any of the other pedestrians.
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      “You had to cancel classes?” asked Phil.

      I nodded.

      Phil's office was small and cluttered. The desk, a wobbly, chipped-up thing, sat flanked by a chair whose height was stuck permanently at Phil's preference. There were a few pictures of his kids—homely by any standard—tacked up to the wall nearest the desk, and the drawers were well-stocked with gum, mints and other confections that he often insisted I help myself to. He kept Costco-sized cartons of gum and mints in his car, too. Probably because one too many people had called him on his eye-watering halitosis over the years.

      Worst of all was the dandruff he left on the back of the chair whenever he got up. Phil was a middle-aged guy, greasy, with the flakiest scalp I'd ever seen. He had a big nose on him, with deep, visible pores, and his lips were perpetually chapped. Though a professor in Moorlake's English department for nearly five years, he hadn't learned in all that time how to dress like a proper teacher. Whether his shirts were always sized too small, or whether his gut simply outpaced his clothes shopping, I couldn't say, but whenever he leaned back I couldn't keep from glimpsing the pale, doughy underside of his beer gut beneath the untucked hem of his dress shirts. He wore vests most days, and unironically attempted to pull off a bowtie, of which he had a drawerful.

      He was supposed to be off to one of his lectures, but always seemed to have time to chat with me before ceding the office. The university didn't have enough room to give a dispensable lecturer like me their own office, and so I'd been assigned to use Phil's. Some intern in the English department had even pasted a little homemade sign to the door, printed out on computer paper, featuring my name. Steven F. Barlow, Adjunct Professor of English. I was a Stephen, not a Steven, but it was close enough.

      Squaring me in his bespectacled sights, Phil leaned forward on his desk, making the whole thing creak. “You cancelled classes?” he asked again. Then, shaking his head, his flake-ridden eyebrows arched. “That's no good, chief. They look at stuff like that... you know, before extending your contract.”

      I set my briefcase down on the floor and plopped into one of the open chairs. I had a good deal of email to catch up on and some discussion board answers to grade. I didn't have time for Phil's bullshit, but forced myself to play nice. “I know. I wish I hadn't had to.”

      “Weren't feeling good, or...?” Phil pulled away, eyeing me narrowly for a minute as though breathing the same air as me might land him with a case of Ebola.

      “Yeah,” I replied. It was easier to lie than to tell him the truth. No, Phil, I watched some student get killed by a truck. He died in my arms. “Feeling better now, though.”

      That, too, was a lie.

      Physically, I was in fine shape. Well, in as fine a shape as a thirty-year-old smoker and bacon enthusiast could hope to be. But mentally, it was a different kettle of fish. Prior to the accident, I'd been feeling burnt out, overly stressed about my position at the university and my precarious financial situation. Now, none of that bothered me much. Fretting over classwork and potential budget cuts at semester's end sounded a whole lot better to me than the depression I felt myself slipping into now. I couldn't sleep without thinking about that dead kid's face; couldn't walk down the street without envisioning each and every car as a student-killing cruise missile. I was getting to be a nervous wreck.

      “Glad to hear it,” replied Phil, not a little unconvincingly. He stood up, giving me a peek at that pasty underbelly as he stretched, and then he made an exaggerated motion to the clock on the wall. “Oh, boy. Gotta run, Stephen. Don't go burning the place down, ya hear?” he said with a wink. He logged out of the computer, slung his leather bag over his shoulder and slapped my arm with a bit too much gusto.

      When he was gone, I locked the door behind him.

      “Good riddance,” I mumbled, pacing round the desk and batting errant flakes off of the back of the task chair.

      Punching in my password, I logged into the office PC and started raking through my email. Thankfully, there wasn't a whole lot for me to catch up on. A few messages from students who'd had questions about the reading; a generic email sent to all of the faculty listing different campus activities for the month; a message informing me of my eligibility to enter a raffle for an iPad. I answered the student queries quickly, tersely, and then turned my attention to the discussion boards.

      The software used for the discussion boards was old and glitchy. It reminded me of the web forums I'd posted on as a teenager in the late 90's. The week's questions had been posted in a pinned thread near the top, and students were then required to start threads of their own to answer them. Often, the overachievers in the class would post their answers first, and then the rest of the students, like scavengers, would recycle those same answers, paraphrasing them in a hundred different ways. I skimmed thread after thread, making a few marks as I went, before totally tuning out.

      They'd lucked out this week. A's for effort all around. I was too stressed out to care about their impressions of The Miller's Tale and gave them all credit for participating.

      With that, I powered down the desktop and set my head down on the desk, sighing.

      I had an hour before my first class of the day.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As expected, the lecture hall was half-full. Most of the students were seated in the back. I glanced up at the usual suspects. The guy who always wore a hooded sweatshirt and balanced his head on his chin, trying to make it look like he wasn't falling asleep; the studious-looking kid with the high voice who sat front and center; the redhead that wore a pair of bright orange headphones around her neck wherever she went.

      Headphones.

      While I set my briefcase down on the lectern and withdrew my papers, I recalled—for an instant—the dead kid's face, the way his headphones had still been blaring music after the accident, the way the cordage of those headphones had been knotted and dappled in blood. An instant's reminisce was all it took to tank my mood. I looked up at the class, gave a little nod, and then glanced at the clock. There were a few minutes before class officially started, but I didn't feel like waiting.

      “What's wrong?” I asked, clapping my hands. “You all look like you were up all night. Was Chaucer really so interesting that you had to stay up and read the entire book in a single go?”

      A few forced chuckles from the peanut gallery.

      “The assigned reading this week was The Miller's Tale. The final is going to require a few essays on this particular story, so why don't we discuss it?” Leaning against the wooden lectern, I popped the top button of my dress shirt and shimmied out of my jacket. Giving my belt a tug, I waited for the kid in the front row to start up.

      He did so right on cue.

      “How long will the essays have to be?” he asked. I thought his name was Luke. Or, maybe it was Lucas. Logan? I knew it started with an “L”, but I was too damn lazy to look at my class list to make sure.

      “A few paragraphs,” I replied. “So, did all of you do the reading?”

      There were a couple of half-hearted nods throughout the classroom. That was code for, “No, professor, I was too busy getting wasted to bother reading 14th century literature.”

      I started lecturing anyhow, pretending like they were all experts on the text. I read from my notes, elaborating on certain historical tidbits and fielding, on occasion, questions from the handful of students who still hoped to pass the final.

      There was one student, the redhead in the back row, that kept looking at me as I paced behind the lectern. She was tall, perhaps an inch or two taller than me, even, and she always dressed in what I called 'slacker chic'. Jeans, with baggy T-shirts and sweatshirts. Her eyes were the kind that could get your attention from across a packed room, and though it was an obvious dye job, the color of her hair made her stand out further. She was more interested than usual, seldom taking her eyes off of me. I tried to ignore it, but her constant staring left me on edge. I glanced down at my class list, pretending I was referencing my notes, and tried to remember which name was hers.

      Elizabeth Morrissey. A third year student, psychology major.

      When I'd droned on for twenty minutes and the guy in the hoodie was starting to loll forward, I dropped my notes into my briefcase. “Spring break starts next week, yeah? You're all probably preoccupied with thoughts of that, aren't you?” I waved at them. “Go on, get. I'll see you all after the break. We'll have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Like I'd just thrown a basket of poisonous snakes across the room, the students sprang out of their seats and made a beeline for the exit. A few stopped by the front to say goodbye as they left, and I turned to erase the handful of notes I'd made on the whiteboard.

      Before long, it was just me in the lecture hall, stuffing paper back into my briefcase and fumbling over the latches.

      Well, me and Elizabeth Morrissey, it seemed.

      She'd come up to the lectern, had waited silently and patiently for me to finish erasing things, before clearing her throat. She had something in her hand, a small bundle of folded papers. “Excuse me, Professor Barlow?” she began.

      I shot her a little smile from across the lectern. “Yes? How can I help you?”

      She stepped forward, extended a hand to shake. I wasn't sure what to make of such a gesture, but I accepted it. “I'm Elizabeth Morrissey,” she began. “I've been in this class since the start of the semester, and I know we haven't really talked a lot. It's a great class,” she said.

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. A great class? My lectures were hardly that. “Thanks,” I said, my voice probably conveying the fact that I didn't really believe her. “And what can I help you with in regards to this wonderful class?”

      She blushed, cracking a sheepish smile. “W-Well, I have a favor to ask. You see, I...” She looked down at the bundle of papers in her grasp. “There's this thing... me and some friends want to start a campus organization, you know? But in order for us to do it, the administration requires us to get a faculty member on board.”

      I chuckled and suddenly understood the nature of her favor.

      And then I immediately began thinking of ways I could gently turn her down. I had enough on my plate; I didn't have the time or inclination to help her start a new campus club.

      She pressed on. “I know that I'm asking a lot, but seeing as how we need an advisor, I was wondering if you might be willing to support us. You seem like a really cool guy, Professor Barlow, and I think you'd make a great fit for this. There's, uh... there's just a bit of paperwork involved if you're interested.” She held out the papers for me to look at.

      I looked at them, all right, but I didn't reach out and take them. “I'm flattered,” I lied, “but I'm afraid I don't have time to head any... clubs or anything like that. Perhaps there's someone else you could ask?”

      She bit her lip, gaze dropping to the floor. “Actually, I've asked all of the other professors I know,” she admitted. “None of them have time for something like this.”

      I felt bad for her, but was eager to get out of the classroom as quickly as possible. “I'm sorry to hear that. What kind of club is it you're looking to start? Maybe I could refer you to someone else on campus who'd be willing to take the role of faculty advisor.” That line, I hoped, would keep her spirits from getting crushed while allowing me an out.

      “It's a paranormal society,” she replied, eyes lighting up. “Me and my friends, we're... we're into ghost hunting.”

      I stifled a laugh—a condescending one—and wondered for an instant if she wasn't joking. The earnestness in her wide eyes told me she was serious, though. A ghost-hunting club? No wonder all of her other professors had passed on becoming an advisor. “That's... that's an interesting choice for a club, no doubt,” I said, trying to hide my amusement. “Perhaps someone in the sciences would be a better fit.”

      She took a step forward, her strawberry-scented body spray coming in strong. “Look, I know how this sounds, OK? But it's really not that big a deal. You see, we need a staff member to sign off on this and agree to act as our advisor before we can make it a proper club, but you would only have to be present for one club meeting a month! That's it!”

      I was about to interrupt her, but then she threw me for a loop.

      “And if you're the advisor for our club till the end of the semester, the university will pay you!” she added.

      That stopped me in my tracks. At those words, I thought I felt my wallet literally pulse in my back pocket. “Sorry, what?”

      “They'll pay you,” she said, giving the papers in her hand a shake. “In the form of a small bonus at the end of the semester. It says so right here. I printed this off of the university's website, straight out of the handbook. It's a new policy meant to increase student and faculty participation in extracurricular activities. It's paid out of some alumni's memorial fund, I guess.” She smiled. “It... it isn't a ton of money, but it would be a bit of compensation, at least.”

      Up until that minute I'd had zero interest in Elizabeth's ghost-hunting shenanigans. My only thought had been to leave campus as quickly as possible so that I might nurse a few fingers' worth of whiskey in a quiet bar and distract myself from memories of the accident downtown. But now she was talking about money, and my interest had been piqued. Under the circumstances, with a pretty anemic bank account and no guarantee that things were going to improve in the foreseeable future, there were a lot of things I might consider doing for a few extra bucks. I took the papers and began skimming them beside the lectern, setting down my briefcase. If the university was really willing to cross my palm with silver for merely acting as a chaperone to a couple of nerdy, ghost-hunting kids, then I wanted in.

      “It wouldn't have to take up much of your time at all,” she continued enthusiastically. “We write up minutes and send them to you after our weekly meetings,” she explained.

      “Uh-huh...” I half-listened to her while skimming the papers for mention of a cash bonus. On the bottom of the third page, I found it. I read it twice to make sure I wasn't misunderstanding and then tried to hide my excitement. At the end of the semester, for a club that met all the criteria put forth by the office of student affairs, the advisor was eligible to earn a sum of up to one-thousand dollars. “Excellent, OK. So, what do you need me to do?” I asked, rooting around in my breast pocket for a pen.

      Thrilled at my about-face, she plucked the papers from my hand and set them down on the lectern. “I've already filled in the pertinent details, so I just need you to check this box,” she said, pointing to something on the last page, “and then sign and print here. I'll get this stuff turned in right away—as soon as I leave here.”

      I paused for just an instant before signing, asking myself if getting involved in a university club was really a good idea.

      And then I autographed that sheet of paper fast and hard, dreaming of what I'd do with an extra thousand bucks in my account.

      “Excellent!” Elizabeth jumped up and gave me a hug, squeezing my torso with her thin arms and then reclaiming the forms. Sliding them into her backpack, she gave me a wide grin. “I can't wait! Thank you, Professor Barlow! I should have asked you from the very start. I knew you'd come through for me!” She assured me she'd be in touch soon through email and skipped out of the lecture hall.

      When she was gone, I snapped my fingers and did a little skipping of my own.

      This is going to be the easiest thousand bucks I've ever made!
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      The thing about teaching only a single class is that you tend to have more free time than you know what to do with.

      Elizabeth Morrissey seemed to sense this in some way, and began bombarding me with emails the evening after she'd first approached me in the lecture hall, seeking help and advice with setting up her club. She was drafting a mission statement and wanted my feedback on it. She needed, also, to find sites that the club could explore, and asked me if I had any haunted locales in mind.

      Nowhere in her numerous emails did she once ask whether I actually believed in the supernatural, though.

      To make a long story short, I didn't believe. It wasn't my intent to lead her on on that particular front, but there didn't seem to be a good opening for me to gently inform her of my skepticism.

      My parents, who I no longer kept in touch with, had been rather spiritual people. By that, I mean that, on occasions when the ol' existential dread reared its head, I'd get dragged to a different church for a couple of Sundays before they'd eventually lose interest and slip back into their usual lapsed Catholicism. In high school I'd read The God Delusion just like everyone else, and by the time I got to be in college the very idea of a ghost or monster outside of film was laughable to me.

      I was the very image of a textbook skeptic, in other words. I believed in the things I could see, in the things that I could reason out. Nebulous concepts of spirituality, of the paranormal, didn't pass muster.

      Though, for a cool thousand bucks, I was more than willing to pretend.

      Elizabeth sent me her mission statement, and when I'd signed off on it, she forwarded it to the office of student affairs. It was a surprisingly good blurb for a club devoted to studying the bogus world of the supernatural—if only I could have gotten her to put this much effort into writing about Chaucer.

      The purpose of the Moorlake Spiritual Society is to explore life's biggest questions. Using modern technology, members will investigate reputedly haunted locales in the city, bringing to light Moorlake's culture and history in the process. Our aim is to shed light on the spiritual realm, to determine the fate of the soul after death and to promote a healthy and productive discourse among the student body.

      Pretty lofty goals, those.

      A two-week long spring break was on its way. During that time, most students would either return to their hometowns to visit with their families, or else travel to warmer States for days of drunken partying. Having finished up my pre-break lectures, I was free to do whatever I pleased for the next two weeks, and had designs to catch up on my leisure reading. Elizabeth made it known that she had plans, too.

      Plans that involved me.

      In order to get the club rolling smoothly and to demonstrate to the office of student affairs that we were serious about moving forward, she insisted that we get together and proactively tackle a few simple tasks. She was in the process of creating fliers with which to attract new members, but wouldn't be allowed to post them on campus until she'd gotten the say-so from the administration—something, she claimed, that probably wouldn't happen until after the break was through. She wanted also to start scouting the city for potential locations, and to secure permissions in advance for club members to tour them. To this end, she wished to put a small ad in the Moorlake Register, the local paper, asking for tips about haunted sites. She planned to spread the word through social media as well, and would ask the only other current member of the club, her boyfriend, Jake, to do the same.

      Out of principle, hanging out with students outside of class was not something I did a whole lot of. I'd known a professor or two who'd gotten into trouble by getting too chummy with his students in the past and was determined to tread lightly. When Elizabeth insisted we meet on Thursday afternoon, I agreed, stipulating that we meet in a public location.

      She met me at 3PM in the student union cafeteria, with her boyfriend in tow. With her red hair done up in long braids and a noticeable spring in her step, she waved at me from across the room and offered me a seat. She had her orange headphones hanging around her neck; I was beginning to think that she wore them everywhere just for show, as an accessory.

      “Hey, professor!” she said, motioning to the empty seat across from her. “Thank you for coming!”

      I smiled, nodded, sat down. “No problem.”

      Her boyfriend, Jake Tamblyn, proved a big guy. Despite the cool weather that day, he wore a sleeveless t-shirt that showcased dense arms. From the very first, he was curt with me, tended to scowl, and he didn't seem too interested in what Elizabeth had gathered us to discuss. It became pretty clear from that moment that he wasn't a member of the club because he had some interest in ghosts. He was only tagging along because he wanted to make sure I didn't cross any lines with his girlfriend.

      Jake had a square jaw, a fair, roman nose, but the freckles across his cheeks deducted a few years from his countenance and lent him something of boyishness. He appraised me with barely-veiled contempt, and when I extended a hand to shake, he made a show of squeezing it too tightly, trying to establish dominance. “So, you're the professor, huh?” he asked. His voice was surprisingly high for a kid as big and imposing as he was.

      Not feeling like that question warranted a response, I sat back and crossed my legs. “All right, so what do we need to do to get things moving?”

      From her backpack, Elizabeth drew out a folder. Inside, she kept numerous paper forms, all of them meticulously sorted. “I've been working on drafts for fliers,” she explained, handing me a black and white print-off. It listed the name of the club, The Moorlake Spiritual Society, and invited students to join a ghost hunt. The determined meeting place she'd chosen was the student union, and she intended for meetings to be held from 9 to 10PM. The bottom of the flier featured a piece of clip-art, a cartoonish-looking ghost, which I suggested she replace with something less silly.

      Next up, she presented me with a form printed off of the Moorlake Register's website that we'd have to turn in to post an ad. “I was hoping you might be wiling to handle this part,” she began. “We need to write a bit of ad copy, and upon approval we have to send them a check for twenty bucks. I called ahead, and if we submit everything by the end of business hours tomorrow, they'll run the ad in the Saturday edition!” She then added, “Moorlake University faculty have an edge; so long as the ad meets their criteria, they're willing to waive the fee for university staff members. How about that!”

      I set down the request form and arched a brow. “So, what exactly do you want in the ad? You want just anybody giving us a call to tip us off about the noises in their attics, or the things they saw under their beds?” I laughed, shaking my head, but likely showed my hand in doing so.

      At this, Jake took exception, folding his arms over his chest. “What's the problem?” he asked Elizabeth, “Doesn't this guy believe in ghosts?”

      Elizabeth looked to me, her gaze wounded. “Well? Do you?” she asked.

      I thought to deflect, but by the time I replied my hesitance had betrayed me. “Honestly? No, I don't.” It was the honest answer, the most generous version of the truth I could proffer. I might've told her what I really thought about the subject of ghosts, but I didn't want to break her spirit.

      For her part, Elizabeth recovered quickly. “That's all right,” she said. “It's OK to be skeptical. I want to make sure we welcome people with different viewpoints. Diversity of thought is important.”

      Rolling his eyes, the jealous boyfriend slumped in his chair.

      I plucked a pen from my pocket and rapped against the table with it, asking her something that'd been on my mind for a while now. “So, out of curiosity, why are you even starting this club? Why do you believe?”

      She smiled, averting her gaze. “I had an experience when I was young,” she admitted. That was as far as she was willing to take the conversation, though. “I'd tell you more, but you'd just laugh at me. Maybe I'll tell you the whole story someday.”

      Returning to the request form, I jotted down a brief call to action, requesting readers to call a number—my number—with any tips they had about haunted sites in or around Moorlake. Including my phone number in the ad had been an oversight. I should have insisted that Elizabeth, or better yet, her angsty boyfriend, field the calls of local whackos, but I'd written in my number without thinking about it. I handed the form over and she promised to deliver it to the staff at the newspaper herself.

      “So, who else is going to be in this club?” I asked. “You mentioned friends of yours were interested, right?”

      She nodded. “I have a few friends who might be interested in joining, yeah. We've talked about starting something like this for awhile now. They won't be able to participate till after the break; they're all going home to their families.”

      “And you?” I asked. “Don't you have any plans?”

      The question irked Jake, who looked poised to answer on her behalf.

      She replied. “No, I'll be staying here on campus. My parents are on vacation themselves, on a cruise, so even if I went home there'd be nothing for me to do there. I don't have a car, either. Or much money.” Her face reddened a touch. “All the more time for me to get this club going, though!” She nudged Jake's arm. “Jake here is going back to his dad's place for a week. The next time we meet up, he'll probably be back home.”

      “Oh,” I said, smirking. “You'll be sorely missed.”

      He wanted to punch me in the nose, I could tell.

      After a bit of chit-chat, Elizabeth promised to get in touch with me again soon, and asked that I contact her should anyone respond to the ad in the days to come. I agreed, reticently accepting her phone number on a scrap of paper, but secretly hoped the ad would go ignored. Jake sent me daggers as he watched me tuck Elizabeth's number into my breast pocket, and a small part of me delighted in stoking his jealousy. I made sure to give her my number as well.

      The three of us walked outside, and when we'd built some distance from the entrance of the student union, I lit up a Viceroy.

      “You smoke?” asked Elizabeth, crinkling her nose. “That's kinda gross.”

      I nodded, taking a long, slow drag. “I blame it on the advertising culture of the 1990's. Those Joe Camel ads, I tell you, they were too damn persuasive.”

      Sticking close to his girlfriend, Jake eyed the pack in my pocket from the corner of his eye. “Those are Viceroys, right? Like, the same brand that Mac Demarco smokes?”

      “Who?” I asked.

      He snickered. “You don't know who Mac Demarco is? I guess you're older than I thought.” He paused. “Does the university approve of an old guy like you hanging out with your students outside of class?”

      I took another drag, knocking a cone of ash from the tip of the cigarette, and nodded. “As long as I keep things PG-13.” I broke from the group, waving lazily, and after several promises to contact Elizabeth with any new information gained from respondents to the ad, I set off for downtown. The bottom of a shot glass was calling my name.
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      Forced to choose between food and booze, I'd have gladly chosen the latter, under the circumstances. Thankfully, the drinks at Reverend's bar were pretty cheap, and I had enough left in my budget for a bite at the greasy Corner Grill afterward.

      It was Saturday evening. The place wasn't full of students—yet—but within a few hours it would be packed from corner to corner. As things stood, it was just me, the bartender and a bit of grainy Led Zeppelin coming from a boombox in the back room.

      The barkeep, a middle-aged guy with a pair of horn-rimmed glasses and a sweater vest on set me up with a glass of Maker's Mark and I nursed it while tapping my foot to “The Immigrant Song”. He was busy drying glasses, rearranging bottles and preparing for the nightly rush of drunks. Now and then, he'd pause at the counter, read a few paragraphs out of an open copy of the day's newspaper, and then return to his work. Flagging him over, I nodded to the paper. “Do you mind?”

      He handed me the day's edition of the Moorlake Register and disappeared into the back room while I dug in. I hadn't heard from Elizabeth in more than a day—not since we'd parted ways at the student union. I recalled that she'd planned to submit the ad to the paper, and that the staff had promised to run it in the Saturday edition.

      Sure enough, sandwiched between an ad for a sporting goods store and a supermarket, there it was.

      Proof of the supernatural wanted! The Moorlake Spiritual Society is seeking information regarding haunted locations in and around Moorlake. If you or anyone you know has experienced anything paranormal, please contact us at 419-555-9877. Serious respondents only!

      It was likely no one would see the ad; twenty years ago, maybe, print ads would have been an effective advertising medium. Now? Even if someone did bother to read the local newspaper at all—which was filled with stories about the monotonous goings-on in Moorlake—I doubted they'd take their time in checking out the ads. Thank goodness it hadn't cost me anything.

      I finished my drink and handed the paper back to the bartender, tapping the lip of my glass. He topped me off and asked, “You see that story in there, about the kid who got hit just down the road? Happened not too far from here,” he said, pointing at the door. “Couldn't believe it. Real tragic.”

      I nodded, but didn't say anything. No, I hadn't read the write-up in the paper—didn't need to. I'd been right there, damn it. I'd watched him take his last breath, for Christ's sake. The very mention of the accident turned my stomach, and suddenly the whiskey wasn't sitting too well. I had a feeling I wasn't going to be asking for a third. Taking a small sip, I changed the subject. “Things will probably be slow for you the next two weeks, on account of the break, am I right?”

      He nodded, running a wet towel over the bar. “A little, though I could use a break, between you and me. It'll be crowded tonight; students will be coming in in droves for a last drunken night before crawling home to mom and dad. The next two weeks, the locals and the few who stay behind will be the only ones showing up. Don't have to turn the music up so loud when it's not a full house. I like it better.”

      I half-listened to him, my mind unwilling to let go of the previous topic.

      You watched that kid die.

      I slammed the rest of the whiskey, felt it scald my throat. I wished I could forget the entire experience. No, more than that, I wished that I'd waited a few more minutes before leaving my apartment that morning—that someone else had taken my place on that sidewalk and been the one to rush into the street after that battered kid.

      The barkeep started talking about sports and I stood up to leave, tucking a few singles under my empty glass. My legs felt restless. The drinks hadn't cleared my head, so I hoped that a walk might. I stepped out of the bar, the sun surviving only as a band of gold across an otherwise dark blue sky, and looked up and down the street.

      Things were busier now; bar-goers were accumulating along the streets in small groups. The storefronts were all closed, asleep, and in their place a number of clubs woke up, their neon signage winking in the dusk. And then a little further down the road, to my left...

      That was where it happened.

      For an instant, the middle of the road seemed to brighten in my mind's eye, and I could picture myself kneeling in the street, staring down in disbelief at a dead pedestrian. I could still smell the rain from that day, could nearly make out the pulsing electronica that'd come from the kid's headphones as I'd approached his body. From somewhere nearby came the sudden roar of an engine, calling to mind the pick-up truck that'd killed him...

      I snapped to awareness as a hot red sports car purred down the road and sped into a nearby lot.

      Turning my back on the spot, I bolted in the opposite direction. Across the street was the Corner Grill, a quaint little eatery that served up greasy diner food and which dealt only in cash. I rushed through the door, finding the place empty, and took a seat among the red stools at the front counter.

      I must have looked upset because the griller, a blonde guy in a denim kilt and a Pantera T-shirt, gave me a narrow look and asked, “You all right?”

      I bobbed my head as he drew near. “Fine, yeah.” Pawing at my jaw, my dry fingertips rasped against what felt like dense, bristly stubble. I couldn't remember the last time I'd shaved.

      The griller asked me something else. I think it was, “What'll you have?”

      I rattled off my usual order—Cherry Coke and a breakfast platter, with white toast—and peered over my shoulder. It was a very small place, could feel claustrophobic late at night when all of the drunks wandered in and caused a ruckus. The windows were thick glass bricks, which allowed only a dim, blurred view of the outside. I could see the reflection of a stoplight through the glass, and watched as the light turned from red to green.

      The man at the grill whistled to himself as he dropped a few sausage patties and oily potatoes onto the griddle. From a rickety soda fountain whose components loosed the nastiest, most plasticky creaks imaginable at the slightest pressure, he poured me a Cherry Coke that was mostly ice. I buried a straw in it and sucked down half in a single go, the cold giving me a spot of brain freeze.

      I found myself wanting to get the hell out of Moorlake.

      It was spring break now, technically.

      I was caught up on my work and didn't have any responsibilities. Any unforeseen assignment could probably be handled remotely.

      I started considering how much I had left in my back account, what it might cost me to get out of town for just a couple of days. I could rough it in a budget motel in another city, see some new sights and get the taste of this quiet little college town out of my mouth.

      Earlier, when I'd looked out across the stretch of downtown, I'd realized something. Moorlake was never going to be the same to me. I was never going to be able to divorce the idea of the town from the tragic death of that kid, no matter how hard I tried.

      I'd never experienced anything like this before in my life; thankfully, the bulk of my years had been lacking in tragic spectacles. Maybe I needed to talk to someone. I despised the idea of going to a shrink, but maybe there was a counselor on campus I could speak to. Keeping this whole ordeal to myself wasn't working out. It was impacting my sleep, my mood... I felt like I was slipping. Was it depression?

      No, I fancied it was something else.

      Aside from it being a traumatizing emotional experience, watching that kid die had inspired in me some sort of existential fear.

      Death felt closer to me than ever before. I didn't believe in ghosts, in the concept of an afterlife, and yet the way the victim's face continued turning up in my thoughts and dreams felt nothing short of haunting. I wondered how long it would last, if I'd ever be able to scrub his face from my memory.

      The air was filled with the smell of browning sausage. My phone started to buzz in my pocket, shaking me from my thoughts. I dug it out and peered at the caller ID. It was a call coming from an unfamiliar number.

      That meant one of two things.

      Either it was a robocall, or else someone was reaching out because of our ad in the paper.

      I'd never wanted to hear a pre-recorded sales-pitch regarding bathroom renovations more than when I picked up the phone just then. I slumped over the counter, staring at the grill, and answered sans enthusiasm. “Hello?”

      For a minute, the only thing I could hear was the sizzling of my eggs as they hit the grill. Then, from the other end, came the sound of someone clearing their throat. A man. The voice that came afterward proved strangely familiar to me. It was a voice I felt confident I'd heard before, perhaps several times, and yet I couldn't place it right away. “Hey,” said the caller, “You the one who put the ad in the Register? The, uh... the one looking for info about spooks?” There was just the slightest hint of an accent to his husky voice. Boston or New Jersey.

      It was my turn to clear my throat. Sitting upright, I replied, “Yeah. That's me.”

      The caller grunted, and I thought I heard him sigh; whether in relief or annoyance, I couldn't say. “Look, uh... mister...” He paused. “My name's Dave Thackeray. I work up here at WDPK 83.7 FM, the radio station? I do the evening show—maybe you've heard it?”

      That was where I'd known his voice from. I wasn't much of a radio listener, but my office-mate Phil was. Sometimes, when the two of us had been stuck working late on campus, he'd tune into the radio show—his favorite—and hum along to the songs. It annoyed the shit out of me, but then I guess that wasn't the DJ's fault. “Dave Thackeray, yes, I'm familiar,” I replied. “You... you're calling in answer to my ad?” I held back a chuckle. “You're not playing this on the radio right now, are you? Is this some kind of prank?”

      Dave chuckled too, though it was a meager noise, nothing of amusement in it. “No, it's not a prank. I'm not even on the air yet. I'm calling because I think I might have something for you.” He smacked his lips. “You got a minute to talk?”

      The griller brought over my breakfast platter and refreshed my Cherry Coke. I picked up my fork and shouldered the phone, bringing a bite of the burning potatoes to my lips. “Sure, I'm all ears.”
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      Dave Thackeray cleared his throat again. I wasn't sure if he was just nervous or if he was getting over a cold. “Now, what I'm about to tell you is going to sound pretty out there, I know. But, before you write me off as a loony, I want you to know that I can back it up. I've got the phone logs to prove it. Anyhow... who is it I'm speaking to?”

      I licked my lips, taking a pull from my soda. “My name is Stephen Barlow,” I replied with some hesitance. “I'm an adjunct professor of English at Moorlake University. Some students asked me to put that ad in the paper; we're starting a ghost-hunting club, The Moorlake Spiritual Society, and needed some locations to scout for meetings.”

      The fact that I was affiliated with the university and not some crank seemed to put Dave at ease, because he grunted again—this time in a higher, more agreeable register. “OK,” he said, “that'll do, that'll do. I'm thinking I've got something right up your alley, then. If you wouldn't mind coming to the station to discuss it in person, that would be great. Anytime is fine. Though, I'll give you the broad strokes so you can see if you're interested or not.” He laughed. “I was on the crapper earlier today. My phone was dead and it was takin' awhile, so I leafed through the paper someone had left in the studio bathroom. That's how I came upon your ad. It was pretty serendipitous.”

      I paused in my chewing, donning a frown.

      “Anyway, I've got this thing. Are you familiar, by chance, with Chaythe Asylum?”

      The name rang a bell, but I wasn't exactly familiar with the place. I knew it was a shuttered psychiatric facility some thirty minutes from Moorlake, and that it'd been closed for some time. I knew, also, that there'd been some incident there. A murder or something of the kind. Having been closed for many years, it wasn't something that came up too often in the local news, and so I decided to play dumb. “Not really, no. What can you tell me about it?”

      “It's a local haunt,” replied Dave. “I'm no historian, mind you, but I remember back when the place was still open. You from around here, prof?” My silence was proof enough that I wasn't, and he went on. “Opened sometime in the 1800's, closed in the 1980's. Almost a hundred years in operation, if I'm remembering correctly. It was mired in controversy for a lot of that time, the asylum. I mean, most of 'em were. The things they used to do to patients back then to make them behave—it was damn barbaric. You heard all sorts of tales coming out of places like that. Inhumane acts, illegal experiments, you name it. Well, just before it got shut down by state authorities, there was an incident. You ever hear of the 'Third Ward Incident'?” he asked.

      “The 'Third Ward Incident'?” I echoed. “Eh... something about a murder, right?”

      Dave chuckled darkly. “A whole lotta murders, teach. A whole lotta them. Some patient went psycho, killed a handful of staff and patients before someone took her down. There were rumors going around that she'd been one of the abused ones—subjected to some kinda experiments. Anyhow, it hit the news back in the 80's. I was a high schooler then. Big, big news, that. Shortly thereafter the government moved in and shut it down, saying it was unsuitable for patients.”

      I worked over a wedge of toast as I listened. “OK, so you're suggesting we go and check out Chaythe Asylum, then?” I supposed that a condemned insane asylum was as good a place as any for an enterprising group of collegiate ghost hunters to search for proof of the supernatural. Not that I expected we'd find any. “That place isn't too far from the university, so it would make a good site. I appreciate the tip, Dave. Thanks for calling.”

      I was going to hang up, but he made it known he wasn't through with me yet. “Whoa, now. That's not all, professor. There's more.”

      I centered myself on my stool, piercing a sausage patty with my fork and taking a small bite. “How much more?”

      Dave continued. “Lately—I don't remember the first time, but I'd say it must've been around a week ago—I've started getting these calls, right? I work nights here at the station, host the nightly program from 12 to 5, and I average about thirty calls a night. People calling me up at 3 AM, asking me to play that one tune by the Everly Brothers, or Del Shannon's 'Runaway', ain't nothing out of the ordinary, right? Get a fair few wrong numbers, too. I'm no stranger to the rare prank call, either. But these calls I've been getting...” He licked his lips. “They come at the same time—about 2:15 in the morning, and always sound the same. Naturally, I wrote it off at first. Figured it was some bored kid, or else a bad connection. But when you keep getting calls—the same kinda calls—every night, then you start to wonder who they might be coming from, and why.”

      The scrambled eggs were good, nice and fluffy. I ushered a bite into my mouth. “Go on.”

      “It's always the same. Come 2:15, the phone rings—keeps going until I pick it up. Same number as the last night, of course. And when I answer, I hear the same thing, night after night. It's a man's voice, kinda echoey, right? He says, in a real deep, kind of official voice, like he's lecturing, all this stuff about 'pulling back the veil' and 'the other side'. And all the while, there's another noise—also kinda muffled—which I think is the sound of a woman sobbing.” He sighed. “I really don't know what to make of it.”

      I fought back a yawn. “Neither do I. That's weird, that someone would keep calling you like that, but it's obvious they're just trying to spook you. What does this have to do with the asylum, Dave?”

      “I'm getting to that, professor.” Dave was heard to shuffle a number of papers. “I took down the phone number, right? Tried calling it back. Well, when you call it, nothing happens. It's a dead line, disconnected. After a week or so of these calls, I decided it was someone harassing me—a bored kid, like you said. Forwarded my complaint to a friend of mine who's a cop. He tells me they see things like this all the time—asks me for the number and promises to get back to me. Well, a few nights ago—and mind you, the calls are still coming in all this time—he rings me to say that they hit a dead end. They don't know where the calls could be coming from, since the number I gave him has been disconnected for years and years. Turns out that number corresponds to one of the old lines at Chaythe Asylum. They sent a patrol out there but couldn't find any proof of recent intruders. What do you make of that?”

      It was a definite oddity. I shoveled in a few more bites of food before answering him. “That's weird,” I said. “I'm sure there's a simple explanation; some wire getting crossed somewhere.”

      Dave snorted. “My buddy, the cop, said the same thing. 'Must be some wire getting crossed, just ignore the calls'. I ain't so sure, though. I took a peek at the news—some old articles online, about that Third Ward Incident, right? The murders? Well, come to find out we're coming up on the anniversary of those. Been 28 or 29 years, I think. Don't you think that's pretty strange, professor? That the calls have started coming just in time for the anniversary of the killings?”

      “It is.” I didn't know what else to say. It was a weird occurrence, and the timing was equally curious, but I wasn't about to kick in the front door of the asylum to investigate. “Well, thanks again for calling. I appreciate it, Dave. I'll talk this over with my students and see if we can't arrange for a trip out to the asylum after spring break ends. Should make for a good setting.”

      “Say, teach,” replied Dave, once again dodging my effort to cut the call short, “you don't sound convinced. You seem like you don't believe me. Am I wrong?”

      “N-No,” I replied. “I believe you, it's just... I don't think it's necessarily a supernatural phenomenon.” A smirk found its way onto my lips, tainting my tone with what Dave would surely think smugness. “I don't really believe in any of that stuff, but... if ghosts really do exist, I doubt they use telephones.”

      Dave considered this for a moment, falling into thoughtful silence. “You haven't heard it, and that's why you don't believe. I've listened to that voice on the phone several times now, and I tell you, there's just something about it. Something eerie. Makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. What are you up to tonight, professor?”

      I looked down at my plate, half-empty now, and shrugged. “Uh... as it happens, not a whole lot,” I admitted. After this meal, I would probably leave the restaurant and head back to my apartment. It was likely I'd spend some time reading in bed until I finally fell asleep.

      That is, if I could get any reading done without being distracted by thoughts of the accident.

      My dreams, too, would probably be filled with images from the scene. The kid's face... the grey sky... the first responders swarming the body...

      “Why don't you stop by?” asked Dave. “Come by tonight, a little before 2 in the morning. I'm sure I'll be receiving one of those calls tonight—I always do. If you stop in, I'll let you answer the phone. I can even give you a quick tour of the studio between segments. How does that sound?” He took a slurp of something, smacking his lips. “It's up to you, of course.”

      On the one hand, meeting Dave in person and wasting time on what was almost certainly a dumb prank call seemed pointless.

      On the other, I'd never seen the inside of a radio studio before and would otherwise spend my night trying to beat back memories of the accident. Under the circumstances, a distraction like this one was more than welcome.

      I accepted his invitation. “I'm not much of a night owl, but I'll grab a coffee and see you then,” I replied. “Seems like an interesting way to pass the night.”

      Pleased, Dave passed on directions to the studio and asked me to call him at this same number when I arrived. He was the only one in the building at that point, and would come downstairs to let me in between blocks of songs.

      When the call ended, I hesitated to put my phone away, wondering if I shouldn't let Elizabeth know. She'll want to be kept in the loop, I thought. After a few moments, I decided against calling her. There was no telling whether this lead would prove to be worthwhile or not, and besides, palling around with a female student so late at night would probably look bad. I'd head to the studio alone and let her know about the whole thing in the morning.

      I looked down at my Moleskine notebook, at the notes I'd taken on the call, and circled the words “Chaythe Asylum” again and again. Then, snapping it shut, I hurriedly finished my food. The griller wandered by and asked me if he could get me anything else. “Can you do a coffee to go?” I asked.
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      I take my coffee black. If I'm in the mood for something richer, I'll add a bit of heavy cream to it—just a splash, to change the color. I never sweeten it, though. There's nothing more unforgivable than ruining the natural flavor of coffee with sugar, if you ask me.

      Polishing off the black brew from the diner on the way back to my apartment, I stopped at home to shower and change my clothes. The walk back through downtown didn't bother me so much, as I had other things on my mind now.

      I should reiterate: I'd never believed in ghosts, and the thought of throwing in my lot with Elizabeth and her boyfriend, of serving as advisor to a ghost-hunting outfit, made me cringe a little—even though I could expect a nice bonus for my trouble. But taking part in something like this was far preferable to sitting at home, alone. At least, I wagered, I was getting out.

      Out of my head, that is.

      Changing into a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt, I brought a jacket along and climbed into my car, an '05 Chevy Cavalier. Though an oldie, it only had 100,000 miles on it and was still running with routine maintenance. I'd have preferred a Mercedes, but the Cavalier had served me well since my undergraduate years.

      Dropping into the driver's seat, I let the car idle a bit in the lot and then pulled out, plugging the address Dave had given me into a GPS app. It would take me about forty minutes to get out to the  WDPK building. It was situated out on the highway, appeared to be the only thing for miles around, save for barns and fields of corn.

      I ran through a Starbuck's drive-thru a few minutes before they closed and scored a half-priced coffee that would keep me going through the night. Then, coasting onto the highway, I drifted south, taking cautious pulls from my boiling brew. It was a straight shot, the studio situated between Moorlake and Dayton.

      Traffic was light. On the way there, I happened upon a couple of highway patrolmen waiting in speed traps, but thankfully they stayed put. My bald tires thrummed against the dark streets, resulting in a hum that was more pleasant than any music. With the venti cup balanced between my legs, I looked out ahead, and spotted the silhouette of the studio just as my GPS dinged. The huge antenna at the rear of the building caught my eye first, cutting into the night sky and reflecting a dull shimmer of moonlight.

      I slowed, pulling into a winding gravel drive, and came to park behind a Land Rover. The sign out front told me I was at the right place, and I stepped out, coffee half-empty, to have a stretch. Behind the building, on a swath of grassland that must have amounted to at least an acre, were three large satellite dishes, as well as the radio tower I'd seen from the highway. This latter fixture was surrounded by a sturdy-looking wood fence, and numerous “DANGER” and “CAUTION” signs had been affixed to the planks. The air had a bite to it, and the gusts were long and fierce. Tugging on my jacket, I placed a call to Dave and waited on the hood of my car for him to pick up.

      The building was small. Had it not been flanked by the tower and satellite dishes, it might've looked like an isolated one-story house. The front doors, three in total, were done up in thick glass, and to the right and left of them were small, dense windows. The outside of the place looked shabby; the siding was peeling a bit and likely needed replaced. The area out front, near the end of the drive, featured a half-hearted attempt at gardening. Limp flowers—marigolds—sat in a row against the house, planted behind a wall of decorative bricks.

      “Hey, professor?” answered Dave after a few rings. “You here already? Earlier than I expected. You excited, or what?” He guffawed. “You came at a good time. Wait out front and I'll be down in a second.”

      I pocketed my phone, approached the front doors, and sipped at my coffee while peering into the depths of the shadowed building. I could see several feet inside; there was a large, open area—something like a lobby—with an empty desk. During the day, I figured a receptionist might sit there. Past that desk were a pair of metal double doors, which a moment after my spotting them suddenly flew open to reveal a hunched, paunchy fellow with a greasy black ponytail and a handlebar mustache.

      This I took to be Dave Thackeray, the radioman.

      Unlatching the door from the other side, Dave pushed it open with a grunt and stepped aside, allowing me passage. “Welcome, welcome!” he said, patting me on the arm as the door slammed shut. He was taller than me by a few inches, but would have been bigger if not for his awful posture. Shoulders rounded, he walked with evident discomfort through the lobby after re-locking the door. “So, you're the professor, eh? Professor Barlow?”

      “You can call me Stephen,” I replied.

      “You're younger than I expected,” said Dave, leading me back through the double doors from which he'd only moments ago emerged.

      As a rather stubbled 30-year-old, I wasn't sure how to take that, but I decided to consider it a compliment.

      “Listen, we've got a few minutes here. I've got a block of songs playing as we speak, and then some commercials and pre-taped break-ins going.” Dave held one of the metal doors open for me. They seemed to open up into a long, carpeted hall lined in doors. As I took a few steps into the darkened hall, I discovered two rooms near the end of the stretch that were fronted by large panes of thick, soundproof glass. These, I figured, were the studios. “We're here in studio B tonight,” he explained, hobbling ahead of me. “Studio A's had some problems. Luckily, we're the only station working out of this building, so we don't have to worry about sharing with anyone else.”

      Shuffling down the hall, Dave pushed open a hefty, sound-proofed door and led me inside. Never having seen the studio at a radio station before, I hadn't been sure what to expect. It was very small, and looked too cluttered with junk to be a professional operation. A Macintosh computer with two large, glowing screens sat upon a triangular desk. Aside from the keyboard, there was a large, rectangular board full of dials and switches situated in front of the monitors. A thick microphone seemingly grew out of the desk by way of a black metal arm, and was fronted by a circular pop filter. Behind the desk, to the right of a worn-out task chair, was a bookshelf that teetered with boxy apparatuses that spit out paper and emitted green, glowing light.

      The broadcast played faintly in the background through a pair of dusty Bose speakers on either side of the computer. “I love this tune,” said Dave, snapping his fingers with the music. “An old Orion favorite. You heard it? 'Look Me Up And Lay It On Me'. Phenomenal.” Rounding the edge of the desk, he broke out a folding chair and offered it to me, plopping down behind his computer. From there, he took hold of a can of Mountain Dew and pointed out the various things in the room whose functions I wasn't sure of. “This big ol' tower on the shelf behind me,” he said, hiking a thumb towards the boxy, printing machines with the green lights, “is what we call 'the rack'. It's linked to the satellite dishes you surely saw out back, and it brings us news—weather, sports, breaking stuff—from all over the world. This here,” he said, motioning to the board of switches and dials before him, “is the broadcast board. I've got all kinds of pre-sets in here.”

      “I see.” I sat back in the folding chair. It creaked loudly as I did so, earning me a sidelong glance.

      “When I go live, I'm gonna need you to keep perfectly still in that noisy thing,” warned Dave. With that, he went back to pointing things out, over-explaining the fixtures as though I were a visiting first-grader. “That there,” he said, pointing upward to a digital clock on the wall, “is our clock.”

      I wanted to roll my eyes. A clock? How neat. I don't think I've ever seen one of those before...

      Dave blathered on. “Most of the music is digital these days. Things were different when I first started. Used to load things off of cassettes and CDs then. We can still do a bit of that, but anymore we just use digital. MP3 files and whatnot. It's much simpler. I can do pretty much everything with this computer right here.”

      I looked back up at the clock. The big, red characters read 12:51 AM. I sighed inwardly, wished I'd come a little later. As things stood, I was going to be waiting here with Dave for a long while. “So, this call we're expecting. You say it comes every night at about 2:15?”

      He nodded. “Sure does. Like clockwork.” He grinned. “We've got a bit of waiting to do, but sit tight. When that phone rings, I'll let you pick it up.” There was a large, beige phone on his desk. It was an old-fashioned thing, corded. There were several red buttons on its face, each corresponding to a different line. This allowed him to switch between numerous callers. Currently, they were all unlit, but at 2:15, he insisted that a mysterious call would come through from a number that had once been tied to the old Chaythe Asylum.

      Slurping down some coffee, I looked about the dim studio and crossed my legs. “Any chance of them calling earlier tonight?” I chanced.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dave leaned in toward the microphone and spoke in a slightly steadier, more refined voice, reminding listeners that they were tuning in to WDPK 83.7 FM, and that more of their favorite hits were on the way. Reminding them also of the station's request line, he read off the phone number and then segued into an old Motown track. Swiveling to me and catching his ponytail in one hand, he threaded his fingers through it and grinned. “So, teach, you don't believe in ghosts, huh?”

      I shook my head. My cup of Starbucks was running low and I wondered if I'd be awake enough to make the drive home once this visit was through. “Frankly, no.”

      He squinted at me, cocking his head to the side. “I don't get it. Why are you putting together this club, then? Why put an ad in the paper?”

      I could have told him the truth—that I was just doing it for the money—but I decided to bullshit him instead. “Well, some students approached me. See, they needed a faculty member to serve as advisor in order to get the club off the ground. It sounded interesting, and even though I'm a skeptic, I've decided to keep an open mind.”

      Dave nodded. “I see. You know, between you and me, I don't know if I believe in ghosts either. But you know what I do believe in?” He looked this way and that, as if he thought someone else might be sitting within earshot. “I believe in anomalies. I believe in, you know...” His eyes went shifty again. “Cover-ups. Not everything is cut and dry, black and white. No, we take a lot of stuff for granted, but if we really knew what was happening out there it'd drive us nuts. Know what I'm saying?”

      I wasn't sure that I did know what he was saying, but I nodded stupidly anyhow.

      “You know what's comin' out now? The Earth is flat.”

      I choked on a mouthful of coffee.

      He nodded emphatically. “It's the biggest con in history—the theory that the Earth is round. Trust me, it ain't. I've been reading about it lately, and I feel pretty sure that they've been pulling the wool over our eyes all this time. And don't even get me started on those Apollo missions. The moon landing?” He laughed into his can of soda. “Get outta here with that. It was all a ruse to keep up with the Russians. Supposedly JFK was gonna say something about that, was gonna spill the beans, and that was one of the reasons The Powers That Be capped him.”

      Unless I was losing my mind, I seemed to remember Kennedy's assassination occurred some six years before the moon landing, but I saw no need to correct him.

      Over the course of our talks, Dave proved to be a big believer in all kinds of conspiracy theories and a dedicated follower of such personalities as David Icke and Erich von Daniken. He opened one of the drawers in his desk, and besides a well-worn copy of Hustler, he revealed to me paperback copies of Chariots of the Gods? and The DaVinci Code.

      When the clock finally ticked over to 2:00 AM, I was thrilled.

      “So,” he asked me during a lull in broadcasting, “what is it you teach? English?”

      “Yeah. I'm doing a literature course right now. The Canterbury Tales.”

      “Huh,” he replied. “Never read 'em. What else you teaching?”

      “Just the one class,” I said, dropping my empty cup into his waste bin.

      He frowned, scratching at his paunch. He was wearing a green polo shirt and a pair of Adidas track pants. “Just one class? Why's that? I don't imagine they pay a whole lot for just teaching one class, do they?”

      I shrugged. “I'm new, so...” Giving a defeated chuckled, I continued. “It doesn't pay much, no. I do some work on the side—translating old books from German, when I have the time. But I'm hoping next semester they'll give me more work. I'd love to get on the tenure track. Health insurance and retirement benefits would be swell.” A tune by the Jackson 5 was winding to its end just then, the second in a string of five pre-chosen songs.

      Dave clicked his tongue. “Damn, I'm sorry to hear that, professor. That's rough. And a shitty thing for them to be doing, crapping on the rookies. How do they ever expect you to get good at teaching if they only give you one class?”

      I could only nod. He was vocalizing what I thought to myself on a daily basis.

      He was about to harp more on the injustices of the college racket when he was interrupted by the phone. It rang loudly and one of the red squares lit up, making us both jump. Looking up at the time, which was now 2:14 AM, he shuddered. Rather than pick up the phone, he scooted it across the desk towards me and thrust his chin at it. Smoothing out his wiry black hair with one hand, he looked to me with a seasick expression. “I think it's for you, professor.”
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      I didn't answer the phone at once, but rather stared at it. The high-pitched ringing continued, piercing the quiet. This call was what I'd been waiting for, what I'd made the drive for, and yet as I placed my hand upon the receiver, I found I couldn't pick it up. I had cold feet.

      “You can just pick it up,” explained Dave, trying to be helpful. “Just pick it up. You don't have to hit any buttons or anything.”

      I nodded—understood how to work a goddamn telephone—but still, I let it ring. “Are you sure this is the caller?” I asked. “Is it from the number we talked about?”

      Dave had only to glance at the caller ID to give an answer in the affirmative. “Sure is, though I don't even need to look. Only one call comes in at this same time every night, like I told you. This is it. Pick it up.”

      Having run out of stalling tactics, I did just that. Lifting the phone from its cradle, I brought it up to my ear very slowly, as though it weighed a ton, and then let it rest there a moment before uttering, “Hello?”

      It was hard to force the word out. There was something in my throat that got in the way. Dread? The call had come so suddenly; one minute I'd been rolling my eyes at Dave's banter, and the next I was suddenly picking up the phone, preparing to listen to the strange message that was said to come through at this time every night from some disconnected number—a number once linked to a closed asylum, where years prior, a vicious murder had taken place. I shouldn't have been scared, and I'm not sure that fright was the right word for what I was experiencing as I sat there, waiting for a reply, but it would be fair to say that my guts did a nervous shifting as I listened.

      The first thing that registered on the other end of the line was a crying sound. It was faint, muffled, but undoubtedly feminine in character. The sniffling, gasping sobs were not so difficult to make out once you knew what to listen for, and the more I listened, the more I felt I could almost picture the woman on the other end. Young. Young and hiding in some corner, covering her face. Tremendously frightened.

      Another voice entered the equation. I'd been so focused on the quiet sobbing that the utterance of proper words startled me. The voice that spoke was deep, commanding and articulate. It'd been one thing to hear Dave discuss the contents of the call second-hand, but to hear it personally in the quiet studio was something else completely.

      “Tonight, we're going to pull away the veil. No longer will we trust the limits of our mortal eyes; we're going to look further, deeper than our species was ever intended to look. And when we've done it, we're going to transcend our humanity, make contact with the fabled other side. Are you ready?” The speech was firm, possessed of an inspired—if not maniacal—energy, and it seemed to become louder with every passing moment, as though the speaker were getting closer and closer to the phone. It struck me almost as a snippet of sound taken from a film; if I closed my eyes, I could imagine the tall, dark figure of the man as he walked across an empty room towards the sobbing woman. I fancied I could almost hear the scraping of his shoes against bare floors...

      That should have been the end of it, based on everything Dave had told me. And it was, except for a single parting phrase that chilled my blood and sent the receiver tumbling from my grasp not a moment later. My host had not alluded to this last bit, and so when the man on the phone continued to speak, I was quite surprised.

      “Can you hear them?” asked the man with the deep voice. It was closer than ever now; clearer, too. It felt like he was standing right next to me, speaking directly into my ear.

      “Whoa,” blurted Dave, sitting up. “What's the matter, professor? Something wrong?”

      When I finally recovered the phone, white-knuckling it, there was only a dial tone blaring in the receiver. The call—or whatever it had been—was over now.

      I took some time in composing myself, returning the phone to its cradle and loosing a few nervous laughs. My skin was dotted in gooseflesh and a persistent ringing plagued my ears. “That was something,” I said, leaning back in the creaky folding chair. “I heard it.”

      Dave sat back too, appraising me with curiosity. “Yeah... it's kind of spooky, ain't it? It's like you're listening in on something—some scene from a movie, maybe. Or like you're tuning in to something that you ain't supposed to hear. I wasn't sure what to make of it.”

      I couldn't argue with his description. It really had felt like a sliver taken from private life; something that had never been intended for an audience. I shuddered, combing a hand through my hair.

      “I noticed you didn't say anything,” continued the DJ. “After you said 'hello', you just sat there, listening.”

      He was right. I hadn't said anything else over the phone—hadn't felt myself able to. I'd merely listened. “I don't know why,” I admitted, “but I was just absorbed in listening. It didn't even occur to me to try and talk to the person on the other end. I didn't feel like my speaking would change anything, that the man on the other end was even listening.”

      Dave patted my forearm reassuringly. “It's been the same for me. No one on the other end is calling for a chat; whoever is placing that call wants for the recipient to listen. Nothing more. Someone... or something is reaching out.”

      I gulped. “And, if your buddy, the cop, is to be believed, that something is calling from Chaythe Asylum, am I right?”

      Dave nodded gravely. “Seems so.”

      My mind darted back to the last bit of dialogue I'd heard. The man had said something that'd struck me blind with terror—something familiar. I needed only to think back to the incident in downtown Moorlake to recall it.

      “Can you hear them?” the man on the phone had asked.

      The kid who'd died in my arms—those had been his last words, too. I didn't have the slightest doubt. His bloodied face, in the moment before he'd passed on, was forever etched in my memory. If I focused, I could still see his lips moving, could hear his rasping death-rattle of a voice. “Can you hear them?” he'd asked me.

      What significance, if any, this phrase held, I couldn't say. But that both the dying student and the man on the phone had uttered it served to link the two of them in my mind in an unsettling, tenuous way. “The man on the phone concluded the call by asking, 'Can you hear them?' What do you think he meant by that?” I asked Dave.

      The DJ leaned forward on his elbows, arching a brow. “Wait, what? What did he say?”

      “He asked, 'Can you hear them?' It was the last thing he said before I dropped the phone. What do you think that means?” I repeated.

      Dave still wasn't getting it. “No, no,” he replied. “I didn't hear anything like that. I've listened to that very call a dozen times or so, and I've never heard him ask that question at the end.” He shrugged. “I think you must have misheard.”

      No, I hadn't misheard a goddamn thing.

      “Can you hear them?”

      I'd heard the dying kid utter it, and I'd heard it from the man on the phone, too. I was certain, and I said as much. “No, I mean it. I heard it. I'm positive. What could it mean?”

      Dave was looking kind of spooked, constantly playing with his hair. He glanced over at the broadcast board and went to commercials with the tap of a button. “You serious?” he asked.

      “As a heart attack.”

      The DJ whistled. “Well, I don't know. But it's damn strange, because in all the times I've listened to it, I've never heard that. Makes me think that maybe it was a message intended for you. Like, you, specifically.” He gave a mock shiver. “Don't know what it could mean, but it's pretty creepy, I admit.”

      That was about all the nerve I could muster for the night. The shock had passed but a low-grade fright remained, keeping my pulse up and my nervous system on alert. I thanked Dave profusely for the tour, and for the tip about the asylum, and when he'd sent the broadcast to commercials for a second time, he followed me back out to the front door. “Thanks,” I said as I exited into the brisk night. “Have a good one, Dave.”

      He watched me leave, waving. “If you learn more about that call, or if you find something in the asylum with your students, be sure to let me know, OK?”

      I waved back, ducking into my car. Starting the engine and reversing quickly, I grit my teeth. I don't think I'm going by that asylum anytime soon, Dave.
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      I slept on it.

      Well, I tried to sleep on it, anyhow. I awoke around six in the morning, tangled in my covers, and felt completely unrested. Eyes heavy, head achy, I sat on the edge of my bed massaging my temples for a good twenty minutes before even attempting to stand.

      The night had been long, filled with more ruminations on my visit to the studio than with rest. In those rare, fleeting moments when I'd felt myself on the edge of sleep, the voice of that man on the telephone had returned to me, yanking me back into wakefulness.

      It was possible that the whole thing was a trick, some overly complicated prank on Dave's part.

      In fact, that made a lot more sense than the alternative; that something supernatural was reaching out from the closed asylum every night, repeating the same cryptic message.

      But even so, I didn't need much convincing. Strange though it was, I felt somehow sure, in my gut, that what I'd heard had been a genuine message—one sent from Chaythe Asylum, and possibly by a supernatural presence.

      Can you hear them?

      It was that last line—that single phrase—that stuck in my craw.

      I had a look at my phone and found a text from Elizabeth Morrissey waiting for me. Hey, has anyone replied to the ad yet??? it read. With a sigh, I shambled to the kitchenette in my robe and set about making a pot of coffee.

      My apartment was a little thing, a one-bedroom, and I didn't have a whole lot in it. There was a TV in the living room, along with a curbside recliner I'd salvaged. In the bedroom I had a bed, as well as a couple of flimsy plastic containers with drawers in them that kept my clothes sorted. There was a card table there, too, which served as a desk. The kitchenette, connected to the bathroom by a small hallway, featured a stove, sink and fridge all stuffed into a corner. Except for a couple of token cabinets that my meager collection of kitchenware couldn't hope to fill, that was it.

      I dumped some coffee grounds into my french press and set the kettle on the stove. It took me a few turns to get the heating element to come on, and when it did, it took its time in heating up. While waiting for the water to boil, I decided to dial Elizabeth. To my surprise, she answered almost immediately, and with cheerfulness, like she'd been waiting for my call all night.

      “Jesus,” I muttered, “You're a real morning person, huh?”

      “It's almost noon,” she replied.

      I clicked my tongue, leaning against the fridge. “Eh, whatever. So, you texted me this morning, asking about the ad? Well, someone called me last night and it was... interesting.”

      “Whoa, really?” I could hear her perk up, could make out the intensity in her voice, though just as quickly she walked it back some and sounded more guarded. “What do you mean by 'interesting', exactly?”

      Walking into the living room, I cracked the window and pulled a cigarette from the pack I kept on the TV stand, lighting it up. I wasn't supposed to smoke in my apartment, but as long as I stayed close to the window I didn't see the harm. At any rate, I couldn't be bothered to put on actual clothes just to step out to the parking lot and enjoy my first cigarette of the day. Keeping her in suspense longer than was kind, I chuckled and took a long drag. “I got a call from Dave Thackeray, a radio DJ. Know him?”

      “No, I don't think so...”

      “Well, he works at a station just outside of town and he called suggesting we give Chaythe Asylum a look.” I continued before she could interrupt. “But here's the thing—it goes a little deeper than that. You see, he reached out because he's been getting strange phone calls recently, late at night, from what he feels confident is a ghost or something. He looked into it, asked the cops, and they traced the line back to the asylum. The freaky thing? That line's been disconnected for years and years. I paid him a visit last night and heard the call myself.” I flicked the ash from the tip of my cigarette into an ashtray and returned hurriedly to the kitchen to take the whistling kettle off of the burner. “I don't want to get your hopes up, but it was... strange. I don't have a good explanation for what I heard.”

      To my surprise, Elizabeth came at me not with excitement, but with agitation. “Well, why didn't you call me? You could have brought me along, you know! I wasn't doing anything last night and would have loved to hear it, too!” She sighed, and I thought I heard her pacing angrily. “You need to call me next time!”

      “Whoa, look, this meet-up was late. Like 2 AM late. I feel like absolute garbage this morning because of all the coffee I drank while driving over there. I also didn't think it appropriate for the two of us to drive off to the middle of nowhere together, OK?” I slowly poured the boiling water into my french press, making sure to dampen all of the grounds. When that was done, I gave the mixture a stir and set the lid on top to let it steep. “I called you first thing this morning—er, afternoon—though. I wasn't trying to keep you out of the loop.”

      She huffed, but argued no further. “I've never been to Chaythe Asylum before. I've heard a bit about it—wasn't someone killed there or something? When are we going there to check this out, then?”

      I returned to the window, snatching my Viceroy from the ashtray and taking a few more puffs. “Hold your horses. I'm not sure we'll be bothering with it, to tell you the truth.” I exhaled through the window screen, trying to come up with some excuse. “An old place like that... it's probably closed to the public. And unsafe. Plus, we should wait and see what other tips we get. The ad's only been out there for a little while. Maybe something better will come along.”

      “Something better?” she screeched. “What could be better than this? Mysterious phone calls from an abandoned asylum? Professor, this is exactly the sort of thing I've been looking for. And I'm sure someone out there must own the property; if we tell them we're with the university, they might let us in! You can tell them it's for the sake of science!”

      She was right, of course. If we really wished to investigate the asylum, then there was probably some way we could do so, legally. It might require us to jump through a few hoops, but it wasn't anything I wouldn't be able to manage.

      The real trouble was, unbeknownst to her, that I didn't want to go anywhere near that goddamned building.

      Skeptic though I was, I'd heard that voice on the phone last night, and from those cryptic words I'd taken away one clear message: Stay the hell away. If, as I'd spent the night hoping, this whole asylum thing was one big prank on Dave's part, then taking students there would be a waste of our time. And if something strange really was happening there—if something supernatural was actually afoot, well, I'd gotten my fill of it on the phone.

      “I'll think about it, but we should see what else comes down the pipeline,” I pressed. Putting out my cigarette, I stepped back into the kitchen, where the air was scented with fresh coffee. I took a glass mug from the cupboard and hit the plunger on the french press. “Maybe the next tip will be even better than this.”

      Elizabeth wasn't having it. “Professor, look... I know you don't want to get too buddy-buddy with students, OK? But if you're going to be advisor to this club, then you're going to have to step up. We should at least go and see the place, find out how we might go about touring it. And... seeing as how we're on break now, I have nothing but time. Please, let's go and visit the place. If we don't, I'm going to drive myself crazy over here!”

      I sighed into my cup, the coffee-scented steam rising up into my nostrils and giving me a slight jolt of alertness. “I'll think about it,” I said. “In the meantime, enjoy your break, Elizabeth. We'll have enough time to hammer out all of this club business when classes start back up.”

      “Well...” She paused uncomfortably. “Here's the thing.”

      Oh, good, I thought. A “thing”.

      “See, we're starting this club a bit late in the semester. In order for you to be paid a bonus, this has to be a semester-long club,” she explained.

      I set my teeth against the rim of my mug, stifling a curse. “So, what? You bamboozled me? Why didn't you say that before I signed the damn form?”

      “No, see, it's not too late for you to collect the bonus! We're just going to have to make up for lost time is all. In order to meet the criteria for a true campus organization, we have to hold a minimum of twenty meetings. That's it! Usually we'd spread them out to once a week and fill out the whole semester nicely. Instead... we'll just have to cram, do smaller meetings twice a week. It'll all work out, but that means that we need to get started now. If we get planning and scout this place beforehand, we'll be all ready to launch the club the minute classes start back up. See what I mean?”

      I stomped my way over to my laptop, firing it up and scrolling through the university's policies. It took me a few angry minutes to track down the criteria she was talking about, and when I did I groaned. “If I'd known this before signing I'd have told you to take a hike.”

      Either oblivious to my anger or unfazed by it, she kept on. “Let's go and see it! Drive by, at least. Maybe there will be someone working there who can put us in touch with the owner. Or, if we're really lucky, it'll be totally abandoned and we can just enter without anyone's permission!”

      “Sure!” I replied, mimicking her excitement. “And maybe, if we can avoid all of the asbestos dust, we'll be lucky enough to make it out with a dose of Tetanus!

      “Come on, professor! We have to get working on this!” she pleaded.

      “I'll call you back,” I said with a grunt, ending the call.

      Taking a deep breath, I held my mug between my palms and closed my eyes.

      What in the hell have I gotten myself into?
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      I spent the bulk of the day in my robe, sitting in front of the computer, reading about Chaythe Asylum. When I could no longer ignore the rumbling in my gut around two in the afternoon, I dug into my meager store of groceries and enjoyed half a pint of ice cream at the computer, as well as a handful of Pringles that were a few months past their sell-by date.

      Whatever. They didn't taste off.

      Now, where to begin with all of this asylum stuff?

      Chaythe Asylum was first opened in 1890. It was built by the architect Samuel Whitcomb, and was designed to hold roughly 700 patients.

      During the height of its operation however, as many as 1500 patients were known to be committed there.

      The grounds included rooms for the staff, dedicated areas for electro-convulsive and hydro therapies, a courtyard where patients could enjoy the outdoors, a full-service kitchen and cafeteria, laundry facilities, as well as three different wards where patients were housed according to the severity of their illness. Aside from these three adult wards, there was a smaller section for children added in the 1920's, located in a separate building which had been only recently torn down.

      It remained open for 99 years, until in April of 1989, the State of Ohio, after a lengthy investigation, deemed it unfit for patients and shut it down.

      Why, you ask?

      Well, let's just say I had trouble keeping all of the reasons for its closure straight. There were a lot of them, and it's no small miracle that the asylum remained in operation as long as it did.

      In the 1950's and 60's, the busiest decades in the asylum's history, rumors began to circulate about the alleged physical, verbal and even sexual abuse of patients by the staff. The authorities did investigate these claims, and it appears that a couple of staff members were let go, but nothing major came of the allegations. Next up, in the 70's and even into the 80's, there was talk of unethical experiments being done on certain of the patients. When the asylum closed in '89, some former patients came forward and claimed to have been tortured or mistreated whilst taking part in obscure, seemingly pseudo-scientific treatments. Evidence was found of certain experimental drugs on the premises, and the medical license of at least one doctor—a Dr. W. R. Corvine—was revoked by the State.

      Oh, and add to that list the “Third Ward Incident” of 1989. That was what really did it in. The deaths of two workers and three patients—four, if you include the killer—turned a lot of heads and brought the authorities down hard. On March 28th of that year, during a mysterious power outage, a patient living in the third ward—that intended for the most serious cases—escaped from her room and went on a killing spree, armed only with a small meat cleaver she'd smuggled out of the asylum kitchen. Among the dead was an orderly, a nurse, and three patients who'd been staying in the first and second wards. Others were injured in the rampage.

      From what I was able to gather, the killer patient, a young woman, died before the lights came back on. Whether she died by her own hand or was killed in the confusion is uncertain, however when power was restored to the asylum, she was found on the floor of the main lobby, where she was presumed to have attempted an escape into the outside world. Though the authorities in charge of the investigation did not name the killer, someone affiliated with the asylum leaked to the press, naming the murderer as “Enid Lancaster”, a 28 year old patient.

      Patients were moved to new, more modern facilities all over Ohio due to the closure. Ever since, the hulking building, situated on a sprawling acreage near the Ohio-Michigan line, has sat vacant. Throughout the 1990's, when the land had still been owned by the State, there'd been talk of demolishing the compound. Then, in 2001, ownership of the site changed hands. From what I was able to gather, it'd been picked up by a local developer for dirt cheap. There'd been a small uproar in 2004 when, speaking on a local news show, this developer had made known his desire to renovate the Chaythe Asylum and turn it into a luxury hotel. People in the area were incensed, thought such a project tasteless considering the property's sordid history, and there were murmurs of a boycott of the developer's other ventures until—in the winter of 2006—the asylum was sold to a new owner at a pitiable sum.

      The current owner, unless things had changed in the past ten or so years, was a man by the name of Hugh Blake. Blake hadn't shared with the press his plans for the site. Of particular interest to me was the fact that, in 2012, Blake had allowed a group of ghost hunters from the University of Toledo to visit the asylum for an in-depth tour. I stumbled upon an old social media post discussing the arranged visit, but was disappointed to find that the ghost hunters had never made it inside.

      According to the Toledo Blade article I found, the group of five UT students, crammed into a Honda Civic, had gotten pulverized by a semi-truck on their way there.

      The obituary made for a depressing read, though I found in the whole thing a sort of silver lining.

      This Hugh Blake character, current owner of the asylum, didn't seem to have a problem with student organizations touring his property. That was a good sign.

      I started combing the web for more about the owner and, following some leads off of his LinkedIn profile, I happened upon a phone number for an enterprise he owned in town. It was a massage parlor and day spa, and the chatty twenty-something working the reception proved pliable once I convinced her that I wasn't a creep or solicitor. I took down her boss's business number and called it a day.

      I put on a can of vegetable soup for dinner and spent some time watching TV. The usual shows were on. I flipped past Wheel of Fortune, a rerun of Ancient Aliens—though not before wondering if Dave Thackeray was tuning in to this one—and settled on the evening news. It was all the same shit, of course; stocks were down, trouble brewing abroad, government scandals. I sat down in front of the TV and slowly ate out of the pot, flipping through the channels until I happened upon an old Boris Karloff film. The Mummy.

      I was nearly done with my soup and considering a call to Elizabeth when something caught the corner of my eye and sent me scrambling to my feet.

      A house centipede.

      Boasting what looked like a thousand legs, the pest charged across the carpet like a bullet, pausing just long enough, I wagered, to watch me freak out. I'm not much for bugs, and this type in particular gives me the heebie-jeebies. Once, as a teenager, I'd woken up one morning with one of these things tangled in my hair. Since then, I'd never been able to look at one the same way.

      I jumped towards it, slipper in hand. The rubber sole met the floor, but the beast escaped, speeding towards the wall and disappearing into a seam beneath the molding. I shuddered from head to toe at the thought of it running riot in my apartment, and only then did I notice the trail of tomato-based broth I'd left all over the carpet in my fright.

      Son of a...

      I dumped the remainder of my food in the sink and, after waiting several breathless moments for the insect's return, decided I'd had enough of the apartment. It was time for me to get out, to breathe some fresh air and see another human being, face-to-face. Dressing as quickly as possible I went real heavy on the Acqua Di Gio and stepped out, phone in hand.

      “Professor?” answered Elizabeth as I locked my door and hustled down to the street.

      “Yeah, it's me. You free? I was thinking I might run by the campus Starbucks, if you want to talk. I picked up a few things about that asylum that I think you're going to want to hear.”
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      I was half-way into a latte macchiato when the door opened and I turned from my corner spot to catch Elizabeth Morrissey on her way in.

      Elizabeth and her douche of a boyfriend, Jake.

      They sauntered over, Elizabeth bubbly and smiling in an orange jacket that complimented her clementine-colored hair, and Jake looking red-faced and frowning. I stood, pulling up two chairs from a nearby empty table, and then returned to my drink. “My,” I said, brows arched in mock delight, “two companions for the price of one! Must be my lucky day.” I nodded to Jake, who fixed me in his stern gaze. “Aren't you supposed to be back home for the break? I seem to remember you mentioning that you wouldn't be around.”

      He placed his hands—likely balled into fists—into the sagging pocket of his navy blue Moorlake University sweatshirt and said, “I changed my mind. You have a problem with my being here?” He leaned forward a little bit, like he was inviting a challenge, but Elizabeth talked over him almost immediately.

      “What did you learn about the asylum?” she asked. “Honestly, since we last spoke, I've been reading up on it myself. All kinds of articles out there. It looks like a spooky place.”

      I took a long sip, leaving a little dollop of steamed milk sitting on the tip of my nose that I pretended not to notice, and which earned me a laugh from the girl. I was willing to monkey around with her a bit—anything to get the lunk worked up. He looked away from the table, but not before rolling his eyes. “You looked into it too, huh?” I sighed. “Well, then you likely know as much about it as I do. Or, close to it.”

      We took some time unpacking what we knew of Chaythe Asylum and its terrible history. We both knew about the so-called “Third Ward Incident”—it was more or less impossible to read up on the place without stumbling upon mention of that grisly morsel. We exchanged facts about the doctor who'd lost his license there for supposedly administering experimental drugs, and she mentioned an incident I hadn't encountered in my own reading—the drowning of a visitor, a ten-year-old boy, in the pond outside the courtyard.

      Our info matched up rather well, and I was pretty impressed that she'd kept pace with me. “If only I could get you to study Chaucer this hard!” I remarked. There was one thing, it soon became clear, that she hadn't looked into however. “Now, here's something I haven't heard you mention. The owner of the place is a guy named Hugh Blake. Supposedly he invited some student ghost hunters from Toledo into the asylum a few years back, which tells me that this guy probably won't mind us poking around.” I drew out a slip of paper from my wallet, the one I'd scratched Blake's phone number on. “It took some doing, but I managed to get ahold of his number.”

      Elizabeth's eyes lit up, the hazel irises looking shimmery in the Starbucks mood lighting. “Whoa, really? That's great! And what did he say? Are we invited?”

      I withdrew the slip, tucking it into my breast pocket. “Well, I haven't actually called yet...”

      All the while, Jake had been doing his best to ignore us. He'd gotten up to use the bathroom half-way through our asylum talk and had returned with a pair of iced teas, one of which he handed off to Elizabeth. Giving his cup a shake, he sat back and tried to play it casual, looking anywhere but in my particular direction.

      “You came back in a good mood,” I said, pointing at him with my pinkie. “What'd you get up to in that bathroom, huh? Nothing indecent, I hope. That's not what public bathrooms are for.”

      He told me to go fuck myself without actually speaking a word and then turned to Elizabeth. “Are we done yet? Let's get out of here.”

      “Not yet.” Elizabeth set the iced tea on the table, the wrapper still covering her straw. “Well, why don't we call him?”

      “Right now?” I asked. “No way. It's late. Who knows what the guy is even up to. We can call him tomorrow, maybe.”

      Working over her lower lip until it was red as a cherry, Elizabeth shook her head. “At least leave him a voicemail!”

      “No, really, I'll call him tomorrow. It won't kill us to wait another twelve hours.” I dropped my cup into the nearest wastebasket, then continued. “I think it was a productive day as far as this thing is concerned. I just wanted to share what I'd found with you.” Grinning, I added, “Wouldn't want you to feel out of the loop again.”

      Her cheeks reddened. “Well, it was stupid for you to go to that radio station alone! You should have asked me to come along. I'd have loved to go!”

      I nodded to Jake. “Geeze, she doesn't know how to let things rest, does she? How do you live with it?”

      If he found any amusement in my joke at all, he did his absolute best to hide it, sucking on his tea like his life depended on it.

      “Well, we need to do something,” said Elizabeth, looking down at her phone. “It's early yet, and this is exciting! Why don't we visit the asylum? Drive by it, I mean?”

      At this suggestion, both Jake and I sat up. “What? No, no way.”

      “Without permission?” asked Jake.

      “I'm not suggesting we go inside,” continued Elizabeth, draping her hair over one shoulder and running a few fingers through it. “I just think it would be cool to see it up-close. You know? Drive past it.”

      Driving up to an insane asylum that'd been shuttered since the 80's didn't seem too cool to me. I'd seen dozens of pictures of the place already while researching; until we decided to reach out to Hugh Blake and arrange for a visit, I felt I'd seen enough of it to last me a while. And as I sat there, thinking about everything I'd read, and about the strange call I'd listened to the night before, I wondered—not for the first time—if going there at all was even wise. There could be something waiting there for us, I theorized. Just what might lie in wait was impossible to say, but the creepy call that'd ruined my good night's sleep was enough to make me second-guess the entire operation.

      Tugging on Jake's sleeve, she tried appealing to him. “If the professor doesn't want to go, then why don't we take a trip out there tonight?” she asked. “Just the two of us?”

      There was conflict in the young jock's eyes. On the one hand, he'd have loved to leave me out of the whole affair, to snub me. On the other, he clearly had no desire to visit the asylum. Nevertheless, if he mirrored my reticence too much, he ran the risk of agreeing with me, which was unthinkable to him.

      I defused the situation, standing up to stretch. “We should wait until tomorrow, during the day,” I said. “Driving out there at night wouldn't do us much good. We'll be able to see the building much more clearly in the sunlight.”

      Elizabeth wasn't going to give in. Standing up and bringing Jake to his feet with her, she shot me a sidelong glance, her rosy lips parting in a grin. “What? Are you guys scared? Is that why you don't want to visit the place tonight?” She was hoping to bait us into it by preying on our masculinity.

      I, for one, wasn't going to fall for a schoolyard trick.

      Jake was pretty keen to dismiss even the barest hint of cowardice and promptly shook his head. “No way, it has nothing to do with being scared,” he shot back, a little too defensively. “It's a big, empty building. What's there to be scared of?”

      Elizabeth turned to me, amused at my silence. “I thought you were a skeptic, professor—a man of reason. What's the matter? Surely you aren't scared?”

      The two of them followed me out the door into the warm evening. I leaned against the brick facade of the cafe and lit up a Viceroy, letting the smoke stream from my nostrils. The scent of lavender came rushing in from a copse of trees down the street, and from the bar next door I was struck by a melange of Axe body spray and the odor of cheap beer. I looked down the street, at the chattering clouds of clubbers circulating the watering holes like gnats. It was probably the caffeine—and the nicotine—talking, but I thought I felt something in the air. Excitement, maybe? No, on further inspection, it seemed more akin to scientific curiosity.

      Despite my lack of belief in the supernatural, I'd been drawn to the asylum from the very start. I'd taken Dave Thackeray up on his invitation and had listened to that eerie phone call, and had subsequently spent my day reading up on the asylum's history. No matter how much I denied it, I was becoming rather interested in the place, and as I paced about the sidewalk, taking in the warm breeze, I found myself with fewer and fewer reasons to delay a visit.

      It was hard to articulate just why I was so interested in this investigation of the ghostly. I tried anyhow. Pointing down the street with my cigarette as though it were an orange-tipped laser pointer, I said, “A little while back, a kid died here. Got hit by a truck, as I'm sure you heard.”

      Elizabeth and Jake were both take off-guard by this. She nodded sullenly. “Yeah, I heard about that.”

      I took a long drag, my back pressed to the wall, and looked up at the black sky. “I was there when it happened. I was on my way to class when I saw him step out into traffic. I was the first one on the scene. Watched him die.” This was the first time I'd told anyone about the incident, and in doing so I felt lighter, less burdened by the memory. “First time in my life I ever watched someone pass away. It was spooky, shocking—but not because there was anything paranormal about it. It was just that I realized—it really sunk in—that at some point, that's the same fate that awaits all of us. If you're lucky, the end doesn't come speeding at you in the form of a truck, but we're all going to end up just like that kid someday. Only a matter of time. Erased. Since then, I've had this nagging feeling. I dunno what it is, but...” I put out the cigarette on the sole of my shoe and glanced at them. “There's something about this asylum business that has me hooked. Curious.”

      Elizabeth smiled, her features lit up by the headlights of a passing car. “So, you're saying that you're a believer now?”

      I shook my head. “Not a believer, no. Not yet. I'm not sure I'll ever be. But I have some questions that need answering and there's just something about this asylum that's pulling me in. Something about that phone call last night... it reminded me of that dead kid, of the accident. Something he said...” I trailed off. “If you really want to go visit the place tonight, that's fine. But I'm driving.”

      Jake looked ready to protest, shot me a venomous look, but I shut him down immediately.

      “Jake, if you aren't interested in coming along, that's perfectly all right. I promise not to let Elizabeth out of my sight.”

      His scowl tightened and he took a step towards me. “Yeah, right. Fat chance. I'm coming, too.”

      I was happy to hear that. Not that I liked the kid, far from it, but the extra company was welcome on a trip like this one. “OK,” I said, leading them down the street. “I'm parked down here.”

      Elizabeth, giddy as could be, towed Jake along by the arm. “I can't wait!”
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      Elizabeth was feeling talkative. Sitting in the backseat of my Cavalier, looking out the window with wide eyes, she rambled on about all kinds of things so that we had no need of the radio. It was a reasonably long drive to Chaythe Asylum. It sat on a lonely stretch of road up north, mere miles from the Ohio-Michigan line. All things considered, we were looking at a trip of some forty-odd minutes, provided that we didn't get turned around or lost.

      Elizabeth, who hated the shortening of her name to “Liz”, talked about her upbringing. She'd been born in rural Swanton, grown up in a loft apartment over a stable where her parents had kept horses and where fleas had run rampant. Her parents still lived there, though her dad—after a riding accident—didn't get around nearly so well as he once did and was hoping to soon retire. She'd met Jake in high school, and alluded to the fact that her folks—“just about the warmest people you'd ever meet”—didn't really care for him. She talked about how life in the dorms was strange, and that she wished there were more greenery in Moorlake. As a child, she explained, she'd always wanted to move far away from her parents and live in a big city; movies and books had made life in a metropolis seem so much more exciting than the quaint, rural upbringing she'd had. Now, though, she had designs to settle in a nice country home not unlike them. Her major was in psychology, but she didn't seem particularly devoted to it, and was considering becoming a veterinarian instead.

      She paused only long enough to make it known that she wanted me to chime in with some of my own history. I kept things short and sweet.

      I'd been born in the Columbus area in the mid-80's. Hopped around from school to school. Wanted to become a novelist, but like so many others, went for the next best thing when it came time to choose a career—teaching—AKA, discussing other people's books. She missed my sarcasm with that one. I mentioned that I hadn't spoken to my parents for the better part of a decade, and with good reason, and that I hoped to still be teaching at Moorlake over the summer.

      Jake sat silently in the passenger seat, staring out at the dark road like a statue. Either he really didn't want to be in the car with me, or else he was getting increasingly nervous about visiting the asylum. I suppose it could have been both.

      “What's wrong, chief?” I asked. “Getting a little freaked out now that we're visiting the place?”

      He rolled his eyes but didn't say anything, just staring on ahead.

      I cracked a window to let a little air in and glanced repeatedly at the speedometer to make sure I wasn't going any faster than ten miles over the limit. From my center console I fished out a tin of Altoids, tucking a pair of them under my tongue. For a time, I rested my hands on the steering wheel and relished a rare break in conversation, listening to the wind as it buffeted the car.

      Elizabeth spoke up again, her voice seeming more distant this time. “You asked me before why it was that I'm interested in the supernatural,” she began.

      From the passenger seat, Jake stirred uncomfortably. I thought I saw him look at her in the side mirror, but when I turned he quickly averted his gaze back to the road.

      “When I was a kid, something happened to me. No one could explain it, and ever since I've been looking for answers,” she began, her voice low and confessional. “I was born blind.”

      I thought she was cracking some kind of inappropriate joke and chuckled, but an icy silence grew up out of my reaction and I cut it out. “Seriously?”

      She nodded. “I was born completely blind. There was nothing doctors could do for me, and until I was six years old I couldn't see a thing. I still remember what that was like... But then, one day, something happened.”

      I glanced back at her. “What, like a miracle?”

      Cocking her head to the side, she stared out the window, her orange locks slipping over the shoulder of her jacket. “Something like that. I was outside, crossing the street with my mom. We'd gone into town for something and were at a cross-walk when suddenly I heard her scream. Next thing I knew, something had hit me. Hard. I felt myself lifted up into the air, heard my mother's voice, but then I was out like a light. I'd been hit by a car.”

      The mints under my tongue started to burn something fierce. I cleared my throat, grip tightening on the wheel. “Uh-huh?”

      “I came to in the hospital a week later. According to my mother, I was very, very close to death. There'd been a lot of blood loss, some serious brain swelling. They had to put a drain in my skull,” she said, pointing to the crown of her head. “Anyway, when I woke up, I found I could see. I opened my eyes in that hospital bed, and for the first time in my life, I could see the world around me. It was so strange. Scary, really.”

      Jake's frown had intensified, and judging by the way he wrung his hands in the pocket of his hoodie, he didn't really like hearing this story.

      “You don't say?” I offered. It was a pretty unbelievable story, but I'd read of miraculous things like that sometimes occurring. Wheelchair-bound people gaining the ability to walk, the deaf or blind having their senses reinstated; these things were exceptionally rare, but when they did occur they always made a splash in the media and the experts involved seemed to have neat, scientific hypotheses at the ready to explain them.

      But not in Elizabeth's case, apparently. “The doctors couldn't explain it. They brought in a specialist from California who couldn't make heads or tails of it. I underwent some therapy, but in the end I went home with a cast on my leg and twenty-twenty vision. For a year afterward I visited a bunch of different doctors throughout the State. None of them could tell my parents why I could suddenly see. To them, it didn't make any sense. Something, they figured, got jostled in the accident—something, previously incomplete in my body, had been set right by the front bumper of a speeding convertible. But I've always had my own suspicions about what happened. When I was in the hospital, my mother told me I coded. My heart,” she explained, patting her breast, “it stopped. They managed to bring me back, but for a brief while I was dead. When they resuscitated me, I must've brought back my eyesight as a souvenir from the other world.”

      What she was describing sounded like a myth, a fable. “You paid the underworld a visit and came back up with your eyesight, huh?” I asked. “I feel like I've read that somewhere before. You didn't meet Eurydice while you were down there, did you?”

      She ignored me. “Ever since then, I've wondered about the other side. You know, what awaits us after death. I've always wanted to learn more about the supernatural. I'm not sure I'll ever get a full answer to any of my questions, but if I can at least find proof of a world beyond this one, then that'll be enough for me.”

      Jake finally spoke up, muttering, “I don't see why. You got your eyesight back. Isn't that proof enough?”

      “No,” she replied, “I was given my sight for a reason. I want to see what that other world has to offer. I want to see it with my own two eyes. Right now, I feel that world, but that isn't enough. I want to see some of it, glimpse a fragment. Peek behind the curtain, right?”

      After that, there was a lull. We all sat silently, looking out across the highway in search of the towering black building we expected to pop up on the horizon at any moment.

      Nearly five minutes later, it finally did.

      It was much larger in life than it had been in photos. Clashing against the almost lightless sky, its ebony borders aglow in the sparse moonlight, the rough, monolithic facade of Chaythe Asylum called to us from the left side of the highway.
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      “It looks like something out of a black and white horror film,” said Jake as we pulled up alongside the tall metal fence at the border of the property.

      He was right, of course, but to simply stop there would be to do the compound a disservice. It was a thing of sharp angles and towering triangular peaks; the internet had referred to it as a specimen of “gothic revival” architecture. The facade of the place was in relatively good order despite its years of abandonment, and most of its large windows remained intact. A wide road ran from the lip of the highway; the asphalt, largely stripped of its black color by the seasons and its length peppered in the waving green fronds of invasive weeds that'd taken root in its numerous cracks, seemed to wind all around the property, its terminus not in sight from where we sat.

      Though rusted, the fence that surrounded the property on all sides, and which called to mind a penitentiary, was sturdy. I know, because after shutting off the car, I stepped outside and gave some of the chain links a shake. There was a gate, shut with an imposing lock, and a sign posted just above my eye line that read: “PRIVATE PROPERTY. KEEP OUT.” For yards and yards beyond the edge of the fence, tall grass swayed in the breeze. Further out, unkempt trees could be made out against the darkness, their unruly limbs reaching out strangely, chaotically, and their foliage still lacking in these early days of spring.

      I paced about the front gate, fiddling with the lighter in my pocket, and whistled. “It's one hell of a building, huh? Looks like a frigging castle.”

      Jake sat back near the hood of the car. He really didn't seem to like the place, but wasn't going to tell us why.

      Elizabeth, though, was entranced, and before she even seemed to know what she was doing, she gave the gate a hard tug. It didn't open, of course, but that didn't stop her from trying a second, and then third time. “It's so big!” she cried, standing so close to the fencing that her nose protruded from the space between the links. “I wish we could get closer to it!”

      It was a sight to behold, make no mistake. They just don't make buildings like this anymore. But I wasn't exactly raring to get up close and personal. Quite the contrary, there was something about the place—something that I couldn't readily put a name to—that made me want to get back into the car and put it in my rearview. The Chaythe Asylum, in a word, was imposing. Unlike the house you live in, or the supermarket you shop at, which were probably designed to look inviting and comfortable, this place was a different animal completely. If one could assign to a place a personality, then the Chaythe Asylum was Jack Nicholson in The Shining. There was something wrong with it, something standoffish and possibly hostile. It sounds silly to talk about a building in such a way. A building doesn't really have a will of its own.

      But from the onset, it was clear to me, even from more than a hundred yards, that Chaythe Asylum was no regular building.

      The front of the place was picturesque enough; had it not been for the darkness, it might have lost some of its intimidating qualities and simply looked like an impotent antique. Jutting out from its rear like a pair of mutated limbs were what appeared to be long passages which wound around in easy angles to meet somewhere on the other side of the property. It reminded me of the Pentagon—a closed system with what I expected was a green, overgrown courtyard and pond at its center.

      As one might expect of an insane asylum that'd been closed since the first season of The Simpsons premiered, there were no lights to be seen in any of the highway-facing windows. Everything we could see of the place was penciled in by the moonlight, and though there wasn't a lot of it, there was enough for me to corroborate certain of the things I'd read about the property online. For instance, in a patch of land that looked permanently upturned and pock-marked, were the remnants of a foundation. This, I believed, was where the now-demolished children's ward had once stood.

      Like a junkie aching for a fix, Elizabeth kept tugging at the fence and tried to force the gate. Pulling up the orange sleeves of her jacket, she threw her meager bodyweight into it and nearly landed on the ground.

      “Lay off,” warned Jake, approaching her from behind. He tested the gate himself and then shook his head, cleaning his hands off on his pants like he'd just touched something foul. “It isn't going to give. You'd have to cut the links and climb through.”

      “Or get permission from the damn owner to unlock the gate,” I added, a hint of annoyance rising in my voice. “We aren't going in, guys. Elizabeth wanted to have a look at the place. So, look.” I motioned at the building. “Take it all in.” From the grass nearby there issued an ominous buzzing. Several reddish beetles, roughly the size of dimes, came whizzing towards us, dive-bombing until I batted them back into the grass. “Think you've seen enough?” I asked. “I'd like to be getting back to town, if that's all right with you two. This is interesting, but until we can arrange to go inside—legally—I suggest we call it a night.”

      Edging to the right, Elizabeth took great care in examining the links of the fence. She was looking, it soon became clear, for a hole big enough for her to crawl through. “There has to be a break in this fence somewhere,” she said, licking her lips and walking alongside the road in search of a weak spot. “Help me find one!”

      Jake hesitated, glancing at the two of us in turn. “Maybe we should go,” he conceded. “We can come back later, babe. Even if there is a break in the fence we could get arrested for going in.”

      Either Elizabeth didn't hear him, or she didn't care about the consequences. She walked on, rattling the fence as she went, testing the flexibility of the lowest links. Maybe she thought she'd be able to crawl underneath it, on her belly.

      I pointed at the car. “Come on, you two. Let's get out of here.”

      Just as Elizabeth seemed about to comply, and Jake had started back towards the car, a flash of light washed over the three of us. Startled, I turned back towards the building, finding a pair of bright headlights coming towards us from the lengthy drive. “Shit,” I said. “Someone's coming this way.”

      “Security?” asked Jake, bumping into the side of the Cavalier.

      I nodded. “Probably.”

      That snapped Elizabeth back to reality, and she jogged to the car, fiddling with the door. “Damn, let's get out of here! Before they see us, guys!”

      The vehicle—an SUV, by the looks of it—was gaining speed, though. It flashed its headlights and roared towards us. I could have dashed back into the car and taken off at full speed down the highway. We might've made it. Instead, I waved at the other two and told them to stay put. “He's seen us,” I said. “We're going to have to say hello.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The SUV had a light bar on its roof that began flashing with yellow lights as it drew near. I braced myself, told the other two to let me do the talking, and as the security vehicle came to a stop, its driver climbing out to approach the gate, I gave him a quick wave.

      “Howdy,” I said, taking a slow step towards the gate.

      The security guard, a tall, wiry man with a gun on his hip and a black ball cap, approached the fence with swiftness and gave his belt a tug, doubtless to make sure I'd seen the firearm. “Can I help you folks?” he asked gruffly, yanking a Maglite free of its belt-loop. The three of us took a wave of bright light to the face as he switched it on. “I'm afraid this is private property. No trespassing.”

      I nodded, keeping my hands visible at all times. “Sure, my apologies. We weren't planning on going in there,” I replied. “The three of us were just driving along and wanted to get a look at this big old building from the road here.”

      The guard, his gaunt face pressed into a tight frown, didn't seem to give a damn. “I'm going to need the three of you to leave,” he said.

      “Of course.” I took a step back and was about to return to the car when Elizabeth spoke up.

      “Excuse me,” she began, “but are the things they say about this place true? Is it really haunted?”

      Lifting the bill of his hat, the guard scratched at his thinning mop and gave a weak shrug, the Maglite's beam passing between the three of us in a steady pan. “I'm not really at liberty to discuss the property,” was his canned reply. “I'm paid to drive around it, prevent people from breaking in. That's it. I've never actually been inside.” Perhaps he found it harder to speak harshly to the girl, or else—having sensed that the three of us posed no threat—he was happy to have the monotony of his nightly watch broken up by a bit of conversation, because he continued. “Of course, they say all kinds of things about the building. Now and then they open her up, and one of my buddies got to do a walk-around once. I hear the building's in pretty good shape, but that certain parts are blocked off. Worst of all was the basement, I guess. Most of the lights down there don't work, so you have to take a flashlight. Scared the hell out of him.”

      Now that we had him talking, Elizabeth was determined to try our luck further. “Hugh Blake owns this building, doesn't he?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” replied the guard.

      “We're hoping to contact him. We want to take a tour of the asylum, you see. The three of us are from Moorlake University, members of a new campus organization.” From her purse, she fished out one of the fliers she'd been working on, and slid it to him through one of the links in the fence. “We're with the Moorlake Spiritual Society.”

      “Oh, ghost hunters, huh?” The guard handed back the flier, cracking a grin. “You don't say. I know Mr. Blake is kind of into that whole scene—kind of a superstitious guy. I don't see him too often, but I think he let some other students come by a few years back. They were from Toledo, I thought. Died in a car accident before they could go inside.” He cleared his throat and returned to his gruff, professional persona, motioning to my car. “Anyhow, it's late. I'm going to have to ask you folks to leave. You can contact the owner if you want to check out the building.” Waving us away, he added, “Drive safe.”

      I thought I glimpsed something just then, and it made me do a double-take towards the asylum.

      “Come on, let's beat it,” uttered Jake, pulling my thoughts back to our immediate surroundings.

      I didn't have time to verify, and I shrugged it off just then, backing into the car. Maybe it'd just been the flashing yellows of the SUV's light bar fooling my eyes...

      Silently, we did as we were told, hopping into the car and rolling back onto the highway. A cloud of dust was stirred up in our wake as we flirted with the shoulder. I noticed the security vehicle didn't pull away from the gate until we were almost too far away to see its headlights.

      Cursing under his breath, Jake turned to Elizabeth. “What were you thinking? We should have gotten out of there when he first told us to scram! That dude had a gun.” He shook his head, sparing me a nasty glance. “We shouldn't have come out here to begin with. We knew what would happen. I don't suppose the university would post your bail if we got nabbed for trespassing, would they?” he asked.

      “We didn't trespass,” I reminded him. “But next time, let's make the drive out here with the owner's blessing, yeah?”

      Elizabeth, undaunted by the encounter with the guard, had stars in her eyes. “That building is so huge! Just imagine... Who knows what might be waiting for us in there? It looks so menacing, doesn't it? I can't wait to go inside! This is it, this is what I've been waiting for all these years. If there are answers to be found to life's biggest questions, we're going to find them in that asylum. Can you feel it?”

      I felt something, all right. A burning in my stomach. A new ulcer, maybe? I choked back a wave of acid and cracked my window, taking a whiff of the cool, country air, and tried to settle my nerves.

      It wasn't the encounter with the rent-a-cop that had me rattled. No, my thoughts were on the asylum. Before leaving, I'd noticed something—or thought I'd noticed something—happening inside the building. There'd been no time to take a closer look, though, which left me adrift on a sea of uncomfortable uncertainty.

      Unless I was mistaken, one of the lights in the asylum had come on just as we'd piled back into the car, leaving a second story window curiously aglow.

      I didn't say anything to the others as we drove. There was no sense in it, not if I wasn't certain. Working pensively over a Viceroy, flicking my ashes out the window at seventy miles per hour, I pointed the car south and, when the edge of Moorlake entered into view some forty minutes later, I spoke for the first time since leaving the asylum. “Where am I dropping you two?”
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      I dropped the youngins off on campus, near the dorms, and then flew back to my apartment like a bat out of hell. Once home, I dove into bed, wrapped myself up tightly into a blanket and tried to will myself to sleep.

      It didn't work.

      My mind was fixed not on the pursuit of rest, but on the memory of Chaythe Asylum. The dark shape of the thing rose up in my mind again and again, one of its square windows flashing yellow in my remembrance and some crooked humanoid shape shambling past it like a shadow puppet.

      That last part had been my own creation. I hadn't seen anyone in the window—wasn't even sure that I'd seen the light on in the joint—but the idea that the long-abandoned building might still be occupied took my imagination to some rather obscure places.

      Fatigue eventually overpowered me and I slipped into a semi-peaceful sleep of some hours until the chirping of my phone, coupled with the nagging rays of the sun, drew me out of bed. I knew who the texts were from before I even batted my phone off of the nightstand in a groggy stupor.

      “Goddamnit, Elizabeth. Can't you cut me a damn break?” I swiped through the texts sleepily and found that they made up what appeared to be a rambling, disjointed story. In order for me to follow along, I was going to have to wake up a little first. Hiking to the shower, I stood in the warm spray until my brain started firing on all cylinders and then, toweling off, tried to start from the beginning. In the meantime, still more texts had poured in, the most recent of which asked, “Are you SERIOUSLY still asleep?”

      Elizabeth's story turned out to be a new lead. She wrote about how, in an exchange with Jake the night before, after our stop at the asylum, she'd learned something new. Her boyfriend, it turned out, was related to a former patient of the Chaythe Asylum. An aunt of his had been admitted there for three years in the mid-80's for a serious case of depression which she now kept in check with a whole lot of anti-depressants. She lived near the campus with her husband and their golden retriever, and Elizabeth seemed to think she might be willing to talk about her time there.

      Ah, so that'd been the source of Jake's discomfort all night. Someone in his family had a personal connection to the asylum. I could tell already that seeking out Jake's aunt to talk about her experiences in the place was going to lead to arguments. The kid certainly wasn't going to be cool with that plan.

      And neither was I, really. Chatting up a former patient, someone who still struggled with depression on a daily basis, seemed pretty tactless for what basically amounted to a field trip. It bordered on exploitative, really, but in my head-achey state I didn't feel like pressing the issue and simply replied, “OK”, in the vain hope that Elizabeth would leave me the hell alone until I'd gotten some food and coffee into my system. I stepped into my closet and went looking for my day's clothes, settling on a black T-shirt, grey button down and a pair of chinos, which I left spread out on my bed.

      With that, I absconded to the kitchenette, where I sat down on the counter to sip french press coffee in my underwear and fuss with my phone.

      From my wallet I took the scrap of paper upon which I'd jotted Hugh Blake's number. When I felt sure my voice had lost that gravelly edge so representative of poor sleep, I dialed him and held my breath.

      I thought it was going to go to voicemail, but at the last second there was an answer.

      “Hello, this is Hugh.”

      Flexing my toes as my feet dangled over the floor, I put on as friendly a tone as I could, quickly swallowing a last sip of coffee. “Good morning, Mr. Blake.”

      He hesitated. I pictured him glancing down at a Citizen watch and furrowing his brow as he replied, “Er... it's mid-day.”

      One of these days I was going to work out a normal schedule. “Right, sorry.” I cleared my throat. “I'm sorry to bother you, Mr. Blake. My name is Professor Stephen Barlow. I'm with the English department at Moorlake University and I'm calling you today because I have a few questions about a property you own.”

      More hesitance. “Oh, Ok...” He licked his lips. “What property might that be?”

      I didn't see any sense in holding back and went right for the jugular. “You see, Mr. Blake, I've been appointed faculty advisor of a new campus organization, the Moorlake Spiritual Society, and my students have expressed great interest in taking a tour of the Chaythe Asylum up north, near Toledo. A building of that age, and with such a reputation, would be a phenomenal site for one of our psychical surveys and I was calling today to inquire after the possibility of our paying it an official visit.”

      Blake worked this over a moment, then replied with a slight laugh that seemed to betray willingness. “Oh, is that right? You're with the university, a ghost-hunting group?”

      “That's about the size of it,” I replied, siphoning a bit of coffee into my mouth. “Your consideration on this matter means a great deal. I put off this call, admittedly, because I didn't want to disturb you for such a trivial thing, but if there's any way for us to arrange a visit it would make my students extremely happy to explore the building.”

      “It's no bother at all,” declared Blake. “I'm sure that we can work something out. The building, except for those sections that've been closed off due to structural damage, is fairly safe. I happen to be a believer in the paranormal, and I've always wanted to do a detailed investigation of the asylum. Years back a student group from UT was going to do it and I was going to follow along, but unfortunately they had an accident and never made it. Tell me, what kinds of things would you and your students be doing in the building?”

      I nearly dropped my mug. I hadn't been prepared to answer questions like that. Elizabeth probably had a full-blown itinerary drawn, but I didn't know the first thing about the pseudo-science of paranormal research.

      So, I made shit up instead. “W-Well, we were hoping to go inside and have a thorough look around... Maybe do a, uh... a séance. Commune with any lingering spiritual energies.”

      “Right, right,” came Blake's reply. “That's an interesting angle. The other students, they were going to go for a more scientific approach. They planned on recording EVPs and had some other gear they planned to bring along.”

      “Oh, we might do some of that too,” I was quick to reply. “But, before we got too invested in our plans, I wanted to reach out to you and see if we couldn't green-light this visit.”

      “Well,” began Blake, “I have no problem with it, provided that your students are respectful of the building and any entities therein. I'm always open to helping students and furthering the sciences. Your club sounds great; I wish I'd had something like that when I was in school. Of course, there are some things to consider. It's an old building, and I can't be held responsible for...” He trailed off. “I'll need you all to sign some kind of waiver,” he continued with a chuckle. “Just in case.”

      “Of course, of course,” I replied. “That's no problem.”

      “And, in the event that you all find something,” he said, “I'd like to be the first to know. Usually, I'd want to come along on something like this, but I'll be off for the next few weeks to Thailand on vacation. The wife and I have some sightseeing to do, you understand. But... in the case that you do find anything, shall we say, persuasive, then I'd like to know about it first. Before it ends up on YouTube or what have you. Sound good?”

      “Yeah, of course.” I thought back to the events of the night before and asked, “Tell me, is there electricity in the asylum? Is there anyone staying in the building currently—a groundsman or something like that?”

      “There's electricity, yes. Well—in most areas. We've cut the power in all of the closed sections, and the basement lights never seem to work, for whatever reason. Faulty wiring. But beyond that, you should have electricity and running water throughout. I've hired nightly security, but I don't have anyone staying inside the building, no. I do have a guy, Terrence, who stops by for inspections every now and then. Checks to make sure there are no leaks, shoos away any animals that might've wandered in, etcetera. Come to think of it, we're about due for an inspection of the grounds. I can give ol' Terrence a ring and schedule something with him. He can serve as your guide. He knows the building real well. Not a talkative fellow, but he'd be able to answer all of your questions and he won't get in your way. And so long as your students don't get up to any mischief, I don't mind you all striking out on your own to have a look at the spots that most interest you.”

      “That would be excellent, thanks,” I said. “May I ask what it is you plan for the asylum in the future?”

      Blake took his time in answering. “Truth be told, I've gone back and forth over the years. Part of me wants to restore it—it's a gorgeous bit of architecture. Thought about turning it into a museum, or else a sort of housing project for local artists and musicians. Then again, I might turn around and knock it down—put a mini-mall on that land. Too much on my plate these last few years has kept that old building on the back-burner.”

      I gave him my phone number and he promised to let me know when he'd gotten ahold of Terrence. After the exchange of some pleasantries, I hung up and drained the rest of my coffee. Then, firing off a quick text to Elizabeth, I threw on the rest of my clothes.

      Just spoke to Hugh Blake. He's A-Ok with us visiting the asylum. He'll get back to me soon with the when and how.

      Her reply came a few minutes later, weighed down by a ridiculous amount of exclamation marks.

      With that phone call out of the way, my day should have been wide open. I considered a light lunch downtown, maybe a matinee at the cheap mall cinema, and even went so far as to see what was playing.

      It soon became clear that my day would be spent looking deeper into the mysteries of Chaythe Asylum, however. In the past few days I'd become mightily invested in the place, had grown rather curious about what secrets the old madhouse might hold.

      The building, mostly undisturbed for decades, was now stirring to life. Why was that?

      I was determined to find out.
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      I dug up what I could of the so-called “Third Ward Incident” of March 1989 while digging into a turkey and bacon panini at the cafe down the street. There was hardly anyone there; the usual throngs of students were missing, leaving me alone in the vast dining area with a handful of Sudoku-tinkering retirees and a Frank Sinatra tune coming in thick over the sound system. I couldn't remember the name of the song, but that it was off of his In the Wee Small Hours album I had no doubt. I'd listened to that album a great deal in my youth, during visits with my grandmother, who'd been a diehard Sinatra fan. Peering out the window, I noticed it was a very In the Wee Small Hours kind of day; misty, grey, about ten degrees colder than I'd have liked.

      I took a sip of iced tea as I grappled with something. It wasn't a new piece of information—technically speaking, it was something I'd known for a bit now—but something had struck me in retreading old ground, something I'd glazed over on the first pass.

      In March of 1989—the 28thth to be exact—there'd been a complete power outage at Chaythe Asylum, resulting in pandemonium. A patient by the name of Enid Lancaster had capitalized on that chaos, escaping from her quarters and going on a killing spree with a meat cleaver.

      It was the date that sent up a red flag.

      I glanced at my phone, pulling up the day's date. It was March 27th. The Third Ward Incident had taken place nearly 28 years ago this month. We were just a day off from its anniversary. Dave Thackeray had mentioned the curious timing. At the time I'd thought little of it, but the more I dwelt on this detail, the harder it was becoming to ignore.

      And then, diving back into my reading, I was confronted by another detail that seemed eerily coincidental.

      Enid Lancaster had been 28 years old when she'd gone on her rampage on the 28th of March, nearly 28 years ago.

      Was I supposed to consider that just another coincidence, too?

      I set the phone down, concentrating on my meal and letting the wheels turn in my head. 28 years ago, almost to the day, a 28 year old mental patient killed a number of people during a power outage. A week or two ago, just in time for the anniversary of that incident, Dave Thackeray started getting strange calls from a disconnected number that'd been tied to the asylum. Almost as though... something were reaching out from the old building.

      If not for my innate skepticism, I'd have considered the possibility just then that the spirit of Enid Lancaster was trying to reach out to the world of the living on the anniversary of her death.

      I jotted the details in my Moleskine. It was precisely the kind of strange coincidence that Elizabeth would run with, but even if nothing ultimately came of it I thought it worth writing down. I wondered if it might be possible for me to learn more about the killer, Enid, and I scoured my readings for any mention of her. Details were scant, though. If not for a well-timed leak, the world would never have known her full name, just that she'd been a 28-year old patient in the asylum's third ward.

      But I did find something almost as good. Interviews with insiders had been conducted on the one-year anniversary of the incident in March of 1990. The story had still been pretty hot, locally, and a few people once affiliated with the institution had been approached to talk about the murders. One of them, a former orderly named Corwin Stuyvesant, claimed to have been wounded in the attack, and to have witnessed much that fateful night.

      And, because his parents had been so kind as to give him such a distinctive name as “Corwin Stuyvesant”, I was able to find him on social media without difficulty. The picture in the 1990 interview showed a fresh-faced kid of about 20; a bit stocky, with dense, black hair and an uncertain smile. The Facebook profile picture I now studied showed the same person, still smiling uncertainly, albeit 28 years older. His cheeks had thinned out a lot, robbing him of his baby face, and the black hair—now grey—had also thinned. But it was him. I had no doubt.

      Would Corwin be open to talking with me about what he saw that night? If I wanted to learn more about the killer, then I'd need to speak to someone who'd been on the inside back in '89. So far, unless we were going to bother Jake's aunt, this former orderly was our best chance at finding out what happened that night and getting a good idea of what life in the asylum was like during its final days.

      I sent him a message, letting him know outright that I was a professor doing some “research” on the history of the asylum. I mentioned the interview he'd done in the 90's, and asked if he'd be willing to talk to me—either online or in person—about his time at Chaythe Asylum and the event known as the Third Ward Incident.

      When I'd sent it, I put my phone away and carried my leavings to the garbage bin. I refilled my iced tea before heading out, standing beneath the front entrance and looking across the empty street. Until classes started up again, Moorlake was going to be a ghost town. As I started walking down the road, I found I was too deep into my own thoughts to really notice the desolation.

      Who had Enid Lancaster been, and why had she gone on a killing spree?

      Why had the calls started coming in to Dave Thackeray just recently, mere weeks before the anniversary of the incident?

      And, for that matter, who was responsible for those calls? Was it possible that Enid—that is, her spirit, if such things even existed—was the one reaching out? And for what reason?

      My phone dinged as a new message came through. I was pleased to discover a reply awaiting me from Corwin. He'd written me back with a tentative, “Well, I don't know that there's much more to tell, but...”

      Maybe I'd be able to answer a few of these questions.
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      Corwin was an easy person to talk to, though he did wear a little too much cologne. It was the original Polo, unless my nose was misleading me. He'd damn near bathed in the stuff. A life-long townie, he'd agreed to meet me at Reverend's bar that day, where I plied him with a draft beer despite his polite protestations.

      Seated at a table, sipping foamy pilsners, we made some polite chit-chat. I learned that he worked at a locally-owned computer store, repairing PCs. He shared a few stories about the messes students had brought him; in the last week he'd had to vacuum colonies of both ants and cockroaches from the inside of computer towers. He and his wife lived in a small rental not too far from my own place, but were thinking of buying a condo.

      I ordered us some refills and then got to the heart of things. “So, you worked at Chaythe Asylum, huh?”

      He nodded, his salt n' pepper hair combed neatly over a conspicuous bald spot. “Yep. I was a young one, then. Landed that job just out of high school. A family friend put in a good word for me and I interviewed pretty well—though at that time, things were already going downhill. They probably would have hired anyone.” He laughed. “You should have seen some of the people who worked there. Some real headcases. Miracle they weren't the ones admitted. It was the summer of '86 when I started there, if I recall.”

      “And the Third Ward Incident... you were there that night, weren't you?” I sat back, awaiting his response.

      Taking a generous gulp of beer, Corwin began to fidget. For a moment, he was lost in thought, staring down at the wreath of beer foam in his glass. “Yeah,” he finally replied. “I was there. I'd been considering a degree in nursing at the time. Figured that if some of those pinheads at the asylum could do the job, I could, too. But after what happened that night, I kinda lost interest in that whole racket.” He took another sip of beer, holding it in his mouth a moment. “Really puts a bad taste in your mouth, something like that.”

      I nodded. “I can imagine. So... what was it like? In the asylum, I mean?”

      “Oh, it's a huge place. Real big, easy to get lost. I worked there awhile, but even I could get turned around if I wasn't paying attention. By the time I got there it was kind of rundown. The building itself was solid, seemed like it could withstand a missile, but the equipment we had was cheap shit, always breaking down. They never had the funds for the nice, state-of-the-art stuff, I suppose. Anyway, not everyone working there was too bad. There were some nurses, some other orderlies, who were all right. We got to know each other real well. You tend to do that when you work long nights like I did. You become a sort of family, you know? Well, that night in '89...” He shuddered. “It wasn't pretty. Something out of my nightmares. I'm lucky I made it out with only a little cut.” He pulled up the sleeve of his flannel shirt, showing me a long, thin scar. “Had she gone deeper I might've been in trouble.”

      I looked over the scar with morbid curiosity before asking, “The killer—it was a patient named Enid Lancaster, am I right? Did you know her?”

      Corwin wet his lips, his fingers tracing the scar tissue on his forearm. “Seeing as how I was an orderly, I knew most every patient in that joint. I wasn't always assigned to the same patients, but yeah, I'd taken care of Enid a few times.”

      “And what was she like?” I held my breath while waiting for his response.

      “Enid? Before that night, she was a nice girl. Thin, with big eyes and black hair. She had good manners, too, I seem to remember. Would ask you how your shift was going when you stopped in to check on her and all that. I mean, she was as nice as you might expect a severely disturbed young woman to be. She stayed in the third ward. That's where we put all of our serious headcases. Enid, though... I heard rumor she'd initially been admitted for something less serious, to the first or second ward, and had only been placed in the third one a year or so before she flew off the handle. I don't remember what was wrong with her. Might've been schizophrenia... bi-polar...” He shrugged. “When she cracked she was like a completely different person, though. An animal.”

      “I'm sorry, but... you say she'd been admitted to one of the asylum's lesser wards? As in... she became more seriously ill during her stay?” This was a bit of new information, and I made sure to file it away mentally. “That's strange, isn't it? Aren't the patients supposed to get better when they're admitted to a place like that?”

      Corwin nodded. “Usually that's how it works. Some, though, they have episodes. They get a whole lot worse before they get better. I can't explain it.” He set down his glass and leaned forward, his nose a bit rosy. “And of course, some don't get better at all. Like Enid. She was a patient of Dr. Corvine's, and although I didn't think much of it at the time, I think that he might've had something to do with it.”

      “Dr. Corvine?” I meditated on the name for a moment. “Oh, isn't that the doctor who got in trouble? The one doing unsanctioned experiments? I read that he lost his medical license.”

      “That's the one,” replied Corwin. “And the rabbit hole goes deeper than that. It's a miracle they didn't lock his ass up. I don't know the full extent of it, mind you, but his experiments supposedly bordered on torture. That's why so many of his patients, especially in those later years, ended up turning... strange, violent. Enid was one of 'em, and I can only guess that she didn't take well to the treatment... if you can even call it treatment.”

      This piqued my interest. I hadn't read a whole lot about the doctor or his methods; in all the sources I'd found he'd been only a footnote. “What kind of treatment did he subject her to?” I asked.

      Unfortunately, Corwin was at the limits of his knowledge on that subject. “I don't really know a whole lot. I was just an orderly, you know? One of the nurses might've been able to say, but my job was just to take them and pick them up from treatment. I remember Corvine's patients never wanted to go, though. Some would fight me, hard. And when I'd pick them up, they'd seem like completely different people.”

      “Calmer?” I chanced.

      He shook his head. “No, not quite. They seemed broken. Unwell, let's say.” He took a drink and then wiped at his lips with a napkin, glancing around the bar. “It wasn't my job to ask questions, you understand. But looking back on it after all these years, I reckon Corvine's treatments had something to do with the rampage, and that's why the medical board went after his license. I heard that later they tried to throw his ass in jail, bring charges against him—serious charges, but all of his records had mysteriously disappeared. And for that matter, so did he. If he's even still alive, he's probably getting up there in years, but lots of rumors went around about how he changed his name and went into hiding. Or maybe, because he was ashamed of what he'd done, he destroyed all of his notes and killed himself.” Corwin shrugged. “No telling what really happened there.”

      “But you think that the treatments must've pushed Enid over the edge?” I pressed.

      “Let's put it this way: unless she was under the influence of some experimental drug, I don't know how else to explain what I witnessed that night, when she lost it completely.”

      I offered to order him another beer, but he refused. “So, take me back to that night, then. March 28th, 1989. The so-called 'Third Ward Incident'. You were working your shift...”

      “That's right,” replied Corwin. “I was a third shifter, and the first few hours of the shift had gone by pretty well, except that there was one hell of a storm going. I was doing my rounds, touring the different wards with another guy, my buddy Chaz. We decided to split up. He had a look at the first ward while I checked out the second and third wards. At some point, while the staff was all hanging out at the nursing stations and there were just a few of us orderlies walking the grounds like security guards, the lights went out.

      “Now, we were supposed to have a backup generator at the asylum. Brief power outages weren't so uncommon in bad weather, and we had procedures to follow for that kind of thing. Usually, you only had to wait about a minute for the back-up power to come on. But this time, it didn't. I remember standing in the hall with my flashlight, waiting for the lights to return. I'd just stepped into the third ward—it's a big, long hall, that one. The doors are sturdier, harder to look through. Patients in that ward—the ones that were still awake—were making all kinds of noises in their rooms. They didn't like the dark, these folks. And I couldn't blame 'em. Standing in the hallway with only a flashlight in that place gave me the damn creeps, too.

      “I walked a little further, not sure what to make of the power outage, and then caught sight of someone standing at the other end of the hall. Come to find out one of the patient rooms had been opened. Don't ask me how; it didn't look forced, and the locks weren't reliant on electricity. But I'll never forget glimpsing the door to one of those rooms sitting open and Enid standing outside it.

      “Bear in mind, I'd seen Enid earlier that night. I'd picked her up from her treatment and escorted her back to her room at the beginning of my shift, around 8 PM or so. Corvine, unlike a lot of the doctors, preferred to work late. Well, she was standing in her white gown, breathing real hard. And I saw that she had something in her hand—something she wasn't supposed to have.”

      “A meat cleaver?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I guess she'd smuggled it out of the kitchen, but I have no idea how. That stuff was supposed to be kept under lock and key.” Corwin made himself very small in his seat, cradling himself with his arms. “So, she's standing there, and her hair's all matted to her face. Enid was a nice-looking girl, usually soft-spoken whenever I dealt with her, but she looked like a completely different person when I saw her standing there in the dark. I called out to her, asked what she was doing out of her room. Tried to play it calm, you know? And I asked her, too, what it was she had in her hand. That was when she came running at me.”

      “She ran at you?” I looked down at his arm, where earlier he'd shown me the scar.

      “Yeah. But she came at me so quickly that I could hardly brace myself. You ever see those sprinters on the Olympics? Usain Bolt? She ran at me like a goddamn bullet, like an animal, and she gave me a good whack with that cleaver. I managed to clock her with my flashlight and I nearly restrained her, but...” Though it might have only been the low lighting playing tricks on my eyes, I thought his complexion went a shade or two paler. “She turned and looked at me. And those eyes...”

      I waited for him to go on, nursing the rest of my beer. I ordered myself a third and closed the tab while Corwin sought the nerve to continue his story.

      “I don't really like telling this part. People look at you like you're batshit crazy, right? But I swear to God above, when I tried to grab her, keep her from running down the hall, she looked back at me and her eyes were black. Jet black. The whole damn thing, like she'd swapped out her eyeballs with coal briquettes. And the strength she had—she wasn't just ungodly fast, no sir. She gave me a shove, a hard one. You'd have thought her an NFL linebacker with that kind of power. She dropped me like I was nothing and then sped off down the hall, into the darkness.

      “Now, I'm not trying to make it sound like she was, you know, possessed. But... that's the easiest word to use in describing what I witnessed. She moved, looked, acted completely different. Sometimes, our patients could take on extra strength, and I've heard tell of certain psychotic episodes affecting the coloration of the eyes. And when you factor in the possibility that Corvine had her on some untested, experimental shit, then who knows what was going on in her brain. There's a scientific explanation, for sure. But it scared the hell out of me.” He chuckled, but did not smile as he added, “I about shit my pants, I kid you not. It was like staring the devil himself in the face.”

      It was hard to imagine a young female patient suddenly becoming the Incredible Hulk, but I tried to suspend my disbelief. “So, what happened after that run-in?”

      “Well, I took off down the hall, tried to catch her.” He patted his knee. “I ran track in high school and was still in pretty good shape back then, but I couldn't catch up with her. Plus, in the darkness, I had no way of knowing where she went. There was screaming, lots of roughhousing, but it was impossible to say what was what. Patients were freaking out in their rooms because of the blackout, which only added to the confusion. Overall, there were some deaths that night, and I only managed to see Enid again at the very end, when the lights came on. She was found in the main lobby, near the front doors. We kept them locked—tightly locked—but it looked like she'd intended to break out. A receptionist went out to the main lobby when the lights came on and found Enid on the floor, her skull bashed in and a puddle of blood pooling on the floor. She still had the cleaver in her hand, and it looked like she'd been struck down in the middle of attempting her escape. No one knew who did it, though. Who struck the fatal blow, that is. No one owned up to it.”

      There was little more to tell. Now that he'd finished with the hard parts of his story, Corwin gave a quick rundown of the aftermath; the closure of the asylum, his search for a new job, and other less interesting tidbits. I dragged him back to the subject of Enid, and he bristled. “So, she was killed before she could escape the asylum and they never found out who did it. What about her family? Did they press charges or anything?”

      He shook his head. “To the best of my knowledge, she didn't have any family. She'd been an orphan, I think, and she'd spent the majority of her life in institutions. It's a damn shame—she was a nice girl, before all of that happened. And anyway, anyone who'd killed her had done it in self-defense. Under those circumstances, no one would have gone to jail for it. But no one ever came forward.”

      We made some small-talk for awhile and then Corwin excused himself. I thanked him for his time and he thanked me for the beers. I watched him leave, sitting back in my seat and enjoying the last of my third draft. Having had so much to drink on an empty stomach I was feeling rather buzzed and considered walking across the street to the Corner Grill for another breakfast platter.

      Instead, though, I sat down and considered everything I'd just learned.

      “The rabbit hole goes deeper than that,” Corwin had said of Dr. Corvine's experiments.

      Now I was determined to see just how deep it went.

      I pulled out my phone and shot Elizabeth a text. “Find out when Jake's aunt is free. I want to talk to her and see if she ever met a Dr. Corvine while she was at the asylum.”
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      It turned out that Josephine Tamblyn-Marsh was almost always home, and that she sought out every opportunity she could find to meet with her “favorite” nephew. When the three of us arrived, she was sitting on her front porch, throwing a red Frisbee to her golden retriever who pounced through the well-manicured lawn after it.

      I'd done some pacing around a downtown record store while waiting for my buzz to wear off, and had then met Elizabeth and Jake on campus—after making a quick trip through the Burger King drive-thru for a Whopper. We arrived—me, with a conspicuous mustard stain on my shirt, and parked along the curb outside her quaint, one-story house.

      I'd shared the details of my meeting with Corwin, which proved exciting to Elizabeth. For once, I shared her excitement; I felt we were on the verge of something big, something conspiratorial. Talk of unethical experiments, of vanished doctors, had me feeling sort of like a gumshoe. Perhaps it was just the beer and fast food making me feel good, but I was suddenly quite thrilled with the direction things were going and found myself hungry for more information.

      That was where Jake's aunt had come in. A patient at Chaythe Asylum during the mid-80's, there was every chance that she'd gotten to know some of the patients and staff there. Had she ever met Enid Lancaster, the mysterious killer? Had she ever been treated by the elusive Dr. Corvine? I couldn't wait to find out.

      Jake, though, was less than thrilled. Apparently his aunt was a big fan of him, and he didn't much like spending time with her. Her eccentricity made her something of a black sheep in his family, the kind that only really turned up around the holidays. He didn't want for things to get awkward, as they very well might when discussing her admission to a psychiatric hospital. I promised to keep things professional and on-level. Much as I disliked the kid, I didn't want to be rude to his aunt. The situation would require some tact.

      It was nearing sundown when we pulled up. The day was shambling to its end and the golden retriever—whose name I later learned was “Rex”—ran out to the car as we pulled up. I stepped out first, kneeling to pet the lovable little guy, and then waited for Jake to approach.

      He did so with great hesitance. “H-Hey, Aunt Josephine,” he said, stepping over the curb and pacing up the lawn.

      Leaving the porch, Josephine, a woman of some fifty years, approached with her arms outstretched and wrapped Jake in an embrace that made him visibly uncomfortable. “Jacob! How're you, kiddo?”

      Elizabeth and I hung back near the car, where she took a turn rubbing Rex's belly.

      “Pretty good,” replied Jake, glancing over at me. “This is the, uh... professor I told you about.”

      Josephine gave Elizabeth and I a wave and called the dog over. “Is that right?” She looked at me from behind a pair of bifocals with a smirk. “He's a little young to be a professor, isn't he?” After sizing me up, she reached out a hand to shake.

      I wasn't sure why everyone felt the need to say that lately, but I smiled and shook her hand all the same. “Stephen Barlow. Thank you for having us.”

      “No problem, no problem at all,” she said, returning to Jake's side. “When he called today, I was so happy to hear his voice. Don't think I've seen him since Christmas.” She smacked his arm playfully. “And then come to find out he's just here for a school project, asking questions about that miserable old asylum.” Nodding towards the door, she started up the lawn. “Come on in. I'll get some tea going.”

      The three of us followed her into the house, where we found ourselves sitting on a dog-hair-covered sofa in a cramped living room. The TV was on a news program, the volume so low it seemed at times muted, and a large porcelain statue of the Virgin Mary stared back at us from beside the cable box. In way of decoration, the room was peppered with the odd crucifix and religious statuette. The bookshelf near my side of the sofa was stuffed with books—a pamphlet about Padre Pio, a biography of Mother Theresa, a leather-bound prayer book not unlike the one I'd gotten for my First Communion some twenty years ago.

      Her husband, Josephine explained as she fixed us tea in the nearby kitchen, was out at the grocery store, where she felt sure he was bungling the list she'd given him. “Just wait, that man's going to come home with the low sodium beef stock and I'm going to throw him out.”

      While we waited, I paid close attention to Jake's body language. He sat on the edge of the sofa, eyes darting about the room. He was fidgeting constantly. He clearly didn't want to be here for whatever reason. Perhaps he just didn't like his aunt, or else there was some beef between them that I hadn't yet picked up on. I made a mental note to thank him later for bringing us here despite his obvious reticence, and to thank Elizabeth, too, for pestering him into it.

      The tea, a standard black with lemon added, was served in mugs emblazoned with the logo of a local church. “St. Patrick's 60th Anniversary 1956-2016”, they read. I was beginning to sense a theme here. Before anyone else could get a word in edgewise, Josephine sat in a plaid recliner, stirring some honey into her tea, and looked to Jake expectantly. “So, did you and Elizabeth here go to Mass last weekend?”

      Jake's face reddened a little as he no doubt searched for an excuse. “W-Well, we were, uh...”

      “Jake was really busy preparing for the mid-term in my class,” I lied, taking the focus off of him. “I wouldn't be surprised if he skipped out because I gave him too much coursework. Now that he's on break, I reckon he'll have a lot more time on his hands.”

      He looked at me like I'd just pulled him out of a lion's den.

      Josephine chuckled, taking a sip of her tea. “Right, so, what subject do you teach, professor?”

      “Literature,” I replied, “though my current interest is in local history, if you will. I'm researching the old Chaythe Asylum and actually writing a book about it. Jake here was a good sport and offered to put me in contact with you so that I could speak to someone who was actually there when it was still open.”

      Elizabeth and Jake both looked at me just then, a bit stunned at how the lies just rolled off my tongue, but our hostess didn't seem to notice and set her mug down, crossing her legs. “Oh, I see. Well, yes, I was a patient there as a young woman. It was in the 80's—1983 and 1984, as a matter of fact. It was a hard time in my life—a time before I discovered God.” She made a small motion to the necklace she wore—a necklace, I only then noticed, which bore a small, silver crucifix.

      I took a sip of tea, thanking her for her hospitality and willingness to speak, and then got right into it. “Do you mind if I take notes?” I pulled out my Moleskine.

      “Not at all.”

      “So,” I began, “I suppose I should start at the beginning. Why were you first admitted to Chaythe Asylum?”

      She took on a thoughtful expression, removing her glasses and polishing them with her blouse. “As I said, it was a difficult patch in my life. In one's youth, these problems sometimes occur—we fall in with the wrong crowd and struggle to understand our place in the world. I was a very depressed young woman, and my parents didn't know what else to do for me. I was pulled out of university and admitted for a period of about eighteen months.”

      Truthfully, I didn't really care much about her personal history. What I really wanted to know was whether she'd ever mingled with the asylum's most infamous occupants—Dr. Corvine and Enid Lancaster. Nonetheless, I had to take things slow, and I made a few token notes about her stay. “And, while you were there, what would you say the conditions were like? Do you recall which ward you were in?”

      “I was a patient in the first ward—housed amongst the patients of least concern, you might say. The conditions? It was an asylum, not a five-star hotel. Things were spartan, dull, but no worse than what you might expect of such a place. I was allowed to wander the grounds more or less freely owing to my status as a patient of the first ward, and I befriended many of the staff during my stay.”

      I tried not to get my hopes up. “I see. Who was your doctor?”

      She narrowed her gaze, as though she wasn't sure why that mattered. “Erm... his name was Dr. Wilson. Peter Wilson. He passed on a few years ago. A good man, very patient. He actually went to my same church and was the one responsible for leading me to Christ.”

      I hid my disappointment with a studious look. “And did you know any of the other doctors working there? A Dr. Corvine, perhaps?” I waited with bated breath for her reply.

      Josephine thought long and hard about this. “The name rings a bell,” she admitted, “though I can't say I ever knew him. I want to say that he was one of the more popular doctors in the place—one of the more experienced, perhaps. Some of my acquaintances there were patients of his, but it's been so many years now I can't be certain.”

      Damn. This conversation was proving less fruitful than I'd hoped. While I tried to settle upon my next question, Elizabeth spoke up. “Is it true that the staff there were abusive to the patients?”

      While sipping loudly from her mug, Josephine's brows became arched. “Abusive? How?”

      Elizabeth shook her head, blushing. “It was just something I read. There was an article that talked about certain of the staff being abusive to the patients.”

      “I can't speak for everyone in the place. It was very large, but during my time I only had good experiences with the folks working there.” Josephine looked back to me, waiting for the interview to continue.

      “So... you were admitted in '83,” I began. “During your time there, did you ever meet a patient by the name of Enid Lancaster?”

      The question resulted in a curious response from the woman, who at first smiled broadly, as if in happy reverie, only to suddenly become withdrawn. Josephine crossed herself and then stared down into her mug before responding. “Is that what this is about?”

      I'd hit pay-dirt, but realized I'd have to tread carefully if I actually wanted her to spill the beans. Smiling warmly, I nodded. “Well, the actions of this Enid Lancaster character seem to have added to the infamy of the institution. I apologize if it was inappropriate of me to ask.”

      Jake was staring at the floor, looked like he wanted to run from the room, and during this lull he excused himself to the bathroom.

      After a time, Josephine seemed to get over her discomfort and became more forthright. “As a matter of fact, professor, I did know Enid Lancaster. She was a friend of mine; my roommate, for a time.”

      I perked up. “Enid was your roommate? In the first ward?”

      Josephine nodded. “For a while, anyway. She was moved to the second ward shortly before I was discharged.”

      This confirmed Corwin's story. Enid's condition had worsened while admitted at the asylum, necessitating a switch to the third ward where she would eventually go on a killing spree. But why? I hoped that Josephine would have some insight into the matter and asked, “Why was she moved?”

      She took a deep breath, her eyes growing distant as she fought to remember. “Your guess is as good as mine on that one, professor. I was just another patient, in no position to judge the wellness of the others. Though, I will say, that in those final days before I was finally allowed to discharge, things had changed with Enid.” She sat brooding for an uncomfortable moment as she searched for the right words. “Enid and I had been close; friends. Until the end, that is. She had been a devout girl, a model Christian as far as I was concerned. And always friendly, warm. I don't know if it was her mental illness, or if she'd encountered negative influences elsewhere, but shortly before I left, she became somewhat withdrawn. And she even gave up her faith.”

      That hadn't been the bombshell I'd hoped for. A young girl shut up in an insane asylum had lost her religion? That didn't impress me a whole lot.

      “She confided to me that she no longer believed in God, but gave no reason. This coincided with what I took to be a new treatment she was under. She'd caught the eye of one of the doctors—that Dr. Corvine you mentioned, I think—and during the evenings she'd get wheeled off by the orderlies to receive this treatment. She never talked about it, but once or twice, before she was moved, I saw what it did to her. She was left morose, fatigued. And then, shortly before I left, I was informed that she required a room in the third ward. No reason was given to me, of course, but I suspected that the treatment she'd been prescribed had changed her, somehow.” Josephine chewed on her thumbnail, sporting an uneasy smile. “I don't pretend to know what led her away from God. She was clearly very ill... I still look back on our times together fondly, though. That is, until I remember what came of all that. I left the asylum, got married and lived a more or less normal life. But Enid, well... I'm sure you know what she went on to do.”

      “The Third Ward Incident,” I replied.

      She gave a wave of her hand. “It was a terrible tragedy, no doubt, but the press sensationalized it so much. None of them knew Enid. Not like I did. And yet they talked about her as though they themselves had roomed with her, as if they knew what she'd gone through. Enid had been alone from day one—an orphan. She never knew her birth parents and had only done brief stints in foster homes before being placed in institutional care for her 'troubling' behaviors. What that girl needed was love, a family. Had she only gotten a fair shake at life, she never would have ended up in that place.”

      “Do you think,” I asked, “that her treatment with this Dr. Corvine was directly responsible for her... transformation?” The word was rather suggestive, but it was the best I could come up with.

      “Possibly. Like I said, I know very little of that. But yes, the change in her did coincide with the nightly treatments. When those began, I lost my friend and roommate.” Her eyes threatened tears, and I watched her wipe at them with feigned nonchalance. “We'd always talked about possibly renting a place together when we got out, of remaining friends. That never happened, of course. I suppose it wasn't meant to be.”

      There wasn't much more to say. I thanked Josephine for her time, for her willingness to speak, and assured her that I'd send her a copy of my bogus book if it ever went to print. I then sat quietly as she fussed over Jake and Elizabeth for some time, making sure that the two of them weren't living together in sin and urging them to join her for the next Sunday service.

      When we finally returned to the car, it was dark out. We pulled out of the driveway just as Jake's uncle got back from the grocery store, pulling in beside us.

      I wheeled onto the main stretch and glanced over at Jake, who seemed much relieved at being out of there. “So, your aunt is the real religious type. That's why you don't like going over there, huh?”

      He nodded. “My aunt Josephine should have become a nun. She's sweet, but when it's just us, one-on-one, she really gets up in my face about going to church. She's given me a Bible for Christmas every year since I was a kid, and she used to hound my parents about getting me Confirmed.”

      “She reminds me of my parents,” I said, a short-lived chuckle escaping my lips. “Anyhow, she was a nice woman. It's her way of showing that she cares.”

      Elizabeth broke into the conversation from the back seat. “So, it looks like this Enid woman... she was subjected to secret experiments, wasn't she? They turned her into a monster!”

      That's what it sounded like, but I warned her against jumping to conclusions. “Yeah, she was one of Dr. Corvine's patients. That guy, I needn't remind you, slipped off the face of the Earth after the murders went down. Someone doesn't do that—and get rid of all their notes and charting—unless they've got something big to hide. But still, let's not get carried away.”

      “What do you think he did to her?” asked Jake. “This doctor... what kind of treatment could he have prescribed to make her go postal?”

      I was surprised he was talking to me at all, showing any interest in the investigation whatsoever. “I couldn't tell you. No one can, in fact. Maybe if we could find a nurse who'd worked there they could shed some light on things, but... Corvine's notes and everything went missing right along with him. There's no way to know. Reminds me of some MK-Ultra level shit, though. Probably messed with her head, tested her mind's limits. Might've given her a bunch of LSD or something like that.”

      “Do you think that Enid is reaching out to us because she wants us to know what happened to her? Perhaps she's trying to tell us how she was mistreated. Imagine, being subjected to ruthless therapies in a place like that... I'd haunt it and want my story told, too,” said Elizabeth.

      “Don't jump to conclusions,” I replied. “Though, if I were a ghost, yeah, I'd be pretty pissed about all of that.” I thought about it long and hard on the drive back to campus. I remembered the phone call to Dave Thackeray, too, and the two voices I'd heard.

      One, the booming voice of a male. The other, a sobbing female.

      Try as I might, I couldn't bat away the suspicion that I'd heard some exchange between Enid Lancaster and Dr. Corvine.

      That didn't make any sense; Enid was dead, and the doctor almost certainly was, too.

      But suppose that the exchange was some kind of memory, a kind of echo transmitted about the place that was struggling to be heard as the anniversary of her death approached. Were such things possible? My reason told me in no uncertain terms that they were not, and yet I was not operating solely on reason just then. I was open to other interpretations and found myself willing to entertain the possibility that this was, in fact, a psychical remnant of some kind issuing from the asylum.

      Until we went inside, there would be no way to know for sure, of course. And for that matter, even exploring the asylum did not ensure us ever unraveling the various mysteries we were currently faced with. So many aspects of this case had been lost to time. Still, if there was any chance of us unearthing clues, I thought it important that we try. I'd grown far too invested in this to simply turn my back.

      Jake laughed, looking out the window as we approached campus. “You really thinking about writing a book about all of this asylum stuff?” he asked me.

      “No,” I replied. “That was a straight-up lie. But... if we find something in there that's worth writing about, I may very well change my tune. Writing has got to be more lucrative than being an adjunct.”

      Elizabeth leaned forward, her head poking between the front seats. “Oh, what would you call it?”

      I would have answered if not for the ringing of my phone. Clawing it out of a cup holder, I paused at a stop sign and glanced at the display. It was Hugh Blake calling. I answered at once. “Hello, Mr. Blake?”

      “Yes, professor, how are you? I hope it isn't too late. I was just calling to let you know that I'd gotten ahold of my groundsman, Terrence. By the looks of it, the only day this week he'll be able to visit the asylum is tomorrow. Does that work for you? I understand that the semester is out right now, and that many of your club members may be off campus at the moment. We can reschedule if you'd prefer—”

      “No,” I interjected, “That'll be fine. Perfect, as a matter of fact. Any specific time?”

      “Well,” continued Blake, “he tends to arrive early in the day for his inspections, but considering the nature of your work he'd be willing to come later in the day, so that you might enjoy some time there after dark. I imagine that would be a better time to commune with the spirits, wouldn't you agree?”

      I chuckled. “Oh, of course. That'll be fine.”

      “Excellent. I'll have him arrive at dusk—maybe around 7 or 8 PM, how does that sound? And, of course, I'm going to have him bring along those waivers we talked about. Once you've signed those, he'll take you on a tour.”

      “Excellent! Thank you for this, Mr. Blake. I have a few students who'd be interested in joining me. We appreciate this a great deal.”

      With the appointment made to meet the next evening at 7 PM, I hung up and pulled off onto a side street, letting the car idle.

      “What did he say?” asked Jake.

      “He says we're free to visit the asylum tomorrow evening. The groundskeeper, Terrence, is going to be there to do his routine inspection and will give us a tour,” I said.

      “Awesome! What time?” asked Elizabeth, shaking the headrest to my seat so violently I feared it might pop off.

      “7 PM,” I replied. Then, licking my lips, I added, “Now, isn't that something?”

      “What?” asked Jake.

      I checked the date and time on my phone, shrugging weakly. “We're going to be visiting the asylum on the 28th. The 28th of March. That's the 28th anniversary of the Third Ward Incident, on the nose.” I frowned, raking a hand through my hair and leaving my wavy locks disheveled. “I don't want to sound paranoid, but that's a hell of a coincidence. The number twenty-eight... it keeps turning up. What are the odds of us visiting the place on the anniversary of the killings? I mean, if we stick around the building long enough, we could conceivably be there within the hour—the minute—all of that went down.”

      Jake and Elizabeth talked it over, failing to see any great significance in the timing. Probably because I'd done a poor job of articulating my dread.

      There was something more than a little strange about our ending up at Chaythe Asylum at that particular date and time. It felt like more than mere coincidence... it felt like we were being led, guided into the place by some outside force. On the one hand, that seemed completely ludicrous; so many factors had contributed to our arranging a visit to the asylum, and many of them had been random variables. There was no way we could have been influenced by some external force—no way I could have known when Terrence, the groundskeeper, would be available to let us in, for instance.

      And yet, that's exactly how it felt.

      Like we were being led along.

      But, by whose hand? Enid's?

      I laughed to myself, dismissing the notion.

      And yet it resurfaced just the same.

      “It's getting late,” I said. “I should probably get home and get some sleep. Want me to drop you off at the dorms again?”

      Elizabeth protested, suggested that we stop and get something to eat. I wasn't feeling too hungry just then, though, and proceeded to Dorchester hall, where I let the two of them out of the car. “I'll be in touch. Might want to get some sleep, as we're going to be up late tomorrow,” I told them. With a wave, I pulled out of the narrow campus drive and started for downtown.

      Where food held no interest for me in that moment, I thought that a shot of strong drink might help to steady my suddenly shaky hands and I stopped off at a liquor store for a bottle of Smirnoff vodka before returning home.

      The night wasn't over for me. Not just yet.
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      The first thing I did upon entering the apartment was to pour myself a generous vodka over ice.

      The second was to place a call to Dave Thackeray.

      The radio DJ would be up at this hour, would have some time to kill before going on-air. I dialed him and took to pacing around my living room, the Smirnoff scalding my throat with every nervous sip.

      If prompted I wouldn't have been able to easily explain the reason for my anxiety. It was borne, I thought, of a small feeling, a niggling and persistent feeling, that I'd gone a little too far in my investigations. I felt myself being drawn into something—a plot, or else the den of some large, predatory animal—and wanted to get my head straight. In order for me to do that, I needed some feedback from the outside world.

      It was for that reason I was turning to Dave. There was something I wanted to know.

      He picked up, and the first thing I heard was him smacking his lips. He was probably bent over a carton of sloppy Chinese takeout, based on the sucking noise he made. “Hello?” he said as he chewed.

      “Hey, Dave, it's Stephen Barlow. The professor from Moorlake? We spoke the other night, at your studio?” I gave my glass a shake, letting the ice cubes rattle. “I just had a quick question for you.”

      “Oh, right, the professor,” said Dave. He wiped at his mouth loudly. “Say, I was thinking of calling you, truth be told. After we spoke the other night, the weirdest damn thing happened.”

      I held my breath and my stomach tightened around a mass of cold vodka and acid. “Oh?”

      “Yeah, I was meaning to call you because after you came by, those calls stopped. Haven't had one since the night you were in here.” He took a bite, breathing loudly, and then added, “It's the damnedest thing. Was getting those calls for awhile and then they just dropped off.”

      I fell, more than sat, into the chair in my living room, a bit of vodka crashing over the lip of my glass and onto my fingers. I'd called Dave to ask him whether the calls had still been coming, but here he was telling me that he wasn't getting them anymore—that the one I'd taken had been his last. That meant one of two things, and I was pretty sure I knew which it was. “Y-You're fucking with me, right? This whole thing... it's been a joke, hasn't it? It's been a prank, an ornate one?”

      “No, chief. It's not like that,” he assured me. “It's legit. You were here, heard it yourself.” He chuckled into his container of food so that it echoed slightly. “Maybe I should be askin' you that, eh? You come and visit me, take that call, and suddenly whoever it is stops calling every night. Makes me wonder if those calls weren't meant for you all along, bud.”

      I cursed under my breath and emptied my glass in one go, because now I was wondering the same damn thing.

      Coincidence after coincidence... where could I draw the line? At what point could I stop writing things off as coincidence and determine the real state of affairs?

      “You still there?” he asked.

      I grunted.

      “You been there yet? The asylum, I mean? Find anything?”

      I might've told him about all of the reading I'd done, the info I'd dug up and the fact that I was scheduled to visit the place the next evening. Talkative though I was feeling, I knew nothing good would come of it, though. From Dave I could only expect lunatic ramblings, conspiracy theories, and that was the last thing my already paranoid mind needed. “Not yet,” I said. “Not sure I'm going to, to be honest with you.”

      And that last part was the truth.

      I got off the phone as quickly as I could, poured myself another glass of vodka and stared at it a long while, wondering if I was really going to go through with this tour of the asylum.

      Are you scared? I asked myself.

      Yes, I was.

      Why? I wondered.

      That was a harder question to answer.

      I felt myself—and by extension, my students—at the center of a plot already some 28 years in motion. In the puzzle that was the awful history of Chaythe Asylum, Jake, Elizabeth and I were new pieces. Just where we fit in was impossible to say at this point in time, but that we were on the verge of finding out I hadn't the least doubt. Up to this point, everything had come together far too easily. All of the facts I'd wanted to find about the place, all of the stories I'd heard about its most infamous personalities, had more or less fallen into my lap. Again, I felt as though I'd been led to it all for some greater purpose.

      And whatever hand had guided me, well, let's just say I somehow doubted it was divine.

      I still didn't believe in ghosts. At least, I told myself that I didn't. But here we were, being led straight through the front door of that shadowed asylum, and on the anniversary of its most publicized and horrific incident.

      Where was the truth in all of this? What could I write off as coincidence? My grip on reality was weakening. Perhaps the vodka was playing a role, but the longer I sat there, the less sure I became of everything.

      28 years ago, to the day, a 28 year old woman who'd been under the care of a mysterious and now-vanished doctor who'd been known for unorthodox and potentially illegal treatments went on a killing spree in an insane asylum. Just recently, strange phone calls were placed to a local radio DJ—the very same one who just so happened to answer my crappy ad—from a long-disconnected number associated with that asylum. And once I heard the message, those calls stopped coming altogether, almost as though they'd always been intended for me. I've spent days now, learning all about the asylum, wondering if something hasn't been trying to reach out to me from within its walls...

      I gulped down some vodka.

      But all of this really started when that kid died. The accident on Main street. He died in your arms and asked “Can you hear them?” Then, during that phone call, the man with the deep voice asked the same. This has all been in motion for some time, and I've gotten myself wrapped up in it.

      No, “wrapped up” didn't seem like the right word choice here.

      “Trapped” was more like it.

      It wasn't too late to turn back. Considering the students I had under my wing in this investigation, I couldn't afford to take any risks if I truly expected there to be something dangerous at the end of this tunnel.

      You're such an idiot, I thought, feeling my cheeks flush in shame. What are you even talking about? What could be waiting for you there except for maybe a hobo with a shiv? A stray cat or hungry raccoon? I was reading too deeply into everything I'd found, it was clear. My constant focus on the asylum had been unhealthy. Perhaps that was reason enough to put off the visit; I needed a break from all of this asylum business, from talk of killing sprees and mad doctors. Hell, my mental state had been screwed up after the accident; what I really needed was an hour-long chat with a shrink.

      My phone lit up, a handful of texts from Elizabeth popping up onto the screen. I flipped it facedown, knocking back another splash of vodka, but its persistent buzzing called me back.

      I'm bringing a digital recorder and a flashlight. Make sure your phone is fully charged for taking pictures and videos. I sent Jake out to buy a first aid kit, just in case. It's supposed to rain tomorrow, so dress accordingly.

      I laughed aloud. Elizabeth had taken the initiative on preparing for this field trip. She was much more the teacher than I in this instance. Dragging my drunken ass to the closet, I picked out some clothes for the trip tomorrow; a heavier jacket that would keep out the rain, a pair of boots, my only pair of jeans. Leaving them spread out on the card table beside my laptop, I shuffled out of my current wear and stepped into my robe, returning to the living room where I planned to sip vodka in front of the TV until sleep overcame me.

      Elizabeth texted again. Pick us up outside the dorms, will you? Around 5. That'll give us time to eat first.

      I texted her back. OK.

      I ended up skipping the TV, couldn't even muster up the enthusiasm to switch it on. Legs crossed, I put on a little music on my phone—pulled up Sinatra's In the Wee Small Hours on Youtube—and listened while nursing still more vodka. The room around me seemed to spin a bit, but I still wasn't drunk enough to sleep.

      I wasn't drunk enough to bury thoughts of the asylum.

      In less than twenty-four hours, I'd be driving Jake and Elizabeth out there. We'd meet Terrence and enter the building that'd so captured my fascination for days now. There was every chance that the tour would be short, safe and simple—in fact, my reason told me it was stupid to think it might turn out otherwise.

      Ol' Blue Eyes' baritone in “Glad To Be Unhappy” called to mind the deep voice of the man I'd heard on the phone back at Dave's studio, and I shivered without meaning to. Had that been the voice of Dr. W. R. Corvine? What had become of the old doctor, who'd been stripped of his privileges for alleged malpractice?

      I shut my eyes and set aside my glass, listening to the music and humming along. I pushed out all thoughts of the asylum and told myself I'd tackle them in the morning, once I'd had some sleep.

      Morning—afternoon—came fast, however, and I awoke with one hell of a headache, still in my robe. My back ached for having spent the night in the chair, and once I'd scrubbed the dried drool from my chin and dunked my head in the shower, I began to approach something like real wakefulness. Putting on the clothes I'd set out the night before, I decided to forego my usual coffee ritual and instead left the apartment, seeking out a cup at the nearest cafe. I had a solid two hours before I was set to pick up Elizabeth and Jake and decided I'd fill them with some contemplative coffee drinking and mandatory sobering-up.

      Having ordered a double shot of espresso and a glass of ice water, I took a window seat and looked out onto the street. Elizabeth had been right. It was a grey, rainy sort of day.

      And I didn't really care for the way the sky seemed to churn in the distance. Seemed to me a storm was on its way.
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      “Where are your supplies?” was the first thing Elizabeth asked me.

      I was sitting in the driver's seat, waiting for the two of them to climb in, and the lack of a trunk chock full of ghost hunting goodies had her shaken up. “I thought you had all of that handled.”

      She dropped her backpack and glared at me from the back seat. She slammed the door of my '05 Cavalier a lot harder than she should've and uttered, “I was hoping you'd pack the same kinda stuff.”

      Jake's backpack, less stuffed than his girlfriends, got tossed into the back. He then plopped down into the passenger seat. “Drop it,” he said. “You packed enough for all three of us.”

      I turned around, showing her my phone. “Well, at least I brought this. And look, I've got almost 70% battery left.”

      Crossing her arms, Elizabeth slumped in her seat. “You aren't taking this seriously,” she fumed. She was wearing a thin jacket made of soft-looking green fabric with a white T-shirt and jeans beneath. Jake had opted for jeans and his navy Moorlake University hoodie again; quite possibly the same ones he'd been wearing during our last meeting.

      “You're right,” I conceded. “I should have packed more stuff. Anyhow, we've got a narrow window before we're set to meet ol' Terrence at the asylum, and you mentioned something about getting food beforehand. Where do you guys want to go? I've been drinking coffee all day, trying to get myself sorted, and I feel like my blood sugar is well into the negative. If one of you doesn't speak up, I'm totally heading to Taco Bell for a taco twelve-pack.”

      “Did you at least bring a flashlight?” she pressed.

      I coasted into the right lane and picked up speed. “All right. Taco Bell it is. Hope that asylum has a bathroom.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It's true that I was hungry. The half-dozen tacos I'd ordered were sitting as well as you might imagine after having spent the day drinking only strong black coffee and the previous night swilling Smirnoff.

      But I was also feeling nervous. The day was growing long, the light in the sky seeming to fade with every passing moment. There'd be light out for some hours yet, but it was doubtful we'd see the sunset tonight. Soon, we'd be driving down the highway, heading straight for that shuttered hulk of a building we'd so admired from the roadside some nights prior.

      And this time, we'd be able to go inside.

      At least one other passenger seemed to be on my same wave-length. Jake was being a lot more timid with his chalupa than any other college-aged jock I'd ever known. Like me, he was having second thoughts about the visit, about our pursuits.

      Which begged the question—why were we even doing this? What did we hope to find? I knew myself to be compelled by a weird curiosity surrounding the seemingly mounting coincidences regarding the institution but I had no idea what I could actually expect there, and had every reason to predict we'd find nothing but dark, dirty rooms. Elizabeth had claimed to want some convincing proof of the supernatural so that she might better understand the strange childhood episode that'd reversed her blindness, but she'd never really explained what would serve to her as bonafide proof. Would a weird light orb in a photograph be enough for her? A cold-spot in the undoubtedly drafty old building?

      I glanced back at her in the rearview. She'd ordered light—a soda, baggie of cinnamon twists and a single soft taco—which I'd playfully chided her for, and was taking a pull from her soda as I spoke. “So, we're going in. We're going to take a full tour of the place in the hopes of finding... what, exactly? When you say you want proof of the supernatural, what do you mean?”

      She considered the question a moment, combing a lock of orange behind one freckled ear. “Anything will do,” she replied. “The more intense and convincing the better.”

      Jake set down his food and glared at her from the side mirror. “Really? You want something in there to reach out and grab you?” He asked the question in a tone that betrayed annoyance.

      “It isn't enough to have it grab me,” she teased. “I need to record proof of it.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You're playing with fire, babe. You need to cut this shit out. Or... or maybe,” he continued, looking over at me briefly as if to enlist me in his cause, “we should just call it off. There are better ways for us to spend our break.”

      “We've gone through this a million times,” spat Elizabeth. “If you don't want to come along, then get the hell out!” I'd agreed to let them eat in my car on the one condition that they not spill anything. Her Mountain Dew looked on the verge of spilling across the backseat as she leaned forward and ripped her boyfriend a new asshole. “Why are you always like this? This is important to me.”

      Jake fell silent, recognizing this to be a battle he couldn't win. That he wasn't all that keen on visiting the asylum was crystal clear, but he was going to do it anyway because—aside from not wanting her to spend the night with me—he wanted to look after her.

      I tried to speak up in his defense. “He just doesn't want you getting hurt, you know?” The resulting silence told me that my words had fallen on deaf ears, so I shoved a bit of fallen taco meat into my mouth and shut up.

      After a while, Elizabeth gave a slightly more detailed reply to my question. “I'm going to try and capture an EVP with the recording device,” she said. “If I get a good one—something that has an indisputable connection to the asylum—then it'll be proof enough for me. You know, there's one person in particular I'm interested in reaching out to.”

      Enid Lancaster. I cleansed my palate with a swig of soda and crunched an ice cube. “You want to make contact with the psycho killer, huh? I'll be honest, if there's any part of her still lingering in that place, I'm not too interested in making a connection. There must be some nicer, more peaceful spirits hanging out there, don't you think?”

      That wasn't completely true, though; if my understanding of the natural sciences proved to be a sham and ghosts truly did exist, then I would have liked to reach out to the spirit of Enid to find out what had really happened leading up the Third Ward Incident. Knowing what had happened to her in life while under Dr. Corvine's care, what had led her to go on a killing spree, would answer some longstanding questions. And there was another question I wanted to ask her that went something like this: “Why have you been calling from a phone within the asylum? Who did you hope to get ahold of, and for what reason?”

      Unwrapping my last taco, I shifted into drive and started for the main drag, leaving one hand on the wheel. “All right, guys. Next stop: Chaythe Asylum.” I waited to see if either would protest, if Elizabeth's enthusiasm hadn't been a long con up to this point. Jake sighed in resignation and ate in silence.

      Beaming in the back seat, Elizabeth looked out the window like a dog on its way to the park. “This is it! I can't believe it's really happening.”

      A few raindrops hit the windshield as I started for the entrance ramp. I shook my head as if to say, “I can't believe it, either.”

      For better or for worse, we were on our way.
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      During my first visit to its gated exterior, I'd theorized that Chaythe Asylum would look less threatening by day than it did at night.

      Well, it turns out I was wrong.

      The building stuck out of the ground like a massive black stump, marring the horizon and rendering the surrounding land in a kind of shadow, like an oil spill. The rain had picked up over the course of our drive, and except for the rare slurp from cups that were running low on soda, there wasn't a noise to be heard in the car as we pulled up, for the second time, to that tall fence. Maybe it was just me, but the building commanded a sort of reverence. Even if I'd known nothing about it, about its history, the mere sight of the asylum would have still filled me with foreboding.

      There was a white SUV parked on the other side of the fence, up near the gate, with a yellow light bar fastened to its roof. Inside, I could see a security guard slumped over his steering wheel, playing with his phone. I slowed to a stop, looking out through my rain-flecked window at the building. “Damn. It's about as welcoming as Castle Grayskull,” I said, chewing on the last of my ice.

      “Castle what?” asked Jake, balling up all of his garbage.

      I smirked. “Jesus, you don't know Castle Grayskull? I guess you're younger than I thought.” My grin didn't last long, because as I stared through the chain links at the compound that awaited us, I began to get cold feet all over again. Nothing good is going to come of this visit, I thought to myself. Anything waiting to be discovered within those walls is going to be bad news. Clearing my throat, I flashed my headlights, getting the guard's attention. “So, uh... I've never really done this before. Are we just supposed to walk up to the gate and ask 'mother may I?' or what?”

      The guard stirred, stepping out of his vehicle and pulling his black jacket tight. Elizabeth hopped out of the car soon thereafter, before I could even roll down my window. Waving frantically at the security guard, she all but ran into the gate. “Hello! We're here for a tour of the asylum. We're supposed to be meeting someone named Terrence—the groundskeeper? We were invited by Mr. Blake.” The rain wasn't slackening, and it left her damp and shivering, but for all Elizabeth cared it was a bright and sunny day. She was in another world completely.

      “Yeah,” said the guard, pulling a keyring from his belt and moving to unlock the gate. “I was told to look out for you guys. The, uh... university group, right? Terrence is already here. He parked in the right-hand lot.” The gate gave way with a grating metallic groan, and Elizabeth hopped back into the car in double quick time. “Right this way—stay to the right side. Terrence will get you in there.” Keeping the bill of his hat low, the guard muscled the gate open and held it long enough for me to maneuver the Cavalier onto the winding drive.

      I thanked the guard as we wheeled past his SUV and then rolled up my window. Then, in the rearview, I watched as he slammed the gate shut, hurriedly locking it. He was only doing his job, keeping the riff-raff out, but watching him do that gave me bad vibes. You're on the grounds now. Locked in.

      “It's even spookier up-close,” said Elizabeth, her voice a near-whisper. Running her hands through her slick locks, she stared up at the building which loomed ahead, seldom blinking. “I've never seen anything like it.”

      The drive leading up to the asylum was winding, but what I hadn't noticed from the other side of the gate was the state of utter disrepair it was in. The ruts—of which there were many—gave the suspension of my old beater a thorough workout. I kept my speed low, swerving now and then to keep to the least-crumbling sections, but the asphalt path was almost completely shot. A powerful gust of wind brought a veil of rain crashing against the windshield, and when the wipers had cleared it away the asylum seemed to draw much closer, as if it'd shambled towards the car on unseen legs.

      Unsettling though it was, the building was undoubtedly striking. The windows were made of the dark, thick glass of another age. Behind that rust-stained exterior I pictured nurses in traditional white garb, cap included, ambling about the place on their rounds. It was a slice of the past that looked most out of place to my modern eyes; even in the 80's when it was still in operation it must have seemed anachronistic.

      I passed the front entrance, a thing which was fronted by heavy metal doors and which had been fastened shut with several lengths of chain, and started around the building's right flank. The height and apparent thickness of the walls called to mind a medieval fortress. Windows were fewer, and where they did appear they featured bars of wrought iron across them not unlike one might find in a prison. The road never did improve; more than once I nearly drove into the muddy grass trying to keep the Cavalier on the straight and narrow.

      As I'd suspected from the road, the asylum had been built as a sort of closed circuit, its overall shape appearing pentagonal. Following the hard angles that must have demarcated different wings, the road took a slight hook, beyond which I could make out the parking lot the security guard had alluded to.

      It was a parking lot in name only.

      A felled streetlight adorned the entrance to said lot, which was made up of more of the same pulverized concrete. Lines marking out individual spaces were nowhere to be found, and so I drove slowly towards the form of a small, black pick-up truck in the distance. The grounds beyond the lot stretched on for what seemed like a mile, and were comprised mostly of overgrown grass, though where trees and other growths did pop up, they took on grotesque deformities. Gnarled trunks and limbs turned up here and there, as though the trees were fighting against the very soil they sprang from. Curious weeds, far taller and more exotic than one would expect for northwest Ohio, filled the semi-shaded spaces between the half-bald trees.

      Jake, who'd held his tongue up to this point and merely focused his dark eyes upon the building, slumped back in his seat. Picking nervously at a tear across the knee of his jeans, he seemed to curse to himself. “Who could possibly recover after staying in a gloomy place like this?”

      “I think it's kind of charming,” said Elizabeth, her breath fogging up the glass. “It's elegant.”

      I chuckled. “Elegant? That's certainly one word you could use. Personally, I agree with your boy-toy here. Maybe it looked nicer, once, but if I were depressed or suicidal I don't think that this place would much cheer me up.”

      I sidled up to the black truck, nodding to its pensive-looking driver as I approached. He appeared a man of fifty or more years, with a tightly drawn expression. He had a big nose on him, big red ears, but the line of his mouth drooped into something very small. There was very little chin beneath. Like the security guard, he was wearing a ball cap—a sweat-stained Detroit Tigers cap—and the shade it afforded his already small eyes made his gaze as dark and beady as an animal's.

      I rolled down my window. He did the same, leaning very slightly out of the truck.

      “Hello, are you Terrence?” I asked.

      He nodded. When he spoke it was with an airy southern drawl. “You the university folks? Uh...” He glanced at a paper in his lap. “Barlow?”

      “That's me,” I replied. “I've brought two students with me.”

      From his glove compartment, he drew out a few papers, which he then held out to me through his window. “Forms the owner wants you to sign.”

      I reached out and took them, hitting the dome light. It was waiver stating that, in the event of bodily harm, we wouldn't hold Hugh Blake, Terrence McCullough or anyone affiliated with Chaythe Asylum accountable. There was some legal jargon there, which I took a few moments to process, before I finally passed out three of the waivers to my other passengers. “Sign 'em,” I said. “The short version is this: 'If you get killed in there, don't try and sue me.' Pretty standard stuff.” The three of us passed a pen around, autographing our forms, and then I stretched out the window, handing them over to the groundskeeper, who filed them back into his glove compartment.

      Terrence nodded slowly, adjusted his hat. “So, you're the lot who's fixin' to go inside?” he asked, pointing at the building.

      “Yessir,” I said.

      “Why would you want to? I get paid to come around every now and then and I don't even want to be here. What is it y'all hope to find?” he asked.

      Already unnerved by the scenery, the groundskeeper's words didn't sit well with me. I was about to ask him why he disliked coming around to the asylum, but the effect the dark building had on visitors was pretty obvious to me.

      And anyway, Elizabeth beat me to it. Leaning forward between the seats so quickly that she nearly headbutted me, she asked Terrence, “Why do you say that? Why don't you like coming here? Have you experienced something in the building?”

      Terrence killed the engine of his truck and wiped a bit of rain from the inside of his door. “This building ain't ever been kind to strangers, kiddo,” he replied. “Was never very kind to the people who stayed here, either.” With that, he stepped out of the truck and zipped up his jacket all the way to his stub of a chin, teasing a ring of worn keys from a breast pocket. He waited until the three of us stepped out of the car, and as soon as I'd locked up he was speeding across the pockmarked, rain-soaked lot.

      Keeping our heads low, we followed him up onto a crumbling curb, through some tall grass, and then came to stand before a large, metal door not unlike the one I'd seen up front. This, I took it, was the back door to the asylum, and it'd been shut with only a single length of chain. Squatting down beneath an awning, he worked the lock deftly and had the chain wrapped neatly within the space of some few moments. The door opened with a keening squeal, and he stood at the threshold for some time, staring into the darkness within, before nodding and stepping aside to allow us passage.

      Elizabeth ran in first. Jake followed at her heels. I was next.

      Terrence shut the door behind us, and for a moment we were inundated in near total darkness. A window some two stories above, which showcased the last dregs of the rainy evening, was our only source of light until the groundskeeper broke out a flashlight. With this he hunted down a circuit breaker, and with the flipping of several switches the bulbs in numerous fixtures began glowing orange.

      Wiping a few errant raindrops from his face, he looked around. “Welcome to Chaythe Asylum, folks.”
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      We were in a lobby of sorts.

      The air within was clotted with dust, rarefied, and it took only a few breaths for my respiratory system to tire of it. Standing in the dimly-lit space, a large wooden counter to my left and a bank full of broken wheelchairs to my right, I found myself wanting to return to the rainy outdoors.

      What this lobby might have looked like during the asylum's prime was impossible to say, but the effect it had on me as I took a few nervous paces inside was unwholesome. I hadn't expected things within a derelict facility such as this to have been terribly well-maintained, and so the discovery of several intact items scattered about the scene proved jarring. The room had the look of a place hastily vacated before a disaster. I spied old ballpoint pens scattered across the desk, a handful of papers and mottled phonebooks crammed into a hanging shelf. A sign dangled above the counter, more by spider's silk than by the wire it boasted, that read RECEPTION in boxy letters.

      Terrence idled by the door as the three of us took our turns pacing through the room. Beyond the alcove full of broken and tangled wheelchairs was what must have once been a seating area. Wooden chairs were stacked up in neat rows like bricks in a wall, with a thick layer of dust acting as mortar. Across from us were metal double-doors, which had small panes of frosted glass centered within them at eye-level. The light fixtures throughout looked to be a mess; bulbs of different shapes and wattages had been thrust into the chandeliers and sconces, adding extra depth to already dark corners. I ran my hand against the wall; cool, smooth stone.

      “Where do the doors lead?” asked Elizabeth, getting right to business. She had her backpack in her arms and was already rifling through it in search of her gear.

      Terrence sighed, leaning his stick-thin frame against the wooden counter. The waistband of his sagging Dungarees gave way to a flash of plumber's crack, which he mercifully hid with a single tug. “Listen, here's the deal.” He looked around the room, scanned the ceiling with those little eyes of his as though he were speaking not only to the three of us, but to a room full of people. “I think I've made it real clear that I don't like hangin' around here. If y'all want to explore and look around, then that's your business. It ain't for me to try and dissuade ya. But here's the thing. There are rules you're gonna want to follow.” He held out a few fingers. “If any of you come across a door that's been blocked off with red tape, then you mustn't go through it. That's the biggest one.”

      “Why's that?” asked Elizabeth. “What's behind the doors marked with red tape?”

      Jake shot her a severe look. “Who cares? We aren't supposed to go inside them. Isn't that enough?”

      Massaging his temples, Terrence replied, “Certain parts of this building have been sealed up for ages. Probably some spots that ain't been entered since it was shut down. They've been deemed unsafe. The red tape is what they used to mark the closed-off areas. You wander in there, you might get hurt. And chances are, there ain't any lights there, either.”

      “OK,” I said, “so where would you recommend we start our tour? Should we just follow you?”

      The groundskeeper cocked his head to the side. “If you want. I don't mind, either way. Don't mess with nothin', don't break nothin', and you can do as you please. I've got some work to do myself—have to make a walk of the grounds, make sure the roof upstairs ain't sprung any leaks. Gonna test the power. It'll take me a few hours.”

      “So, we can wander off on our own?” blurted Elizabeth.

      Terrence spared me a concerned look and then said, “Young lady, I wouldn't recommend you go running off into this giant building, no. But then, I wouldn't have recommended you comin' here at all. Y'all signed the paper and got the blessing from the owner, so as long as you don't get in my way you can do as you please. If you're still insisting on staying when I'm through with my work, I'll wait outside for y'all in the truck. Mr. Blake's paying me overtime for this particular visit, so I'll stay as long as you need me to. But after dark, I'd much prefer to be outside the building, if that's all right with you.”

      I thought to ask him why, but then decided against it. His dislike for the building was pretty self-explanatory. I myself didn't care to be shut up in the asylum at night, though judging by the stars Elizabeth had in her eyes just then she'd have liked nothing better. “All right, can you give us a general overview of the place? The lay of the land?”

      Terrence nodded. “So, in case you didn't notice outside, the building is arranged in a sort of pentagon. Ya got five points, and for the most part this level, the ground floor, is accessible. Got a few rooms shut up, but if you stick to the main hallways you'll eventually make a complete circuit. Except for any doors with the red tape, everything should be unlocked. It's the second floor and the basement that are going to give you some trouble, though. About half of the upstairs is blocked off. You got some old offices there, and what were once the second and third wards. First ward is down here, around the first couple bends. The basement is a mess. Wouldn't go down there if I was you. No lights, and God knows what kinda vermin are hanging around. In all the time I've worked here I've never been able to get those lights working. Don't even know half of what's down there, truth be told. I've seen the blueprints, but for lack of a better term, it's uncharted territory.”

      Elizabeth's eyes widened. “So, are we allowed to go down there? To the basement, I mean?” She looked to me, pulling a flashlight from her bag. “Just think of what we might find down there!”

      “I wouldn't,” warned Terrence. “I really wouldn't. It's not all blocked off, of course, but it'd be reckless.”

      I was surprised at the groundsman's willingness to let us explore the asylum without his supervision and said as much. “Is it really OK with you and Mr. Blake if we walk around this building on our own?”

      Terrence cleared his throat. “Tell you the truth mister, I don't have a dog in that race. What you people do here ain't none of my business, unless you're messing with stuff, being destructive. And more than that,” he said, motioning to Elizabeth, “if y'all are here to stir things up... look for things that don't wanna be seen, then I'm gonna tell you flat out that I'll have no part. Bad enough walking this place alone during the day. I ain't got no interest in things of that kind. As for Mr. Blake, well, you signed his papers. He didn't give me any kinda plan to follow, so I expect he thinks you're trustworthy enough.” He paused “Of course, if one of you gets into trouble—gets hurt—then you're going to have a hell of a time getting ahold of me in this giant goddamn building. It's seriously massive—bigger than it looks even on the outside.”

      “OK, then I think it might be prudent for us to follow you around. For a little while, at least.” I shot Elizabeth daggers, preempting her complaints with, “Once we get used to the place, maybe we can head off on our own for a bit of exploring.”

      Terrence switched his flashlight back on and started across the room, towards the double-doors. “I tell you, I've been working in this building for years now and I still ain't 'gotten used to the place'. It's not the kind of place you ever warm to, and it's got a mind of its own. Be mindful of that.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Beyond the double-doors was a hallway of both incredible length and almost impenetrable darkness. If not for the dim-burning bulbs scattered every ten yards or so along the stretch, and the light issuing from Terrence and Elizabeth's flashlights, I might have thought the four of us slowly marching into an earthen cavern. It seemed to stretch on for many hundreds of feet, and it wasn't until we'd walked for a few minutes that its end entered into view.

      Some feet into the hallway hefty wooden doors began to turn up. Some bore flimsy plastic placards denoting the uses of the rooms, while others were merely unlabeled doors. Dutifully, but with great reluctance, Terrence opened each of these doors as we walked and gave the rooms beyond a quick glance before continuing onto the next. The three of us ducked into them as well, glimpsing more of the abandonment and ruin we'd spied earlier in the back lobby.

      “These were offices, once,” said Terrence as he shouldered open a door marked NURSING SUPERVISOR. He brought his light in with him, standing in the doorway and casting it around in search of leaks, vermin or other red flags. The darkness in this room, though, didn't seem to want to be penetrated. The air was heavy—the density of dust in the air lent the impression that the darkness itself had gained a syrupy mass. Against one yellowed, wallpapered wall was a wooden desk and two chairs. A lamp sat on the floor beside the door, and a smattering of old nursing books—drug handbooks—sat in teetering piles, their covers almost unreadable beneath the veil of dust.

      We walked on. Jake unearthed his flashlight and switched it on, fixing the beam on the high ceiling. He shuffled behind Elizabeth, who was so transfixed by her surroundings that she kept stopping in the middle of the hall and colliding with him. I lingered in the rear, hands in my pockets, just trying to keep the place from casting its spell over me.

      Wandering down this hall of black stone, I felt myself at war against my environment. There were influences here, long dormant, that were pressing in on me from all directions like so much atmospheric pressure. In the bobbing of the lights and in the cramped, dust-choked rooms, I couldn't help but envision the obsidian walls around me contracting. It was like we were wandering down the esophagus of some immense animal.

      Terrence poked his head into a room whose placard read LOUNGE. The door stuck a little, and he had to lean into it to get it to open. Once he'd muscled through the door, he panned about the room, bringing to light a pair of long, cafeteria-style tables, a wooden stand topped by an ancient-looking microwave and a pair of boxy televisions stacked atop one another.

      I decided to break the silence. Walking down this hall in perfect quiet was getting to be disorienting. “So, Terrence, mind if I ask you a question? You ever seen anything in this building? Seen something that you can't explain?”

      The groundskeeper slammed the door to the lounge shut and trudged onward, giving a half-shake of his head. “I ain't ever seen anything I can't explain, no, but I have seen the kinds of things you're hinting at.”

      I exchanged a curious look with Jake. “Go on.”

      “Building like this,” replied Terrence, slapping at the walls, “it's got a life all its own. A history. Just because you shut it down and empty it out doesn't mean it won't go on living. It's got a new life now, a secluded life. And it keeps things hid. But like anything else with a mind, with a history, sometimes its memories slip out from between the cracks. And if you're around at just the right time, in just the right place, you might see 'em with your own eyes, these little fragments of the past.” He then added, with a grunt, “And you'll wish you hadn't.”

      “So, what have you seen, then?” asked Elizabeth. “Ghosts? Or...”

      “You could call them that,” said the groundsman, shoving open an unmarked door. “Sometimes it's something real slight—you feel like you're being followed down a long hall like this one. You can't hear no footsteps, can't see nothing behind you, but you still feel it all around. Other times, it's a bit of cold—or a noise that's just out of place. And then, sometimes, you see things.” He had some trouble shutting the door, his hand playing nervously against the knob. “Once or twice, when I've been in here too late, I've seen something... It was like a girl, I think. Long hair, dressed in her white gown. Must have been a patient here, I told myself. Sometimes she's crying. Sometimes she doesn't make a noise, but just looks at you from across the room.”

      Jake tugged at his collar, noticeably uncomfortable. His gaze darted up and down the passage, settling on the next door in the stretch, which just so happened to be marked with red tape. Two long strips of red tape had been fastened across the door in an “X”. It was thick stuff, duct tape, and looked like it'd been in place for a long time. “What's in there?” asked Jake, regarding the door with a quiver in his throat.

      Terrence passed it by, replying, “It's closed. Pretty sure there was a mold problem in that one; leak from the upstairs. Got it patched some months back, but that room ain't safe. Come along now.”

      I turned around briefly, looking back at the length of hall we'd covered, and half-expected to see someone standing behind me. “So, this passage was for staff, huh?” I asked, trying to ward off the growing dread I felt. My stomach was roiling, wasn't playing nice with the Taco Bell from earlier. “Just a lot of offices and lounges and such. What's down the next hall?”

      Terrence was some time in replying, choosing first to canvass a little room stocked with empty metal shelves. “The first ward's coming up next,” he said. “Up ahead we'll be hanging a slight right.”

      Not a few minutes later we found ourselves at the bend and started through a new set of double doors—a heftier set—into an even darker passage whose floors were done partially in off-white tiles.

      There were lights set into the ceiling and along the walls, but none of them were on. I only spied them in the glow of the flashlights, and at that moment, standing in the darkened wing, I wished I'd brought one of my own. What if you got separated from the group? I mused. To be isolated in darkness such as this would be maddening. The very thought could give me an ulcer.

      “Bear with me, folks,” said Terrence, running his hand across a number of switches on the wall. Finally, after some trial and error, he hit the right ones and the hall was brought into dull focus by the flickering of orange bulbs. “This here was the first ward.”

      “The ward for the cases of least severity,” said Elizabeth, sounding like a tour guide on a New York City bus. All she needed was a microphone in her hand and a bunch of half-snoozing passengers.

      Though our steps left tracks along the dust-coated tiles, this particular section of the building still retained something of its former sterility. The walls here were not black stone, but rather white. The paint that had been applied to them ages ago was in a terrible state, flaking off in several places so as to reveal the dark base beneath. Most of the rooms were numbered; small metal numerals had been nailed above each of the door frames. 01, 02, 03, 04... They went on and on.

      As before, Terrence spent time checking out each of the rooms. He was casual in his inspections; whether he was simply lazy, or whether he was rushing out of fear I couldn't say. We were some minutes into this passage when I was reminded of something Jake's aunt, Josephine, had told us. Enid Lancaster had been admitted to this particular section in the early to mid 80's. Something had changed in her over the course of her stay, however, which had forced the staff to move her into the third ward. As we walked along, I wondered which of these rooms might have been hers.

      “I want to stop,” announced Elizabeth. She took her recorder out of her backpack and looked back to Jake and I. “We need to go into one of these rooms and try for an EVP.”

      Terrence glanced at the recording device suspiciously and then bobbed his head. “I'm gonna continue on, if you don't mind. I'll just be down this here hall. Gonna take me a minute to check all of these rooms anyhow.”

      As Terrence shuffled away, the three of us were left standing in the middle of the dim hall. Jake still hadn't turned off his flashlight, and was staring up at the numbers above the doors, lips pursed.

      “Which room?” I asked.

      “You pick,” was Elizabeth's reply. She tapped a few buttons on the recorder, tried it out with a brief recording her repeating, “testing, testing,” and then waited for me to announce my choice.

      No room in the joint had any meaning to me; from where I stood they were all in the same rundown condition, caked with dust. But as I scanned the room numbers, one after another, the gears started turning and I found myself wandering down the hall. Pointing up at the number above my chosen door, I said, “Let's try this one.”

      Brow furrowed, Jake let his light rest on the metal numerals for a time. “Room 28? Why this room in particular?” he asked.

      Elizabeth looked to me, also curious about my rationale.

      I shrugged. “This number, 28, keeps turning up everywhere. We're here on the 28th anniversary of the Third Ward Incident, on the 28th day of the month, when a 28-year old patient went postal. May as well keep with the theme.”

      Running her thumb over the red RECORD button on her device, Elizabeth motioned to the closed door of room 28. “OK, then. After you, professor.”
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      Room 28, as expected, was just another windowless hovel.

      Cobwebs floated eerily in the corners as we stepped inside and stirred up the long-stagnant air. The paint in this room had held up better than that of the hall, and only seemed to be peeling up near the door. In one corner, lacking only a mattress, was metal bed frame draped in dust-scored linens. Across from them on the right side of the room were a sink and toilet. In the ceiling above there sat a metal track, through which a curtain or partition of some kind might have once been hung.

      Standing at the center of the room, I followed the beams of the flashlights, dodging gossamer tendrils as I took in our surroundings. “Pretty spartan in here.”

      Elizabeth placed a finger to her lips, shushing me like a fussy librarian, and then raised the recorder up over her head. In a loud, clear voice, she called out, “We wish to make contact with the spirits of this building. If you can hear me, give me a sign. Tell me your name, how long you've been here... anything you like.”

      The three of us waited in silence. I fought back a sneeze while Elizabeth shifted the recorder from one hand to the other.

      She repeated herself a few times, giving any spectral inhabitant ample time to answer, and then she lowered the device, switching it off. “We'll listen to it later. That's the only way we'll know if we got anything. The recorder can pick up sounds that our ears might miss.”

      Jake backed up towards the door. “OK, cool, let's go and find Terrence now,” he said, voice wavering.

      “No,” she shot back. “Not yet.” Switching the recorder back on, she called out once again to any listening spirits. “We're here to make contact with the spirits of this asylum. In particular... we're looking for the spirit of Enid Lancaster. Enid... if you're listening, give us a sign.”

      “Why would you—” I began, only to get shushed—more intensely this time. At the very mention of Enid's name in this dark space, I couldn't help but feel unnerved. We were invoking the killer's spirit on her home turf. Here, Enid was more than just a footnote in an article, an anecdote. She was, arguably, a part of the scenery. I felt at that moment—and I told myself that it was nothing but a draft—a marked drop in the ambient temperature. Still damp with rain, my skin picked up on the slight dip and answered with a shudder. Where might this wave of cold have come from in this stuffy old room? The cold was sucked away almost as quickly as it'd set in, and I backed up towards Jake, smoothing down the hairs on the back of my neck.

      Elizabeth waited for almost a full minute within the room, her flashlight pointed low and leaving her mostly buried in darkness. When she finally shut off the recorder and stashed it in her bag, I felt a twinge of relief. This room, I felt, had grown darker somehow. The walls didn't look so white anymore, and although I knew it wasn't possible, it looked to me as though the space had shrunk—that it was gradually closing in on us from every angle.

      From the hallway came a sound that made all three of us jump to attention.

      Footsteps.

      They were slow, uncertain things, and that they coincided with a slow dimming of the lights in the hall only served to lend them an air of certain malignity. I edged slowly towards the door, trying my damnedest to mask my surprise, and prepared to glance out into the immense hallway. As they continued, I thought I could make out certain characteristics in them. Was that a swish-swish sound I was hearing, as of a hospital gown swaying?

      My heart seized. Was it possible that something—perhaps Enid herself—was coming this way?Had the very utterance of her name been enough to summon her up from whatever dark corner of this compound she ordinarily lurked in? No, I told myself. No, that's impossible. Ghosts aren't real. Enid's been dead for almost thirty years, there's no way that—

      Jake poked his head out into the hall and nearly lost his balance. Cracking a weak grin, he placed a hand against the grimy wall and nodded to the figure ambling down the hall.

      That is, Terrence. The groundsman paused at the doorway to room 28, apparently the next on his tour, and gave it a once-over. Then, grunting, he continued across the hall to number 29.

      I exhaled a long-held breath and paced out into the hall. The only one of us who hadn't freaked had been Elizabeth, and as she emerged from the room, her expression showcased something of disappointment. Tugging on Jake's arm, she pointed further down the hall. “Let's keep going,” she suggested.

      “No, I want to follow Terrence here a while longer,” I replied. “He knows the building, and I think it would be safer. Better to stick together, wouldn't you say?”

      Jake gave an enthusiastic nod, but Elizabeth could only summon a grimace. “He's taking too long, looking into each and every room. We have a lot of ground to cover, professor. I'd like to get a move on.”

      Ignoring her, I flagged down the groundskeeper as he exited room 30 and asked him a few questions. “So, is there anything else you can tell us about this building? Were you familiar with it when it was still in operation?”

      Terrence chuckled, scratching at his leathery cheek. “No, thank goodness. I never did get stuck in the loony bin. Anyhow, I was still living back in Tennessee in the 80's.”

      “Ah, you're not from around here, then?”

      He shook his head. “No, but I've heard plenty about what went on here back in the day. More than I'd like.” His voice lost whatever jovial edge it had previously held as he ducked into the next few rooms. “I'm glad to see this place shut down. Ain't no one deserves to be locked up in here like an animal. Some of the characters that used to pass for staff in this place were monsters—far worse than any of the patients they cared for, I reckon.”

      I nodded. “Say, the doctors who worked here... where were their offices?”

      He shut a door, pausing only a moment to think. “Most of 'em are up on the second floor.”

      Jake quickened his step, not wanting to fall too far behind me or Elizabeth. He studied the peeling walls with horrified wonder, wincing at the rust stains and exposed pipes.

      “Would it be possible for us to see them?” I continued. “There's one doctor, in particular, whose office I would be interested in seeing.”

      Elizabeth glanced at me sharply, already knowing where I was going with this. “Dr. Corvine?” she muttered.

      “That depends on whether or not this particular office is sealed off. Won't know until we get up there, of course.” Terrence threw open the next in this seemingly endless succession of doors and stepped aside as a lengthy centipede darted across the floor. It reminded me of the one I'd seen in my apartment, however this one was longer and more well-fed than that specimen had been. I seized at the sight of it, bumping into Jake, and moved to stomp on it. The groundskeeper stopped me, though. “Now, don't go doin' that,” he warned. “Those 'pedes don't hurt a damn thing. They're beneficial, ya hear? They kill off all the other stuff in here, keep the spiders and cockroaches at bay. I'd rather see those things around than the wolf spiders and recluses.” He straightened his ball cap. “Speaking of which, watch your step. We do get them recluses now and then, and their bite ain't pretty.”

      “Oh,” I replied, feigning relief, “there are spiders and roaches here, too. Wouldn't want to smash that thing and harm this lovely ecosystem.”

      Jake, desperate to talk about anything but the asylum itself, started to stammer. “Y-You ever seen those bug-fighting videos on YouTube? These guys in Japan collect big bugs and p-put them in tanks together, watch them duke it out. It's pretty gross.”

      Elizabeth socked him in the side to shut him up. “Enough of that, you're rambling. I want to know more about the asylum.” Clearing her throat, she tapped the groundskeeper on the shoulder. “I understand that during the infamous murder that took place here, the killer was found dead in the front lobby. Would it be possible for us to see the front lobby?”

      That was one hell of a conversational shift.

      Terrence looked back at her like she'd just asked him something insane and distasteful—and, in a way, she had—and then pointed at the hallway ahead. “We'll be passing by the front entrance pretty soon, in fact. Around the next bend, we're going to find ourselves in a hall where the cafeteria and kitchen are situated, and then we're going to find ourselves in the lobby. After that, there's the laundry services, followed by still more of the first ward rooms. Though, why anyone would want to go and see a place just because that happened there is...” He shook his head, at a loss for words.

      Undeterred by Terrence's reaction, Elizabeth sped ahead of the pack. “Really? Well, let's go, then! Come on, guys!” she said, waving to me and Jake. “We'll just go on a little further! I want to see the cafeteria—and the kitchen! That's where Enid found the cleaver, remember?”

      For Elizabeth this was apparently like a trip to Disneyland. Her exuberance clashed wildly against our dark surroundings, and I hesitated to follow. “Let's slow down for a minute,” I said.

      She showed no signs of listening, though, and barreled down the hall.

      Like a deer stuck in headlights, Jake paused, stared at me with wide, nervous eyes, and then bolted after his girlfriend before she got too far away.

      I had no choice but to follow suit. “Sorry,” I told Terrence as I broke into a jog after them. “I'll be heading off with them for just a bit. We'll catch up with you later.”

      The groundskeeper fixed me in his narrow gaze and nodded. “Just don't go into any of them taped-off areas, ya hear?”

      With that, I joined Elizabeth and Jake at the far end of the hall, arriving at yet another pair of double-doors. Elizabeth had already propped one open, and she waved us through impatiently. “Come on, you two! Hurry it up!”
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      I've seen many cafeterias in my time, but never had I seen one as dreary as this.

      There were a couple of high-set windows in the place—or, more like glass bricks that allowed a bit of light in—but it was otherwise dark. The lights in this section, despite the flipping of numerous switches along the walls, didn't come on. We were going to have to rely on the flashlights to see our way through the massive space.

      And believe me, the place really was massive.

      It was a cafeteria built to feed hundreds of people—staff and patients alike, I wagered—and old-fashioned benches had been piled into one corner of the space in stacks a dozen high. The floors were smooth, brushed concrete, except near the counters where more of the white tiles had been applied. There were rusted metal sinks built into the lengthy counter space, as well as deep metallic basins where containers of food had once been kept warm. As the flashlights passed over the edge of that counter, I thought I might at any moment find a frowning, hair-netted lunch lady staring back at me.

      We stood in the cafeteria's center, the vast dimensions of the room eating up our feeble light with their abundant shadow, and tried to decide where to go next. This particular room, large though it was, had been stripped of anything interesting. After some wandering, we found ourselves on the other side of the counter, where a large metal door labeled KITCHEN—STAFF ONLY was found.

      Elizabeth raced towards it at once. So quickly, in fact, that she nearly overlooked the red tape that had been left in neat lines across the door's seams. “Damn,” she spat. “It's blocked off.”

      Pretending to be disappointed, Jake shrugged and pointed back the way we'd come. “Ah, that sucks. Guess we should go back and rendezvous with Terrence, huh?”

      To my surprise—and annoyance—Elizabeth gave the door to the kitchen a tug anyhow.

      “Hey, what the hell are you doing?” I asked.

      She backed away from it, grinning sheepishly. “Oh, come on. I was just... I mean, do you really think it's dangerous back there? Would Terrence really notice if we just went inside to have a quick peek?”

      I'd taken Elizabeth's enthusiasm in stride up to this point, but it was time to put my foot down. “Listen, and listen well. We promised Terrence that we wouldn't go into any of the taped doors, remember? And when I arranged this visit, I assured Mr. Blake we wouldn't do anything stupid in his building. Now, I don't know what's back there, or why it's been blocked off, but if Terrence tells me it could be dangerous, then I'm inclined to believe him. Just because we aren't being watched doesn't mean that we ought to do something stupid, all right? Seriously... this whole time you've been banging on about how excited you are, about how cool this place is, but you need to rein it in a little. Running down these halls, doing whatever you please just isn't going to fly.”

      For the bulk of my lecture, Elizabeth listened with a dour expression, taking her lumps.

      But at some point, I looked over and found her gaze riveted to that door outlined in red duct tape. She'd tuned me out. Raising a finger to her lips, she took a step towards the kitchen door. “Quiet.”

      Jake stiffened, approaching her cautiously. “What is it?”

      She shook her head, insisting, “Quiet.”

      I was getting seriously annoyed. I felt like an elementary school teacher stuck on a field trip with a bunch of problem kids, rather than adults. “Elizabeth, cut the shit, OK? If we're going to do this, we're going to follow the base rules. I'm not going to have us—”

      Elizabeth placed a hand against the door and spoke over me. “There's someone on the other side of the door.” She gulped, nearly pressing her ear to the dirty metal. After a time, she glanced at me in her periphery, making a slight come-hither motion at us. “Listen. I can... I can hear someone on the other side.”

      Sighing, I took a step towards the door. I was about to tell her she was full of shit when, from somewhere beyond the kitchen door, I heard what indeed sounded like footsteps. They seemed far-off, were very faint, but in the silence of this enormous building even small sounds stood out. I joined her at the door, listening closely, and tried to figure out where they were coming from. “I'm sure... I'm sure it's just Terrence,” I said. “I'm not falling for this again—I'll bet Terrence is just walking around in some adjacent room and we're hearing his footsteps through the door. It's nothing.”

      Jake, his face having grown pale, bobbed his head. “Y-Yeah, babe. There's no one over there. Why would there be? This place has been empty for years and years...”

      Elizabeth's hand fell to the knob. Barely breathing, her attentions focused on the ebb and flow of those far-off steps, she attempted to pull the door open despite my protests.

      It was locked.

      “Damn it!” she blurted, giving the door a kick.

      “Leave it alone,” I warned. “It's locked, and probably for good reason. I'm telling you, sound travels in this place. We're hearing Terrence back there. That's all it is.”

      Elizabeth wasn't convinced, and she remained at the door for a long time, listening for the footsteps until, eventually, they stopped completely. “No,” she replied, “there's someone back there. And it isn't Terrence. Terrence wouldn't cut through this sealed-off room to meet us. He's probably still poking around the first ward, anyway.” Stepping back, she unearthed her cell phone and queued up the camera app. With a bright flash, she took a picture of the door.

      “What good is that going to do?” asked Jake.

      Elizabeth combed a Sunkist-colored length of hair behind her ear and studied the picture closely. With a sigh, she pocketed it. “No orbs or anything. I was hoping I'd pick up some sort of spiritual anomaly in the picture.”

      I hiked a thumb back the way we'd come. “Well, sorry to be a spoilsport, but I think we need to get back to Terrence. Let's go, you two.”

      “No, wait,” pleaded Elizabeth. “The front lobby is just ahead.” She scanned our surroundings and stepped out from behind the counter, zeroing in on the hallway that would lead us to the next stretch. “Let's go and have a look. After that we can double back and meet with Terrence.”

      “I'd rather wait. I don't think I can trust you,” I said. “You're lacking in common sense today.”

      Rolling her eyes like a petulant teen, she folded her arms. “I won't mess with the blocked doors anymore, OK? Scout's honor. But can we please go and see the front entrance? That's where Enid was found dead. I want to see it in person.”

      Maybe it was just my ears playing tricks on me, but at the mention of Enid I thought I heard the footsteps on the other side of the kitchen door make a brief reprise. “I'm going to hold you to your word,” I said. “Come on, let's go and have a quick look.”

      The three of us left the cafeteria and started for the next passage, slipping through the doors. As we walked, the light scarce and the sounds of our advance amplified in the stillness, I couldn't help but think back to the Third Ward Incident. There was a power outage. Things must have been terrifying and chaotic then... And the route we're taking probably isn't so different from the one Enid took. We were about to have a look at the room where her spree was cut short by an unknown assailant, and in the dense darkness, I found I could almost understand the dread that the patients and staff must have weathered back in 1989.

      Twenty-eight years after that fateful night, the asylum was pitch black once again, and here we were, groping our way through it.
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      We entered into a room fronted by doors of thick glass, through which we got a look at the darkened grounds outside. But it wasn't the doors that arrested our attention just then. Rather, something on the floor, pointed out by Elizabeth, turned my blood cold and incited me to throw out my arms to block their passage into the entranceway.

      “W-What is that?” gasped Elizabeth. It was the first time all night she'd actually shown any fear. Staring ahead at the floor, upon which was crumpled something large and moonlit, she waited for me to step forward and investigate.

      A touch of cool, fresh air entered into the room from the seam between the doors. I didn't find it refreshing, though. Under the circumstances, it only added to my gut-churning discomfort. Taking a careful step into the room, which featured also a pair of large wooden counters on both sides, I held my breath and extended a foot. The tip of my shoe sank into the white, billowy thing. It gave no resistance whatsoever and didn't move in reaction to my touch.

      From across the room it had looked to me like a slender human body, garbed in a white gown.

      Giving it a harder nudge with my foot, I realized that it was in fact a balled-up white sheet.

      I gave myself permission to exhale. Kicking the linen across the floor and running my hands across my face, I looked back at the other two. “Jesus Christ. It's nothing. A frigging blanket.”

      Jake studied the walls with his flashlight and turned up a panel of switches, the flipping of which brought about a scant light. The wrought iron chandeliers overhead were lacking in bulbs, and their slow swaying in the draft made the already weak light all the less reliable. “It looked like a...”

      “A body,” finished Elizabeth, striding into the room with renewed confidence. She stared down at the brick floor, scanning the ground as though something of great import was about to materialize at her feet. The bricks were different colors; some red, some grey and others nearly black. It was an unattractive job, and I doubted that it had looked especially good even before the asylum's decades of abandonment. “So,” she said, kneeling down and running her hands against the bricks. “This is where it happened, huh?”

      I leaned against one of the counters, rapping against it with my fingers. Dust clung to my fingertips, and I took some time in wiping them off on my pant leg. “So it's said. Enid Lancaster fled from her room in the third ward, took out a few people as she went, and then bought the farm as she tried to escape through the front door. Just who was responsible for putting her down was never brought to light; the staff working that night didn't own up to it, but she got bludgeoned, by the sounds of it. Had she escaped, she probably would have tried to wreak havoc elsewhere.” I looked through the panes of scuffed glass in the doors. “Though, it's one hell of a walk to any major city from here. She'd have had to hitchhike.”

      Elizabeth kept touching the bricks and then looking at her fingers as if she expected to find blood clinging to them. “This is where she died, guys. This is what we've been waiting for. If we want to make contact with Enid, then this spot offers us the best chance.” She dropped her backpack to the floor and dug out her recorder, urging us to stay quiet. Jake stood near the door, seemingly comforted by the moonlight, and watched as she repeated her EVP spiel. “We wish to make contact with the spirit of Enid Lancaster. Enid, if you're here, please give us a sign. Speak, so that we might hear your voice. We want to know more about you, Enid.” She paused, let the recording run a while. “If you're here, Enid, give us a sign.”

      There was only silence, of course, but Elizabeth was not deterred. She explained that, on listening to the recordings later, it was possible we'd pick up some speech fragment our ears had missed in the moment.

      I'd seen enough of the lobby and was more interested in the open air outside. Hoping that we might wrap up this session quickly, I suggested we go back and find Terrence, rather than continue down the next hall. At that moment I had trouble recalling just what it was I'd hoped to find in this Godforsaken building. Information about Enid Lancaster, Dr. Corvine? It was clear that this empty hulk had no answers to give. It was an eerie setting—as all large and long-abandoned structures are—but all traces of the past with any relevance to the Third Ward Incident had been scrubbed away long ago. There weren't even any blood stains on the bricks at our feet, where Enid had supposedly met her end. Moreover, we'd walked through a considerable stretch of the compound already and hadn't seen a single telephone. The calls Dave Thackeray had gotten couldn't possibly have come from here, though the number seemed to imply otherwise.

      “I'd like to keep going,” said Elizabeth, motioning to the next hall. Terrence had told us that this hall would lead to laundry facilities and more patient rooms. If we followed it long enough, we'd probably end up back at the rear entrance, where we'd first come in. “Terrence has a lot of work to do. Better that we not slow him down, you know?”

      I grinned, scratching at my stubbled chin. “My, that's awfully considerate of you, but it would probably be wiser for us to turn around right now.”

      Jake paced nervously about the room, and seemed to be eyeing something just beyond the edge of the next hall—a narrow wooden door. After staring at it a long while, he finally brought it to our attention. “Guys, where does that door lead?”

      Elizabeth and I wandered over to it. The placard at its side, though quite faded, appeared to read STAIRS.

      Though, for the excited yelp Elizabeth gave, it may as well have read FREE MONEY HERE.

      “The stairs!” she cried, whipping the door open without a moment's hesitation. “Come on, guys! Let's take a peek at the upper stories! Or, we could even head into the basement!”

      Jake grabbed her by the wrist, keeping her from bounding into the unlit stairwell. “Whoa, come on, the groundskeeper said we should stay on this floor, babe.”

      “He suggested it,” replied Elizabeth. “That doesn't mean we have to. I mean, what's he care, so long as we stay out of his special, taped-up rooms? This isn't his building, and the owner didn't give him directions to watch over us, so we should just explore whatever we want.”

      “No,” I placed my palm against the outside of the door and eased it shut. “I'm getting real tired of arguing with you guys. We need to go back and find Terrence. This place is a labyrinth, and if we get too deep into it it's possible we'll get lost. I dunno about you two, but I'd rather not spend the entire night in this building. Let's go.”

      “Well, why don't I go alone, then?” offered Elizabeth, pulling the door open once again. She took an exploratory step into the stairwell. “We're all adults here. You aren't a babysitter, professor. Just let me have a look around. If you guys are too chicken, I understand.”

      That did it. “If your stupid ass falls through a rotten floor, the Moorlake faculty are going to look at my job real hard and wonder why the hell I brought one of their tuition cows to such an awful place. You think I want that? You think I want to have to talk to the cops about why one of my idiot students decided to go off on her own in an abandoned fucking building just to snap some shitty photos and break her neck in the process? There's nothing waiting for us in this place except some necrotic spider bites and possibly some asbestos, OK? Let's get moving.”

      Jake probably felt like he needed to say something to me, but considering where we were and his own opinions on the matter, he didn't speak up for Elizabeth. Instead, he fell into step behind me and gave her a pleading look, as if to say, “Don't make this hard.”

      Lips pursed, Elizabeth slung her backpack forcefully over one shoulder, hitting me in the chest with it as she zipped back into the front lobby. Without a word, she led us back the way we'd come, down the hall that would take us to the cafeteria. She refused to speak, looked ready to throw down, and marched several paces ahead of us. Jake followed behind her, shoulders rounded and head low. When this night was through, she was going to let him have it, I could tell.

      As we walked, I let myself have it, too. What were you thinking? This whole thing has been monumentally stupid. You brought them here to this dangerous old building, and for what? Did you really think you were going to find something shocking? Some bombshell about those old murders? Proof of ghosts? You're just as stupid and naive as she is. Your head's been messed up ever since the accident. Watching that kid die fucked your head up. Of all the places you could have gone to sort yourself out, you chose this?

      The sound of a metal door falling shut filled the passage ahead. The three of us paused, sighting a human silhouette in the darkness.

      Adjusting the bill of his hat, Terrence walked out, meeting us half-way. “Oh, there ya are. Just got done having a look at the first set of rooms. Cafeteria's all set.” He focused the beam of his flashlight and looked past us, squinting. “Who's that with you, in the lobby there?”

      He was speaking to me, and I was the last person in line. I turned quickly, glancing back into the lobby, but saw no one.

      Terrence wiped at his eyes. “Sorry,” he muttered. “I think I'm seeing things. Light ain't so good.”

      Elizabeth approached the groundskeeper, putting on a diplomatic smile. “Sorry, Terrence, but could I ask you a favor? I know you still have some things to check out on this floor, but would you mind terribly showing us the upstairs? I'd love to see the third ward, but my friends here don't seem too interested in going without you.”

      “Can't say I blame them,” was Terrence's reply. He tongued his molars, glanced down at his wristwatch. “I suppose we could make a trip up there. I don't like doing things out of order, but then I wouldn't mind getting that section over with.” He led us back through the lobby, which he stopped only a few moments to inspect, before continuing on to the stairwell we'd discovered just minutes earlier. “This way, folks. Stay close. The lights up here can be spotty,” he warned. “And you'll find there are several sections that are blocked off. Gonna steer clear of those.”

      The door closed behind me as the group began to ascend the concrete stairs.
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      This upper level proved a carbon copy of the first in many respects. The only difference?

      It was darker.

      True to Terrence's word, the lights up here didn't work quite as well as those on the first story—and those lights down below had largely been trash to begin with.

      “These here,” he said, motioning to the doors that began appearing on either side of us, “were offices for doctors, I guess.”

      I felt a hint of excitement, and wondered if we might find the office that had been W. R. Corvine's. Just what the doctor had hoped to prove with his experiments on live subjects, the particulars of which had only been hinted at in articles, was impossible to say. That those experiments had contributed to the decay of Enid's mental state over the course of her stay and ultimately caused her to embark on a killing spree seemed clear, however. To my dismay, the placards outside the offices had mostly all been stripped, and the rooms proved almost completely bare. This shouldn't have come as any sort of surprise, but as I peeked into the first few, my spirits drooped and I felt doubly stupid for having arranged this trip.

      There was no mystery to this asylum. Patients had been taken advantage of, people had lost their lives and the institution had been rightfully shut down. Nothing more. Everything else that had come from it—the phone calls, the stories—was rubbish. My imagination had gone into overdrive and I'd spent days riling myself up over a mystery of my own invention.

      And now here I was in Chaythe Asylum, stumbling around in the dark, and none of the questions I'd entered with had been answered. In fact, none of them seemed to carry any weight at all at this point. I felt ashamed of myself for ever having entertained the possibility of ghosts or other strange things lurking in the building.

      Jake remarked on the emptiness of the rooms. He pulled up his sleeves and shot his light into the nearest doorway, asking the groundsman, “Where did all of the stuff go? Did they just pitch it all? I expected to find more junk laying around—furniture and supplies, you know?”

      Terrence took notice of a small, ring-shaped water stain on the ceiling of one room. Making a note in a small, yellow notepad he carried in his breast pocket, he walked on. “A lot of it got trashed, yeah. Some of it got moved to certain storerooms, too. Or the basement.”

      Elizabeth shot me a knowing look. “So, some of the things that once belonged to the doctors are in the basement? I'd love to go down there and have a look.”

      The groundskeeper's jaw tensed. “Yeah, but it's like I've been sayin'. Hard to get a real good look at anything down there. Dark as pitch and crowded with all kinds of junk. Just setting foot down there is a bit risky. Could get crushed by loads of old boxes. Wouldn't recommend it, wouldn't recommend it a bit.”

      While Terrence busied himself inspecting yet another room—and shooing away a small field mouse that'd somehow gotten in—the rest of us wandered further down the hall. I was keen to stay close to the guy, lest we wander too far and Elizabeth's curious impulses take over.

      Signaling to one room near the end of the hall, which terminated in a pair of beastly metal doors—fitted with dense locks and faded graphics that stressed the fact that only authorized personnel were allowed inside—Jake asked, “What's this one?” His light had landed upon a small sign, intact unlike so many of the others, which read simply SUPPLIES.

      Elizabeth pushed the door open casually, and was apparently impressed with what she found within because she suddenly said, “Whoa...”

      I leaned in just as Jake thrust his light into the room. This one was larger than the rest—perhaps twice as large as any of the offices had been—and was full of shelves. These shelves, made of stainless steel wire, teetered with an ungodly amount of junk. There were unsightly stacks of paper fused together by dust. Piles of books protruded from crumpled cardboard boxes. Between the shelves, burdened with boxes of what appeared to be office supplies, were mildewed office chairs from some bygone era. The air felt heavier as I stepped inside, though it may have only been the claustrophobic effect produced by the dozen or so shelves that surrounded us, and which reached nearly to the ceiling.

      “You mind?” I eyed Jake's flashlight, and he surrendered it with considerable hesitance. Approaching the first of the shelves, I had a look at the mess of office supplies and other 80's ephemera. The papers were mounds of office forms whose ink was almost too faded to read. The headers read things like PROGRESS REPORT, HISTORY AND PHYSICAL, CONSENT FOR TREATMENT and MEDICAL ADMINISTRATION RECORD. These, then, had probably been copies of oft-used forms, printed in huge quantities for the convenience of the doctors who'd worked out of the nearby offices. The sheets must have numbered in the thousands. “Looks like a bunch of the stuff they didn't know what to do with got stuck in here,” I said, continuing into the room.

      Elizabeth studied what looked to be an ancient dot matrix printer, its tangle of black cords hanging from the shelving like so many black mambas. “Man, look at all of this. They should have had a yard sale.” Peering into an open-faced box on a lower shelf, she startled, loosing a yelp and falling into the next shelf over. The contents of the box spilled out onto the floor and the flurry of dust that resulted had us all coughing for some minutes. Of the thing that'd spooked her I'd only seen a few too many black legs dashing across the floor. “Big spider,” she said with a shiver.

      The stuff in the box sat in a heap, and little of it was interesting. A bunch of creased folders had come spilling out of it, as well as a pair of staplers and a roll of scotch tape that had long ago dried out. From the doorway, Terrence looked in on us. “Don't go making a mess of things, now,” he urged, taking a quick glance about the room. He walked the distance between the shelves, slipping between each to look at the floors, walls and ceiling, before continuing his rounds. The actual stuff that was being warehoused here apparently didn't matter to him.

      “Don't you have to inventory all of this old crap?” I asked, cracking a grin.

      “Nah.” He leaned in the doorway. “It's all junk. They left it to rot. One day, if Mr. Blake gets around to doing something with this building, it'll all get tossed. For now, though, it's just a whole lotta stuff that'll never get sorted.”

      Elizabeth and Jake followed Terrence to the door. The rooms of the second and third wards were coming up, and Elizabeth was particularly keen to visit them. “You coming?” she asked me from the doorway. Jake looked back at me pleadingly, wanting me to return his flashlight.

      “Just a sec,” I said. Kneeling, I set the flashlight on the floor and started throwing the spilled items back into the box. The rest of the group stepped out into the hall and prepared to advance.

      I was very nearly done, had shoved the last of the folders into the box, when something caught my eye. It'd been sitting underneath the pile so that I'd overlooked it up until that moment. A tape recorder. “Well, how about that?” I muttered. I gave it a little shake, dusting it off. It was a flat thing, with all of the wide rectangular buttons situated upon the front lip, and a small speaker embedded into the rear. There was even a flimsy plastic handle.

      It'd been years since I'd seen such a thing. I peered into the little plastic window, spying a Maxell cassette sitting within and toyed with the buttons. Age had made them squeaky, stubborn, but they still had that satisfying click to them that I could remember from my childhood.

      What I didn't expect was that it would actually turn on.

      There must have been the barest vestige of power left in the batteries, because the tape suddenly began to play, albeit in a slow and slightly wobbly way. It was a grainy recording of a man speaking, and it apparently hadn't been rewound, beginning in an awkward spot, mid-sentence. “—showed promise twenty-eight minutes after the administration of the drug. That is, 5 micrograms of—”

      The tape cut off abruptly just then as the batteries gave their last. The little wheels within the tape stopped turning and the speaker fell silent.

      But I'd heard enough. Enough to recognize the voice on that tape.

      Some nights ago, I'd listened in on a strange call at Dave Thackeray's studio. The man on the phone had spoken with a deep, clear tone—a tone that I recognized without the least doubt in the tape I'd just found. The speakers were one and the same.

      I pried open the player and yanked out the cassette, finding a scrawl on the label.

      DICTATION: 05/26/89 W.R.C. had been written on it in faded ballpoint.

      W.R.C.

      William Reynholm Corvine.

      This tape, recorded a mere two days before the third Ward incident took place, had been a recorded dictation by the infamous Dr. Corvine. It had been left in the player, forgotten by its owner and apparently overlooked by the people in charge of sorting the asylum after its closure. Sitting beneath a pile of junk, ensconced within the player for almost three decades, the tape looked perfectly preserved.

      I stuffed it into my pocket without even thinking about it.

      It had been Corvine's voice I'd heard over the phone. It'd been his voice that had asked cryptically, at the call's end, “Can you hear them?” The girl whose sobbing I'd heard on the phone, I felt safe in assuming, had been Enid Lancaster. Perhaps it had been a recording made during one of their experimental sessions. Perhaps the content of the call itself resided on this very tape I now held.

      Jake startled me as I went to stand. “Hey, you coming? Elizabeth's about to lose us.”

      “Y-Yeah, sure.” I handed him back his flashlight and made sure the tape was secure in my jacket pocket.

      At the end of the hall, Terrence was holding open the thick metal doors for us. It was no small task for a man of his size, and his limbs quivered for the effort he made. Jake and I slipped through, and he let the doors crash closed behind us. Managing to get a few of the lights on in this new passage, he removed his hat and briefly scratched his scalp, a grimace on his lips. “This here's the second ward,” he announced.
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      The rooms in this section weren't so different from the ones we'd seen earlier, except that they were a bit leaner in the way of amenities. There were no windows to be found in any of them, of course, but I was surprised to find that some rooms—their doors extra thick—didn't even have sinks or toilets in them.

      Starting down the hall and trying to keep up with Elizabeth, I glimpsed a dark, bent thing staring down at me from the corner nearest the double-doors. A drooping, black security camera hung from the ceiling by two loose bolts. The patients once housed in this ward had been more problematic than those in the first, and had probably required more involved care—and supervision—than their peers.

      Elizabeth rushed down the hall, whose lights were staggered and weak, and only paused when Jake and I both shouted to her. “This is cool, but what I really want to see is the third ward. I'm sure it's probably ahead, right?”

      “Terrence will get us there when he's ready,” I replied. “Why not do another voice recording in one of these rooms?”

      She shrugged. “I guess I'm just not feeling a whole lot here.”

      “What, you a psychic now?” I looked back to the groundskeeper, who weaved in and out of rooms like a bee navigating a hive. “I'm getting real tired of this. We should call it a night. I think we've seen enough, haven't we?”

      For the look she gave me, you'd have thought I'd slapped her in the face. “No, no way! We have a lot more to see. The third ward—and don't forget the basement. I came here to look for proof, professor. Until I find it, I—”

      “See, here's the thing about your proof,” I said. “You won't find it. Because the things you're looking for don't exist. This is just an old building where a lot of bad things happened. Patients were abused, people were murdered. That's where it ends, though. We should really pack it up. I regret having supported this farce for so long.”

      Elizabeth was prepared to trade barbs for as long as it took. As long as she got her way, nothing else mattered. “I'm not budging,” she said. “I know there's something here, and we're going to find it soon. Or, it'll find us.” With that, she continued down the hall, head held high. Her message was clear: “Come along, if you want. Otherwise I'll go on ahead without you.”

      “Jesus, why does she have to be so stubborn?” I asked Jake.

      He shook his head, watching Elizabeth as she hiked on. “This is important to her. It always has been. In the past, she's dragged me to cemeteries and stuff, trying to capture proof of ghosts. You should see her computer—she goes looking on conspiracy theory websites for pictures of alleged spirits and stuff. It's her biggest hobby. A few of her other friends are like that, too. I've never been too into it, but she takes it seriously.”

      I sighed. “So, you mean to say that when we roll this club out to the student body after spring break, we can expect at least a few more Elizabeths running around?”

      “Yeah, probably.”

      “Wonderful.”

      Terrence was writing something on his notepad again. “Another leak. Mr. Blake needs to shit or get off the pot; this building will be unsalvageable if he doesn't do something with it soon.” He glanced up at us. “Where'd the young lady go?”

      I nodded towards the other end of the hall. “She pressed on ahead. Wants to see the third ward.”

      The groundskeeper clicked his tongue. “Better not let her get too far ahead. She'll disappear on ya. And if you get lost in this place, it's damn hard to find your way out. There are pockets of this here building that ain't been occupied in decades.” He returned to his work, cursing as he stuck his head into another room whose ceiling featured a leak, and left us to our wandering.

      Jake and I started back down the hall, the dozens of rooms on either side of us becoming a single dark blur. Up ahead, a lone lightbulb jutted from a sconce in the wall, where it blinked at us in even intervals like the winking of some far-off, orange eye. We passed by a small alcove where nurses, or perhaps security guards, had once sat, and soon found ourselves standing at the end of the hallway before another set of metal doors whose exterior was marked with the roman numeral three. Unlike the last door we'd come through, this one had red tape all about its borders, meaning it was a no-go.

      Elizabeth waited just outside of it, her fingers teasing the edges of the red tape. “What?” she blurted defensively. “I'm not going in there!”

      With this way blocked, we'd have to wait for Terrence to show us another route into the third ward. The three of us waited patiently for him to complete his rounds, and when he met us at the end of the hall, he explained that we'd have to go down one floor, walk down a certain hallway, and then take another set of stairs back up in order to enter the only part of the third ward that was still accessible. “This end of the ward got shut up, but we can go up and around to access it from the other side.”

      He showed us to a nearby stairwell. The three of us followed him back down to the first floor, where we started retreading old territory. A crack in the floors had made certain parts of the third ward unstable, he claimed, so that it could only be safely approached by way of this detour.

      We were some minutes out of the stairwell and down the long, semi-lit hallway where the laundry services had once been located when I realized one of us was not present.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I stopped. “Hold on, where's Elizabeth?”

      Terrence and Jake both halted.

      “I thought she was behind you,” said Jake, his voice casting a hint of blame.

      “I thought she was behind me, too,” I replied. I took a few steps back, wondering if she hadn't slipped into one of the rooms we'd passed, but I neither saw nor heard any trace of her.

      Terrence shuffled past me, making a beeline for the stairs we'd just come from. “She kept going,” he muttered.

      “Kept going where?” asked Jake.

      “Downstairs.” He pointed at the floor. “She went down to the basement without us. Must've pulled a fast one while we had our backs turned.”
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      At kicking open the door to the basement, we were struck by the smell of moisture. From some nearby pipe or sewer grate there came a steady dripping, which became all the more pronounced as we stood and listened for Elizabeth.

      She'd been quick on her feet and was no longer in sight. With their flashlights, the other two took turns searching their respective sides of the hall, bringing to light our damp, cluttered surroundings. The air here tasted foul, like a rainy autumn day gone bad, and an awful chill haunted the subterranean passage which caused the sour air to cloud very slightly with every breath. A stack of cardboard boxes stood before me, slumping against the wall in a single warped mass. The things had been worn down into pulp by the dampness and had fused into one gelatinous, brown whole. A succession of old hospital beds, their components badly rusted, stretched on to the left, while the scene to the right showcased a gurney whose once-white padding had gone black with mold.

      “Where the hell could she have gone?” I asked. “She couldn't have made it too far.” I tried calling out her name, shouting through the passage, but the way my voice came back and hit my ears didn't sit well. The acoustics of the space made for a harsh, unsettling echo.

      Terrence kept listening, taking a few exploratory steps to the right where he shoved away the mold-ridden gurney. “There's a lot of ground to cover,” he said. “If she ain't careful, she's gonna end up lost. Or worse...”

      “What is she even doing down here?” asked Jake. “We told her not to! Why the hell doesn't she listen?”

      “We're going to split up,” I announced, giving his shoulder a firm shake. “And when we find her,” I continued, “we're getting the fuck out of here. I agreed to come take a tour of this place, but I won't stay here and let her put herself—or any of us—at risk of injury. This has gone too far. If we split, is there any way for us to stay in touch? Do cellphones work down here?”

      Terrence shook his head. “No, not down here. You'd have to go outside of the building to place a call.” He began down the hall, leaving the two of us behind. Before he did so, he shared with us one bit of advice. “Remember where this stairwell is at. The basement ain't like the other floors. It's got lots of passages—some of them long and winding. If you can't get back to a stairwell you could end up stuck down here. It's a maze; you could wander for a good hour without seeing the same spot twice. If you find her, meet me back here, at the stairs. Or you can meet me back in the parking lot. The back entrance door is still unlocked.”

      My sense of direction, especially in the damp and the dark, was nothing to write home about. Nevertheless, I took this kernel of advice to heart and led Jake in the opposite direction. Pulling my cellphone out of my pocket, I turned on the flashlight app and doubled the available light.

      Though, if we're being honest, navigating the basement in the dark might have been wiser. The moisture-swollen refuse that crowded in from both sides cast strange shadows as our lights washed over it. Just ahead sat a toppled wheelchair, beneath which there stared the blank, malformed face of a CPR mannequin, mouth slightly ajar. From a box which teemed with yellowed hospital gowns came a sudden burst of rustling and the emergence of a long, fuzzy tail.

      We quickened our step.

      “This was her plan all along, wasn't it?” I griped. “She wanted to come here and go off on her own from the very beginning. What did she think she was going to find in this basement?”

      Jake shook his head. “I dunno, man. I dunno. Like I told you, she's always been big into this ghost shit. But she's never... she's never done anything this reckless before.”

      I looked over my shoulder and found that Terrence was now completely out of view. I couldn't even see his light breaking the darkness. Pausing, I placed a finger to my lips and listened for a few moments, hoping to pick up the sound of her footsteps.

      Except for a nearby dripping, there was silence.

      The silence down here, like the pervasive cold, felt profoundly unnatural to me. All of the junk that had been abandoned down here to grow heavy with moisture had a way of smothering noise. The sodden boxes and discarded furniture were a kind of soundproofing that stifled even the sounds of our own footsteps.

      I cast my light about the walls, zeroing in on a sweaty wall of stone. Water from some upstairs source trickled very neatly into a circular puddle below. I spied a door not a few steps beyond the puddle, its seams blocked in peeling red tape and a sign fastened to it that read CUSTODIAN. I nodded to the door, studying the tape. “Doesn't look like she went in there. If she went this way, then she went further ahead.”

      Jake ambled ahead, finding himself standing at a junction where the passage branched off into two new segments. “Shit,” he uttered, “which way do we go?”

      I stepped into each of the new hallways, looking for signs of recent passage. There were some fallen boxes and misplaced bits of furniture, but nothing that gave a clear clue as to her route. I looked elsewhere for clues, scanning the walls and ceiling. Skittering across the wall at meeting the light, a brown spider hid behind a waist-high pile of old wooden chairs. Upon the ceiling hung a sign from a pair of rusty chains, which put a name to the different passages we had to choose from. Going to the left would apparently take us in the direction of WASTE RESOURCES/HYDROPTHERAPIES. To continue straight ahead would lead us to a section marked SURGICAL/THERAPY. The path to the right led to a single destination, if the sign was to be believed. MORGUE.

      “OK, let's think. Get in Elizabeth's head. She came down here on her own, looking for God knows what. Which way would she go if she saw this sign? What option would she pick?” I asked, fearing that I already knew the answer. With a sigh, I gave the right-hand passage a cursory glance, finding it clearer of clutter than the rest. “I'll bet she went to the goddamn morgue, didn't she?”

      Jake's throat quivered and he paced around in a circle. “W-We're not gonna split up, are we? We're gonna stick together, right?”

      I rolled my eyes. “What's this? Getting clingy with me, are you? You like me all of a sudden?” Sighing, I held the light over my head and looked again into the passage which would lead us to the morgue. “No, of course not. We need to stick together. Terrence knows where he's going, which is why he can go off on his own. The two of us don't have that benefit, though.”

      With evident relief, Jake tucked one of his hands into his hoodie pocket and shot me a frail smile. “Listen, professor, I'm sorry I gave you so much shit before. I didn't mean it, I was just—”

      I threw up a hand. “Save it, kid. You know what I'm sorry about? That I ever said yes to this nightmare of a trip. But when we've found your girlfriend we're going to get the hell out of here and call it quits. If she still wants to continue her club we'll do something different—walk around a graveyard or something. No more of this asylum shit.”

      He nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

      We took turns shouting her name, the choked echoes hanging in the air. There was no reply.

      And then, on the floor, my light fell upon something that caught my eye.

      It was a footprint, wet and well-formed. More than that, it was fresh. I pointed to it, kneeling. “What's this?”

      Jake studied the mark with a furrowed brow and then found what appeared to be a second one just a short distance away.

      And a third.

      We'd picked up on Elizabeth's tracks, it seemed. They led in the direction of the morgue. Still, this find left me with some questions. “Why the hell is she barefoot?” I asked. “If she steps on something in here without her shoes on she could end up in the hospital.”

      Jake followed the trail of prints a short distance, licking his lips nervously. “A-Are you sure they're hers?” he asked, a slight tremor in his voice.

      “Who else's?” I snapped. Spying the fright in his eyes, I found even myself reconsidering the prints, however. There was a remote chance, I had to admit, that these prints weren't hers, and that there was someone else wandering the basement with us, other than Terrance. The thought of some barefoot wanderer walking through these pitch dark halls sent a surge of dread through me, but I tried not to think about that possibility. “No, they have to be hers. This place is kept under lock and key. There aren't any squatters... we'd have seen or heard them by now.” I cleared my throat and began following the trail. “They're very fresh. She can't have gone far. We probably just missed her.”

      We started for the morgue, plunged into a contemplative silence as we scanned the passage for any signs of Elizabeth. It occurred to me that she'd been wearing her strawberry-scented body spray that night, though as we walked, I could detect no trace of it in the air. Only the scents of moisture and dust reached my nostrils. If these really were Elizabeth's footprints, made only minutes ago, then I should have been able to smell at least a whiff of the stuff. I told myself that the prevailing stench of the cellar was simply too overpowering and kept walking.

      There were light fixtures in the ceiling, mostly long things with broken fluorescent bulbs in them. They looked like they hadn't worked in ages and swayed gently on their brittle chains as we passed. The prints on the floor had not faded; in fact, the longer we walked, the more wet and defined they seemed to become. Perhaps Elizabeth had fallen, gotten soaked in one of the puddles that seemed to accumulate in every corner of this damp basement, and was now trying to find her way back upstairs?

      Some twenty feet from the enormous metal doors blocking the way to the morgue, I thought I felt someone watching me. Jake seemed to feel it too because, rubbing at the back of his neck and turning, he brought his light around and cut through the darkness to our backs. There was nothing, of course, but the grotesque shadow cast by a mesh bag full of crumpled linens.

      I motioned to the doors. Made of polished steel, with square, frosted windows set in them, they looked about the cleanest things in the entire asylum and reflected our lights back at us like a mirror. “Looks like we made it,” I muttered. Though no bodies had been stored there for many years, the idea of barging into a morgue tied my guts into knots. I recalled the kid who'd died in my arms on Main street and pictured him waiting for me inside, laying out on a cold slab. Banishing the thought, I set off for the doors. “She's probably in there. Let's go.”

      The footprints continued right up to the outside of the door, and it was there, when I was about to reach for the handle, that I noticed a dense, black shadow in the square window. I startled, my breath caught in my throat. “Elizabeth?” I managed to ask without choking.

      The shadow darted from view, the thing that cast it disappearing into the morgue.

      “She's inside,” I replied. “I saw her.”

      Jake held his flashlight in both hands like a lightsaber, standing behind me. He, too, had seen the shadow, but didn't seem altogether convinced it'd been his girlfriend. Looking down at the prints on the floor, he asked, “A-Are you sure it was her?”

      Suddenly, I wasn't so sure anymore.

      But I reached out and shoved open the creaky door to the morgue anyhow.
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      The inside of the room—smaller than I'd imagined—was a blur of stainless steel. Steel doors lined the walls, behind which were probably steel shelves sturdy enough to support the weight of human bodies. Steel sinks, two in total, sat equidistantly to the right and left of a long, steel table that had probably been used at one time to examine the dead.

      Elizabeth's absence did not go unnoticed, however.

      Not only could I find no sign of her from where I stood, but the trail of wet footprints had suddenly and inexplicably ceased just outside the door. The floors of the morgue were dusty white tile, and across them, despite a long search, I couldn't find any foot-shaped breaks in the dust that covered them.

      Jake wasn't interested in looking around and waited back near the door, squeezing the life out of his flashlight. “I-I thought you said she was in here,” he said, knees buckling. “Where is she, then? We followed the footprints...”

      I walked a complete circuit around the room, my heart working its way up into my throat. I was getting a bad feeling about all of this. I'd been carrying dread around with me since the moment we'd walked into the building, but what accosted me now was more intense, more arresting. Call it a sixth sense, if you want, but I had a terrible feeling we were about to walk straight into a trap. We needed only to trip the right wire, and wouldn't know we'd done it until it was too late.

      I felt strongly that there was something in the room with us, but it wasn't something I could see with my eyes. If it did show itself to me, then it was going to do it on its own time. I paused before the mortuary coolers and reached out for the handle. “Don't go to pieces,” I said, every bit as much for my benefit as for Jake's. “Maybe... maybe she's hiding in one of these coolers,” I suggested.

      “You're not seriously going to open those things, are you?” His face was bone white, and in the light he held so close I could see his eyes trembling in their sockets. Gone was his usual facade of toughness. I was standing in the room with a scared little boy.

      The door disengaged with a click. I held my breath and took a step back, letting it fall open, and then raised my light to have a look.

      It was empty.

      There were shelves, thick things like baking sheets, but nothing was stored upon them except for what looked like toolboxes filled with metal instruments.

      “Nothing,” I said, shutting it and turning to the next. There were three such doors in total, and before I could psych myself out, I yanked open the second.

      It may have only been a shadow cast by a trunk of surgical implements, but I thought I sensed movement within the second cooler. I braced myself, loosed a small gasp, and held out the light with a quiver.

      But there was nothing.

      Wiping at my light-starved eyes with the back of my hand, I shook my head and slammed the door shut, turning to the last in the stretch. “She's not in here. It seems... it seems we were mistaken.” It was a tough pill to swallow, considering the fact that we'd followed a trail of prints down the hall to this very spot. If those hadn't been Elizabeth's, then whose were they? And where was the maker of those prints now?

      I tried not to think about it, wrapping my hand around the stocky metal handle of cooler number three. Just when I was moving to open it, I heard something, a voice from close-by, and I suddenly let go of the handle as though it'd burned me.

      “Can you hear them?” asked the voice.

      “What did you say?” I asked, turning to Jake, who remained cowering near the entrance.

      He stared back at me blankly, shrugging. “I didn't say anything.” When I refused to let him off the hook and had fixed him in a stern gaze, he continued. “Really! It wasn't me, man. What'd you hear?”

      I raked a hand through my hair, sucking in a deep breath. Returning to the cooler, I began to open it, only to pause half-way. From the seam of the door leaked a low whisper that sent my heart hammering in my chest.

      “Can you hear them?” asked the voice on the other side of the door.

      It was coming from inside the cooler.

      As furious as I was frightened, I grit my teeth and threw open the door, the hinges giving a loud crack as I did so. My light flashed across the polished steel interior and came back at me, hurting my eyes.

      What I saw within sent me reeling back towards the slab, where I dropped my phone and sent Jake into hysterics.

      “Shit! What is it, man?” He clawed at the door to his back, preparing to flee the morgue and leave me to my own devices.

      I clawed my phone up off of the floor and held it close, slumping onto my ass and looking up into the interior of the third cooler with a mist of cold sweat forming upon my brow. The thick metal shelves cast queer shadows throughout the inside of the thing, all three of them empty. But that hadn't been the case only moments ago. Where now, upon gaining my feet, I found only an empty cooler, I had seen something upon first opening it that had hit me like a kick to the gut.

      There'd been a reflection of something within that cooler. It'd been a face staring back at me from the polished metal—a white, misshapen face with enormous black eyes. I considered for just an instant that it'd been a perversion of my own reflection, but somehow that explanation didn't stick. The dimensions had been different, and the face had been too close, too detailed.

      Wheeling around, I scanned the entirety of the morgue with my light, wondering if I wouldn't find the grinning specter standing behind me. I only found Jake, his hands clumsily negotiating the handle of the main door and his wet eyes wide with terror.

      “What's in there?” he demanded, making himself very small as he pressed against the wall.

      Shaking, I slammed the cooler door shut and leaned against the slab. I shook my head, tried to reply, “Nothing”, but my voice was gone. My mouth was parched. My tongue felt like it might split in two. I knew that I must be losing it, that the darkness and stress of this visit were wreaking havoc on my mind and making me see things that weren't really there.

      I blamed my frail nerves because considering the alternative was too terrible.

      Even so, the feeling of being watched, of being accompanied in this room by some other presence, did not abate.

      I ran a palm against my face and started towards Jake, shaking my head. “It was nothing... it's just—”

      Thunk-Thunk-Thunk.

      We both jerked to alertness, glancing back at the three coolers.

      Thunk-Thunk-Thunk-Thunk-Thunk-Thunk.

      From within them came an infernal pounding. I felt my legs going weak as the sounds of unseen hands striking the insides of those cooler doors filled the room. The assault from within them was cacophonous, as if every soul that'd ever been stored within them during their operation had suddenly returned and was now clamoring to be released.

      Jake's eyes glazed over and whatever shreds of courage he'd still maintained up to that point fled him instantly. With a gasping cry, he pried open the door to the morgue and crashed out into the basement hall on his knees. From there, he managed to claw his way to a standing position, where he huddled in a tight mass against the damp wall and tried not to sob.

      I followed him, and it's fair to say that I wasn't in a much better state than he.

      Even as the door to the morgue fell shut, the pounding did not cease. If anything, it grew wilder, more agitated. Grabbing Jake's shoulder, I guided him back down the hall the way we'd come, damn near running to build as much distance as possible from the morgue.

      As we went, I noticed something that made my stomach roil and very nearly surrender its contents. We fled, jogging into the dark stretch, and kept our lights close so that we wouldn't miss the upcoming junction. But as we ran, I happened, now and then, to glance at the floor.

      The small, wet footprints we'd followed to the morgue only minutes ago were no longer there. Not a single trace of them remained, almost as if they'd never been there at all.

      “We were lured,” I gasped, slowing down and leaning against the wall. In the distance, the savage pounding from the coolers was heard to continue.

      Wiping at his eyes and throwing his light around nervously, gaze bumbling this way and that, Jake asked, “What, to the morgue?”

      I nodded. “And to this asylum. Our arriving here... on this day... was no accident.”
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      “What do you mean? What led us here?” asked Jake as we continued down the hall.

      I kept telling him the same thing. “It doesn't matter.” I was asking myself the same question but recognized that this was no time to look for answers. We needed to find Terrence and Elizabeth and leave as quickly as possible.

      “Was it the girl—Enid? The killer?” he chanced.

      “I don't know,” I replied. The sounds issuing from the morgue had faded now. Perhaps they'd stopped altogether. We'd gone straight down the hall for more than five minutes and had run most of the way. I stopped to gain my bearings, casting light all around the passage and hoping I might see a sign that would tell us where to go. My thoughts were in a frenzy, so it was possible I was simply confused, however I thought for sure we should have reached the junction by then. “OK... where are we?”

      Jake kicked at a box of plastic binders. “I don't remember some of this stuff being here,” he said. “Are we going the right way?”

      “We've been going in a straight line. We haven't had a chance to get turned around yet,” I shouted. “And, what, did you catalog everything laying around the hall when we were walking down here initially? Help me find that sign. Or a stairwell. Anything. Ignore all of this crap on the ground.”

      We paced on further, uncertainly. I listened for the sound of footsteps, hoping that either Elizabeth or Terrence—or, better yet, both—would come waltzing over to us. Except for Jake's heavy, nervous breathing and the dripping of condensation there was nothing to hear, though. Another five minutes of the same path brought us no closer to the sign we sought.

      “How is this possible?” I muttered. “We should have come across that sign by now. Where's the intersection?” I turned around, looking into the blackness behind me. “I don't even know where we are. We're in the same hall, but...” My head was starting to ache. Though the timing wasn't particularly good, I dug around in my pocket for my lighter and struck up a Viceroy.

      Given two or three solid puffs, I felt the sanity returning.

      “A-Are you allowed to smoke down here?” asked Jake.

      “I couldn't give any less of a shit about the rules here,” I barked. “I just want out.”

      Jake nodded sullenly, staying a few steps ahead so as to avoid the bulk of the smoke. “What do you think that was back there? In the morgue.”

      I took a long drag, the nicotine helping to stave off my headache. “A hallucination,” I said. “At least, that's what I'd like to believe.”

      “So, we both hallucinated that?” he asked. “How?”

      “Beats the hell out of me.” I frowned. “I'd rather not think about it, OK? Let's just focus on finding a way out of here. If we find the stairs, we can leave through the back door. Once we're out, I'll call 9-1-1, or the fucking Navy, and they can send in a bunch of guys to find Elizabeth and Terrence.” I tossed the cigarette into a puddle and watched it fizzle out. “But the longer we wander down here, the more lost we're gonna get. Remember what Terrence said.”

      Jake cocked his head to the side. “Well, I remember him saying he didn't think it was wise for us to walk through here and stir up ghosts. He believed in that stuff and thought our visit was in poor taste. I wonder why he works here at all. Like, what happened in the morgue? You couldn't pay me enough to deal with that.”

      “The building isn't usually like this,” I replied. “Tonight is special, I think. It's the anniversary of the Third Ward Incident. Had he known, then he probably wouldn't have shown up today.” It was all conjecture, but I continued anyway. “It's very possible that Terrence and Elizabeth are seeing strange things like the two of us did. This building, or whatever's in it, is playing head games with us, and I doubt we're the only targets. Something drew us to this building, wanted us to be here on this very date. And now it's got us. That's why we need to hurry up and get the fuck out.”

      Jake's complexion paled. “Yeah, but... but what? What brought us here?”

      I didn't have a good answer for that. “I don't know. Maybe it was Enid. Maybe it was that crackpot, Dr. Corvine. Maybe something else.” I studied the walls for doors, nearly tripping on a knot of damp towels that'd fallen from a teeming box. “I've felt, for a while now, that something might be waiting for us here. Something called out nightly from the asylum—reached that radio DJ. And when I got the call that night, heard it for myself, they stopped. Almost as if the caller had been trying to reach me all along—as if they knew I was going to put an ad in the paper looking for local spooks.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I'm not saying it is,” was my reply. “It's just what it seems like, under the circumstances.”

      “Well, it's been a hell of a trip,” said Jake. “If Elizabeth doesn't have her proof of the paranormal by the time we leave here I don't know what to say.”

      If we make it out of here, I nearly said.

      Something broke into the scenery to our right, catching my eye. A door. I hadn't seen it earlier, on our march to the morgue, but it looked to be of the same size and shape as the stairwell door we'd taken to the basement. It bore no sign, but lacking any other options I decided to take a peek inside.

      It was a bit stuck, having settled into its warped frame, but at opening it I glimpsed the beginning of what appeared to be a staircase. Any happiness I might've felt at the discovery ebbed away instantly as I took a step inside and realized these steps went down, rather than up. Where they led was impossible to say. A cool and soil-scented air emanated from down below, and the arc of my light revealed a bend in the concrete staircase just a few steps down.

      “I don't know for sure, but it looks like these stairs lead deeper down, into some sort of sub-cellar.” I stepped out and had another look at the outside of the door, hoping that I'd simply overlooked a label as to its purpose. None existed, though. It was simply an unmarked door.

      “What could be down there?” asked Jake. “Maybe, like, a furnace room?”

      “I'm not sure,” I admitted. “It could be something like that. We won't know unless we go down the steps.” At this point, I hesitated. “Though, this isn't the direction I'd been hoping to go. I want to go up, to the lobby.”

      “Do you think Elizabeth could be down there?” asked Jake, standing upon the top step. He then tried calling out to her. “Elizabeth? Babe?” His voice wavered. “You... you down here?”

      Icy silence prevailed.

      “Maybe we should keep walking,” I suggested. This was the first door we'd come across in some time, but descending would only serve to strand us deeper within the complex. Then again, it was possible that this set of stairs led the way to some sort of subterrane exit; the earthy smell, I wagered, could be a clue as to what awaited us. “Then again, maybe there's a way out down there. Maybe it's a tunnel, like the kind they would have used for deliveries. Know what I mean?” It was a stretch, but my desperation had made me hopeful. “Let's go down there and just have a look. If it's a dead-end, we'll double back.”

      That was good enough for Jake, who stepped aside so that I could lead the way.

      The door behind us closed with a terrible noise, and suddenly I felt we had found ourselves in a very remote compartment of the asylum indeed. With the vastness of the cellar behind us now, this stairwell—more cramped than I'd initially realized—felt like a separate world. We were marching deeper into the Earth, and my mind grazed the borders of myths about quests into the underworld. I was reminded, too, of Elizabeth's story. She'd claimed to have technically died, once, only to have been resuscitated. At returning to the world of the living she'd found herself possessed of perfect vision, a thing which she'd likened to a souvenir from the “other side”.

      Now it was our turn to descend, almost literally, into Tartarus.

      The hook in the stairs took us onto a separate flight, this one quite a bit longer than the first, and at the end of the stairs, at the edge of a smooth, concrete landing untouched by moisture or refuse, stood a door.

      But it wasn't just any door—nothing at all like the one we'd just walked through. No, this door was made of thick metal and looked as though it fronted a fallout shelter. Roughly seven feet in height and roughly the same in width, the massive, windowless door had a complicated-looking mechanism for a handle—a wheel which was held in place by a couple of claw-shaped locks.

      Jake gawked at the thing as his flashlight unearthed it from shadow.

      Its most arresting quality had nothing whatever to do with its impressive construction, however. What most captured our attention as we stood before the door was the immense amount of red duct tape that had been stretched across the thing. An entire roll, it seemed, had been used for the purpose of securing this door. Tape blocked its every seam, was threaded through the circular handle—or, it should be said, had done so.

      It appeared that very recently, the tape had been severed, pushed aside in certain places, and the door was presently sitting slightly ajar.
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      “Elizabeth.” The name left my lips immediately, on impulse. I reached out and touched the door, the metal cool and smooth.

      “You think she went inside?” asked Jake, hanging back.

      I nodded. “Look at the tape. It's been broken. There's probably a fifty-fifty chance of her still being in there.” Terrence had warned us away from any door marked in red tape; the tape was used to single out problem areas, where dangers were present. Of course, it hadn't been much a deterrent to Elizabeth, who'd wished to enter the building's furthest reaches. I stood outside the door for some time, listening, but could hear nothing within.

      To my surprise, Jake nudged me away and took hold of the door, throwing his weight into it and pulling it open. “If she's still in there, then we need to find her. She could be hurt.”

      I agreed with him, and even helped pull open the seemingly thousand-pound door, but that didn't mean I had no reservations. “Be careful,” I warned. “We don't know what's inside this room. If she's hurt, we could end up hurt, too.” The door opened just enough for the two of us to shimmy inside and we let it slam behind us. It did so with a crash that set the entire space vibrating.

      The darkness that filled this chamber was a new breed. It was a foreign darkness—perfect except for the feeble efforts our small lights made. Standing just inside the room, thoughts of Tartarus returned to me and it took a considerable effort not to run back up those stairs.

      How best to put it? This was the darkness of the grave, the darkness known only to the sightless eyes of those buried deep in the ground. Perfect blindness. I tried—and failed—to acquaint myself with the outlines of the room, quickly growing disoriented for its vastness. My light could only penetrate its depths so far before the light simply hit an insurmountable barrier of darkness. Jake's situation was the same, and so he relied instead on sound to guide his way, shouting, “Elizabeth! You in here?”

      His voice came back to us in discordant waves, an eerie sort of echolocation plumbing the depths of what must have been a room of unrivaled immensity in this asylum. We waited, shoulders tensed, but heard no audible reply to his calls.

      “What is this place?” I wondered aloud. “It's like a goddamn sports stadium underground.” I took a few steps forward. The floor was made of very smooth stone, but no matter how I squinted I couldn't make out the nearest wall. The scent of fresh earth hung heavily in the air. “What could they have kept in a place like this?”

      Jake was silent. Staying close to me, he looked back towards the door. “Maybe we should go. She's not down here. Let's go back upstairs and see about leaving the basement.”

      The room had been sealed off with a ludicrous amount of tape, which probably meant that this room housed a terrible danger of some kind. But I'd gone inside anyway, and I was determined to have a good look around. My previous hope, that this room might provide some exit to the outside world, died on the vine. But the damned impulse that'd gotten me into this mess in the first place, curiosity, waxed dominant nonetheless.

      And then I saw it—a flash of my own light reflected back at me by a pane of what appeared to be glass.

      I pointed it out to Jake and quickened my pace. “There, you see that? There's a window or something...” It soon became clear that we were looking at more than a mere window; it was a large pane of dense glass set into what looked like a small shed. As we drew nearer, the broad strokes of the thing were made clear. It was a cramped little room, fronted by a pane of what I took to be soundproof glass, and which could be accessed by a small door on the side. Standing in front of the window, I had a look within the space; there was a desk there, a single chair, a bit of clutter on the floor. “This little room looks like it was intentioned as an observation station,” I said.

      “OK... to observe what?” asked Jake.

      “Good question.” I walked over to the side door, tried the knob. It gave with a smooth click, and the two of us stepped quietly into the cozy little station. It reminded me somewhat of being at Dave Thackeray's studio. The desk and chair were in working order, relatively clean. On the desk—something I'd missed on my initial pass through the glass—was an olive green Remington typewriter straight out of the 1960's. On the floor, scattered pell-mell, were a number of books with titles like The Ganzfeld Enigma and Contemporary Parapsychology. I picked up the former, wiping dust from the cover, and flipped quickly though a few of its pages, which I found to be filled with several small bookmarks.

      Jake had a seat in the chair, stretching out his tired legs, and toyed with the typewriter. Tapping a few keys, he was surprised to find the thing clicking and hammering against what looked to be a jammed bit of crinkled paper. Fiddling with the paper release, he yanked it from the carriage and smoothed it out. “What does this mean?” he asked, focusing on a small line of printed text with his flashlight. “They're coordinates, no?”

      I glanced down at the page. It read simply, 46°08′N 86°40′W

      “Seems that way. Where'd you find that?” I asked.

      “It was left in the typewriter. Kind of jammed in there.”

      “Whoever wrote it must have left it behind in a hurry.” I returned to the book, flipping through it once more and happening upon a few black and white pictures I couldn't help but consider unsettling. Photographs of subjects in gowns strapped down to tables with strange white caps placed over their eyes; pictures of people with strange helmets on. “Well, I don't want to jump the gun, but I think we may have just found the spot where Dr. Corvine handled some of his experiments,” I said.

      “What kinds of experiments?” asked Jake.

      “Judging by the pictures in this book, it looks like some sort of sensory deprivation thing.” I nodded to the glass. “Though, if you ask me, this big, dark room is overkill for something like that.” I set the book down and picked up the page listing geographical coordinates. If I was right, and this had been where Dr. Corvine had done his infamous work, then it stood to reason that this little message had been written by that same man. I tucked it into my pocket and exited the station.

      “So, it's just a big, empty room?” Jake tried looking up all the way to the ceiling, but the light wouldn't reach. “What for? If you want to cut off someone's senses, why not blindfold 'em? Give them earplugs or something?”

      I chuckled. “Yeah, looks to me like Dr. Corvine didn't like to do things half-way. Anyhow, let's beat it. We'll go back up those stairs and hopefully meet up with Terrence. And when we do, don't tell him we've been in here. OK?”

      Jake nodded. “What was all of the tape for? On the door, I mean. Wasn't that supposed to mark some sort of problem area? Something dangerous? This room seems almost empty. Why all the tape?”

      From the darkness to our backs there emerged a sharp, bloodcurdling scream.

      My phone tumbled out of my grasp, the light going out as it bounced across the floor. Jake was so badly shaken that he stumbled. In the instant before my light had flickered off, I'd seen something in the corner of my eye—a fluttering that broke rank with the darkness.

      Movement.

      The chamber, it seemed, wasn't quite so empty after all.
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      I froze, but only because I didn't know where to run. Without a light in my hand I felt adrift in the blackness. The concept of direction lost all meaning to me.

      “Elizabeth?” cried Jake. He tugged at my sleeve, every bit as much to steady himself as to drag me closer. “It's her,” he insisted. “It's Elizabeth. She's in here somewhere.”

      The scream—tortured and shrill—cut through the air again, though I admit I heard nothing of Elizabeth in it. “If you say so,” I replied, my eyes scanning the darkness. Somewhere nearby was another presence. It watched us from the shadows, I felt sure. Around some unseen corner, biding its time just beyond the flashlight's reach... “I think there's someone in here with us,” I blurted. “I saw someone move before I dropped my light.”

      “Was it Elizabeth?”

      I shook my head gravely. That burst of silent motion in the darkness may have been a lot of things, but I felt reasonably sure it hadn't been Elizabeth.

      Jake led the way, stalking deeper into the room and calling out to his girlfriend. “Babe? It's me! Where are you? We're coming.”

      The screaming went on, grew sharper. We struck out in a different direction, the source of the cries seeming to grow at once closer and yet more distant. The floor all looked the same, and with no features in our surroundings to lock in on visually, the feeling that we were drifting aimlessly through some void persisted. I felt dizzy, my stomach sloshing, and prayed that Jake's light might reveal something in the inkiness. I wasn't sure where my phone had landed, and just then I didn't care whether I ever saw it again.

      The flashlight illuminated a sharp, metallic edge.

      Then, drawing nearer, the outline of a writhing leg.

      The foot was bare, sticking out from the edge of a crisp, white hospital gown.

      “Elizabeth!” Jake ran towards her, knocking the wind out of himself as he struck the side panel of a boxy leather procedure chair. It was a shabby thing, with deep grooves along the armrests where wrists had been bound by thick steel manacles and fingernails had carved into the material in anguish. Elizabeth's wrists had been locked into the things, and as I got closer I noticed she wore a leather strap around her neck, intended to keep her head against the headrest. Her orange hair whipped this way and that as she struggled to free herself.

      Jake and I both worked at the restraints, tugging at them impotently in the darkness. They'd been secured tightly, and it took a great deal of force to loosen the clamps that held them. When we'd made some progress on that front, Elizabeth wasted no time in wrenching her wrists free, breaking the skin in the process. Tearing the strap from her throat, she fell sideways out of the chair and collapsed in a blubbering heap.

      “B-Babe, what are you doing here?” asked Jake. He held her, tried to comfort her, but for a time it was like she didn't even know he was there. Whimpering and tugging at her hair, she seemed frightened out of her mind. When she did open her eyes, glancing up at Jake and I in the sparse light, she had the look of a wild animal.

      “Let's go,” I said, surveying the darkness once more. “I don't think we're alone here.”

      Elizabeth calmed in her whimpering just long enough to see me proven correct.

      A light slapping, as of bare feet striking the stone floors, resounded.

      The three of us—Elizabeth included—froze. Clutching Jake's arms, she shook and said, “There's someone in this room.”

      I nodded. “Who is it? Can you tell us who it is?”

      “It can see us,” she uttered, one shaky hand placed over her mouth. “It can see us better this way, in the dark.” She bit her lip, the skin looking like it might snap between her teeth. “If you sit long enough, you can hear it.” Elizabeth looked to me in particular, asking, “Can you hear them?”

      “What?” I asked. “Can I hear what?”

      From across the room there came a small burst of whitish light. My cellphone's flashlight came back on suddenly, and in its glow I glimpsed a hazy, human silhouette. Pale, with lanky limbs, it stood a mere foot from where my phone sat, its head low. A mane of tangled black hair shielded all other characteristics from view, save one.

      The figure held something in its hand that looked an awful lot like a meat cleaver.

      Jake and I took Elizabeth's arms and hauled her to her feet. Then, all but dragging her, we dove into the darkened chamber in search of the door. In our mad flight we didn't dare to turn around and look at the figure. We could feel it following us. It was a very familiar sensation by now; all throughout our tour of the asylum we'd felt these eyes upon us, had felt this presence lingering.

      We struck a solid wall and immediately began running our hands against it. No door to be found.

      Edging to the right, keeping a firm hold on Elizabeth, who was sobbing and staring back at the figure, we searched everywhere for the huge metal door we'd come in through. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity of frightened groping, I felt the cold steel of the handle. “Here it is!” I shouted. With both hands, I pulled on the handle and heard a loud, metallic click. Then, with the power of a blue chip tackle, I struck the door and felt it fall open.

      Nearly dropping the flashlight, Jake dragged Elizabeth out into the stairwell and then joined me in slamming the door shut. The red tape clung to our hands as we pulled away and began hiking out of the sub-cellar. All the while, Elizabeth wept, her gaze fixed over her shoulder.

      I didn't slow down until we'd made it back into the basement. Resting with my back to the wooden door, I palmed the cold sweat from my eyes and tried to still the racing of my heart. “Have you seen Terrence?” I asked Elizabeth when she'd regained a bit of composure.

      Cradling herself, she shook her head.

      “What were you doing down there?” asked Jake. “Why'd you go off on your own?”

      She dried her eyes and tugged on the edges of her gown. It was the only thing she wore; where her bag and clothing had gone was a mystery. “I heard... I heard a voice,” she explained. When we were in the stairwell, I heard a voice. It seemed to be coming from down in the basement, and so I went down there just to take a peek. I had planned to meet back up with you, but when I got down here I just felt so strange. And I kept hearing the voice. It kept speaking to me—I don't remember what it said—and I followed it. That's how I ended up down there.” She paused, gritting her teeth. “But it brought me down there and put me in that chair. It said that if I just stayed still, in the darkness, I'd be able to see it.”

      Ordinarily I'd have called bullshit on this entire story, but after everything Jake and I had encountered in the past hour I didn't have much trouble believing that she'd been led astray by some presence. “And? Did you see who it was?” I asked. “Was it Enid?”

      Elizabeth shook her head slowly. “I saw it,” she admitted with a shudder that rocked her entire frame. “It wasn't a person at all. But... But it was inside of Enid, once.”

      Gripped by an icy terror, I looked to Jake. “Come on, let's move. We need to get out of here. Let's try and find the stairs.”
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      Our wandering through the basement began anew. We took turns shouting for the groundskeeper, but eons passed without our hearing his step. We had only the one flashlight between the three of us and wanted desperately to make it to one of the upper floors, where at least some of the lights still worked. Meandering down the hall as quickly as we could get the shaken Elizabeth to go, we kept our eyes peeled for a stairwell or some other feature that might lead us out of the basement level.

      As before however, the passage we found ourselves in seemed to stretch on forever. We put what seemed like miles of blackness behind us, groped about moisture-slick walls and stepped over heaps of mold-ridden garbage without making visible progress. Trying to fight back both the despair and sheer terror that threatened to break me, I summoned up what little reason I still had left and attempted an explanation for this maddening trip through the cellar.

      “The air down here,” I said, slowing down very slightly, “is probably full of mold spores. When you consider everything that's been happening tonight, there's a good chance that we've all breathed in something that's making us hallucinate.” I wished for a drink of water; all of this hiking throughout the complex had left me thirsty as hell. Unable to scratch that fundamental itch, I did the next best thing and lit up another Viceroy. The orange glow of a lit cigarette was a small comfort.

      “Mold is one thing,” challenged Jake, “but there's something happening in this building that we can't explain. No mold I've ever seen can make you see things like this. Terrence would have warned us about it. And anyway, Elizabeth was led away from us by something.” He shook his head, guiding Elizabeth by the wrist. “Something is after us. It wants to separate us, to prey on us.”

      “Looks that way,” I conceded. “Would be nice if all of us were just tripping on exotic mold, though.” I looked to Elizabeth. “So, what happened to all of your stuff?”

      She shrugged. “I don't know... I don't remember any of that. I just remember going into that room. And then... I was in that chair. I can still remember its voice,” she said, wiping at her ears as though she might rid herself of the memory.

      “What was it?” I asked. “A ghost?”

      She shrugged again, the shoulder of her gown drooping to bare the ivory flesh beneath. “It didn't give a name. I don't think it was a ghost, though. It wasn't anything like a person. It was... it was an imitation of a person.”

      An imitation of a person? What the hell is that supposed to mean? I took a pensive drag. “What did it want?”

      “It wanted me to listen to it. And then... it wanted me to see it. I think it wanted to wear me,” she said, nesting close to Jake. “Like it wore Enid.”

      “It wore Enid? Is that why she went off the rails?” Elizabeth didn't answer, likely because she wasn't sure. I pressed on. “That thing we saw back there looked kind of like Enid to me.” I recalled the figure we'd left behind in the sub-cellar chamber, standing aglow in the light of my phone. At least, I hoped that we'd left it behind. A thing like that, I reckoned, wouldn't be held back by a mere door, no matter its thickness. I had a nervous look around the passage, half-expecting to see the specter standing close-by. “Is that what lured you down there? That figure?”

      She nodded. “But it's not Enid,” she was quick to explain. “It's an imposter. It remembers what she was like. It remembers how she moved, how she looked and acted. But it's not Enid. Enid's moved on. She moved on a long time ago. This other thing has been waiting for years. Gaining strength.”

      Jake was losing his cool. “Can we talk about this later? Please, let's just focus on getting upstairs.” He adjusted the collar of his hoodie, looking past a gurney stacked with steel basins. “Hey, what is that?” He singled something out ahead, circling what appeared to be a small placard with the flashlight's beam.

      STAIRS

      A few feet away, hitherto buried in darkness, was a wooden door. Hurriedly putting out my cigarette, I rushed forward and gave the knob a turn. “I'll be damned. Stairs! Where have they been all my life?” The three of us crowded in the doorway and had a glance at the stairwell that opened up before us.

      This one, thank goodness, seemed to lead back upstairs.

      “All right!” said Jake, some of the old energy coming back to his voice. “This is the way out we've been looking for. Let's go back to the ground floor. We can find our way to one of the entrances easy once we've got some lights to work with.”

      Elizabeth, though, wasn't feeling it. She stiffened, teary eyes darting about the hall. “Can you hear them?” she asked. “Can you hear them?”

      I shook my head and gave her a light push into the stairwell. “Gonna be honest, I'm getting real tired of people asking me that question. What is it you hear?” I looked back into the hall before the stairwell door fell shut, and spied nothing there except for the yawning darkness.

      “The dead,” she replied, her voice a breathy whisper. “If you sit and listen sometimes, you can hear the voices of the dead. They rise up from all around us, from cracks in the earth. That's how the dead tell you their secrets.”

      I wasn't sure what to make of that cryptic talk and tried to shrug it off. Elizabeth had been through a lot and was allowed to ramble senselessly. But the more I thought about it, the more I wondered if that hadn't been what the dead kid on Main had meant when he'd asked me, with his final breath, “Can you hear them?” Maybe he'd heard the dead calling out to him in those final moments, had heard the sounds of the next life. Corvine had asked that same question over the phone. Perhaps his experiments in sensory deprivation had been intended to make contact with something. Maybe he'd wanted to listen to these “voices of the dead”. That a respected physician would dabble in such things would have seemed far-fetched if not for the cavernous isolation chamber we'd just seen. As things stood, I figured my guess was in the right ballpark.

      We made our way up the flight of stairs quickly, and when we came upon the door to the first level, we wasted no time in bursting through it. We found ourselves at the center of some long, unlit corridor. It was dark, though at the far end of the hall I could make out the flickering of those sparse, unreliable bulbs I'd seen during our earlier wanderings. The sight of them made my heart soar. “All right!” I led the other two down the dark hall, towards the light. “Let's see where we're at.”

      The rooms we were passing—spartan rooms often lacking in toilets and sinks—looked familiar to me, though something about them set me ill at ease. The doors to most sat open, giving us a look into their shadowed depths, but I couldn't for the life of me get over the sensation that, from a great and many of these rooms, something was looking back at us as we went by. Jake kept the light focused straight ahead, carving a path through the night-tinged hall, and only lowered it as we neared the flickering chandelier I'd pointed out.

      That was when the last piece fell into place. I stopped abruptly at the bend, looking down the next stretch of hall and no longer much comforted by the chandelier overhead. “How... How did we...”

      The other two seemed to share my dismay. They stared at the door before us, marked with a roman numeral III and a fair bit of red tape, in silence, though their terrified eyes said much.

      “How did we end up here?” I managed to croak.

      “We went up one flight of stairs, from the basement. But this... this is the third ward. That's supposed to be on the second floor, r-right?” whispered Jake. “Did we... did we go up two flights?” He looked to Elizabeth, but she was still staring at the door, chest heaving and eyes glazed over in fright.

      From the other side of that door came a most unexpected sound.

      The ringing of a telephone.

      I tensed at the noise, taking a few steps towards the door and listening more closely. From somewhere just inside the ward, a phone was ringing off the hook. “Do you hear that?” I asked.

      They nodded, sticking close behind me. “Where is it coming from?” squeaked Elizabeth.

      “In here, just beyond the door.” I placed a hand against the cold metal of the door and left it there till I'd gathered the nerve to tear away the tape and push it open. The hinges groaned and the lights to our back flickered as I stepped into the third ward.

      Except for one light, which brightened and dimmed, brightened and dimmed some distance down the hall, the ward we'd entered was completely dark. I waited for Elizabeth and Jake to come through the doorway and then trained my ears on the ringing. It was clearer now, closer, and upon borrowing Jake's flashlight it took me only a moment to discover the source. In a walled-off alcove that must have once served as a nurse's station, I discovered a countertop whereupon sat an old rotary phone. It rattled against the counter with each ring, a frayed cord jutting out of its back end like a rat's tail.

      Stepping into the alcove, I looked back to my companions and motioned to the phone. It seemed poised to ring endlessly until someone answered it, and having tired of its shrill noise I picked up the receiver.

      The ringing stopped. It was some time before I could muster up the nerve to bring the phone to my ear.

      “H-Hello,” I said quietly, gripping the dusty receiver and waiting with bated breath for a reply.

      What came in answer to my voice was not a single reply, but many. A mass of whispering voices rose up out of the silence in a harsh mass.

      The voices were frail, but taken all at once they swelled into something like white noise. Try as I might I couldn't make sense of what I was hearing, and I moved to set the receiver down, only to drop it onto the counter. With a jerk I backed away and struck the wall with my back, nearly toppling Jake who stood close-by.

      “What's wrong?” asked Elizabeth, stepping back into the hall. “Who was it?”

      I couldn't answer her. Instead I dragged them from the nurse's station and tried not to hyperventilate. The phone I'd picked up, as it turned out, hadn't been connected to anything. I'd glimpsed the end of its cord, which had been rolled into a neat loop, hanging from the edge of the counter. And at the same time, I'd seen something else. Something—or, more accurately, many things—moving just beyond the edge of the alcove. “There's something in there,” I managed.

      The whispers I'd heard hadn't been coming from the phone at all, but from the other side of that counter, where several pale figures could be seen to crouch in the shadow. They'd covered their faces with their bluish hands, one and all, and swayed back and forth against each other. I'd brought them to light for only an instant before my nerve had gone, but that had been enough. They were cadaverous things, with long, yellow nails much overgrown, and none among them wore a scrap of clothing. They looked like they belonged back in the morgue, like they were waiting to be autopsied.

      The things crouched behind the counter had no interest in pursuing us. Rather, they seemed to be hiding from something themselves and wished to stay out of sight. Jake and Elizabeth both asked me what I'd seen, but as I looked out across the third ward, my stomach dropped.

      The sole light along the hall found some stability and began to burn brightly, highlighting in its warm yellow glow the form of a shambling figure. The white gown and black hair were the first features to come to light as the thing lurched towards us, followed by the glint of something it held in its hand.

      The cleaver, I realized. Backing into the other two, I reached behind me and sought out the handle to the ward entry door, muttering, “It's coming.”

      Jake stood before Elizabeth as if to shield her from the thing which now came down the hall with its jerky, exaggerated movements, but he soon joined me in trying to open the door. For her part, Elizabeth cradled her arms, clutched her shoulders, and stood frozen in terror as the figure lumbered closer.

      The door was giving us trouble. The handle was stuck and no matter how we shook it, it wouldn't come loose. I watched as the thing drew nearer. Its footfalls were audible now, but as it left the light behind its features became less clear. Its face—or what could be seen of its face—was the color of ivory. As its hair swayed from side to side, I glimpsed what appeared to be a messy, pasty netting of a face draped over a skeletal frame. Its eyes, one larger than the other, were mere holes packed with shadow. An unusual mouth rounded out its visage, cut unevenly so that it had the look of a lopsided jack-o'-lantern's grin. Its features did not move or shift in any way; these pits of eyes did not blink; the jagged maw did not close.

      It's an imitation, was the first thing that came to mind. An imposter. There's nothing human about it at all.

      The door clicked, and the three of us all but fell through it.

      Light poured into the third ward from the doorway, giving us our best look yet at the approaching figure. With a meat cleaver squeezed tightly within its bony fist, the specter marched directly towards us, its face mercifully obscured by tangles of black hair. It gave the weapon an awkward swing, hacking at the air, and then jerked unnaturally to one side as it began to run. The ward was filled with the smacking sound of its pasty feet as they struck the floor.

      The lights above us winked out, and in the next instant the flashlight I held also turned off. No matter how I mashed the power button, it wouldn't come back on.

      We were thrust into perfect darkness. Meanwhile, the monstrosity's footfalls were getting closer. Much closer.

      Fueled by panic, I took hold of both Jake and Elizabeth's hands and yanked them down the hall. I had no planned route, no idea whether we could hope to outrun the thing, but I tore off into the darkness all the same.

      It's just like that night, twenty-eight years ago, I realized. The Third Ward Incident is playing out all over again. Though none among the living could say for sure, I believed that the terrible specter behind us was re-tracing Enid's original route through the asylum.

      “W-Where are we going?” asked Jake, his shoulder bumping hard into the wall as I dragged him. He let go of my hand and tried to feel out the features of the hall. In doing so, he nearly tripped all three of us.

      “It's happening again,” I blurted. “The Third Ward incident. It's happening again. It's coming for us.” For nearly three decades, the monstrous presence responsible for the killing spree had remained in the building, biding its time. Only now had it gained the power to manifest. I'd been right; our turning up at the asylum on this night had been no coincidence. Something had wanted us here.

      We were fated to become the newest victims in a killing spree that had never really ended.
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      We were mice in a maze.

      Blind mice.

      From behind us there came the steady footfalls of our pursuer. Sometimes they quickened, at other times they slowed, but never once did they completely stop.

      This was a life and death situation, and yet none among us had any designs to attempt self-defense. Like Elizabeth had initially claimed, the thing that now shambled through the darkness behind us was not human, and an attack on our part, no matter how coordinated, would never succeed. Confronting the monstrosity in the darkness seemed like a good way to catch the business-end of that cleaver.

      And so, we ran.

      Elizabeth was hyperventilating, barely able to keep up the pace. She would stop now and then to listen, and would have to be dragged by Jake, who would have outrun me if not for his girlfriend's constant pauses. “It's coming,” she kept saying; and though Jake and I didn't have the least doubt about that, the certainty in her voice as she said it seemed to suggest a nebulous link between her and the specter.

      Jake picked her up and slung her over one shoulder, charging forward. Winded, he reached out and grabbed the back of my jacket, asking, “Where are we going to go? How will we know if we're going the right way?”

      It was a sensible question, but I was in no position to give a proper answer. At that very moment I wasn't even sure where I was. That certain death or injury might lurk behind any door was a real possibility, but I saw no option but to keep going. Eventually, either we'd find some light and gain our bearings, or the thing would catch up to us.

      There was a thud as Jake struck what felt like a metal door. Running his hands across it, he singled out the handle and, when he couldn't open it normally, he began to kick it. I joined in and the lock gave out with the ringing of fallen screws. Taking Elizabeth's hand once more, Jake led the way into this new section, but he didn't get far.

      “What the fuck?” Jake hit the ground with a thud, and Elizabeth followed.

      “What's wrong?” I asked. I stopped where I was, let the door fall shut behind me. The footsteps were quiet then; we'd bought ourselves a bit of breathing room.

      “I tripped...” muttered Jake. He began to right himself, but then I heard him drop back onto the floor, a tortured groan flying from his lips.

      “What's wrong?” I asked again. “What happened?” This passage seemed identical to the last one. The air smelled the same, the floor beneath my feet felt the same and there wasn't a hint of light to be seen anywhere. We were in yet another windowless stretch.

      Jake rose to his feet and hauled Elizabeth up with him. His voice was tremulous as he finally replied, “A body.”

      I inhaled sharply, taking a step back. “A body?”

      “I tripped on a body,” he said, his voice reduced to a frightened whisper. “I felt it. I felt it's skin...”

      “That can't be.” I edged a few steps down the hall, reaching out into the blackness for Jake or Elizabeth. Our hands met, and we continued ambling down the hall just as the smacking of bare feet sounded outside the door. “We've got to move. Come on.”

      In the darkness, I thought I heard Jake sobbing.

      We ran for all we were worth down the passage, our feet rattling loose floor tiles along the way. We'd made it about a hundred yards when it was my turn to wipe out on an unseen obstacle. The top of my foot caught something awkwardly and I sailed to the ground, landing face-first. “Son of a bitch!” I started to pick myself up, but in doing so could not avoid groping the object that had caused my fall.

      My hand grazed cool flesh.

      Springing to my feet, I backed up until I struck the nearest wall and fought a wave of nausea. I'd touched what I could only guess was a human face. The skin had been taut and cold. My palm had pressed down upon what I took for a wide, spongy nose. My fingers had met the edges of both pursed, coarse lips and glassy, staring eyes.

      A body.

      The second one down this passage.

      “Are you OK?” asked Elizabeth from across the hall.

      “Another body,” I said. Perhaps we had just encountered the remains of squatters, or perhaps the body I'd just felt had been Terrence's. A third, more convincing explanation came to mind as the footsteps grew in volume down the hall, however. “The victims... Enid murdered three patients and two staff members...”

      It seemed that the three of us had been swallowed up into a world where the Third Ward Incident was being actively played out. We had one leg in the present and the other in the past—were subjected to the intense memories that the asylum had held for twenty-eight years.

      I shook off my disgust and continued down the hall. “Five people died that night,” I said. “Two of them along this hall, it seems.”

      Elizabeth and Jake bumped into me as we kept on. “The dead have been stuck in this building all this time,” she said with a teary edge to her voice. “Their spirits haven't been able to move on because of that thing...”

      “Maybe,” I replied, “but I'm not interested in that. We've got to leave before this thing can claim anymore lives.”

      “Hold on!” blurted Jake with uncharacteristic excitement. He stopped to empty his pockets and drew out his cell phone. Tapping the screen, the passage was lit by a dim white glow. “Holy shit, I forgot I had this on me.” He squinted at it. “Got enough battery to use the flashlight, at least.” Putting the flashlight on, he allowed himself a sigh of relief and canvassed our surroundings for the first time.

      What we saw sent us running faster than ever before.

      Some ten feet behind us, rolling onto its stomach, was the body I'd tripped over. Dressed in white scrubs, the figure, a young nurse, turned an ashen face towards us and wheezed, “Please, help me...” She'd been slashed across the neck, and the front of her outfit had turned red with blood. The wound opened and closed as she strained to sit up, its frayed edges puckering like a second mouth and loosing a spray of crimson.

      We were in the second ward. This was technically familiar ground to us; we'd visited it briefly before we'd gone looking for Elizabeth in the basement. I combed through my memories of the place and tried to recall the exact route we'd taken to get here with Terrence. With Jake's cell phone pointed directly ahead, we dashed down the empty hall and kept our eyes peeled for another door. A stairwell was what we really needed, and another minute of running saw us discover one across from the second ward's exit, right near the stretch of abandoned doctor's offices.

      We piled into the stairwell, taking the steps down two at a time. “What if it doesn't work?” asked Jake, waving the light around us and singling out the door that would—we prayed—admit us to the ground level.

      It was true, this building had a way of playing tricks on us. We'd been misled by it all night, had become hopelessly lost despite our best efforts. In the event that the stairwell spit us out anywhere but the first floor, the plan would remain the same, however. Until we'd found a way out, we wouldn't stop.

      We barreled through the door and into a section that, with the aid of Jake's light, I thought I recognized. To our right was a metal door marked with a roman numeral I—a portion of the first ward we'd toured earlier. To our left was an unmarked door, which led to a stretch of offices and lounges. “We've been here,” I said. “At least, I think we have. This spot looks familiar. I think we came through here with Terrence.”

      Jake agreed. “Yeah, definitely. I remember this place. We were definitely here. If we just go to the left, we'll make our way to the back door.” Without waiting for us to come to a consensus, Jake kicked open the unmarked door to the left and led Elizabeth to the hall full of nursing offices.

      There wasn't an office in sight, however.

      The hall ahead of us looked an awful lot like the hallway we'd just left behind on the upper level—down to the writhing corpse on the floor. The nurse's blonde curls were matted to her face with blood as she screamed, “Help me!” Jake pulled his light away, leaving the nurse buried in darkness, but still the sounds of her blood-slick hands slapping the floor persisted.

      And with them came a smattering of rapid, familiar footfalls.

      We reversed our course, slipped through the door and found ourselves again in the hall leading up to the first ward. Jake slumped against the wall, tearing at a fistful of his hair. “I don't get it...” His eyes were red, as were his cheeks. “What's happening to us? This building does whatever it wants. Are we going crazy?” he demanded. “That was the scene we just left upstairs. How is that possible? How? Tell me!”

      I looked down the opposite end of the hall, the end that would take us into the first ward, cafeteria and subsequently towards the front entrance. I wandered a few steps from the two of them and tried to understand what was happening to us. “We tried to find our way to the back entrance. But the building didn't like that.” I kneaded my brow with the heel of my palm. “Whatever's calling the shots in this building wants us to go a certain way. That must be it. There's a correct route we're supposed to walk, guys. If we stray from it...” I waved at the unmarked door. “Then it's going to mess with us. Our only option is to go where the building wants us to go.”

      “No, fuck that!” shouted Jake. “Why should we? If the building has its way then we're going to walk right into that—that thing!” He wiped at his eyes and tried to keep from breaking down.

      Elizabeth stepped out towards the center of the hall and joined me, pointing in the direction of the first ward. “I think that the thing in this building... the presence... wants us to follow the same route Enid took.” She took another step. “Professor, you said that you think the Third Ward Incident is repeating itself, right? Well, maybe this thing wants us to trace the same path, wants us to go the same places Enid did that night. Do you remember where that trail ended?”

      I nodded. “They found Enid's body in the front lobby, near the door.” For some reason, the thing in the asylum was herding us towards the front of the building. I couldn't be sure of its reasons for doing so, but that was enough for me to act on. “All right, then. Let's aim for the front lobby. We'll break the goddamn door down if we have to.”

      Jake stared at the two of us as though we were insane, but the sound of footsteps coming from the other side of the door compelled him to join us. “This is stupid... insane! If we go where it wants it's just going to kill us!”

      I pushed into the first ward and jogged down the hall, just behind the edge of the light that came from Jake's phone, and kept an eye out for the cafeteria entrance. Unless I was mistaken, this hall would go on for several hundred feet before terminating in a set of double doors. After that, the way to the front would be as simple as running across the cafeteria and through a stunted hallway just beyond.

      The hall came to an end and—as I'd expected—the massive cafeteria came into view on the other side of the doors that turned up there. “I think we're onto something,” I said, wasting no time in crossing the cafeteria. We bypassed the rows of folded tables, the dark and lonely counters where the lunch ladies had once doled out food, and were aided by a watery band of moonlight that seeped in through the high-set windows. My legs and lungs were burning. This was more exercise than I'd done in ages. Fear filled in the gaps where my spotty athleticism would have usually held me back.

      We were more than half-way across the cafeteria when I spotted the door that would lead us to the front. Except for the sounds of our hurried flight, there was only silence, which made me wonder if we hadn't managed to escape our pursuer. “Come on!” I shouted. Exiting the cafeteria, I found myself in the small hallway leading up to the front entrance, and at its terminus I could make out something glorious.

      Moonlight.

      Jake and Elizabeth caught up, joining me as I burst out into the front lobby.

      I could have wept at the sight of those glass doors. After having wandered in solid darkness for so long—having been turned around and driven to the brink of insanity by the building's sinister will—we were now standing before an exit. The doors, I recalled, had been shut from the outside with chains, but that wouldn't deter us. I marched over to the alcove packed with old wheelchairs, and with Jake's help, carried one over towards the doors. We sized up the largest pane, the one that would be the easiest for us to crawl through, and launched the chair.

      It struck the glass and set the doors vibrating, bouncing to the floor. The glass was apparently thicker than it looked, and except for a scuff mark, there'd been no damage to it. We needed a more direct attack, to use something blunt on a single point.

      “Try and pull a piece off of the wheelchair,” suggested Elizabeth. She tugged the leather backing off of one, revealing the long bits of rectangular steel that served to reinforce the backrest. “Use it like a battering ram.” She took a step back, holding the phone in her hand, and peered back into the hallway from which we'd come. “H-Hurry up!” she shrieked. “It's coming.”

      I spared only a quick glance over my shoulder before joining Jake in attacking the glass. Sure enough—slowly, unsteadily, and with a strange turn of its head that brought its malformed countenance into view—the monstrosity was coming down the hall towards the lobby. Its ragged mouth sagged open and its vacuous eyes burned with shadow. The skin of its face was spread very thin—a papery layer of normalcy dabbed across something nightmarish. This imposter wasn't fooling anyone; its every movement was hideously unnatural.

      The moment of truth had come. We were either going to break through this door or we were going to perish at the hands of this monster. Jake and I held the chair between us and heaved it into the glass—with the steel backing of the chair as a two-pronged ram—for everything we were worth. The metal pieces connected and sent a hairline fracture spreading through the pane. We repeated the process two more times before the glass fully spiderwebbed and we were able to kick the pane to pieces.

      From the new opening the smell of fresh air entered the lobby. The smell of freedom.

      Elizabeth, pale and shaking, was almost on top of us. She'd kept backing away from the approaching figure till there was no more room for her to retreat. Her back bumped against the door and she dropped the cell phone.

      Not that we needed it anymore.

      There was more than enough moonlight in the space for us to make out the terrible thing that stood in the room mere feet from us.

      Elizabeth went first. I stepped aside as she and Jake bent down and crawled out the door. Scurrying through the mess of broken glass, they arrived on the outside and then screamed for me to follow them.

      I was the only one left in the building with that thing. It stared back at me—if empty sockets full of shadow can be said to stare—from within arm's reach, but to my surprise, it didn't move to touch me. I stood there for an instant, unable to do much but wince in fright, before my survival instincts fully kicked in and I dropped to my knees. Shards of glass dug into my pant legs as I crawled out of the building army style.

      The feel of the breeze against my skin was just about the most beautiful goddamn thing I'd ever felt.

      The three of us were out.

      Gaining my feet, I joined the other two, panting, and looked through the glass doors at the interior of the lobby, where the figure still stood.

      To my terror, it began to move. For some time it had remained stationary, but it turned out that it had merely been waiting its turn. The specter dropped onto all fours and skittered quickly through the break in the glass, joining us outside.

      My heart seized.

      For a moment, time stopped. No one breathed. The abomination paused outside the entrance and appraised us from behind its tangled mane. Its misshapen maw slipped open further in what seemed to me a smile.

      And then, like a patch of fog caught in the sunlight, the figure slowly disappeared. Atom by atom it faded into nothingness until it was just the three of us standing outside the dark old building. When it had gone, I turned to the others, still dizzy with fear, and fell onto my ass. “What just happened?” I asked.

      Elizabeth and Jake had no words and joined me in the grass, shuddering. From around the corner there came a faint beam of light. It bobbed up and down until its source came round the bend and joined us out front.

      It was Terrence.

      Covered in grime and looking generally like hell, the groundskeeper gave us a once-over, turned to the recently shattered door, and, yanking off his ball cap to smooth out the thinning hair beneath, he said, “Jesus Christ, what'd you do that for?”

      I fiddled around in my pocket for my pack of smokes, drawing out the last of them with numb, twitching fingers. Once I'd gotten it lit, I took a long drag and closed my eyes as the nicotine did its work. “It's a long story,” I replied. “But for what it's worth, we're happy to see you, too, Terrence.”

      “You know how long you were in there for?” he spat. “Some six goddamn hours. It's almost two in the morning, you know that? What in the hell were you getting up to in there, huh? Did you break anything else?” Terrence knelt down to examine the damage to the door, then pointed a jagged finger at Elizabeth. “And where the hell did you go back there, young lady? I was looking for you all till just now—was gettin' ready to call in the National Guard. What do you have to say for yourselves?”

      I flicked a cone of ash from my cigarette and gave him a weary smile. “What's the closest place we can find a stiff drink? There's some time left before last call.”
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      We made our peace with Terrence and gave him a rather abridged version of events. He claimed we'd been in the asylum for almost six hours, and that he'd walked almost the entirety of the grounds looking for us. I explained to him that Jake and I had found Elizabeth in the basement, in the sub-cellar isolation chamber, but to my surprise he denied knowledge of any such place.

      “You must be confused,” insisted Terrence. “There's nothing below the basement. It's a mess down there and it's easy to get turned around, but there ain't nothing down below that level—I'd know, as I've seen the blueprints for the joint.” He looked at Elizabeth with utter confusion, asked where her clothes had gone, why she was wearing an old, dirty gown. She didn't answer except to apologize for all we'd put him through.

      I assured him that we hadn't damaged anything in the asylum and that the broken glass out front had been the only casualty. After having been lost so many hours, I told him we'd grown panicked and hadn't been able to find our way to the back lobby where he'd initially let us in. He seemed to buy it and said he'd do something about the broken glass.

      “I'll throw a board over it, I guess. Tell Mr. Blake it was broke when we got here. If I tell him what really happened, he'll just get pissed at me for letting you all out of my sight for so long.” When we'd followed him back to the parking lot and I'd slipped into the driver's seat of my Cavalier, he leaned up next to my window and asked, “So, what'd y'all see in there? What had you so frightened? When I found you out there, sitting in the grass, you all looked like death.”

      Jake and Elizabeth were huddled in the back seat, silent. I started the car and shook my head. “It's like you said. We shouldn't have come here looking to stir things up, Terrence.”

      We thanked the groundskeeper for his time and sped through the lot towards the exit. The guard out front opened the gate for us and was feeling chatty. “Damn, you guys were in there for a long time,” he said. “How'd it go?”

      “I wouldn't recommend it,” I uttered as I coasted onto the highway.
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* * *

      I slept in the Cavalier for the first time since I was in college. Still shaky and exhausted, I drove the three of us back to campus in near-silence and parked in an empty lot near the student union where we all fell asleep until a cop knocked on my window and advised me not to loiter. From there, I went by Dorchester Hall and dropped off Elizabeth and Jake before heading back to my apartment.

      It was on the drive back to the dorm, in the hour before sunrise, that we first talked about what we'd seen in the asylum.

      “We made it out,” said Jake. “You were right, professor. We just had to follow the right path, give the building what it wanted, and it would let us out.”

      Elizabeth leaned away from him, legs crossed and her fingers picking at the edges of the gown. “The thing in the asylum wanted us to show it the way out. We followed the same path Enid did that night, twenty-eight years ago. But whereas Enid was stopped before she could leave the asylum, there was no one there to stop us from leaving—and from it following us out.”

      I glanced back at her in the rearview, my eyes burning for the shitty sleep. “What are you saying?”

      She chose her words very carefully. “I think we've done a very bad thing. Whatever that monstrosity in the asylum was, it had been waiting all this time for something to let it out. It was the thing that entered Enid, the thing that made her do such terrible things, and it tried to escape with her after the murders. After all those years, it had gained enough power to call out to the world, to lure people inside. And once it had us inside, it used us—forced us to re-live the night of the murders and made us show it the way out. I can't help but think we've done a terrible thing.”

      I shrugged, bringing the car to a stop outside their dorm and shifting into park. Maybe she was onto something. I couldn't be sure. I was just happy to be out of there.

      Jake opened his door. “There's no sense in worrying about it, babe. We escaped the building. The thing—whatever it was—is gone now.”

      Elizabeth sighed, stepping out of the car after him. “I hope you're right, but... I don't think it is, Jake.”

      I told them both to get some sleep and waved goodbye.

      The minute I pulled away and watched them disappear into the dorm building from my side mirror, I found I missed them.

      At that moment, I really didn't want to be alone.
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* * *

      Prior to heading back to my apartment, I visited a big box store to pick up a few things. First, I bought a prepaid burner cell phone to replace the one I'd lost back at the asylum. Next, recalling the cassette tape I had in my pocket, I scored a small tape player for about fifteen bucks. Though I didn't have the nerve to listen to it just then, I hoped that the tape, which featured a dictation by Dr. Corvine, might provide a few answers to the horrors we'd faced in the asylum.

      I spent nearly the whole of March 29th in bed, snoring away. I found myself plagued by nightmares, but they were brief things, and when I finally awoke late at night, I couldn't remember what they'd been about.

      The apartment seemed stuffy and altogether too quiet. I'd slept with the light on in my room for the first time since childhood, and upon waking I switched on every other light in the place to ward off the shadows. After a shower, I put on a change of clothes and hiked down the road to the Corner Grill, where I enjoyed a burger, fries and soda at 1 AM.

      As expected, Moorlake had become a ghost town. The streets were empty. Though they remained open over the break, the clubs and bars were practically abandoned, and everywhere I went the poor saps scheduled to work them looked miserably bored. Loud dance music poured from the open doors and windows for the enjoyment of no one in particular.

      I was feeling restless as I walked back to the apartment. I encountered no one as I shuffled down the sidewalk, but I didn't exactly feel alone—the constant push of foreign eyes made certain of that. Though the streets were clear, I thought that someone must be standing in one of the many darkened windows of downtown, staring at me as I passed. The night was warm, but I pulled up the collar of my jacket nonetheless.

      When I got home, I locked my front door and then, out of nervous impulse, went back to it twice to ensure it remained locked. Then, pulling all of the blinds closed, I took to pacing and wondered if I shouldn't just go back to bed. Though I'd spent most of the day sleeping, I didn't feel particularly rested. I sat down in my recliner and cable surfed for a bit, if only to give the food in my stomach a chance to digest, when my gaze was drawn to the TV stand. There, I'd left the cassette tape I'd found in the asylum storeroom, wrapped in the sheet of paper Jake had freed from Corvine's old Remington.

      It was morbid curiosity that saw me mute the television and wander over to the tape. I picked it up, unwrapped it, and had a look at the single line of text—geographical coordinates—that stretched across the top of the paper. They read: 46°08′N 86°40′W

      I sat down at my computer and punched the coordinates into Google, curious what they might correspond to. Maybe they were to coordinates to Dr. Corvine's favorite fishing spot, I mused. Surprisingly however, the coordinates corresponded to a spot up north, in the vicinity of the remote Hiawatha National Park. Taking things further, I took the coordinates, or rather the address they corresponded to, and punched it into a satellite mapping service which gave me a bird's eye view of the spot. I was shown an expanse of dense forest, at the center of which appeared a small structure. Zooming in further, it soon became clear that I was looking at a remote cabin.

      The sight perplexed me. That the coordinates matched up to a cabin in the middle of a vast wilderness seemed like more than mere coincidence to me, and yet I had to wonder why Corvine had gone to the trouble of typing them out. What significance did the cabin have to the doctor? I stared at the grainy image of the cabin for a long while before turning my attention to the cassette.

      Unwrapping the tape player I'd bought earlier that day, I slipped a pair of AA's into it and then rewound the tape to the very beginning. I hate to admit that I startled as the rewinding was complete and the button clicked.

      Setting the tape player on the table beside my laptop, I hit the PLAY button and sat down on the edge of my bed to listen.

      “This is William Reynholm Corvine, M.D., dictating notes on patient Enid Lancaster, medical record number 44444. The date is March 26th, 1989. 2200 hours.”

      A chill wormed its way into my bones as the doctor's voice filled the air. I was called back to my visit to the radio station, to the queer call I'd received there, which had drawn me to the asylum in the first place. The voice was the same.

      “Routine vitals were taken prior to treatment, all within normal ranges, and again five minutes after the administration of five micrograms of Scotophobin—SPN-006. Heart rate increased a great deal, though it was measured in the expected range. Patient was restrained and instructed to remain calm.” Suddenly, the dictation took a different turn. Corvine began talking frankly about the progress of his prescribed treatment. “I have had doubts, I admit, as to the subject's suitability for this line of experimentation. Already afflicted with an intense fear of the dark, the Scotophobin—SPN-006 had, in previous, higher, dosages, elicited a purely frightened response. At five micrograms however, real progress has been made. She has begun to hear—and see—things in the chamber with her beyond the range of ordinary experience. The occupant of the chamber has made itself known to her, resulting in a marked agitation on the part of the patient. This is not wholly unexpected; previous tests at Hiawatha with a less refined version of the drug prepared me for the possibility of aggression, and I have seen to it that the patient remains in restraints until the session is complete. We are very near a breakthrough, I suspect.”

      Something about that wording, “The occupant of the chamber,” gave me pause. I stopped the tape, reclining on my bed. Was he talking about that monstrous thing that had followed us through the asylum? The “imposter”, as Elizabeth had called it?

      I went back to my web browser, pulled up the map site where I once again looked at the bird's eye still of the little cabin just outside the Hiawatha National Forest. “...Previous tests at Hiawatha...” Was I to believe that this cabin belonged to Corvine, and that he'd carried out the first stages of his research there? That's certainly what it sounded like.

      To hear others tell it, W. R. Corvine had lost his medical license after the closure of Chaythe Asylum, when he was found to have carried out unsanctioned experiments on his patients with untested drugs. This Scotophobin—SPN-06 was probably one such drug. It had been said that all of the doctor's notes and research had disappeared along with the man himself, though in listening to this tape I felt I'd just come across a trail of breadcrumbs that might lead me to both.

      There was no telling whether Dr. Corvine still lived. If he did, then he was likely a very old man. But what of this cabin in Hiawatha? The picture was rough, but as best I could tell the structure was sound. It was possible that the doctor had absconded to this private residence of his along with his research in 1989, to avoid the prying eyes of the Ohio medical board.

      If I went there now, would I find anything?

      Would the doctor himself be waiting for me? And, if so, what would he be able to tell me about the thing the three of us had encountered in Chaythe Asylum—the thing that he had, seemingly through illicit scientific research, loosed upon the world?

      For a long time, I simply stretched out on the bed, wishing I'd bought more cigarettes.

      I considered listening to more of the tape, but stayed my hand each time, not sure that I wanted to dig any deeper into this. We'd gone far enough, hadn't we? I was no longer a skeptic—I'd become the complete opposite, in fact. I was poised to become a regular at Sunday Mass after all I'd seen.

      It was March the 30th now. There were ten more days of spring break left. Ten days till I'd resume my normal schedule and go back to lecturing my single class. Ten more days before I'd have to see Phil, my insufferable office mate, again. To be quite honest, that life sounded pretty comforting to me. If I'd had the opportunity, I'd have called off the break entirely and returned to teaching the next day.

      But that wasn't an option.

      Like it or not, I had a lot of free time on my hands. A full ten days, to be precise.

      Ten whole days to sit and think. To ask questions. To concern myself with things that were dark and intriguing but that were, undoubtedly, none of my concern.

      Perhaps I would dig a little deeper.

      Perhaps we hadn't gone far enough yet.

      The three of us had experienced something terrifying in that asylum, and at the moment it seemed to be over. But what if it hadn't truly ended? What if Elizabeth was right? “I think we've done a very bad thing,” she'd said of letting the monstrosity—the so-called “occupant”—out of the building. Maybe it would be wise, I thought, to take things a little further; to trace this horror to its root so that we might ensure its elimination. Would it be such a bad thing for us to follow this lead? Surely I wasn't the only one who wanted to understand what we'd been through. Our only chance at finding answers—and an admittedly fleeting one, at that—resided in this remote Michigan cabin that appeared tied to the infamous doctor. I did some quick calculations and found that the cabin was only a seven hour drive from campus. It didn't seem far at all. Not far enough for me to drop the idea of going there altogether.

      I picked up my phone and tapped out a text to Elizabeth. “It's Prof. Barlow. Got a new number. I found something interesting. It has to do with the asylum. Are you and Jake up for a road trip?”

      With that, I tucked my phone into my pocket and set out to the nearest gas station for a pack of smokes.

      I'd handed over a crumpled five to the tired clerk in exchange for a pack of Viceroys when my phone began to buzz against my hip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Thank you for reading!

        

      

    
    
      I hope you've enjoyed Asylum.

      If you’d like to pre-order the next book in the Afterlife Investigations trilogy, Forest, you can find it here:

      

      Pre-order “Forest” on Amazon.com

      

      Please consider leaving a review for this book. Your reviews are invaluable to me; they help me to hone my craft and help new readers find my books.

      

      If you'd like to know about new books the moment they’re released, consider joining my mailing list below for news and updates!

      

      Subscribe to Ambrose Ibsen's newsletter here:

      http://eepurl.com/bovafj
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