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      I slipped a finger between the blinds and had a look outside. It was dark. Empty sidewalks, empty streets. A stray cat brushed against a lamppost, its black tail sticking straight up like an antenna. My phone told me it was 6 AM. The sun should have been on its way up, I thought. It was probably just paranoia, but I almost felt like the sun was messing with me, staying hidden to prolong the night.

      Jake stood against the wall of my living room, arms crossed. His brown eyes were heavy, and dark circles had taken up residence beneath them. Poor guy had probably gotten dragged out of bed. By the looks of it he hadn't even had a chance to look in the mirror and smooth out the cowlicks in his hair.

      Sitting crosslegged in my recliner, her tangerine hair pulled into a messy ponytail, was Elizabeth. She cradled the tape recorder in her hands, staring down at it as though it were some holy relic.

      “That ain't the Shroud of Turin, you know. You can hit the buttons, if you want. Start it up.” I stepped away from the window and buried my hands in the pockets of my robe. Pacing past Jake, I entered the kitchenette and set about getting caffeinated. “I'm going to put on some coffee,” I announced, throwing open the cupboard. “But I've only got two mugs. You two will have to share.”

      I'd been doing some research that night. Having tracked down a cabin in the Hiawatha National Forest region that might have belonged to Dr. W. R. Corvine, I'd given Elizabeth a ring and told her what I'd found. The tape in her hands contained a lengthy dictation by the doctor.

      The doctor who'd performed illicit experiments on a certain patient at Chaythe Asylum.

      My hand trembled a bit as I dumped ground coffee into my french press. Memories of the asylum were still so fresh that if I closed my eyes, a part of me still thought I was trapped inside. Ever since getting back to my apartment from there the night before and putting on all of the lights in a terrified frenzy, I hadn't turned off a single one. Elizabeth and Jake had remarked on the brightness upon entering, but neither had really complained about it. I imagined their dorm rooms had been similarly lit up.

      The three of us had spent upwards of six hours wandering the shuttered madhouse on the evening of March 28th, only to encounter something horrific inside.

      Something that had followed us all the way out the door.

      Now, I wanted to determine just what it was, and to make certain it was truly gone.

      Still hesitant, Elizabeth looked down at the tape recorder and shrugged. “Should I just hit play?”

      The kettle on the stove began to whistle, and I lifted it off of the burner, nodding. “That's usually how these things work, yes.” Dumping the boiling water into the french press, I set the lid on top and let the coffee steep. “I listened to some of it. He mentions something—the 'Occupant'—which I'm guessing is the thing we ran into last night.”

      “The Occupant?” Jake tried the word on like an ESL student trying out a new swear word. “What does that mean? Why would he call it that?”

      He was asking questions I didn't have answers to. “I'm not entirely sure. He mentioned 'the occupant of the chamber' in that dictation, and he also name-dropped 'Hiawatha'. Remember this?” I took a crumpled piece of paper from my TV stand—the very same that Jake had pulled from Corvine's Remington typewriter back at the asylum. There were a series of geographical coordinates across the top of the page. “These coordinates just so happen to point to a cabin near the Hiawatha National Forest in Michigan. Do you think that's a coincidence?”

      Jake glanced down at the paper and fidgeted uncomfortably. “I guess not...” Looking to Elizabeth, he continued. “But, what about it? Haven't we poked around this thing enough? Haven't we gotten into enough trouble? I know that this is super interesting to you, but I think we should stop now. Digging deeper is only going to get us into another mess like at the asylum.”

      Elizabeth was clearly conflicted. Staring down at the tape, her thumb came to rest upon the PLAY button, but she couldn't bring herself to hit it. “I want to know,” she said quietly, “what it was we saw last night. Something like that shouldn't exist in the world, but...” She rubbed at her arms as though she were suddenly cold. “But it does exist, and I want to know why.”

      I stirred the grounds and then poured the coffee into two glass mugs, one of which I handed to Elizabeth. Taking a small sip, I stationed myself beside the television and nodded to the tape player. “Whenever you're ready. Let's see what the good doctor had to say, eh?”

      That last bit was firmly tongue in cheek.

      As far as I could tell, there was nothing good about Dr. William Reynholm Corvine, the physician who had prescribed an experimental drug to patient Enid Lancaster and who was responsible for the mental break that had sent her on a killing spree. If not for his meddling, the so-called Third Ward Incident would never have taken place. After the murders, Corvine had lost his medical license and had supposedly gone into hiding. To me, that detail was particularly damning; if he'd been innocent, then why'd he gone into hiding? His notes and research had also vanished with him.

      Well, except for this cassette tape, it seemed.

      She looked down at her coffee, a slight frown plaguing her lips. “Uh... do you have any cream or sugar I can add to this?”

      I clicked my tongue. “Now, now, I promised you coffee, didn't I? Drink it the right way, will you?”

      She brought the mug to her lips, brows knit, and took a sip of the black brew. “Ugh,” she muttered, hitting the PLAY button on the recorder. “How do you drink this?”
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      DICTATION BY DR. W. R. CORVINE, M.D.

      MARCH 26TH, 1989

      2200 HOURS

      

      “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.

      “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.

      “During the session, I was reminded of the latter stages of my work with Subject No. 1. She hadn't responded as well to the treatment, which leads me to believe that this newest formulation of the drug is highly superior. I cannot be sure of the mechanism of action; the chemist himself could not be certain how the compound in its current formulation would mesh with the subject's psyche. That I am pushing the envelope—the very boundaries of science—is clear. Work of this kind has not been done in the past, except perhaps in the Soviet Union.

      “Like a sensitive scientific instrument, the patient's senses have become attuned to the Occupant. The utilization of perfect darkness, coupled with sensory deprivation techniques, have made it possible for her to shut out all worldly sensory input. Meanwhile the drug opens vistas into new realms of existence from whence she can draw sights and sounds; I expect studies in the future will show in her the development of those quadrants of the brain that most lend themselves to the detection of psychical stimulus.

      “The session went as expected. When her aggression waned and she relaxed in her restraints, she began hearing the voices. The surge of noises, which the patient described as 'hundreds' of voices in a crowd, thinned until she could hear only a single call. It frightened her terribly, as before, but she recognized it as the Occupant. No less than three times during the session did she claim to sense movement in the chamber with her. I myself saw nothing from the observation room, but though her eyes were blocked and she was plunged into perfect darkness, she claimed in some way to 'see' something in there with her. The sight of it sent her each time into violence, and I can only surmise that she 'saw' it with more clarity than ever before.

      “I am still trying to make sense of the Occupant's mutterings, as were passed on by the patient. Since first reaching out to it at Hiawatha, it has frequently pleaded for a 'host'—someone through which it may 're-enter' the world, and in the hopes of making such a breakthrough I have labored consistently. Unfortunately, the connection between Occupant and host—in the cases of Subject No. 1 and this patient both—has never been strong enough. But just now I have struck upon what I believe is the core problem with my work.

      “It has been a long road, but I sense these experiments of mine are drawing to a close. And soon, they shall bear fruit.”
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      The tape ended.

      “Huh,” I said into my mug. “What do you make of that?”

      Jake and Elizabeth exchanged confused glances and shook their heads.

      “It sounds like he was trying to summon that thing into the world, using Enid. He fed her drugs and 'opened her mind' so that it could 'cross over'. Why would he do something like that?” asked Elizabeth.

      “Not only that,” I added, “but he'd been doing work of this kind before he ever got to Chaythe Asylum. He did experiments in 'Hiawatha'—I bet you dollars to donuts he was tinkering with something in that cabin. Or rather, someone. Talk of this Subject No. 1 has me feeling nervous. He was doing this sort of thing to someone before he ever met Enid. Torturing them in the dark. There could be a trail of bodies if you think about it. How many people did Corvine subject to these experiments before he finally quit?”

      “If he quit.” Jake was chewing on his thumbnail. His eyes were a little wider now, a little less sleepy. “I don't know. And I don't want to know,” he uttered. “It's none of our business.”

      I jabbed at him with my mug, almost spilling my coffee. “It's absolutely our goddamn business. We went in there looking for ghosts and stirred this thing up instead. Corvine's experiments brought something into the world through Enid's head, by the sounds of it. And now it might be out there, walking around, waiting to prey on someone.” I took a slurp. “We're too deep into this to turn our backs now. We have a responsibility to stop whatever's been put in motion here. You remember that thing—the Occupant—don't you?”

      Jake threw his hands up. “Jesus, you don't have to remind me. I never want to see it again. Which is why I want to drop this shit, OK?”

      Elizabeth was staring down at the tape player again. She threaded a few fingers through her ponytail, making it all the messier. “Who did he experiment on first? And how did Dr. Corvine even get involved in this line of research? We know next to nothing about him, despite going to the asylum.”

      She had a point. We'd walked through the doctor's old haunt, but had only come away with this cassette tape. Hell, I didn't even know what the guy looked like. Though he was responsible for all of the terror we'd faced in the last few days, Dr. W. R. Corvine was only a footnote to me—a sinister thread running through a frightening tapestry.

      But we did have one lead.

      “The cabin,” I said, downing the remainder of my coffee. I crossed into the kitchen to pour myself another. “That's our best lead. If we want to know about Corvine, we have to go there and poke around.”

      “And what if that thing is waiting for us there, huh?” demanded Jake. He started pacing around the room. “What then? Will we try and run away again—through miles of forest? I don't think so. If you want to give it a shot, then you go right ahead, professor, but we're sitting this one out.” He looked to Elizabeth first with firmness, and then seemed poised to plead.

      Surprisingly, she didn't protest. Where usually Elizabeth was raring to go and didn't like being ordered around, she didn't seem too interested in this trip and stood up, offering me the tape recorder. “Honestly, I think he's right, professor. Maybe we should call it quits. The whole club, I mean. I don't have much need for the Moorlake Spiritual Society anymore. I've gotten my fill of the supernatural in the past twenty-four hours.”

      I sighed. Their unwillingness to tag along hit me harder than I wanted to admit. “Really?” I followed them to the door and watched them file out. “Well, it's fine. I can figure this stuff out on my own. I'll let you know if I find anything interesting.”

      Elizabeth nodded, but Jake turned around and said, “Please, don't.”

      I shut the door behind them and locked it.

      Finally, the sun was coming out, its rays poking through the blinds.

      Plopping into my recliner, I tried to figure out what I was going to do with my day. “Where to start?” I wondered aloud.

      Looking down at the tape recorder, I decided the best course of action would be to learn a little more about the voice on that tape.

      When the last of the coffee was gone, I splayed out across my bed for a brief, caffeinated power-nap and then threw on a fresh change clothes. I was on my way to the campus library by 8 AM.
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      Something about libraries just gets to me. You walk in and the whole place smells like good paper. It's quiet. All but the most uncivilized people are reverential there; it's a temple to the gods of knowledge, such as they are.

      And the campus library, some nine floors high, was a sight to behold.

      As a lover of books, I could figuratively lose myself on the first floor, leafing through the new releases in hardcover, or on the third floor, where they kept all of the pop culture collections. I could lose myself in the place quite literally, too—with nine floors on offer there was a lot of ground to cover, a lot of corners to turn and stairwells to navigate.

      The library was open over the break, albeit with truncated hours. The staff—a mixture of the usual faculty and a handful of student volunteers stuck sorting returns in the hopes of paring down their school loans—all looked rather bored as they milled around. Except for the rare peruser walking through the shelves in search of a good beach book, the place was abandoned.

      The day proved pretty warm, which made me second-guess the jacket I'd worn on the walk. Tucking it under one arm, I gave the librarians at the front desk a nod before traipsing through the first set of shelves and eyeing all of the books I wouldn't have time to read over the break.

      I had business here.

      The library had two computer labs; one on the first floor, near the bathrooms, and then one on the second floor where books on local history and newspaper archives were kept. Seeing as how I was planning on digging into the past, I preferred the idea of having the library's historical records at hand and trudged up the stairs to the second level.

      Empty. Absolutely empty. The lights had been left dim in the computer lab, and the sole window admitted a ghostly glow into the room whose monitors and touchscreens sat idle. That aesthetic suited me just fine considering the work I was looking to do, and selecting one of the computers in the back row, I dropped onto the cushioned task chair, pounded in my university credentials and got started.

      The library's database was my target. Where I'd searched the web earlier for information related to the infamous Dr. Corvine, I'd dredged up precious little except for mentions of him in relation to the Third Ward Incident. What I sought was older than that; I wanted to know about the man, his education, his day-to-day, and his work history. Possibly, if he'd ever had published work, I'd be able to find it in the library's comprehensive database.

      I typed “W. R. Corvine” into the search bar and held my breath while waiting for the results to populate. I reached into my breast pocket and felt out the rectangular pack of Viceroy's I'd bought on the way, recalling with disappointment that I couldn't smoke here.

      Seconds later, there was a result.

      But only one.

      One result in the database was certainly better than nothing, and yet I felt somewhat swindled at the mostly-blank page that popped up before me. The single hit was related to a listing in the alumni section—a reference number was given, which I hastily scrawled onto my open palm with a pen. Logging out, I left the computer lab and crossed—after a bit of confused wandering—into the nearby “Alumni” section, where the reference number I'd taken down happened to correspond to one of the books. A Moorlake University yearbook for the year 1967.

      Had Corvine been a graduate of Moorlake University?

      It's a damn small world, I thought, cracking the cover. The spine gave a little snap, like it hadn't been opened since Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band was released, and it took me only a few minutes of page-flipping to pin down the database listing for Corvine and its attendant picture.

      Half-way into the book was a list of those who'd graduated from the school's then-new medical program in the year 1967. Listed among them, and pictured in the second row, looking incredibly severe for a man of 28 years, was one William Reynholm Corvine.

      I sat down on the floor and had a good, long look at the picture.

      He'd been an intense-looking man in his youth, and as I studied his dark, deep-set eyes, his sharp nose and strong jaw, I fancied I could hear the stern voice from his dictation drifting through the air. He looked like a big guy—no height was given, but judging solely by the width of his shoulders and the thickness of his neck, I wagered he'd been quite the specimen. I'd read some things about Corvine, had heard his voice, recorded almost thirty years ago, but this was my first time seeing the man.

      I took the yearbook to the nearest copier and printed off the entire page. Then, returning the book to the shelf, I walked back to the computer lab to look it over more closely.

      So, Corvine's alma mater was my very own Moorlake U, eh? It was a surprising tidbit, but it didn't exactly further my understanding of the case at hand in any significant way. In order to make something of this find, I'd have to look elsewhere on that page—to the other medical graduates pictured alongside him.

      I set about the work of Googling Corvine's fellow graduates. One of them, I hoped, had been a friend of his—if a man so severe and deranged as Corvine could possibly have been interested in such trifles as friendship—and would be able to tell me more.

      The trouble with looking up guys who graduated from medical school in the 60's was that there weren't a whole lot of them left.

      Of the ten names I searched, six came back with obituary listings.

      That left four names.

      The odds of any of these four men having been close friends of Corvine—or better, associates of his—were slim, but I pulled up what I could of them and got reading. Three, if they were still alive, lived out of State. Colorado, New Jersey... one looked to have packed it up and done charity work in the Philippines. The last one, though, caught my eye.

      His name was Dr. Nicholas Smallwood, and he still happened to be in the area. In fact, unless my eyes were deceiving me, he was still practicing, even at almost eighty years old. A search of his name yielded a few details, which I jumped on. He was a general practitioner who worked out of a small clinic in Toledo. He was soon to retire, after 50 years of practice. An address and phone number for the Arrowpointe Family Clinic on Dorr St. in Toledo was offered on a barebones website, and on that same website, under the “About us” section, I found a group photo of the clinic's staff.

      In the front, grinning from beneath a wiry white mustache, was a man whose general physiognomy matched that of the fresh-faced graduate listed as Nicholas Smallwood in the yearbook.

      I took down the clinic address and decided to pay him a visit.
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      I paid the Arrowpointe Family Clinic a visit on the next afternoon, March 31st. After a forty minute drive that took me through the suburbs, into Toledo, and down several backroads whose desolate businesses and ramshackle neighborhoods echoed eras of prosperity now long-passed, I arrived at the little roadside clinic at the intersection of Dorr and Blanc, with its plastic OPEN sign in the front window and its narrow parking lot shared with a boarded-up hotdog joint.

      The area was rough. Of the businesses that were still open, none except the clinic had escaped getting tagged by gang graffiti. This street “art”, mostly in faded hues of black, blue and white, didn't do much to liven up the crumbling neighborhood and instead called to mind the walls of a truck stop men's room. From some adjacent street there was a loud pop—whether it was a car backfiring or a gunshot, I didn't stick around to find out.

      Worst of all? Not a Starbucks in sight.

      I did something that I usually never bother with as I started for the front door of the clinic. I actually locked the doors of my shitty Cavalier. As I entered the place—dim, dust-scented—a little bell over the door rang, heralding my entrance. The clinic itself was about the size of your average fast food restaurant. A small, glassed-off counter sat at the center of the room. There were folding chairs scattered around the waiting area—they'd been in rows, once, but were no longer—and no one to sit in them. Not so much as a kid crying over an earache.

      The woman behind the counter slid away the glass and eyed me with annoyance. Either that or she'd suffered some kind of facial injury that left her incapable of smiling. She wore way too much eye shadow—a bright purple hue that looked better suited to a Lisa Frank lunchbox—and apparently maintained the same liberal attitude with her perfume. A gust of Red Door or something similarly tedious hit me as I approached. “Can I help you?” she asked, tugging at the neckline of her floral blouse.

      I'd rehearsed this bit in front of the mirror a few times, admittedly. I approached the counter with a bit of a limp, smiling weakly. “Hi, I was hoping I might be able to see Dr. Smallwood?”

      She looked me over from the other side of the counter. “Sure, and what brings you in today?”

      I considered having some fun with her, answering with some obscure—and lewd—malady, but decided against it. “Not feeling too well,” I coughed out. “Having trouble sleeping, bad cough... aches and pains.” The circles under my eyes, left by too much poor sleep in recent days, made my appeal all the more convincing.

      “OK,” she replied. She unearthed a clipboard and fastened a few sheets of paper to it. “Fill these out.”

      I took a seat in one of the folding chairs and had a look at the forms. I wasn't actually interested in being treated. Except for the occasional pain caused by my wisdom teeth—which I was too stubborn to have removed—I was in reasonable health. But I couldn't just ask to speak to Dr. Smallwood about his old—and notorious—college pal. There was no telling how he'd react. I needed to get him alone in the clinic, one on one, before springing the true reason for my visit on him. For that, I'd have to fill in the forms. I did so semi-truthfully, pencilling in my real name, but using the university's address as my own. I also put down a fake phone number. When I was done, I limped back up to the front and rubbed at my chest, stifling a fake cough with the crook of my arm. “Is it a long wait?” I asked despite the complete lack of other patients.

      The clerk shook her head. “No. Come through this door and have a seat in exam room one. The doctor will be in shortly.” There was a door to the right of her hovel which opened up into a short hallway lined in examination rooms. I hobbled down the hall till I was out of her sight and then slipped into the first room as instructed, sitting down at the edge of the examination table.

      From the hallway I heard the shrill clerk's voice. “Ya got a patient, doc! Room one!”

      How quaint, I thought.

      The room was done up in white, and was rather bare. It reminded me somewhat of the patient rooms at Chaythe Asylum in that it was windowless, though things here seemed reasonably clean and inviting by comparison. There was a sink, beside which were a number of glass containers stocked with cotton swabs, bandages and tongue depressors. Hanging on the wall beside a generic anatomy poster outlining the circulatory system, were a steel otoscope and digital thermometer. Beneath them was a device that looked to be a combination scale and blood pressure machine, replete with three bluish cuffs of different sizes.

      The examination table was made of cracked pleather and topped in a white paper liner that crinkled as I shifted on it. I fidgeted for a short while, wondering how long I was going to have to wait, when I heard shuffling footsteps outside the door. Moments later, a small, stooped man in a white lab coat—the very same one I'd seen with the white mustache online—entered the room and shut the door softly behind him. He smiled warmly, then looked down at the clipboard in his hands. “Hello, Mr. Barlow,” he began in a quiet, tired voice, setting down the clipboard and taking the stethoscope from around his neck, “what seems to be the problem?”

      I'm a pretty short guy, but even in his prime Dr. Smallwood must have been miniscule. He was swimming in his white coat, and as he placed the stethoscope into his tiny ears, he gave the impression of a wizened child playing doctor.

      Banishing my feigned weariness, I smiled and extended a hand to shake, which he accepted with evident confusion. “Suddenly, I'm feeling a whole lot better, doc. My name's Stephen Barlow. I'm a professor over at Moorlake University.”

      At this, his confusion was supplanted by delight. “Oh, Moorlake U? You don't say. It just so happens that I'm a graduate of that school. How is the old campus nowadays? I'm sure it's changed a great deal since I was a student there,” he said with a laugh.

      I might have responded honestly by letting him know how badly I was getting screwed by the administration—how poorly they paid me and how they only allowed me to teach a single class so that they wouldn't have to afford me the pay and benefits of a full-time instructor—but I held my tongue and stayed on topic. “No kidding? What year did you graduate?”

      He shook his head, his gaze growing distant for a time. “Oh, back in 1967,” he said with a toothy grin. “It's been fifty years since I graduated. Mine was one of the first graduating classes of their medical program, if you can believe it.”

      “Wow, class of '67, huh? So, I take it you were a classmate of Dr. W. R. Corvine then, eh?”

      His reverie was cut short and his mustache twitched curiously as he was brought back to the present. “Erm... excuse me?”

      I'd thrown him for a big loop.

      “Listen,” I began. “I apologize for doing this to you, but I'm not actually here to get checked out. I came here today because I was hoping you might be willing to reminisce a little about this old schoolmate of yours—W. R. Corvine. I take it you did know him, yes?”

      Dr. Smallwood took a step back, returning the stethoscope to its perch around his neck and teasing the edge of his mustache with his finger in a gesture probably meant to convey veiled anger. “Well, yes...”

      “I don't want to take up much of your time, but it would mean the world to me if I could pick your brain. You see, I've found myself in a bit of a pickle, and it just so happens that it all leads back to Corvine and his work.” I paused. “Everything is off the record, of course.”

      He squinted at me with suspicion and then looked to the door like he was going to ask me to leave. “Are you a reporter?” he asked.

      “No, I'm a professor of English at Moorlake,” I replied.

      He gave a small, uneasy laugh. “Oh, well, at least you weren't lying about that part. What is it you want to know about the man?”

      “Everything,” was my rejoinder. “Though, I'll settle for whatever you can remember.”

      With a sigh, Dr. Smallwood wandered over to the sink, beneath which had been hidden a small stool. Sitting down on it, he crossed his arms and leaned forward. “You're lucky it's a slow day today. There's enough time to talk, I suppose.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Corvine and I were schoolmates, it's true. But we were not close,” began Dr. Smallwood. “I don't know that William ever had a close friend. He was not the kind to go out on weekends and have fun like the rest of us. He was different—studious, if you will. And, of course, he was a genius. His intelligence was well-established and I don't doubt he was the best of us that graduated that year. He should have gone on to do great things, and perhaps he would've if not for what happened.”

      I arched a brow. “Sorry, what are you talking about?”

      Dr. Smallwood glanced up at me, frowning. “Just how much do you know about him?” he asked. “Surely you've heard about what happened after he graduated?”

      “No, I haven't.”

      “He graduated with honors, did very well in school, but his career hit a roadblock a year or so after graduation when his wife and daughter died. It was a house fire. He'd been working a residency at the Cleveland Clinic then. It ruined him. He was never the same after that, as you can well imagine.”

      “Wait, he was married?” This new piece of information was difficult for me to process. “He was married and had a child? I wasn't aware.”

      The doctor nodded. “Like I said, they perished in a house fire. It must have been in '68 or '69, not long after we graduated. It aged him terribly, and in the years after, he seemed a changed man. He'd always been very straight-laced and scholarly, but after the fire he took on an almost maniacal interest in his work. As I said, we were not close, but over the years I bumped into him at State conferences and he was always involved in some new project or another. As the years passed he seemed to become interested in behavioral medicine and neurology... and then, in the 80's, when the asylum was closed...”

      “Right,” I replied. “He lost his license for carrying out unsanctioned experiments on his patients, correct?”

      “Yes.” He then added, “But 'experiments' are a euphemism. If even half of what I heard from those in the know is true, then Corvine had gone completely unhinged—had thrown ethics to the wind. What he did there was tantamount to torture. He experimented on those whose minds were already fragile with illness. He administered experimental drugs without any regard for their side effects, and all for his own personal amusement. His curiosities led him to use human beings like lab rats.”

      “I see... And why do you think he carried out these experiments? What could have been the reason?” I asked.

      Dr. Smallwood considered the question for only a moment before shrugging it away. “It's impossible to say. I never asked him—he was never heard from again after the closure of the asylum. And it's a miracle he wasn't jailed for what he did; I've known men to hang for less. I can only guess that his personal trauma left him a damaged person.”

      The doctor's guess as to Corvine's motives was as good as mine. I didn't broach the supernatural aspect of the situation for fear of sounding insane, and instead asked Smallwood about something else. Something I hoped he could provide some insight on. “Are you familiar with a substance called Scotophobin?” I asked.

      He muttered the word to himself a few times, pawing at his cheeks. “Scotophobin? It rings a bell. Unless I'm mistaken, it's a neuropeptide. Used in animals—mice—it's been shown to trigger nyctophobia.”

      “Nyctophobia?”

      Smallwood smirked. “I thought you were an English teacher. Aren't big words supposed to be your specialty?” He cleared his throat. “An intense fear of the dark.”

      I pressed the doctor for more information, hoping to glean some understanding of how these experiments might have worked. “Suppose you put someone—a psych patient—into a situation where their senses are cut-off. A Ganzfeld Effect... sensory deprivation-style scenario, right? If you gave such a peptide to a person, what effect would it have under those conditions?”

      Dr. Smallwood eyed me narrowly. Standing up from the stool and easing it back under the sink, he walked over to the door and opened it, standing aside and all but telling me to leave. “I have to assume that it would provoke an intense—perhaps life-threatening—terror in such a person. Good afternoon, Mr. Barlow.”

      I thanked him for his time and showed myself out. Giving the painted front-desk clerk a wave, I left through the front door and, when I was sure no one had tried to break into my beater, hopped into the front seat with some food for thought.
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      I was sitting in the parking lot outside of Dorchester Hall, the dorm where both Jake and Elizabeth lived, looking at the two of them in my back seat. I'd given Elizabeth a call and she'd agreed to meet me, eager to find out what I'd learned during my visit to Dr. Smallwood's despite her obvious apprehension regarding further inquiry into the strange and frightful history of the thing we'd encountered at the asylum.

      “It sounded like he was a twisted guy. After his wife and daughter died, he seems to have lost his mind and devised these experiments as a way of scaring his patients to death. Somewhere along the line his subjects made contact with the Occupant, but I don't know what he really hoped to gain.” I cracked my knuckles and balanced my wrists atop the steering wheel, looking over at the greenish numbers heralding the evening on my dash clock. The weather had turned. It was still warm out, but a steady rain was now falling. My window was slightly fogged up as I continued. “Enid, who was supposedly already terrified of the dark, was restrained in that chamber and fed a drug whose clinical purpose is to induce a phobia of the dark. It's messed up.”

      Leaning against Jake, staring between the front seats and fixing her gaze through the rainy windshield, Elizabeth shuddered. “I remember sitting in that darkness. I hadn't taken any drug, but the terror was very real. And I didn't need to take any pills to sense what was in there.”

      I thought back to the thing we'd met within the walls of Chaythe Asylum, the misshapen monstrosity that Elizabeth had called an “imitation” of a human being. Where eyes should have been it was possessed only of inky pits. A gash, resembling the cut along the belly of a gutted fish, had answered for a mouth. “I remember it, too.”

      Jake was staring down at the car floor, hands pressed between his knees. His hair was still wet from a shower, and the scent of some obnoxiously spicy body wash—probably the kind promoted by an equally obnoxious ad campaign—clung to him, fouling the already stifling air.

      “And I heard them, too,” continued Elizabeth. She had a hole on the leg of her jeans, which she probed with her index finger. It'd widened considerably since she'd gotten into the car. “The voices. Of the dead.”

      I didn't know much about what we were dealing with, but I'd learned enough about sensory deprivation in my light reading to try and comfort her. “You were sitting in perfect darkness. In perfect quiet. It was a sensory deprivation situation. You couldn't even move—you'd been strapped down. Your mind, when unable to draw upon your senses, will make things up to fill in the gaps. Hallucinations, if you will. It's not uncommon to hear, or even see things in such cases.”

      Jake scoffed. “Yeah. And that thing that followed us out of the building... I suppose that was just some hallucination too?”

      “I didn't say that,” was my reply. “But anyhow, it doesn't matter.” I leaned against my headrest, sighing. “The only way we're really going to get to the bottom of this is to dig deeper. And that means we're going to have to venture to that cabin. If there's anywhere on Earth we're going to find clues about the man's research—or even the man himself—it's up in Michigan. I'm at a loss for any other leads. The only one I've got is Hiawatha.”

      “Right, well, send us a postcard, will you?” muttered Jake, moving to exit the car.

      Elizabeth held him up, but only to plead with me. “Let's not. We've done enough, professor. We need to call this whole thing quits. Nothing good will come of meddling. I take personal responsibility for what happened at the asylum, but... going further would be unwise. Dangerous, probably.” She pulled her finger from the hole in her jeans and met my gaze earnestly in the rearview mirror. “Please, drop this.”

      I would have liked to drop it.

      Believe me, I really would have.

      For once, the two of them were right. Further investigation was ill-advised. There was no telling what I might encounter up at the cabin. For all I knew Corvine had been dead twenty years and his things all thrown out. It was possible I'd find nothing but bears and wolves up there—or the business-end of a shotgun.

      But I had to go. I really didn't see any other option.

      It was true that I was concerned about the thing we'd set loose from the asylum. The Occupant... It had been lost to Chaythe Asylum for twenty-eight years before the three of us encountered it on the anniversary of the Third Ward Incident and set it free. Something of that kind could be dangerous, and without learning more about it we had no way of knowing precisely what it was or what it might do now.

      My other reasons for pressing the Hiawatha trip were more selfish than that, however.

      Truth was, I wanted this. I was hooked. I'd read and seen too much, asked and pondered too many questions to turn my back on all of this now. The academic in me couldn't turn away from this investigation, not when I sensed myself drawing so close to the truth. Tracing this monstrosity to its fountainhead, however frightening, was as noble and intellectual a pursuit as any. So many details in this tangled web had been thrust into obscurity by the passage of time. To uncover them was to fill in sorely-needed blanks that had left even the authorities puzzled.

      I wasn't just playing detective anymore. My recent life experiences made me uniquely qualified to crack this decades-long mystery. The three of us in this car were the only ones in the world, except for Dr. Corvine himself, who could hope to shine light on what had really happened at Chaythe Asylum.

      And if the other two were opting out, that left me. I'd have to go on alone.

      Ever since the accident on Main—ever since I'd watched that kid die in my arms—I'd felt myself slowly being drawn into something larger than myself. This investigation was it. To plumb its depths and come out the other side with the knowledge I sought—no matter how horrific—was my destiny. Call it superstition, but I felt I had some sort of higher calling to this job. The more I looked at my life over the past several days, the more certain I became that I was merely a piece of this machinery, put into motion for some greater purpose.

      “I'll go myself,” I continued. “I understand your reservations, but no one else should have to encounter what we encountered back at Chaythe. And anyhow, I just have to know.” I ran a hand through my hair, leaving my wavy locks smoothed back. “If one of us doesn't step up to the plate, then this entire thing will simply be lost to time. So, I'm going to do it. I'll let you know how it goes.”

      “Don't do this,” replied Elizabeth. “Don't. We've seen enough. This isn't any of our business. We were wrong to go into the asylum, and we ignored so many warning signs...”

      “But we went in anyhow,” I interjected, wagging my finger at her in the mirror. “And now the genie's out of the bottle. I want to see if it can't be put back.”

      “Best of luck with it,” said Jake, opening the door and stepping out. “Come on, babe.”

      Elizabeth looked to me again, her eyes soft and sad.

      “I'll be gone a day or two, max. I'll call you when I get there,” I said. This seemed to put her at ease, but she kept up the sad puppy look nonetheless.

      “If something happens to you up there, then what?” she asked.

      “Come on, let's go,” said Jake, shielding his face from the rain. “If he wants to go, let him go. We need to wash our hands of this shit, babe.”

      I grinned. “Then put something funny on my tombstone, will you? 'Never Knew Best', or 'Stubborn Ass'. And bring flowers—I happen to like daffodils.”

      She stepped out of the car with a groan and took Jake's hand, fleeing to the dorm entrance. Once they got there, she stopped and studied the car from beneath an awning, and even from that distance I could sense how distraught she was. I gave them a little wave as I fired up the engine. My window was foggy, dappled in fat raindrops, and as I started for the lot exit, their faces appeared blurred and grotesque to me. The rain left their faces looking like dark smears.

      They kept watching the car until I started onto the main drag.
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      I mapped out my route. It was a pretty straight shot, and I-75 North would take me most of the way. Problem was that, once I got into the Hiawatha region, things were bound to get complicated. More specifically, the roads that would take me to the cabin, which sat deep in what Google Maps' satellite view displayed as dense forest, were made of dirt, and few of them had names. The odds of my getting lost in the woods once I left the highway were fifty-fifty.

      OK, maybe they were worse than that. I'm not generally known for my sense of direction.

      When I felt fairly confident in my ability to get to the fringe of the forest, I focused my attention on another matter; that is, procuring enough food and other stuff to fuel my trip of one or two days. I'd need quick and easy things to eat, clean water, a flashlight and maybe some bug spray. I considered other things, too—wondered how quickly I could get ahold of a handgun at one of the local shops, but thought better of it when I realized that my eagerness to purchase a firearm might give a well-meaning salesman the wrong impression. I was in no hurry to end up on some government watchlist.

      Perhaps I'd find nothing but a big, empty cabin, some years abandoned and occupied only by spiders and mice. Or maybe I'd find someone living in it—someone completely unrelated to this entire mess. The possibility that this whole thing was a fool's errand, a waste of time and gas, was not insubstantial.

      And yet, there was another possibility, too.

      Maybe I'd get there and find Dr. Corvine himself. He'd be nearly eighty if he was still alive, which was entirely possible. If I tracked him down, would he be willing to talk? Would he lash out at me, keep me from learning more about the terrible things he'd unleashed with his years of savage research?

      I picked up a pocket knife, a cheap one with a spring assist, and hoped it would be sufficient to fend off any threats.

      I stocked up on granola bars and bottled water, too. Canned coffee drinks, trail mix, beef jerky, crackers and a few packs of cigarettes rounded out my supplies nicely. In the outdoors section of the big box store I also snatched up a Maglite, along with a pack of batteries.

      While waiting in line at the checkout, I glanced up at the ceiling to find a large, black security camera peering down at me. It reminded me of the dead black camera I'd seen hanging from the ceiling back at Chaythe Asylum. I looked away, feeling almost as though I could sense someone watching me through it.

      In fact, it made me feel like a patient in an insane asylum. I could wander freely about the whole world, but from somewhere up above, something was always watching. I pictured dark surveillance rooms, my movements broadcast on a series of screens, and a pale, black-haired silhouette watching closely. Maybe, from that bubble-shaped camera in the ceiling, the Occupant was watching me...

      I actually startled when the cashier finished up with the previous customer and called out to me. “You all set, sir?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The car was packed and I was getting ready for bed. Pacing around my living room, the TV on for background noise, I peered through the blinds and wondered, not for the last time, if I shouldn't let this go.

      You could stay home, I thought. You've got a lot of books to read. It would be safer to stay here and relax over the break. You need sleep, you know. You aren't going to get good rest in that car. More likely to end up with a blood clot in your legs than a good night's sleep sprawled across the back seat.

      But the safer option just didn't appeal.

      I wanted to know what this “Occupant” was, and why it existed in this world to begin with.

      I wanted to know why a supposedly brilliant doctor had decided to torture his patients with phobia-inducing drugs after the deaths of his wife and daughter.

      On this latter subject, the demise of Corvine's loved ones, I could find nothing online. The incident had taken place in the late 60's, and my searches brought up zero hits.

      The scene outside my window was dark, but it was eye-wateringly bright compared to the night that would await me in the middle of the Michigan woods. Though I wasn't what you could call “nyctophobic”, I was beginning to develop a real aversion to the dark. Getting lost in a pitch-black asylum for several hours will have that effect.

      I set an alarm on my phone—first for 6 AM, and then for a more forgiving 7 AM—and took a shower. When that was through I dove into bed and tried to get comfortable, but found sleep hard to come by. I was amped—or scared—about what was to come and couldn't seem to get my mind to relax. Whenever I closed my eyes I was presented with scenes from life, from my reading, and it all morphed into a single mass that blurred the lines between reality and fantasy.

      I pictured Jake and Elizabeth watching me depart in the rain, their expressions heavy with worry. I remembered—and even thought I could smell—the inside of the asylum, and the dripping of the shower faucet resembled the constant dripping I'd heard in the shadowed basement of the madhouse. Pale, grotesque faces that scarcely seemed human rose up behind my eyelids, fading into the ether only to be replaced by one more terrifying than the last. One of my neighbors must have been doing some cooking in the apartment beside mine. The sound of meat being forcefully tenderized summoned thoughts of the dead kid—of his body getting creamed by a truck and bouncing down the road.

      A nightcap of Smirnoff finally quieted my mind enough to drift off.
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      I've never been much of an outdoorsman. I remember going on fishing trips with my dad and uncle as a wee lad, but aside from that and a single stint at summer camp—where I'd gotten bit up by mosquitos and had been sent home with a fever after playing ultimate frisbee out in the rain—I'd never done anything particularly outdoorsy.

      I wasn't sure how I was going to fare up at Hiawatha. I planned to hang out in my car for the bulk of my stay; I'd be able to sleep and eat in it without too much trouble. Taking a dump without a proper bathroom had me worried, though. I tucked a few rolls of Charmin into my duffel bag before setting out that morning.

      When I'd set up the GPS app on my phone and navigated onto the highway entrance ramp pointing north, I switched on some music—a CD of Placido Domingo's greatest hits I'd picked up secondhand—and didn't stop until I crossed the Ohio-Michigan line.

      On the way, I'd glimpsed a familiar landmark to my left, rising up from its acreage of unkempt grass and staining the horizon.

      Chaythe Asylum.

      I tried to look away, but couldn't seem to avert my eyes. The building was behind me within a minute, but even as it disappeared from view the sour mood it inspired in me lingered on. I wished I could knock the place down, that its owner would dynamite it and scrub every trace of it from the planet. There was nothing in it anymore—just a lot of bad memories—but I still wanted it gone. It was an eyesore, a place stained by the things that had gone on there, and which had—until just recently—lurked within its walls.

      The Occupant.

      The Spanish tenor began into the climax of Una Furtiva Lagrima, his forceful performance, coupled with my remembrance of the ghastly thing, sending my heart into palpitations.

      The crossing-over of this horrific entity had been the result of Corvine's experiments—experiments that'd gone on for some years and which had seen him torture multiple subjects, by the looks of it. On the tape, he'd mentioned a previous subject—someone who'd been experimented on before Enid Lancaster. I wondered, really wondered, if I wasn't going to end up finding a literal closetful of the doctor's skeletons in the cabin.

      Have you ever driven through the Midwest? Now and then you'll spot something interesting just off of the highway, but more often than not you find boring, vast plains, farmland, for tens of miles at a stretch. It gets to be a little hypnotic. All the more so if there aren't a lot of other cars on the road. The scenery was getting to me by the time I approached Detroit, so I stopped at a rest station to splash a little water in my face and take a leak.

      I like to think that the poor lighting of the rest stop bathroom had something to do with it, but as I looked myself over in the mirror I found I looked like shit. My eyes were bloodshot, and my cheeks and neck were rocking quite the stubble. I looked liked a patchy, strung out Father John Misty impersonator. I paced around my car for a few minutes, stretching, enjoying a cigarette and people-watching.

      A few spaces down, a mini-van teeming with kids had pulled up. Every seat in the thing was taken up by a chatty child, except for the front two, where a pair of threadbare-looking parents sat bickering. One or two of the kids looked to be ten or eleven, but the rest were at that age where they acted more like small, ornery animals than human beings. The minute the doors opened, the clan scattered across the parking lot, whining about car sickness. A handful of them wandered to a nearby Pepsi machine and took turns probing the coin slot for quarters.

      Parked just past them was a station wagon. It'd been years since I'd seen one on the road, and this thing, with a garbage bag taped over its rear window, looked as though it should have stayed in the 80's. An elderly man nodded off in the driver's seat while his equally elderly wife hobbled out of the ladies room and paused to smile toothily at the gaggle of rambunctious kids.

      I was getting ready to depart when one of the roaming children, a boy of around Kindergarten age, paced up to my window and squared me in a narrow gaze. “Smoking is bad,” he said with surprising graveness. “My dad says it can kill you.”

      I nodded thoughtfully, putting out my stub of a cigarette. “He's right about that.” I was going to feed him some platitude about how smoking is bad, and how he should never start, but he ran off and rejoined the rest of his family.

      My next stop was just past Detroit, where I visited a Starbucks drive-thru for a big coffee and a chorizo and egg sandwich. I ate it on the go, keeping one eye on the almost empty road ahead and the other on the GPS map. So far, everything was going smoothly. Traffic was light, the weather fair and the local college radio station churning out some decent tunes. I hummed along with an old Elliott Smith song as I started for Flint.

      I fueled up in Saginaw just to play it safe and broke into my box of granola bars, scarfing down two. From that point on I didn't stop again until I reached Mackinaw City about three hours later. I parked at a rest stop and enjoyed a Whopper at the attached Burger King before taking a walk of some thirty minutes, reading brochures about attractions in the Upper Peninsula. Fishing, boating and camping were heavily advertised. I discovered an unstaffed informational kiosk stocked with phonebooks, tour pamphlets and fliers about how to obtain fishing and hunting licenses. There was a gift shop inside, too, where a middle-aged man with closely-cropped hair hawked polished Petoskey stones. I walked out with a gaudy Petoskey stone keychain for a mere ten bucks after haggling the merchant down from fifteen.

      When I'd crossed the Mackinac Bridge and marveled sufficiently at its length, I began into the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. I was getting close now—the GPS predicted I'd hit my destination within the next two and a half hours. The traffic thinned out even further as I built some distance from the bridge, and the scenery, too, began to undergo a striking change.

      Trees.

      Lots and lots of trees started popping up.

      The roads got a little narrower, the trees denser, and I began to feel like I was leaving civilization behind altogether. The sky was dimming, and so I hit the headlights, though it became clear within the next half hour that they weren't going to put much of a dent in the wooded darkness. Trees, ancient and towering, crowded in from every direction, blotting out what remained of the daylight and limiting my view of the road ahead. I followed the road signs, the prompts fed to me by the GPS, but every now and then the signal seemed to get lost in the foliage and I'd have to drive blind for a few minutes.

      While navigating a winding stretch of road, I got a text from Elizabeth, who asked, “Are you OK? Did you make it?” At a deserted 4-way intersection I paused long enough to reply, answering, “Almost there.” It took three attempts for my message to go through. Cell reception was spotty, even here.

      I hoped I'd get to where I was going before the sun fully set. Looking out through my windshield at the smalling light, at the snaking road, I wasn't sure that was going to happen, though.

      The thought of navigating these roads after dark sent a touch of acid inching up my throat.

      Or maybe it was just the Burger King.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was dark by the time I found the first in a series of winding dirt roads.

      Cut directly into the woods and marked only by a stubby wooden sign, the path ahead was dotted in patches of grass and gravel. It'd been twenty or thirty minutes since I'd last seen another car, which only reinforced my feeling of isolation. Slipping down this path, coasting between walls of hundred-year old trees on an unpaved road, I felt myself delving into someplace profoundly remote. As best I could tell in my headlights, there weren't any tire tracks to be seen on this dirt path. No one had been down this way in quite some time, by the looks of it.

      I kept the GPS app on, but it spent more time “calculating” my current position than it did actually offering directions. Pausing now and then to let its signal gain a foothold did no good; something about this place, the tree-cover, probably, kept getting in the way. Eventually I shut it off to conserve the phone's battery and to better focus on my surroundings.

      And my, what surroundings they were.

      I was thankful just then to be inside the car. It insulated me from the wilderness that spanned for miles in every direction just outside the window. Everywhere I looked the forest was ponderously still, but that something was watching me from within it was never in doubt. Now and then, scanning the treeline while negotiating the lazy bends in the road, I thought I glimpsed my headlights thrown back in my direction by the blank eyes of staring animals. As I slowed, insects became more numerous, with several large specimens dive-bombing the hood of my car to get at my headlights. I could hear their tiny bodies as they smacked the exterior.

      I kept the speed around fifteen miles per hour. There wasn't a posted speed limit, but the thought of going any faster—of bounding into unlit, uncharted territory such as this at full tilt—didn't sit well. What I would have given to run into a nosy forest ranger or highway patrolman just then. The road eased to the right, then back to the left, before branching off in two directions. Earlier in the day I'd done my best to trace the correct route in my head using a satellite view of the area, but as I idled at the fork in the road I drew a blank.

      The Cavalier sat in the open as I tried to make up my mind, and my feeling of vulnerability grew tenfold. I glanced down at a balled-up napkin I'd used earlier in trying to hash out the route. The crooked lines I'd drawn all over it held no meaning to me, and try as I might I couldn't pinpoint my current position on the makeshift map.

      I had no choice but to wander.

      Well, that's not true. I could have stayed put, remaining at the intersection until my phone deigned to pick up a steady reception.

      But I couldn't bear to sit still. The longer I waited, the higher the chances of my running into something in these woods. I wasn't sure exactly what I was expecting to encounter, but that the trees hid no shortage of threats seemed plain to me. I needed to keep moving. After hesitating another moment, I chose the path on the right and began to coast down the new stretch of road—narrower and grassier than the last.

      I looked out all of the windows, searching for some break in the trees by which I could orient myself, but found only two paths open to me. I could go forward or I could return the way I'd come. The forest offered no alternative.

      My foot sat more heavily on the accelerator than was wise and I picked up some speed. Panic was setting in. I wanted nothing more than to get out of these woods. Even if I arrived by some miracle at the cabin, I was still going to be surrounded by these trees, would still be forced to endure this oppressive darkness. What was I thinking, coming all the way out here...

      My eyes were burning and my limbs were sore. A day spent behind the wheel was taking its toll. I wanted to pull off, but knew I'd never be able to rest. Not here. I nibbled on a granola bar to try and perk myself up, but it sat in my stomach like a rock and I found my nerves so frayed that I nearly puked it up. My headlights kept bringing up nothing but tree trunks. One after another the trees flashed in and out of view, melding into a dizzying blur. Nausea welled up in me, made my mouth water. I slowed to a crawl, pawing at my sweaty brow and trying to get my phone to work.

      Not a single bar to be found. I tapped the accelerator with a grunt.

      Just then, as I threw my phone to the floor in annoyance, it came rushing out of the woods.

      Hopping across my path and narrowly avoiding a collision was a large deer. It leapt past the car and paused at the side of the road, eyeing me with wide, black eyes as I swerved. The front of my car very nearly met the treeline, and it was only by a firm mashing of the brake that I came to a stop on the edge of the road.

      As though it were irritated at my near-miss, the deer took off into the woods, disappearing from sight and leaving me panting in the driver's seat. I wheeled back onto the road and threw the car into park, resting my head against the steering wheel. “Sweet Jesus...”

      I'd had enough. I needed to take a break, get my head straight. Powering down the car, I leaned back against my headrest and cracked the window just a bit, allowing some fresh air in. I opened a bottle of water and took a small sip, holding it in my mouth till I was sure I could swallow it without throwing up. Slowly canvassing my surroundings, I switched on my brights to have a better look and decided to leave them on.

      Trees, trees and more trees.

      Massaging my tired eyes, I put my seat back just a bit and tried to relax. I needed to rest, take a quick catnap, if I was going to make it through this. I was too fatigued to keep going. I wasn't sure I'd be able to doze, but merely taking my eyes off of the dizzying sea of trees seemed to help calm me down somewhat.

      Before shutting my eyes, I made sure to lock all of my doors. I wasn't sure just what it was I intended to keep out by doing so, but I did it all the same.

      Then, as the saying goes, I slept with one eye open, curled up in the driver's seat.
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      I awoke in perfect darkness, and for an instant my heart seemed on the verge of bursting.

      The air was still—sour—and my surroundings were absolutely black.

      For that long moment, I thought I was in the asylum again.

      I jerked up in my seat, gripping the wheel and fixing my eyes on the scene through the windshield. I'd shut off my headlights at some point, and the only light I could see was that which drifted down from the moon and outlined the tops of the trees. There wasn't much of it to go around.

      You're in the woods. Still surrounded by these goddamn trees.

      The foliage seemed closer than before, as though the trees and bushes on all sides of me had taken a step towards the road. The branch of a nearby tree scraped the top of the Cavalier in the breeze, and the swaying of weeds cast faint shadows in the sparse, ghostly moonlight that set my dash aglow. I wasn't sure just how late it was, but that I was stranded somewhere deep in the night was clear.

      Wiping drool from my chin and putting the seat back into its upright position, I fired up the car and switched on the headlights, finding a large white moth crawling across my windshield. At noticing my headlights it flew off and began to kamikaze against them repeatedly. I had a crick in my neck, and my legs pulsed with soreness. There was only so much stretching I could do within the confines of the car, and yet the idea of stepping outside was repellant to me. When I'd rubbed the sleep from my eyes, I shifted into drive and continued down the dirt path, hoping to come across a clearing of some kind.

      Thirty minutes of driving passed and no sign of any such clearing entered into view.

      Eventually I found it necessary to stop the car and step out to take a piss. Fumbling with my new Maglite, I loaded a pair of batteries into the thing and tested it before exiting the car and doing my business at the side of the road. With the flashlight in one hand and the headlights shining at my back, I tried not to stare too deeply into the woods, but simply whistled a nervous tune. The air was surprisingly chill, and the sweat that'd accumulated across the small of my back turned to ice as I wrapped up my bathroom break.

      Was it wise for me to go further so late at night? The path ahead would not be much easier to navigate by day, I reckoned—even if I waited till sunrise to keep going it wasn't like I was going to encounter someone who could give me directions to the cabin. I looked up at the sky, a black expanse pockmarked with twinkling stars, and yearned for the sun.

      I'd barely zipped up when I heard something stirring in the brush. I looked all around me, nearly dropping my flashlight, while trying to nail down the source of the sound. Taking a step back, I bumped into the Cavalier's side mirror and painted the treeline with my light, holding my breath all the while. Another deer, I'll bet...

      But I didn't find another deer wandering through the woods. No, instead, I saw something else.

      A person.

      Bare, alabaster skin caught my light just inside the treeline across the hood of the car. The edges of a swaying arm, a listless hand with long fingers, caught my eye and was gone in the next instant. I thought to call out, but for the moment had forgotten how to speak. And so I shuddered against the car, watching. Weeds and bushes rocked in the individual's wake until, moments later, silence reigned once more.

      Dropping into the driver's seat, I hurriedly set about locking my doors. I stared through the windshield, hands still holding the Maglite to my chest in a death grip, and waited for the figure to reemerge. It never did; probably a good thing.

      I say it was a good thing because, unless my imagination was playing tricks on me, there was something a little too familiar about it. In the way it had moved, its gait jerky and unbalanced; in the paleness of its skin, I couldn't help but recall the thing from the asylum.

      The Occupant.

      Though I hadn't noticed it at the time, in retrospect I thought I could remember glimpsing a fluttering of black hair as it lumbered between the trees. My blood turned to ice, and for a time I sat frozen in the driver's seat, merely staring ahead like a statue. Had it followed me all the way out here? Was that even possible? When I finally built up the courage to pull ahead, I kept my eyes peeled for movement in the trees to my right, dissecting the black space between them for another look at the figure.

      I continued in this state of tense observation when, about a mile further down the road, I encountered something new in my headlights. It was a sight which should have brought me excitement or relief, but which, under the circumstances, amped up my dread considerably.

      It seemed I'd arrived at my destination.

      The side of a small wood cabin came into view, my headlights drawing it up out of the murk and casting a harsh, angular shadow across the ground. The grass that surrounded it was tall, calf-length, and several saplings looked to have taken root around the structure in spots where, ages ago, larger trees had been felled.

      There wasn't a driveway to be seen, and the road I was on hooked into a bend that seemed to take one even deeper into the wilderness. Sidling up to the tall grass, I parked the car and had a good look at the place through the window, my headlights penetrating the shadow. A faint mist drifted about this spot, hanging heaviest where the cabin met the woods. There were no lights on inside that I could see from the dirt path, and as best I could tell from a distance, this place had been undisturbed for quite some time. If the doctor was still hanging around out here, he'd been pretty lax about the landscaping.

      There was nothing left for me to do but step out and explore.

      You've come a long way to see this, I thought. You finally made it.

      And yet I was in no hurry to step out and enter the place. Looking to the cabin, and then scanning the wilderness in which it was couched, I made no move to shut off the car, to exit. I'd arrived, but suddenly I didn't want to be there. I would have rather been anywhere else in the world.

      It was as I stared at the cabin, eyeing a small, dusty window in its side, that the gravity of the situation really hit me. It was then and only then that I realized where I was, how far I'd come in search of answers, and how little business I had in being there.

      You've gone too far this time, I thought, my jaw tingling with pain as I clenched it. You should have quit while you were still ahead.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I stayed in the car awhile, playing around with my cell phone and hoping that I might miraculously happen upon some service.

      No dice.

      I kept my eyes peeled also for that pale wanderer I'd glimpsed in the woods, but it, too, never showed up. Considering all I'd been through that day and my crappy sleep, it was entirely possible that I'd imagined the figure. My bleary eyes could have been playing tricks on me...

      Looking out at the cabin, the limbs of trees scraping its sagging roof in the breeze, I couldn't help but shudder. Whatever the Occupant was, it had seemingly originated right here, in this very cabin. Who's to say that, once freed from the halls of Chaythe Asylum, it wouldn't have chosen to return to this remote spot? I shot a glance into each of my mirrors, waiting for the thing to step out of the shadows, to give me a look at its misshapen, horrific face.

      The woods were still.

      Still as a goddamn painting.

      I fussed over my Maglite, testing its heft in my hands. I had a knife in my pocket, too, and I yanked it free, studying it in the beam of the flashlight. If I encountered a human being, then perhaps the knife would be of use in the event of hostilities.

      But its usefulness ended there, with the threats posed by the natural world.

      If I go in there and that thing is waiting for me, there's nothing I can do to fight it.

      It took me some time to summon the nerve to open my door. I stepped out into the brisk night, locking the doors behind me, and did a slow scan of the surrounding woods before creeping towards the cabin as though the ground were full of land mines. I listened as I walked, waiting for the tell-tale rustling of a pursuer, but instead found myself faced with pure silence—the purest, most jarring silence I'd ever been exposed to. Against it, the sounds of my sluggish advance sounded terrifically loud, doubtless broadcasting my arrival to anyone who might wait inside.

      Knife in one hand and flashlight in the other, I closed in on the front door of the abode. It was wood, deeply grooved for the battering of the seasons, and fronted by a curved metal handle. There was a rusted loop above it where I presumed it had once been fastened by a padlock, but was no longer. As best I could tell from my limited study of the exterior, the place boasted only a single window. There would be a fireplace inside, judging by the toppled smokestack protruding from the roof, but that was the only thing I could be sure of.

      I knocked. Don't ask me why. On the off chance that there was someone inside—someone who wouldn't automatically blast me in the face with a shotgun—I guess I wanted to make a good first impression. But it was clear, painfully so, that no one had been here for a very long time. The door shifted beneath my knuckles, and with a bit more pressure I was able to push it open without resistance. Apparently it wasn't locked from the inside, either.

      The hinges mouthed off as I eased the door open just enough to peek past the threshold, the rusted hardware groaning as though it might crumble. My light brought up dirty wooden floors, the gaps between the planks rather noticeable. Of the air I could only make out a pronounced earthiness. Dust motes were kicked up at my entrance and scattered in chaotic spirals in the glow of the flashlight. I led with the knife, ready to shank someone at the first sign of movement, and paused in the doorway, unearthing the one-room cabin inch-by-inch.

      Across from the door sat a simple hearth, the logs in it so burnt out and cobwebbed that they may as well have been petrified. There was a desk nearby burdened with papers, a tower of cigarette butts and a typewriter coated in dust.

      And then to my right, a sight that stole my breath and sent my knife-hand a-swinging.

      Bent and leaning in the corner nearest the door was a lone figure draped in flowing garb. With a gasp, I lunged to the side and buried my knife in what I took to be the figure's chest, acting before they could get the jump on me. The sound of the blade piercing fabric and meeting solid bone tore through the silence.

      I couldn't believe what I'd just done.
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      I pulled my knife out of what appeared to be a dust-laden coat.

      What I'd taken for a figure leaning beside the door had been in fact a coatrack burdened by a long, black coat and a matching hat. The tip of the knife had grazed the wooden pole, leaving behind a sizable nick. I took a step back and tried to calm my racing heart, peering past the rack and finding the remainder of the cabin empty.

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered, closing the knife and slipping it back into my pocket. I shut the door behind me and stepped across the sagging floors to the center of the room, where I sized up the desk. It was half-hidden beneath stacks of books and papers, a Remington typewriter not unlike the one Jake and I had found in the sub-cellar of Chaythe Asylum sitting at its center.

      It was an encouraging sight.

      When I'd caught my breath and no longer felt quite so jumpy, I paced around and took in my surroundings. There was only one window in the place, as I'd suspected, and it looked out towards the road. I could see my car through it, and just beyond, the wall of trees. There was a bed stationed beneath it, but it was so weighed down by dust and what I figured was black mold that you couldn't have paid me enough to sleep in it. The walls were of bare wood, but here and there I spied tacks where things—important notes, or perhaps pictures ripped from skin mags—had once been hung. There were no light fixtures in the cabin whatsoever. No electricity. No bathroom.

      I focused on the desk, wondering if the stuff on it belonged to Corvine. There were books so caked in dust that their titles were unreadable, and papers stained with age in stacked manilla folders. I decided to take a closer look at them, holding my flashlight in the crook of my arm.

      The books appeared to deal with parapsychology and neurochemistry, and were dated to the sixties and seventies. There was a folder full of old newspaper clippings covering various events, some of which featured meticulous notes in the margins. It was one clipping in particular, dated to 1969 and buried some way down in the stack, that told me I'd hit the mother lode.

      The headline read “TWO DEAD IN EAST CLEVELAND HOUSE FIRE”.

      Pictured were the two deceased victims, a woman and a child. Their names? Geneva and Lacey Corvine.

      I studied it for some minutes, taking a seat on the edge of a dusty wooden chair.

      CLEVELAND, OHIO—Two people have died in a Cleveland neighborhood after their house caught fire in the night. The victims have been identified as Geneva Corvine (26 years) and Lacey Corvine (4 years). Investigators believe that the fire may have started outside the home on the evening of January 28th, owing to a downed power line in the vicinity. Authorities were alerted to the blaze by a neighbor and firefighters worked for over an hour to combat the fire. Both victims were discovered inside the home in their beds, where investigators believe they succumbed to the smoke. The home, investigators tell us, is a complete loss.

      A few things struck me about this news clipping. For one, the corners of the newsprint were faded, as though it had been pinched for long stretches between tight fingers and the photographs on it pored over by wistful eyes. Geneva, Corvine's wife, had been a striking woman with wavy black hair ala Ava Gardner, and their daughter, the 4-year old Lacey, had been cute as a button with bright eyes and her mother's wavy hair—as well as her father's Roman nose. Another thing that stood out was the date of the house fire that'd claimed them—January 28th—which had been circled boldly in black pen, probably by Corvine himself.

      I set the clipping aside and started into the folder's remaining contents. There was a lot to sift through, and I wasn't sure that all of the papers were relevant to my investigation. In many cases, I could draw no parallels between the contents of the typed reports and news clippings in the folder and Corvine's experiments. Take, for instance, a faded news clipping dated to December of 1973, discussing the highly anticipated passage of Comet Kohoutek. Why this piece should have been of any interest to Corvine was a mystery to me, and yet lower on the page, at the very end of the article, something caught my eye.

      ...the comet will attain perihelion on December 28th...

      The number “28” was once again circled.

      I flipped to the next paper in the stack—an obituary from 1971 for a little-known musician and amateur occultist by the name of Vladimir Sokolov—who'd died of a self-inflicted gunshot wound at twenty-eight years old. Once more, the “28” on the page had been circled in bold, black ink.

      For some time now, I'd noticed the recurrence of the number 28 in my investigations. No matter where I looked, it kept popping up. March 28th had been the date of the Third Ward Incident of 28 years ago. Enid Lancaster had been 28 years old then. Apparently Corvine had started running into the number, too, and had started making note of it. But what significance did it have? That was the real question. I'd felt like I'd been going crazy up to this point, noticing the number and giving it some kind of mystical meaning, however it seemed that the doctor, too, had fallen under its sway.

      The number obviously meant something in all of this, and I was determined to find out what that was.

      I kept on through this first folder, finding articles taken from medical journals and such stuffy-sounding texts as EXPERIMENTS IN CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY, which dealt with such varied subjects as insulin therapy, sensory deprivation, the development of nootropic drugs in Belgium, mind-control experiments in the USSR and more. There were pages torn from books—Descartes' The Passions of the Soul and Treatise of Man—which featured several passages concerning the Pineal gland, underlined in black ink. Pages from Franklin Wainwright's well-known book, Stirrings in the Black House: The Newberg Murders, which discussed a series of ritualistic murders that took place in the city of Newberg, Oregon in 1972 were included in the pile, and lines regarding the cultists' beliefs in reincarnation had been underlined. Notes, too, had been taken in the margin, with one scrawl in particular drawing my eye. Carte de Umbra Lungi. What that meant I was unsure. It was another language, one I was unfamiliar with.

      The sense all of this research gave me was of a man desperate for answers, and the bent of his reading gave me a working theory towards his reasons for first dabbling in the experiments that would ultimately result in the Third Ward Incident. Corvine, by all accounts a brilliant physician, had lost his family. Consumed by loss, he'd set out on a wide-ranging quest for knowledge. What he'd hoped to do with that knowledge I was uncertain. Perhaps he'd wished to find a way to make himself forget the pain, or else he thought he could—through the utilization of outre and experimental techniques—bridge the gap between the living and the dead and reach out to his deceased loved ones.

      While sifting through all of this research, I became increasingly aware of a presence in the room with me, or perhaps watching me from just outside the cabin's only window. Repeated glances over my shoulder brought nothing to light; the night outside was still, except for the odd branch sent raking over the exterior of the cabin in the breeze. Even so, the feeling of being watched—actively hunted—persisted. At one point I stood and approached the window, looking out at the inky line of trees beyond my car and studying the black slivers of night between the aged trunks. The eyes I'd felt certain to find staring back at me never turned up, though. I was alone. My senses all assured and reassured me of that fact.

      Well, except for one of them.

      It wasn't a sense so much as it was intuition, a nagging feeling in my gut, that something lurked just around the corner. I should have known by then that the eyes had their limits. Something dangerous could loom near without my ever seeing it, as I'd learned at the asylum. Shaking off a chill, I returned to the desk.

      I leafed through the other books on the desk. They dealt mostly with the psychological subjects I mentioned before, though at the bottom of one of the stacks I discovered something like a nature guide, old and faded, which detailed the flora and fauna of the Hiawatha region. Its print was worn, as were the hand-drawn illustrations of trees and birds within. I leaned back to have a better look at this one, and felt the floor sagging deeply beneath one of the chair legs.

      Standing and pushing the chair aside, I examined the floor with my light and centered my gaze upon one particular plank. It was the right size, and would have looked just like all the others if not for a slight difference in color—a difference which became all the more apparent after I cleared away a good deal of dust. It was a natural brown, compared to the regular stained chestnut of the rest. Testing it with my hands, I found it extremely loose at both ends. It'd been hastily nailed down. Corvine hadn't been the handiest when it came to repairs, it seemed.

      Another possibility crossed my mind and sent me feeling out the borders of this aberrant plank. It was a long shot, but maybe something had been hidden here. I gave the edge of the board a pull without stopping to consider what I might find.

      It came up without difficulty. I tossed the plank aside and leveled my light on the subfloor space beneath, where I discovered what appeared to be a box.

      I'd stumbled upon Corvine's buried treasure, by the looks of it.
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      Before reaching in and removing the box, I had to shoo away an especially persistent—and enormous—wolf spider who seemed keen to use the thing as its perch. When the thing crawled away into the blackness, I lifted the box, made of a dense cardboard, and set it out on the floor. It was about the size of two regular shoeboxes, and had a dirt-colored handprint across its lid, which had been fastened down with twine.

      I yanked my knife out of my pocket, rather pleased to see it getting some use, and made quick work of the twine. Before opening the box however, I took some time to study the handprint. It was large, came from a hand bigger than my own, and as I traced its shape with my finger I couldn't help but picture Dr. Corvine kneeling upon this very floor, stashing it away so that it would never be found. Whatever was in it, he'd obviously wished to keep it hidden. Hoping that I wouldn't find a box full of bones, I pulled off the lid and had a look inside.

      The box didn't have any human remains in it, but its contents were hardly less exciting to me.

      Cassette tapes. Six or seven of them. Handwritten notes, photographs and what looked like a blueprint were also included.

      “Jackpot,” I muttered, setting the box in front of the typewriter and returning to my chair.

      At the very top, folded in half, was a handwritten note. The paper had a rough feel to it—decades stashed away under the floor hadn't done it much good—and the ink was a bit blotchy. The penmanship had been incredibly neat however, and once I'd mentally reacquainted myself with the flow of proper cursive, I found I could read it without difficulty.

      It read thus:

      It is for good reason that men fear the dark. Our kind are transient, hopeless things. Things destined to live and die, leaving nary an echo in the yawning corridor of eons. I've always marveled at time, and at its ability to change things—to worsen, weaken and, however seldom, to improve—despite its intangibility. The cruelty of this world is that there is nothing in it that equates to permanence, and it is the burden of our kind to be saddled with—cursed by—that knowledge. The only commodity that endlessly endures is that invisible force that turns the pages; time.

      That, and one other.

      While a man may be consumed and erased by the machinery of time, there are things in these vast cosmos, in the spheres beyond our feeble scope, that know nothing but to endure. It is of these things, and not the dispensable souls of humankind, that I have become acquainted with through my ill-advised research.

      The door has been opened.

      It's already too late.

      W. R. Corvine, March 31st, 1989

      I stared down at the page for some time, re-reading it and then setting it back into the box. In the meantime, a terrible chill had settled along my spine. I glanced, not once or twice, over my shoulder and to the window, where I felt sure something unseen had grown closer to the cabin.

      The note was a doozy—cryptic and somewhat disjointed. But I gleaned from it a few important points. Firstly, judging by the date on that note, Corvine had returned here after the events at Chaythe Asylum. Before the authorities caught a whiff of what he'd really done, he'd taken his research—some of it seemingly in this very box—and vanished to Hiawatha. Also, whatever his goals had been at the onset of his research, it was clear he didn't meet them. The fact that he'd called his work “ill-advised” was telling.

      The last thing that struck me, and which was most responsible for my unease, were those final lines.

      The door has been opened.

      It's already too late.

      Corvine knew he'd fucked up royally in carrying out these experiments. He'd learned, too late, that his experiments on Enid had backfired and that he'd released the Occupant.

      And apparently, the guy responsible for all this had no answers. To hear him tell it, it was too late to do anything about it. We were stuck with whatever it was he'd loosed upon the world.

      That wasn't exactly comforting.

      I returned to the box, had a look at the tapes. Their labels bore the mark HIAWATHA. These, then, were probably the sessions Corvine had carried out here, in the cabin, with his first subject in the 70's, prior to working at Chaythe Asylum.

      The paper I'd initially taken for a blueprint was in fact a detailed sketch of a large, egg-shaped room. It took me a few minutes to recognize it, but as I studied its dimensions and spotted the little observation shack in the rear—the examination chair at the center—I saw it for what it was. These were plans, schematics perhaps, for that chamber beneath the asylum where Jake and I had found Elizabeth. There were some other things in the box as well—several sheets of crinkled paper crammed with complex chemical formulas on them. They had no heading or attribution; I could have been looking at the chemical formulas for Agent Orange or Grape Kool-Aid.

      The pictures in the box weren't actually pictures, but rather, drawings. There were probably a dozen in total, and they'd been done on nice, thick card stock with quality pencils. Beneath each sketch were hard to read signatures, two in total, which seemed to point to the drawings as a kind of collaborative effort between two artists.

      The subject of those pieces, however...

      All twelve of the drawings were of faces, and they seemed to be stacked in order of increasing clarity and detail. The very first among them, signed J.C., was an airy thing that gave only the general outlines of the human face. The next five, also signed with the initials J.C., were variations on the same figure, but with more detail added each time. The face began thin, but grew thinner in subsequent drawings. The facial features seemed to have an inverse relationship to the increasing hollowness of the face, in that they only grew. Eyes and mouth were pushed beyond the boundaries of normal human physiognomy until they appeared cartoonish.

      But it wasn't until I got to the latter half of the drawings—the six signed with the initials E.L.—that I knew what I was looking at.

      The first of the drawings attributed to the artist E.L. seemed to pick up where the last of J.C.'s work left off, in that the details of the face—their subject had evidently been the same—continued their development into nightmarish distortion. But I hadn't even reached the last of the drawings before I recognized the subject.

      The Occupant.

      The artists had been tasked with drawing the thing we'd seen at Chaythe Asylum, and by the time I looked at the twelfth and final drawing done by artist E.L., which almost certainly stood for “Enid Lancaster”, I found myself transported back to the shadowed institution. The details were spot on, damn near photographic. The realism of the distorted face, with its two misshapen eyes and yawning mouth was such that I thought I could almost feel it staring at me from the page. The first drawings in the sequence by J.C.—less clear and detailed—had probably been the work of Corvine's first subject; the one whose progress would likely be chronicled on the tapes I'd just found.

      I hurriedly tucked the awful drawings away and picked the tapes out of the box.

      Outside, the wind picked up and the cabin began to groan as though it might shudder and fall. With the tapes in hand, I made a hasty run to the car for my tape recorder, and sitting in the driver's seat with a lit Viceroy, I loaded the first tape, labeled HIAWATHA #1, into the player.

      The smoke in my lungs was just about the most comforting thing I'd encountered all day. Putting the seat back a little to soothe my achy spine, I flicked a cone of ash out the window and hit PLAY.

      From the very beginning, I could tell that these dictations were going to be less formal than the one I'd heard from Corvine's time at Chaythe Asylum. His voice drifted into the air, filling the car, and I bristled at the sound of it.

      “Janie, are you ready?” asked the doctor.

      There was another voice on the tape, that of a young woman, that replied, “Yes.”

      “We're going to start now. If there are any spirits on these grounds, we wish to make contact with you. Please, give us a sign,” said Corvine.

      I couldn't help but laugh. Corvine and his assistant, Janie, were doing the same thing that Elizabeth had done back at the asylum. They were hunting for EVPs. Compared to all of the esoteric shit the doctor would get up to later on, the idea of him holding a tape recorder and conducting a séance in the cabin was hilariously quaint.

      “If there is someone here—the spirit of one who is deceased, please, show yourself. Give us a sign,” continued Corvine.

      There was silence on the tape while Corvine and Janie waited with bated breath for something. “Please, if you're here, show yourself,” added the girl.

      Chuckling, I ashed my cigarette once more and leaned forward in my seat, looking to the cabin with a grin. Years ago, Corvine and this young woman had been standing in that very cabin, playing with tape recorders and calling out to spirits. For what reason? It seemed so ludicrous that I could barely believe what I was hearing.

      And then I glimpsed something in my periphery. Something that nearly made me swallow my cigarette.

      I reached out and hit the STOP button on the tape player, letting it clatter to the car floor.

      In the cabin window was a silhouette so faint that I could only make out a few details—dark hair, thin arms, skin so pale it glowed in the dark—and yet it wasn't so faint that I could possibly doubt its being there. Someone was watching me from inside the cabin.
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      I wanted to start up the car and put the pedal through the floor, but I couldn't even remember where I'd put my keys. Staring out my window at the motionless figure in the cabin, my pulse started thumping in my temples so hard I feared I might stroke out. The cigarette between my fingers continued to burn, singing my fingertips, but I hardly noticed.

      It's the coat rack, remember? I tried to tell myself that I wasn't seeing anything sinister in that window; that it was merely some everyday object rendered in darkness. Would that I could have let myself believe the lie.

      Because let me tell you something about coat racks: They can't stare.

      I'd stood in that very spot not so long ago and knew the coat rack—or any other fixture that could possibly pass for a person in the right light—to be far from the window. What I was seeing now was a pale, unmoving thing. Dark hair kept its face mostly obscured, but there was something familiar in its general shape, its overall posture, that called to mind the Occupant.

      I looked away, my eyes grazing the box of tapes I'd brought with me, and in it I glimpsed the edges of those drawings Corvine's subjects had done—in particular one of the later efforts by Enid, whose frightful details jumped off of the paper in the low light.

      When next I peered into the cabin window, it was empty. My guts roiled and my hands moved impulsively to the wheel, squeezing it. Hold yourself together... you're out here all alone. Your mind is playing tricks on you...

      All of this internal chatter was nothing but useless noise. There was something out here with me, despite my remoteness, and I'd felt it for some time. Perhaps it'd always been with me, had hitched a ride some time ago.

      Maybe I'd led that monstrosity back here from the front entrance of the asylum.

      From one of the bottles I'd packed, I splashed some cold water on my face and tried to calm my nerves. Repeated studies of the cabin and its sole, moonlit window yielded nothing.

      Was it still watching me from somewhere, perhaps within the treeline? I clutched at the Maglite, made sure the knife was close at hand, and opened the car door, stepping out.

      I picked up the tape recorder, too, stuffing it into a pocket.

      Trawling the wilderness with my light, I brought up nothing but a nightmarish Bob Ross painting. Lots of happy—or not so happy—trees. The door to the cabin sat ajar, and I told myself it'd been knocked open by the wind, or else I hadn't closed it properly on my way out. Striding towards the window, I held my breath and had a look inside, fearing that I might find the Occupant staring back at me from somewhere within.

      My search turned up the tottering desk, the ash-filled hearth, the goddamned coat rack, but nothing else. It was empty.

      I sighed, worked out the tightness in my chest with my palm as I stepped back towards the door. Slipping into the cabin, I shut the door behind me—firmly—and had another look around, one hand poised to draw the knife. Thankfully, there was no one waiting for me inside, no one to shank. Everything was as I'd left it.

      Even so, I knew better than to trust my eyes. I started across the room, plopped down into the chair. For some minutes I sat in silence, merely studying the room's corners, its nooks and crannies, in anticipation of the predator I knew to lurk there. None turned up.

      When I'd calmed down and hesitantly written off the sighting as a byproduct of my fatigue, I sat back in the chair and fished the tape recorder out of my pocket, continuing where I'd left off. Corvine's deep voice drifted from the speaker and startled me.

      “Please, give us a sign.”

      There was a pause.

      “Is it working?” asked the young woman, Janie.

      “We won't know until we've listened to the tape afterward,” explained Corvine. “These things take time. I understand that it takes considerable energy for a spirit to bridge the gap between worlds.”

      The session went on for fifteen or twenty minutes, and as I listened to the playback I heard nothing like an EVP. The only voices on that tape were those of Corvine and his helper. Following a break in the tape, a new recording began. This time, it was just Corvine dictating.

      “The methods employed here at Hiawatha have not been effective. In Elmore I was able to pull the voices of the dead from the air, but here we've encountered some difficulty. The spirits here don't seem to want to communicate. I find this hard to believe, considering where this cabin is situated. This land, the very soil that rests beneath it, is no stranger to spilt blood. It is well-known that a logger in the 19th century once murdered an amorous rival here—and for centuries before this land was a site of war between different indigenous factions. The spirits of the dead, such as they exist, must be plentiful here. And yet, they do not speak.”

      Another session began, this one also featuring solely the doctor.

      “I've recently become acquainted with a technique by which one may tap into the inner workings of the mind—a deprivation experiment meant to manipulate the senses and induce what some believe to be spectral hallucinations. I speak of the 'Ganzfeld Effect'. I intend to employ this technique during my next session with Janie. Perhaps she will be a more effective receiver for the voices from beyond than these tapes have been. Visual and auditory phenomena are not uncommon during such experiments.”

      During the next session, Corvine discussed his progress with Janie, as well as his reading about new, experimental drugs.

      “Of all the experimental substances coming from Europe—that class of drugs which has been dubbed 'nootropics'—there is one which has captured my interest. It is a mixture comprised of certain Racetam-class drugs, coupled with a dose of the neuropeptide Scotophobin. This combination, the early clinical trials have made clear, is a promising one for those who wish to stimulate that psychical center of the brain, the Pineal gland. The so-called 'third eye' discussed in various cultures throughout history may finally open, and Descartes may well be proven correct in his declaration of the Pineal as the seat of the human soul. It is my hope that a dose of this compound—whose analog even now I have requested from a reputed local chemist—will deliver a breakthrough. Used in tandem with the Ganzfeld technique, which cuts off the feeble, mammalian senses, I except that the extrasensory capacities of the Pineal gland will make themselves known and give the subject a new vantage point from which sensory feedback from other realms may be gleaned.

      “The clinical trials make note of one temporary side-effect, a crippling phobia of darkness. Promisingly, the trials—despite having administered very large doses of the mixture, dubbed SPN—002—have not found an upper tolerable limit. This bodes well, and speaks to the compound's safety. There are no concerns for toxicity.”

      The tape wore on. Corvine documented Janie's first experiences with the Ganzfeld technique, describing his process. Initially he stuck to the guidelines found in psychotherapy texts, but soon deviated from the prescribed norm because he felt his own variation to produce more noticeable effects. The subject was seated in a chair and blindfolded—probably in the very same chair I now sat in—and a pair of large headphones were placed upon her ears to block out all noise. She was then urged to remain completely still, and to focus only on the darkness. “Let your physical self drift away,” he instructed on the tape.

      Initial forays into the Ganzfeld technique proved fruitless. Though some low-level hallucinations did seem to occur, they did not, as Corvine had hoped, “Pull away the veil between the two worlds.” Sessions continued in this way, with only minor progress, and the doctor could be heard to grow increasingly irritated until, on the next tape, he began chronicling their usage of the experimental compound SPN—002.

      Five minutes after dosing, Janie was instructed to sit down, took on the usual blindfold and headphones, and proceeded to have a slight panic attack. She could be heard to plead on the tape, and said something that shocked me.

      “What are you doing?” demanded Corvine on the tape. “You are to keep the blindfold on until the end of the experiments, Janie. Are you listening to me? Put it back on at once.”

      The girl replied, and I could hear her voice wavering as she fought back tears. “Uncle, please, don't make me wear it. I'm scared. I don't want to be here in the dark anymore. Please start a fire... I don't want to sit in the dark...”

      That was something I hadn't expected.

      The first subject in these experiments, the girl called Janie, was Corvine's own niece.

      He shouted at her on tape, ordered her to put the blindfold back on, and for the remainder of that session her sobs could be heard in the background.

      I'd long held contempt for Corvine and his sick experiments, but learning that he'd subjected a member of his own family to such terrible things really put a new face on the matter. He'd been more savage and terrible a man than I'd given him credit for. Hearing the girl cry on the recording was extremely uncomfortable—her fear was real. Hers were the sobs of one fallen into despair—one suffering from a paralyzing terror.

      I realized I'd heard that same crying before, during a mysterious phone call at Dave Thackeray's radio studio.

      I'd heard it from Enid Lancaster.

      The rest of the tape was concerned with Corvine's developing theories. The experiments continued despite Janie's intense dislike of the dark, and he upped the dosage—necessitating the usage of restraints. In one particularly chilling passage, the doctor noted, “The subject's level of agitation tends to increase depending on the dosage of the drug, and it approaches worrisome heights. If not for the restraints I'm certain she'd attempt self-harm if only to put a stop to the terror.”

      As the sessions went by, Corvine began to refer to his niece not by her name, but as “the subject” with increasing frequency—something that I found strange and distressing. He was becoming disconnected from the experiments, from the real world, and seemingly had no qualms about treating the girl as a lab rat. During several points, Janie's vital signs were reported to reach unsafe levels—she'd experienced lapses in consciousness and borderline hypertensive crises during a few sessions.

      But eventually, during one evening when he'd fed her the drugs, restrained her and blocked out her senses, he got his desired breakthrough.

      “Can you hear them?” asked Janie.

      I placed the tape recorder on the desk and stood up, pacing nervously about the room. I shoved my hands into my pockets but they shook all the same.

      I pictured a young woman tied to the chair I'd just been sitting in, with a blindfold and a pair of large headphones on, asking me the same question I'd heard that dead kid on Main Street ask me with his dying breath.

      “Who?” asked Corvine on the tape, not a little excitedly. “Who do you hear?”

      “The voices. I can hear the voices...” The girl could be heard to squirm, to whimper. “So many voices...”

      “Do you hear aunt Geneva? Do you hear cousin Lacey?” demanded Corvine. “Reach out to them! Call out to the two of them!”

      I wasn't even sure that the girl could hear Corvine, considering the headphones she was supposed to be wearing at the time, but she seemed to respond to him in the negative. “They're not here,” she said, her voice rising in a tremulous whisper. “B-But... there's someone else who wants to talk.”

      The tape ended there, plunging the cabin once again into a profound silence.

      It was just as well. Suddenly, I was having trouble keeping my eyes open. I returned to the chair, leaning back against it and rifling through the box of tapes in search of the next one in the sequence. I pulled the second tape from its case, fumbled with it as I pushed it into the player, and then rewound its first side.

      By the time I was ready to hit PLAY however, I was nodding off.

      My fatigue had been mounting for awhile, and it was clear that I couldn't put off sleep any longer. Setting aside the tape recorder, I cradled my head in my hands and yawned. I'd return to the car, make sure the doors were locked, and pass out in the front seat till morning. The tapes would keep till then.

      I stood, leaving the tape recorder on the desk and limped out of the cabin. The flashlight's glow hurt my eyes as I had a look around the grounds. Leaves shook in the wind, and a large insect whizzed by, but otherwise things were still. Adjusting the driver's seat, I dropped into the Cavalier, locked all of the doors and stretched out.

      I would've fallen asleep right then if not for what greeted me outside my window.

      In the corner of my eye, something in the direction of the cabin's moonlit roof caught my attention.

      A figure stood upon the weathered shingles, its black mane whipping past a disordered face in a gust of wind. Wide, empty sockets like holes punched into drywall watched me from the rooftop as the thing stood sentry.

      And then, as if it had been carried off on the breeze, the figure was gone. The black walls of the forest gave no clue as to its whereabouts. Each tree gouged at the sky like a spear, and from between their knotted trunks came the susurrations of wandering night fauna, of chatty bugs. I put on my headlights for a spell and caught the furry flank of a black bear as it lumbered past the site.

      There's nothing out here. You're tired, paranoid. Get some sleep. This place won't seem so strange in the morning.

      I did fall asleep, eventually.

      But not before I made sure to keep my knife in the cup-holder beside me.
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      I heard Corvine's voice in my dreams. That was the only concrete thing I could remember upon waking in the driver's seat the next morning, my lower back awfully sore and my neck stiff. The bulk of the imagery in my dreams—recollections of the asylum, visions of things standing on top of the cabin, or on the hood of my car—was less clear to me. When I was sure that there was nothing waiting for me outside, I kicked open the driver's side door and hobbled out, cursing under my breath.

      The air was cool. A bright band of sunlight shone overhead, but even by day the surrounding trees did a fine job of fostering darkness. The cabin remained bathed in shadow. This was my first time getting a feel for the woods by the light of day, and I admit to feeling a twinge of despair as I marveled at their density. Even during daylight hours the forest here looked damn near impenetrable. When I'd done all I'd set out to do here and the time came for me to leave, how the hell was I going to find my way out?

      I looked down at my phone, waved it in the air for a while in search of a signal.

      Let me tell you, whenever I eventually got out of these woods, the phone wasn't going to play a role in it. I was going to end up driving blind until I stumbled upon a proper road.

      I took a leak outside the cabin and lit up a cigarette. Breakfast was a lukewarm canned coffee drink and another granola bar. The prepackaged food was getting damn old; I'd have killed a man for a McMuffin just then.

      While finishing up my morning routine, I found myself sticking mainly to that band of sunlight and allowing its warmth to seep into my skin, where it served to banish the chill the long, dark night had cursed me with. Sitting on the hood of the car, I wiped the sleep gunk from my eyes and thought back to everything I'd listened to the night before.

      Corvine, big softy that he was, had wished to make contact with his dead wife and daughter. Trouble was, he wasn't the kind to roll up to his local Toys-R-Us for a ten dollar Ouija board. He had to go overboard, do things the hard way. And so he'd enlisted his niece to help him bridge the gap between the worlds of the living and the dead. It'd all been innocent enough; that is, until he started tying her to chairs and force-feeding her untested designer drugs out of Europe that would mess with her brain chemistry.

      And here I'd always held a grudge against one of my uncles for buying me the wrong Bengals jersey one Christmas.

      The fate of Corvine's niece, Janie, was uncertain. Of course, when you considered what'd happened to Enid Lancaster, it was easy to make some guesses. Someone subjected to such barbarous experiments as these wouldn't likely be able to return to a normal life, and I doubted also that Corvine would have wanted her running around, blabbing about all she'd been put through. There'd been mentions, previously, of the first subject not responding well to treatment. For all I knew, she was somewhere out here, buried in this endless sea of green. Any clues as to Janie's whereabouts would have to come from the doctor's notes.

      The coffee drink gave me a welcome caffeine buzz, but the stuff near the bottom had a sour taste to it that I could hardly stomach. I swished it around before shotgunning the remainder with a wince and then threw the empty into the trunk of my car. From a bag in the back I pulled out a bottle of water and a clean washcloth, which I used to give my stubbled face a quick scrub. It made me feel human again. Looking myself over in the back window of the car, I combed back my hair and turned to the cabin.

      There were a few tapes left to listen to, a lot of books and papers to sift through. I considered packing it all into my trunk and taking it with me. That was probably the smart thing to do; sticking around, especially at night, wasn't good for my mental state. I decided I'd listen to a few more tapes right now that it was early and the light was good, and that in the afternoon I'd pack up the remainder and get moving.

      I'd just approached the door to the cabin, was about to step inside, when suddenly I paused. From the other side of the door, in that single, small room I knew to be empty, I heard a voice.

      Corvine's voice.

      Easing the door open all the way, I stood at the threshold and had a look inside, finding nothing out of sorts. Nothing, that is, except for the tape recorder I'd left on the desk. The little red light in the corner was on and from where I stood I could see the cogs in the tape turning.

      The damn thing was on.

      “You must try to relax,” urged Corvine.

      Sobs, gasps, cut through the recording. “It's here... it's inside...”

      For an instant, I thought Janie was speaking to me. I had another glance around the cabin, her stifled crying filling the air, and was enveloped in a pall of dread. The daylight issuing from the window made no difference; the feel of being watched, all too familiar to me since entering these woods, returned with gusto. I shuddered, easing the door shut behind me.

      “There's no one else in the room that I can see,” said the doctor. He'd meant to console the girl, but the rough edge of annoyance in his voice made the statement anything but conciliatory. “Focus, Janie. Focus. This presence... where is it?”

      Fighting back what sounded like a groan, the girl could be heard to lean back in the chair; its legs scraped the floor and the resultant noise was captured in the recording. “It's here... it's right in front of me... I can... I can almost see it.”

      “What does it look like?” asked Corvine expectantly.

      “Eyes... big eyes.” The girl paused to gulp in a lungful of air. “No... no... it has no eyes. They're just... just holes looking out at me from somewhere...”

      The remainder of that session was cut short due to Janie's screams. She went ballistic, and I heard what I imagined was the chair falling to the floor and her falling with it. Corvine tried to set things right, to calm her down, but she was deliriously frightened.

      I stared down at the tape recorder in nauseous awe. The little box quivered as it relayed to me these screams of more than thirty years ago. Janie's anguish had been perfectly preserved in this grotesque record. I was going to switch it off, too unsettled to listen further, when the session ended abruptly and Corvine's next dictation began.

      “The subject has not responded well to the newest formulation of the drug. It causes terrible outbursts—the worst I've yet seen—and though I feel she is inching towards a real milestone, the terror the compound induces is too much for her to handle. As a result, I've decided to administer small doses and to do so less often, lest the stress of our work break her. In the meantime, I've asked her to spend the evening drawing what it is she thought she saw. She claims more than once to have sensed a third occupant in the room with us, to have seen it by way of her 'spectral eye', and I asked her to draw it. It resulted in a sketch, low on detail, that she will have to elaborate on after future encounters.

      “The chemist from which I procured the compound took the liberty of adding still more of the nootropic compounds, believing that some would have a therapeutic effect and counterbalance the phobia of darkness that it causes. The inclusion of a hefty dose of L-Theanine, he supposed, would soothe her. It did not.

      “She has claimed that this entity in the room wishes to speak, to share some message, and yet the chorus of voices issuing from beyond the edge of normal human detection are deafening to her. A stronger connection with this third 'occupant' must be made—if it exists at all—if she is to hear the message it seeks to relay.”

      During the next recording, Corvine discussed Janie's reaction to a new formulation of the compound, which he dubbed SPN—004. By the end of the recording, I thought I detected something of giddiness in his voice. I lit a cigarette and took a seat in the chair, puffing away as I listened.

      “After the initial dose of the new compound—SPN—004—I was concerned after the subject's safety. Her usual fear of the dark persisted. In fact, it intensified, leaving her nonverbal for some time. She entered something of a semi-conscious state and I was preparing to cut the session short when suddenly she began to communicate with something. A connection had been made

      “She alerted me to the presence of the third occupant, and asked me to remove the headphones so that it might hear through her ears. I complied, and was then prompted to ask my questions. I inquired, naturally, after Geneva and Lacey—asked whether I could speak to them, but was told in no uncertain terms that such a thing was impossible at this time. Wondering if this wasn't merely an act, I decided to test the entity. With the subject's eyes still blindfolded, I walked over to my desk, took up a piece of paper and wrote the number '4' on the back. I then asked the subject—who acted during this period as an intermediary between myself and the third occupant—what number was on the paper, which I had folded and placed into my back pocket.

      “It knew. It knew that I had written the number '4'. From that moment on, the answers to my questions were clipped—one or two word things, mostly yes's and no's. I tested it again near the end of the session—or planned to. My idea had been to write a short sentence on a piece of paper, a sequence of words, and then to ask the occupant what it was I'd written. I'd no sooner placed pen to paper when the thing spoke to me. 'The better to see you with'. I dropped my pen, and I must admit to being shaken, for I'd intended to write the phrase, 'What big eyes you have.' I had not managed to do so before the occupant had somehow plumbed the depths of my mind and responded. I learned better than to test the thing again. It requires no testing—it is genuine, whatever it is.

      During the next session I will endeavor to capture some of my dialogue with it.”

      I'd seen this movie before—the one where the spooky outsider, up to no good, demonstrates preternatural knowledge. If getting his mind read by the Occupant wasn't enough to turn Corvine away from his experiments, then nothing was. I flicked some ash onto the floor, figuring old Corvine wouldn't mind, and kept on listening.

      Nothing had prepared me for the session to come, however.

      “The experiment is in progress. The subject is seated, appears rather sedate. She has just made contact with an entity she insists is in the room with us, and will act as a conduit so that I may converse with it. First, can you hear me?”

      “Yes.” The voice came presumably from Janie's mouth, but it didn't sound like her. Not a bit. It was a deeper voice. I hesitate to call it demonic, but listening to that voice echoing through the empty cabin made my guts squirm.

      “Very good. And what name do you go by?” continued Corvine.

      At this question, there was only silence.

      “Did you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      A long pause while Corvine came to grips with the fact that this entity didn't want to share its name. “You will answer my questions truthfully?”

      “Yes.”

      The doctor cleared his throat. “I wish to speak to my wife and daughter. Their names are Geneva and Lacey. Can you help me do so?”

      “No.”

      “You can't?”

      “Not yet.”

      I heard Corvine's sharp inhalation as he considered this. “Why is that?” he asked. “Is there something you need?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is it?”

      “A body.”

      I stomped out my cigarette, fidgeting in my seat uncontrollably. The husky, inhuman voice on the recording was getting to me. I was thankful that I wasn't listening to this with headphones on. In the background—in the empty space when neither Corvine nor the Occupant spoke—I thought I could hear something else. Was it animal noise from outside the cabin? Was Janie making sounds—crying, perhaps? Leaning forward, I thought it sounded like a chorus of wails... an undercurrent of choked cries.

      “Can you hear them?” asked the thing speaking through Janie.

      “Hear what?”

      The entity did not reply.

      The session ended soon thereafter, with Janie bursting into tears. That was the end of that tape. Its other side was apparently left blank.

      I'd heard plenty, though.

      The Occupant had let Corvine know up front what it wanted.

      A body.

      I tried to make some sense of this, but the dynamics of the situation made about as much sense to me as Calculus. Something—A ghost? A lost spirit? Something... else?—wanted to leave the world beyond and enter a new body. Corvine, it seemed, was on board, because the entity claimed it would let him speak to his loved ones again. But how could such a thing even come to pass? By what process could a presence like this one come to inhabit a human body? And for that matter, what would happen once it did?

      I needed some fresh air. Throwing open the cabin door I marched outside and ate a quick snack, walking circuits around the car. Had Corvine really been so desperate to reach out to his family that he was willing to work with the thing that owned the distorted voice coming out of his niece? If history had taught me anything, it appeared that he had been, but this was a Faustian bargain if ever I'd seen one. The Occupant was looking for some quid pro quo—I'll scratch your back if you scratch mine—and I had trouble believing that a man like Corvine would fall for it. He must have known, even then, that he was messing with things he couldn't control. Already he'd broken most every law in the book by drugging his niece and using her as a medium through which he could contact otherworldly beings.

      What had happened to Corvine and Janie? Was the doctor still out there somewhere, carrying out this terrible work? And as for his niece, had she met the same fate as Enid Lancaster at Chaythe Asylum? There was no telling, and as I paced about the grounds, I wasn't sure I'd ever get a proper answer.

      The morning was slowly fading into afternoon. I needed to listen to the rest of the tapes and get moving. No way in hell was I going to spend another night in these woods.
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      I'm just going to come out and say it. Taking a crap in the woods sucks. After squatting at the treeline and hoping I wouldn't get mauled by a black bear while doing my business, I cleaned up and retrieved the tape player.

      And then I came back outside.

      I'd had enough of that gloomy little space, of those walls that seemed to collect and amplify the terrible voice I'd heard on tape. I walked a short distance away, to a space behind the cabin where I found a tree trunk to sit on. It was probably here that Corvine had chopped his firewood back in the day—a suspicion that was only driven home further by the discovery of a rusted axe in the tall grass nearby. Sitting in one of the few areas in view that allowed for direct sunlight, I breathed a sigh of relief and loaded up the next tape, setting the player in the grass.

      During the next session, Corvine sounded upset. It was hard to put my finger on it, but his speech was slower than usual, and seemed weighed down by barely-veiled annoyance. He discussed a break of some days and how he tasked Janie with drawing the thing that she had seen. She claimed to have nightmares about it every night, and even on days when she did not receive the compound her mental state seemed to be off. He claimed that her fear of the dark was no longer abating, and wondered if a long-term abstinence period was not necessary to reset her tolerance to darkness. He rattled off on this with little evident concern for his niece. He was just mad that his experiments had to be put on hold.

      The anger in his voice was more pronounced when, a few days later, he dictated about a snag in his work. Janie was no longer interested in participating—and had not been for some time. Despite Corvine's assurances and bribes, she would no longer take the drug willingly, and had to be force-fed. During daylight hours he had to keep a close eye on her, considering her a flight risk, and mentioned how happy he was that he'd chosen this remote area in which to conduct his research, stating, “Thankfully, there is nowhere for her to run. The secrets of our work are safe here.”

      He mentioned also an incident during a late-night experiment where, somehow becoming free of her restraints mid-session, Janie had managed to pry off her blindfold. When Corvine had rushed to replace it, he'd noticed by the light of his flashlight a strange and frightening change in the girl's eyes. They'd been completely black. “Pools of ink,” the doctor had called them. He hadn't been able to pin down any medical reason for the change, and reported that at the session's end, when the drug's half-life had passed, her eyes did return to normal. This incident reminded me of something a former orderly at Chaythe Asylum had told me about Enid Lancaster on the night of the Third Ward Incident. Enid's eyes had been black as well.

      His next recorded entry took place some days later, and he bitched about Janie right from the get-go. “She nearly escaped today when I proposed another session. I don't know where she thinks she's going to go, and certainly no one would believe her if she made it out of the woods. Nevertheless, she is only an asset to me so long as she continues participating in the experiments. When they have run their course, something will have to be done to ensure her silence.”

      That didn't bode well.

      “Sessions with the Occupant have hit a dead-end. I have been informed after this last that the subject is not a suitable fit. As to what criteria the entity requires in a host I am at a loss. It has not been forthcoming about its needs, stating simply a riddle of some kind. When asked what it requires in its host, it replies simply—and without fail—'twenty-eight.' I am unsure of what this means and have asked, but I never receive clarification. I suspect that, in its current state, the Occupant is limited to short bursts of speech. Its connection with the subject is not so strong that it can speak at length. It would appear that the subject has reached the limits of her usefulness, however. I will have to move onto another if new ground is to be broken on this matter. This leaves me in a difficult position. How best to handle the current subject and apply the research gleaned from our sessions to a new, more suitable subject?”

      I stopped the tape. Standing up, I walked through the tall grass and into the woods, the canopy fluttering in an earthy breeze. Weak streams of light met the underbrush, only to vanish as the leaves returned to stillness. I'd been wondering for some time what had happened to Corvine's first subject, but I was getting to the point where I felt I had a clear idea of her fate.

      Somewhere out here, in this no-man's land, it was possible that Janie Corvine was dead and buried. In all the research I'd done prior to this trip, I'd learned nothing about her—almost as though she'd been snuffed out after taking part in the experiments. Corvine had alluded to the remoteness of this place, about how the secrets of his work would remain safe here.

      If there's one thing dead people are really good at, it's not blabbing. Corvine hadn't hesitated to turn his niece into a guinea pig, and I doubted that he'd had any trouble in shutting her up permanently. I looked back to the stump where the tape recorder sat, glimpsed the rusted edge of the ax I'd found. It was easy to picture the stern-faced doctor taking a crack at a young, defenseless girl with that ax and then burying her somewhere in this wilderness.

      The question was: Where?

      Moreover, I knew the fate of Corvine's second—and more famous—subject. Enid Lancaster had been killed on the night of the Third Ward Incident while trying to break out through the front entrance of the asylum. The doctor, if memory served, had been there that night—had held a session with Enid a few hours before the power had gone out and her killing spree had begun. Had Corvine anticipated this violent outburst and murdered his patient before she could escape into the world and wreak more havoc?

      I took a deep breath and decided to get out of there. I'd gather the tapes, the books and papers, and then I'd book it to the nearest paved road. Hopefully I'd get some cell reception on the way so that I could let Elizabeth and Jake know about all I'd found. Possibly I'd stay put, call the cops, and share with them what I knew. If there was a body out there in the woods, then they'd need to know about it.

      I returned to the cabin, scooping up the books and paperwork on the desk and carrying some of it out to my trunk, where I tossed it in pell-mell. I was about to return for more when a rustling to my back made me freeze. It was the crunching of a twig from somewhere in the woods behind me. I turned, looked over my shoulder, but couldn't see anyone there. A deer? A bear? I took a slow step towards the cabin, thinking I'd just been hearing things, and prepared to grab up the rest of Corvine's stuff.

      That was when the gunshot rang out. A bullet sailed through the air and sank into the chassis of my Cavalier, and I hit the ground so fast and hard I knocked the wind out of myself.

      Footsteps—hard and unmistakable—issued from the woods.

      This forest was going to be home to a second body—mine—if I didn't get the hell out of there. I reached into my back pocket for my knife, but remembered I'd left it sitting in the cupholder the night before. They say you should never bring a knife to a gunfight, but at that moment I have to say that the knife would have been a welcome addition. I certainly wasn't looking forward to warding off a gunman with my bare hands.

      The footsteps stopped close by and I felt a presence looming behind me. I turned to look, but froze when the barrel of a shotgun pressed hard against the small of my back.

      The instructions were clear enough, and I obeyed them, giving the dirt path an eskimo kiss.

      “Don't move.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          15

        

      

    
    
      “Don't make any sudden movements,” I was further warned.

      I didn't need told twice.

      “What are you doing here?” The voice was female. Middle aged, at least, though I couldn't get a look at her without having my torso ripped apart by her boomstick. When I hesitated to answer, she repeated herself. “I asked you a question. What are you doing here?”

      That was a question with a long, long answer. Rather than show my hand, I muttered, “I was just driving through. This lovely little cabin caught my eye and I thought I'd have a look around. Great place. Very rustic.”

      The shotgun cozied up to my back even harder. She wasn't buying it. “Bullshit.”

      I held my breath, waited for the gunshot to come, for my entrails to become one with the road.

      “You're taking things from the cabin. Why?”

      The gun barrel eased up just enough to allow me to take a deep breath. “Truthfully? You wouldn't believe me if I told you.” I caught the barest glimpse of the woman in my periphery. Dark clothing—looked something like a uniform. Police? A forest ranger, maybe? “I'll put it all back though, if that's what you want. I'd just really prefer not to get shot today.”

      She mulled it over. I felt her reach down and pat my pockets, and after a time she nudged me in the side with the heel of her boot. “Roll over. Keep your hands above your head.”

      I did as I was told, rolling onto my back.

      I'd been held up by a uniformed, thickset woman with short blonde hair. There may have been a streak of grey running through it, but I couldn't be sure from where I lay. I scanned her uniform for some kind of badge but was unable find one. The outfit she wore seemed more like hunting garb the more I studied it. Dark camouflage. I guess I was in season.

      “Let me ask you again,” she said when she'd looked me over and ensured that I was unarmed. “Who the hell are you and why are you poking around here?”

      “I'm a college professor,” I began. “My name is Stephen Barlow. I teach down at Moorlake University, in Ohio. I came up here to do some research. And if you must shoot me, please aim for the head. The bastards declined to give me a benefits package.”

      Her jaw could be seen to tighten at my reply. “Research? What kind?”

      “I didn't mean any harm. I came here looking for the man who used to own this cabin. It looked abandoned—I wasn't aware that I was trespassing.”

      “Trespassing is the least of your worries,” she spat. “What are you doing here, and hurry up, because I'm tired of asking.”

      “I came here looking for a doctor by the name of Corvine. He was involved with some controversial experiments in the 70's and 80's. I wanted to see if he was still out here, or if I could find some of his research. Unfortunately, me and a few of my students experienced the fruits of his labors first-hand, and I came looking for answers.” I closed my eyes, wondering how insane all of that would sound.

      But the woman didn't laugh. Her eyes widened, almost as if she believed me, and she took a step back. “What do you mean, you experienced his research?”

      “That's a long story. I'll tell you everything, but first, I want to call the cops. I've been reviewing some of the doctor's notes and dictations, and I think he may have murdered someone. He brought his niece with him to this cabin in the 70's and ran experiments on her. I think he may have killed and buried her out here.” I looked up at the woman pleadingly. “You really think I'd make the drive to this shit-hole if I didn't have a good reason?”

      To my surprise, the woman lowered her gun. Combing a hand through her hair, she shook her head. “You have been doing your homework, I can see that. But you've got one thing backwards. W. R. Corvine ain't been among the living in quite some time.” She nodded to the edge of the woods. “Because I put him in the ground.”

      I froze. “Excuse me?”

      She stepped aside and urged me onto my feet. “I'm that niece of his.”

      Unable to believe my ears, I held onto the Cavalier as I gained my feet and asked, “You're Janie?”

      “Jane,” she was quick to correct. “Only he ever called me Janie.” She motioned to the cabin with the shotgun. “Come on. Let's walk.” She led me towards the crumbling abode, carefully watching my every movement. By the time we stepped inside, she seemed to lower her guard a little. She invited me to sit in the chair, glancing around the cabin with the sourest expression she'd yet donned, and then stood at the door with the shotgun at her side. “I haven't actually been inside this damned place for ages.” She pointed to the desk, chuckling at its utter disarray. “You've been busy, eh?”

      I had a seat, brushing fresh dirt off my pant legs. “Can I ask you a question?”

      She didn't protest, so I went ahead.

      “How did you know I was here? Do you live nearby, or...”

      She hiked a thumb out towards the window. “I got trail cameras set up all throughout this area. Some just outside this very cabin. I like to know who comes and goes—you never can tell who's going to end up paying this place a visit.”

      I just knew there were going to be some high-def pictures of me taking a shit in the woods saved onto one of those trail cameras, but I ignored that fact and pressed on. “Why the need for cameras? Do a lot of people come poking around?”

      “No,” she shot back. “None except for you in all these years. But you can't be too careful. The weather was good today and I thought I'd check the cameras. Lo and behold, I find you here.” She cleared her throat and paced before me like a caged lion. Her boots were a muddied black, laced up past her shins, and the camo outfit she wore looked a little threadbare in places. Her cheeks were red, forehead damp with sweat. “I'm going to ask the questions from here on out, and you're gonna answer them. Got it?”

      I nodded. What choice did I have?

      “How did you find out about all of this? About what happened here, my uncle's experiments?”

      “You just want a quick rundown, or...?”

      “The whole goddamn enchilada,” she uttered.

      I started from the top. I mentioned how some students of mine had come up with an idea for a ghost-hunting club, and that—after getting a lead from a radio DJ who'd been getting weird calls at night—we chose Chaythe Asylum as our first meeting place. “We went there for a tour—the three of us and the groundskeeper, and—”

      She stopped me right there, her gaze becoming steely. She panned around the cabin slowly, a finger pressed to her lips, and then her eyes slowly returned to me, her red cheeks sunken in a frown. “Have you seen it?” she asked.

      It didn't take much guessing to know what she meant by “it” in this case. I nodded. “The Occupant? Yeah.”

      Jane flew into a rage, stamping her feet against the sagging floors. She moved like she was going to clock me in the head with the butt of her shotgun, but stopped short, uttering a string of curses. “Why did you come here, then? Why did you come?”

      The truth was that curiosity, along with a lingering fear that something needed put right, had drawn me to the cabin. “I found out about this cabin, about Corvine's work in Hiawatha, from some of his notes. We had a hell of a time at that asylum, and I wanted to make sure it was over. I wanted to be certain that that thing was really gone. The only place in the world I could come for answers was here, and I didn't know what I'd find. Turns out there's still a lot of material in this place—some of which may answer my questions.”

      She grit her teeth. “There's a lot of stuff here, all right. Could never bring myself to destroy it; always hoped that there was a key to stop the madness tucked in there somewhere, in a book or cassette tape. But I don't think there is. What my uncle set loose ain't gonna be put back by some writing in a book.”

      “Maybe you're right,” I conceded. “But there's nowhere else in the world I can turn. No one knows about this stuff, about what your uncle did. When me and my students wandered into that asylum we really didn't know what we were getting into. And then, when we encountered that thing in the dark... it hounded us, followed us out. I had to know for sure that it wasn't going to continue following us, or that—”

      “It what?” She struck the wall with her fist, and for a second I thought the whole groaning edifice was going to come down. “What'd you say? The thing left the building?”

      “Uhh... yeah,” I replied with a shrug. “We got trapped deep inside the asylum. It followed us through every passage and didn't let up until we showed it the way out.” I then added, as if it would somehow help my case, “But after it stepped outside, it vanished. It disappeared like a fog.”

      The business end of Jane's shotgun found its way to my breast, and her trigger finger barely avoided a full-on squeeze. “Did you bring it here? Hm? Are you following its commands? In contact with it?” She reared back, striking me in the chin with the back of the gun, before gluing the barrel to my heart again. “Answer me! Did you bring it here?”

      Dazed, I licked at my bloodied lip, the skin broken and pulsing, and shook my head. “I don't know what you're talking about. I came here because I wanted to make sure it was gone, not to work alongside it. That's what your uncle did. He tried to make a deal with it, right? Because he wanted to see his wife and daughter again.”

      She studied me contemplatively for a long time—more than a minute of silence passed between the two of us—before stepping back. “How did it reach out to you? A phone call?”

      “That's right. It's kind of hard to explain. I'd put out an ad for leads in the local paper. I wanted to find a good spot for me and my students to tour where they could do their ghost-hunting thing. Next night I hear from a local DJ who claims to have been getting calls every night from a number once tied to the asylum. He invites me to come listen to it, and it's creepy. I heard your uncle on the line, and the voice of Enid Lancaster, too, I think. It was like a recording. Turns out that's the last of the calls that came in—after I heard it and made plans to visit the asylum, the calls stopped coming, according to the DJ.”

      Jane kneaded her brow. “Yes, because you were lured. It was mimicry.” She gave me an awful look just then, a mixture of “I'm so sorry” and “I wish you were dead.” Leaning against the door, she sighed. “You should not have answered its call.”

      “No doubt.” I cracked my knuckles and leaned back in the chair, studying the ceiling. “I wish I hadn't. I don't know how it is that the Occupant managed to reach out to begin with—and why it chose me, of all people, to contact.”

      Again, Jane looked me over narrowly. She sniffed the air as though my scent might hold the answer and then said, “Well, you had to have made yourself known to it, somehow. Touched by death.”

      “What's that supposed to mean?” I asked. “I only put an ad in the newspaper—I didn't know a thing about any of this, about what had gone on here or at the asylum, until very recently. This isn't the kind of thing I'd ever knowingly invite into my life, all right?”

      She shook her head. “Of course not. But we don't get to decide—it's out of our hands. You were touched by death, and that's how it came to take an interest in you. Tell me, what happened?”'

      It took me a few moments to reply. There was only one incident in recent memory that sufficiently qualified as being “touched by death”, and that'd been the death of that student on Main Street. “I'd been on my way to class a few days before the start of the break and saw a kid get hit by a truck. He died in my arms. Later that week, all of this ghost-hunting stuff started...” I laughed weakly. “It was messed up, but I don't see what that has to do with anything. It's not like that kid was one of Corvine's subjects. He had nothing to do with that.”

      Jane slumped to the ground, arms crossed. “It has everything to do with that.” I thought I saw her trembling, and for a moment her voice and the voice of the scared girl I'd heard on the tapes overlapped. This woman, sitting on the floor of the cabin, had become the frightened Janie once again. “You did bring it back here,” she blurted. “After all these years, you led it back to this spot.”

      I didn't know how to respond. “No... listen, I came alone. I...”

      She jabbed a finger in my direction. “We aren't alone here. It can see me through you. It's watching, listening now.” She glanced around the room. “I can feel it.”

      Though I knew it to be impossible, I did feel another presence in the room with us just then. Around some corner, in some dark space, was that monstrous thing. The hanger-on that had popped up in my periphery throughout the night, the one I'd felt watching me at all hours.

      “What is it?” I asked. “What is the Occupant?”

      Jane licked her lips, repeating, “You should not have answered its call.”
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      “Is it a ghost?” I asked. “Some spirit from the other side that wants a second shot at life? Or is it something else—a demon that preys on innocent people? So far, in all the things I've read and the tapes I've listened to, your uncle never made it clear just what this 'Occupant' really is.”

      Jane held out her hand, spread it wide, and traced a small shape across her open palm. “Imagine, if you will, that the world of the dead is a kind of web. Each strand of that web is made up of an individual soul, OK? And nothing happens to any one of those strands without all of the others being affected. A small ripple, a minor disruption, is going to be felt throughout. When one among the dead experiences something, all of the others do, too.” She closed her hand tightly, her knuckles going white. “But that's not what the Occupant is. As best I can describe it, it stands apart from the web. It's the fat spider sitting in the middle of it, and it's always paying attention to what happens across that web. Nothing goes on in the world of the dead that the Occupant doesn't know about.”

      I nodded, not sure that I fully understood. “So, it's the devil?”

      “I didn't say that.” She frowned. “There isn't a good word for what it is. It doesn't fit into any existing box very neatly. I wish it were just some guy with a pitchfork and red horns, but...” She trailed off.

      “How do you know this? Where did you learn about this... this 'web'?” I asked.

      Wide-eyed, she replied, “Oh, the Occupant showed me. It shows you all kinds of things when it borrows your head.” She tapped at her forehead with a single fingertip, a nervous laugh dribbling from her lips. “Such awful goddamn things.”

      “All right, so let's suppose that's all true. How did the Occupant hone in on me, in particular? Last I checked, I'm not dead.”

      As if she'd expected this question, Jane nodded slowly. “You said this kid died in your arms, right? You—your face—was probably the last thing he saw in this life. When he became a part of the web, the Occupant took notice. And from behind those dead eyes it must have been looking out at you.”

      What she was describing was cosmically horrific. So much so that I didn't want to believe it. But after all I'd been through since starting down this path, I was in no position to argue with her. She'd been through the experiments, was the only living person—to my knowledge—who'd ever made a connection with the Occupant like Enid Lancaster had done. I turned my attention to other matters, asking, “So, what happened, then? With your uncle, I mean. I understand he carried out experiments at Chaythe Asylum and caused a patient there, Enid Lancaster, to go on a killing spree. What happened after that? He fell off the radar.”

      “My uncle came back here in 1989. Brought some of his research back with him. Finally, after what'd happened to that girl at the asylum, he'd changed his tune. Realized that maybe it wasn't such a good idea to chat with monsters from beyond our world—that what he'd been doing all these years had been the devil's work. You see, after he'd wrapped experiments with me in the 70's, he'd thrown me into a sanitarium a few hours north of here. Real quiet, out of the way. A place where he had some connections, and where headcases could be easily forgotten, kept out of view. I didn't tell a soul in all those years about what I'd been through for fear that it would return—that my discussing it would somehow bring it back. It's always listening, you know. And once it's touched you, once it's taken you into its sights, you're marked.

      “But in '89, after what happened at the asylum, my uncle came back to Michigan and bailed me out of the sanitarium. He said we needed to work together again, that he needed to find out what it was he'd done, and to somehow reverse it. And for that, he was going to need my help. There would be more experiments, more drugs, more horrific visits in the night by that thing...

      “I couldn't do it. I'd spent years sleeping with the lights on after what he'd put me through—I still do to this day—and I wasn't going to stand for it. I told him as much and it caused a big fight. One night, here at the cabin, he tried to force me into the chair. He'd ordered a new drug, something that he hoped could lure the Occupant back, but I wouldn't take it. When push came to shove, I shoved harder. Took him by surprise. I stabbed him in the side with a knife, and while he hobbled around, surprised at the wound, I took up the shotgun he kept around for warding off bears and wolves. You can imagine the rest. He's buried almost a mile from here, in a stretch of woods that probably hadn't been tread since the time of the Indians. I buried him real deep, too. Took me more than a day to dig a hole deep enough to keep the wildlife from getting at him. Never told a soul, of course. And I expect you won't, either.” She looked to the gun on the floor, and then to me, brows arched.

      “Sure,” I replied. “Your secret's safe with me. But... if you don't mind me asking, why did you take part in his experiments to begin with? And what had he hoped to accomplish?”

      Jane folded her hands and rested them atop her knees. “My parents had died a year or two before all of that started, and my uncle had become my legal guardian. Believe it or not, he'd been a good man up to that point. Had treated me like his very own daughter. Of course, when my aunt Geneva and cousin Lacey died, things changed. Brilliant though the man was, he wasn't immune to grief, and it changed him. Left him twisted. He wanted answers, and for a few years there he turned his back on medicine and started on pilgrimages in search of the unknown. Read a lot of rare books, familiarized himself with all sorts of occult traditions. He even did some ghost-hunting himself, visiting haunted locations and attempting to get proof of the afterlife. It was never enough, though. He'd make a little progress, and then he'd immediately up the ante.

      “Because what he really wanted was to see his wife and daughter again. At first, he just wanted to hear their voices. To know that they still existed out there in some form. But eventually he got in too deep, and playing with tape recorders wasn't good enough. And somewhere along the line, he threw all caution to the wind. The drugs, the sensory experiments... he went off the deep end, and managed to do something that one would have thought impossible. He managed to bridge the gap between two worlds using one person's brain as the common link.

      “But, as you know, it wasn't his wife and daughter that capitalized on that. It was this thing, the Occupant, that slithered through instead. He did things to my mind, made me receptive to the entity, and then he spoke to it, night after night. And it promised him so many things—things that it couldn't have possibly delivered, but which my desperate uncle latched onto. It claimed that, if brought into the world of the living, it would have the power to resurrect Geneva and Lacey. It just needed to find the right host.

      “I wasn't good enough. I didn't meet its criteria. The connection I had with it, I'm very thankful, was not enough to bring it into the world. It was always too weak. Something was in the way. And so my uncle moved on. He searched and searched, eventually landing a job at that asylum and setting his sights on that Lancaster girl, the one who would lose her mind and go on to commit all those murders. The Occupant, as I understand it, liked her much better. She'd been the ideal host—hand in glove. It took hold of her and tried to escape. My uncle—the only good thing he did in all these years—managed to put her down that night before she could do so. And ever since, the thing has been lost in the halls of that old building, just wandering, I guess. It needs a very specific kind of person to hitch a ride with. It won't just pick anyone.”

      “It needs someone who's been touched by death?” I chanced.

      “More than that. It can use you, work through you, if that's the case. But in order for you to act as a host, you have to have certain characteristics. I never made the cut, but Enid did.” Jane took a pack of Marlboro Reds from the breast pocket of her shirt and lit one up. I wasn't a big fan of Reds, but I bummed one off of her anyhow.

      “What did Enid offer that you didn't?” I asked.

      Jane took a long drag, sending a thin cloud of smoke towards the ceiling on her exhale. “I checked a few boxes. I was an orphan, so I'd been touched by death. My mind had been well-prepped by the drugs... the drugs are what really let it in. But it wouldn't stay, couldn't use me the way it wanted to. Because it needed a body. It needed me to make it a body.”

      “I don't understand.”

      “It needed someone fertile.”

      “You're saying that...” I tried to figure out how such a thing might work—how some otherworldly presence might latch onto a human mind and then worm its way into a womb to be made flesh and blood. I laughed; that's how insane it sounded. “Wait, you mean to say that it wants someone who can give birth to it? Like a proper baby?”

      “Well, I wouldn't say there's anything 'proper' about the situation, frankly, but yes. That is what I'm saying. It seeks out a particular host, one that meets its criteria, and then takes hold. What happens after that is anyone's guess—my uncle put down the Lancaster girl before she could escape, but I assume she would have run off to some remote, private spot to allow the thing to gestate.”

      I was floored. My mouth felt dry as I smoked the Marlboro, and a potent nausea stirred to life in the pit of my stomach. “That's hideous... unthinkable,” I said. “And your uncle was fine with this? He thought that it would get him what he wanted?”

      “My uncle thought that, once the Occupant had been born into the world—once it had a physical body of its own—that it would be able to bring the dead back to life. It told him, once, that it would use its abilities to give birth to his loved ones. Even if such a thing were possible...” Jane shivered.

      “I noticed,” I continued, thinking back to the tape, “that the Occupant never talked a whole lot. Why was that? Was its connection to you just not strong enough?”

      “So it seems. My uncle told me that it'd been much chattier when using Enid as a mouthpiece. He'd learned more from it at the asylum than he ever did with me, and her visions of it were clearer than mine.” She ground out her cigarette on the heel of her boot and tossed the butt aside. “By now I'm sure you've encountered the number '28', haven't you? In your reading... in my uncle's notes?”

      “Yes!” I blurted. “What the hell does that number have to do with all of this? I keep seeing it everywhere. It pops up all over the place. I thought it was just a coincidence at first, but Corvine seemed to think otherwise.”

      “It's a special number,” she explained. “I don't know the whole of it. Never was good with numerology, and my uncle only ever told me a few things about it upon his return in '89. He used to say something like, 'it's a perfect number', and realized somewhere along the line that there's—on average—28 days to a woman's menstrual cycle. All this mention of '28' early on had been intentioned as a hint in that direction, it seemed. The Occupant wanted someone fertile. Me? I'd never had a regular period in my life, even at that age. Years back I had to go to a specialist, even; they found I had PCOS. But Enid was different. She checked all the boxes. She was a perfect fit. Too good.”

      Everything was falling into place. This entire ordeal was beginning to make frightful sense to me. “But what about the Occupant? You say it was left to wander the asylum after your uncle killed Enid.” I paused. “I saw it. Me and two students saw it, and it left the building with us. What was it, then? Is it a physical being, or merely a figment? Is it like a ghost?”

      Jane crossed her legs and thought hard about this. “Its connection with Enid was so strong that my uncle feared it might remain on this plane even after her death. When her body died, it had gained enough of a foothold to stay behind. It didn't get dragged back to the other side—it isn't a weak, human soul. It's something more. But it probably wandered lost in that building for all those years, biding its time and saving up its power. Waiting for someone it could graft onto, escape with. You showed it the way.” The gaze she dissected me with made me feel guilty, but she continued, “I guess there's no way you could have known.”

      “Well, what happens now? Is it on the loose out there? Is it looking for someone else to influence?” I gulped, wondering then if it wasn't in the room with us, eavesdropping, as Jane had claimed. “What can we do?”

      “A million dollar question. I'm not sure there is anything for us to do.”

      “OK. So, assuming it is out there, looking for someone, then what? What happens if it gets what it wants?” I hesitated before asking the question that was really on my mind. “What if the Occupant is born into this world, takes on a physical form?”

      She took in a sharp breath through her nose and stood. “I don't think there's anyone on Earth who can answer that.” Shaking her head, she added, “For all we know, it's already found someone. It's already out there, taking root. Growing. You had students with you, right? Any of them female?”

      I responded more defensively than I should have. “One of them, but she's fine. She's not Occupant material, anyway. It's not like I was trying to put her in harm's way, you know.”

      “Of course, of course,” she said. “But who is and is not 'Occupant material' isn't for you to decide. That's the Occupant's job. If I were you, I'd keep her close. Watch her a little while. Just in case. When you all left the madhouse, it might've hitched a ride in her. You can't rule it out, can you?”

      She was right. I couldn't rule it out. But I'd spoken to Elizabeth on my way into Michigan and she'd been fine. Completely normal. “Look, she's never taken the drugs or anything. There's no way it could get into her head.”

      Jane shrugged. “Problem is, it doesn't need the drugs anymore. The drugs merely opened the door. The drugs are what let it through. Now that it's here, the drugs are meaningless.”

      I found myself wanting to argue with her. “You don't know what you're talking about,” I nearly said, but I stopped myself. Jane knew a lot more about all of this than I did. She'd experienced it all first-hand, had been battling memories of the Occupant since before I was even born. “Well, thanks for the info. I appreciate it. Mind if I get going now?”

      She stepped aside to let me through the door. “On one condition.”

      “What's that?”

      “That I never hear from you again. I don't want to see you here. If you come back, I'll shoot you. I swear to God, I will. When I first saw your pictures on my trail cams, I hoped you were simply a good-for-nothing, a lost tourist. Instead, you brought me this. I've had my fill of the the Occupant and will spend the rest of my life trying to put it behind me. I have no need of fresh reminders.” She opened the door and waved me out. “Take whatever you want and leave. You've never met me, and I don't know you. Got it?”

      “Yes, ma'am.” Taking the rest of the books and papers off of Corvine's desk, I carried them out to my car, dumping them into my trunk with the rest. Shutting it, I noticed the bullet hole in the exterior and grinned. “Now, how the hell am I going to buff that out?”

      Jane, though, was in another world. She was standing near the car, staring out into the woods. Her eyes, fierce just moments ago, had gone somewhat glassy. “You know, I still feel it, sometimes. The Occupant. Sometimes when I sleep, or when I'm alone at night. I can feel it watching me. Even after all these years, I can feel it when it turns its attention to me.”

      I knew the feeling, but I didn't say anything.

      Jane snapped back to attention and, after giving me some simple directions back to the highway, issued me a perfunctory goodbye.

      The dirt road stretched on for another two miles past the cabin, where it would eventually branch off in a fork. I was to take the right side, which would transition after three or four miles into a paved road called Ottawa. Once on Ottawa Road, I needed only to continue straight until I reached the highway entrance ramp some ten miles down.

      Jotting these directions on a paper napkin, I took off, leaving the rickety old cabin behind. Jane stared at the car as I pulled away. Eventually the surrounding forest crowded her out of my rearview, but something told me that if I'd doubled back, she'd have still been standing there, staring deep into the woods.
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      I'd never been more excited to see a stretch of asphalt in my life. Speeding down Ottawa Road, I found my way to the highway entrance ramp without difficulty and, some minutes later, into territory where I could pick up a reliable cell signal. My phone had a lengthy seizure in my cup holder as I coasted onto the highway, heading south.

      Elizabeth had left me a handful of messages—both texts and voicemails—on the day of my arrival. Most of them were some variation on “Are you OK?” and “What did you find?” Cradling the wheel between my knees and making sure there was no one else on the road, I hammered out a quick response. “Heading back now. I've got a lot to share. I'll tell you everything in person, once I get back to Moorlake. Hope to be back late tonight.”

      It was paranoia that saw me pick up the phone some five minutes later to see whether I'd gotten a response from her. There was none. I sent her a second text, asking, “How are you and Jake doing back home? Everything OK?” I hit send, but instantly regretted it.

      Putting on whatever grainy Top 40 hits I could find on the local airwaves, I drove a good fifteen to twenty over the speed limit, except in those spots where Michigan cops hid out in speed traps. If I limited my stops, I could make it back to Moorlake by around ten or eleven at night. Or perhaps sooner, if traffic remained this light

      I checked the date on my phone. It was April 2nd. Just six more days before this break ended and I went back to my normal life, that of the under-appreciated adjunct. Frankly, the 8th couldn't come soon enough.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The meat on my Double Quarter Pounder tasted like filet mignon. It was so good, in fact, that I ordered a second one to-go, scarfing it down as I started down the Mackinac Bridge.

      Traffic tightened up early on, but not so much that I was going to make poor time. I pushed through the stretch between the forest and the bridge in roughly three hours, stopping only thirty minutes to eat, stretch my legs and gas up the car. I didn't stop to smell the roses along the way this time. My mind was elsewhere.

      The sky was beginning to darken as I crossed the bridge. With night returned the paranoia.

      I couldn't help but hear Jane's voice in my ear as I turned up my music and pretended not to be bothered by the impending night.

      You know, I still feel it, sometimes.

      “Mary Jane's Last Dance” came on the radio and I did my best Tom Petty impression during the chorus, fighting to shut out all the fearful thoughts pooling in the recesses of my mind. It was a swamp in there; I needed only to dwell a moment too long on my meeting with Jane, on the contents of the notes and recordings that presently rattled around in my trunk, to feel a nascent terror growing where only minutes previously I'd hacked down one such stalk. The fear in me was a many-limbed tree.

      The way to Detroit was going to be four hours—four and a half if I hit any jams on the way. After pulling past a rusty UPS truck, I settled on a comfortable 80 MPH and looked out upon the dimming Midwestern scenery.

      More than once, I'd looked down at my phone to see if I'd gotten a text back from Elizabeth.

      OK, fine. I'd checked more like a dozen times.

      But each time I swiped on the phone and glanced at my screen, I found nothing.

      Again, the sewer of my mind began to swell with fear, threatened to spill over.

      You let Jane get into your head. Elizabeth is fine. She's probably out watching a movie, hanging out with Jake. There's nothing wrong. You have enough to worry about as it is. Don't fret over this, too.

      I still went ahead and peeked at my phone about five minutes later. It was becoming a reflex. No new calls, no new messages. There was an email waiting for me—I glanced at it before promptly shunting it into my spam folder. It was a publisher's newsletter I couldn't remember signing up for, announcing the release of some “exciting” new book by horror author Abraham Ebson. I'd read his last one, The Dweller in the Fog, and had hated it. A lot. Apparently I still owed him a one-star review. I glanced up from my screen just in time to spot a pair of highway patrolmen stationed along the shoulder, watching the traffic closely. It looked like they were in the process of setting up some sort of DUI checkpoint.

      That was enough screen time for now. When Elizabeth replied to me—and she would, probably very soon—I'd answer during my next stop for gas. I tossed the phone into my glove compartment and forgot about it for a time.

      I scanned the radio for something else to listen to, nursing the last of my canned coffee drinks. I skipped past countless news programs, a classical station I'd have been happy to listen to if only it hadn't been plagued with static, and skipped a low-quality broadcast of “Gloomy Sunday” on an oldies station because I was feeling pretty superstitious.

      Eventually I just shut the damn thing off and focused on the road. Another five or so hours and I'd be back in Moorlake. Then the three of us could meet up and unpack all of this.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The gas station coffee I picked up just outside of Detroit tasted a hell of a lot better than the canned crap I'd been swilling. After topping off the tank and throwing a bit of extra air in my tires, I buckled up and prepared for the last leg of the drive—Detroit, through Toledo and into Moorlake. An hour and fifteen, tops.

      Before I did so, I snatched my phone out of the glovebox and had a look at it, already preparing a witty response to the apologetic text that Elizabeth had surely sent me for not responding sooner.

      Except there wasn't one.

      Still no calls or texts.

      The guy in line behind me at the gas station gave me a look, wanted me to drive off so he could use the pump. I started up the car and drove off to one side, near the attached convenience store, and welcomed the harsh glow of the fluorescents that shone from above. Idling there, I decided to give Elizabeth a call. I didn't want to nag, didn't want to seem like a creep, but with every passing minute of radio silence I was beginning to lose ground against the dread Jane had instilled in me.

      I dialed her number, put the phone up to my ear, waited a couple of rings.

      It went to voicemail.

      I raked at my scalp, left my hair a mess, and tried again.

      It rang a total of five times before the robotic voice urged me to leave a message after the beep. I did just that and tried, to the best of my ability, not to sound like a worried dad. “Elizabeth, hi. It's Professor Barlow. Listen, I'm outside of Detroit, heading back. I just wanted to touch base with you and Jake. And, uh... you know, make sure you two are doing OK.” I paused, awkwardly. “Er... Give me a call back, will ya? Thanks.”

      No sooner had I set down the phone than I felt someone's eyes on me. My shoulders tensed up and my legs started to fidget beneath the steering wheel. I did a scan of each mirror, trying to single out the identity of my observer. The guy who'd been waiting behind me at the pump? No, he was filling up now. I thought I heard him bitching at the guy standing at the next pump over about the cost of gas. The attendant standing near the front window of the store? No, he was scanning lottery tickets for someone.

      The more I looked around, not finding anyone's eyes on me, the more certain I became that the feeling of being watched was issuing from within.

      You know, I still feel it, sometimes. The Occupant. Sometimes when I sleep, or when I'm alone at night. I can feel it watching me.

      The phone went back into the glovebox and Weezer's “Buddy Holly” turned up on a local college station. I played it fucking loud and peeled out of the parking lot.

      Another hour on the road and I'd be home. Everything would be comfortable and familiar soon enough. The wide, mostly empty stretch of I-75 South opened up before me and I gunned it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Toledo was in the rearview. I was closing in on Moorlake, would be there within the next fifteen minutes. No longer was I watching the sides of the road, the well-known speed traps. Instead, I was locked in a race with something that I couldn't see, but which I could feel bearing down on me with every fiber of my being.

      I'd broken my no-phone rule not long after leaving Detroit, placing a few texts whose spelling had been shamefully poor for a professor of English and waiting with bated breath for a reply. None had come, so far.

      It was getting damn hard for me to pretend like something wasn't wrong. Usually, Elizabeth Morrissey was chatty as hell—I couldn't get her to shut up if I wanted to. The other day, when I'd lost service, she'd kept on texting me regardless, asking me if I was all right, if I'd made it to my destination. Though she had declined to come along, I knew she was interested in the outcome, and that she'd be waiting not-so-patiently for me to spill the beans on everything I'd learned.

      That is, unless something had happened to her.

      A light rain began to fall, blurring my windshield. I hit the wipers, smearing the drops against the glass, and simply focused on getting home. My exit would be coming up any minute, and from there it would only be a short way to Dorchester Hall, the dorm where both Elizabeth and Jake lived. I was going to pay them a visit. Best case scenario, Jake the jerkboy was deleting my texts and voicemails. He'd made it pretty clear that he wanted to stay out of this whole Corvine thing, and he didn't want Elizabeth digging any deeper, either. I hoped that was the case.

      And considering all I'd picked up in Hiawatha, I couldn't help but admire the jock's wisdom. He and Elizabeth had probably done the right thing by sitting this out, whereas I'd lunged headfirst into the abyss without any regard for my sanity. Curiosity had done me in, had made it so that the weight of my knowledge would keep me shuddering wherever I found myself too far from the nearest nightlight.

      I passed a car lot on the fringe of town that I recognized, passed by a Burger King and forgot the hunger that still persisted in me. I was in Moorlake now, passing a strip mall, a Chinese buffet, and rushing down moonlit streets that glistened in the light rain. I kept one hand on the wheel and the other locked around my phone. “Come on... come on. Call me back. Text me. Anything, for Christ's sake.”

      After turning down some side streets and cutting through downtown, I passed my apartment building. But I didn't stop there. I kept on, pushing towards the edge of campus. The university library streaked by my rainy window. The gymnasium. Then, on my right, I noticed the tall, half-lit dorm building whose sign read DORCHESTER HALL.

      I'd arrived. It'd taken me roughly eight hours on the road to get here, but I'd made it.

      I parked next to a rusted-out Sonata and lit a cigarette. The rain thinned out and then completely stopped, leaving the air scented in moisture. It was a soothing thing taken in tandem with the freshly-cut lawn smell rising from the grounds and the occasional pull from my Viceroy.

      I dialed Elizabeth's number again and looked out to the building before me. It was several stories high and featured a single exterior door on each side. I was parked in the same spot where I'd dropped Jake and Elizabeth off numerous times, and scanned the windows of the building carefully while the phone did its thing. Most of the windows were dark—in fact, only two or three of the windows on this side were lit. The building was probably close to empty; few students had stayed behind over the break.

      The call went to voicemail yet again, but I was distracted from my annoyance by something that materialized on the other side of the glass exit door some fifty or sixty feet ahead of me. It rose up, seemingly from nowhere, and stood in harsh contrast against the orange light coming from inside of the stairwell.

      Someone was looking out at me from that door.

      I blinked; once, twice. Setting down my phone, I took another look at the glass door and tensed.

      The figure was still there.
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      I stayed in the car a long while. The rain made a brief reprise, some heavy drops crashing down onto the windshield, before the clouds overhead scattered and the moon made an appearance.

      When I finally stepped out, my shoes sloshing through a puddle, I kept my hand locked around the knife in my pocket and approached the door to Dorchester Hall with my head down. The figure in the glass hadn't moved, but all that time I'd been able to feel their eyes on me.

      I was within twenty feet when I realized who it was.

      “Jake?” I called out, breaking into a jog across the lot and giving the door a tug. Someone had left it propped open with a piece of plastic ripped from a Powerade bottle, and it swung open with ease. Stepping into the stairwell, eyeing Jake up and down, I realized immediately that something was wrong.

      He'd been standing at the door, looking out into the parking lot vacantly. And upon my entrance, he hadn't really moved, hadn't so much as looked up at me. He was still a statue, albeit a panting, red-eyed statue. I thought perhaps his eyes were bloodshot because he'd been up real late, or else smoking pot, but the streaks of dried tears on his cheeks told a different story. He was wearing a damp white sweatshirt for some sports team, though the logo on the front was too faded to say which. His hair was matted down with rain and clung to his forehead. He was wearing another accessory, too, which I didn't recognize.

      A striking black eye.

      “Jake,” I said, taking his shoulder and giving him a jerk.

      He inhaled sharply, looked like he was going to lose his balance, and then winced back what looked like a fresh deluge of tears. Taking a step backward, he supported himself against the handrail and actually looked at me. “Professor.” His voice was distant, weak. It didn't sound like him. Usually he tried to veil his naturally higher voice by speaking with more depth, but what came out of his mouth now was just a feathery whisper.

      “What's the matter?” I asked. I glanced up at the empty stairwell. “Where's Elizabeth?”

      He startled at the mention of the girl's name. Not a good sign.

      Licking his lips, he worked a hand through his hair repeatedly, compulsively. “Uh... uh...”

      “Jake? You're weirding me out, man.” I shook his shoulder again, but he only gave me another slack-jawed look. “What's happened? Where'd you get that shiner?” I licked my lips and stepped closer. “Is Elizabeth all right? Is she up there, in her room?”

      He quivered, but didn't respond except to mumble unintelligibly.

      My fear mounted and my patience was drained. “Goddammit, man!” I slapped him across the face. I'd always wanted to try slapping sense into someone—you see it all the time in the movies—and was surprised when both recognition—and anger—actually resurfaced in his gaze as a result.

      Jake cradled his cheek and frowned. “What...”

      “Earth to Jake. Are you OK? What the hell is going on in that head of yours?”

      He sighed, looking around the stairwell, and then turned to me with the flinching terror of one who'd just recalled something traumatic. “Professor,” he said again. “I don't know what's going on. I, I....”

      I eased him to the stairs, instructed him to sit on the bottom steps. “Start from the beginning,” I said, kneeling beside him. “What happened? I only just got back into town. I tried to get ahold of Elizabeth—have been trying all day, in fact—but she hasn't responded. Where is she?”

      His boyish face went white and he curled in on himself, uttering, “She's gone.”

      “Gone? What do you mean, gone?” I leaned closer. “Tell me what happened.”

      It took him a few moments to gather himself, and when he did, the words suddenly burst out of him like they'd been dammed up. “Last night. She was in my room. We were watching a movie, and... She hadn't been feeling good all day. Kind of sick. She, uh... she had been texting you, you know? And then she told me to wake her if you replied. She went to bed. Fell asleep in my room. I stayed up. I was uh, on my computer, listening to music. Had headphones on. An hour passed. Maybe more. And I... I was going to go to the bathroom when I stood and saw she was sitting up in bed. And she was looking at me. But...” Here, Jake shivered and had to walk himself back from the edge of tears. “Her eyes, professor. They were black. They were pure black. I thought I was having a nightmare. I asked her what was happening, and then I heard all of these whispers in the air. From outside the door... under the bed... inside the closet. The room was full of whispers. At that point, she jumped out at me like an animal. She clocked me in the eye and found her way on top of me, hit me again like she wanted to pound my skull in. I had to throw her off of me, but I almost couldn't do it—she was too strong.

      “When I broke free, she crouched near the door on all fours and stared at me with those black eyes. And she opened her mouth. You know what I heard? It wasn't her voice. Those whispers... all those whispers... they'd been coming out of her mouth that whole time, like she had a thousand people inside her body. She ran out the door, into the hall. I tried to follow, but she disappeared into the night and I couldn't keep up. She was fast. Faster than anyone I've ever seen. She's been gone ever since.”

      My heart throbbed in my chest as I listened to this account. This was what Jane had warned me about. The Occupant had evidently taken a liking to Elizabeth and had decided to hitch a ride. Where they'd gone now was anyone's guess. “OK, so did you call anyone? The cops? Is there anyone looking for her out there? Has anyone seen her since?” I looked down at my phone. “She went missing last night, right? About what time?”

      He shook his head over and over again. “Who could I call?” he asked. “The police wouldn't have believed me. How could they believe me? They'd have thought I'd done something to her.”

      He was right, of course. “Maybe, but you could have still reported her missing. The first twenty-four hours after someone goes missing are the most crucial. Shit, she could be across State lines by now.” I palmed my brow, wicking away some of the cold sweat that'd settled there. “What about her parents?”

      Jake shrugged, like it hadn't even occurred to him. He was slipping back into a daze, and I almost reached out and slapped him again.

      “Well, what have you been doing since then?”

      He just looked at me from behind eyes so tired that they could only have been gained by wandering in feverish fear for the past twenty-four hours, unable to sleep. I figured that was more or less the length of it.

      “We need to find her,” I said, looking back out towards the car. “There's no telling where she's gone, but if we don't find her soon, then...”

      “What'll happen to her?” asked Jake, stumbling momentarily back into awareness. “What will that thing do now that it's inside her?”

      The answer to that question depended on the Occupant's whims, I knew, but there was a possibility of things going very, very badly for the girl if we didn't act soon. “I learned a few things while I was away,” I explained. “I don't know what it's up to, but if Elizabeth tickles this thing's fancy, then she might be lost forever.” I nodded up the stairs. “We need to get on this immediately. Can you get ready?”

      He nodded and led me up the stairs, down a silent, carpeted hall, and to his room.

      In college, I'd been quite the slob, but the level of disorder in this room bordered on disaster. Either his fight against the possessed Elizabeth had been messier and more intense than he'd led on, or else—when this was all over with—we were going to have to get Jake on an episode of Hoarders. Baskets full of laundry—clean or dirty, none could say—had been knocked to the floor. Books were strewn about, as were game controllers and handfuls of beverage bottles, some still filled. His bed was unmade, and within a furrow in his knotted comforter were a pair of orange headphones I recognized as Elizabeth's. The curtains over the window had been pulled down and a laptop sat askew on a small desk in the corner.

      Jake took a deep breath and paced over to the desk, grabbing his keys, wallet and phone. From one of the bottles he kept lined up behind his computer, he splashed a bit of water on his face and tried to wake himself up. “Sorry,” he explained, “I've barely slept.”

      My thoughts were chaotic, coming a mile a minute. I had no idea where to begin our search, or how prudent it would be to enlist the help of law enforcement in our search for a girl whose body had been sublet to a deathless entity from the world beyond. I focused on everything I'd learned at Hiawatha, recalled the trunkful of materials I'd brought with me, but then cast those thoughts aside in anger. This was no time to poke around in books, to listen to old tapes. We needed to take action right now. Time was of the essence.

      “Where could she have gone?” I asked. “Is there any place she really liked to go? A place she might have fled to, to be in private? A place where she could be truly alone?”

      Jake stepped back into the hall and waited for me to follow. “Honestly? I have no idea. This whole damn town is empty right now. She could have gone anywhere.” He started down the stairs, throwing open the exterior door. “What does this thing want with her? Why Elizabeth?”

      Why indeed? It was a question I'd been asking myself for the past several minutes. Back at the cabin, I'd assured Jane that she was mistaken—Elizabeth, I'd claimed, had not been “Occupant Material”. But I'd been wrong on that count. Apparently the thing had liked her a whole lot, and had bided its time before taking hold and running off with her. I considered for a moment how this could possibly have happened when I remembered, with a groan, something about Elizabeth's history.

      “Elizabeth died once, didn't she?” I asked.

      Jake looked over at me, startled.

      “When she was a kid. She got hit by a car. And then she got brought back, resuscitated, right? And when she came to, she had her vision. That's what she told me.”

      Jake gave a half-nod, looking uncomfortable. “Uh, well... what about it?”

      I unlocked the car and the two of us piled in. “She's been touched by death. That's the first criteria.”

      Jake didn't bother with a seatbelt, but instead took to kneading his hands as I started the engine. “There's criteria?”

      “That's right. This son of a bitch is pretty discerning. It likes a certain kind of host. One that's been touched by death.” I idled in the parking space a few moments, then continued. “Listen, this is going to seem like a weird question, but... is your girlfriend, uh... regular?”

      His gaze narrowed in confusion. “What, like... her bowel movements, or...?”

      “No! No, I mean... her periods. Is everything, uh... working regularly for her in that department?” To him, I must have seemed like some weirdo or pervert, but the question was an important one.

      “I don't know what that has to do with—”

      “Just answer the damn question, Jake.”

      He nodded. “Yeah. Like clockwork. She was, uh... actually complaining last night—thought she could feel her period coming on.”

      OK, so, Elizabeth met two of the criteria. Whether there were more—or whether the Occupant would really try and use her to fulfill its ultimate goals, was uncertain. I pulled out of the lot, looking down a few side roads and wondering which to take. I wished that this could be easy, that we'd see her wandering down one of these dim stretches.

      But nothing in regards to this case was ever easy.

      We were going to have to turn the town inside out to find her.

      And if she'd left town already...

      “God help us,” I muttered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          19

        

      

    
    
      There wasn't much to see in Moorlake. We passed dimly-lit bars, weaved through the parking lots of big box stores that sat dark and empty, and probably circled the entire campus, our eyes peeled all the while. Once or twice we spied shambling silhouettes in the distance; they turned out each time to be nothing but drunk college girls on their way back to the dorms.

      I was at a loss.

      I felt, and not without good reason, that this whole thing was my fault. If I hadn't taken Jake and Elizabeth with me into the asylum—if only I'd ignored Dave Thackeray's call—then Elizabeth would still be safe and sound in her room. The Occupant had targeted me, specifically, and had used me to lure Elizabeth to the asylum. The damned thing had probably been watching her for many years, ever since the accident she'd suffered in childhood.

      Jake seemed to agree that this was all my fault, and reminded me of that fact as we drove. “Why'd you have to go to Michigan?” he asked. “All of this shit happened after you left.”

      “This was the kind of thing I'd been hoping to avoid by going up there. That is, I wanted to learn more and make sure we were out of the woods. This thing took advantage of me—of all of us—and struck while I was eight hours away. I'm sorry that I wasn't here to try and stop it, but what could I have done? Judging by that black eye you've got, she's Gennady Golovkin.”

      “Well, where can we go from here? Are we just going to drive around until you run out of gas? Didn't you learn anything useful up in that cabin? Or was the doctor just as clueless as you are?”

      I ignored him. He was worried after his girlfriend, that was all. “There's nothing in town. I don't see any trace of her anywhere. And besides, it's likely she's in hiding, wherever she is. The Occupant probably doesn't want to be found until it's gotten its wish.”

      “Right, which is?” He rolled down his window, combing the dark sidewalks as we sped through a residential area.

      “In short? It wants Elizabeth to give it a human body. Basically, it'll grow inside of her and she'll give birth to it. Don't ask me how it works, because even Corvine didn't know. It never got to that point. When the Occupant took control of Enid, he was the one that dealt the killing blow in the asylum lobby. But it's been waiting ever since that night to try this again, and now it's escaped into the world with a new host.”

      Jake glared at me like I'd just wrapped up a particularly offensive telling of “The Aristocrats”. “You're kidding, right?”

      “No. Those are the cliff notes, but if you want the full version you can listen to Corvine's tapes.” I hooked into a McDonald's parking lot and eased into the drive-thru behind a Subaru. “Want anything? I'm going to need more coffee if I'm going to do this.”

      “No,” he replied.

      When we pulled up, I ordered him one anyhow. He looked haggard, and in those moments when rage and anxiety didn't keep him propped up, I noticed him nodding off. I parked and wrenched the lid off of my cup, blowing on the steamy brew. “We're getting nowhere. I suggest we get ahold of Elizabeth's parents. They should know about this, and if they want to, they can involve the authorities. Moreover, there's a possibility that she's gone back there, to see her folks.”

      Jake bristled, slurping up some coffee. “Her parents?” He rolled his eyes. “Sounds great.”

      “What's the matter? Are they really so bad?”

      He shook his head. “They're just not a fan of me. Never have been. If we go out there, you should probably talk to them alone.”

      Before setting off, I picked up my phone and searched through a handful of local news sites. It occurred to me that a lone, wandering female with black eyes and a penchant for violence might attract some attention from the population, and I hoped to find some story that had broken in the last twenty-four hours which might give us a hint as to Elizabeth's whereabouts.

      Nope.

      Except for a prediction that the rain was set to make a reappearance over the next few days, everything in Northwest Ohio was apparently peachy.

      “Where do her parents live again?” I asked.

      “Out in Swanton. It's a little ways from here. Probably forty minutes.”

      I groaned. Spending more time in the car sounded miserable, and yet I could hardly walk all the way there. “You know the way well?”

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Get on the highway and I'll tell you the exit.”

      Elizabeth's parents probably hadn't seen or heard from their daughter since before her sudden disappearance, but paying them a visit was the only thing I could think of, short of calling the cops and plastering her face all over milk cartons. This wasn't just a normal missing person's case—it was more sensitive than that. For one, the missing person didn't want to be found.

      And for that matter, she wasn't even wholly a person just now.

      Elizabeth was something else. Something monstrous that defied definition. In any other case I'd have called the police and let them handle it, but none of them knew—or would even believe—anything about what Dr. Corvine had set loose upon the world. Jake and I were alone in this.

      But it was possible, I wagered, that her parents would be of help. Perhaps Elizabeth had fled back home to hide. Even if they hadn't heard from her, maybe they'd be able to tell me something more about her past or upbringing that would help me connect the dots and figure out what the Occupant sought in its hosts.

      [image: ]
* * *

      There are a lot of cows and barns in Swanton, but judging from the roadside view after midnight, there's not much more.

      Jake, who was almost too tired to give me solid directions, and who'd spilled more of his coffee onto himself than he'd managed to drink, finally directed me to the house where Elizabeth's parents lived. Their names, he told me, were Dale and Louisa Morrissey. They lived in a large, rectangular thing that I hesitated to call a house. What looked to be stables made up the lower level. Above them there appeared to be three windows, which probably looked out from rooms or apartments. I remembered Elizabeth telling me about this place, about how her parents had taken care of horses here.

      The lawn had only been cut in certain spots near the gravel drive, and the rest looked positively Amazonian. A few large trees, one of which had a frayed tire swing dangling from it, stood in a straight line across the yard, about twenty feet apart. I pictured a young Elizabeth playing on that swing, her orange hair done up in pigtails, her clothes stained in mud and her usual orange headphones dangling from her neck.

      “I'll be back,” I said.

      Jake didn't stir. He was asleep again, and I decided to leave him. If Elizabeth's parents really didn't like him, then there was no sense in bringing him along. He'd only get in the way.

      I started up the gravel drive, a stray cat peeking out from behind a patch of rough, tall grass to mewl, and tried to figure out what I was going to say. “Hi, I'm the professor who encouraged your daughter to visit an abandoned asylum and got her possessed by a monster. Can I come in to chat?”

      This was going to be tough.

      As I drew near, I noticed a light come on in the upstairs. Someone was still awake, at least. From the stables I heard the murmurings of sleepy horses. At the door was a buzzer, which I tapped nervously. The sound it made was harsh, cartoonish, and I thought I heard the horses stir in surprise.

      There was noise in the upstairs. A door closing. Slow footsteps descending the stairs. I heard the deadbolt being unfastened and took a step back, standing up straight and putting on as professional a smile as I could. Seeing as I didn't have any good news to share, I wanted to make my first impression with Elizabeth's folks count.

      A woman in a baggy sweatshirt and matching grey sweatpants answered the door with a mug in her hand. She combed a lock of hair—a greying blonde—behind her ear and smiled awkwardly. She appraised me from a healthy distance, staying more than arm's reach away, in case I was some sort of psycho, and asked in a low voice, “How can I help you?” She glanced for a moment at a watch on her wrist and when her gaze shot back up to me there was understandably an edge of impatience to it.

      “I'm so sorry to bother you,” I began, looking back down the drive at my car, where Jake had slumped back in the passenger seat and was no longer visible. “Erm... My name is Stephen. This will sound strange, but...” I hesitated for longer than was acceptable and she cleared her throat to urge me on.

      I was considering how best to broach the reason for my visit when suddenly I heard footsteps to the back of me.

      It was Jake.

      The woman stepped into the doorway and eyed Jake narrowly. Then, looking to me confusedly, she asked, “Jacob? What're you doing here?” Her gaze bounced between the two of us like a ping pong ball.

      Jake waved to her lazily and stood at my side. “Hey, Mrs. M. How's it going?”

      Zeroing in on Jake, the woman acted like I didn't even exist, and took a step outside, brandishing her mug like a weapon. Some bergamot-scented tea rolled over the edge and onto the ground below. “What're you doing here—especially at such an hour?” she demanded. When answering the door and speaking to me, a perfect stranger, Elizabeth's mother had been relatively cordial. With Jake, though, who she apparently knew quite well, there wasn't any of that. It was straight vitriol, right from the start.

      Jake, having expected this outcome, nudged me aside and stepped up to face the woman, hands in his pockets. “I'm sorry to bug ya, but it's actually pretty important. It's about Elizabeth.”

      She looked past the two of us at my car, frowning. “What? Is she here? Where is she?”

      “That's the thing,” Jake continued with a shrug more casual than the situation warranted. “She's run off again.”

      The mug nearly fell from her grasp. She took some of the piping hot liquid to the knuckles before tossing the remainder onto the ground and setting down the mug in a hurry. Drying her hands off on her pajamas, eyes having widened in alarm, she uttered, “You don't mean...”

      Jake simply nodded.

      I wasn't sure where he was going with this, what shared event in their past he was referencing, but it seemed to be doing the trick, because she promptly stepped aside and ushered us in. “Dale!” she shouted up the stairs. “Get up! It's Elizabeth. She's run off again!”
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      We were led up into the lofted apartment. The door at the top of the stairs opened into a modest living room, where a man in a cotton bathrobe—checkered boxers and a white wife beater on beneath—startled at our entrance. He reached towards a little tray beside his recliner and bumped a half-empty can of Busch as his stubby hand sought out the TV remote. Promptly muting what appeared to be a rerun of Survivor, he blinked at us with almost zero recognition. Then, his brow wrinkling and the top of his balding head growing a shade redder, he thrust a finger Jake's way. “What's he doing here, Louisa?”

      Elizabeth's mother shut the door behind her and locked it, appearing roughly ten times as flustered as she had only moments ago, downstairs, judging solely by the way she kept messing with her hair. Rolling up her sleeves, she ignored her husband and instead accosted Jake. “Well, what's happened? When did she leave?”

      I was feeling a little left out. Jake nodded in my direction and filled them in, though his description of events left me scratching my head. “This is professor Barlow, from the university. He was nice enough to give me a ride out here. Anyway, Elizabeth left at some point yesterday. She left me a note, saying that she was going out to look for her parents. Said she'd be back by the end of the break. I don't think she took her phone—I haven't been able to get ahold of her. A friend must've given her a ride, but I don't know who.”

      Louisa sat on the armrest of her husband's recliner, pawing at her cheeks. “Not again...”

      I couldn't help but voice my confusion, and asked Jake, “Wait, Elizabeth wanted someone to bring her here?”

      Jake shot me daggers, a look that said, “No, you idiot. Shut up and play along.” He cleared his throat. “No, she went looking for her birth parents again.”

      Dale sniffed at the air, pulling the edges of his robe closed and crossing his legs. “Elizabeth was adopted, and a few years back she got it into her mind that she needed to know where she came from. Wanted to connect with her birth parents.” He kneaded his hands, met his wife's anxious gaze with one of his own. “She ran away from home for about a week during one summer in high school. Worried us half to death.” The man's gaze firmed up again, and he eyed Jake like a junkyard dog. “She ran off the first time, I seem to recall, because a certain someone put the idea in her head, encouraged her. When the cops tracked her down, Jacob here was the one driving the car.”

      Jake knew how to take his lumps. He didn't deny it, didn't make excuses, but simply continued. “Well, it wasn't me this time. I didn't tell her a thing, didn't take her anywhere. She went off on her own. But you know how she gets when this topic comes up...”

      Louisa looked to be on the verge of pulling out her hair. “We should call the police. Have them search for her.”

      Clicking his tongue, Jake countered, “No, that's not gonna work this time. She's not a teenager anymore. She's a legal adult, and she went out of her own free will. But it's possible we could find her ourselves. I mean, before she gets too deep into this.”

      I was reeling. First of all, I hadn't known Elizabeth to be adopted. She'd never once mentioned such a thing. Beyond that, I wasn't sure where Jake was going with all of this. When we were through here, I was going to have a lot of questions to ask him.

      “She doesn't know where to look,” said Louisa. “She doesn't know anything about her birth parents—because there isn't anything to know. We promised her, a year or two ago, that we'd contact the adoption agency, see if we couldn't get ahold of that information, but they had so little that we didn't think it worthwhile. And anyway, there'd always been an understanding that her parents had been...” She paused, her hands trembling as she took hold of her husband's arm. “Frankly, I don't know why she ever wanted to know about them after what they did to her. They were horrible people.”

      Dale rose from the chair and left the room, shuffling into what looked like a bedroom at the end of a hall. When he returned some minutes later, a crinkled envelope in hand, he cursed under his breath. “This is the best we've got. Only found the mother's name, place of birth.”

      Louisa continued. “When Elizabeth came to us, she was in a bad way. That is, she'd been thoroughly, thoroughly abused by her birth parents. She'd been taken from them by the authorities and placed into foster care after an incident where she'd almost been beaten to death. Her development was somewhat stunted as a result of all the abuse, and she was some years in recovering from the trauma. They'd hurt her so badly she'd slipped briefly into a coma.”

      This sounded eerily familiar to a story I'd heard from Elizabeth before. “She was in a coma?” I asked. “W-Was she blind, Elizabeth?”

      Her parents looked at me like I was insane. “No,” uttered Dale. “Why?”

      I shot Jake a nervous look, which he returned with a squirm of discomfort.

      Louisa elaborated further. “We brought her home at six years old, with the understanding that she had a lot of trauma in her past. She had to undergo years of therapy to block out the things that'd happened to her, and I never expected her to want to know about her birth parents. But then, one day, she started asking about them. And she never stopped.”

      “The boy here,” added Dale, pointing at Jake with the envelope, “helped her out. They took his father's car out on a road trip in search of answers. But we didn't know that. We thought she'd been kidnapped. The two of them ended up getting hauled home after an Amber Alert was issued and we found out about what they'd been getting up to, planning some massive road trip.”

      “We've been through this before,” Jake stressed. “I just want the same thing you guys do—to make sure that Elizabeth is safe, OK? That's why I came to you guys first.”

      Slipping a finger into the envelope and loosing its contents, Dale scanned a photocopied page inside. “Awhile back, we inquired at the adoption agency—filed an official request for more information about her birth parents. They couldn't give us a whole lot. Something about an incomplete record. They had a name, a probable place of birth and that was all.”

      “What did they give you?” asked Jake. “Maybe it'll help us track her down.”

      From the page, Dale read stiffly, “Mother's name, Ophelia Lancaster. Father, unknown. Birthplace, Milsbourne—unincorporated town—Michigan, United States.” He shrugged. “That's all.”

      I froze at the mention of the surname “Lancaster”. “May I see that?” I asked Dale. He looked at me like he was wondering what business of mine this was, but handed it over. I had a look at it myself, the name practically jumping off of the page at me. Ophelia Lancaster.

      Was that supposed to be a coincidence, that Elizabeth's birth mother had just so happened to share Enid's last name? It was entirely possible, I supposed, but I'd gone far down the rabbit hole and knew better than to believe in coincidences. I made a mental note of the paper's contents, committed to memory the name of this birthplace, Milsbourne, and then handed the slip back to Dale.

      “Where's this Milsbourne place at?” asked Jake.

      Louisa shook her head. “As far as we know, it doesn't exist. It might have been a typo.”

      “I should get dressed,” said Dale, tucking the envelope into his pocket and kicking off the slippers he wore. “We need to try and find her. No good will come of her trying to find out more about those people.”

      Louisa agreed, picking up her phone. “I'm going to call the police,” she said. “I want to know if they can help in some way. Maybe they can—”

      “It won't do any good,” replied Jake. “She's a legal adult. They won't go looking for her because she's gone of her own free will. It would be better if I went and found her. I'll bring her back here, I promise. The professor here can give me a lift, and I'll—”

      “No, absolutely not,” spat Dale. “I thank this, uh... professor here for his help in getting you to us, but this is a family matter and you've got no place in it. We'll take care of our daughter. You've done enough. You've never been a very good influence on her, Jacob, and I'd prefer it if you two saw other people.”

      Jake was losing his cool. Fists balled in the pocket of his hoodie, I noticed a vein popping out of his neck. He looked like he was about to lash out and clock the portly guy when, suddenly, Louisa gasped. The phone in her hand had started to ring.

      Staring down at her cell with eyes the size of saucers, Louisa hurriedly picked it up. “H-Hello?”

      “Who is it?” hissed Dale, sidling up to her.

      “It's Elizabeth,” muttered Louisa before continuing the call. “S-Sweetie? Is that you?” She sighed a little, her shaky legs giving way so that she plopped hard onto an olive green love seat. “Oh, sweetheart, I can barely hear you. It sounds like you're calling from a tunnel or something. Are you all right? We were worried sick. Where are you?” There was a long pause as Louisa listened. Then, a faint smile spanned her lips, and she sighed again. “Oh, thank goodness. We were so worried, dear. Your... er,  Jacob came by just a little bit ago and told us you'd gone. We were worried half to death!” She spared Jake a frown. “I'm glad you're all right. Would you like to speak to your father?”

      Dale reached for the phone and tried to grab it out of her hands, but she didn't hand it over.

      “What's that?” asked Louisa. “W-Well, yes, he's right here, actually. You want to speak to him?” She sent another sidelong glance Jake's way and then gulped, extending the phone to him. “Elizabeth would like to speak to you.”

      Jake turned a nervous gaze to me, like he wanted to know whether it was OK for him to talk on the phone. I urged him on with a nod and he took the cell from Louisa, placing it to his ear. “Hey, babe,” he said, though his voice was weighed down by suspicion.

      Jake was a big guy, a former athlete with a formidable stature. Blessed with a wide, thick frame and a good deal of muscle, he wasn't exactly the kind of guy you'd ever expect to spook easily. But as he stood there on the phone, his face went a shade paler. He listened for a little while and then, when the speaker conceivably finished relaying its message to him—I wasn't sure that it was really Elizabeth he was speaking to—he handed the phone back mechanically.

      Louisa and Dale took turns speaking on the phone for a few more minutes before hanging up and drawing in deep, relieved breaths. “It turns out she decided not to go after all,” announced Louisa. “She decided she's no longer curious about her birth parents, wants to focus on the here and now, rather than her dark past. I told her I thought that was wise.” She cast Jake a troubled look. “What did she want to say to you?”

      Jake twitched at the question, like he suddenly realized where he was, and fought to regain his composure. “Uh... She said that she wants to see other people...” He shot me a glance that told me he was lying, and then forced a weak smile.

      Dale and Louisa both were surprised by this, but didn't exactly voice their disapproval. Louisa looked like she was going to talk about how it was “just as well” that the two young lovers go their separate ways when Jake beat them to the punch.

      “I'm sorry I came by tonight and scared you guys for nothing. Let's go, professor.” We gave hasty goodbyes and were seen out. I marched alongside Jake to the car, who was walking with a slight limp as though he'd been stunned.

      When we'd made it out to the main street and I saw Louisa had closed the door to the house, I floored it. “OK, what the hell just happened in there? How much of that was true and how much of it was lies? Spill it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          21

        

      

    
    
      “Was that really Elizabeth on the phone?”  I asked.

      Jake shook his head but said nothing more.

      I worked through everything else we'd discussed at the Morrissey's place, speeding down a dark country road towards God knew where. “All right, so that little yarn Elizabeth spun about her being blind and getting her eyesight back—that was bullshit, huh?”

      “Not entirely,” he muttered. “I mean, she was never blind, no. But she did have a near-death experience. She's always liked to tell stories like that—rile people up. It's her way of approaching the darkness in her past. I guess she gets a kick out of it.”

      “No, for sure, that's hilarious.” I rolled my eyes. “So, what the hell is this about your disappearing with her in search of her birth parents? And why the hell didn't you mention that she'd been adopted?” I struck the wheel, so pissed off that I could have spit at him. “After everything we've been through you just decided to keep me out of the loop? To lie?”

      “Cool it,” he said. “For what it's worth, I never thought that this kind of thing would happen. I didn't expect Elizabeth to end up...” He shuddered and palmed at his black eye. “Once, yes, the two of us went on a trip. I took my dad's car and offered to try and find her birth parents. They lived in a place with a lot of trees, where the houses were mostly cabins, she remembered. And there was something else—a cave. A real deep cave. That was all she remembered about the place—all she hadn't been able to block out—prior to getting shipped out of there.” He shrugged. “Anyway, we were young, and stupid, and I didn't think anything of it. I just wanted her to like me. So, one day, we just started driving. She thought it might have been in the south, maybe in Hocking Hills or something like that. We didn't find the place she'd been born, though, and got caught by the cops before we could make any headway.

      “Elizabeth never talked much about the fact she'd been adopted, and neither did her parents. Until she told me, shortly before we went driving around in search of her birth parents, I'd had no idea. She always kind of kept that fact to herself, didn't want to make much of it. She just started getting a curious itch at some point, though. Back then, I remember her saying that she wanted to meet her birth parents because she wanted to ask them how it was possible that two people could harm their child the way she'd been harmed. She had a lot of issues because of that abuse, but by the time I met her you couldn't tell. She did a real good job of hiding it. She'd make up stories sometimes, like I said, but beneath all the bullshit it was clear she was just trying to hide the pain from her past.

      “Anyway, I didn't mention her history because I didn't think it had anything to do with this shit. It wasn't any of your business, professor—all of that was in the past. So what if Elizabeth is adopted? We've got bigger fish to fry. Need I remind you that she's got this Occupant thing inside of her right now? That she's like something out of a horror movie?”

      I came to a four-way stop, pausing at the intersection just long enough to make sure there was no one else around, and then gunned it. “See, here's the problem with that. Her birth mother, whoever the hell she was, had the last name 'Lancaster'. Sound familiar?”

      He scoffed. “Big whoop. It's a coincidence. Nothing more.” He fell silent for a moment, doing some counting on his fingers. “Anyway, that girl, Enid, died in 1989 at the asylum. Elizabeth is way too young to have been Enid's daughter. So, if that's what you're thinking—”

      “Don't put words in my mouth,” I said. “But it's a hell of a coincidence. And let me tell you something, I've learned to hate coincidences recently. They never end well, not these days.” For some minutes we rode on silence. I found a sign pointing back towards civilization and, when I'd wiped at my tired eyes and re-centered my focus on the road, I pointed the car back towards Moorlake. “The phone call. Who was it?”

      Jake clammed up. He began to fidget, scratched at his ear as though merely putting the phone up to it back at the house had allowed something to slither into him. “It wasn't her,” he said with not a little difficulty.

      “No shit,” I replied. “But who was it?”

      “It was an imitator,” was all he could say. “It was something trying to sound like her, but there was just... something off about it.”

      “Sure,” I said, steeling myself against a shudder as I recalled the voice on the Hiawatha Tapes. The voice of the Occupant. “And what did it say?”

      Another pause. “It said: 'The better to see you with'. I wasn't sure what that meant, but it freaked me out, bad.”

      I knew what it meant, and at the reference I nearly swerved off the road. In one of the Hiawatha tapes, the Occupant had messed with Dr. Corvine. When the doctor had attempted to test the thing's powers, it'd stunned him—and me—by responding to the message he'd been thinking of putting down on a sheet of paper.

      “What'd that mean?” asked Jake. “Why'd it say that?”

      I had my guesses. The Occupant was probably toying with us—toying with me. “It's from one of the tapes,” I replied. “Never mind that. The question is, where do we go from here? Elizabeth could be anywhere. We need to find her before this gets out of hand, before anyone else is drawn into it.”

      “Her parents... Do you think they're safe?” asked Jake, looking through the rear window.

      “I don't know,” I replied. “I guess that no one's really safe until we manage to send that thing back to where it came from.”

      “How do we send it back?” Jake bit his lip. “Can we send it back?”

      I ignored the questions and instead focused on what we did know. “Elizabeth is descended from someone with the name Lancaster. And now, possessed by the Occupant, she's gone missing. Where she's gone is anyone's guess, but we do have this one lead—a town called Milsbourne and the surname Lancaster. I think that's where we need to go. Its a stretch, but it's possible that Elizabeth has gone back there.” Even if the girl hadn't gone back to the town of Milsbourne—a place that, for all I knew, didn't even exist—this was still the closest thing to a plan that we had at our disposal. If there was any connection between Elizabeth and the Lancaster line that'd birthed Enid, then venturing to this mysterious locale might give us more information.

      Either that, or it would waste a massive amount of time that we could otherwise use in seeking out our possessed target closer to home.

      There was really no telling.

      “What would Elizabeth hope to find in such a place?” Jake looked out his window, arms crossed. “Based on what little she could remember, it's some small, rundown place. Probably empty.”

      “I don't know, but it's worth a closer look. We're going to head back to Moorlake and see what we can dig up. Sound good?”

      Jake was so fatigued he looked a good five to ten years older than his norm. I only caught glimpses of myself in the rearview now and then, but it was pretty clear I was running on fumes. A nap—even a short one—was necessary if we were going to stay on the path. Shifting into the fast lane, I made a suggestion. “You can crash at my place. It'll be safer if we stick together. We'll sleep a bit so that we don't lose our minds and then get moving on this first thing in the morning.”

      He smirked. “How do you know that we haven't lost our minds already?”

      I didn't answer him because, in reality, I didn't know. Instead, I just kept on driving.
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      It was damn late by the time we got back to the apartment. I didn't think to check the time—the best I could do was to kick off my shoes at the front door, crack open a cold bottle of water and shuffle into my bed. I offered Jake the recliner in the living room, and he was asleep with the leg rest up before I could even say “goodnight”.

      The sleep I had after that marathon session in the car and all of its attendant stresses and terrors was the absolute best in recent memory, but for a single complaint.

      In those spaces where sleep grew thin—when I tossed and turned, when I transitioned from one phase of sleep to the next—I felt someone watching me. It wasn't a subtle sensation at all; rather, I felt absolutely convinced that, had I only opened my eyes, I'd have seen something standing there, watching me from the corner of the room.

      And I knew damn well what it was I'd find lurking there.

      I knew better than that, of course, and my body was too tired to put up with such guff. So, instead, I managed a decent sleep and awoke in the mid-morning, my bladder teeming for all of the coffee I'd sucked down the night previous. I shuffled out of bed to relieve myself and found Jake still snoring in the recliner, mouth wide open. I let him sleep while throwing together some coffee, and it wasn't until I was into my second mug of the stuff that Jake came ambling to my room, groggy.

      By then, I'd already started into the day's work.

      Internet searches for “Milsbourne, Michigan,” both in and out of quotes, brought up zero hits.

      I'd smashed headfirst into another dead end. “Looks like Mrs. Morrissey may have been correct. 'Milsbourne' may have been a typo. When I look for it online, nothing comes up.”

      Jake grumbled, rubbed at his eyes. “Maybe it's an old place—a ghost town or something.”

      “A ghost town?” I massaged my jaw, working out some built-up tension. “It's possible, I guess. Maybe it's listed on an old map, somewhere. But I'm surprised some history buff hasn't discussed the place online if that's the case.” I stood, downing the rest of my morning joe, and paced into the kitchen to rinse out my mug. There was one other place I could go to research the name of this locale—the very same that had brought to light more details about Corvine. “Feel like taking a trip to the campus library, by chance?”

      “Not really,” replied Jake. “But I'll come along if we can get some food first. I haven't eaten in like two days.” The groaning of his stomach made me believe him.

      I treated him to a breakfast at the Corner Grill that I couldn't really afford and then we walked to the university library.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Once again, the library was almost completely empty. This time, though—and I'm not sure if it was because we just so happened to pop in while everyone was on lunch—it seemed even emptier to me, for only a single librarian sat at the front desk to greet us as we entered. All the rest of the staff that'd been there the last time—the other librarians, the bored student workers—were nowhere to be seen.

      Jake didn't strike me as the kind of guy who was comfortable in libraries to begin with, and this desolate aesthetic did nothing to warm his attitude towards the place. “Where the hell is everyone? Are you sure the place is open?” he asked.

      I nodded, leading him up to the same, dim computer lab on the second floor I'd used during my last visit. Selecting a computer in the back row, I paused half-way into the room to ease open the blinds and let a little sunlight in. “We won't be long. I'm going to have a look in the university database for mentions of 'Milsbourne'. I'll look for 'Lancaster', too. Maybe we'll find something, maybe we won't. You can wander a little, if you want.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Gee, I'd love to, but I wouldn't know where to start.”

      I logged into the computer and cracked my knuckles loudly. “Ah, right. I forgot you're the kind of lunk who never picks up a book for leisure. You don't know what you're missing, bub. A good book can take you places you never knew existed.”

      “I'd rather wait for the movie,” was his rejoinder. Sitting at the next computer station over, he tapped in his own information and logged on, opening a browser window and then signing on to social media.

      The browser loaded and I opened two different tabs. In one I ran a search for the surname “Lancaster” in the university database; in the second, this enigmatic locality, “Milsbourne”. The former brought a handful of hits, which initially excited me, though as I combed through them I soon discovered they had nothing to do with the situation at hand. A university student in the 90's with that last name had been awarded a football scholarship; a professor by the name of Therese Lancaster had published a book about seashells. The other results were similarly useless.

      I closed out of that tab and focused instead on the single result that'd trickled in for “Milsbourne”. It was from a book housed in the library, a guide to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan's abandoned mining towns. Perhaps Jake had been on the money. Milsbourne was probably a ghost town these days if it was being mentioned in a book like this one.

      “OK, so the place exists. Or, rather, it might have existed at one time.” I glanced at Jake's screen. He was on Facebook, scrolling through photos of himself and Elizabeth. I cleared my throat and he quickly closed out of it. “There's a result on here pointing to an old book on the mining settlements of Michigan, and if we can check it out then I'll bet we can find the place.”

      “Sure,” began Jake, “but what then? What if we go and there's nothing waiting for us? What if Elizabeth isn't there at all?”

      It was a very real possibility. “We haven't got a choice,” I said. “Elizabeth had once wished to revisit her birthplace, to reconnect with her biological parents. Now that she's gone, it stands to reason that she might have gone looking for this Milsbourne place.”

      “Except that we're not looking for Elizabeth, exactly,” Jake was quick to add. “We're looking for the thing that hitched a ride in her. What could that thing possibly want in an abandoned mining town?”

      I sighed, pushing away from my desk and taking down the reference number of the historical text. “Jesus, just let me look into this, OK? It's the best lead we've got. Do you have any better ideas? Want to drive around Moorlake again, maybe stop by Kinko's and make a bunch of missing person fliers?”

      Jake stood, scratching at his chin. “Uh... what's Kinko's?”

      I decided to ignore that question—along with the gutting realization of my own age—and marched out of the computer lab. Referencing the chicken scratch on the back of my hand, I singled out the historical texts on the State of Michigan, located down a dusty stretch near the back wall of the HISTORIES section. Lighting was poor, making it difficult to read the faded print on the spines. After a few minutes of crawling on my hands and knees to scan the book titles from up-close, I enlisted Jake's help.

      Neither of us could find it.

      “Maybe they lost it?” offered Jake.

      “Well then they'd better find it again,” I replied. “Of all the books in this goddamn library to be out of place, this one has to be missing?” Jogging back down to the ground floor, I made haste through the shelves of new releases and approached the sleepy librarian sitting up front with a forced smile. “I'm very sorry to bother you, but I was hoping you could help me find a book. You see, I've got the reference number here, but my friend and I have had a good look at the stacks and haven't found it. Can you tell us whether it's been checked out, or...?”

      The librarian, who wore a gaudy necklace made of brightly-colored plastic beads, was all too happy to help. Punching the number into the catalog, she scrolled and scrolled, discussing the weather, asking us what it was that brought us to the library on such a fine day, how she couldn't wait for classes to resume because the leisurely pace afforded by these truncated vacation hours was getting to her.

      Jake and I gave perfunctory answers, made shit up, but mostly we were waiting for her to tell us where we could find this old book.

      Having reached the end of her scrolling, she frowned. Then, adjusting her glasses, she turned around and disappeared into a room to her back. “Just one second!” She returned something like five minutes later, during which time I'd cracked the cover of a new Stephen King book and skimmed the first chapter. She came back with a small wooden box in her hands—a box, I soon learned, which was packed tightly with strips of weathered card stock. “I'm very sorry about this, but if you can bear with me, I'll see if I can't track down the book. A few years ago, when we went to a strictly digital system, some books got lost or miscategorized in the process. We've got over seven million books in our collection, and some probably haven't been touched in many years. It's not uncommon for things to get misplaced or for our system to lose track of them.” She began flipping through cards, stopping now and then to check the reference number she'd jotted down, and then eventually happened upon the card she was looking for. “Ah, here it is.”

      “You found it?” I asked.

      She gave a slight laugh, shaking her head. “I've found the card that corresponded to it, but unfortunately it seems this book is missing. It was checked out in the late 70's and it's been marked here that it was never returned. Thank you for bringing this to my attention. I'll have to update our system. I'm sorry for the inconvenience!” She turned the card over and showed it to me, as if she wanted to make sure that I believed her.

      “May I have a look?” I asked. She handed me the card stock slip without hesitation and I took to reading its contents. The book had been acquired in 1959 and had been checked out something like ten times by different people. Their last names were still penciled in on the slip's faded surface. At the bottom, in red pen, was a note—which I presumed had been written by a librarian—that read, “MISSING, NOT RETURNED.”

      But what really got me going was the name of the last person who'd checked it out.

      The last of the ten names, corresponding to a check-out of the book in December of 1979, was one W. R. Corvine. The signature was clear and unmistakable. I almost crunched the slip in my hand and both Jake and the librarian gave me a weird look.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked, tucking the slip back into the wooden box.

      “Thank you for your help,” I said, forgetting to smile. I then nudged Jake and gunned it through the lobby, throwing open the big, metal doors. Once outside, I dug around in my pockets for my cigarettes and lighter and perched atop a concrete half-wall near the building's entrance to smoke.

      “What's the matter with you?” asked Jake, crinkling his nose as I took a puff.

      I leaned forward, grimacing. “Guess who else had an interest in that book? Take one guess.”

      He shrugged.

      “Corvine. Back in '79, some time after he'd finished working with his niece in Hiawatha, the doctor had suddenly taken an interest in Bumfuck, Michigan. Now, why do you suppose that is? Think it's just a coincidence that the doctor who's responsible for all of this decided to lift an obscure book—the only book—in the library's extensive collection that dealt with a little place called Milsbourne? A place, it just so happens, that your possessed girlfriend happened to be born in?” I puffed away like it was my job, smoking the Viceroy down to the filter and hurriedly lighting another. “It's no goddamn coincidence, I tell you. This is all linked. We're still being led. God knows what towards, but we're being led!”

      My heart was thrashing in my chest. I felt like a dog trying to break its leash, like I was about to come unhinged. Once, not so long ago, I'd laughed conceitedly at Dave Thackeray, the radio DJ, for his belief in a number of bizarre conspiracy theories. But I wasn't laughing anymore. At this point, despite all my learning, despite my usual gravitation towards the perennially rational, I was coming undone at the seams. Once again, I was caught up in some mysterious flow; the threads of my own pitiful life had become intertwined with those of a thirty-year-old plot. Monsters were real, and no matter what I did I couldn't seem to get away from them. Even this lead, which had seemed such a long-shot, so hopeless at first, linked back to the nightmare I'd first glimpsed at Chaythe Asylum. How could this be? How far did this terrible web span?

      The souls of the dead are like a web. But the Occupant is something else. It stands apart. It's like the spider sitting at the center of that web.

      I ground out my cigarette and tossed it away. “Well, what do you have to say about that?” I asked. “Do you believe in coincidences, or are you beginning to understand the nightmare we've found ourselves trapped in?”

      Jake was mulling over this new twist and didn't reply at once. Sitting on the concrete wall opposite me, he eventually answered, “The doctor was interested in this Milsbourne place, and Elizabeth was supposedly born there. Maybe there's a connection between the two of them.”

      “There very well could be.” Back in Michigan, Jane had mentioned how the Occupant had singled me out, how it had used me to get out of the Asylum. But then, maybe, it had only used me to get close to Elizabeth. “It could be that Elizabeth's been the target this entire time,” I continued. “When we answered the Occupant's call and went into that asylum, it must've known that I'd be bringing Elizabeth with me. And, you know, she's in one of my classes. The Occupant supposedly glimpsed me when that kid on Main Street died in my arms, but I'm hardly the only person in Moorlake who's witnessed a death or been touched by it. The Occupant doubled down on me, lured me, because it knew I could bring it Elizabeth.”

      “But why her? Of all the people it could have latched onto, what made Elizabeth a target?” demanded Jake.

      “There's a lot we don't know about how the Occupant operates,” I explained. “And moreover, there's apparently a lot we don't know about your girlfriend or where she came from.” I hopped down and motioned to the parking lot. “There's one place we might be able to find some answers, though. Better yet, we may even find Elizabeth there waiting for us.”

      Jake sighed, but fell into step behind me. “Going on a road trip with you was not what I had in mind for this break, just so you know.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah? Well, just so you know, I'd been planning on spending two weeks in my underwear reading paperbacks and drinking. This isn't exactly my idea of a vacation either. But do you want to sit here and gripe, or do you want to see this thing through to the end? You tried running away from it before, remember? When I was up in Hiawatha. How'd that turn out?”

      Jake's hand moved instinctively to his black eye and he said nothing more.

      “One way or another, we're going to get this figured out. I don't know what's waiting for us at the end of the line. I'm sure it won't be pretty, but we don't have a choice.” Before slipping into the driver's seat, I decided to rummage around in my trunk, have a look at the materials I'd gathered up at Corvine's cabin. Perhaps the book referencing Milsbourne was among them. Running through the titles of each, then re-checking them with a flagging sense of hope, I realized I didn't have a match and slammed the trunk shut.

      We were going to have to go elsewhere for answers.

      “I'd been hoping that maybe the library book was in among the stuff I'd hauled in from Corvine's place up north, but I didn't see it,” I said, taking a seat.

      “What else is back there?” chanced Jake.

      “A boatload of paper. Cassette tapes. Books on science... chemistry. Drawings that Enid, as well as Corvine's niece, had done of the Occupant after their experimental sessions. There's a fair bit of handwritten material I haven't been able to look through yet, but I don't know that it's going to get us anywhere.” I recalled the letter I'd found in that box with the video tapes, the despairing missive that had served almost as an epitaph for Corvine's research into the matter of the Occupant.

      The door has been opened.

      It's already too late.

      If Corvine had had some kind of silver bullet hidden in all of those papers, certainly he'd have used it in '89, when he'd realized what he'd let out into the world. What we were likely to find in all of that material were nothing more than his hand-written notes, cryptic chemical formulas and some of the obscure newspaper clippings he'd collected over the years in trying to puzzle out the Occupant's riddles.

      “We could have a look at it,” replied Jake. “Maybe he mentioned Milsbourne somewhere in there. It's worth a shot, isn't it?”

      I conceded he was right and took up the entire load of Corvine's crumpled research in two teeming armfuls. Pouring half of the stuff into Jake's lap, I set about flipping through books and the contents of several folders. “Look out for mentions of Milsbourne. If anything else catches your eye, let me know. I'm not certain what to look for.”

      The folder I'd chosen was packed with news clippings. I turned past the one mentioning the comet, an obituary for his wife and daughter, and scanned the headlines for anything relevant to the State of Michigan.

      Jake was some time in digging into his load. He'd happened upon the sequence of sketches, and by the time he'd flipped to the last, where Enid had rendered it with gruesome clarity, he looked a little queasy. Cracking open a book on neuroscience, he flipped the pages quickly, reading the chapter headings and then tossing it aside. “There's so much... there could be stuff hidden in any of these books.”

      I ignored him, focused on my own reading. I studied a book on sensory deprivation techniques that'd been thoroughly dogeared by the professor, and then moved onto a pamphlet describing some of the designer drugs coming out of Europe in the 60's. None of that mattered to me. Corvine's experiments and these obscure drugs had allowed the Occupant into the world, but as Jane had told me, the drugs didn't matter anymore. The Occupant was a physical—or, at least not fully incorporeal—thing now and had entered Elizabeth's body without the aid of drugs or hours-long torture sessions.

      We managed to skim through all of the written material but came away with it more than an hour later with nothing but headaches. I was pretty sure I'd read enough science that day to host my own TED Talk, but I hadn't come away with anything referencing Michigan. Maybe Corvine hadn't taken notes on that, or else they were elsewhere. Lost. Destroyed. Anyhow, the reasons behind his interest in Milsbourne remained a mystery to us.

      Jake helped me return all of the junk to the trunk. “What about the tapes?” he asked.

      “I listened to most of them while I was up there. They're full of dictations and short recordings from his sessions with Jane, his niece. Creepy and hard to listen to, but there's nothing about Milsbourne on them that I'm aware of. Maybe we'll try listening to the rest later on, but for right now I think we're going to have to look elsewhere to crack this nut.”

      Jake was looking down at something, the blueprints for the massive sub-cellar chamber we'd wandered into back at Chaythe Asylum. “Why's that in here? Did Corvine design that room or something?”

      “Dunno,” I replied. “Maybe he was an architect, too. He probably had that room dug into the foundation to his specifications, but Lord knows why. If you want to ask him, maybe we can swing by his cabin up north and find his body. He's buried out in the woods, somewhere. He may not be feeling too talkative, though.”

      Jake rolled his eyes. My attempt at levity wasn't winning me any points. He closed the trunk and climbed back inside. “Well, what now?”
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      Before we could head to the mysterious town of Milsbourne, we needed to find out where the hell it was located. Unable to find any mention of the place online and having exhausted the university library's database, I decided the next best thing would be to turn to some kind of expert on local history. If we could contact someone who knew a thing or two about the history of Michigan, or who was in possession of some old maps that included the town, then we'd be in business.

      Trouble was, I didn't know anyone who fit the bill.

      Sitting in the car and considering my options, I realized there was someone who might be able to help, though I wasn't too keen on calling him. My office-mate, Phil, the tenure-track English professor with a notoriously flaky scalp and a punishing case of halitosis was my best bet. Though he wouldn't know a lick about the history of Michigan, I felt confident that he could refer me to someone who did. He'd been at the university about five years and knew a great many tenure-track professors in other departments. Rather than cold-calling everyone I could find in the university's directory, I wagered that asking Phil would be a better use of our time.

      I asked Jake to keep quiet and dialed Phil. Despite the urgency of our situation, a part of me hoped he wouldn't pick up. I didn't want to hear his voice, with its patronizing tone. I didn't want to have to make several minutes of small-talk with him, or hear about how his homely children were enjoying their spring break.

      But he picked up all the same. “Hello?”

      “Hey, Phil. I'm sorry to bug you, this is Stephen.”

      The patronizing, overly-courteous tone came right on cue. “Oh, Stephen, it's wonderful to hear from you. How're you doing, man? Holding up well over the break, I hope? I've just been catching up on some lawn work today. Let me tell you, trimming the hedges over here is a full day's work. It doesn't seem that way, but when you actually get out there with the hedge trimmer and hook it up with all of the extension cords, it's beastly. Jill and I were thinking about painting the back deck, too. It's holding up pretty well. The people who owned his house before us installed it and they really seemed to know what they were doing. It's solidly built, but they used a light finish on it and Jill has hounded me for years to throw on something a little darker. Maybe a burnt sepia, you know? Or, my personal favorite, teak. I don't know about you, but I'm ready to get back to the office life! When I have so much time off I find myself marveling at all of the little things that accumulate around the homestead that need done. There's a crack in the driveway, I've noticed, and we're thinking of having it filled in—”

      I'll save you the rest. Suffice it to say he rambled on about painting shutters and an argument he'd had with a waiter at a local steakhouse—“When a man asks for a well-done steak, that means no pink at all, am I right?”—before finally shutting up and allowing me to mention the reason for my call.

      “Listen, Phil, I was hoping you might be able to help me with something. I'm looking for someone who might know a thing or two about Michigan—its history. There's a particular mining town I want to know some things about, and I haven't been able to find anything on the web, or at the campus library. Anyone at the university you could refer me to?”

      He paused to think. In the background, I heard his wife, Jill—a stern and doughy-faced woman I'd seen in photographs back at the office—flipping through a Pier One catalog and asking him what he thought about a chaise lounge. When he finally responded, he didn't give me a name, but rather took to snooping, as was his wont. “Say, what is it you need to learn about Michigan for?” he asked.

      I wanted to tell him to go fuck himself, but held my tongue. Providing I survived this little excursion over the break, I'd still be sharing an office with his sorry ass upon our return to work on the 8th. I threw together a quick lie and prayed he'd get on with it. “It's a genealogical thing. Turns out I've got some family up there, kind of near the U.P., and I want to know more about the area. I've hit a dead-end, though.”

      This was good enough for Phil, who replied, “Oh, right, right. OK, then. You know, I think I might know a guy. He's in our history department. His specialty is actually Asian studies—Professor John Prince—but he's done a lot of stuff about the Midwest, too. I think he's published in a bunch of journals. If anyone would know about Michigan, it'd be him.”

      “Excellent!” I scrawled the name on the back of my hand with ballpoint. “Any chance you could give me his number?”

      “Oh, sure. John and I have been friends for a few years now. He and his wife, Diane, come over every now and then for drinks, and let me tell you, John makes a mean mojito. You ever had a good mojito? It takes some muscle, and a good mortar and pestle, to really extract the essence of the mint. But boy, when you do, it's transcendent. Nothing like a mojito with a steak—well-done, of course—and a side of grilled corn. That's another thing about that steakhouse—they didn't offer corn! And I was like, 'Hello? No corn? What kind of business are you running here?' And then there's—”

      I interrupted as politely as I could. “Right, so I take it John lives in Moorlake?”

      “Uh, yeah. That's right. I could give you his number, if you like. Just let him know I gave it to you. He's a good guy, very knowledgable.”

      Phil was set to launch into another tangent, but I cut him short. When he gave me John Prince's number, I gave as hasty a goodbye as I could get away with, agreed that I couldn't wait to “hang out” with him at the office again, and cut the line.

      “What took so long?” asked Jake. “Sounded like a real chatty Cathy.”

      “He is,” I replied. Patting the back of my hand, which was covered in writing now, I grinned. “But eventually he did give me what I was looking for. There's a professor he's acquainted with that knows a thing or two about the Midwest. Maybe he can help us.” I dialed Prince's number and took a deep breath.

      Someone picked up on the second ring. “Hello?” The voice was a little older than I had expected, and was tinged with caution.

      “Hi, is this John Prince?” I asked.

      A pause. “If you're calling about lowering my interest rate again, I'm not interested and I want off of your damn list,” blurted the man.

      The poor guy had probably been pushed to the edge by one too many robocalls. “No!” I exclaimed, “I'm not selling anything. My name is Professor Stephen Barlow. I'm in the English department at Moorlake U.”

      This seemed to lower his guard somewhat, though he was still cautious. It wasn't until I mentioned I'd been sent to him by Phil that he warmed up. “Oh, I see, yes. If you're a friend of Phil's, then you check out just fine. What is it I can help you with?”

      Ordinarily I'd have apologized for bothering him over the break, would have asked if this was a good time—whether I should call him back or wait until he had scheduled office hours. But time was of the essence and I got straight to the point. “Listen, professor, I don't want to take up too much of your time, however I've got a pressing item on my plate that I think—hope—you may be able to help me with. I understand you're familiar with the history of the Midwest. Do you know a lot about historical Michigan?”

      Professor Prince grunted in the affirmative. “Well, yes, I'm pretty well-read on Michigan, as it happens. What is it you need to know? I find it hard to believe that anyone should have a 'pressing' need for historical facts, but I'll see if I can't be of assistance.”

      “I'm looking for information related to a place. I don't know much about it. It's in Michigan, and the internet has given me nothing to work with. It's a place called 'Milsbourne'. Have you heard of it?”

      Prince's reaction struck me as very odd. He started to chuckle.

      I held my breath, my confusion mounting. What was so damn funny?

      “Is that what this is about?” asked Prince. When I said nothing, he cut his laughter short. “I happen to know a thing or two about the town of Milsbourne, Michigan, yes. I'll be happy to tell you what I know—all there is to know without risking one's sanity—if you'd be so kind as to visit me at home. You've caught me at a good time. My wife has gone on a shopping trip with some friends of hers and I was planning on lazing around today.”

      I was unnerved by his response. To hear a learned man talk about a town in that way made me uncomfortable despite everything I'd been through in the past several days. I told him that I, too, was free, and he offered me his home address. It turned out to be a few miles from campus on the fringe of Moorlake, in an area where the houses were quite new and there was some distance between them. I thanked him, told him I'd be there within the hour, and then hung up.

      “We're a-go?” asked Jake.

      I nodded. “Yeah. We're going deeper into the rabbit hole,” I said. “And if this guy's reaction is any indication, I've got a bad feeling about what's to come.”
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      Professor John Prince had a lovely home, but if we're being honest I can't remember a whole lot about it. Except for his study, where we spent the bulk of our time, I don't recall much about the place. My thoughts were too focused on the matter at hand; that is, learning more about the mysterious town of Milsbourne, which had seemingly been dropped from maps and history books.

      Prince was a man of fifty-odd years. Maybe sixty. He had a long nose and short, cropped hair that he'd dyed dark brown in an effort to look more youthful. However, his grey roots were showing, which betrayed the illusion. Dressed in a black T-shirt and a pair of tan cargo shorts, he invited us inside, offered the two of us a glass of sparkling mineral water, and led us to his study. It was a small room, its walls lined in bookcases. There was a handsome desk across from the door, and everything within was rather neat and orderly. The window beside his desk looked out upon the garden in the back yard, and made for lovely scenery. I was a little envious.

      Taking a seat behind his desk and folding his hands, he took a sip of water and donned a thin smile. “So, do I understand you correctly? You've come to learn about Milsbourne, have you?” He clicked his tongue. “Great minds have been corrupted in search of that place.” His gaze grew distant for a moment before he went on. “What do you want to know?”

      “I want to know everything you can tell me about it,” I said. “Milsbourne turned up in some other research I'm doing and I suspect that the answer to a lot of my problems waits for me there.” It wasn't so far from the truth, though no one could say for certain what awaited us there. Rather than an “answer to a lot of my problems”, I was just as likely to find death incarnate. The Occupant.

      From one of the many shelves our host produced a cardboard tube, and from this he pulled a map—frayed on the edges and weathered. It looked very old, and reeked of antiquity. Spreading it out on his desk and putting on a pair of reading glasses, he cleared his throat and ran his pointer finger across the surface of the map until he zeroed in on the area he sought. “As best as I can tell, Milsbourne is located within a few miles of this spot.” His fingertip was centered on a point in the middle of the Hiawatha National Forest. I leaned in, asked him for more specifics, and he was able to give me geographical coordinates without too much difficulty. “Though why anyone should wish to travel there is a curiosity of mine...”

      I said nothing of my intentions, smiling politely and waiting for him to continue.

      Prince didn't push any further, something for which I was extremely thankful, and said, “I learned everything I know about shadowed Milsbourne from a man—a scholar—by the name of Jamieson Monroe. Have you heard of him?” He rolled the map up carefully and put it away.

      Jake and I had not, and shook our heads.

      “Jamieson Monroe was a brilliant man. A scholar whose life's work dealt chiefly with the history of the Midwest and, specifically, its earliest settlements. Even today, some thirty years since his disappearance, his works on the history of the Upper Peninsula and other such areas are considered definitive. Those books are very hard to come by, out of print. They go for enormous sums. On rare occasions when his work is reprinted, it's done by small, niche houses that put out very limited and opulent runs. I've a few of them, but I haven't collected them all.” He took another sip of water and went on. “Milsbourne, Michigan was established in the early-to-mid nineteenth century, owing to a large vein of copper that was discovered to run throughout the hills there. It is—or was, I should say—situated in Michigan within the Hiawatha National Park region, and having been consumed for more than a century by the woods, it sits in what is now an unincorporated area.

      “The official censuses of the 1840's, 50's and 60's showed steady growth in the population. At its height, Milsbourne was home to more than five-hundred people. Considering its remoteness, that was quite an impressive total. In the 1870's however, there was a sudden drop-off for which no historians can account. The population plummeted to fewer than two-hundred individuals, and the copper there—much of it left untapped—was abandoned. The reasons for Milsbourne's decline are unknown, though there are theories...

      “The more contemporary goings-on at Milsbourne interest me most of all, however. It was some years ago—it must have been in the 1980's, 1983 or '84—when Jamieson Monroe took an active interest in this town called Milsbourne. Next to nothing had been written about the place, a thing which he considered most strange, and to hear him tell it, it seemed almost as though all mentions of the mining town had been stricken from the historical record purposefully. Except for the census data and some few whispers about the town gleaned from secondary sources, he knew next to nothing about it. Seeking to fill out this blank spot in his understanding, Monroe decided to set out there. He took off, backpacking into the region, and was not heard from for weeks. It was feared by those close to him that he had encountered hostility in his probing of the area.

      “For, you see, there is a population of people—descendants of the original Milsbourne miners—known to live in that unincorporated area. Think of the Pine Barrens, for instance. They are a population living in a vast, lawless wood, cut-off almost completely from civilization. Though that population has likely dwindled, they have, on occasion, made contact with the outside world. It is theorized that they have gone on due to inbreeding, and that their way of life closely resembles that of the residents around the turn of the last century. It was feared that Monroe had made contact with some of these folk, and that he'd possibly been hurt—or worse.

      “But such fears were unfounded, because some weeks after his trip up north, Monroe returned to his post in Columbus. He returned a changed man, however. He'd been shaken by what he'd encountered there, and the book he'd planned to write, summarizing his travels, never materialized. He'd taken notes sufficient to fill three large, leather notebooks, but breathed not a word about their contents except to certain of his trusted colleagues.

      “I had the privilege of meeting with him not long after his return. We had been friends, you see, and he had—at one time—been something of a mentor to me. He came to visit one evening, sat in this very room with me. When I'd loosened him up with a few strong drinks, he proved willing to talk. Though, I must add, he was not the man I'd once known. He'd grown jittery, always nervous, and was prone to intense paranoia. Whereas he'd once been a proud and confident academic, he'd met something in those woods that had affected him terribly and set his life on a crash course. He slipped from academia not long after his return, managed to keep himself barely afloat by utilizing the advantages gained from his tenure and former reputation, and lived a very quiet, reclusive live from thereon.

      “And then, he vanished...” Prince looked around the room like he'd slipped into another place or time. Perhaps he was seeing Jamieson Monroe sitting across from him. “But, back to that night he came by to visit. Monroe and I were up late into the night, talking, and I admit that I didn't believe half of what the man said. Then again, I'd never known him to exaggerate, to be the superstitious type. Jamieson Monroe was no charlatan—he was, or had been up to that point, as solid an academic as there ever was. But the man who joined me for drinks in the study was a stammering man, a frightened man, who talked about the shadows he'd glimpsed in the dense Michigan woods, and of the thing he had encountered while walking the miles-long route alongside the old copper mine, within a deep cavern.

      “He encountered some of the people living there, the descendants of old Milsbourne, and found them to be less backwards than he'd anticipated. Many of them lived close to civilization and even utilized modern technology—owned guns and cars. Some even had electricity. These rough people, though, were very much of the Milsbourne stock, and maintained the traditions and superstitions of their forebears. From them he heard stories—what he at first considered colorful folk tales—about what their ancestors had encountered in the mines. From these, Monroe forged a hypothesis; Milsbourne and its copper-rich mines had been abandoned because citizens in the 1870's had encountered something allegedly malignant within the hills.

      “He laughed it off, he told me, but repeated interviews with the locals yielded further mentions of this thing which lurked in the hills and was known to walk the woods at night. And so, perhaps brazenly, he set out looking for it. He walked the trail between the old neighborhoods, long overgrown, and saw cabins that had been left to fester in the wilderness more than a hundred years. He admitted to me that, while camping at night, the sensation of foreign eyes from the hillside, from the dark spaces between the trees, became at times overwhelming. So much so that even he, the hardened academic and skeptic, considered turning back.

      “But he made it, after a trek of some days, to a particularly remote area some miles out of Milsbourne's limits, where the mining activity had seemingly been abandoned in a hurry. And it is there, in some deep, shaded cavern, that he glimpsed a thing he refused to describe, but which appeared to be responsible for the fracturing of his mind. He confided that it was the most horrible sight he'd ever laid eyes on, and that his find in that cavern had given credibility to the queer stories of the locals. He ran out of this cavern and into the woods, wandering in a panicked delirium for some days, until he was assisted by a State Highway patrolman many miles from his initial starting point.

      “Something, he'd claimed, had come crawling out of the pit after him, or had seemed to. He never saw the thing, but claimed to feel it all about him during the quiet hours. He felt he'd set foot in some kind of desecrated space and that this negative energy was his burden to bear for his arrogance in traipsing around Milsbourne despite the warnings of locals. I laughed, told him he must have eaten some kind of tainted mushroom along the way, but Monroe was not amused. No, he was scared, even then, in the safety and comfort of my study. To him, it soon became apparent, this was all true, and he was locked in a nightmare from which he had not fully awakened despite his return to civilization.

      “I wrote Monroe once, some months after his visit. I wanted to know how he was doing, to get his opinion on some of the work I was putting out. I had largely forgotten, by that time, his strange stories and stranger behaviors. I did receive a reply, but it was hardly the one I'd hoped for. He told me, in few words, that he'd been 'called back', and that 'it' had wormed its way into his mind. He felt himself stalked at all hours of the day and could never hope to return to a normal life.

      “He signed the letter, 'Can you hear them, John?' and that was the last I ever heard of Jamieson Monroe. The last anybody ever heard of him, for that matter. He disappeared without a trace in the days after I received that final message.”

      I was unable to keep still, and our host seemed to notice my fidgeting. I nodded, tried to play it cool and had taken token glances at the handsome hardcover books that filled his shelves while listening. But, unbeknownst to him, he'd just dropped a bomb on me. Even Jake, who'd been spacing out for much of the talk, had gotten quite serious by the end of it.

      This scholar, Jamieson Monroe, had gone to Milsbourne and encountered something profound and malign. The Occupant?

      “Is something the matter?” asked Prince.

      “No,” I blurted. “No. Please, continue.”

      Our host was at the end of his knowledge, however. “That's all there is to tell, really. Monroe's work was never released. I heard rumor that he burned his notes, in fact. Whatever it was he thought he'd encountered there, he wanted to make sure no one else went looking for it. Which raises an interesting question: Why are you so interested? You alluded to a pressing matter earlier...” A curious smile graced his lips, but soon evaporated. “Never mind, I suppose that's none of my concern. And anyway, Monroe would likely warn me against prying into the matter any further.” Collecting our glasses, Prince led us into the kitchen and the showed us the door.

      I thanked him many times, and then asked a final question as I started out the door. “Do you think it's possible that Jamieson Monroe is still alive?”

      Prince considered this only for a moment, giving a slight shake of the head. “Frankly, no. I imagine the man, God rest his soul, has been gone for many years. Whatever it was he set out to find in those woods, I fear he found it. Or it found him.” He shrugged, waved from the door, and then retreated into the house as we pulled away.

      Jake put on his seatbelt and whistled. “Maybe there's something to this mining town after all, huh?”

      “There's more than 'something' there,” I replied. “I think the Michigan woods are going to hold the key to all of this. I didn't find it when I first went there, but now that I know what to look for, I think my second trip will be much more fruitful.” I glanced at Jake. “You ready for an eight-hour car ride?”

      He didn't say anything. If there was any chance of us finding Elizabeth there—or of finding out more about the entity that now wore her like a hand puppet—then he was on board.

      I fueled up, made a run to the store for some snacks—double the amount I'd bought the previous time—and picked up a coffee. “I never thought I'd be going back to these woods,” I said.

      He chuckled, staring out the window at the scenery along the highway. “And I never thought I'd be joining you.”
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      There was a lot of time to think while on the road.

      I used Jake as a sounding board as I attempted to keep the different strands of this narrative untangled. He listened, chiming in now and then to help keep things straight.

      W. R. Corvine, a gifted physician, had lost his wife and daughter in a house fire in 1969. He'd spent some years afterward, stricken with grief, trying to learn more about the paranormal in the hopes of contacting them. In the mid-70's, he'd enlisted his orphaned niece, Jane, to assist him at a cabin in the Hiawatha region of Michigan. Early attempts at communing with the spirits hadn't yielded any fruit. It wasn't until he scrapped his morals and started pumping Jane full of drugs that he saw results.

      It was in that cabin that Corvine had first made contact with something—the Occupant. During different sessions with the Occupant, he'd tested it, and when he was sure it was indeed a supernatural presence, he decided to work with it. But its connection to Jane wasn't strong enough. It needed a host body to do all of the things it was promising—something Jane couldn't provide. Abandoning his research with Jane, he threw her into a Michigan sanitarium and fell off the radar for a number of years until he managed to land a post at Chaythe Asylum. There, he began working with a patient by the name of Enid Lancaster, who the Occupant had taken a real liking to.

      Enid's connection to the entity was much stronger than Jane's had been, and Corvine felt he was on the verge of a breakthrough—of giving the Occupant what it wanted—when, on the night of March 28th, 1989, Enid escaped from her room, murdered a number of patients and staff during a power outage, and was struck dead before she could escape by Corvine himself. The Third Ward Incident cost him his job, his license, and he returned to Hiawatha, where he sprung Jane from the sanitarium and considered how best to set things right. Not wanting to be his guinea pig any longer, Jane had killed Corvine in self-defense and buried him.

      But there was a new piece to the puzzle. Somewhere along the line, in 1979, Corvine had checked out an old book that referenced the abandoned mining town of Milsbourne, Michigan, which happened to be fairly close to the cabin he owned at Hiawatha.

      Meanwhile, in the present day, we learned that Elizabeth had been adopted, and that she so happened to hail from that remote, abandoned region of Michigan that Corvine had taken an interest in. It was to Milsbourne that the scholar Jamieson Monroe had made a pilgrimage in the mid-80's, losing his mind in the process.

      And there was one other thing: Elizabeth's birth mother was one Ophelia Lancaster.

      It was getting late. The sun was beginning to fade and, after making a stop in Detroit for lunch, we were pressing on towards the next major milestone, the Mackinac bridge. The weather had been all over the place; in Toledo, for instance, the skies had been fairly clear. Not a few minutes into Michigan, though, and we'd found the land shaded by a veil of storm clouds. Rain came and went. Sometimes it was light, other times torrential, and the skies only seemed to get darker the deeper we drove into the State.

      Using the coordinates John Prince had given us, we were looking at something like a nine hour drive to a new section of the Hiawatha region. I wasn't happy to be returning. Frankly, I could have gone the rest of my life without ever seeing an expanse of trees so dense and dark as what awaited us there. But that was where the answers were, where they'd always been. I'd set out there on a quest for knowledge once already, but had overlooked things. I hadn't gone far enough. Now I was heading into what seemed to me the very heart of the matter—the spot that'd birthed the nightmare.

      With any luck, we'd find Elizabeth there, too.

      Surveys of Moorlake had yielded no clues. Except for the strange call that'd come through during our meeting with Elizabeth's parents, we'd heard nothing from her. Her whereabouts were a complete mystery.

      “Shit!” Just then, something occurred to me, and I swerved onto the shoulder with a string of curses on my lips.

      “The hell are you doing?” blurted Jake, who'd been half asleep.

      “Her phone.” I threw the car into park and pulled my cell out of my pocket. “She still has it on her, right? I mean, probably? It's an iPhone, isn't it?”

      Jake nodded, but he didn't seem to understand where I was going with this.

      “There's an app you can use to track down lost phones, isn't there? Do you know her login? If we can log into her account, we can have a look at the GPS data for her phone. Even if she's in some place without reception we'll be able to see what direction she was heading in when she was last within range of a signal!” I hated myself for not thinking of it sooner.

      “Oh, you're right. I know the one.” Tapping a few buttons on his phone, Jake pulled up the app in question. “I think I know her login. She uses the same password for everything.” He carefully typed a password and username into the necessary fields and the two of us tensed as the phone did some thinking. I leaned in so close that my cheek was nearly pressed to Jake's and watched as the app loaded up.

      We were in.

      Wrestling the phone out of Jake's grasp, I had a look at the options on-screen and, with a few taps, was able to pull up the phone's historical GPS data. A list of last-known pings began to load before my eyes and I scrolled through them, zeroing in on the most recent.

      “Now, get a load of this,” I said. There'd been a few hits in and around Moorlake. Then Toledo. From there, a few in lower Michigan. “She's been heading north. We've got her movements right here, down to the very minute. I don't know if her phone's got much battery left, but if this thing is to be believed, she probably hasn't made it into northern Michigan yet.” The most recent bit of data we had placed Elizabeth's phone a hundred miles north of Detroit, in roughly the same area we were now passing through. The route she'd taken to get there, too, closely mirrored the one we'd taken. “I was right. She's heading up north, probably to Milsbourne.”

      Jake took the phone back, had a look for himself. “W-Well, maybe. But if she's close by... in this area, then maybe we can find her before she gets there. Do you think it's possible? Can we zero in on her and pick her up before she gets there on her own?”

      “It's hard to say.” Considering the nature of the open road and all the ground we had yet to cover, there was no telling whether we'd run into her. Two people traveling down a similar path may never meet if the conditions and timing aren't just-so. “We can try, but the odds of us actually seeing her on the roadside are slim. If the thing inside of her has any sense, it won't let itself be seen. It'll keep its head down.”

      “Well, if it's so goddamn smart, why hasn't it ditched the phone yet?” asked Jake.

      I shrugged. “Hey, at least we know the Occupant has one weakness. It's as technologically inept as my grandfather. It didn't know to leave the phone behind. This is the one place we've got it beat.” I studied the map on Jake's phone once more and came up with a plan. “We're going to continue on our way, but do me a favor and refresh that every ten minutes or so. If our location happens to align exactly with hers—or if she should wander in some new direction, away from northern Michigan, we'll pursue her.”

      Accepting his marching orders, Jake shook off his fatigue and sat back in the passenger seat, staring down at the phone intently.

      One way or another—whether we had to wait till we got to Milsbourne or found her walking on the side of the road—we were going to find Elizabeth. For a time, the two of us were silent, but for once, it wasn't a brooding silence. We were happy. The movement on the GPS app was promising; Elizabeth was still out there somewhere, was probably still alive, and in one piece. After not knowing what'd become of her for so long, this new data made for some welcome news.

      We drove on.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jake refreshed the app consistently, reporting to me any changes in Elizabeth's movements. It turned out there wasn't much for him to report, however; her movements were largely in line with our own, which caused me to look repeatedly into my back seat. It almost felt like she was riding along with us. I kept my eyes peeled for any curious pedestrian along the way, for any stooped, aberrant form limping on the horizon, but there were none. Traffic thinned out to nothing as the sun went down and my headlights could barely punch holes in the dense Michigan darkness.

      Every time I glanced down at the map showing Elizabeth's movements, I felt a chill rushing down my spine. The particular movements she made almost made it seem as though she were somehow aware of our route, and was adjusting so as to avoid us. That Elizabeth could see the two of us then—or rather, that the thing that now dwelt in her could—shook me to the marrow. I was reminded of Jane's talk, of her insistence that the Occupant could see the world through my eyes because I'd had a passing acquaintance with death.

      It made me want to shut my eyes, to drift into a long, deep sleep.

      I stared out at the road ahead, squinting through the murky night. The rain was on its way back, and a series of fat raindrops signaled the start of another downpour. I hit the wipers and held the wheel between my knees, taking a few moments to wipe at my aching brow and to pop a pair of Tylenol I'd picked up for fifty cents at a gas station after lunch. I chased the pills with cold coffee and then coasted into the right lane, slowing down.

      The scenery here was desolate. A few large buildings—hulking shells ruined by the years—rose blackly against the skies on both sides of us, their silhouettes given added depth by the faint moonlight. Grass, overgrown to a ludicrous degree, tossed and flopped as the winds picked up. On the shoulder to my right I spied the remnants of a blown tire, some skid marks.

      “Do you feel that?” I asked Jake. He'd been staring down at the screen of his phone sleepily, and tapped the refresh button. Glancing up at me, he gave a weak shake of the head. “It feels like we're being watched,” I pressed.

      This feeling was nothing new. Paranoia is part and parcel of investigations like this one, and I'd come to know it well. And yet as I squirmed in my seat, the seatbelt suddenly feeling so tight that it might cut into my chest, I couldn't banish the suspicion that there was something to it this time. I shut my eyes, then opened them. Shut them, then opened them. Is something staring out into the world from inside of you? Is that what you're feeling?

      I looked into my back seat, glanced into the rearview to survey the miles of dark road we'd left behind. Nothing. The closest headlights were distant, and the lights of the nearest town were further still. We were utterly alone, the two of us, and should have felt like it, but the feeling persisted in the face of this fact anyhow.

      Jake frowned as he looked down at the screen. Holding up the phone beside my own, he seemed to compare the map on it to the one I was using to navigate. “Uh... professor, I think...” He nudged me with his elbow. “Look at this. I think we're getting close to her. Like... real close.”

      I slowed down further, studying the two maps one after the other. Sure enough, there looked to be some overlap occurring. We were within a mile, give or take, of Elizabeth. She seemed a bit ahead of us, but as best I could tell she was traveling on—or immediately beside—the very road we now found ourselves on. “OK,” I said, making sure there weren't any other cars nearby and tapping the gas. “Let's try and catch up. Keep refreshing it, see if she doesn't do anything weird.”

      The rain started falling harder. I cranked up the wipers and turned on the air to keep the windshield from getting fogged up. Staring straight out, I searched for another car, or else a human form, in the murk. None immediately appeared, but Jake's growing discomfort told me that one must be drawing near.

      “We're getting closer,” he said, looking at the two maps in turn. “I think...” He looked out his window, tried to see past the crashing rain. “It looks like we're almost on top of each other.”

      It was then, as those words left his lips, that something entered into view on our left. My headlights caught the very edge of a human form, and a flash of rain-slick orange hair gave my heart a jolt from the very first. Someone was walking along the shoulder of the road, head down and limbs hanging limp at their sides.

      But they were walking backwards.

      I skidded to a stop just in time to catch the figure turning towards me. It looked through my window, slipped out of my headlights, and suddenly stopped moving.

      Jake and I both saw a young woman with long, orange hair facing us from the shoulder. She was wearing a tattered black T-shirt and a pair of soaked jeans that clung to her legs. She was missing one shoe.

      “Elizabeth...” whispered Jake.

      He whispered it, rather than shouted it, because he knew, as I did, that the thing standing outside was not Elizabeth.

      From behind matted orange hair I spotted two black eyes that stood out from her pale complexion. Her limbs twitched, but not for the damp and the cold. Hers was a body filled by something alien; something that had not yet grown accustomed to its new vessel.

      My hands squeezed the wheel and time seemed to slow to a crawl. Jake and I didn't move. Neither did the thing outside my window. We merely stared, waiting for the other to make the first move.

      Ultimately, it was the Occupant who reacted first. Taking slow, unsteady steps through the pouring rain, the figure sidled up to the car, to the driver's side door, and placed a hand against the window. Its fingers rapped against the glass as if to get my attention, and a voice drifted in from outside.

      “Won't you let me in?”

      I couldn't exhale; my breath was trapped in my lungs and my chest began to burn.

      “Won't you let me in?” came the voice again, this time from what my ears fancied was a different direction.

      The doors were locked, thank God, but as I tried to calm the racing of my heart I knew that a mere door wasn't going to keep this thing out. The rapping continued, and the figure leaned in towards my window, its black eyes widening, staring directly at me.

      Then came the tapping at the rear window.

      And at the passenger window.

      On the roof of the car.

      All at once, I saw pale hands rapping against the car from every direction, and a chorus of breathy, wind-borne voices all asking, “Won't you let me in?” Mixed in among them—though it may have only been the howl of the wind—I thought I could make out an undercurrent of terrible wails.

      The voices of the dead. I grit my teeth so hard I thought I felt one of my molars crack.

      This voice—these voices—were like what I'd heard on one of the tapes. At best, it was a perverse imitation of Elizabeth's voice. At worst, it was the voice of a nightmare made flesh, possessed of a deep, inhuman edge that seeped into my ears like syrup even from outside the car.

      “Won't you let me in?” Its tapping on the car from every direction grew louder, more insistent. As though it sported a thousand arms, I found an impossible concentration of hands crowding in from every angle, each of them engaged in a persistent knocking.

      Jake didn't move. His face had lost all color and his back was pressed into his seat. He was bolt upright—and all the tiredness was gone from his eyes, too. They'd been thrust open in terror and quivered in their sockets like hard-boiled eggs plucked too soon from the water.

      I did the only thing I could think of.

      I drove.

      As I mashed the gas, the Cavalier sprang forward, cutting through the downpour. The spectral forms all around us vanished at once, and the sounds of their tapping fingers were replaced by the near-deafening cacophony of the heavy rain. I swerved, barely managed to keep from hydroplaning, and then gunned it down the road.

      For some minutes, while the fright still held sway over us, we did not speak. Now and then Jake would look down at the phone in his limp hand, his thumb moving to refresh the results. I almost warned him not to, didn't really care to know the thing's location, but a minute or two into our flight, he loosed a whimper. “Up... up ahead,” he murmured.

      I had only to look ten yards ahead to glimpse the red-haired figure shambling towards the car from the shoulder. I hit the brake, nearly spinning out, and watched in abject horror as the thing, walking backwards through the torrential rain, turned and began crawling onto the hood of my car. Leveling its face against the windshield—so close that its black, featureless eyes might have left smudges—I watched its lips crease into a smile. The wipers bumped against its arms as it stared in on us, palms pressed to the glass.

      The voice returned. Louder and deeper this time. It was nothing like Elizabeth's. It was a growling voice—the voice of an animal seeking to mimic the speech of a man. “It's all right,” droned the specter in the windshield. “It's all right. I'm already inside you, aren't I?” With a pale finger, the thing pointed at one of its large, black eyes—and then pulled down its lower lid very slightly to bare the ebon orb in its trembling entirety. “I'm right here. Right. Here.” A nauseous laugh came through the glass and hung in the air. The air in the car was beyond stifling—I couldn't have breathed it if I'd wanted to.

      Elizabeth's mouth fell open wide—more like a boa constrictor than a human being—and a fat, pale tongue lashed out against the windshield. It continued to laugh, and from all around us the wailing started up once again. Eyes unblinking, it clung to the hood like an enormous insect.

      The Occupant is like the spider that sits in the center of the web.

      Somehow, my foot left the brake and I sped down the road, the figure rolling off the hood and disappearing into the darkness. Squeezing the wheel until my palms went raw, I charged down the highway, nearly striking an oncoming semi, which honked as it swerved past. My bald tires skipped over the wet roads and the engine could be heard to make an unpleasant grinding noise as I pushed it to its limits. The needle on my speedometer jolted all the way to the right and I didn't slow down until we'd nearly reached the Mackinac Bridge almost forty minutes later. By that point the car was getting hot and my arms were pulsing for the force with which I'd clutched the wheel.

      When we got into Mackinaw City, I parked at a well-lit 24-hour McDonald's and took in the bright fluorescents beaming down from the streetlamps above like a cat soaking up the sun on a windowsill. My entire upper body trembled as I finally let go of the wheel. I absentmindedly sought out my smokes and lighter but only managed to drop both, my hands were shaking so badly.

      I turned to Jake. I hadn't spoken to him since we'd gunned it. He'd dropped his phone along the way and was just staring through the windshield, into the McDonald's, completely slack-jawed. His color hadn't fully returned yet.

      “Are you OK?” I managed, reaching down and giving his leg a nudge. I pulled my hand away quickly, finding his pant leg damp. He'd pissed himself.

      He turned to me, his expression as glassy as it had been when I'd first found him at the dorm upon my return from Hiawatha, and shook his head.

      Not that I was surprised. I wasn't doing too well myself. We sat in silence for a long while, waiting for the adrenaline to subside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          26

        

      

    
    
      When we could finally walk and had regained control of our wits, we shuffled into the McDonald's and cleaned up in the restroom. I splashed water onto my face, all but gave myself a bath in the sink, and Jake followed suit, washing his pants and using the electric hand dryer to dry them off. After that, we made our way out to the dining area and I somehow managed to string enough words together to order us a handful of McNuggets and fries that we barely touched.

      If anything, we just wanted to sit in that brightly-lit dining room. There were some other people—truckers and late-night travelers—sitting around the place, eating and conversing. They looked at us like we were lepers, probably wondered if we were strung out. I couldn't blame them. Glimpsing myself in the mirror I almost hadn't recognized myself. The fright in the car had almost seemed to age me, to permanently alter my expression. It was some time before I was feeling—and thinking—like myself.

      “We're on the right track,” I offered, when conversation finally seemed possible again. “It's headed to Milsbourne. Instead of laying low, the thing decided to come out of the woodwork and scare us. But it fucked up, because now we know what it's really up to.” I was trying really hard to make recent events into some sort of moral victory, and Jake was hearing none of it.

      “We don't know anything,” he said, pinching a french fry between his thumb and pointer. “Not a single thing. We crossed State lines on a hunch because we wanted to find Elizabeth, but that thing knew where we were. It found us. Toyed with us. We're still eating out of its hand, walking into some sort of trap.” He ran a hand through his hair. “If it had wanted to hurt us and remain hidden, it would have been able to break through one of the car windows, no problem.”

      The Occupant was wheeling around in Elizabeth's body, but like a K Car with a Bugatti engine under the hood, the girl was deceptively powerful. Inhumanly powerful. In some ways we weren't tracing a missing person, but a walking, talking weapon of mass destruction. And that was only the beginning. If the Occupant got its way and managed to score a physical body all its own in this deal, there was no telling what might happen. For all I knew we were going to end up with a full-blown Antichrist situation. Nothing borne of that monstrosity's essence was going to be one of the good guys.

      I had to concede that Jake had a point. The list of coincidences we'd encountered had led me to head up North again, but rather than following a trail of breadcrumbs, these leads of ours had all been nefariously linked into a single length of rope, and we had it tied around our necks. It was all we could do to keep from getting dragged to the finish line. We didn't know the Occupant's end-game, or why it was heading into Michigan. We just wanted Elizabeth back.

      I pinched the back of my hand, left the skin red. “We're still alive, kid. And even though she's got some major problems, so is Elizabeth. We're going to get through this and everything will be fine. We'll laugh about it someday, honest!” Well, no, that part was a damn lie. No one was ever going to do any laughing about this Occupant business if we somehow managed to pull through. “But, look, we're in a good position. Compared to everyone else in the past thirty years who's been associated with this thing, we have the most knowledge. We've gotten closer to tracing this monster back to its source than anyone. We know about Corvine, we know about this Jamieson Monroe guy. The pieces are going to come together any minute now and we're going to find a way to send that thing back to hell.”

      Jake was still unconvinced. “How do we even know that we can do anything for Elizabeth now?” he asked, a faint tremble antagonizing his lower lip. “The last girl who got possessed by the Occupant, Enid, got killed at the asylum. Remember? By the doctor. If he'd known of some other way to help the girl, then why didn't he spare her?”

      It was a question worth asking, and I could see where he was going with it from a mile away.

      “Are we going to have to kill Elizabeth?” he asked.

      “No, no. Knock it off with that nonsense. We're not killing anyone,” I said, keeping my voice down.

      “What if there's no other way to stop it?” he challenged. “What then? Are you going to try and do what the doctor did? Bash her brains in?” He was talking a little too loud and attracting the curious gazes of the other patrons.

      “Shut up.” I hadn't given the matter much thought, and that was because, frankly, I knew I wouldn't be able to do something like what Corvine had done. Murder was off the table where Elizabeth Morrissey was concerned. But then, we weren't sure what awaited us in Milsbourne. It was too early for me to rule anything out, to point out which lines I wouldn't cross. Could I kill her if it meant sparing the world the evil of the Occupant? To save my own life, or Jake's? I shut my eyes. I didn't want to think about it.

      “That other girl, Enid, who was a host for the Occupant. She tried to escape the asylum after her rampage. Where was she trying to run to?” asked Jake. “Do you think she was trying to leave the asylum so that she could go to Michigan, too?”

      I paused to consider. “Yeah, maybe.” Only Enid herself would have been able to answer that question, though Corvine's interest in Milsbourne told me it was a very real possibility. Jake then posed the question that was on my mind.

      “What's up there? Why is it drawn to the woods—to this ghost town?”

      My imagination had no trouble filling in the nightmarish imagery I expected to find there, but I ultimately shrugged him off. “I don't know yet. And something tells me that, once we get there, we're gonna wish we hadn't found out in the first place. But for now, let's just focus on one thing. Let's get there and see for ourselves.” I stood up and he soon joined me. We hiked out to the car and buckled up. I'd charged my phone briefly inside the McDonald's and put the juiced up device into its dock on my dash so that I could see where I was going. When the map had fully loaded, I pulled out of the lot.

      Meanwhile, Jake had switched on his own phone, and was messing around once more with the GPS app we'd used in tracking down Elizabeth. He refreshed it a few times but it seemed to malfunction, not giving him any new data to work with. Either she'd ditched the phone or she'd gotten wise and shut it off.

      We were coming up on the Mackinac Bridge. To either side of it the Straits of Mackinac glistened in the feeble moonlight. There was still rain in the air; I could smell it as I cracked my window to light up, but things had largely dried out for the time being. The bridge was empty, save for a couple of cars a mile or two ahead. In one of the pamphlets I'd read on my first trip up, I'd learned that the bridge was nearly five miles long—“The nineteenth largest bridge in the world!” the pamphlet had declared with a bit more enthusiasm than was appropriate for the nineteenth place in anything—but as we started onto it, it seemed more like a hundred.

      I was thinking about the drive ahead, whether we'd encounter the Occupant again in the almost four hours of travel time yet ahead of us, when I ashed my cigarette and chanced a look upward, at the bluish lights that were fixed to the bridge's cables. Atop one of the towers, I spied something—someone—standing in stark contrast to the black sky.

      Jake saw it too, and the sight damn near knocked the sense from him. “Is that—?”

      I punched it, averting my gaze and simply focusing on the road. “Don't look. Don't let it mess with you.”

      My headlights brought up some strange shadows as I began speeding well over the bridge's posted 45 MPH, almost as though the figure standing atop the bridge's tower was casting a long shade across its length. I looked to the nicotine to steady me, but there was no escaping the jitteriness and unease that coursed through me at the sight of her. We whipped past what I took to be the half-way point in no time at all, and in the opposite lane I thought I glimpsed a lone pedestrian shambling towards us.

      I looked away, kept moving.

      You're hallucinating this. It's gotten into your head, man. That's all. It wants to frighten you, to trip you up. Don't give it that power.

      But I couldn't help it. I recalled what the damned thing had said to me, its odious, muffled voice coming through my windshield. “I'm already inside you, aren't I? I'm right here. Right. Here.” My temples began to ache. It was the crappy food I'd been eating and the crappier sleep regimen I was on, but I couldn't shake the feeling that something was moving in there, throwing its weight around against my brain, cozying up against my optic nerves.

      I was losing it. My hands were shaking atop the wheel, my legs fidgeting uncontrollably. I turned to Jake with the intention of cracking some half-assed joke and nearly swallowed my cigarette when the shadows passing over his wide-eyed visage lent him something of the Occupant's ghoulishness.

      “What's the matter?” he asked, hands pressed to the dash as I let the car swerve.

      “N-Nothing,” I muttered. I tossed the Viceroy out the window half-smoked and put the end of the bridge behind us. “Just tired, I think.”

      Jake returned to combing the bridge, glancing through the rear window for signs of Elizabeth. “Could that really have been her?”

      I shook my head firmly. “No. No, it was just some trick of the light. She's long gone. Probably far ahead of us now.” I said it more for my benefit than for his. I'd have said anything to get my head straight. We had a destination, a person to rescue and a calamity to prevent. Now was no time to indulge paranoia. That was exactly what the Occupant wanted. It was an abhorrent creature that feasted on human fear.

      I switched on the radio. The station I'd been tuned to the last time wasn't so clear now, resulting in a loud, garbled outburst that rattled me. I scanned the airwaves until I came upon a station playing music—I couldn't have told you who was singing or what the number was called—and combed the sweat-slick hair from my eyes.

      “We're past the bridge,” I said, glancing at the map on my screen. “It's just another few hours. We'll be there well before dawn. We might even consider stopping off somewhere for the rest of the night—the journey to our true destination will be easier by day. The woods we're heading into are insanely dense and it's easier to get lost in them than it is to get where you're going, even with directions.”

      “Do you know the way?” asked Jake.

      “I know it well enough,” I lied. The truth was that I was going to retrace my previous route into the forest and then continue north. Hopefully the cell signal would hold up long enough for us to get close to Milsbourne. In the event that it didn't, I'd packed a back-up in the form of a cheap map, procured at a mini mart during a coffee run, which I'd painstakingly compared to my digital map. I'd penciled in the supposed location of Milsbourne based on the coordinates John Prince had given us and hoped it would get us to our destination if all else failed.

      Jake leaned his seat back. “You should keep driving,” he suggested. “The sooner we get there, the sooner we can...” He hesitated. “Wake me when we get there, will you? I want to get this over with.”

      I agreed and was not a little envious when he drifted off to sleep a few minutes later. The silence now, except for the sounds of the road, was total. I rummaged around in the back seat for one of the bags in which I'd packed canned drinks and cracked open a Monster. It went down easy despite its being warm and after half a can I felt a burst of alertness.

      You've driven down this path before. You know the way. You know the way.

      I repeated that last bit again and again, drying off my sweaty palms on my pant legs, as more and more trees—taller, older specimens—began turning up. They were popping up with frequency now in dense patches, and I knew very soon I'd be walled in by them on both sides.

      You survived the forest once already, I told myself.

      This fact didn't do much to bolster my sagging confidence, though. As I drove, I was caught up in wondering whether I could possibly survive it a second time.

      It was a good thing that I was awful at math, because had I stopped to calculate the odds with any great accuracy I probably wouldn't have liked them too well.
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      I don't know how that kid managed to sleep deeply enough to snore, but somehow, he did.

      Jake caught some much needed Z's from the passenger seat, oblivious to the changes in scenery. We were into the woods now, had pierced the outer boundaries of the Hiawatha wilderness, and right on cue, my phone began to wig out as a result. The reception went downhill fast, causing the digital map to lag behind. It was all I could do to slow down in the less dense areas and wait for the pixellated spots on the map to populate before charging on into the verdant dead zone.

      The caffeine had perked me up, and although I knew I'd have to deal with a crash soon enough, I'd sufficiently regained my wits and was feeling, dare I say, rational again. I wasn't full-on Neil Degrasse Tyson rational, but compared to the fear-stricken professor Barlow I'd been back in Mackinaw City, I was thinking with a much clearer head.

      In that time, I tried to piece things together, tried to guess what was waiting for us at the end of this long journey.

      Everything started with the death of Corvine's wife and daughter.

      No, wait. If I wanted to know the start of this—of all of it—then I'd have to figure out what importance Milsbourne held. So far, every major player in this story, Jake and I included, had been drawn towards the abandoned mining town like moths to a flame.

      I wasn't sure that W. R. Corvine had ever been there, but it stood to reason that he had. He'd kept a cabin in the Hiawatha region until his death in '89, and had stolen a book from the university library in the 70's—the only one in their extensive collections that even mentioned Milsbourne.

      And then there was this Jamieson Monroe fellow. No one knew what'd happened to him in the end—odds were good that, like most players in this tangled web who'd overreached and gotten in too deep, he was long dead—but he'd ventured to Milsbourne and discovered something in the hills, near the copper mines, that'd cost him his sanity.

      Enid Lancaster had, while under the Occupant's sway on the night of the Third Ward Incident, tried to escape the asylum. To my knowledge, no record existed anywhere that named her plans upon escape, but sheer, gut feeling—something I'd learned recently to trust implicitly—told me she'd been gunning for Milsbourne herself.

      This was reinforced by the fact that, three decades later, I was tracking a girl possessed by that same entity into northern Michigan. A girl whose mother's surname matched that of Chaythe Asylum's infamous killer.

      All roads led to Milsbourne.

      My thoughts returned to Jake's earlier question, that of how we might deal with Elizabeth once we had her cornered.

      I scoffed at the very idea—could two mortal men, one of them an out of shape English teacher and pack-a-day smoker, really hope to corner this beastly thing?

      No.

      But even so, I was hard pressed to find a solution to all of this that didn't involve us killing the girl. For all his years of research, Dr. Corvine had done just that. The only solution that brilliant man had come up with had been to bludgeon Enid. What hope did Jake and I have of defeating this thing otherwise? It wasn't like I could smooth-talk the Occupant into leaving her alone. When we encountered the thing again—and it was going to happen whether I liked it or not—violence was inevitable.

      When the time came, who was going to be the one doing the hurting?

      I looked to Jake. He was sleeping with his mouth wide open, a bit of drool trailing down his chin. Lucky bastard, I thought. When the fatigue got to be too much for me I'd pull off somewhere and join him.

      Suddenly, from his lap, there came a bright light. His phone flashed on, and its screen was filled with the same map as before. Though it spent a good deal of time loading, the app made a shrill noise as it received some new data. Carefully, I picked up the phone and compared it to the map on my own. The signal was very weak, but it was there—and it was faring a bit better than mine.

      We had Elizabeth's trail again and, perhaps unsurprisingly, she was still heading in roughly the same direction as we were. She was close—further ahead, somehow—but in the same general vicinity. My first reaction was to cheer the new data, to celebrate. But my excitement died away quickly as I realized what that meant. She's still close by. That means you have to stay vigilant. She could be lurking behind the next corner for all you know...

      I placed Jake's phone in the cup holder and glanced down at it occasionally as I drove, tracking Elizabeth's movements against our own for an hour. Then two. By the end of the third hour, when we found ourselves deep into woodland territory and my eyes were getting heavy, I'd managed to get periodic updates on Elizabeth's whereabouts while struggling to maintain my cell's crummy signal. At this junction, it seemed like she was right on top of us, like she was walking alongside the road and she'd turn up at any moment in the headlights.

      I needed a place to rest. We were close to Elizabeth, closing in on Milsbourne, but my body didn't give a damn. I'd gone on too long without sleep and couldn't avoid it any longer. If I didn't pull over, and soon, I was going to nod off and wake up in traction. In the past hour, I'd seen two—yes, two—cars pass. They'd both been going the opposite direction, as though fleeing this wilderness. I was the only one stupid enough to be plunging into it at this hour, I supposed. I considered just pulling off to the side of the road and taking a short nap, but kept on a little ways ahead in the hopes that I might find something a little more discrete.

      Two or three miles down the line, I found it.

      There was a large swath of grass alongside the road, something of a clearing, which stretched into the forest. If I pulled into this clearing and then backed up between certain of the trees, leaving my lights off, I'd virtually disappear. It looked like the kind of place a cop might sit to catch speeders, except there was no one around here to dole tickets out to.

      There was nothing glamorous about sleeping in the car, but I seized upon that recessed hiding spot at once and parked. Making sure to lock the doors, I shut off the headlights and had a look at our dark surroundings. The trees had grown into a thick weave, their roots and canopies intermingling with one another, and the shade they afforded was incredible. Even during the day this spot would have been mighty dark.

      We were close to Milsbourne—as close as we were going to get without doing some bushwhacking, probably. I studied the map on my phone, which had glitched out, and tried to pinpoint the best way into the abandoned town. There were no roads leading into it, of course. Jake and I would likely have to hike some miles into the forest to find it. Just how far remained to be seen.

      If there were still people living deep within that wilderness, as Prince had claimed, then perhaps we'd run into them. I could only hope that they'd be friendlier than the thing we were hunting.
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      It wasn't a sound that woke me.

      A powerful gust of wind sent the car rocking, and I opened my eyes to a scene of sheer black.

      Or, nearly black.

      It'd been the feeling of being watched, something which must have been accosting me for quite some time and mounting with each passing minute, that had drawn me out of sleep. I shifted in my seat, nearly ignored it. My eyes were burning. Sunrise was at least an hour or two away and I wanted to get some actual rest. I would have gone back to sleep if I hadn't glimpsed Jake's face just then.

      He was sitting upright in his seat, no longer snoring, and his eyes were open. He was looking out through the windshield narrowly, and his jaw could be seen to tense in the feeble moonlight.

      “What's up?” I whispered. “See something?”

      He gave a quick nod before uttering, “Do you see her?”

      I wiped at my face and grabbed the wheel to pull myself into a seated position. It took me awhile to get my eyes to cooperate, and I scanned the scene through the windshield while yawning loudly and waiting for the stars to leave my vision. The scene had not changed since we'd parked. The trees were still blocking out all but the barest hints of the moon, and the weave of dark trunks seemed to stretch on for miles in every direction. It was hard to believe we were near a major road; I glanced through the thicket to my left to make sure we still were.

      “What is it?” I asked, scratching at my belly. I needed to take a leak. My shoulders were achy and tense for the brief sleep.

      Jake pointed through the glass, his voice frail. “There. Standing between the trees. Don't you see her?” He turned his stunned eyes to me. “It's her. It's Elizabeth.”

      The mention of Elizabeth's name chased the sleep from my eyes and I looked back into the woods, combing the treeline for her form. “Are you sure?” I asked. “Positive?”

      He nodded so hard I thought his head might fall off his shoulders. “Yes, I'm sure. And she... she looks fine. She looks normal.” He gulped. “Her eyes aren't like they were before. They're not big and black.”

      I wasn't seeing what he was seeing. Everything ahead of us was dark, night-impenetrable forest. I didn't see so much as a goddamn mosquito pass by the windshield as I squinted. “A-Are you sure?” I asked again. “I'm not seeing her, man. Where are you seeing this?”

      His finger jabbed the air once, twice, like he was mashing an invisible button. “She was right there, just outside the trees!”

      I flicked on the headlights, squinting as they bathed the wilderness in harsh light, and had a second look.

      My eyes picked up movement, but whatever it was fell out of frame almost instantly. It had backed into the woods so quickly I hadn't been able to see what it was.

      “She wants us to follow her,” muttered Jake, hurriedly pulling off his seatbelt. “She waved to us. She wants to show us something.” He was confident, moving to exit the car, when I reached out and pulled him back.

      “Jesus, hold on. Don't do anything reckless.” I glanced back outside, but caught only the swaying of tall grasses in the wake of something moving rapidly. Whether it was Elizabeth or something else—one of the grey wolves I knew to live in this region, for instance—I couldn't say. Leaving the car half-cocked on what may have been Jake's dream-borne hunch wasn't good enough for me. “It could be a trick,” I continued. “We don't know what we're dealing with. If it had really been Elizabeth, wouldn't she have come up to the car? Don't you remember what happened last time?”

      “Yeah, but it's different now!” pleaded Jake. “I saw her, with my own two eyes. It's her! Maybe she found a way to break free of that thing.”

      “Right, but I didn't see shit, so we've got a problem.” I gave him a tug on the sleeve, urged him to sit back and wait. “I'm not cool with your running out there and getting yourself killed. We still don't know what we're dealing with. I don't suppose you've been taking secret boxing lessons since the last time she kicked your ass at the dorm, have you?” I asked, pointing to his black eye.

      He flushed with an equal mix of anger and embarrassment. “What are you? My dad?”

      “No,” I shot back, “but if I were, I'd slap you in the mouth for getting smart with me. Let's stay put and see what the hell happens, OK? If she comes out from there again we'll go out and meet her.”

      Jake was raring to go, but with a sigh he leaned back and crossed his arms. “She wants us to follow her,” he insisted.

      I cocked my head to the side, cracked my neck. “Your girlfriend's body has been worn by a monster for the past few days. I'm not really inclined to follow her anywhere—much less into a dense, dark forest. Use your head.” A few moments passed and the woods became completely still once more. “Whatever it was, I don't think you saw Elizabeth. It was something else, Jake. It could have been a deer. You know, the last time I was up here, I was driving down one of these dirt roads and—”

      Jake gasped.

      There was someone standing outside his window. Though I couldn't make out much, the light coming from my headlights carved a definite human shape out of the shadow and filled out a few basic characteristics besides. It was a woman. Hair was long. She was a little tall from where I sat. She fit Elizabeth's profile in the most basic ways, but I still hadn't seen enough to be sure.

      “It's her,” he blurted, throwing open his door and stepping out.

      “Hold on!” I tried, but couldn't keep his dumb ass from bounding out of the car. I unbuckled myself and followed him, making sure to pluck my flashlight from the center console. I held it up near my head like a cop about to watch someone fail a sobriety test, and walked past the hood of the car.

      Elizabeth Morrissey—squinting eyes appearing quite normal—shied away from my light. “Guys,” she said, her voice low and breathy. “You came.”

      Jake approached her without hesitation, and it was only my firm hand on his shoulder that drew him back. “Elizabeth?” I asked. She was standing within feet of me, looked very much like herself, and yet I wasn't fully convinced.

      The girl took a step back, and then another. “This way. Hurry.”

      Jake followed like an obedient dog, but I lagged behind. “Jake, hold on,” I said under my breath. He did no such thing, however. Instead, he kept calling out to her. “Babe, what's up?”

      I took a few steps forward, following Jake into the maze of trees. The light in my hands did us little good, serving mostly to elucidate the trunks and low-hanging branches that popped up wherever I turned. It was only by keeping track of Jake's movements some ten feet ahead of me that I knew myself to be on the right track, and yet the way in which we now passed, tripping over knotted roots and dense bushes, couldn't pass for even a rustic footpath.

      We were walking—running—into the woods.

      “Stop!” I shouted. Leaping forward, I gained just enough ground to snag the back of Jake's shirt and pull him to the ground. He yelped as he lost his balance, quickly regaining his feet and brushing himself off.

      “What'd you do that for?” he demanded. Then, losing interest in me, he looked back into the night-painted woods and called out to Elizabeth. “Babe, we're coming. Hold on.” He was set to keep going when I yanked him back a second time.

      “You wait just a goddamn second or I'm going to take this Maglite and knock your teeth out, understand?” I barked. “We need to head back to the car. This stinks. Doesn't sit right. Got it? She's leading us away from our car, from our things, from the main road. We go too far into this mess and we could end up lost for days.”

      He was about to protest, but I shook him forcefully.

      “We didn't follow Elizabeth Morrissey all the way to Michigan, kid. We followed the Occupant.”

      “But...” Jake looked over his shoulder. “But she looks—”

      “I don't care how she looks,” I interjected. “That doesn't matter. That thing gets into your head, make you see what it wants you to see. Understand me? No good will come of following it into the woods. We've gone far enough. If we're going to engage it, we're going to do so on our terms.”

      A firm stillness set in as the wind died out. Neither of us spoke for a moment, merely standing in the sparse light issuing from the Maglite. The sounds of Elizabeth's advance through the woods ceased with unexpected suddenness several feet ahead of us. My words, or perhaps the sudden shift in atmosphere, had made him pliable. “OK, fine... Maybe you're right.” This change in demeanor didn't stop him from canvassing the wilderness and doling out one last, “Babe?”

      The eyes were on us again. I'd felt it in the car, had felt it a hundred or more times in the past several days. The eyes of a now-familiar predator. It was as though every tree in the forest had sprouted a pair of sharp eyes and was dissecting us with an icy gaze. Jake's voice shriveled in his throat, telling me that he felt it too.

      “You feel that?” I asked. “Those eyes on us?”

      He nodded, his Adam's apple quivering and a bead of sweat rolling down his red cheek.

      The malign gaze that now tracked us from the darkness wasn't anything like Elizabeth's and we both knew it.

      “We need to get back to the car,” I said, panning slowly. I went in a complete circle, studying the night.

      I turned around with the intention of heading back, only to find the way blocked by trees I hadn't known were there. As if the forest itself had silently shifted over the past few moments, we were now walled in and this new scenery proved incredibly disorienting. We hadn't gone far into the woods, and yet I could no longer be sure of where I stood. I studied my right, my left, but under the circumstances those terms lost all meaning.

      There were only two ways one could go—out of the woods or deeper into them.

      I could not, with any certainty, determine which was which, but the odds were stacked overwhelmingly on my choosing the latter option.

      “Damn it...” I looked past the trunk to my back, took a slow step and tried to poke holes in the darkness between the trees. If I went in a straight line, exactly in the direction I'd entered, then perhaps I could lead us out. And yet... in avoiding certain trees and their roots, I'd hooked to the right or the left any number of times while following Jake.

      The way back was more like a squiggle than a straight line, and I was damned if I could follow it.

      “Which way do we go?” asked Jake, peering past me.

      “You should have worried about that before charging into the woods like a jackass,” I replied. I stepped over a gnarled, grassy growth and held the Maglite out before me. “Let's try and gain our bearings. The worst thing we can do in this situation is to panic. We didn't go very deeply into the woods. If we walk just a minute or so in the right direction, we should see the treeline, and through it, the car. Let's stop and think.”

      But there wasn't any time for stopping or thinking.

      From somewhere in the sea of trees there arose a burst of rustling. Then came the telltale snapping of a twig underfoot.

      Our path was decided for us. We had to move, then and there, else we were going to end up facing the maker of those sounds. I looked back to Jake, nodded to him and urged him to stay close. In doing so, the light passed over what looked to be a pale, white hand resting upon a tree trunk.

      “Shit.” My legs sprang to action and I started barreling through the woods, the light bouncing unsteadily. Jake kept pace, glancing over his shoulder now and then as if wondering what it was I'd seen. “Don't slow down!” I warned.

      The ground, flat in some patches, raised in others, felt like a moving, unreliable thing as I pawed past trees and sought a break in the forest. I was looking for the natural bluish hue of moonlight, but there wasn't any to be seen from where I stood; the towering growth was choking it all out, leaving our surroundings stained in pure black. The Maglite was better than nothing—I was damn glad to have it on me—but it wasn't doing much to help us find a way out of the forest. Rather than light the path, it only served to drive home the density of the woods we were now lost in.

      From behind us came the footsteps, noticeable for their slow, even resonance compared to Jake's and my own. I gave my ankle a slight twist on a cluster of knotted roots and almost went down, narrowly catching myself on a tree. Jake bumped into me, still glancing fearfully to his back. “It's coming,” he said, his entire body shaking. “It's coming!”

      I started hauling ass again, forgetting the pain in my ankle.

      It was like being trapped in a nightmare, this chase. There was an attendant feeling of despair in every step I took, in every trunk I ran past, and equally so in my discovering a dozen more exactly like it just beyond.

      Eventually, though, you wake up from a nightmare. It comes to an end.

      I'd been waiting for this nightmare to come to an end since the night of March 28th.

      Jake and I were running through the dark again, trying to escape the hideous, black-eyed thing that had hounded us at the asylum.

      Sooner or later, it was going to catch up.

      A raindrop hit my face.

      Another.

      I turned my gaze upward and thought I'd caught a break in the trees. From this thinning section of the canopy an ice cold rain was falling freely. I shook off the drops that clung to my hair and raced onward, batting away low branches and getting my fingers tangled in a dense spiderweb.

      “This way! This way!” shouted Jake, throwing his hand out and cutting to the right. He motioned frantically at what appeared to be a bright orange light just beyond the trees—possibly a streetlamp I'd previously overlooked near the road.

      I followed him, almost wiping out again on a large, fallen branch, and feeling a fresh wave of rain hit me upon the back. The light grew brighter the closer we got. And more unsteady, too. “What is that?” I asked.

      Jake was the first one to make it out of the woods. He burst through the treeline and out into the tall grass of the clearing, stumbling to his knees as he did so. For whatever reason, he made no effort to stand back up, but simply gawked.

      When I put the edge of the woods behind me and had a look at that orange light myself, I understood why.

      It was coming from my car.

      Streaming from the windows, the trunk.

      A bright, flickering fire.

      Standing atop the car, staring down at us, was Elizabeth. She was only there for an instant, disappearing into the woods as the smoke rose in thick, obscuring waves, but in the firelight I could make out her ink-colored eyes narrowed in a smile.

      Jake and I sat in the grass alone after that, watching the car burn. The fire was short-lived, which was the only thing that'd spared the surrounding trees from catching fire and burning. That, and the rain, which started coming down in sheets.

      Shivering, I approached the smoldering thing, encountering something underfoot as I trudged through the muddy grass. I bent down to pick it up, palming away a layer of thick grime.

      Elizabeth's iPhone.

      Jake approached, looked into the car through the busted windows, and tried to figure out whether any of our stuff had survived. Of course, nothing had.

      And that included the things in the trunk—the only remaining research of W. R. Corvine. The tapes, books and notes that might have provided more insight into the thing we were chasing, or even a solution of some kind, had gone up in smoke.

      I'm pretty sure I started laughing, but I can't remember. I felt like Steve Martin during that scene in Planes, Trains and Automobiles, when the rental car burns, and I could have socked Jake, my personal John Candy, just as hard in the gut. I rifled around in my pocket for my cigarettes, only to realize I'd left them inside the car.

      That really set me off. The universe was truly under the sway of a cruel God if I couldn't even enjoy a damn cigarette after all of that.

      I spent a few minutes kicking at the simmering front bumper and howling at the top of my lungs. I cast the iPhone into the wreck, shaking with anger, and paced back into the clearing, the rain crashing down and leaving me soaked to the bone. “It led us here,” I growled. “It led us all the way out here. And now that it's gotten us here, for whatever goddamn reason, it wants us to stay. It's got us right where it wants us. It left the phone behind. The fucking thing is taunting us!”

      Jake was pale. Rain poured down his face in fat rivulets. “But why?” As if in answer to his question, a text message came through on his phone with a loud buzz. Clawing his cell out of a rain-slick pocket, he stepped beneath a cluster of trees to read it. His color only worsened as he stared down at the screen, and the whitish glow emanating from it made him look ghostly.

      I sidled up to him. “What is it?”

      The screen was dripping wet, and the whole thing shook in his grasp so that I could barely see what the fuss was about.

      I could see it well enough to know that a text from Elizabeth had just come through, though. A thumbnail of her picture popped up on the screen as the message loaded. Bright eyes, lovely smile, orange headphones dangling from her neck. A very different creature from the one that'd just torched our only ride out of here.

      I snatched it from him and read it closely. It was short, a single sentence. I felt my blood pressure spike as I handed the phone back and glared at the smoking remnants of my Cavalier.

      “Won't you join me in Milsbourne?”

      The Occupant had sent us an invitation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Thank you for reading!

        

      

    
    
      I hope you've enjoyed Forest.

      If you’d like to pre-order the third and final book in the Afterlife Investigations trilogy, The Occupant, you can find it here:

      

      Pre-order “The Occupant” 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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