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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

On the night that I was born, the dead came around to call; at least, that’s what I found out years after the fact. Any chance of leading a normal life that I might ever have had, a life full of football and camping and above all, an easy time in school, pretty much disappeared when they showed up. 

   Would you believe that I consider that little nugget to be only the third most significant event that took place on that day? 

   You’d think that the most important thing by far to happen on May the 19th, 1999, would be the fact that it was my birthday, and my first ever birthday at that. Yes, you could absolutely be forgiven for thinking that. But you would be, if you’ll pardon the crappy pun, dead wrong. Marking my delivery directly onto the center stage of this jacked-up melodrama we call life still only rates as the second greatest arrival of the day. Important, yeah – but overshadowed by something much more so, an event of such staggering awesomeness that it would burn itself permanently onto the dying days of the Twentieth Century like a – I don’t know, like the sun scorching an afterimage of itself onto the retina of somebody dumb enough to take a good, hard look at it. 

   Star Wars Episode I: The Phantom Menace was released in movie theaters. 

   Oh sure, you can laugh – but I’m a total Star Wars nut; have been since the day I was born. Do not underestimate how big a deal that is for me. It’s freaking huge. Star Wars casts a shadow over my whole life, and without it being there, that safety net in a galaxy far, far, away, I’m pretty sure that I’d have been locked up in a room somewhere out of sight…one that had padded walls and just a little slot in the door for them to look in at you through, or maybe pass you your dinner plate.

   Sorry, I’m rambling. Off point again. I tend to do that when I’m stressed, and you’re just going to have to forgive me. 

   What am I stressed out about? I mean, I realize how I come across — hardly your typical fourteen year-old boy. Pretty damn literate, for sure – the end product of reading science fiction and fantasy novels like they’re going out of style, not to mention genuine works of art like Sandman and Watchmen. I’m smart, and not humble enough to try and pretend any differently, no matter who’s looking over my shoulder. You should see inside my head, see the things that I see and think the stuff that I think.  

   On second thoughts; if that actually happened, and you saw the world through my eyes…they’d probably put you in that padded room and toss the key. 

   So just take my word for it. I’m smart as all get-out. I won the cerebral lottery, I guess, though that’s not the only reason; it took some of the air out of my tires when I was told by my spirit guide (more on her later) that I was an ‘old soul,’ one who had kept some of the intellect and personality from earlier incarnations. It’s why an American kid my age can sometimes sound like Sherlock Holmes or Aragorn, son of Arathorn, I guess. 

  And in a few years, when I graduate from college with a degree and maybe a Master’s in something (I haven’t figured out exactly what just yet) that’ll pay me six figures right out of the gate, I’ll be the guy who’s getting his latte served by gym-rat jerks like Brandon Monroe and his crowd of douchebag sycophants. I can already see it happening, clear as day; me, Danny Chill, sitting down in the java joint to work on writing my script for this month’s issue of Justice League in some relative peace and quiet, while El Douchebag (can’t you picture his stained green apron already, and the mandatory seventeen pieces of flair? — oh wait, wrong chain) serves up those refills, working minimum wage in a job he hates, but hey — how else is he going to pay for that gym membership, and all the steroids he’s got to be taking? Because no kid even close to my age should have arms that size, or a neck that short and thick.   

   Problem is, that’s a good few years into both of our respective futures. Monroe has a couple of years on me; he turned sixteen back in March, I think, or pretty close.  All of which brings us right back to the here and now, where his squat, ape-like frame is lurching towards me down Seventeenth Avenue; it’s almost as if a fire hydrant somehow pulled itself out of the ground and decided to try walking for the first time, and not entirely successfully. Three of his suckups are in tow behind him. I recognize them all…Snyder, Langley, and Foster. Just four knuckledraggers out for a stroll, and who just happen to be bored, mean, and looking to take that out on an easy target.

   In other words, somebody like me.

   On a good day, brown-haired, brown-eyed me might weigh in at around a hundred pounds…maybe. Dad used to like to joke that I lost the genetic lottery, or at least got most of my genes from Mom’s side of the family. I don’t think he ever realized how much that used to hurt, not even for a second, and now that he’s gone, I’m glad I never told him.  

   There’s also the small fact that Brandon Monroe enjoys way more than his fair share of fame around the school for his number one hobby: he’s apparently a Krav Maga champion — you know, that Israeli martial art with the flying fists and feet — and had even won a couple of trophies for it. 

   “Chill,” he said.  

   I felt myself blanch. His tone was almost conversational, but the fake smile-slash-sneer wasn’t fooling anybody, least of all me. I don’t think it was ever really intended to. We’ve played this game before, Brandon Monroe and I. It always ends up the same way — one of us humiliated and knocked down on his ass, the other strutting and laughing, having once again established his manliness again in front of the pack. I’ll leave you to guess which one of us is which.

   Damn, but I hate him. 

   I had no choice but to stop. The bullies had fanned out into a half-circle, totally blocking the sidewalk, but without looking like they were trying to block the sidewalk. Class was out for the day, they’d been forced to endure the miseries of actually trying to learn something, and now they wanted to let off some steam and have a little fun…preferably at my expense. 

   “So we’ve been wondering…” The smile-sneer had split the difference now, settling into more of a smirk. “Are you still in the closet, or is it too crowded in there with all of those Batman comic books and Darth Vader figures?” 

   A predictable snort came from the pack, who were obviously enjoying watching the skinny young guy start to squirm uncomfortably. 

   But they were actually wrong for a change. On any other day, the usual way that this would have played out (assuming that I was suitably deferential) was that I might – if I was lucky— have gotten away with just being called a homo, or some other brilliantly witty insult like that; then perhaps I’d have been shoved in the chest by Monroe or one of his goons, maybe jabbed with a couple of fingers, then jostled by the douchebags as they swept past, jostling me from the sidewalk and out into the street.

   But on this particular day, for whatever weird reason, that isn’t how it was going to go down. Things were going to be different this time, simply because I just didn’t feel like playing the victim any more.

   I’d had it. 

   The pack were waiting for me to respond, nudging one another and trading snarky comments in low voices. They were probably expecting a politely mumbled laugh from me, with perhaps an embarrassed little smile to go along with it; you know, all of the usual signs of a weaker kid trying to placate the stronger ones that clearly outnumber him and mean to rough him up.

   Well, too bad – they weren’t going to get it. 

   My spine straightened as I stood taller, stiff-backed, squaring off against Brandon Monroe in a way that they had never seen before. The four of them stiffened in response, probably reading my body language as it changed in a new and maybe even slightly challenging way. 

   And just like that, I dropped the bomb. 

   “You know that she’s disappointed in you, right?” I asked. 

   “What are you talking about, moron?” Brandon frowned, clearly puzzled. “Who’s disappointed?” 

   I let the question hang silently in the air between us for a while, watching them get a little antsy and really enjoying the feeling. 

   “Your grandmother,” I said after what seemed like an age. “Gilda.” 

   Straight away, Brandon’s fists bunched up, seemingly of their own accord. He took an angry step towards me, and then another. I didn’t so much as flinch, or react to his threat in any way. To show even the slightest hint of weakness in the face of a bully like Brandon Monroe would always end badly. I should know. I’d tried that approach before, and gotten bruises to prove it. 

   “What…did…you…say?” Each word was annunciated slowly, delivered through gritted teeth. He was getting really angry now, I could see it. The flushed red skin of his face reminded me of a traffic signal that needed to change to green. 

   In a calculated display of confidence that I was actually starting to feel now, wonder of wonders, I locked eyes with him and wouldn’t drop my gaze. Mine were gazing calmly and clearly, his were narrowing in anger. 

   “Gilda never did like bullies, did she, Brandon?” I went on, pushing my luck just a little further. “She couldn’t stand them. At all. That’s why she’s so disappointed with how you’ve turned out. Her own grandson, trying to prove how tough he is by pushing smaller kids around. She’s just glad that Grandpa Norman isn’t here to see it, Brandon.  He’d be so angry, it wouldn’t be good for his blood pressure, and he isn’t ready to join her quite yet.”

   “You little...” Brandon’s face had turned from red to purple. His balled fists were clenching and unclenching, opening and closing over and over again. He took another step towards me. There couldn’t have been more than three feet between us now, four tops. “Who the hell spun you a line of crap like that?” 

   My gaze drifted across to a space just behind Brandon Monroe’s right shoulder. 

   “She did,” I shot back. “Just now.”

   The bully stopped, slack-jawed. I think he was trying to decide whether to break my jaw or burst into tears. His cronies definitely knew that something wasn’t right, they were starting to look uncomfortable now, beginning to drift away from the scene that was playing out between Brandon and myself.    

   His lips moved, but no sound came out. 

   “I mean, she’s standing right there.” I pointed with my chin, nodding towards his right hand side. 

   “LIAR!”    

   Brandon knew I was right. Shame was written on every line of his face, from his bulging eyes to his jutting chin, with a lip that was struggling not to quiver — and pretty much failing. It was obvious that he was going to fall back on his default behavior, just as he would in any uncertain situation, choosing violence, the easy out. It was a much more comfortable alternative to actually thinking. 

   He took yet another step forward. I tensed, standing my ground despite the stink of his sweat and breath that was now bearing down on me. Smells like somebody had a burrito for lunch.

   Just two feet between us now. Another stride. We were nose to nose. 

   The blow came out of nowhere. 

   I mean that quite literally, at least so far as Brandon was concerned. We both felt the air move, disturbed by something that I could plainly see was a hand, but which he couldn’t see at all. This time I did flinch. The aftershocks from that slap echoed from the bully’s right cheek. 

   Brandon staggered backwards, reeling. He was taken by surprise as much as anything. It wasn’t a really hard slap, but boy was it effective. Eyes widening in shock, he clamped a hand to his face, feeling the flushed skin already turning a deeper shade of red where he had been struck. 

   “You hit me!” he blurted out, stunned that I would even dare. I just shook my head slowly. My hands were still at my side, had never left there. I wiggled my fingers as though to prove it. His buddies knew that I hadn’t hit him either; they’d been watching every detail, eagerly anticipating the spectacle of their fearless leader wiping the floor with the skinny little nerd. They’d also heard the slap, and watched his reaction.

   Almost as one, they turned and bolted. 

   That’s the thing about bullies. When the pack leader gets humbled, the rest of the pack just melts away. Snyder, Langley, and Foster were just like that. Risking a quick glance into the distance past Brandon, I could see them flee through the school parking lot as though all the hounds of hell were snapping at their heels.

   Cowards, I thought. Not that that was news.  

   “I didn’t hit you, Brandon,” I said evenly. Oh, I had wanted to, but I hadn’t. He could have wiped the floor with me, even with one hand tied behind his back…which it wasn’t. “She hit you. And believe me, it hurt her more than it hurt you.” 

   Which, judging by the look of sorrowful disappointment on the ghostly old lady’s face, it genuinely had. 

 

 

Gilda Richardson, Brandon’s grandmother on his mom’s side, was a sweet little old lady. At least, she had sure seemed like one when she stepped up behind him and introduced herself to me just a minute before. She was wearing white sneakers with Velcro straps, beige slacks, a turquoise knitted sweater, and a thin silver necklace that closely matched the color of her hair.

   She was also wearing an expression that was trapped somewhere between heartbroken and royally outraged. 

   Like most returned spirits, her body was about halfway transparent, and outlined in a blueish shade of energy which ebbed and flowed in accordance with her mood. It always reminded me of the Force ghosts of Obi-Wan and Anakin whenever I saw it.  This particular aura was bright and livid, like the electric blue on a neon sign. 

     “Brandon Michael Monroe, your parents raised you better than this! You should be ashamed of yourself, picking on a nice young man like this when you ought to be at home, studying hard to make something of yourself!” 

     He might not have been able to see the outraged old lady jabbing an angry finger at him for emphasis, but Monroe sure knew that something was wrong. Like most “normal” people – the polite word that those of us that can see the dead use to describe those of you who are blind to their presence – his body could tell that it was in the presence of something supernatural. It was your typically warm Spring Colorado day, basically tee-shirt weather; but not for Brandon Monroe, because I could see the gooseflesh rising on the backs of both his arms, responding to that weird and unnatural chill that is normally a by-product of a spirit manifesting itself here on our material plane. 

   “She’s telling you to go home and study,” I repeated some of her less-choice words helpfully. “You know, work hard, make something of yourself, and stop being a bully. Don’t be a douchebag, basically.” 

   Brandon was shaking his head from side to side, jaw slack, the slap forgotten. 

   “You’re a liar!” he spat, arms folded defensively. I shook my head right back at him. 

    “You know what they say about me in school, right? ‘Danny Chill: the creepy kid who says he can talk to the dead?’” I leaned in close, and I’ll be damned if he didn’t actually flinch and take a step back. My voice dropped to a low whisper. “Did you ever stop to think that all that stuff might actually be true?”

   The look that crossed his face told me that he never had. 

   “When he was four years old, we took Brandon to church one Sunday morning. He had an…accident in his pants, if you take my meaning.” Gilda Richardson sighed, her anger seemingly forgotten for the moment. “He was so upset, the poor boy. I remember, he darn near screamed the place down. It was that big church out on the highway, you know — out on the way towards Lyons.” 

   I nodded, and felt a sudden out-of-place flash of sympathy for Brandon. That’s not the kind of thing I would want my grandmother telling strangers, whether she happened to be back from the dead or not. 

   “Please remind him of that for me, young man, if you would be so kind.” She gave me a knowing look, eyes twinkling.  If that doesn’t make him believe you’re telling the truth, then I don’t know what will.” 

   I repeated what she had said to me, pretty much word for word. The dumbfounded expression plastered across his face morphed at first into one of sheer disbelief, but I could see those mental wheels turning, grinding away slowly at first, but then picking up speed as he tried to figure out how I could possibly have known what I had just said to him. He finally arrived at the only possible conclusion that made any sense...

   “You’ve been stalking me, you freaking weirdo!” 

   But then the tears came. Deep down, he had to know that I was telling the truth, had to feel that icy, otherworldly chill crawling across his skin. Perhaps that was why he was shivering on a warm Spring day. It would certainly explain the tears which were now spilling down his face in twin streams. 

   And just like that, the two-hundred pound muscle-bound bully was reduced to a quivering wreck. He turned tail and bolted, just like his followers had.   

   Gilda and I just stood there, watching him go. She shook her said slowly. 

   “He might be brash and confident on the outside,” the old lady said sorrowfully. “But on the inside, he’s still afraid. His father…look, you must understand that this isn’t an excuse for his behavior, young man. There is never an acceptable reason to bully somebody. But just between you and me, his father is a little too fond of his drink for my liking. Sometimes he gets…angry with Brandon. A little rough, if you follow my meaning. In fact, more than a little, if the truth be told.” 

   I nodded soberly. So it was like that, was it?  That would explain why Brandon could be such a dick, why he always liked to exert some measure of power over any boy who was younger and weaker than he was. A tiny sliver of unexpected sympathy for him reared its head. I guess even the bullies get bullied sometimes.

   “I am sorry for whatever pain he may have caused you. If it is any comfort at all, I think that he feels every bit as frightened as you do.” Gilda sounded sad, as though she were passing judgment on the state of the world. 

   “He sure has a strange way of showing it,” I replied a bit too sharply, unable to keep the bitter edge out of my voice.

   The old lady didn’t quite know how to respond to that, and I felt like a bit of a jerk myself for having said it. She seemed sweet and kind, and obviously meant well. We stood in awkward silence for a moment. Finally, she turned away wordlessly, and her semi-transparent body slowly faded away into the late-afternoon air. 

   “So long, and thanks for all the help,” I muttered. 

   To be honest, I knew that I was being ungrateful. Without the kindly old spirit’s help, I could well be sporting a few bruises by now that I hadn’t started out with this morning. But it was too late to thank her; she was probably already back home in the Summerland by now, the plane of existence that borders our own. A lot of  the spirits of the newly-dead lived there, before graduating up to one of the higher spheres. Sometimes they came back to visit – usually to look in on people they had once cared about in our material world – and I was often able to see them, assuming that they actually wanted to be seen. 

   Just then, from the corner of my eye, I spotted movement across the street. Turning to look, I realized that I was being watched from what had been an empty sidewalk until just now. 

   Oh, crap, I found myself thinking as my gut clenched in terror. Why did it have to be her? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

There was no mistaking the slender, almost willowy girl that was standing on the other side of the street with a hand pressed to her open mouth. 

   The hoodie, jeans, and sneakers were no different than those worn by any of a hundred other girls her age, but there was no mistaking that shock of brilliant red hair. After all, I’d spent way too many hours daydreaming about her like a lovesick puppy.  

   Rebecca Page. I’d have picked her out of any crowd, and not just because I had that epic crush on her; there was also the silver pentacle necklace that she always wore, and usually kept hidden underneath her t-shirt during the school day. She’d kept it on the down-low ever since Mrs. Murray had mistaken it for a symbol of the Devil and freaked out massively in Math class, instead of recognizing it for what it really was — Becky was a Wiccan, and so were her folks. The kids liked to gossip about that too, which was pretty much inevitable at a school like ours, where practically all of the kids went to church every Sunday whether they wanted to or not.   

   Becky was one of the few kids that didn’t treat me like dirt at school. I mean, yeah, being a nerd is considered pretty cool these days – a complete change from just ten years ago, or so I’m told. But I’m a nerd’s nerd, a kind of uber-super-nerd if you like, the sort of nerd that makes even your ordinary, everyday garden-variety nerd feel a little uncomfortable. I don’t mean to be, but I’m just wired that way. I really can’t help it.

   So what’s the difference? Well, a nerd loves Marvel movies and maybe the comic books too – and maybe not – and has seen most of the superhero movies that come out. They can name a few Avengers; they probably quite like Black Widow (whether they’re a boy or a girl doesn’t matter — everybody crushes on the Widow); and without any effort, they can tell an Firefly-class ship from a Battlestar. 

   Me, on the other hand…I can tell you which issue of which comic book that Black Widow first appeared in, and when it was published (issue 52, Marvel’s Tales of Suspense, April 1964 – go ahead, Google it if you don’t believe me. I’ll wait). I don’t have the exact day of publication, because even my pedantry has its limits, you know? 

   And as if my super-geek status wasn’t enough of a reason to make me an outsider, there’s also the whole “talking to the dead” thing. 

   Look, most people who claim to be able to do this…the so-called psychics, self-styled mediums, whatever they want to call themselves – I hate to burst your bubble, but it’s pretty much all BS. They’re either delusional (at best), wanting to be special little snowflakes in a big ugly world, or out-and-out frauds trying to make a quick buck out of the gullible and the bereaved. That last type are the worst, the absolute scum of the earth. I can’t even begin to tell you how angry they make me feel, and I’m not alone on that – most genuine Seers think they’re slime too. 

   Seers. Short for Deadseers. That’s what we call ourselves, and each other, those of us who have one foot in this life and one in the life to come. Which sounds like it ought to be awesome, right? But trust me, it can be a bigger headache than you could possibly imagine sometimes. 

   Like right now, for example. Rebecca – Becky to her friends, or so I’d heard – was cool enough not to give me a hard time at school. She didn’t even seem to laugh at me behind my back, based on what I’d been hearing; and believe me, I wanted her to like me. I wanted to impress her. If that makes me sound shallow, then whatever, call me shallow. I really don’t care.

   But ever since I’d made the mistake of letting one kid – just one other kid I thought I could trust – in on my little secret, I’d become a laughing stock. That juicy piece of gossip had spread like wildfire, and the name-calling came right on its heels. 

   “Hey, Chill – watch out! I SEE DEAD PEOPLE!”  You know, top quality humor like that. Can you hear my eyes rolling already? The Sixth Sense is so 1999, guys. 

   That was two years ago, and since then I’d tried hard to adjust. I’d sort of gotten used to it by now, to tell you the truth. The worst of it had pretty much died down by now, so I just put my head down, gritted my teeth, and basically got on with things, taking one day at a time. Staying off the radar seemed like a great idea. 

   But now, judging from the look on her frankly gorgeous face, Becky Page had just watched me have a conversation with thin air, immediately after scaring off a bunch of bullies without laying so much as a hand on them. And, oh God, if she wasn’t coming this way now, crossing the street towards me. She still had  that hand up to her open mouth, covering it in...surprise? Shock? Disgust? I couldn’t really read her expression at all.

   There was no way this was going to be good. 

   Standing there, mortified, I desperately willed the ground beneath my feet to open up and swallow me whole. In the ten seconds it took for her to reach my stretch of the sidewalk, I had become spontaneously religious and offered up prayers to every deity I could think of, starting out with The Force and it’s sole prophet George Lucas, before working my way down through Cthulhu and the Great Old Ones, and was just about to move on to Thor, Odin, hell, even Loki was worth a shot at this point, when she said: “Oh. My. GOD. That was amazing!” 

   “Huh?”

   Huh? HUH? You have got to do better than that, idiot! Come on! 

   “So the stories are true, right, Danny?” she said excitedly, placing a hand on my arm. “Because either you’re totally schizophrenic, which I really don’t think you are, or you were just talking to a ghost or a spirit or something right now. So which one is it?” 

   I thought about trying a cover story, I really did. If this were a movie, or a book, or a TV show, this would be the part where I tried to pull the wool over her eyes with a rational explanation, like maybe I had been studying Venusian Judo like the third Doctor Who had, and the bad guys were so afraid of my secret moves that they didn’t dare get into it with me. 

   This is reality, Danny. And she’s a smart girl. Just tell her the truth.

   I screwed up every last bit of courage I had left into a tiny little ball of energy, and used it to power my next sentence. 	

   “His dead grandmother just told me to tell him that he peed his pants in church when he was four to prove to him that she was really talking to me so she could make him understand how upset she was that he turned into a bully.”

   It all came rushing out in a gabble. No pauses, no punctuation, no stopping for breath. And there it was, right out there in the daylight. Well, now she’s going to run  screaming too, a voice in the back of my brain piped up, unbidden.  Shut up, I answered back. Nobody’s asking you. Then I started to wonder if maybe I was schizophrenic. 

   But instead, Becky squeed. She actually squeed. With delight, not fear!

   “His dead grandmother!” she echoed, clapping her hands to her cheeks like that kid in Home Alone. “His honest to goodness, actual dead grandmother? Her freaking ghost? What did she look like?” 

   “If you’re expecting clanking chains and moans and groans, I’m really sorry, but you’re out of luck.” I was going for wry and self-deprecating, but at the same time was desperately hoping that I wasn’t coming across as a tool. 

   Apparently I wasn’t. Either that, or Becky was a really good actress. If anything, she was getting even more excited. “But you could see through her, right?”

   I nodded. “Yeah. I mean, sometimes they look perfectly solid, exactly like you and me. But usually, it takes a spirit a lot of energy to visit our world, even for a little while. The longer they stay, the weaker they get. Then they start to get fainter, look a little more…I guess “see-through” is a pretty good way to put it.” 

   Becky beamed, which made me blush a little. My face must be turning the same color as her hair. Oh crap, don’t think about her hair.  I hoped she wouldn’t notice, but it felt like somebody had just set fire to my head. Get a grip, boy. Get a grip!  

   “I’m totally into all this ghost stuff,” she gushed. “I watch all those TV shows and read everything I can get my hands on about it. Most of my friends think it’s pretty dumb, but who cares what they think?”

   My heart sank a little. TV shows? Did she mean the one where the guy in the tight t-shirt runs around in abandoned old buildings, yelling and chasing after shadows, or something even more lame? But then my hormones kicked in. Come on, dude – this is Becky Page! She’s beautiful, and more to the point, she’s actually talking to you. Maybe she even likes you a little. If your luck gets any better than this, you’d better go out and buy a lottery ticket!

   I shifted position slightly, kind of shuffling with my feet but without taking an actual step back; I figured that would look too much like a retreat. I shrugged, and the backpack shifted position on my shoulder as I adjusted its weight. I was very aware of Becky’s close proximity to me. She was about as far away as Brandon Monroe had been a few minutes earlier, but this time my heart was racing for an entirely different reason. 

   Her eyes met mine. I looked away first. Chicken. She was still smiling, thankfully. The silence was starting to stretch into awkward territory. I was searching for something meaningful (or at least something non-lame) to say in order to fill it, but she got there first.

   “So, can I ask you something?” She sounded a little hesitant, almost embarrassed.

   “Sure.” 

   She reached out and handed me a crumpled piece of lined notepaper. I unfolded it and stared dumbly at the seven numbers that had been scrawled there. 

   “Can I maybe give you a call sometime, Danny? I’d really love to hang out.”

   I stammered something affirmative,  tearing a page from the notebook I carried in my backpack and giving her my own number in exchange.

   I can’t remember a single thing that happened after that. 

 

 

 

 

“Looks like somebody had a good day.”

   I guess I must have floated home on some kind of cloud. Mom’s comment as I came through the door meant that it was probably showing on my face too. Get a grip, I told myself sternly – to which my rebellious side answered sweetly: why?

   Home was a double-wide trailer, not exactly a palace, but Mom and I liked it just fine. Most importantly, I had my own room, and Mom respected my space as being sacred. She’s pretty cool like that. I guess not every parent is.

   “It was OK,” I answered nonchalantly. My head was in the fridge, already hunting down the ingredients for a snack. Pickles, tomatoes, mayo, some sliced ham…slapping it all between two slices of rye and squirting in a dollop of mustard made a halfway-decent sandwich. I could feel the beginnings of my blood sugar starting to dip, which always made me super-irritable, and Mom usually didn’t finish cooking dinner until seven most nights.  There was a stuffy-brained feeling starting up that I was all too familiar with, and I wanted to head that off at the pass.

   Mom was leaning back in her favorite recliner, flipping through the pages of some folksy magazine. She shot me a curious look, and perhaps sensing that something potentially gossip-worthy had taken place today, was now transitioning into full-on inquisitor mode. 

   “So…want to tell me about it?” 

   Not bad for an opening gambit. 

   Tell mom that maybe Becky Page liked me a little? On that day, the Devil would need ice skates. 

   I countered with “Just a good time in class,” in a blatant attempt to divert her from the truth. 

   “Uh huh.” She clearly didn’t believe me, but didn’t want to push it too far too fast. But then: “Which class was that?” 

   Which classes was I even in today? My brain floundered, starting to come down a little from cloud nine. I mean, I didn’t want to out and out lie to her, that wouldn’t be cool at all. But having a conversation with my mom about a girl, let alone one that I really liked…there was a very real chance that I could drop dead from the sheer embarrassment of it. 

   “Um, History?” I was skirting around her recliner, headed for my room.

   “Are you asking me or telling me?” I’m pretty sure there was an amused twinkle in her eye, but I couldn’t tell because my bedroom door closed behind me before she was done talking. 

   Don’t be too hard on her, Danny. She hasn’t been the same since Dad died. All she wants is for you to be happy.  

   Just thinking about that made me start to tear up. Dad was an infantry sergeant in the Marine Corps Reserve. When the Corps had deployed him to Iraq, Mom and I knew there were going to be some risks, even knew that there was a chance that he might not ever come home again, at least not in one piece…but you never think it’s going to happen to your family. It’s always some other poor kid that doesn’t have a Dad any more, right? 

   Until it actually is you. 

   And just like that, my good mood was punctured. My vision blurred. Damn it, I was not going to cry. I had gotten all my crying out of me two years ago, when we had buried Dad in Mountain View Cemetery. The Marines had turned up in full force. Mom had gotten a flag, folded neatly into a triangle with razor-sharp creases. 

   A lot of that day is still a blur to me. But I remember looking around, peeking behind gravestones and markers, looking everywhere in the expectation that I would suddenly see him standing there, wearing his best dress blues and boots so polished that you could use them as mirrors.

   But the only Marines I saw that day were as alive as I was, coming to offer condolences to Mom and to me.  

   It still hurt that he hadn’t come back to see me afterward, even if it was just to say goodbye one last time. I had been so lonely in the days and then weeks after he died, and Mom pretty much locked herself in her room and cried herself to sleep every night for months. Oh, I don’t want you to think that she stopped being a good parent. Mom is an amazing parent. But back then, it was like she was some kind of robot, or working on autopilot; she went through the motions every day, cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the laundry, but it was as though the lights were on and nobody was at home behind them for a while. 

   I don’t know how she did it. I just wanted to crawl into a hole and pull the earth up over my head, shut the world out and be alone with my pain. I had only had him for twelve years. Mom had been married to him for half of her life. 

   We coped. Somehow. It wasn’t easy, but when you were married to a Marine, and when you were raised by a Marine, you tended to develop a “can do” mindset really fast. For as long as I could remember, Dad wouldn’t let me get away with whining or sulking whenever something difficult got in my way. “Work the problem, Danny,” he used to say. I can still hear his voice saying it now. “Work the problem. Figure out a way. A solution always exists, you just have to find it.”

   I miss you so much, Dad. Please drop in and say hi if you can. 

   I wondered whether my thoughts, prayers, call them whatever you want to, were reaching him over there in the Summerland. They hadn’t worked so far, so why would I expect them to now? 

   Blowing out a huge sigh, I flopped down onto my bed. The springs groaned in protest, a reminder of just how old this thing was getting. We couldn’t really afford a new mattress anytime soon though. Mom and I pretty much lived paycheck to paycheck on the money she made working at the call center. 

   It felt good to be back in my happy place, what I like to call my Den of Nerd. 

. My bedroom might have been small (I mean, show me a trailer that isn’t) but I had made every square inch of wall and ceiling space count. Posters from the great loves of my life — the Star Wars saga, Star Trek, DC, Marvel, Vertigo, video games, Dungeons and Dragons – all fought for attention, overlapping crazily and sometimes pinned up at weird angles. A life-size Darth Vader cutout stood in the corner at the foot of my bed, wielding a red lightsaber and holding out a gloved hand palm-upwards towards me. Sometimes I would wake up panicking in the middle of the night, emerging confused from a dream and not knowing where I was, and the Sith Lord would be a strangely reassuring sign that I was back in my comfort zone. 

   Mom like to say that the den looked as though somebody had detonated a bomb in the middle of a clothing store; at least, that’s what she had said when Dad was still here. Now we didn’t joke about bombs any more. You couldn’t really make out the floor, concealed as it was beneath a layer of T-shirts, shorts, jeans, and cargo pants. As a concession to basic hygiene, I usually kicked my underwear beneath all that other stuff until laundry day. Out of sight, out of mind. 

   Two of the walls were covered with a set of cheap bookcases, crammed to overflowing with science fiction and fantasy books by the hundreds. The wear and tear on the spines showed how much I loved those books. I’d read them over and over and over again, escaping to distant worlds, other times, and alternate universes…anywhere but the here and now, basically. Even my phone was loaded up with e-books and digital comics, heroes and monsters carried around with me wherever I went, tucked into the pocket of my cargo pants. 

   I was starting to get a grip again. The tears were drying up. Rolling off the bed, I went over to the computer desk and fired up my Internet browser. The next few hours passed by at lightning speed. I trolled my regular message boards, surfed a few fan sites for cool developments and news. A Diet Coke kept me company, and before I knew it, the light was beginning to fade outside. 

   My iPhone pinged, breaking my concentration. Irritated, I reached over and punched in my unlock code. It was a new text message – Call me :-) 

   “Holy crap!” 

   A “Call me” and a smiley face! 

   I couldn’t believe it.

    It was from Becky.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

How I managed not to fall backwards out of my chair in shock, I will never know. 

   Play it cool, I told myself with just a trace of desperation. Don’t call her back right away. You don’t want her thinking you’re too keen, right? That’s never good.  

   Cradling the phone loosely between my fingers, I let my arm dangle limply across one knee. I stared at it. Waited. If there had been a clock in the room, all I heard would have been the noise of it ticking the seconds away.

   I waited a little longer.

   Screw it. 

   I hit the call icon with my thumb. The wait during the ring tone seemed to last a lifetime. 

   Come on, Becky…pick up. Pick UP. 

   “Hi, Danny!” That bubbly smile had infected her voice. My heart rate was picking up; I could feel it pounding away inside my chest.

   “Hey, Becky,” I said weakly. Not as lame as the ‘sup? I had actually been contemplating for a nanosecond, before reality set in like a cold water bath. Don’t even TRY to be cool. You’re not cool, not even remotely. Just be yourself, man. It’s your only hope. That was always the standard line of advice on those TV dating shows Mom liked to watch so much. Be yourself. I decided to run with it. I mean, it’s not like I had a Plan B to fall back on. 

   “Thanks for calling me, Danny. I really appreciate it.”

   “No problem, Becky.” There was a silence that went on for just a fraction too long. “Um, so what can I do for you?”

   She sounded a little embarrassed. “So, I kind of wanted to ask you a favor. If it’s not too weird.” 

   “Sure, no problem,” I said again. Idiot. Stop repeating yourself. 

   “Oh, sweet. But I kind of wanted to ask you in person. Is it cool if I come on over?”

   Oh my – COME ON OVER? To the trailer? 

   “That’d be cool,” I rasped, sounding like a man who hadn’t drunk a drop of water in days. Astonished, I gaped at my reflection in the window glass. I’d said yes without even thinking about it. The words had come straight from my mouth and completely bypassed my brain on the way. 

   I gave her the address. We said our goodbyes and both hung up. I set the phone down carefully on the computer desk, leaned back in my chair, and pumped my fist in the air victoriously. 

   How AWESOME was this!

   And then, the panic set in. 

	 

 

 

It occurred to me that I had no idea where Becky lived, which in turn meant that I had no idea how long it would take her to get here. 

   So, no time to lose…I went into hyperdrive. Did the room smell bad? By the standards of a fourteen year-old boy, no. Well, maybe a little musty. But the Den of Nerd was about to have a fourteen year-old girl in it, and one of the few things I knew about girls in general was that they liked things to smell nice. 

   Burrowing under the blanket of clothing, I must have looked like a dog digging a hole in the back yard. I scooped and tossed it all up onto the bed, one piece at a time in rapid succession. Where to put all this stuff? I looked around frantically, finally decided that underneath the bed was probably the best place, and began to stuff it all under the bed frame, wedging one article of clothing in after another, until finally the bed was clear. Miracle of miracles, now I could actually see the floor. I couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.		

   Window! Twisting the latch, I slid the window upwards in its pane. It gave a tortured screech as it ground against the frame. Note to self: WD-40 the thing tomorrow.  A cool breeze came through, the evening air beginning to waft the curtains gently. 

   “Daniel! What is going on in—“ Mom stopped halfway through the doorway. Her jaw dropped as she surveyed the scene, taking in the sudden lack of dirty clothing on the floor, and the fact that the carpet had been excavated. “What. On. Earth…”

   “Mom, do we have any air freshener?” Shyness went right out the window. There was no time for it. I didn’t care about anything other than making a good impression on Becky right now. 

   “Why yes we do,” she responded tartly. “It lives underneath the kitchen sink. May I ask where this sudden urge to de-stink your room has sprung from? It’s not that I don’t approve, but you have to admit – this really isn’t like you, honey.” 

   “Look, I have a friend coming over. I want the place to look…presentable, you know?” 

   Mom’s eyes narrowed. “Friend?”

   “Alright, alright. It’s a girl, OK? But it’s not like it’s a big deal or anything” 

   “A girl. You mean a girl, girl?” 

   “Is there some other kind?” I snapped, starting to get a little frustrated.

    Mom, on the other hand, was overjoyed. She clapped her hands gleefully. “Honey, that’s so…so wonderful.” She seemed genuinely thrilled to hear the news. Then her eyes darkened, her tone becoming suddenly grave. “Daniel, do we need to have a talk? You know, about…se—”

   “Mom! Really? Come on!”  She wanted to cover Sex Ed 101 now, of all times? I couldn’t believe this was happening to me. “Mom,” I practically begged. “She’s just a friend from school. But she’s on the way over here now and we’re losing time. And yeah, I like her, OK? I want to make a good impression.”

   From the foot of my bed, Lord Vader stared at me in silent disapproval of my weakness. 

   “Honey…you got it. Come on, let’s get to work.” And just like that, Mom snapped into full-on protective parent mode. 

   ‘Divide and conquer’ was pretty much going to be our strategy. She tucked and straightened the comforter until you could practically bounce a quarter off it, like Dad used to say that Marine recruits did in boot camp; I sprayed vanilla air freshener to the four corners of the room, then doused the center for luck. Mom blasted the vacuum cleaner right around the room, poking the nozzle into all the nooks and crannies, looking like some magical housecleaning dervish; I frantically straightened the spines of every book on my shelves, scrambled to get my sweaty tee-shirt off, sprayed a Z-shaped stripe of body spray from armpit to armpit and down the front of my torso, then rummaged in a clothes drawer for a fresh one.

   We were just in the nick of time. A set of headlights streamed through the open window, a car turning into the street directly outside our lot and stopping. Mom and I froze. We heard a car door slam, a girl’s voice call out, “Thanks, Mom!”

   I looked at my Mom. She looked at me. That’s her, I mouthed. Mom nodded, clapped me firmly and proudly on both my shoulders. Was I imagining it, or was there a tear glistening in the corner of her eye right there? You’re going to do just fine, honey, she mouthed back at me. 

   Man, but I hoped she was right.

 

 

Mom answered the knock at the front door while I leaped onto the couch and snatched up a book. I pretended to be engrossed in its pages, but what I was really doing was watching the door out of the corner of my eye and straining my ears to listen.

   I had never worked so hard at pretending to be so relaxed.

   “Oh, hey there! You must be…” Mom’s voice, sunny side up. 

   “Rebecca. Rebecca Page. But my friends call me Becky, Mrs. Chill.” 

   “Come right on in, Rebecca. Right this way, there you go. Daniel was just…um, reading, weren’t you hon?” 

   “Please call me Becky, Mrs. Chill.” Mom’s smile would have melted a glacier. I think that Becky won her over right there and then with that one remark. 

   “Becky it is then. And you must call me Rachel.” 

   “Hey, Danny.” Becky was still wearing the same clothes she had had on earlier, and a smile that was just a couple of notches below Mom’s. A dark blue backpack was slung over her shoulder. “It’s great to see you again. I’m really glad you wanted to hang out.” 

   “Hey, Becky.” I stood up, still clutching the book in one hand and wiping my sweaty palm on my pant leg with the other. 

   “You’re a big fan of Edward and Bella? I never figured you for the type.” 

   “Huh?” 

   Becky pointed at the book, one of the Twilight series. Dammit, Mom. Why did you have to leave that in here? Grinning my most idiotic and embarrassed grin, I fumbled the book down onto the coffee table. “Just…wanted to see what all the fuss was about,” I said lamely. 

   “Cool. I love Stephanie’s books. Aren’t they awesome?”

   “Pretty awesome,” I agreed. Said no teenage boy ever.

   Mom was hovering just behind Becky’s shoulder. “Becky, can I get you a drink? We have coffee, soda, some orange juice, and water.”

   “Water would be great, Mrs—I mean, Rachel.” They both laughed. This is going well. So why was I sweating?

   “Did your Mom bring you over?” Mom asked as she dumped some ice cubes from the freezer into a tall glass and then filled it with filtered water. 

   Becky nodded. “I just have to text her and she’ll come pick me up again later.” 

   Mom plainly approved of this sensible arrangement. “You guys go ahead and make yourselves comfortable,” she said, handing Becky the ice water. Becky and I trooped into my bedroom. I was hoping that I was the only one who heard Mom’s whispered, “Leave the door open!” 

   We compromised. I left the bedroom door ajar, just open enough to be able to say that it was open, and not offend Mom’s sense of decency. 

   “Woah! This is a pretty cool place,” Becky said approvingly, head on a swivel to take in the storm of geekery plastered across every surface. I thought I saw her nose wrinkle. Maybe I’d overdone it with the air freshener, but better that than the smell of stale farts and body odor that it was covering up. “That’s an awesome collection.” She was running an approving finger along the line of Vertigo graphic novels. 

   “Thanks,” I said, blushing just a little. 

   “I can see you love your science fiction and fantasy. Why aren’t there any ghost books?” 

   I frowned. “I’m not really all that interested in ghosts, to be honest.”

   “Shut up!” She obviously didn’t believe me, or couldn’t understand why anybody would say something like that. “But you can see them, right? How come you’re not into the paranormal and all that sort of stuff? How can you not find it fascinating?”   

   “I guess when you live with it all the time, it just becomes…sort of like the background noise. You just get used to it.”

   Becky dropped down into the computer desk chair and looked at me with wide, disbelieving eyes. I took a seat on the bed. There was a respectable six feet between us, just in case Mom poked her head around the door. Becky leaned forwards. 

   “How long have you been able to see them? Were you born that way?”

   I shook my head. “Nah. When I was five, I caught an infection and I got really sick -- like, septic sick. The way Mom explained it, I nearly died. I mean, obviously I didn’t die—“ We both laughed. “But when I woke up at Children’s Hospital, I could see things that nobody else seemed to be able to see. People, mainly.” 

   “Dead people?”

   “Yeah, dead people. There was a nurse who used to come into my room every night. I didn’t know it at the time, I wasn’t old enough to understand, but she was dressed in these really old-fashioned clothes. She had on this white head-dress, something out of the Thirties or Forties. Sometimes I could see right through her, but other times she was totally solid, just as solid as you are to me right now.”

   “Oh, wow. Weren’t you scared?”

   “Not even a little. She was always so friendly, and I could just tell…could sort of feel, really…that she was this kind and loving soul. Her name was Annalise. She’d taken care of children at the hospital all her life, and when she died, she didn’t particularly want to stop doing that. She wasn’t ready to cross over yet, so she stuck around and did what she loved to do. As far as I know, she’s still doing it.”

   Becky took another swallow of ice water. She was hanging on my every word. “What did the other doctors and nurses think? What about your parents?”

   I laughed. “They just thought I had an imaginary friend and a really active imagination. Happens more often than you’d think.” 

   “What does?”

   “Imaginary friends. Most parents write their kids’ invisible friends off as being imaginary, but a lot of the time, they’re actually real visitors. Maybe they live in the same house, or maybe they’re just passing through. Sometimes they’re old friends of the family or relatives that have come to drop in and say ‘hi’ to the newest addition to the family.”

   “That happened to my cousin, Amanda,” she nodded. “Her baby boy was talking to an invisible kid who lived in his toy closet.” Becky went silent as the implication of that sunk in. 

   “Usually they’re not harmful,” I reassured her. Sometimes, the dead find it difficult to let go of the material world. They stick around for a little while, look in on their families and friends. Sooner or later, that attachment fades and they can cross over to what comes next. That’s why a lot of imaginary friends disappear within a year or two.” 

   “It makes total sense,” Becky nodded. 

   There was a pause. I was surprised to find that it didn’t feel awkward this time. We sat in companionable silence for a couple of minutes. I hoped that Becky was enjoying my company half as much as I was enjoying hers. 

   Finally, she broke the silence. “So, Danny…this is a little awkward, but I really wanted to ask you something.” 

   “Sure thing, Becky.” My mouth was a little dry now, but I was intrigued to find out what had really brought her over here. I mean, it wasn’t likely to be my winning looks or devastating charm, right? But her next question took me by surprise. 

   “What do you know about Long Brook?”

   “The sanatorium?” I blinked. She nodded eagerly. I searched my memory. “Uh, it’s that big old place up on the Peak-to-Peak Highway. Been abandoned since the sixties or seventies, hasn’t it?” 

   “Since the Eighties,” she corrected me. “I’ve been reading about it on Wikipedia, and a few other places. It’s haunted, Danny. Super haunted, from what I hear.”

   “OK,” I said carefully, not entirely sure where she was going with this — but suspicion was starting to build. “It’s a sanatorium, so it stands to reason that a lot of people died there. I can see why it would be haunted.” 

   “Exactly! That’s why I’m going up there this weekend. And...I’d really like it if you came with me.” 

 

 

“Come with you?”

   “YES!” Becky was practically bouncing on her chair with excitement. “Ever since I first saw that place on TV, I’ve wanted to go and see it for myself, to spend the night there. A couple of my friends wanted to come along with me, but I figure someone like you would be the perfect guide!” 

   Despite doing a pretty good job of keeping a neutral face, I was wilting inside. Yeah, like she’d be interested enough in a skinny, antisocial kid like you to come on over and hang out. 

   “I really don’t know, Becky…I know that the place is run down and abandoned, but word is, the owners don’t like trespassers on their property. They might be the kind to call the cops on us.” Not to mention that mom would totally flip her lid if you asked permission to spend the night up at an old tuberculosis hospital in the middle of nowhere. 

   “There are no security guards up there, it’s much too far out of the way,” she told me, reaching into her backpack and pulling out a tablet. Swiping across the screen and bringing up the YouTube app, she fired up a video from one of those TV shows she was so fond of. I watched with considerably less excitement than Becky as a young dude who had muscles that looked like they were carved out of wood, backed slowly down a dark corridor, waving a camera around for emphasis. Occasionally, the feed would cut to the stream from his handheld camera, showing a couple of his buddies, both of whom also had cameras. Awesome, my inner bitch voice cut in, he has only two percent body fat, hair product, and that skin-tight tee-shirt for protection. 

   Not wanting to get on Becky’s bad side, I sat next to her and watched for the next hour – well, about three quarters of that without commercials – as the three dudes prowled the shadowy corridors and dark rooms of what I soon learned was the Long Brook Sanatorium, one of those special hospitals where doctors used to send patients with tuberculosis. I watched with mounting skepticism as they jumped out of their skin at what I was pretty sure were just shadows, and a few admittedly weird noises, which you could probably file under “old buildings make weird noises.” 

   “Dude, did you hear that?” one of them yelled. “Ssssh! Listen! That totally sounded like footsteps!” 

   Yeah, right…

   Taking regular sideways glances at Becky, I could tell that she was absolutely riveted by this stuff. Her eyes hardly ever left the screen, and I couldn’t help but wonder how much of that interest was because of the lead investigator, rather than any fascination with the sanatorium and its ghosts. 

   Finally, the show was over. Becky flipped up the cover on her tablet and stuffed it back into her backpack. It was replaced straight away with her phone, which she used to send a text, presumably to her mom. “What did you make of the show? Pretty amazing, huh?” 

   “It was…a sight to see,” I answered with as much diplomacy as I could muster. She grinned. I think she could tell that I was less than convinced, but it didn’t seem to dampen her enthusiasm any.

   “So, what do you think?” She swatted my knee lightly with her fingertips. Oh my…she actually touched me. I know, I know. But Becky was so beautiful, I had a hard time believing she would even want to share the same room with me, let alone give me a friendly swat. That was it, I was pretty much powerless to resist. 

   My mental wheels were already turning. I wasn’t scared of a creaky old building, believe me…whether it was haunted or not wasn’t the point. On the one hand, I would have to lie to Mom – probably sneak out at night, or fake a sleepover at some nonexistent friend’s house – which I really didn’t want to do. She deserved better than that. And then there was the risk of getting caught by the cops, which would mean getting grounded for the next…forever; but on the other hand, I was being asked to do this by Becky Page. If I said yes, it would net me the grand prize of being alone in Becky’s company for a good twelve hours, not to mention the still pretty awesome bonus of putting me squarely and firmly in the middle of her good books. Besides, if I said no, that was pretty much it. My already near-astronomically small chances of one day getting Becky to think of me as something more than just “that kid who can see ghosts” would be shot forever. 

   “When do we leave?” my mouth answered, getting the sucker punch in before my brain had a chance to debate any further. 

   Becky’s smile alone was almost worth the vague sense of disquiet that was already starting to gnaw at my belly. 

   “Tomorrow night. That gives us all day tomorrow to prepare. We’ll need to go to the store and get some things – don’t worry, I’ll take care of all that –and then head up there after dark, maybe nine or ten-ish.”

   “How are we going to get up there?” 

   “Oh, I have a friend that could drive us,” she answered evasively. I let that pass, figuring that she would want some kind of chaperone along just in case I turned out to be a real weirdo. 

   “Alright. Sounds like a plan. I’m in.” I hoped that I sounded ten times more nonchalant than I actually felt. My heart was racing, the blood pounding in my ears so loudly that I half expected Mom and Becky  were going to hear it. 

   “We’ll figure out the details tomorrow.” Becky waved casually, dismissing out of hand any other concerns that I may have been about to raise. She rose to her feet and shrugged the pack onto her shoulder.  

    I escorted Becky into the living room, where Mom was curled up in her recliner watching CSI on TV. 

   “It was a real pleasure meeting you, Rachel,” Becky extended a hand solemnly. Mom blew the handshake off, choosing instead to get up out of her chair and give her new-found best friend a big old bear hug. 

   “And it was a real delight to meet you too, honey.” By the time they had both hugged it out, the headlights of a car pulling up outside were visible through the window. “It looks like your mom is here. Have a safe trip home, OK?” 

   “I sure will. Goodnight Rachel. Goodnight, Danny.” Hopefully Mom didn’t catch the wink that she tossed my way. Even I almost missed it, because I was too caught up in the one thought that kept running around and around in my brain,

   What had I done? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

“That went well!” Mom was giddy, practically fit to burst. I rolled my eyes. Her little boy had spent less than two hours in the company of a girl, and she could already hear the wedding bells. But I guess I couldn’t really blame her for that. This family had been pretty short on happiness for quite some time now.

   Grunting noncommittally, I poured myself a glass of milk and told Mom that I’d be in my room and was probably headed to bed. I let her kiss me goodnight and gave her a hug. It’s good to see her this happy, so let’s just enjoy it while it lasts. I’m not sure who had taken the bigger shine to Becky, me or Mom. Although I felt lousy about having to deceive her if I was going to make good on my promise to Becky tomorrow night– and I was going to make good on my promise to Becky – it helped me to rationalize it away by telling myself that hey, staying in Becky’s good books might just keep her around a little longer. Who knew, she might even grow to like me, like me, if you catch my drift; and that would make Mom happy. So it was all good…right? 

   I sighed. I was in this now, in it right up to my neck. My hormones had done all the talking, and there was no way I could back out now, not without Becky hating me for the next thousand years anyway. It’s not like I had a TARDIS to take me back in time and replay the last two hours over. And you know what – I’m not so sure that, even if I could change it, that I would change it. When I’d gotten out of bed this morning, I was hardly even on Becky’s radar. Now I was verging on “maybe a little cool,” and who knew – after our little trip up to Long Brook tomorrow, I may even be edging into the territory of “boyfriend material.” Was that really too much to hope for?

   The milk was cold and refreshing. It was a little early for bed, and besides, I needed to let some of the adrenaline that had built up over the last couple of hours drain out of my system. Besides, it might be a good idea to read up a little on Becky’s destination of choice, I figured. Parking my butt at the computer tower, I opened up a browser window and clicked open a Google tab. Typing Long Brook Sanatorium brought up hundreds of hits. Surfing my way from link to link, it wasn’t long before I had amassed a ton of background information on the place. It surprised me to learn that this stuff was actually kind of interesting, and it wasn’t long before I was engrossed. 

   If you don’t know much about tuberculosis, you’re probably not that different to most other people today, assuming that you live in the western world; but a hundred years ago, everybody knew about it – and was terrified of catching it. The tuberculosis bacterium is passed on through the little droplets in coughs and sneezes. One of the scariest aspects is that it’s just so freaking easy to catch, particularly back in the days when there wasn’t a wall-mounted dispenser of hand sanitizer in every restroom. Once it gets down into the lungs, things can start to turn really nasty. The disease rots your lungs away from the inside out, and then it makes you cough up blood until you’re almost drowning in it. It’s pretty awful. 

   At the turn of the century, thousands of Americans who contracted the disease had already flocked right here to Colorado; when they started hacking up a lung, a lot of them just hopped on board the first train heading towards the dry and fresh mountain air, the bright sunshine, and the beautiful countryside. Special hospitals, called either sanitariums or sanatoriums, depending on whose website you read – I never could figure out any difference – sprang up all over the state. Some rich people got a whole lot richer catering to the wealthy and famous ‘lungers’ – that’s people with bleeding lungs, by the way, not Crossfitters who like to do lunges. ‘Lungers’ has a hard ‘g.’ Grammar is important, kids. 

   Where was I? Oh yeah, the hospitals. There were some super-nice facilities to choose from if you could pay your way, most of them not all that different from the top hotels of the time. Freshly-pressed pristine white cotton sheets every day, doctors and nurses on call twenty-four seven, state of the art treatments, the works. 

   Long Brook was not one of those hospitals. 

   Like Ms. Johnson told us in history class, every society needs somewhere to send its poor and homeless people. Sometimes, that place is the gutter. But people dying of tuberculosis in the street kind of brought down the mood, and probably the Denver real estate prices too. So the Governor ordered the creation of state-run, economically viable – for that, read cheap – sanatoriums, mostly located up in the foothills and the mountains, where the homeless sick would be out of sight and out of mind of the “decent people.” 

   I guess some things don’t ever change. 

   So any homeless person with a cough or the night sweats got scooped up off the streets, and found themselves swept off to a place like Long Brook. Looking at old monochrome photos of the sanatorium on Wikipedia, I couldn’t help but think that that must have been a real shock to the system. The sanatorium was six stories tall, built of stone, concrete, and brick, a lot of which was grim and gray. What looked to be the main building was flanked on either side by another five-story building, each one being a complete hospital wing — and both of those had a second wing added on to them, so there were a total of five buildings making up the sanatorium.

   Some of the photos that had been taken from the air made it look as though the place was a big horseshoe, or maybe a giant magnet, according to the people who had left comments posted on the threads. But I thought that each wing looked more like the gull-wing doors on the DeLorean car from Back to the Future. So sue me, I’m a nerd.

     The place looked less than welcoming, to say the least. A shiver coursed through me, that rare but familiar feeling we all get from time to time. Somebody just walked over my grave. 

   Long Brook’s history wasn’t all that hard to find out about. Construction finished in 1903, and it was a working sanatorium less than a year afterwards. Meant to house seven hundred patients, at the height of the tuberculosis epidemic they were cramming in over a thousand. Conditions were cramped and hygiene was poor. The doctors and nurses all meant well, but they were over-worked, under-staffed, and fighting an uphill battle. Heck, there were even records of some of them committing suicide in there.

   The website saved the worst for last. Towards the end of its life, the hospital had supposedly been run by some crazed doctor until it was finally closed down by the state in the late 1980s. Apparently this guy hadn’t taken the closure lying down, because one day in the summer of 1988 he had come into work and walked from room to room, tracking down those members of his nursing staff that were on duty that day, and had then shot each and every one of them dead. 

   After murdering his entire staff, this doc — who went by the fancy name of Marko von Spiessbach — had dialed 911, gone to his office, and then killed himself. 

   Another shiver, this one going straight down my spine. Something was obviously very wrong with this place. No wonder I was getting a bad feeling about all this.

    I mouse-clicked to another page, all about tuberculosis treatment…or what passed for treatment in those days. Nowadays, when you contract tuberculosis, the doctors give you drugs. The disease can be treated, and treated pretty effectively thanks to the wonders of modern medicine; but back then, medical science of the time didn’t have much of a clue. They tried their best, but some of their therapies read more like torture today. Hanging bags of lead shot around the patient’s neck, adding more and more weight with every passing day, until there was the equivalent of a ten-pound dumb-bell pushing down on their chest, was just one of their bright ideas; hey, they figured, if we limit the chest from expanding too much, it’ll give the lungs a rest, help them heal up. Except that it didn’t, and it was downright miserable for the poor people who had to suffer through it. 

   Fresh air was the best treatment, all the experts agreed. Except that it isn’t. Hundreds of beds were rolled out onto the sanatorium balconies every day, all year round, even on Christmas Day in the middle of a snowstorm. Don’t believe me? Go ahead and Google it. There are pictures, the most unbelievable photos, of nurses in masks and gowns and winter coats, standing next to beds filled with the most miserable-looking patients, huddled beneath thin sheets and blankets as the snow piled up on top of their feet. There were hundreds of deaths, thousands over the years, and yeah – a lot of them died of tuberculosis. But a lot of them died of exposure, too… 

   …and a lot of them died from the experimental surgeries. 

   This is the part that really made me feel nauseated, but I kept on scrolling down, horrified and fascinated in equal measure. It would be unkind and probably unfair to label the doctors as butchers – after all, they were trying desperate, last-ditch operations on people who were pretty much halfway dead – but slicing open a person’s chest and cutting through their ribs to collapse the lung, sounds pretty darned nasty to me. 

    It seemed as though as many people died from this type of surgery than survived it; in fact, so many people were dying each month that the sanatorium needed to have its own death chute, a discreet way of getting those dead bodies out to the waiting hearses without rolling the body bags past the patients who were still alive. The doctors, in their infinite wisdom, reasoned that it would be bad for morale…and I had to admit that they were probably right. 

   Letting go of a sigh that I didn’t know I had been holding, I powered off my computer and went to go brush my teeth in the bathroom. That was it for tonight, I decided. It was just about bedtime, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I would need all the rest I could get to prepare me for tomorrow night. 

   And besides, I needed to talk to Lamiyah.

 

 

 

 

Lamiyah is my spirit guide. She’s the ghost of a nine year-old orphan girl who had lived rough on the streets of Bombay when those jolly old English ran the place under the rule of Queen Victoria. The poor kid had had no parents or family to speak of, and made her living by stealing fruit and begging for scraps and coins with a little wooden bowl. One day, after almost getting caught stealing an apple from a street vendor’s stall, Lamiyah had panicked and tore her way through the busy marketplace with the screaming, cursing fruit merchant hot on her heels. 

   Preoccupied with her pursuer, who seemed to gain ground with every passing second, Lamiyah hadn’t been looking where she was going; she hadn’t seen the ox-drawn cart until it was too late. Before she knew it, Lamiyah had been knocked off her feet and found herself trampled underneath the creature’s hooves. The way she told me the story, the hooves and cart wheels had broken her back and she had died quickly, right there in the sun-baked mud.  

   Don’t let yourself be fooled, though — Lamiyah may look like a nine year-old kid, because that’s how old she was when she died, but she’s been kicking around the spirit realms ever since then, so she’s a nine year-old with more than a century’s worth of experience and attitude under her belt. Believe me, you do not want to get on Lamiyah’s bad side. 

   She’s a good-natured soul at heart. Let’s face it, she’d have to be in order to put up with me for this long. Just in case you happen to be one of the billions of “normals” who can’t communicate with the dead – that’s most of you reading this, statistically speaking – let me break it down for you. All of us – you, me, everybody – have a spirit guide. It’s funny how, if you ever see a stage psychic perform, they always seem to be some kind of Native American brave or chief. Don’t ask me why, because in reality, our spirit guides come in all shapes, sizes, colors, and ages; but they all have one thing in common – they’re all fundamentally decent and unselfish spirits, usually because they’ve outgrown most of the more toxic human personality traits over their many years going around and around through the eternal cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. No matter what age they appear to be, we’re usually talking about an old and advanced soul when it comes to a spirit guide.

   “Signing up to be a guide can be a frustrating experience, Daniel,” Lamiyah had told me once, when I’d asked her how she had ended up with the job of shepherding me through this life. “But there is no more rewarding vocation in all the worlds than committing oneself to the betterment of another.” She had giggled then, involuntarily covering her mouth with a dark brown hand. “Although it sometimes seems to me that I have, as you like to say in your country, perhaps bitten off more than I can chew, with you.”

   Yeah, kind of hard for me to argue. What can I say, I’m a handful.

   I had actually been a spirit guide myself in past lifetimes, she had told me with great amusement. I wouldn’t be able to remember the specifics as long as I was incarnated in my physical body, but I would get all of that stuff back when I passed on and went back to the Summerland. 

   Communicating with Lamiyah wasn’t anywhere near as easy as making a phone call or sending a text message. For starters, I usually had to be asleep. Like a lot of guides, Lamiyah had multiple charges in her care – hundreds, she told me once with a goofy smile that never quite reached her wise old eyes. Spirit guides were busy. Think of them sort of like your doctor – when you’re not sick, your doctor isn’t hovering around you all day and night, right? No, they’re off doing their own thing, usually making other sick people better. You check in every so often for a physical, and then when you get sick, that’s when you go talk to them. Same deal with your guide. They don’t even realize that you’re having problems unless you call on them sometimes — that goes for your spirit guide as well as your doc, because those are both very busy professions.

   Mostly, I talked to Lamiyah in my sleep. Chances are, you’ve done the same thing with your spirit guide, but in the morning you probably wrote it off as just a dream. Maybe you could barely remember the conversation at all, that’s just the way it works sometimes. My bedtime routine is always pretty much the same. Clean my teeth, wash up a little, crawl into bed. Sometimes I’d read for a while, but tonight I wasn’t really in the mood. It had been a long and eventful day.

   I pulled the sheets and comforter up to my chin and closed my eyes, burrowing down like an animal hibernating in its nest, and began to formulate a very specific thought. 

   Lamiyah, I want to talk to you, please.

   Lamiyah, we need to meet. 

   Then I went out like a light. 

 

 

	

 

 

 

I’m told that when most people go to hang out with their spirit guides, the place where they meet is a lush green garden that’s full of flowers and shrubbery, or a beautiful meadow with a crystal-clear and sparkling stream running through the middle. Clear blue skies, birds chirping and singing… you know, that sort of thing. 

  Not me, though. I’m a card-carrying nerd, remember? 

   I “woke up” in my spirit body on a sandy desert plain, standing next to a domed homestead which was sunk partially below the ground. Two suns burned in the sky above the far horizon. Two parallel trails crisscrossed through the sand on their way to and from the moisture vaporators; one was a set of footprints, the other a pair of tramlines with a third, fainter line in between them. Droid tracks.

   “Really, Daniel?” The voice that carried faintly on the dry, sultry air was that of a fairly young girl, but it sounded as if it had been educated at a British boarding school. Every syllable was crisp and sharply delivered, as though etched from finely-cut glass. “This planet again?” 

   “Thanks for coming, Lamiyah,” I grinned, raising my voice. “It’s really great to see you again. You’re looking…awesome.”

  And she was. Trekking towards me across the sand dunes was a very familiar and comforting figure, willowy and graceful. The soles of her gold-braided sandals weren’t leaving even the slightest trace upon the unblemished sand; for all intents and purposes, Lamiyah seemed to be gliding across the desert surface, rather than walking. Her slender frame was wrapped in a colorful red and purple ankle-length sari, and her ponytail of lustrous black hair was held in place by a decorative tiara of fine gold, inset with a sparkling sapphire which sat squarely in the center of her forehead like a third eye. 

   Overjoyed to see her, I enfolded Lamiyah in a tight brotherly hug. Even though she was a spirit, she smelled good – faintly of lilacs. She always did. 

   “How are you keeping, dearest boy?” 

   “Hey, not so bad. Life’s…interesting.” I sounded a little awkward, even to my own ears. Lamiyah knew me well enough by now to pick up on it, and raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “Want to take a walk?” 

   “Certainly.”

   We fell into step together, strolling slowly towards the twin suns in a peaceful, companionable silence. This place wasn’t actually real, of course – it was a purely mental construct, a temporary part of the spirit realm built from components of my subconscious, just like any other dreamscape. Your lucid dreams are made of exactly the same stuff. Our two spirits were both real, but my physical body was snoring the night away, back in my bed on the physical plane. 

   Ever had one of those dreams where you’re talking to somebody you loved a lot, somebody who has since died? You know, one of those dreams that is just so vivid, so real when you’re in the middle of it; the colors are vibrant and rich, the sounds all perfectly clear and sharp in your ears?

   Sometimes you can even feel the sunlight shining on your face, warm and golden, even though there isn’t always a sun up there in the sky when you look for it. The intensity on everything is dialed up to eleven. 

   But once you wake up afterward from that type of dream, those memories fade like a gray mist with the arrival of morning. You open your eyes and find yourself back in your own bed, expecting so see that person perhaps sitting next to you in the room – after all, they were right there just a second ago, and it felt exactly like it did when they were alive and still with you; but your room is empty, not even the echoes of that loved one’s voice left to comfort you. Suddenly you feel lonelier than you did before you went to sleep.

   You know, one of those dreams? 

   I’ve got news for you. You aren’t actually dreaming. I mean, sometimes your dreams are just simply dreams – your brain needs to process some of the crap it’s been accumulating over the course of the day, which explains why some of them are so frickin’ weird; but not the really lucid ones. When your conscious mind shuts down and you drift off into the arms of Morpheus (yeah, I read Sandman, so sue me) your spirit, soul, call it whatever you want, is free to go off for a little wander. Every once in a while, when you really, really long to see somebody special who has been lost to you, your subconscious mind sends out a message to them: meet me here, in the world between worlds. I’d love to see you. If time and circumstances permit, you could get lucky and have your reunion. 

   Don’t believe me? Go ahead and try it. But a word to the wise: be patient. This sort of thing happens more often than you’d think, but not nearly as often as you’d wish for. 

   We chatted for a while, Lamiyah and I. Just the usual pleasantries, two friends catching up. She hadn’t been looking in on me all that much lately, she told me, simply because my life was pretty much on track (so far as she was aware), and there were others who really needed her attention. 

   “Something seems to be troubling you, dearest boy.” We had stopped on top of the crest of a dune, and now turned to face each other. Her clear green eyes, the emerald color such a stark contrast to her coffee-colored skin, searched mine. “What is it that troubles you so?” she asked softly. 

   I looked down for a moment, searching for the right words, then looked back up and held her gaze for a long moment. Finally I said, “My dad, Lamiyah... why hasn’t he ever come back to visit me?”   

   My guide drew in a breath, which wasn’t too shabby for somebody who didn’t actually have lungs, and let it out slowly. “I understand your disappointment, Daniel. Truly, I do. You must miss him so terribly.” When I didn’t respond to the obvious, she went on. “I can’t say that I have spoken with him. Neither do I know anything of his present whereabouts, other than to tell you the certainty that he would have passed over into the Summerland after what you would think of as his death.” The word death was spoken with just the slightest trace of disdain, something which I’ve noticed is pretty common among spirit people when they talk about the single greatest thing that frightens those of us still living in the physical body. 

   “It’s been so long, Lamiyah. If he…I mean, if he really—“

   “He loves you, Daniel – just as I do, my dearest boy.” Lamiyah cupped my face in her hands, making the gold bangles which encircled her wrists clink gently together. “That is what fathers do. You must not mistake his absence from your life at the present time for a lack of interest, and most certainly not for a lack of love. It may simply be that he is finding his feet, adjusting to his new environment — or in one of the many houses of healing.” 

   “For two freaking years?” I rasped harshly. 

   “Time does not work in the same way for we who are of the spirit as it does for you in the flesh,” she chided me gently. “You know this full well.” 

   I nodded miserably. Yes, I did know that. But he was my father – surely he could find just a minute to drop in and let me know that he was doing alright…and that he missed me? 

   It felt a lot like I had been abandoned.

   We walked hand in hand along the dune, just two old friends catching up. As Lamiyah told me of her recent high adventures and escapades across the span of multiple worlds, dimensions, and even totally different planes of existence, I started to feel myself calming down a little. Being in spirit form for even a short while tended to have that effect on you, soothing the troubled mind and centering the ethereal body. Without consciously thinking about it, I was beginning to enjoy the warmth of the double-sunlight on my face, and to appreciate the cool breeze that stirred up a light dusting of sand around our feet and ankles. 

   “But enough of my stories,” Lamiyah finally said, choosing her words carefully. You always got the feeling that she knew more than she was letting on.  “Did you call upon me to talk about your father, Daniel, or is there something more?” 

   “I need to ask you about someplace; an old hospital, named Long Brook Sanatorium. I need to know if it’s haunted…” I trailed off awkwardly. Lamiyah gave me a sidelong glance. 

   “Haunted? You know what I think of words such as that,” she replied tartly. For as long as I had been communicating with them, the dead had been pretty down on words such haunted, ghost, or spook. They were regarded as something of an unintentional slur, distasteful and maybe even a little vulgar. “You mean to ask whether there are earthbound spirits to be found there?”

   “Uh, yeah. And if there are, how dangerous are they likely to be? The place is pretty run down. It’s been abandoned for years.” 

   Lamiyah crouched and scooped up a handful of sand, which she let run slowly through her fingers while she contemplated my question. I had seen her do this before with both soil and water, in other spirit realms that we had visited together. It seemed to help her think, or at least to concentrate. 

   “The name of this place is not familiar to me,” she finally admitted. “Which is not to say that there are not earthbound spirits to be found there; it simply means that I have heard of nothing along those lines. I can check with my fellow guides, the next time there is a conclave, and perhaps conduct a little research of my own.” 

   “I’d really appreciate it.” 

   Lamiyah gave me a sideways look. “Daniel, I must admit that you have piqued my curiosity. Why is a fourteen year-old boy so interested in an old medical facility, when the world is full of so many wonders?” Her eyes widened, and a broad grin spread across her face. “Is there, by any chance…a girl involved?” 

   I blushed, something that ought to have been impossible in an etheric body. Yay, me. 

   “There is!” Lamiyah crowed, clapping her hands together in delight. “Will this be…what do young people call them these days…not an appointment. A date?” 

   “Kind of, Lamiyah. I really like this girl, and she’s so hooked on all this paranormal stuff. She wants me to take her up to Long Brook tomorrow night to check the place out for ghosts — you know, like on those TV shows everybody else seems to love so much these days . The place is supposed to be haunted.” I coughed apologetically. “Full of earthbound spirits, whatever.”

   For someone with the form of a nine year-old girl, Lamiyah slung me a look that belied her age. It was the sort of look that Mom had gotten down to a fine art, seeming to say: make sure to behave yourself, young man. Or maybe it was distaste about looking for earthbound spirits. Whatever. I already felt guilty about having to sneak around under Mom’s nose about this one, I didn’t want to have my spirit guide asking too many awkward questions about it.

   “How romantic,” she said drily. “A dinner date with the dead?” 

   I snorted, embarrassed. Fortunately, Lamiyah’s a good sort. Just like that, she let me off the hook — way too easily, I thought.

   “I can make no promises, but I shall see what I can find out, Daniel.” We exchanged one last hug before her child-like form began to disappear into the desert air like a mirage. “Sleep peacefully, dear boy; and please, do not fret over the subject of your father. Do we have an accord?” 

   “Deal.” 

   She smiled, and I returned it; and with that, she was gone, fading completely as though she were a mirage. 

   I felt a little better after our talk. 

   Now, with our psychic connection broken, I expected to fall into a deeper level of true sleep almost immediately. 

   What happened instead was unexpected, to say the least. 

   You could also go with ‘terrifying.’  	

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Chances are, you’re a lot like me in the way that you dream; and by that, I don’t mean that your dreams feature Slave Leia way too often, or the latest companion from Doctor Who. What I meant was that sometimes you remember them (especially the really vivid ones) but more often than not, you just don’t. 

   That’s because there are different types of dreams. Sometimes you’re not actually dreaming at all; what’s happening is that your spirit body is really floating free of your physical body, wandering around through the many worlds of spirit and pretty much roaming where it pleases. You might recall that type of experience as a half-remembered dream of flying, your body soaring above strange and exotic landscapes under alien skies. Pretty cool, huh?

   The dead can also speak to you through the dream state. 

   Like I said earlier, think back to that dream where somebody close to you – usually somebody you’ve loved a whole lot – came back to see you. These meetings tend to happen in really peaceful places, like gardens, meadows, glades, places like that. How do you know that your loved one really did come to visit you, that it wasn’t just a product of your over-active imagination? Simple.  When you wake up afterwards, the sense of loss and separation is absolutely gut-wrenching . There are tears running down your face and making a wet spot on the pillow. You just know, deep down in your core, that you had a visitation from that person. Your heart is half-filled with joy that they came back to talk to you, and the other half is filled with the pain of losing them all over again. 

   That sort of dream is a real rarity. When you get one, hang onto that sucker and cherish it. It’s a genuine gift, and most people don’t recognize them for what they are — a true, honest-to-God, accept-no-substitutes miracle. They get out of bed, hit the shower, and wash away everything but the smallest lingering traces as they go about their day. The mundane wins out over the spirit world every single time. 

   There are lots of books out there that promise to tell you the meaning of your dreams, as though they can somehow divine your future for you based upon the random firings of electricity in your neurons. Now, I’m not saying that dreams don’t have meaning; sometimes, they’re the only way for your always-watching subconscious to tap your conscious mind on the shoulder, give a discreet cough, and say: “Hey, dumbass – are you paying attention to any of this stuff?” 

   Far more often though, dreams are simply your brain’s way of taking a dump, if you’ll pardon the expression. I mean, think about it. Your mind takes in a lot of information each and every day. A lot. And every last bit of it either needs to be processed, discarded, or both. When do you think that happens? That’s right, usually when you’re tucked up in bed at night, snoring up a storm, when your mind is finally free to start working on the mental housekeeping  chores.

   Even the nastiest, most terrifying brain-bender of a nightmare can usually be put down to nothing more than your body processing and dumping a lot of excess garbage imagery. 

   Usually. 

   When I opened my eyes and found myself surrounded by nothing but darkness, I assumed at first that I had just woken up in my bedroom. It didn’t take long to realize that all of the familiar, comforting stuff was missing, though. There wasn’t a Marvel or Lucasfilm product in sight. 

   I was in bed, and this did look like a bedroom, but that’s about as far as the similarity went.  

   As my eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom, I could just about make out the dimensions of the room. It was actually slightly larger than my own, with two ways out – one being a doorway right behind the bed, and the other a huge opening at the end of my feet, which seemed to lead out onto some sort of brick balcony. There was no door or window of any kind between me and the great outdoors. I could hear the sound of crickets chirruping from somewhere out beyond the edge of that balcony, and as my hearing began to settle down and adjust, I could hear other nocturnal critters moving about and calling out to one another out there.

   The next thing I heard was the coughing, coming through the wall on my right. This was not the light cough of somebody who’d picked up a dose of the seasonal lung-crud; this sounded more like the poor unfortunate cougher was trying to hack up a lung. The cough had a harsh, rasping quality to it that set my teeth on edge. It echoed from the balcony walls outside. Whoever it was, they surely weren’t long for the world if this was what their lungs sounded like. 

   As if on cue, there came another cough, but this time much fainter and further away along the balcony. It sounded a lot like the first one had, though, cruel and grating on my nerves, that sort of nails-on-a-chalkboard sound that made you want to wince in sympathy for the owner.

   I sat up slowly. My legs were covered by crisp white bedsheets, which actually felt as though they might have been starched. The mattress seemed like it was old and lumpy, much worse than the one on my own bed. I could see what looked like an iron bedframe at the foot of the mattress, and confirmed it when my toes brushed up against it as I shifted position. 

   Where the hell was I? 

   Well, I wasn’t going to find that out by laying in bed.  Swinging my legs around, I got a bit of a jolt when my bare feet came into contact with the cold, hard floor.  Hobbling slightly as I found my footing, I wandered outside onto the balcony, which stretched off into the distance to the left and right of me. At regular intervals, there were rooms that looked like they were exact duplicates of mine.  The balcony had a waist-high parapet made of brick. Beyond that, I could see a landscape composed of trees and rolling hills for as far as my eye could see. A tiny sliver of moon was riding high in the sky, casting a small amount of light down onto a lawn formed mostly of weeds and overgrown, out-of-control wild grass. 

   The night was warm, and I could see that the stars were out, the speckled band of the Milky Way arching high above the treetops. Now that was a Colorado mountain sky, I’d know it anywhere.  From somewhere up above me there came another barking cough, and then several more in various different directions. Taking a firm grip on the brick parapet with both hands, I leaned out and craned my neck to look upwards. There were five or six floors reaching up into the night, and from the look of them, all of their rooms were similar (if not identical) to the one I’d just woken up in. Reversing my position and looking downward, I could see one ground floor beneath me, but the construction was different to the others – it contained several sets of double doors, for starters, lots of glazed windows, and what looked like a main entrance, complete with a porch and two support pillars. 

   For a moment, I wondered just exactly what this place was. I mean, it was obvious that it was a healthcare facility of some kind, but it was like nothing I was used to seeing around here. I’d been to Boulder Community Hospital to get my tonsils taken out when I was a lot younger, but that had been all plexiglass and steel, with a warm and friendly interior that made you feel just a little bit comfortable and secure. Not this place, though. I hadn’t been here that long, but this place felt cold and impersonal to me, the brick and stone and concrete generating a forbidding vibe that I really didn’t like. 

   Before you come down too hard on me and thinking I’m a total idiot, please remember that I was dreaming, OK? Your sense of logic doesn’t work properly in the dream state. Things that would seem perfectly obvious in the light of day can appear very much less so when you’re asleep. I walked slowly along the length of the balcony, looking curiously into each dark opening that I passed. Inside the shadowy recesses of each one was the very same thing, a twin-sized bed with a wrought-iron bedstead. My night vision was getting better, and I could just about make out the lumps and bumps under the pristine white sheets, some of them moving as the body beneath shifted position.

   Coughing accompanied me along the entire journey. I passed maybe nine or ten rooms before I finally came to a door which opened onto a central stairwell. A glass-fronted cabinet was mounted at waist-height on the wall, and in it was a neatly-coiled length of white fire hose. And suddenly it hit me; because right there, stenciled in red lettering on the glass door, was the name of the institution. 

   I was at Long Brook Sanatorium.

 

 

 

At the end of the hall was a small restroom, little more than a couple of stalls, a sink, and a urinal. I pushed my way inside, wary of running into any other nocturnal visitor wanting to use the restroom, and was relieved to find it deserted. On one wall, adjacent to the small window, was a half-length mirror. I stood in front of it. What I saw made my eyes grow wide in surprise.

   After the initial shock wore off, I studied my reflection in the shadowy depths of the glass. 

   Looking back at me was the face of a much younger boy, maybe ten or eleven years old. He – I – was wearing flannel pajamas. Plastered with sweat across my forehead, I saw that my hair was dark brown, mussed and tousled because I’d just woken up from sleep, and my frame was a lot skinnier than I was accustomed to. 

   Most worrying of all was the color of my skin, though. It was a pale, sallow complexion that greeted me in the mirror, the skin clammy with a cold and sickly-looking sweat. Dark bags hung under my eyes. This was not the face of a well kid, not by a long shot. 

   No sooner had I thought that than I felt a tickling sensation in my chest, just behind the breastbone. The tickling flared up into a full-blown tornado demanding to be released; there was no point even trying to stop it. Without even thinking about it, I brought a hand up to my mouth in time to catch the cough. When it finally came out after a couple of false starts, it was a monster, almost deafening in the cramped confines of the small bathroom.  Just when it seemed like the cough was over, it would come back again, forcing all of my muscles to work just to get it out of me. My throat felt red raw, my lungs swollen and inflamed. Once it had finally subsided, I took my hand away from my mouth.

   Three small droplets of blood had splattered on the mirror. More stained the palm of my hand. I looked down, then at my reflection in the mirror.  A trail of pink, frothy drool was hanging from my lower lip. My gums were dark in patches, coated with blood. 

   I suddenly felt dizzy, the light-headedness coming on out of nowhere. I staggered backwards out of the restroom, back into the stairwell once more. I needed to get back, needed to get home. I didn’t belong here, along with all the sick and dying people. Opening the door, I retraced my footsteps shakily back onto the balcony.

   The nurse came out of nowhere. 

   One minute, the balcony was completely empty, nothing but shadows running along its entire length as far as the eye could see; then suddenly there she was, standing directly in front of me. I practically jumped out of my skin. 

   I hurriedly looked her up and down. She was tall and stocky, dressed completely in a white uniform. White shoes, white-stockinged legs covered by the hem of a white dress which buttoned up tightly over a few extra pounds. What I could see of her hair appeared to be dark, pulled back severely into a bun at the back of her head, and was topped off with one of those old-fashioned hats that you saw nurses wear in those black-and-white movies that were shot in the Forties or Fifties.

   What really set my nerves on edge was the white breath mask that concealed every part of her face except the eyes. The eyes were creeping me out, to be honest. Something about the way they glinted in the low light and seemed to be constantly in motion gave me the jitters.

   Then she grabbed me. 

   Her fingers were icy cold, so cold that her touch upon my upper arm almost took my breath away, even through the cloth of my pajama sleeve. 

   “Come along with me, boy. Time for you to see the doctor.” 

   If her sudden appearance and creepy countenance hadn’t scared the crap out of me, that voice would certainly have done the trick. There was no warmth or compassion in there at all, not the slightest hint of it; the tone was even colder than the touch of her fingertips was, as they dug into the fleshy part of my bicep.

   “Get the hell off of me!” I tried jerking my arm away, but her grip was too strong. There came a stinging slap to the side of my head that almost made me see stars. 

   “Show some respect, boy,” she hissed, leaning in close until her eyes were just inches away from mine. All I could focus on was that pair of coal-black orbs, and noticed now that the nurse was up close and personal that there were no whites surrounding her pupils — her eyes were totally and utterly black. She also never seemed to blink, just continued to stare at me coldly with that fixed, lizard-like glare.

   She tugged at my arm, and I had no choice but to follow her into the stairwell. I couldn’t even begin to match her strength. Tightening her grip, the nurse frog-marched me up the stairs. I had to break into a jog to keep up with her angry stride, and still managed to stub my toes on a few of them before we reached the top floor, the sixth. 

   I was wheezing and out of breath by the time we reached the top of the staircase. Turning left, the nurse pushed her way through two sets of double-doors and dragged me into what looked a lot like an operating theater. 

   The room was covered from floor to ceiling in tiles. In the middle was a big operating table-slash-chair, padded and covered in leather. To one side of it was a metal tray on a stand,  which was covered in tools or implements of some kind. It was hard to make out exactly what they were in what little dim half-light was coming in through the three small windows, but it seemed like a safe assumption that they were a mix of scalpels, saws, and other sharp and pointy implements used for putting new holes in people. That’s when I really began to struggle, fighting her for all I was worth, but even on a good day, she would have had over sixty or seventy pounds on me, and I guess a surprising amount of it must have been muscle, because before I knew it she had hoisted me up onto the table and was pinning my arms and body down from above me, breathing heavily through her face-mask. 

   “I said—get the hell off of me!” I was thrashing like crazy now, kicking up at her with both feet. It was completely useless. I could already feel my chest tightening up, the thousands of tiny little air sacs in my lungs clamping down and squeezing shut. The air couldn’t get out — it was trapped inside me, swelling my chest from the inside out; suddenly I was coughing and coughing, bloody phlegm hacking up out of my raw and swollen throat.

   Suddenly, a bunch of other figures were converging on the table, emerging from the dark corners of the operating theater. Most of them were nurses, dressed identically to the mad woman who was pushing me down onto the operating table. I could only make out their eyes, and all of them had that same black, unblinking reptilian stare, as though they all came from the same twisted, merciless family.

   Strong hands encircled my ankles and wrists, splaying them out to the sides of my body with a forceful yank. I yelped, more out of fear than discomfort, and I’ll be the first to admit that it wasn’t a manly yelp, if there even is such a thing. I felt something rough and firm replacing the handholds on my limbs. Craning my head to the side, I was just in time to see a set of sturdy leather straps being buckled into place, tying me securely down to the table. 

   I was totally helpless. 

   Two of the nurses separated themselves, shuffling aside to make way for a tall, slender man who suddenly stepped forward into a patch of ambient light; he was outlined in the cold blue aura that told me without a shadow of a doubt that he was a ghost. The new arrival was dressed in a surgeon’s clothes, complete with gown, face-mask, and some type of bandanna that tied at the back of his head. Actually, slender might not have been the best word for him; this dude had missed more than a few meals. He looked almost as thin as one of the standing lamps Mom loved so much, the ones she had picked up at Wal-Mart for twenty bucks a pop. 

   The eyes were the same though — completely black through and through, just like those of the nurses. There was something almost hypnotic about him, and without meaning to, I realized that I’d suddenly stopped struggling. He stood silently over me for I don’t know how long, head cocked to one side as if he were sizing me up somehow. Then I saw the mask contort, his eyes wrinkling at the corners. There was no humor to be found there, but he was smiling anyhow. 

   Somehow, that made it even worse.

   “Ah, Nurse Baker…what have we here?” The voice was that of a really, really old man, a dry and croaking rasp. He sounded like he could have done with a glass of water or six. Every word was delivered slowly and with great precision, as though he was thinking carefully about each one before he spoke it, weighing it and carefully considering alternatives. There was a definite accent going on under there as well, I was guessing at German based on the way he mangled “what have we” into “vot have ve.” 

   “Another patient demands my attention, hmmm?” It was phrased as a statement rather than as a question. The surgeon took up an old-fashioned stethoscope in hands that were trembling (I couldn’t tell whether it was with fear or excitement) and after a couple of unsuccessful attempts, finally managed to get the two listening tips gingerly into his ears. Snaking one hand up beneath my pajama shirt, he placed the metal circle at the far end of the rubber tubing up underneath my armpit. It was freezing cold, and I tried to recoil but couldn’t. If Nurse what’s-her-name — oh yeah, Nurse Baker — hadn’t been pinning me down helplessly, I would have leapt six feet off the table in shock.   

   “Now boy, take a deep breath, hmmm?” Like I could even help taking deep breaths, with how freaking cold that stethoscope felt…okay, and how afraid I was. Apparently satisfied with what he heard, the creepy old doctor repeated the procedure on the opposite side. “Just as I thought. Advanced pulmonary tuberculosis.” He shook his said sadly, though whether his sympathy was real or fake, I couldn’t tell. 

   “I don’t have tuberculosis!” I yelled back at him. “I had X-rays when I was a kid. My lungs are just fine!” 

   Nurse Baker (in my head, she was already labeled Nurse Crazy, so how about we just go with that?) grabbed my chin with one hand and turned my head towards her.

   “Now just you listen to me, you silly little boy…if Doctor Spiessbach says that you have tuberculosis…” — she punctuated each word with a slap on the cheek that stung — “…then slap you slap have slap tuberculosis slap.”

   I could feel the skin flushing where she’d slapped me, not hard enough to do any real damage, but enough to cause a little pain and a heck of a lot of embarrassment. I was starting to get angry now, which I figured was good. It was beginning to wash some of the fear away. 

   “There is no point in deluding yourself, child. Hmmm?” Damn, but that Hmmm-ing was getting annoying. The doctor had his back to me, but from all of the clinking and clanking sounds must have been caused by him rearranging the tools on the metal tray. I knew where this was heading, and I didn’t like it — none one little bit. 

   “I’m not delusional, doc.” Desperation was pushing me to try a different tack, a nicer one. I was starting to feel like Luke Skywalker hanging from the ceiling of that ice cave in Hoth, except I didn’t know how to use the Force to get me out of this mess before Doctor Wampa chewed my ass. Oh, and there was no lightsaber to grab anyway. “I shouldn’t even be here. I’m not even a patient. My name is Danny Chill, doc, you’ve got to believe me. I know how crazy this sounds,” I had to resist the urge to tell Nurse Crazy not to take offense, “but before I went to bed last night, I spent a little time on Google, looking this place up. That’s why I’m stuck in the middle of this messed-up dream now.” 

   “Google?” The word sounded way funnier in his accent. “I am afraid that I am not familiar with this place.” 

   “Oh, come on, man! Everybody knows Google.” 

   Look at it like this, Danny: your little late-night search engine session just landed you straight in the middle of a brain-bender of a nightmare, smack in the middle of the hospital from hell, and the one thing — the one thing — you choose to get mad  about, is that the bad guy from this week’s episode of American Horror Story hasn’t heard of Google? Get a grip, man. 

   My little personal rant was interrupted when Nurse Crazy leaned back over me with a rubber oxygen mask of some kind clutched in her hand. A long, flexible tube connected to the mask disappeared away into the darkness behind her. The doc reached up with a trembling hand and pulled down one of those big flat spotlights on a mechanical arm, positioning it in the air right above my body. When he flipped the switch, I was pretty much blinded. The gang of nurses who had all been just shadows and silhouettes before, were now completely invisible to me, lost in the blinding white glare of the round lamp. In fact, it was so bright, tears started to    form in the corner of my eyes. I squinted, tried to make out what was happening, but then the mask was pushed down firmly over my nose and mouth. I could hear the tell-tale hiss of gas flowing, somewhere in the background.

   “Mhmmhfmfhmmmfhff!” I said, which roughly translated to “What the hell are you doing to me, you creep?” 

   Nurse Crazy must have understood me anyway, because she said: “Relax now, boy. It’s just a little something to help you sleep.” 

   For a moment, I could almost have mistaken her for actually caring about me…if I could have forced myself to ignore the totally black eyes, that is. But then she followed that up with this little gem: “After all, you don’t want to be awake for the surgery, do you?” Her tone was way too gleeful for my liking. And so I did what any reasonable person would have done in my situation.

   I freaked. 

   Thrashing and writhing against my restraints, I half-expected to feel the nurses start to force me down against the table again, but the leather straps must have been doing a pretty good job of keeping me under control. The only other possible explanation was even worse, and as my vision began to blur and the world around me started to lose focus, it was beginning to look like it was the right one.

   The gas was making me helpless. 

   It felt like my head was stuffed full of cotton candy. My thoughts were starting to get foggy, and even stringing a couple of words together to form a sentence was starting to get difficult. “Wha…what…you…” was the best I could come up with, though what made it past the face mask couldn’t have been more than a weak little moan.   

   “In conjunction with this, you are merely getting a combination sedative and analgesic,” the doc explained helpfully, holding up a glass syringe. With my blurred vision, I was seeing three needles. A goofy part of my brain wondered if he was going to stick me with the one in the middle. 

   I felt a poke in the inside of my left elbow, but it seemed to be far away, almost as though it was happening to somebody else and I was hearing about it later. It was getting harder and harder to keep my eyes open. The doc was suddenly sounding way too chipper for my liking. 

   “As Nurse Baker said, you are going to take a nice, long nap. After all, we wouldn’t want you awake during the surgery, would we, hmmm?” He gave a little snickering laugh that made me want to punch him square in the throat…if I could have moved even one single muscle, which wasn’t looking at all likely right now.

   Hey, wait a minute: “Surgery?”

   I fought to open my eyes again. It was harder than any push-up I was ever made to do under protest in gym class. Dimly, I could see the doc’s face swimming in front of me. Then he held something up, something long, shiny, and square. I blinked rapidly, was finally able to bring it into sharper focus for a second. 

   Oh crap. It was a saw — a freaking saw. He flexed it experimentally, like I’d seen carpenters do on TV shows. Then he put it down on the metal tray and reached for something else. If anything, this next implement was even scarier. What the doc held up now looked like a bigger, nastier version of the pruning shears mom used when she was working outside in the little flower garden that she was so proud of; but these shears had evil-looking curved tips that remind me of the pincers on a crab. The doc snapped them open and shut several times, until he was satisfied with their action. 

   I was so terrified, I wanted to pee my pants.  

   “Ja, surgery. Those ribs must come out, I am afraid, dear boy. After all, how else am I to get at your lungs, hmmm?” 

 

I woke up screaming, drenched in my own sweat.

   “Daniel!” 

   Mom burst through my door like a one-woman squad of Force Recon Marines, her head on a swivel and fists clenched, ready to fight. I swear she was ready to grab whoever it was that she thought must have broken in and attacked me, and beat him to death with her bare hands. She got like that sometimes, now that Dad was gone…all ‘Mama Bear, defending her cubs,’ if you know what I mean. 

   For a while there I must have been bicycling with my legs and thrashing around like crazy, because my comforter was a big lumpen mess on the floor next to my bed. 

   And that was it, the single most important thing, really the only thing I cared about right now: I was back in my bed, which meant that that god-awful nightmare was finally over.

   Slowly, I sat up. Murky gray light was starting to filter in through the window. Darth Vader stood defiantly at the foot of the bed, one hand reaching out towards me. Never had I been so glad to see a Sith Lord in my entire life, not even when he first appeared on screen at the end of Episode III and the entire movie theater went nuts.  

   “Honey, what is it? What’s wrong?” 

   “Nothing, Mom…” I said weakly. Inside my chest, I could feel my heart pounding like crazy. My breathing was coming in fast and shallow spurts, so I made a conscious effort to try and slow it down, forcing myself to make it a little deeper and more regular. 

   Now that she was sure I wasn’t in any danger, Mom sounded almost like she was going to burst into tears. 

   “What was it about, honey?” She took a tentative seat on the edge of my bed, taking my hand in both of hers and cupping it reassuringly. “It’s okay. Was it about…your father?”

   “No, Mom. It was just a nightmare. I don’t have those dreams any more.” 

   When Dad had died, I’d had some pretty wicked nightmares for months afterward. Real dark and gloomy stuff, but also really weird and bizarre, sort of like the kind of thing you’d see in a Terry Gilliam movie. Even now, it’s not something I like to talk about. There’d been no way I could hide it from Mom (the screams in the night were a dead giveaway) and when she’d heard what was happening, she took me along to a see a counselor, or therapist, or whatever it is they officially call shrinks these days. 

   Quite how an overweight middle-aged bald dude was supposed to help a teenage boy relate to his Dad’s death in combat over in the sandbox, I’ll never know. The guy obviously meant well, and I don’t want to be too hard on him — but how the hell could he be expected to relate to what I was going through? It’s not like his Dad had gone out in a hail of bullets and an IED, is it? 

   Anyway, I had to go and see Mr. McNealy every week, and talk to him about my feelings, the nightmares, any other stuff that came up. There was no way I was going to tell him about any of the other stuff, the supernatural stuff…that would have been a one-way ticket to a straitjacket. 

   After six months of that, but not because of that, the nightmares had pretty much stopped (Mom backed me up there, she’d been listening for the screaming every night) and life was back to some kind of normal. 

   Mom wrapped me up in a giant hug. I was freaked out enough that I let her. We rocked back and forth for a few minutes, in the same way Mom had always done for me since I was a kid, and pretty soon I really did feel better. She finished up in the traditional way, by planting a kiss on top of my head and ruffling my hair. I scowled in the now-traditional response, and everything was good with the world once again. 

   “It’s still early, honey. Are you gonna go back to bed for a while?” 

   I scooped up my iPhone and hit up the clock. 6:30.  “Nah, I’m good. Think I’ll watch a little TV.” 

   “Alright, honey. Try and keep the noise down, okay?” Mom yawned and went off to catch another couple of hours. It wasn’t like she hadn’t earned the right; Mom worked her ass off all week long. 

   I threw in the Empire Strikes Back Blu-Ray and flopped down on the couch, keeping the sound down to a dull roar out of consideration to Mom. Empire has always been my go-to movie whenever I really needed to escape from reality for two hours and seven minutes, but for whatever reason, it just wasn’t doing it for me right now. We hadn’t even made it to the chase in the asteroid field before my brain was flashing back to the dream again. 

   One minute I was watching the Millennium Falcon dodging and weaving past the pursuing TIE Fighters like I’d done a hundred times before; the next, I was strapped back down to that operating table, with the crazed surgeon leaning across my body and ‘hmm-ing’ for all he was worth. Then I’d snap back to the movie again, but in no time at all, I’d feel the cold, sharp teeth of the bone-saw beginning to cut into the flesh of my chest, grating against my ribs. 

   The pain was weird. Having a maniac slicing his way through your muscle and bones should be agonizing, and it was, in its own strange way; but it seemed like I was watching the surgery from far away, as if it was a movie where I could sort of feel the pain, but it wasn’t actually happening to me. Somebody else was getting carved up like a turkey, and I was somehow experiencing it second-hand. 

   Then the Falcon was flying off in search of Han, and the end credits rolled. Bright sunlight was streaming in through the windows. I looked over at the clock and saw that it was already coming up on nine. I sighed. My head just wasn’t in the game today. I’d need to get my act together fast. There was shopping to be done, supplies to pick up. But first things first. A bowl of Cheerios and a glass of orange juice took care of the grouchiness that I could already feel coming on.

    I shook my head like a dog drying itself after a bath, hopefully consigning thoughts of Long Brook Sanatorium to the back of my brain. 

   It wasn’t long before Mom surfaced again, looking considerably less worried and, after her usual two cups of morning coffee, much perkier than she had a few hours before. 

   “So what excitement does the day hold for you?” she asked. There was a mischievous, teasing twinkle in her eye.

   I shrugged. “Not sure yet. Maybe I’ll hop the bus up to Longmont and hang out at Atomic Goblin.” 

   Atomic Goblin was my favorite gaming store, a haven where kids of all ages (some of them in their fifties and sixties) could get together and play Magic: The Gathering, Dungeons & Dragons, or my own personal favorite, X-Wing. It was pretty much my second home, a magical place where I could get my nerd on without fear of ridicule and spend time with some awesome, like-minded peeps. 

   “That sounds like a great idea, honey. I’m heading to the store around ten, do you need anything?” I shook my head. “Don’t forget that tonight is my karaoke night with the girls. I won’t be back until late.” She blushed a little. Mom actually had a really great singing voice, but it took one or two drinks to get her up on stage to show it off. She always seemed a little embarrassed at spending her Saturday nights in bars, but I couldn’t have been happier about it. Number one, it got her out of the house and into some kind of social life; and number two, it would make it a whole lot easier for me to hide the fact that I was slipping out tonight and spending the night with Becky.    That thought made me blush. ‘Spending the night with Becky.’ It wasn’t like I was actually going to be spending the night with Becky, but it was pretty darn cool nonetheless. My palms started to sweat just thinking about it. I don’t know how Becky saw things, but I was definitely looking on this as my big chance to impress her as possible boyfriend material. 

   “I’m probably going to have an early night when I get back, Mom.” Lay the groundwork early. If everything went well, Mom would get a cab home late tonight and go straight to bed, safe in the assumption that I was all tucked up in my own bed. 

   “Probably a good idea, honey. You had a really early start.”

   “Yeah, and not in a good way.” 

   We smiled at each other, silently acknowledging that the night terrors were gone, chased away by the Saturday morning sunshine. My phone chirped. It was a text message from Becky. Going to the store to get supplies. Want to go with?  

   Did I ever. 

   Mom looked at me in an ‘is it her?’ sort of way. My smile must have morphed into a grin and given me away. “It’s Becky. She wants to hang out.” 

   “So much for Atomic Goblin.” Her voice was teasing, but I knew she was genuinely pleased for me. She and Becky had taken a real shine to one another last night.

   Sure, I texted back. What time? 

   “I can play X-Wing next week,” I shrugged. “Maybe we’ll go see a movie today.” 

   “Just be sure to treat her well and have fun, honey. But not too much fun.”

   “Copy, Mom.” I could feel myself blushing a deep crimson now. This was not a subject matter I wanted to get into with my mom any time soon…or, come to think of it, ever. “I’m going to check Moviefone and see what’s playing.” I knew perfectly well what movies were playing (a new Marvel movie had just opened on Thursday) but this was starting to get a little awkward. 

   My phone pinged again. Pick you up in ten minutes. 

   I used the time wisely. First I went back into my bedroom and started pulling together some of the stuff that I thought might come in useful later tonight. My black backpack would hold most of it. I stuffed a charger for my phone and tablet, and a beat-up old digital camera that Mom had handed down to me a couple of years ago when she had bought a bigger and better model, into the pack; then I went for a notebook, pens, and Sharpies in case we needed to make sketch maps. Couldn’t forget a flashlight either (we only had one in the home) and although we didn’t have any spares in the battery drawer, I figured we’d be able to pick some up at the store on our way up to Long Brook.

   I packed pretty light, but figured that Becky would probably have all the gadgets and gizmos that the guys on those TV shows used. I’d need some food and drinks, but we could get those this afternoon too. Caffeine would be the big priority if we were going to try and stay awake all night. 

   Next, I spent a few minutes carefully arranging my bed, stuffing some clothes underneath the comforter and plumping it up until it looked sort of like my sleeping body was under there — at least, if you didn’t look too closely. Then I closed the window and pulled the drapes across, and stepped back to admire my handiwork. 

   The room was gloomy even with what little sunlight was making it through the drapes, and the vaguely-human shape on the bed would probably fool anything but a real inspection. Satisfied, I slung my backpack over one shoulder, grabbed a hoodie from my closet on the way out, and headed back out into the living room. The ten minutes was almost up. 

   Mom was outside, working on her little flower garden. I closed the door behind me and said goodbye to her, then started walking towards the end of the street. I passed a couple of other trailers, and just as I reached the mailboxes a car pulled up next to me and Becky waved at me from the passenger seat. I frowned.  It was a battered old Chevy Blazer. That wasn’t the car she’d arrived in last night. 

Then I experienced what felt a lot like a punch in my guts, because there in the driver’s seat, looking back at me with an expressionless stare, was the ugly mug of  Brandon freaking Monroe.

 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

“What the hell is he doing here?”

   I was standing by the passenger side of the car, stopped dead in my tracks by the sight of who was driving it.

   She’d said she had ‘friends’ that would come up there with us, but this I could never have seen coming.  

   Becky spread her hands in an attempt to calm me down. “Danny, it’s okay. Brandon just wants to help out. Right, Brandon?” She looked over at the big steaming turd sitting in the driver’s seat. He had the decency to at least look a bit sorry. A tiny bit. 

   “Oh yeah?” I wasn’t buying it. “Is that was he was doing yesterday when he and his douchebag friends wanted to beat my ass? Helping? Because that’s not how it looked from where I was standing.”

   “Hey, look, I’m sorry about that, bro.” Brandon sounded apologetic. “Really sorry. It was a mean thing to do, I know. I get it. Becky gave me a really hard time about it, she really did.”  	

   “I totally did,” Becky agreed eagerly. “Brandon knows that he was way out of line, and he’s sorry. Really sorry.” There was a hint of pleading in her tone. “Right, Brandon?” she repeated. 

   Brandon put the car in park and got out, came around to stand next to me on the sidewalk. From reading his body language, the way his head hung low and he trudged like a man on his way to the electric chair, he was either genuinely sorry or a damned good actor. 

   “Look, dude…I really am sorry. Yesterday was mean and stupid, and I’ve got no excuse…but I have to know something, man.” His voice dropped to a whisper, probably so Becky couldn’t hear what he was about to say next. “I have to know…could you really see my grandma, on the street yesterday? I mean, really?”

   Tears were beginning to well up in Brandon’s eyes. I sighed. It was hard to stay angry with a guy who was halfway to tears over his dead grandmother. “Yeah,” I replied quietly. “I wouldn’t make that up. It’d be cruel.” 

   “Becky says that you can see the spirits of the dead.” 

   “She’s telling you the truth.” We locked eyes. I was basically daring him to mock me this time. After a moment, he looked away. 

   “Can you see her now?” 

   I shook my head. “She’s not around you right now.”

   “Did I make her mad yesterday?” 

   “She sounded disappointed, not mad.

    I thought back to our encounter after school yesterday, remembering what his grandmother had said to me after he and his buddies had fled. Gingerly, I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder in what I hoped was more of a comforting than a creepy gesture. Either way, it felt pretty awkward. “Your grandmother was sorry that she slapped you, man. She…” I shut up fast when my brain caught up with my mouth. Probably not cool to tell him that I knew about his abusive dad. “She’s a little worried about some of the choices you’re making in life,” I said at last. 

   “Is that why she’s sticking around, why she hasn’t gone on to Heaven, or wherever it is the good people go?” Now he sounded worried, and I have to admit that I was warming up to him just a little. Anybody who was that concerned about his grandmother couldn’t be all bad. I shrugged. 

   “It’s possible. Based on what I know, most spirits get to come and go as they please for a while after their physical body dies. Some can stick around for  a few weeks, others for years, even hundreds of years if they really want to. If she’s worried about you, I think maybe your grandmother just wants to keep a protective eye on you until you get things figured out.” 

   “If she comes back again, you’ll tell me, right Chill?” There was a pleading quality to his tone that cut me up a little inside. Brandon Monroe might have been a bully and have treated me like crap yesterday, but his humanity was starting to show through the douchey exterior. I was starting to wonder how much of it was just a front.

   “Sure thing, Brandon.” 

   Becky got out of the car. Brandon cuffed at his eyes, not wanting her to see that he was starting to cry. “That, uh…that sounds good, Danny. Thanks.” He looked away, over towards where Mom was happily rooting around in her flower beds. I patted him awkwardly on the shoulder. 

   “You’re welcome, dude.”     

   “Did you guys work it out?” Becky asked hopefully. She was mainly looking at me. 

   “Yeah, I guess we did.” 

   “That’s awesome!” She folded both of us guys into a great big bear hug. “I just knew you’d get along once you cleared the air.” 

   Just then, she could have said she was Queen Elizabeth of England and I would have agreed. I was too busy enjoying the warmth of that hug. When we finally untangled ourselves, I couldn’t quite bring myself to look Brandon in the eye, but I was willing to bet that he was every bit as sweet on Becky as I was. 

That was going to be a problem. 

 

 

We wasted a few hours of the morning by driving around and chatting, before going to lunch. All three of us agreed on one of Becky’s favorite burger joints. I was pleasantly surprised to find that we were all getting on pretty well, laughing and joking with one another. Becky took a photo of me with mustard and ketchup slathered all over the corner of my mouth, which for some reason she found hysterically funny.

   Our next stop was at Target,  conveniently located on our route out of town, in order to pick up some supplies for what was sure to be a long night ahead. I made sure to grab a bunch of candy bars, and more importantly, a few sodas and energy drinks. That was going to be the only way I’d stay awake through the night, especially with as little sleep as I’d gotten last night. 

   Becky didn’t buy as much as Brandon and I did, and I’d noticed earlier when I had gotten into the car that her backpack was already bulging, as though it was already stuffed with goodies. When I asked her about it, she flashed me a shy little smile and gave a cryptic answer about having bought most of what she needed at Arcane Arts in Boulder. 

   “Arcane Arts? Never heard of the place.” 

   “It’s an occult and magic supplies store,” she explained, a little hesitantly I thought. “Pagans and Wiccans get a lot of the stuff there for our spells and rituals. I just picked up some special candles and things.”

   “What for?”I asked, hoping once I’d asked it that the question didn’t sound too rude. 

   “Just in case things go bad up at Long Brook.” I must have looked puzzled, because she added, “You know, so I can cast some spells of protection for us.” 

   “Oh. Got it. Makes sense.”  

   The store was pretty busy, but we were back on the road in less than an hour. Brandon popped the rear hatch, Becky rode in the front passenger seat, which I was less than happy about, but at least it gave me the back seat all to myself. I sat with my back pressing up against the driver’s side rear door and my legs stretched out comfortably at angle across the seat.

    More importantly, it put me right behind Brandon and let me talk face-to-face with Becky.  

   We headed west out of Boulder on Canyon Boulevard, though pretty much every Boulderite just calls it ‘Canyon.’ It’s not a street that took a lot of imagination to name, because ten minutes later we were out of the city limits and snaking our way up Boulder Canyon itself. Brandon actually managed to keep his speed somewhere just barely to the south of “insane,” so I was actually able to enjoy a little scenery on the way up there. 

   Boulder Falls passed by on our right. Five or six brightly-colored climbers were clinging to its sheer face; I could see their safety ropes stretching upwards, and caught a glimpse of a few hikers and late-afternoon strollers wandering around at the base of the waterfall. 

   “I still can’t believe we’re doing this,” Becky said, with all the enthusiasm of a kid on Christmas morning.

   “Me either,” I replied without thinking. She gave me a look in the rear-view mirror, one that said she wasn’t sure exactly how I meant that. “Uh, it’s just so cool,” I concluded lamely. Nice recovery, man. Seemingly satisfied, she returned her eyes to the road ahead. 

   “Chill, you really think this place is haunted?” Brandon asked. I looked up, caught the back of his head. That stupid backwards baseball cap was really starting to annoy me. I was a big believer that only Special Ops snipers and gang members could turn their ball-caps back-to-front and actually pull it off. Brandon Monroe was neither. 

   “Uh, maybe,” I shrugged noncommittally, but then I thought better of it. Putting on a lack of interest was hardly going to score me any points with Becky. “I mean, it sure sounds like it. It’s all over the Internet. I Googled a few sites last night. People say a lot of weird stuff about Long Brook. They can’t all be wrong, can they?”

   “Exactly!” Becky nodded enthusiastically, with all the zeal of a true convert. It earned me a flash of her smile, and that alone made the quick backtracking well worth any loss of face. “It’s all over the web, Brandon, just like Danny says. There are shadow figures, full-body apparitions, ghostly footsteps, people even say that they’ve seen lights in the windows after dark.” 

   “I thought there was no power up there.” Brandon knuckled his brow, which was probably his I’m thinking about this really carefully face.

   “There’s not,” I chimed in. The utilities were shut off years ago, even the running water.” 

   “Um, where are we going to…you know…” I strongly suspected that he wouldn’t have been nearly as shy if Becky hadn’t been in the car with us, but we all knew what he meant. 

   “You’ll just have to make like a bear,” I smirked, enjoying his discomfort just a little bit more than I should have. “You know…in the woods.” 

   “Ewww!” Becky wrinkled her nose in mock disgust. I was pretty sure that she secretly found the idea funny. Besides, I’d seen her pick up some bathroom tissue at the store earlier today; if she hadn’t, I sure as hell would have done. I was willing to bet there were still bathrooms at Long Brook (if my dream was anything to go by, there was at least one still standing) but without running water to flush with, there was no point in using them. 

   “We’d better hope there aren’t any actual bears,” Brandon remarked, and that shut Becky and me up really quickly. That was something I hadn’t given any thought to. There were bears aplenty in this part of the world, and the further off the beaten track you went, the more likely you were to run into one. It was getting more and more common to check out the news and hear about a bear being found in the city, pawing its way through somebody’s trash bins or wandering around their garden looking for food. They probably owned this place. 

   Oh, crap.

   We rode on in silence until we hit Nederland. Ned is a quirky little town, full of colorful characters and some very cool history, pun very much intended. Every year there’s a town festival known as “Frozen Dead Guy Days,” which has to be seen to be believed. The story behind it is pretty amazing. Apparently the Frozen Dead Guy came to the States from Norway back in the Eighties…after he died. No, seriously – you couldn’t make this up if you tried. The way the story goes, the old dude had a heart attack or something like that, and because his family were big believers in cryogenics, they flew his corpse to California to get the big freeze treatment from some commercial company. Something must have gone wrong there, because after a few years frozen in liquid nitrogen, his body ended up getting shipped to his grandkids, who just happened to be living out here in Colorado. They pretty much stuck him in a shed outside their place, packed him in dry ice, and left him to it. 

   I saw a news spot about the Frozen Dead Guy a couple of years ago. The locals go up to his shed every month and replace his old ice with fresh packages. They’ve basically adopted him as a long-term town resident and unofficial mascot. The Frozen Dead Guy festival is just insane; if you’re ever out this way, you have got to give it a shot. Mom took me last year. I was a little crabby at being dragged away from my PC for the day, but we ended up having a total blast. Seeing people dragging coffins around in public and racing each other to the finish line with them was pretty surreal; some other folks were seeing how far they could throw a frozen fish, and there was just a ton of Halloween make-up on display.

   Now, I’m pretty sure I know what you’re thinking, and the answer is no; I did not see the spirit of the Frozen Dead Guy walking around up there. This is reality, not a Stephen King story. What I did see, though, was a guy whose age I put at about nineteen or twenty, who just didn’t quite look like he fit with the rest of the crowd. He had a mullet for starters, and one of those blue denim jackets that had been popular in the Seventies. I watched him tracing his way through the crowd for a few minutes, weaving in and out of the food stands and the happily-chatting people. Nobody seemed to pay him any attention, but he looked fairly happy and interested in everything that was going on. Then suddenly, he stepped through the side of a cop car and plain old disappeared, just another one of Boulder County’s earthbound dead souls. 

   I was just about done telling my companions this story when we hit the big traffic circle where all of the main roads come together. “…and right there,” I pointed at the corner store, “is where the dude disappeared. Just walked right through a patrol car and disappeared.

   “Wow.” Becky seemed genuinely impressed. “Could you see through him?” 

   “Not really. A lot of the time, ghosts look as solid as you or me. The longer they’ve been around on the Earth plane, the more transparent they look.” 

   “Why is that?” she wanted to know. 

   “Is it, like, a battery draining?” Brandon put in before I could answer.

   “Actually, you’re sort of right. Do you remember VHS tapes?” I was impressed that he’d almost hit the nail on the head.

   “Sure,” Brandon laughed. “We still have a VHS recorder at home somewhere. In the garage, I think.” 

   “Remember how, if you played a VHS tape over and over again too many times, the picture quality used to fade out and degrade?”  They both nodded. “Well, with some spirits, it works sort of like that too. If they’ve been earthbound for a long time, they start to get frayed around the edges, lose some of their color and solidity.” 

   “Man, that’s sick.” Brandon braked a little, going clockwise around the traffic circle and taking the north exit, accelerating again as the road led us out of Nederland and over a rise onto the Peak-to-Peak Highway. “Can they, you know, recharge or something?” 

   “Right! What if they go back to the spirit world?” Becky wanted to know. 

   “I’ve talked to my spirit guide about this. She says that if a spirit goes back to the Summerland and spends some time there—”

   “Summerland?” Brandon sounded confused. 

   “The next world,” I explained patiently. “There are lots of spirit realms, some of them much nicer than others. Our world is on the lower end of the scale — sort of like the slums — but there are some that are much worse. The Summerland is where most decent people go first when they die. Sometimes they can cross over in both directions, but time works a lot differently over there than it does here on Earth. It’s all pretty confusing, and I haven’t figured out the way it works yet.”

   Trees were bordering the road in on both sides now, mostly evergreens and conifers. The time on Blazer’s dashboard clock read 15:36. There was still plenty of daylight left, and I was really starting to enjoy the ride. Becky’s company was the icing on the cake, but even Brandon was turning out to be an OK guy now that his cronies weren’t around for him to look macho in front of. 

   “Shouldn’t be much longer now.” Becky had her iPad out, and was eagerly charting our progress on the mapping app. “It should be up here on the left, just a little further ahead.” 

   And sure enough, there it was. The turn-off wasn’t sign-posted, probably to act as a deterrent to spook-chasers who wanted to do exactly what we were planning on doing. Brandon slowed and hung a left. Apart from a single Boulder County Sheriff’s patrol cruiser, we hadn’t passed another car ever since leaving Nederland. The Blazer turned onto a rough dirt track which was pretty uneven, but not badly enough to require the 4x4 option to be used. 

   Maybe twenty feet away from the highway, a metal gate barred our way. It was supported by a concrete pillar that looked pretty sturdy. Brandon put the Blazer into park and went out to take a look. 

   “We could park here and hop the fence,” I suggested, but Becky didn’t seem to like the idea. 

   “If the police drive by and see our car parked out here, they’re bound to come and check on us,” she pointed out. 

   Fortunately, it turned out to be a moot point. Brandon was able to swing the gate open and let us through. “It’s chained and supposed to be padlocked,” he said breathlessly when he returned to take the wheel again “but the padlock wasn’t locked.” Driving through to the other side, he hopped out again and closed the gate once more. Apart from our tire tracks in the mud, we hadn’t left any sign behind that might give away our presence.   

   The trees rose up high above us on both sides, casting the car interior into heavy shadow. It might have felt a little claustrophobic if it weren’t for the shafts of bright sunlight that came through the gaps in between branches. Craning my neck upwards, I could just about see a strip of clear blue sky directly overhead. 

   The driveway (actually more of a cross-country track) was long and winding. I was glad to see that Brandon was keeping the speed down, not gunning it like an idiot to try and impress Becky. Her face was practically glued to the windshield and side window, soaking in every detail. The sense of anticipation that she was giving off was almost palpable, excitement radiating from every pore. 

   Suddenly, the Blazer emerged into the sunlight again. We were free of the driveway, and a wide expanse of relatively clear ground opened up in front of us, mostly grass but with some concrete pathways and sidewalks interspersed around the sea of green and yellow. It was a huge clearing in the woodland, and there, standing tall and proud in the middle of it, was the ruin of Long Brook Sanatorium. 

   We had arrived. 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“I can’t believe we’re actually here…finally here.” 

   Becky stood on the front lawn, gazing in rapt fascination at the ruins of the former sanatorium. 

   It certainly was an impressive place, I had to admit. The building was huge. When I had dreamed about it, seeing the place only from the inside, I hadn’t gotten a true sense of the sheer scale of the place. Six floors high, each one except for the ground floor being fronted with  empty windows, all of which were dark and shadowy despite the best efforts of the sun up above us. 

   There was a central building right in the very middle which I had learned from my Google searches was the main administration hub, and then on each side of that, two patient housing wings had been built; at the end of those, two more wings had been added on, so there were a total of four wings built onto the main structure, two on either side. On the ghost-hunting TV show that I had watched with Becky, they had used a few helicopter shots, no doubt to amp up the dramatic elements of the place. You could certainly see how isolated Long Brook was, all alone in the center of a forest clearing in the middle of nowhere, and the way the extra wings came off the main building at an angle made it look like the horns of a bull. 

   For some reason, that made me think of being trapped in between them. It wasn’t a feeling that I liked, not one little bit.

   Apart from the sounds of birds in the trees and the occasional rustle of the breeze moving through the branches, the clearing was as silent as the grave. 

   “This place is amazing!” Brandon enthused. Standing amongst the overgrown, knee-high grass and weeds of what I assumed had once been the front lawn, he had his phone out, and was madly snapping photos of the sanatorium from as many angles as possible.  He had parked the Blazer on a concrete apron located on the east side of the building, sheltered by the overhanging branches of the tall trees. He had left the rear hatch up, so I reached inside to grab my backpack, rummaged around inside, and fished out a can of Monster energy drink. 

   I wandered back over towards Becky, who seemed to be lost in her own little world of blissful excitement. Her eyes were roaming back and forth from room to room, never still for a moment. 

   “Penny for your thoughts,” I asked with a smile. 

   “Hmmm? Oh, I was just thinking…how many people ended their lives in those rooms over the years? All of that tragedy, so many deaths…” She sounded quite sad now, coming down from cloud nine and crashing back to reality. 

   It wasn’t difficult to see why she might suddenly feel that way. The atmosphere here at Long Brook was a great deal more peaceful than the TV shows would lead you to believe. It was actually more peaceful than scary, the same kind of atmosphere that you might find inside a church or a cemetery. Yes, the shadow of death did hang over everything here, but I wasn’t sensing anything dark or malevolent.

   At least, not right now… 

   I looked up at the vacant windows again, leaning back to take in the roof. There were some very cool-looking stone gargoyles up there, crouching in the eaves beneath the guttering. I’d seen them when I was clicking around during my online research session last night; when it rained and the gutters filled up with water, the gargoyles would vomit it out of their mouths. There were a few photos of that on Flickr, posted by visitors to the sanatorium, and I thought that the effect looked really cool.

   Just for an instant, as my eyes were looking from room to room on the top floor, I thought I caught a glimpse of something white, flitting from shadow to shadow between two of the windows. I barely blinked, and it was gone. If this was a horror movie, this would be the scene with the ominous music building up to the quick jump-scare, and then the director would cut away to something else. “It was probably just an old bed-sheet or something,” one of the actors would say to another.  Then there’d be a point-of-view shot looking down on the actors from up on the roof, because of course, the white shape was really the form of something dark and mysterious that was haunting the sanatorium...something that would turn up later, probably when the lights were out. And then the deaths would start…

   I’d seen way too many bad movies where the plot went something like that. 

    But here’s the thing…whatever ghosts might be haunting this place, I wasn’t the least bit afraid of them. I had practically no doubt that the sanatorium was haunted. I mean, you didn’t get to have that many deaths — thousands upon thousands — over the space of that many years, without something being left behind, some psychic residue of all the physical and emotional trauma that went on in this place. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if the spirits of some of those patients hadn’t remained earthbound, tied to this place where their lives ended…and what about those members of the staff who had worked so hard to take care of those patients down through the years, giving them the very best care that they could, but constantly running up against the limitations of the medical science of the time?

    I couldn’t imagine how it must feel to put your heart and soul into taking care of hundreds or thousands of people, only to have so many of them die on you despite your very best efforts. That had to be just brutal, heartbreaking in fact. It would be amazing if some trace of that didn’t remain behind. 

   So I was more than ready to encounter the ghosts here. 

   At least, that’s what I thought then. 

 

       

 

 

The big double doors that led into the central building were chained up, or that’s how it seemed to us at first. 

   When the three of us reached the big stone awning that sheltered the main entrance, we discovered that the chain was hanging slack and limp between the metal loops of the large door handles.  

   “Check it out.” Brandon squatted down and scooped up a silver combination lock from the ground. It was left in the open position. “Looks like security ain’t so tight after all, huh?” 

   “Who actually owns this place anyway?” I wanted to know. Becky shrugged. 

   “I couldn’t find that out. The state used to own it, but then it was sold to a private buyer. I looked at a lot of websites, but none of them identified exactly who that was.” 

   “So it’s a mystery. I like a little mystery every once in a while.” I grinned. With a crack that seemed way too loud, almost blasphemously so in the sleepy quiet of the lazy afternoon, I carefully pulled open the ring-pull on my can of Monster and took a sip of the bubbly carbonated goodness inside. “Keeps life interesting.”

   “Look, it’s old man Monroe!” Becky said, pretending to pull a mask from Brandon’s head. “I would have gotten away with it if it weren’t for you meddling kids!”

   “Ruh-roh!” I joined in, in my best Scooby-Doo voice. “Raggy!” 

   Brandon looked at us like were both crazy. “You want to take a look inside?” he asked rhetorically, taking one end of the chain and pulling the links slowly through the handles until he was finally able to swing one of the doors open. It creaked ominously, a horror movie sound effects person’s dream, but nothing that couldn’t be fixed with a squirt of WD-40. Brandon passed me the length of chain, which I coiled up in a neat little circle and laid on the ground to one side of the door. 

   Unable to contain her excitement any longer, Becky pushed past him and became the first of us to step inside Long Brook Sanatorium.

    “Wow.” 

   The entrance hall was fairly big, stretching quite a way back from the open doorway into deep, dark shadows at the rear. I could just make out a wide staircase, half-hidden in the gloom. Doors led off to the left and right of us, all of them standing partway open. Graffiti was sprayed on most of the surfaces, some of it crude and embarrassing, a lot of it taking a satanic and demonic theme. 

   “Where do you want to go first?” Brandon whispered, more to Becky than to me. 

   “Let’s try upstairs,” she whispered back. 

   “Why are you both whispering?” I whispered at them both. 

   Becky cleared her throat, and made an effort to speak normally. 

   “It just seems…disrespectful not to.” 

   I knew what she meant. The atmosphere was heavy and oppressive in here, the silence a little closer and more cloying than it was outside. We made our way carefully across the lobby, making sure to avoid the shards of broken glass that seemed to be scattered haphazardly about the place, and slowly began to climb the staircase. A busted-out window set in the wall above the first floor landing allowed some light through for us to see by. 

   The staircase switched back at the first landing and doubled back on itself. Becky led the way up onto the second floor, where we were presented with two possible directions to turn, or the option of climbing up to the third. Seemingly at random, Becky turned to the right, leading us through the open doorway and into the first of the two west wings. The doorway opened out onto a surprisingly wide balcony, and I stopped in my tracks, suddenly jolted by a strong sense of deja vu. 

   Even though it was only the second floor up, the way in which the balcony stretched out for what seemed like miles in front of me took me right back into the nightmare I’d had last night. I’d been on a higher floor in the dream, but this view appeared otherwise identical…room after room on the right hand side, all with the windows and doors either busted out or completely missing; and on my left, beyond the brick parapet, the trees that surrounded the sanatorium on all sides. Yes, it was daytime, but other than that, the similarity was quite unnerving. 

   “Danny, are you okay?” It was Becky’s voice that finally broke me from my reverie, and I realized that I had been standing there in the doorway, completely dumbfounded. She sounded concerned. 

   “Uh, yeah. Sure.” That was pretty much the best I could manage right now. “Just a little deja vu,” I admitted. “No biggie.” 

   “What’s deja vu?” Brandon wanted to know. “Sounds French.” 

   I looked at him sideways. Who the heck had never heard of deja vu?

   “It’s that feeling you sometimes get of having been somewhere before,” Becky explained patiently, “or having done something before.” She looked at me curiously. “Which one was it, Danny?” 

   “The first. I had this dream…I was here, at least I think it was here…standing on a balcony just like this. Exactly like this.” I could feel myself starting to sweat, and it was nothing to do with the warmth of the afternoon sun. It was actually a little cold here in the shadows of the second floor, probably because the brick, stone, and concrete leeched a lot of the heat away. 

    “What happened in the dream?” Becky pressed.

   “Nothing really…it was actually kind of dumb.” 

   I wasn’t quite sure why, but I wasn’t ready to tell her about the whole thing just yet. Maybe I just didn’t want to feel dumb by talking about ghostly nurses and doctors, or the way I’d looked in the restroom mirror and seen the face of a younger kid staring back at me. I really didn’t want to talk about the surgery they’d forced upon me.

   But if I saw any nurses, I was running like hell.   

        

 

“God, this is just so sad.”

   Becky was standing in the doorway of one of the patient rooms, looking intently at the framed black-and-white photograph of a young woman that hung in the doorway. The woman was actually quite pretty, and judging from the style of her hair, the photo had been taken during the Forties or Fifties.

   Perhaps more poignantly, however, the photo had clearly been taken in this very same room. The same bare brick walls could be seen behind her as background. She was sitting up in a bed that was no longer there and trying gamely to put on a brave smile for the photographer, whoever that might have been. He or she had been standing in the doorway, exactly where Becky and I were standing now. 

   Clarissa Arnold, read the faded, description that had been neatly handwritten underneath her photograph. Resident of Long Brook from 1947-1951. May she rest in peace. 

   “She lived here for four years,” Becky said in a small voice, “and then she died here. What must that have been like?” 

    Not a whole lot of fun, I thought but knew better than to say. Brandon, however, wasn’t above stating the obvious. “It must have really sucked.” I rolled my eyes, and then felt immediately guilty for it. He was right — it really must have sucked.  

    Only a few of the other patient rooms had similar photographs hanging on their walls or in their doorways. The vandals seemed to have had at least enough basic decency not to smash them up or rip them from the walls, but precious little else had been shown the same respect. Just as in the main lobby, graffiti was scrawled and sprayed-painted everywhere. What few doors remained had been smashed apart or torn from their hinges and dumped unceremoniously inside their rooms. Nature was beginning to seriously intrude on the structure, with vines and creepers pushing their way inside through the open windows and cracks in the outer walls. 

   It was a real shame that nobody cared enough about this place to look after it a little. When we arrived, and I got my first good look at the building in its entirety, it didn’t take much effort to visualize Long Brook as it must once had appeared. I’d seen a few of those photos on the Internet last night, and knew that a lot of money and effort had gone into building the sanatorium in the first place — it had been one of the more prestigious healthcare facilities in Colorado in its heyday. I couldn’t help but wonder why the owners didn’t just knock the ruin down and start over, build some cabins or something that would make some money on the site instead; or perhaps put some money into renovating the place, restore it to some semblance of how it used to be, back in the day. 

   Becky was walking slowly along the balcony, moving from room to room and peering anxiously inside. I watched her curiously, trying to figure out what exactly was on her mind. She would stop in each doorway, poke her head inside, look around for a few seconds, and then move on to the next. 

   “What’s she doing?” Brandon asked, sounding perplexed. 

   “Looking for something?” I hazarded, momentarily claiming Brandon’s usual ‘Captain Obvious’ crown for myself and making it firmly my own. 

   “Um, yeah,” he nodded, as if that explained everything. 

   We trailed along behind her, keeping a respectful twenty feet back, until finally she reached the end far end of the first wing. Another stairwell separated it from the more distant wing, and we caught up with her there. 

   “Becky, are you okay?” I asked, genuinely concerned. 

   “Yeah, I’m fine,” she replied quickly. 

   “You don’t seem fine,” Brandon pointed out. I couldn’t help but agree with him. Becky seemed on the verge of tears. “What’s wrong?” 

   “It’s okay, really. There are plenty more rooms to check yet. No biggie.” She cuffed a tear away from her eye with the corner of one sleeve. 

   “Check for what? What are you looking for, Becky?” Now I really was confused. Did Becky have some ulterior motive for bringing us out here, above and beyond her fascination with all things supernatural?  

   “I, uh…look, this is a little difficult…”

   “Becky, it’s okay.” Brandon placed a reassuring arm about her shoulder, completely missing the daggers I shot him with my eyes. If looks could kill, he might have ended up a permanent resident here himself…well, not really, I wasn’t that mean, but I could definitely take off his eyebrows or something. 

   “Yeah, Becky,” I said supportively, patting her hand in what I hoped wasn’t a condescending way. “Tell us what’s going on.” 

   She took a deep breath, then paused as if deciding whether or not to take us both into her confidence. Finally, Becky said slowly, “I never got to meet my grandmother…my Mom’s mom, I mean. She died before I was born. Mom doesn’t like to talk about her much, and when she does, she never goes into much detail.  I do know that Mom misses her a lot, but I guess it’s still too painful for her to bring up the past, even now…” 

   Brandon was still clueless, but I was beginning to see where this was going. “What did your grandmother die from?” I suspected that I already knew the answer. Becky looked up at him tearfully. 

   “Like I said, Mom wouldn’t tell me for sure, but I’m guessing that it was tuberculosis,” she said. “That’s what pretty much everybody around here died from.”

   Now it was all starting to make sense. “She died here, at Long Brook, didn’t she, Becky?” I said gently. She nodded, a single tear running down her cheek. 

   “Yes.” 

   The light bulb suddenly went on above Brandon’s head. “You were looking for her room!” he said triumphantly. Becky nodded again. 

   “I understand that we’ll probably never find it. There were thousands of patients here, thousands of deaths. Grandma must have lived…and died…in one of those rooms, but not all of them have photos of the people who stayed there, and even those ones that do only have one or two photos on the wall. I just…wanted to try, to see if I could get closer to her somehow…” 

   “And you thought that I could help,” I finished for her, feeling just a little bit annoyed at her. It must have bled through into my voice, because Becky looked up at me guiltily; that made me feel guilty in turn. I hadn’t meant to touch a nerve. 

   “Yes,” she admitted. “I did. I didn’t mean to mislead you, Danny; I just knew that you could see ghosts, and thought that maybe if you came to Long Brook with me…”

   “He could talk to your grandma for you,” Brandon put in. 

   “If she was still here,” Becky agreed. “That’s was I was hoping for. I’m sorry, Danny.” 

   I sighed. First Brandon, now Becky…how could I get angry with somebody who was just trying to connect with a dead relative, even one she’d never met? 

   “It’s okay,” I reassured her. “Do you have a picture of your grandmother?” 

   Becky beamed, that brilliant smile which had always made me go weak at the knees on the few occasions that I had been on the receiving end of it. She unlocked her iPad and swiped at the screen, bringing up the image of a middle-aged lady, in her late thirties or possibly her early forties. The photo was in color, but based on the resolution and contrast, it was still pretty old. 

   “I took a photo of one of Mom’s Polaroids,” Becky explained, twisting the tablet to make the image taller. It looked as if the photo had been taken in somebody’s back yard on a sunny summer’s day. The smiling woman who was sitting on a wooden bench and holding a tall glass of something cold seemed to be really happy. Her dark hair was streaked through with gray, and appeared to be catching a light breeze, lifting and blowing out to the side of her face. The complexion of her skin was tanned and healthy, with no hint of the pale sweats that came down upon tuberculosis sufferers when the disease really took hold. 

   “What was her name?” Brandon asked.

   “Jennifer. Jennifer Roderick.” 

   He nodded, as if the name meant something to him. 

   “I’ll all keep an eye out for her,” I said, “and if I see Jennifer, I promise that I’ll tell you, okay?” 

   “Danny, thank-you so much!” Becky said, obviously delighted. She also sounded relieved, as though she had been dreading my finding out about the real reason for bringing me up here. Truth to tell, I still wasn’t sure quite how I felt about that yet. On the one hand, Becky had been a little…economical with the truth, painting it as nothing more than a night in a haunted house, something like paranormal tourism. On the other, she hadn’t actually lied to me, at least not so far as I could tell — who could really blame her for wanting to take a Deadseer along to the place where her grandmother had died? “I’m really sorry I didn’t tell you about my grandma yesterday, I just…I thought you might not want to come, if you knew that I was hoping you would talk to her spirit.”

   “Hey, am I really that unapproachable?” I asked, feeling just a little hurt. 

   “Oh no, it’s nothing like that,” she rushed to explain. “But I saw what happened on the street yesterday and…” Becky suddenly had to search for the right words “you just looked so intense, after Brandon left and you were talking to yourself...well, to his grandmother,” she corrected herself. “I really didn’t want to get on your bad side. I can’t be one hundred percent sure, but for a second there it looked to me like your eyes changed.”

   She looked towards Brandon for confirmation. “That’s kind of why I ran,” he admitted. “Your eyes went sort of dark, right after I got slapped. It really freaked me out, man.”

   “When you say dark…are we talking just angry eyes, or black-black eyes?” 

   “Black-black,” they both said together. “I couldn’t see the whites of your eyes any more, Danny,” Becky continued. “And to be honest, it was kind of scary.”

   That was a little worrying. Blackening of the eyes was usually a sign of spirit possession, and it usually wasn’t a good spirit you were talking about. I’d encountered one or two ghosts with black eyes before too, they were usually not the kind of spirits you wanted to interact with if you could possibly help it.

    “Evil is a very real force in this world,” Lamiyah had told me once, during one of our late-night chats. “Those who are steeped in darkness are usually highly skilled in the arts of disguise and camouflage — all except for the eyes, Daniel. Always look to the eyes,” she had emphasized. “They truly are windows into the soul, and a darkness of the soul — or a total lack of one — will always be reflected there, if you know how to look for it.”

    Suddenly, her reasons for bringing Brandon along made a little more sense to me. The guy could bench-press three of me with one arm tied behind his back. If what they were both describing was true (and I had no reason to doubt their story) then bringing along a little extra security in the form of a muscle-bound meat-head seemed like a really smart move. 

   I hadn’t felt myself getting possessed. Whatever had happened, it couldn’t have taken very long. “Just a few seconds,” Becky confirmed when I asked her about it. So the intrusion, possession, call it whatever you will, had been over very quickly, which was at least a little bit reassuring. If something had tried to take control of my consciousness, it hadn’t succeeded; but I was starting to feel more than a little nervous, the more I thought about it. 

   A shiver ran through me as I was standing there in the shadows of the second floor balcony, in the company of two strangers who I hoped might both be on the way to becoming friends…that old feeling of, as Mom always liked to say, ‘somebody just walked over my grave.’

   I had just remembered something from my nightmare last night. The crazy surgeon and his gang of equally crazy nurses…all of them had had completely black-within-black eyes, hadn’t they?

   Oh, crap.          

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

We spent the next couple of hours just roaming and generally exploring the sanatorium, without any real plan.

   Even then, there was no way we could possibly have seen everything that there was to see. The building just sprawled. Trying to at least be a little bit methodical, we went from room to room, most of which looked pretty similar in layout. Some had been trashed a little more aggressively than others, but all of them had seen much better days. Dry paint flaked and chipped from the walls. In some places, the bare floorboards were completely exposed, and we could peer down into the room on the floor directly below. 

   “That’s going to be a worry when it gets dark,” I pointed out. “Not to sound like too much of a wuss, but it would be way too easy for one of us to step into one of those holes when the lights are out and end up falling all the way through.” I deliberately didn’t add the words ‘to our death.’

   “I have something that should help with that.” Becky rummaged around in her backpack and triumphantly produced a packet of slender, transparent plastic tubes. At first glance, I thought they were drinking straws, but they were a little bit thicker than that; when she twisted one with an audible crunch and I saw it begin to give off a sickly blue glow, I realized what they really were. 

   “Glowsticks! Awesome idea!” Brandon enthused, taking one from her and holding it up for inspection.

   “Don’t activate it until we find another hole like this,” Becky warned him. “I only have a limited supply, so we can’t afford to waste any.” Squatting down on her haunches, she made a small hoop out of the glowstick, joining both ends together and securing it around a rusted old water-pipe that ran along the wall close to the gaping hole. “There.” Satisfied, Becky stood up and dusted herself off. “That ought to do it.” 

   “That is an awesome idea,” I agreed with Brandon, genuinely impressed. Now, if any of us entered this room after nightfall, the luminous blue glowstick would serve as a warning, reminding us to tread very carefully. 

   We explored the entire second floor, walking from end to end. It was mostly just more patient rooms, separated every so often by a flight of stairs where one wing met with another. All three of us made a point of looking at the names and photographs of each former occupant that were posted on the walls, some in cheap glass picture frames and others slipped into protective plastic sleeves that had been duct-taped to the walls. None of them bore Becky’s grandmother’s name though, and I could sense her disappointment beginning to build as we climbed up to the third floor and found exactly the same thing. 

   Zip. Zilch. Nada. 

   “Have you seen anything yet, Danny?” she asked me hopefully. 

   “No spirits yet, if that’s what you mean.” From the crestfallen look on her face, that was what she had meant. “But I’ll keep looking.” I offered an encouraging smile, unwilling to make any more promises than that. I definitely didn’t want to set her up for failure.

   No matter what the TV shows said, there was no guarantee that Long Brook was haunted at all. Quite a few places aren’t; just because they’re old, it doesn’t necessarily mean that they have earthbound spirits attached. Oh, sometimes spirits passed through randomly on their travels, but there weren’t likely going to be many of them wandering around a neighborhood like this — we were in the middle of nowhere, the nearest town being a good few miles to the south of us. Nederland’s dead probably stayed close to Nederland, at least until they finally moved on into the next world.

   For my money though, we would probably encounter at least one or two of the sanatorium’s former patients as the night wore on. I was pretty sure that one or two of them would still be earthbound, but we’d just have to wait and see.

   We skipped the next few floors, figuring that we’d get to them later, and climbed all the way up to the roof. I was huffing and puffing like a steam train when we finally reached the top, holding the rickety handrail for support. Brandon was hardly even out of breath, which didn’t exactly endear him to me; but to be honest, now that I was spending some time in his company, I was beginning to warm to the big guy just a little. I really didn’t think that he was a bad guy, just a regular dude who had had a really difficult home life and tended to take the frustrations that it caused out on those kids who were weaker than he was (which was pretty much all of us, to be fair).

   “The door’s pretty stiff.” Brandon tried the rusted handle. With a twist, he got it to start rotating a little, but the door itself obstinately refused to open more than a tiny crack. “We’ll soon see about that.” In a move that he had probably learned on the football field or the Krav Maga mat, Brandon shoulder-barged the door. It lost the contest right off the bat, swinging wide open on hinges that squealed in protest. He looked quite pleased with himself, but Becky seemed not to notice, which quickly deflated his ego. I tried not to feel too happy about that, and failed. 

   We emerged onto the sanatorium roof from a boxy brick enclosure that capped the top flight of the staircase. The roof was a broad, flat expanse, stretching out across the top of each wing on either side of us. Old wooden tables and chairs were scattered in small clusters, perhaps left over from the days in which the Long Brook staff members would take lunch breaks up here. It would have been a pretty nice way to get some peace and quiet, I thought, and also maybe catch a few rays without the bother of having patients around. 

   Noticing that the sun was starting to dip towards the western horizon already, I pulled out my phone. 5:38. We must have lost track of the time, poking around the second floor like that; but there was still some daylight left, at least a couple of hours by my reckoning, and we’d be stupid not to make the most of it.

   I walked over to the waist-high brick parapet that was the only barrier between me and a six-story fall. The cement that held the bricks together was beginning to crumble and crack. I tested the parapet with my hands and was more than a little disconcerted to feel it wobble slightly when I rocked it. There was no way I’d be trusting it with my weight any time soon. 

   “Hey, come check this out! Look what we found.” It was Brandon, calling from the other side of the stairwell entrance. I headed over to where he and Becky were standing, perhaps a hundred feet to the east. 

   “Man, that is creepy.” 

   They had discovered a child’s swing set, which had once been painted a bright orange color, judging from the few flaky patches that were left. Years, if not decades, of abuse from the wind and weather had stripped most of the paint from it, exposing the rusty black iron that lay underneath. There was a slight breeze, but the heavy swings did not move. 

   Hesitantly, I reached out and touched one of the chains that supported the swings, prodding the links until I got the thing to move slightly. Just like the stairwell door, it groaned in protest. Nothing here had been oiled since the place was shut down and abandoned, I realized. 

   The swing set looked creepy and out of place up here. No doubt the children had been allowed to play around it when they weren’t too debilitated, under close supervision of course, and encouraged to take in some of the fresh mountain air. 

   My mind went back to the dream again, and wondered whether the small boy that I seemed to have shared a body with had actually existed, and whether he had really been a patient here. Had he played on this swing set, laughing with joy as one of the nurses pushed him higher and higher, until finally his sick lungs got the better of him and set him to coughing up blood? 

   Just the simple thought of that gave me the chills. 

 

  

 

We all felt like we’d seen pretty much everything that the roof had to offer, so after taking a few photos with the cameras on our phones, the three of us trooped back downstairs to the ground floor again.

   I’d noticed that I didn’t have any signal strength bars on my phone — we weren’t getting any signal up here at all. That made total sense, because who was going to put a cell tower up here in the middle of nowhere? The nearest population center was Nederland, and I’d heard that it had pretty decent coverage, but there was practically nobody living out here to make it worth the phone company’s while. 

   I did find it just a little bit worrying to be out of total contact with the rest of the world. 

   “So, where to next?” Brandon wanted to know. 

   The front lobby was getting really quite dark by now. Although the overgrown front lawn was still bathed in the golden glow of late afternoon, only a few shafts of orange light were making it inside, and they were filtered by the branches and trunks of the trees first. In unspoken agreement, we all pulled out flashlights from our backpacks and switched them on.  

   Becky’s beam settled on one of the doors, seemingly at random. “Let’s try this way,” she said, setting off determinedly towards it. Brandon and I fell into step behind her, playing the beams of our flashlights around the walls and ceilings. There had been a lot of water damage done to the building since it had been abandoned, evident in the peeling of wallpaper and grimy streaks that ran down the full length of most of the walls. The Colorado winters weren’t known for being particularly kind either, and the old sanatorium was pretty much wide open to the elements. 

   We stepped into what looked like a huge assembly hall. It was filled with dilapidated old tables and chairs. I took a closer look, and noticed that they were the exact same design as the ones we had found on the roof, though most of them were in much better shape. You might actually trust these to take your weight if you sat on one — at least, if they hadn’t looked so dirty and nasty that you would probably catch something unpleasant. 

   “I think this is where they ate breakfast and dinner,” Becky said, walking into the center of the room. 

   “There were dances and stuff like that held in here as well,” I added. “I saw the pictures online.” 

   They had been scans of old and grainy monochrome photos. I was sure that it was the same hall that we now stood in, but it had been filled with balloons and party decorations. There had even been a band playing, up on a stage against one of the walls. I swept the flashlight beam around, trying to orient myself to the photo that I had seen just the night before. The stage would have been right about…there. I walked forward a few steps, bumping into one of the chairs with my hip and causing it to scrape noisily on the floor. Sure enough, there it was — a round wooden stage, maybe four feet high, nestled comfortably against the back wall. 

   Our voices echoed around the interior of the massive room. Looking out through the high, thin windows (none of which had any glass left in them) I could see the Blazer still parked outside. That gave me an idea. 

   “Hey Brandon…we should probably move your car, man.” 

   “Why?” he asked, puzzled.

   “What if the cops come by to check on the place?” 

   “Out here? We’re in the middle of nowhere, dude. There aren’t any cops out here, and even if there were, why would they randomly check on some old ruin in the middle of the night?” 

   “Boulder County Sheriff still sends cars out this way — remember the cop we passed on the way out here? Look, why not just park behind the back of the building? Better safe than sorry,” I said, suddenly exasperated.  

   “It’s Saturday night, man,” Brandon fired back. “The cops have a thousand and one better things to do than be up here on the weekend.” 

   “Danny’s right,” Becky interjected. Before he could argue, she put a hand on his arm and said, “Brandon, look — you’re probably right, okay? Probably. But somebody still owns this place, and we really shouldn’t be here. Somebody put that chain around the doors and the padlock on the front gate, right?” He nodded slowly. “It should only take two minutes for you to move the car around to the back of the building, just out of plain sight.”

   “Okay,” he reluctantly agreed. “I’ll be back in a few. Where are you guys going to be?” 

   “Right around here.” Becky clambered up onto the stage, her footsteps making the wooden boards creak and groan. I winced at the sound. “Feels pretty sturdy,” she said, and having tested its stability to her satisfaction, dropped back down to stand beside me again. 

   With Brandon gone, there was a slightly awkward silence. She finally broke it by asking: “Is it weird that you haven’t seen any ghosts here yet?” 

   I thought about it for a moment and took another sip from my now-warm can of Monster, then offered it to Becky. Surprisingly, she accepted the can and took a deep swig. “Maybe,” I said at last. “It’s a little strange that I haven’t seen at least one or two.” 

   In the next room, we could hear the front door slamming shut.  

   “Can you see them all the time, or do you have to do something special first?” 

   “Pretty much all of the time,” I confirmed, “unless they don’t want to be seen, in which case they can hide themselves from me if they really mean to.” 

   “That’s got to be so awesome.”

   “You’d think so, right? But it doesn’t always work out that way.” 

   “What do you mean. Is it frightening?” Becky sounded concerned. I shook my head. 

   “Not really.” With a throaty growl, the Blazer’s engine fired up in the distance. We both looked up and saw it pulling slowly away from its parking spot. I took a seat on the edge of the wooden stage. “I mean, I have seen some spirits that were a little frightening—” 

   “Like in The Sixth Sense,” she broke in excitedly, “when the ghosts are all walking around with wounds and blood, from when they were killed?” 

   “It’s not like that,” I explained patiently. “Spirits don’t always stick around in the same form that they died in. Some do, but not necessarily for very long. It’s a matter of personal choice, I guess. A lot of them choose to revert back to how they looked and felt in their prime, when they were strongest and in the best shape of their lives.” 

   “But what about the children,” she asked curiously. “The ones that died young and never got the chance to grow up and become adults?” 

   “They usually do appear to be the same age that they were when they died,” I conceded, “but if they were killed in an accident or in some violent way, all of those injuries are gone. They don’t come over with them when the spirit leaves the body.” 

   “That’s good to know,” she laughed. The laugh echoed around in the gloom of the big, empty hall. “That would be way too much like a horror movie for comfort.” 

   We both laughed at that. There was an undertone of nervousness to it, though. Perhaps this wasn’t the best place in which to be bringing up the subject of horror movies. 

   “What I meant was, usually the dead just go about their business and do whatever it is that they want to do. The living are usually pretty oblivious to them being there, and they get used to being ignored; but every once in a while, one of them figures out that I can see them and hear them. Then they usually want me to do something for them, and that can get old really fast.” 

   “Do something for them…like what?” 

   “Well, some of them want me to pass on a message to their loved ones.” 

   “So it’s more like Whoopi Goldberg in Ghost?”

   “Yeah, exactly. Imagine something kind of like that, but without any of the comedy.” 

   “What do you mean?” Becky frowned. 

   I thought back to something that happened last year. “There was this one young guy, back in Boulder. He was maybe nineteen or twenty years old. I was in Boulder with Mom; she’d wanted to do some Christmas gift shopping on Pearl Street.” In case you’re not familiar with it, the west end of Pearl Street is home to a lot of the cool little ‘Mom and Pop’ stores in Boulder. They have a lot of Pearl Street pedestrianized, so you can walk up and down it and just shop. Mom loves to stop in at one of the little coffee-houses every time we go there. At Christmas, the whole area gets tricked out with lights and decorations. Carol singers and street performers hang out there. It’s actually really cool. 

   “Anyway,” I continued, “I saw this guy standing outside one of the bars there. I could tell that he was dead; the Christmas shoppers kept walking through him, and his body was a little bit blurry and faded.” 

   “What was he doing?” 

   “Just standing outside the glass window, staring inside. Watching the people drinking, I guess. He just looked so sad, you know?” She nodded. “So lonely and lost, right there in the middle of a crowd, and at Christmastime too. My heart went out to him a little.” 

   “So what did you do?” Becky asked, enthralled. 

   “I told Mom that I wanted to go and check out a bookstore, and we agreed to meet up again in fifteen minutes…” I went on to tell her about how I had sidled up to the guy, standing in front of the window and pretending to check my phone. “…so I said, ‘hey, dude, are you okay?’ And the guy totally freaked out — like, really, really lost it.” 

   “But nobody could see him.”

   “Exactly. When he calmed down and was finally ready to talk to me, he told me that he’d been dead and earthbound for almost three years. He’d died after an accidental heroin overdose—” 

   “Oh my God!” 

   “—and felt really ashamed of it. He said that his name was Chris, and that he came from a very devout family. Chris was worried — well, terrified is a better way of putting it, I suppose — of being judged and sent to hell. So after the overdose, when he woke up in his spirit body, Chris saw the tunnel of light that everybody sees when they die, but instead of going into it and passing on into the Summerland, he turned away from it. Chris ran as fast and as far as he could from his apartment, and never looked back.” 

   “I thought the whole ‘Carol-Anne, don’t go into the light!’ thing was just the movies,” Becky said doubtfully. “That stuff actually happens in real life?” 

    “That’s one thing Hollywood did get right,” I corrected her with a chuckle. “The light and the tunnel behind it are basically a portal into the next plane of existence. You have to go through it in order to move on into the next world. But,” I stressed, “it’s a totally voluntary thing. Nobody can force you to step into that portal and pass through to the other side. In fact, it’s amazing just how many spirits choose not to do that.” 

   “Because they’re scared?” 

   “Mostly,” I agreed, “but there are other reasons. Some of them are so attached to their families and loved ones that they can’t bear to leave them behind just yet. That usually changes with the passing of time, though, and most of those spirits outgrow the need to cling on to them once they see that those they have left behind have stopped mourning and are capable of moving on with their lives.”

   I took another sip of the Monster. It was almost gone. “Then they just need to call out for the light. It will come back for them in an instant, and they can move on like they’re supposed to.”

    Becky pondered this in thoughtful silence for a moment, while I finished off the energy drink and carefully set the empty can down next to me on the stage. It was getting so dark now that I could barely even see Becky’s outline, despite the fact that she was sitting right there next to me. Finally, she said, “You said that there are other reasons for staying behind — not just attachment?” 

   I nodded, which I realized was kind of dumb when I came to think about it. It wasn’t like she could see it in the dark. 

   “Well, yes and no. Attachment is usually a big part of it…but some attachments are healthier than others. Sticking around because you want to watch over your loved ones is completely understandable. I think that’s why Brandon’s grandmother is still around. But think about those people who are addicted to things, like drugs, alcohol…even just material possessions, like owning a great big house and an expensive car.” 

   “Huh?” 

   “The desire for all of that stuff doesn’t just go away when you die, Becky…not if you’ve grown addicted to it. That’s why Deadseers tend to avoid bars and places where lots of alcohol is served — they’re usually crawling with those spirits of the dead who still crave a drink. They’re sitting next to the living, who usually don’t have even the faintest idea that they’re there; well, maybe they get the occasional cold draft or shiver, if the spirit’s energy is really high. But they spirits can’t drink, can’t even touch a drop of it, no matter how much they want to. So they end up doing the next best thing, at least in their minds.” 

   “Which is…?” 

   “Once they’ve hung around salivating for so long that they can’t take it any more, some of them will try and possess one of the living.” 

   “Shut up!”

   “No, seriously. I mean, think about it. If you were desperate for something, so desperate that you could practically taste it, wouldn’t you go to almost any length to get what you wanted?” 

   “I guess,” she said doubtfully. 

   “That’s pretty much what addiction is,” I pointed out. “Some people think that when they die, they’re going to change their personally overnight, but it doesn’t work like that. We don’t become all-knowing, all-powerful, like some superhero version of Mother Teresa…”

   “Though that would be pretty cool,” Becky laughed, causing me to join in as well. Her laugh was infectious, and I could listen to it all night long. 

   “Bad people die and stay bad people. Good people die and stay good people. All of them have the chance to move on, but those that don’t become earthbound. That’s where a lot of the scary haunted house stories really come from — nasty, vindictive people who are pretty much the same way in death as they were in life, angry and spiteful.” 

   “And invisible,”Becky added, “and with paranormal powers.” 

   “Right, those too,” I agreed. 

   “Then what was the deal with Chris?” 

   “He sincerely believed that if he stepped through into that light, he was going to hell. The truth is way more complicated than that, but the short version is that there are lower spiritual planes for those less-evolved spirits, and high planes (which are a lot nicer) for those who have developed good qualities like kindness and compassion. Chris seemed like a pretty okay guy to me…yes, he’d made a mistake, and it had cost him his physical life, but he wasn’t going to spend the rest of forever paying for that mistake. When he chose to call the light back and go into it, he’d have been met with spirit helpers who would have helped take care of him. Chris even had a spirit guide of his own — we all do — that had tried to help, but Chris had been so distraught that he had sent him away every time he tried to get close.” 

   “So you told him to call back the light and go into it?” 

   “I tried, but it wasn’t that simple. It rarely is.” I sighed. “He didn’t want to hear about the light, or moving on, or anything like that…just wouldn’t listen to it, at least not at first. So I ended up agreeing to what he really wanted, which was to contact his folks and tell them that he was doing okay — well, kind of okay, I suppose — and that he was really, really sorry for what he’d done.” 

   “And did you? Contact them, I mean.” 

   “I called them. He gave me the number. Chris’s mom answered the phone.” 

   “And…?”

   “And…how do you think any middle-aged adult is going to react when a teenage boy they don’t know calls them out of the blue and tells them that not only is their dead son actually still alive and sometimes follows them around the house, but that he’s also really, really sorry about accidentally taking a fatal drug overdose and causing them so much pain and grief?” 

   “Oh.” She sounded deflated. Which is pretty much how I had felt at the time. “They didn’t take it well, then?” 

   “That’s putting it mildly. I got such a chewing-out, I can still hear it now — and who can blame them, really? From their point of view, it must have seemed like some thirteen year-old kid had heard about their son and decided to make a crank call. I’m just lucky they didn’t call the cops on me, which they actually threatened to do,” I finished bitterly.

   “Ouch,” Becky winced sympathetically. “I guess I can see it from their side.” 

   “Me too. It sounds pretty nutty, and pretty much the last thing you want to hear when you’ve just lost a loved one…it must have felt like I was dancing on the poor guy’s grave to them.”

   “So, did they ever call the cops on you?” 

   “Luckily for me, they were willing to write it off as a childish prank…done in pretty horrifically bad taste, but still a prank. Chris wouldn’t let it go, though. He hung around me all hours of the day and night. I couldn’t get any sleep because he’d be right there, at my bedside — which was pretty weird all by itself — begging and pleading, trying to get me to change my mind and actually go over there to talk to his parents.” 

   “Sounds pretty ugly.” 

   “Yeah. In the end, I had to cast the poor guy out.” I didn’t like telling her this part, because it didn’t make me look like a particularly nice guy, but I was committed to telling the story now. 

   “Cast him out?” Becky sounded puzzled. 

   “It’s something that people like me…Deadseers…can sometimes do if a spirit is really bothering them,” I tried to explain. 

   “Like a spell or something?” 

   “Kind of, I guess. It’s a little difficult to put into words, but if we concentrate our energies up in a certain way, we can sometimes push a spirit out of a place that it’s been haunting…sort of like…” 

   “An Expelliarmus spell?” Becky laughed. I didn’t mind it at all. She was laughing with me, not at me, and I couldn’t help joining in. 

   “Yeah, if we were at Hogwarts, that would be a great way to put it,” I grinned. She was probably smiling too, and I wished that I could see it, but our entire surroundings were now just a big mess of grays and blacks.  

   “Hey — listen. Do you hear that?” she suddenly exclaimed.

   It was the sound of running feet, accompanied by an echo that was coming steadily closer. A burly silhouette filled the doorway for a moment, pausing for breath. It was holding a flashlight in its right hand. 

   “Brandon?” I called out, hesitantly. Of course it was him. It looked just like him. 

   “Yeah!” he huffed. 

   “Over here, man!” 

   The flashlight beam swung in our direction. Instinctively, I threw up a hand to shield my eyes. We had been building up a little night vision while we waited in the dark for him to come back, and I didn’t want to have that ruined now. It meant I’d have to start acclimatizing my eyes all over again. 

   “Guys, you’re never gonna be believe this.” Brandon jogged on over to join us, nearly tripping over a chair that was sticking out from one of the tables. By the sound of it, he’d come back from parking the Blazer at a flat-out run; for a guy in as great shape as Brandon was to be out of breath, meant that he must have really poured it on.  

   “Try us,” Becky invited him. The beam of of light swung around to light up her face, causing her to screw up her eyes and let out a curse. 

   “Oh, sorry Becky. Guys, listen up. I saw something. Out there. When I was parking the car…” 

   “Saw what?” I asked. 

   “I’m not sure exactly.” His voice was half-excited and half-nervous, from the sound of it. “But I’ll tell you what: we sure ain’t alone in here…” 

 

   

 

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

“What do you mean ‘we’re not alone in here?’” Becky demanded. “Tell us what you saw, Brandon?”

   “It was a figure,” Brandon began excitedly, waving his hands around to illustrate his point. Unfortunately he’d forgotten about the flashlight, which had the effect of halfway-blinding Becky and myself when it swept drunkenly through the darkness in front of us both. “Like, a person, I mean. I saw it through the windows when I was outside, parking the Blazer.”

   “It?” I didn’t like the sound of that. “Was it a ‘he it’ or a ‘she it’?”

   “Sheee-it!” Brandon laughed. “Hey, man, there’s no need to swear!” 

   Becky and I both groaned, but at least it lightened the mood a little. The atmosphere was starting to feel a little more oppressive. I’d felt this happen a few times before, and it usually meant that something less-than-pleasant was right around the corner. 

   “Anyway, I couldn’t tell for sure whether it was a man or a woman, but it was definitely shaped like a person — but a really short one.” 

   “Short…like a dwarf?” Becky asked. “Is dwarf the right word anyway?” 

   “I think they prefer ‘little people,’” I replied, not entirely sure myself. I pushed thoughts of Hobbits and magic rings aside and got back to the matter at hand.  “Do you think it was a really short adult, or a young kid?” 

   Brandon paused to consider it.

    “Could have been either,” he said at last. “I’d just finished parking the Blazer out back. I locked it up, turned around to come back inside, and there it was — just inside the window on the ground floor, looking right at me.” 

   “How could it have been looking right at you, and you can’t tell whether it was a male or a female?” Becky asked skeptically. 

   “It was really dark in there, I couldn’t make out much in the way of details…well, except for a white dress, or gown or something. Come to think of it, it’s getting pretty dark outside too…”

   White dress or gown. My mind instantly flashed back to a few hours ago, when we’d first arrived at Long Brook. Getting out of the car, looking up at the huge abandoned building — and seeing a flash of white, all the way up there on top of the roof. 

   It could have been a sheet or piece of trash, was my first thought; but then I quickly realized that that wasn’t very likely. We had been up on the roof, and could see all the way across from one end to the other. There had been nothing white up there at all, nothing but a rusted old swing set and a few chairs and tables. 

“Show us,” Becky and I said together. 

 

 

 

 

The sun was now so low in the sky that you could reasonably have called the time of day ‘twilight,’ and it was almost dark enough that any vampires we ran into probably wouldn’t sparkle. 

   Don’t ask me how I know about that. 

   Brandon retraced his steps to the front door, which he had wedged open just a tiny crack with a small rock, and out onto the lawn. 

   Looking up, I saw that the first stars were starting to make an appearance, far above the sanatorium’s flat roof. Between them and me, a gargoyle leered down from a corner eave. Despite the arrival of evening, the air was still warm and mostly still, with just the occasional very light breeze — so why did I feel another sudden shiver run through me?

   Becky and I followed Brandon along the entire front face of the two eastern wings, and then turned northward and followed the tire tracks made by his Blazer in the soft mud, circling around to the rear of the building. We kept to what passed for a dirt road, some instinct warning us to steer clear of the dark unknown that waited for us in the trees. 

   The Blazer had been parked close to the building, and Brandon had made sure to lock all the doors. “I was standing right here,” he told us, the words gushing out in a great torrent of excitement, “and I was just about to head back to meet you guys, when right there” he jabbed a finger repeatedly towards two of the empty window-frames “I saw it…whatever it was,” he added as an afterthought. 

   Becky directed her flashlight towards the windows, playing the beam off the bare brick walls inside. “Well, there’s nothing there now,” she said doubtfully. 

   “Want to take a look?” Brandon asked us both. 

   “Sure thing,” I answered, hopefully sounding more enthusiastic than I really felt. 

   Nobody moved, and I realized that they were both looking at me as though they expected me to lead the way. Firing up my own flashlight, I picked my way carefully through the overgrown wild grass, taking a moment to examine the window frame for splinters. Although the paint was chipped and faded, the wood itself was in surprisingly good condition, all things considered. 

   The sill was only three feet from the ground. I hopped up easily, ducking my head underneath the frame and planting my butt on the sill, then pivoted around and swung my legs inside, landing on the  corridor that stretched away further than I could see.

   The scuffle of shoes on a hard surface behind me told me Becky and Brandon had both followed me in. Both were little more than outlines to my eyes, barely discernible human shapes that were visible only because they were slightly less dark than the background against which they stood. They were sensibly keeping their flashlights pointed towards their feet, which I very much appreciated. My night vision was starting to come back again, and I really didn’t want that to get spoiled a second time. 

   “Let’s get this party started,” Brandon said, a little nervously, or so I thought. 

   “Yeah.” Holding the flashlight at arm’s length in front of me like some kind of protective talisman, I began to walk. It was slow going at first, but as my eyes acclimatized, I began to pick up the pace a little, until finally I got a more confident stride going. It looked as though there were no patient rooms down here on the ground floor; this must have been where all of the day-to-day business of the sanatorium got taken care of, because we found doorways that led to huge laundry rooms, offices, and a massive kitchen with long metal tables that I assumed had once been used to prepare food, but were now falling apart and covered in rust. 

   “This place is amazing,” Becky whispered. We were working our way steadily along the same long hallway, keeping on eye on the exterior windows to our right side and peeking into every doorway we passed on our left. She and Brandon were taking it in turns to snap a picture of every room with their phones, and I made certain to keep my back to them while they did it so that the flash wouldn’t blind me again.

    At last, we came to a stairwell, and I let them both go first so that they could snag their photos. 

   Flash.  

   “Waaaagh!” That was Brandon, screaming at the top of his lungs; that managed to set Becky off, who yelled in an automatic reaction. I spun around from where I had been covering our backs by keeping an eye on the corridor behind us. My heart was suddenly racing again, and my eyes were looking everywhere for signs of danger. 

   “Dude, what?” I demanded, sticking my head through the doorway. All I could see was a dirty staircase leading upwards, and the words I died here spray-painted on the wall in dripping red letters, like something out of a low-budget horror movie. 

   “It was a girl,” Brandon replied breathlessly, shining his flashlight up towards the top of the stairs. There was a broken-out window in the wall just above the landing, where the staircase doubled back on itself and climbed directly over our heads. “A little girl. I saw her. She was right there.” 

   “I saw her too,” Becky insisted, squinting into the darkness above. She was standing on the fourth and fifth steps, seemingly reluctant to climb any further. 

   “You’re both sure?” 

   “Totally,” she insisted, and Brandon nodded in vigorous agreement. “She was standing just up there, where the stairs disappear up towards the second floor. I saw her leaning over the handrail. She was looking right at us.”

   “Right,” Brandon agreed. “She was only there for a second, and then she ran, but I know what I saw. She had long, dark hair, hanging down over her shoulders.”

   “What was she wearing?” I demanded. 

   “A dress,” Becky put in, “or maybe a hospital gown. At least, that’s what it looked like. I couldn’t see much more than her head and shoulders, but it looked like she was wearing some kind of white dress…”         

 

“I still can’t believe we’re doing this,” Brandon muttered under his breath. 

   The three of us were carefully climbing the rickety wooden staircase, which creaked and popped each time somebody’s foot landed on a step. 

   “Try to keep to the sides, either by the wall or the handrail,” Becky suggested over her shoulder, obviously trying to be helpful. She was leading the way, running her flashlight over each landing as we passed it. We had just passed the fourth floor, and were starting up towards the fifth. Although the staircase was completely enclosed, each landing had a doorway which opened out onto the rear side of the sanatorium. 

   “Why?” I asked, curious. 

   “Because it makes less noise,” she explained. “I saw it in a movie once. Steps get weakest in the middle because that’s where most people put their feet, so they wear out and make more noise there. It should be quieter if we hug the walls.” 

   “Yeah, but who’s going to care?” Brandon pointed out, from his position at the rear of our group. “It’s not like we’re going to get any noise complaints all the way out here, is it?”

   “We might,” I muttered darkly, unable to help myself. “Take it from me, we really do not want to wake the dead if we can help it.” That shut him up, and fast. As soon as I’d said it, I regretted it. It really wasn’t a good idea to crank up the tension any higher than it already was. 

   We kept on climbing. Becky was right — keeping to the outer staircase definitely made less noise, though there was still a little groaning from the old and weathered wooden boards. She suddenly stopped on the fifth-floor landing, holding up a hand in warning to us both. 

   “What is it?” I hissed, trying to peer over her shoulder. 

   “She’s right there,” Becky whispered back. “I don’t want to spook her…”

   “Great choice of words, Becky.” 

   “Sorry, but you know what I meant.” 

   Idiot, I told myself. Why the heck are you needling her? That’s not exactly going to win her over, is it? Knock it OFF. 

   “She’s a ghost…” Becky whispered, entranced.

   “I know.” 

   “Yeah, but…she’s a ghost!”

   “I know. That’s why we’re here, right?” 

   Becky fell silent. From the look on her face, I guessed that she was trying to adjust to the fact that her entire world had just changed, and changed forever. No matter how strongly you believed in the paranormal or the supernatural or whatever you want to call it, it’s a heck of a lot different when you finally come face to face with it.     

   Cautiously, I stepped around to stand on the right-hand side of the doorway. Becky still hovered on the top step, peeping around the left side. I motioned for Brandon to move up and stand in between us both, so all three of us could take a better look. 

   “That is sick,” was the best he could manage. 

   The fifth-floor exterior balcony stretched away into the distance, the entrances to its patient rooms almost completely buried in long shadows. Standing there in the center of the balcony perhaps thirty feet away was a young girl with long dark hair, maybe eight or nine years of age. She seemed remarkably calm, all things considered. Becky had been right — she was wearing a full-length white hospital gown (though I could see how it might easily be mistaken for a dress at first glance) and no shoes or slippers. 

   The girl gave no indication that the concrete floor was cold beneath her bare feet, though; she simply stood there, staring back at us in a serene, tranquil way that was borderline unnerving, and glowed with an ethereal blue light. I could see the balcony through her body, which looked a bit like a pencil-sketch drawing done with a very light hand. 

   Finally, just to break the silence, I said, “Hello.” 

   “Hello,” the girl replied. After another moment she said, “My name’s Polly. What’s yours?” 

   “Danny. This is Becky, and this is Brandon.” They each said ‘hello’ in turn. “We don’t mean to frighten you, Polly, or to harm you in any way. How old are you?” 

   “I’m eight.”

   “Oh, that’s cool,” I smiled. “I’m fourteen, but I’ll be fifteen soon. Can we be friends?” 

   “I guess.” She sounded a little doubtful. “I don’t have many friends. Just one.” 

   “One good friend is better than ten acquaintances, my mom always says,” Becky told her. 

   “What’s an ack…ack…ack-waint-ance?” Polly sounded the word out phonetically, mangling it horribly in the process. 

   “It’s sort of like a friend, but one that you don’t really know very well.” 

   “Like a friend before they become a friend?” Polly asked in puzzlement. 

   “That’s a very good way of putting it,” replied Becky, taking a few tentative steps out onto the balcony. She seemed encouraged when Polly didn’t back away, allowing her to slowly close the distance between them. I stayed where I was for now, not wanting to frighten the girl, and Brandon appeared to have the same idea. Let the two girls have a moment, and maybe start to form a bond. “So tell me about your friend?” 

   “He lives downstairs,” Polly was dismissive, taking on an air of ‘it’s no big deal.’ “He’s big — really big — but he’s very nice,” she assured Becky. “Sometimes we play games together, like hide-and-go-seek.” 

   “That’s nice,” Becky replied, trying to sound encouraging. “Does your big friend have a name?” 

   “Uh-huh.” Polly nodded. 

   “Is it a secret?” 

   “Nuh-uh.” She shook her head in the negative. “I don’t think so, anyway.” 

   “That’s wonderful. Can you tell me what it is?” 

   “Sure. His name is ‘Mister Long Brook,’ he told me so…but that’s not what they call him. Only I call him that.”

   “Who’s they?” Becky asked, sounding a little confused. 

   “The other people here. The sick ones.” Then, almost as an afterthought, she added, “But not the mean people. They call him ‘Lurker.’ ” 

   Brandon and I looked at one another. Even in the darkness, I could see him mouthing the same words that I was. The mean people?

   Evidently Becky had latched onto those words too. Obviously a little more worried now, she asked, “Polly, who are the mean people?” 

   “They’re supposed to be kind and take care of us,” Polly explained, her tone extremely serious and earnest. “But they’re not. They’re spiteful and mean, and I don’t like them.” 

   “They’re supposed to take care of you?” Becky echoed. “Do you mean the doctors and nurses?” 

   Polly nodded, her eyes suddenly downcast. “Yes. They come to people when they’re sleeping, come to their rooms and take them away from their beds.” 

   Uh-oh. This wasn’t sounding good. 

   “Take them where?” 

   “I don’t know. They tried to take me once, but Mister Long Brook stopped them.” 

   “That was nice of him,” Becky said encouragingly. 

   “He really didn’t mean to hurt them,” Polly explained. The little girl suddenly started to tear up, overcome by sadness as she replayed some traumatic incident in her mind. “But they tried to carry me away, and everybody knows that it hurts a lot when they carry you away. I don’t know what they do when they take people, but it must be something really bad.”  

   I really wasn’t liking the direction in which this conversation was heading. 

  “Polly?” I said gently, slowly approaching the two girls. She wasn’t at all afraid, and allowed me to walk right up to her. I squatted down on my haunches, not wanting to intimidate her by towering over her…although come to think of it, I’ve never been capable of intimidating anybody, even if I’d wanted to. “Polly, do you know where it is that they take those people?” 

   She nodded solemnly, but did not volunteer any more information than that. Finally, I asked her if she would be willing to show us where the doctors and nurses took people. I had a suspicion that I already knew where, and it was quickly confirmed when Polly simply pointed upward…towards the sixth floor. 

   This time when the shiver came, I knew precisely why. The sixth floor was the top floor of the building, directly underneath the roof. It was where the demented nurse had dragged me in my nightmare last night, where the operating theater in which the surgeon and his ghastly team of assistants had tortured me had been located.

   No wonder she wouldn’t take us up there. 

   “Polly, do you think—” Becky never got to finish her sentence. 

   Up until now, everything had been quiet and peaceful, though not completely silent. The chirrup of crickets and sounds of other nocturnal creatures coming out was starting to provide a background soundtrack as the sun disappeared behind the Rockies in the west. Long Brook had remained as still and calm as we had found it when we arrived earlier that afternoon. It was only now that I realized that the run-down old sanatorium must have been holding its breath, just waiting for a trigger to set off the explosion that would shatter the night ahead into a million desperate pieces. 

   We looked at one another, all four of us, trying to figure out what was causing the shrill, piercing warble that was suddenly disturbing the tranquility of dusk. Whatever it was, it was loud, and it was artificial. Brandon suddenly cursed, realization written across his face. 

“I know that sound,” he said, and from the sound of his voice, he was suddenly somewhere very close to either rage or panic — it was impossible to tell which. “That’s the alarm system on my Blazer!”

   

  

  

 

 

“Somebody’s stealing my damned SUV!”

   I guess it had been rage rather than panic, because Brandon was taking the stairs three at a time, his hiking boots slamming down hard as he practically flew down from the fifth floor down to the ground. Becky and I had a hard time keeping up with him, but we were every bit as motivated as he was — that Blazer was our ride home, and neither of us wanted to be stuck out here, trapped without transportation with God only knew who running around out there.

   For her part, Polly was keeping pace by jumping gleefully from landing to landing, her pale blue outline flaring and flashing with psychic energy as her joy and playfulness manifested itself with increasing strength. She acted like this was some kind of game, which I guess this really was to an eight year-old girl, and judging by the sound of her giggles, she was having an absolute blast. 

   I was huffing and puffing, fighting for breath when I hit the ground floor of the stairwell. As I came through the doorway, flashlight beam swinging crazily with each desperate gasp for air, I caught sight of Brandon vaulting athletically through the closest window-frame and vanishing into the night outside.

   The car alarm was much louder now, and the annoying, incessantly high-pitched yelp seemed borderline sacrilegious in a place like this. I had gotten so used to the constant hush that this felt extremely jarring. My exit over the same window-sill was considerably less graceful than Brandon’s had been, but adrenaline helped speed me along. Becky was right on my heels, and we both sprinted full-tilt along in Brandon’s wake, heading towards the flashing yellow headlights of the parked SUV. She was in much better shape than I was, and it wasn’t long before she outdistanced me. 

   We both covered the couple of hundred feet in what felt like no time at all, though I was badly winded when I caught up with the pair of them.  I had to bend over and rest my hands on my knees, unable to speak and hungrily gulping down great lungfuls of air.

   “Oh no,” Becky said, shaking her head in disbelief. “Oh no. Oh God. ”

    She was standing in the high-beam of one of the Blazer’s headlights, resting a supportive hand on Brandon’s shoulder. He wasn’t saying a word, seeming instead to be completely dumbfounded. When I got my breath back at last and straightened up, I saw why.     

   Somebody had gone to town on the Blazer, and not in a good way. The windshield had been shattered, probably by the heavy chunk of masonry that was sitting guiltily in a mess of sparkling glass fragments on the driver’s seat. Whoever had vandalized the car hadn’t seen fit to stop there, however. They had popped the hood, and even propped it up on the hooked metal support arm that was designed to keep it open so that repairs could be carried out; but repair was the very opposite of what had happened here. 

   It looked to me as though somebody — a strong somebody — had taken a fire axe or maybe a sledgehammer to the engine block, beating seventeen kinds of crap out of it in a fit of rage. Oil and other fluids I couldn’t name had splashed everywhere, seeping from holes and tears throughout the compartment, and all four of the tires had been either slashed or punctured, leaving the Blazer to wallow on the metal wheel rims.

   I can’t tell you what Brandon said next, but it somehow managed to be not only descriptive and creative, but also obscene at the same time. I was actually kind of impressed. I hadn’t realized that his vocabulary had been that broad. 

   “At least the battery still works.”

   Even as I said it, I knew that it sounded pretty lame. He flashed me a seething look that almost made me take a step back, the pure venom I could see in his eyes almost unsettling in the strobing yellow light. It can’t have helped any that Polly was dancing and capering happily around the wrecked SUV, singing along to a song that only she knew the words to. 

   “Is there any way we can stop that thing?” Becky had to yell to be heard over the clamor. Wordlessly, Brandon reached into his pants pocket and pulled out the keys, pointing a plastic fob in the direction of the Blazer and pushing a button. With a chirp, the alarm died instantly.

   “Who the hell did this?” he growled, fists clenched and the rest of his body practically shaking with barely-contained anger. “Because when I get my hands on the piece of—” 

   Becky coughed, jerking her head towards Polly in the universal sign language for ‘hey, watch your mouth — there’s a kid around.’ Reluctantly, Brandon let his voice trail off. I totally understood why he needed to vent, this most definitely was not cool at all. 

“It was the mean people,” Polly said quietly. She looked meaningfully up towards the top floor. “They don’t want you to leave.” 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

“You’re seriously trying to tell me that ghosts did this? Ghosts. Spooks. Angry dead people trashed my car.” Brandon sounded incredulous, and to be fair, it was hard to blame him. I mean, if you were in his shoes, what would you think?  

   The four of us had climbed the stairwell back up to the roof again, and were now sitting carefully on the battered chairs that had been abandoned up there. I for one wasn’t trusting more than a fraction of my weight to the rickety old deathtraps.

   The Milky Way galaxy arched gloriously overhead, and I halfway wished that I had brought my telescope out here with me. This was a real dark-sky site, well away from all of the urban light pollution we had in Boulder. 

   Hey, dumbass — somebody just destroyed your only means of getting out of here, and you’re thinking about freaking astronomy? Get a grip! 

   It was 9:30 according to my iPhone, and I was more than a little bothered when I noticed that its power bar was down to just 43%, even though I hadn’t taken many photos or used its flashlight feature. It was less of a surprise to see that there was still no cellular reception, so I went into the phone’s settings and flipped it into airplane mode, in the hope that turning off the wi-fi and other cell functions would help conserve some of that precious juice.

   “Well, it’s either that, or somebody else is running around out here,” said Becky, ever the voice of reason. 

   “Why is that so difficult to believe?” I weighed in. “I’ve seen more than my share of ghosts, but none of them have ever smashed up an SUV. Sorry, man.” I made an effort to sound sympathetic, but to tell you the truth, underneath it all I was actually getting pretty worried. Whoever had wrecked Brandon’s Blazer was one angry individual, and it would probably be smart to avoid tangling with them. 

   “Because we didn’t see any cars arrive,” was Becky’s retort. She went on to tick off each objection on one of her fingers. “Because we haven’t heard any engine noise since we arrived. Because there are no tire tracks except for ours out there.” 

   “It’s not like we’ve walked the entire perimeter of this place,” Brandon shot back, more than a little testily. “We could easily have missed the signs.” 

   “But we’ve made a lot of noise, and yet we haven’t heard anybody else moving around down there.” Now I was playing Devil’s Advocate, and starting to warm up to my theme a little. “We came back up here unmolested, didn’t we?” 

   “We also didn’t hear anybody smashing the Blazer to bits,” Becky countered. “Not even the windshield breaking…but we heard the car alarm go off. Something’s just not right about all this.”

   “Look, I’m just not buying the idea that a bunch of dead people totaled my engine block!” Brandon’s frustration was starting to show, and to tell you the truth I was starting to feel a little frazzled myself. With the exception of Polly, who was now amusing herself by sitting on the swing and making it rock back and forth, I hadn’t seen any other spirits on our afternoon tour of the sanatorium. 

   Which didn’t mean that there weren’t any… 

   “Who are the dead people?” she asked, sounding confused. 

   Uh-oh. I searched for the proper words with which to discuss death with an eight year-old girl. “Um…it’s sort of like…” I looked helplessly over at Becky, begging silently for her to help bail me out. It had just become painfully clear to me that Polly had absolutely no idea that she herself was dead.

   “Well, Polly, do you remember when some of the people here got really, really sick?” Becky said gently. Polly nodded, her eyes as wide as saucers. “Sometimes those people just didn’t get better, did they?”  

   “No,” Polly answered slowly. “No, they didn’t.” 

   “What happened to them, after they got really sick?” 

   “They went to sleep, and the nurses took them away in a special bag.” 

   I winced. This was brutal. The poor kid…my heart went out to her.

   “Honey, those people died,” Becky said, her tone a study in absolute compassion. Man, but she was handling this well. She must have a natural gift for it. Me, on the other hand…I felt so hopelessly clunky around kids on a good day, let alone when trying to figure out how to explain the concept of death to them. How did you even start? “Do you know what that word means?” 

   “I think so. My goldfish died when I was little, and Mommy flushed him down the toilet. Is it like that?” Her blue-limned outline flickered in what I knew was an expression of her reliving the sad event all over again. 

   Brandon laughed. I’m pretty sure that he didn’t mean to, that it was probably just the tension of our situation suddenly making its way out, but I dug him in the ribs with an elbow anyway. “Not cool, dude.” 

   “Sorry.” 

   Becky shot both of us a look filled with daggers. “Yes, honey. It’s a little like that, but we don’t put dead people in the toilet.” Despite the near-total darkness, we both caught the meaning of her ‘don’t say a WORD’ glare, and neither of us would have dared to cross her, even if we had been mean-spirited enough to want to. “What happened to your mommy, Polly?” 

   There was an uncomfortable pause. “I don’t remember,” Polly said at last. “She came to visit me almost every day…and then one day, I think I must have slept for too long, because when I woke up she wasn’t here, and I never saw her after that.” 

   Spirits can cry, and Polly appeared to be on the verge of it right now. They’re not real tears, of course — that would be ridiculous. Spirits don’t have tear ducts, for one thing. No, the tears are another outward expression of whatever they happen to be feeling at the time, in the same way that the aura surrounding their energy form will change color or fluctuate. A single, fiery blue tear rolled down Polly’s cheek, disappearing beneath the curve of her chin. 

   “Do you know how long ago that was, Polly?” Becky pressed, her tone and demeanor still gentle, but now also probing a little. Polly shook her head sorrowfully. “I think that was the day that you di-” 

   “I’M NOT DEAD!” 

   Those three words were infused with so much anger, rage, and above all a sense of profound loss, that it took all three of us completely by surprise when she screamed at us. No longer on the swing, which was now swinging through the air without a passenger, Polly had suddenly materialized less than a foot in front of Becky, yelling her denial directly into the startled older girl’s face. “I’m not dead! I’m not! I’M NOT!”

   Backing off a few steps, Becky raised her hands in a futile attempt to placate the now-hysterical child. Polly was throwing a full-blown tantrum, closing the distance between them both and beating her fists against Becky’s chest and abdomen. Brandon’s jaw dropped as he watched Polly’s tiny, balled fists sink repeatedly into Becky’s body, disappearing inside and flying straight back out again.  “Wow,” was the best he could come up with. 

   None of us were prepared for what happened next. 

   With an ear-splitting boom, the door at the top of the stairwell was blasted outward on its screeching hinges, chunks of it splintering away as something enormous hit it with all the force of a speeding freight train. Four heads jerked around in unison, just in time to catch sight of the enormous figure that emerged from the ruined remains of the door. 

   I put him at about seven feet tall, and if you made me guess, I would have gone with something like three hundred pounds, maybe three-fifty, but rather than muscle and flesh, he appeared to be made almost entirely out of dark gray or black smoke, or at least something that had a very similar consistency. Whatever it was, it must have been able to harden on demand, because the damage inflicted on the door was all too real. 

   A pair of glowing red eyes burned like two red-hot coals. I somehow couldn’t bring myself to look away from them; there was some weird kind of hypnotic quality there, and beneath it, what felt like a bottomless well of almost animalistic fury. Powerful-looking arms spread wide, in the manner of a predator stalking towards its prey and casting a broad net in which to trap it. 

   The man-shaped thing was picking up speed, stomping towards me and causing tremors with every footstep, making the roof shake and my body tremble when I realized that I seemed to be its chosen target. I couldn’t go left. I couldn’t go right. He was too close for that. All I could do was stumble backwards, towards the edge of the roof.  

   “Oh, crap,” was all that I could think of to say. 

   It appeared that Mister Long Brook had just arrived. 

   

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

 

“Mister Long Brook — no!” 

   Polly’s high-pitched squeal stopped the thing dead in its tracks. Frozen in fear, I almost wet myself with the sheer relief when Mister Long Brook obeyed her shrill command. 

   There was maybe five feet of rooftop separating us — six at most — and when I slowly turned my head to look behind me, reluctant to take my eyes from the malevolent dark form for even a fraction of a second, I saw to my absolute horror that the parapet was only two or three strides away. I was three steps away from a six-story drop that would turn me into another resident ghost here at the sanatorium. 

   Time seemed to stand still, all five of us frozen in place where we stood. Mister Long Brook and I watched each other in total silence. After who knows how much time had passed, I slowly let out a long breath that I hadn’t even realized I had been holding until now, and fought to regain control of trembling muscles that until now had refused to obey my commands. 

   Mister Long Brook turned slowly towards the little girl whose scream had been the only thing which had prevented him from chasing me to my death. He cocked his head to one side and regarded her in the manner of an inquisitive dog eying its mistress. 

   In the aftermath of her outburst, Polly’s ghostly form had flared into a spectacular purple color. Now that she seemed to be calming down a little, it was slowly returning to its usual faded blue.

   “Come here, Mister Long Brook.” Polly beckoned the creature over towards her, and Mister Long Brook obeyed, plodding over to stand beside her like a well-trained dog.

   The little girl encircled the tree trunk-sized torso in a hug. Her arms could barely make it all the way around his waist, because it was so thick and chunky, and I noticed with genuine interest that her arms didn’t sink into Mister Long Brook’s body as they had with Becky’s. He looked amorphous, as though his body were made of smoke, but the damage that Mister Long Brook had inflicted on the rooftop door, not to mention the pounding of his feet on the rooftop, had all been very, very solid and real. 

   Just what on Earth was he?

   In fact, come to think of it, was Mister Long Brook even a he at all? Or was the term ‘it’ more appropriate? I studied the dark and nebulous form with as much concentration as I could drum up, considering that my heart was pounding its way out of my rib cage right now at the thought of what had almost just taken place. Mister Long Brook looked like the silhouette of a man, albeit a freaking huge one. His thick body, arms, and legs all looked male in their shape and dimensions, in the same way that the silhouettes of most male body-builders would look mannish (is that even a word? If it’s not, I’m making it one) if you brought one up here onto this same shadowy rooftop. 

   Was Mister Long Brook the spirit of a man who had died here at the sanatorium after which Polly had named him? I didn’t think so. He wasn’t giving off that ‘dead person’ vibe to me, and he wasn’t glowing or even a little bit transparent like most human spirits. No, I was starting to think that Mister Long Brook was something else entirely. 

   “Dude, what is it?” Brandon was staring at me with a look of obvious confusion written across his face. Becky was watching me too, which seemed kind of odd when you considered that there was a seven foot-tall supernatural creature not six feet away that was competing with me to be the center of attention. 

   I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it again when realization suddenly dawned. 

   “You can’t see him, can you?”

   “See who?” Becky asked. 

   “Him. Mister Long Brook.” 

   “I saw the door explode,” Becky replied, looking all about her on the rooftop, “and then you freaked out and almost jumped right off the edge of the roof. But I can’t see any ‘Mister Long Brook,’ no.” 

   “Me either,” Brandon agreed warily. 

   “Well take it from me, he’s standing right there.” I nodded towards Polly, who had released the enormous entity from her bear hug and was now happily holding hands with him, her small little hand dwarfed by Mister Long Brook’s enormous one. “And he practically chased me off the roof.” 

   “He didn’t mean to,” Polly pouted,  jumping to his defense. “When I get upset, Mister Long Brook gets very upset too. He thought you were hurting me.”

   Mister Long Brook growled in affirmation,  a low bass rumble that only Polly and I could hear. The sense of warning — and implied threat — in that growl was very clear, and I resolved to do everything in my power to stay on Mister Long Brook’s good side.

   “Polly, do you know who Mister Long Brook is…I mean, where he came from?” I asked. 

   Polly shook her head. 

   “No. He lives here, with me, but he doesn’t like to talk much. He just likes to play with me, and keep me safe. He won’t hurt you as long as you’re nice to me,” she said in what she obviously thought was a reassuring manner.  

   Carefully, I approached them both. “I have a special friend, a girl who’s about the same age as you. She knows a lot of stuff about a lot of things. Do you mind if I ask her to come and play with us for a while?” 

   “Is she nice?” Polly asked doubtfully.

   “Very nice,” I assured her. “Her name is Lamiyah, and she always dresses in the coolest and most colorful clothes.” 

   “I guess that would be okay,” she decided. I smiled, walking back to join Becky and Brandon. 

   “Lamiyah is my spirit guide,” I explained. “Sometimes I can call her up and ask her to help me out a little. I’d really like to know a little more about Mister Long Brook there.” 

   They both looked across towards the patch of empty air next to Polly. To them, it must have appeared as though she was holding hands with nothing. “If you could see him, you’d understand why.” 

   “What do you mean?” asked Becky, her eyes darting from Polly to me and back again. 

   “I don’t know what he is, but I’m pretty sure that he’s no human spirit.” 

   “Cool!” That wasn’t quite the reaction I’d been expecting from her. “Is he an elemental or something? I’ve read about those. Nature spirits of rocks, streams, and trees…” 

   “Yeah, I know what an elemental is. I don’t think so, but I’m not really sure. That’s why I want to try and call Lamiyah.” 

   “Call her how?” Brandon sounded intrigued. “On your iPhone? There’s no signal up here.” 

   I tried really hard not to roll my eyes, but I’m not sure that I succeeded. “No, man, not on my iPhone. Everybody has a spirit guide watching over them, but most people can’t actually get them to appear in the physical world. They usually talk to them in dreams. People like me are…a little different,” I added awkwardly. “If I concentrate really hard, I can sometimes get Lamiyah to manifest visually.” 

   “So that means that we’d be able to see her too?” Becky asked, eyes wider than a kid’s on Christmas morning. 

   “Sure, if she wants you to. And I don’t see why she wouldn’t want you to.” 

   “That sounds awesome.” 

   “It would really help if I could hold your hands and use a little of your psychic energy.” Now that really did feel a little awkward, but neither of them objected. Brandon asked me if it was going to hurt, and I assured him that it wouldn’t in the slightest.

   I took both of their offered hands and closed my eyes. This was basically an informal seance. I’d been involved with the real deal several times before, supervised by a materialization medium and sitting with a circle of people around a big wooden table, but it really wasn’t necessary for a Deadseer to use any of those things to talk to the spirits.

   However, adding the energy of my two friends into the mix would make it a lot easier for Lamiyah to manifest, assuming that she was ready and available. Shutting out the outside world and all of its distractions, I sent a mental call to her, which was as easy as simply broadcasting her name in my mind, over and over again, and backing it up with the request for her to answer me. 

   I don’t know how much time actually passed, but I could suddenly feel Becky’s hand squeeze mine so forcefully that it hurt. 

   I opened my eyes and blinked a few times. A golden yellow portal of energy had swirled into existence in the air over by the swing set, swelling rapidly from a tiny pinpoint into a sphere of about six feet in diameter. Lamiyah stepped gracefully from inside it. She was dressed in the same colorful sari that she had worn in last night’s dream-meeting, but the look on her face was a heck of a lot darker.

   “You are in grave danger, Daniel,” she began without preamble. Uh-oh. That wasn’t a great way to start this conversation off. 

   “Thanks for coming, Lamiyah. These are my friends, Becky and Brandon.” Each of them offered Lamiyah a smile, which she returned with a curt nod that was a far cry from her usually warm and sunny disposition. “That’s Polly over there, and her friend, Mister Long Brook.” 

   “Hello,” Polly offered a shy smile, obviously happy to have another kid her own age around — at least, Lamiyah seemed her own age, though in reality she had more than a century on Polly. “I really like your dress.” 

   “Thank-you, Polly,” Lamiyah returned the smile, although hers was tighter and seemed a little forced to me. Her eyes never left Mister Long Brook, as though she was weighing and calculating the facts about him, trying to determine just what exactly he might be. 

   For his part, Mister Long Brook simply stared placidly back at Lamiyah, towering over her slender form, but not in a particularly menacing way. He simply waited for her to complete her assessment, regarding her with those calm red eyes. 

   It took a moment for me to realize what was actually going on here. Lamiyah and Mister Long Brook were communicating telepathically. The dead have no real need for verbal communication once they have left their physical body behind, but most of them keep up the ability to speak anyway, if for no other reason than that it will be needed again in their next physical incarnation; I had learned that spirits actually prefer to communicate directly with one another, mind-to-mind, because there is a much smaller chance of their meaning or intention being misunderstood using that method. 

   “None of the nuance is lost,” Lamiyah had explained to me once. “Human language is such a clumsy medium, Daniel. Can you imagine what life would be like upon your Earth if each person actually understood the other’s true meaning perfectly? If there were no miscommunication?” 

   Actually, I thought that I could, and based on what I’d learned in history class, most of our wars might never have happened if the leaders in charge of all those countries had been able to make themselves totally understood. No bluffing, no posturing, no misdirection…just absolute clarity. 

   Her earlier upset now forgotten, Polly went back to playing happily on the swing. The three of us flesh-and-blood types watched silently as Lamiyah and Mister Long Brook seemed to stare each other down, though there was nothing confrontational in their body language. At last, Lamiyah broke away and turned back towards us. 

   “This is a most extraordinary being,” she said at last. “Think of him as a psychic manifestation of all of the combined emotion, both good and bad, that has taken place within the sanatorium over the years — a kind of protector, if you will. Are you familiar with the expression ‘if only these walls could talk?’” We all nodded. “Well, this is more a case of ‘if these walls could come to life and walk.’ Mister Long Brook has no real name, and no gender as such, because he has never walked the Earth plane as a mortal human.” 

   “So, I get that Mister Long Brook is a sort of supernatural security system, but…he’s not a man at all, right?” I asked, feeling equally confused and fascinated. “I mean, I know you just said that he’s an ‘it’ not a ‘he’ or a ‘she,’ but it seems a little rude to call him an it…if that makes any sense.”  

   “Actually, referring to this entity as either a ‘he’ or a ‘she’ would be equally valid,” Lamiyah said. “Although Mister Long Brook — who loves the name that Polly has bestowed upon him, incidentally — appears in the physical form of an extremely strong male, he also possesses all of the ferocious maternal instincts of a female protecting her young whenever Polly is threatened — or even simply upset. He has already made short work of several dark entities in this place who have made that very mistake.” 

   “Dark entities?” Brandon interjected. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.” 

   “Nor should you,” Lamiyah said equably. “As I said upon my arrival, you are all in the gravest of danger.” She winced, and suddenly staggered a few steps backwards, as if she were about to faint.

    Lamiyah raised a hand to her temple, golden bangles jingling at her wrist, and for the briefest of instants I watched her body flicker out of existence like a candle flame, and then suddenly she was right back with us again, as solid as before. 

   “Lamiyah, are you okay?” I moved towards her, really starting to get worried now. I’d never seen her appear as weak as this before. Lamiyah was always completely calm and graceful, my rock when I was feeling vulnerable and emotionally unstable. It was hard seeing her get struck down like this, and to tell you the truth, it was freaking me out a little.

   “I am sorry, Daniel. There is evil here — great evil. The entire place reeks of it. I am afraid that I will not be able to remain in this place for long, or else I, too, will be overcome.” 

   Her body phased out and back in again, and it took slightly longer for her to return this time. 

   “Great evil?” Becky’s eyes were out on stalks. “What kind of evil? Do we need to leave?”

   “Yes, my dear.” For a girl of nine, Lamiyah had one heck of a commanding voice when she wanted to. The refined accent didn’t hurt either, like Peter Cushing ordering his Imperial minions around on the Death Star. “You must all leave this place immediately.” 

   “Uh…we can’t leave.” I explained all about the smashed-up engine on the SUV. In the background, Polly continued to swing, humming a wordless child’s tune as she worked her way higher and higher.     

   “Oh no,” Lamiyah moaned, screwing her eyes tightly shut. “We must hurry, because they are starting to awaken, and I have very little time left. Daniel, I shall be brief.” She opened her eyes and fixed me with her solemn gaze. “Get yourselves free of this place, even if you must do so on foot. I have just communicated with Mister Long Brook again, and he may protect you for a short time, to the best of his abilities — but you must remember that he is outnumbered, and despite his great strength, he may still be overpowered by those malevolent entities which inhabit this place. It would be unwise for you to rely on him to do any more than buy you time with which to make an escape.” 

   “Make our escape how?” Brandon wanted to know. “We’re in the middle of nowhere! You’re telling us to make a run for it in the dark?” 

   “I am telling you to do precisely that, Brandon Monroe.” I knew that tone well. It was the one Lamiyah used when she would accept no argument. “Because no matter what may await you in the darkness out there, it is as nothing compared to the horrors that you will find within these walls.” 

   “Well, that’s just freaking great.” There was a hysterical undertone to Brandon’s voice that I really didn’t like, even though I could understand it and even sympathize to a degree. This was starting to sound like the setup to an Insidious movie. 

   “Freaking out isn’t going to help.” Becky placed a supportive hand on his arm. I’d noticed that she did that a lot, and I felt dumb because I was a little jealous that he’d gotten the pat this time and not me. Grow up, dude. Way bigger fish to fry here. “We have our packs, right?” Brandon and I both nodded. “That’s pretty much all we need to get through the night, food and drink-wise at least. We’ll book it down the driveway, hit the Peak-to-Peak highway, and start making out way back towards Nederland. Hopefully it won’t be too long before we can flag down the first car heading that way, or maybe even get phone reception back.” 

   I wasn’t a huge fan of the idea, but I couldn’t see a better alternative. I’d seen the damage to the Blazer’s engine block, and even with my limited knowledge of auto repair (you could have written all I knew about cars on the surface of a postage stamp) I could tell that the SUV wasn’t starting any time soon, let alone driving anywhere. 

   “I fear that you have no other choice—”

   Cut off in mid-sentence, Lamiyah was suddenly gone. The portal that had brought her collapsed down to a pinpoint and disappeared, like the Deep Space Nine wormhole slamming shut. 

   “Lamiyah!” I yelled, suddenly feeling as though my lifeline had been cut. When it came to matters of the spirit world, Lamiyah had always been my security blanket, a sort of mother figure who not only helped keep me safe, but also put everything in perspective…and now she was gone. 

   I had no idea that things were about to get much, much worse. 

      

 

 

         

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

“Polly, it’s been really nice playing with you and Mister Long Brook, but now it’s time for us to leave.” 

   Although Becky was smiling, I could tell that she was having a hard time with the idea of leaving Polly here if the sanatorium really was inhabited by some dark and nasty entities. 

   I didn’t feel great about the idea either, but I took a little comfort from knowing that Polly had the giant man-shaped tank to protect her. Besides, she and Mister Long Brook had both survived and maybe even thrived here for years, hadn’t they? 

   Still, I felt like I had to at least make one more attempt to make her see the light…quite literally. Or at the very least, get her out of this place. I could worry about helping her cross over once we were all safe again. 

   “Polly, if you wanted to come with us…that would be okay. You could stay with me and my mom.” 

   “That’s very kind of you, Danny,” Polly said with a seriousness and dignity that seemed far beyond her years, “but I can’t. Who would look after Mister Long Brook?” She squeezed the giant’s hand affectionately, and I swear that for just a second, I saw the big lug smile right back at her. “Anyway, I need to be here when Mommy comes back to get me.” 

   I really, really wanted to tell Polly that her mom was waiting for her, but that she needed to accept that she was dead first, and then cross over into the Summerland, but I just couldn’t get the words out. The last time somebody had suggested to Polly that she might not be among the living any more, she had gone ballistic and caused Mister Long Brook to practically force me off the roof. There was no way I was going to risk that happening again, but I could at least do the next best thing. 

   “If you change your mind, Polly, just call out to Lamiyah, okay?” Polly nodded happily. “Lamiyah will come and help you out, I promise.” 

   “Okay, Danny. It’s a deal.” She beamed at me, and my heart practically melted. I felt totally comfortable making the promise on Lamiyah’s behalf; I knew Lamiyah well enough to be sure that she would drop everything to help out another little girl in distress. “I’m sorry that you have to go. Would you like me and Mister Long Brook to go with you to the door?”  

    “I’d like that very much, Polly.” 

   Stepping carefully past the wreckage of the shattered wooden door, our group of five made its way slowly into the dark stairwell. Becky had wanted to go first again, but Brandon had overruled her (and surprisingly, she had let him) and took the lead himself. Becky went in the middle, I was in third place, and the Polly/Mister Long Brook pairing brought up the rear. 

   Everything was going great until we reached the third floor landing. Then all of our flashlights died at the same time. 

   I couldn’t help it: I yelled. Even Brandon let out a tiny cry of surprise. To her credit, Becky was the only one who stayed completely calm. 

   “Hey guys, cut it out!” She was talking to thin air, but didn’t seem even the slightest bit self-conscious. 

   The stairwell was now almost totally pitch black, brightened only by the small amount of light coming in through the windows on each landing. 

   While it’s true that I can’t read minds, or anything even close to it, I knew exactly what we were all thinking right now: how did the batteries in three flashlights all crap out at the same time? However I spun it, I came up with an answer that I didn’t like one little bit.

   I pulled out my iPhone to check the charge on that, and found that it was down to 30% now. Tempting as it was to turn on its little built-in light, I knew that we might need it for something more urgent later on, and slipped it reluctantly back into the thigh pocket of my cargo pants.  Draining electrical devices was a classic method for spirits to power their own physical manifestations. The hairs went up on the back of my neck at the thought of just who might be trying to do that to us. 

   “We’ll just take it really slow,” Becky encouraged us, sounding surprisingly chipper. That girl must have quite the acting chops, I thought, because she sounded a heck of a lot more confident than I was feeling. 

   We began to move again, keeping to Brandon’s pace as he picked his way cautiously from step to step, one hand on the outer wall and the other sliding along the handrail. 

   What felt like an eternity later (but really couldn’t have been more than five minutes of actual time) we had made it safely to the ground floor. I’d deliberately avoided peeking out onto each of the balconies as we made our way down from floor to floor, not wanting  my worst fears to be confirmed by what I might see there. I could feel the energies inside the sanatorium starting to build, and not in a good way. This felt more like the negative energy that would be associated with darker spirits, completely different from the innocent, childlike vibe that I was getting from Polly. 

   Something was awakening within the walls of Long Brook Sanatorium, and whatever it was meant us nothing but harm. The power that I could sense growing slowly but surely in the background was something to be feared, not investigated. Our amateur ghost-hunting night was over, and it was time to change gears and switch over into escape mode. 

   Brandon led us out into the long, bare corridor that we had explored on our way up to the roof. We passed the kitchens on our right side, and damn me for a fool if I didn’t catch a glimpse of somebody moving around in there, a dark human-like shape that flitted quickly between two deep pools of shadow. We kept walking, but my mind wouldn’t stop turning the sighting over and examining it.

   It had struck me as being really odd. I mean, I would have expected the earthbound spirits haunting Long Brook to be those who had died here, the patients who had coughed up lungs full up blood in the rooms upstairs. Why would one of the cooks have returned here after their death? It was hardly the sort of joyful paradise on Earth that would attract the employees to come back and hang out in. 

   None of us were expecting the gunshot. 

   It was deafeningly loud in the close confines of the corridor, the after-echoes running along its entire length. In the split-second flash from the muzzle, I caught sight of a man’s figure standing at the far end of the corridor ahead of us, pointing what looked like a handgun straight at our group. 

   Then the hallway was plunged back into darkness and silence again. 

   We were all too shocked to scream. There was a moment of silence and stillness; everything seemed frozen, just as it had on the roof when Mister Long Brook had made his spectacular entrance.

   Suddenly, the dark form of the man began walking towards us, and a second man came out of the kitchen doorway behind me. I could see the cold shine of ambient light reflecting from a gun in his hand too.  

   “Don’t you take another step,” he growled, and that shattered the spell of immobility right there. 

   My eyes had gotten a little more used to the darkness since our flashlights had failed in the stairwell, so I was able to pick out Brandon tottering weakly for a couple of steps, reaching out an unsteady hand to support himself against the wall. I thought for a moment that he had perhaps been blinded by the flash, but then he slid limply down the wall and collapsed in a heap. 

   No, I realized, Brandon hadn’t been blinded at all. 

   Brandon had been shot.    

    

  

 

I wanted to stick around and help my friend, I really, truly did. That’s what my mind wanted to do, what my heart wanted to do — check on Brandon, and get him away from the lunatic that had shot him. 

   But that’s not what I actually did. 

   What I actually did was what any sane person would have done under those same circumstances, or so I would tell myself later on when it would keep me awake at night.

   I bolted. 

   Things got very confusing, and they got that way very quickly. My memory is still a little hazy now (gunfire in a pitch-black haunted building will play havoc with your sense of recall) but I remember turning around and slamming into a brick wall that I hadn’t even realized was there.

   It turned out that it wasn’t a wall at all, but rather the man-mountain called Mister Long Brook, who I’d forgotten was bringing up the rear along with Polly. The little girl squealed and simply disappeared into thin air, followed a second later by her protector. That was a handy little trick, if you could swing it. I was flesh and blood, though, and fully intended on staying that way. 

  I knew that I couldn’t run to either end of the corridor without running towards a gun, so that left me with no other real choice. I dived head-first through the nearest open window. 

   At least I landed on dirt and weeds rather than concrete, but it still knocked most of the air out of me in a whoosh. I rolled sideways, stalks of thick wild grass whipping against my face and stinging my cheeks. 

   From the sound of it, Becky must have had the same bright idea, though she would have implemented it way more gracefully than I did. I could hear a pair of feet land lightly in the grass behind me. 

   “Danny, come on!” It was Becky alright. She grabbed the back of my shirt in a bunched fist and half-dragged, half-carried me to my feet and into a run. 

   “You kids come back here!” one of the men yelled. “We ain’t gonna hurt you!” 

   Three crack-crack-cracks coming in rapid succession showed that for the lie that it was. Fortunately the bullets didn’t come anywhere close to us, and we could hear them zipping their way merrily through the tree branches away to our left. 

   Becky and I just kept running. We zig-zagged towards the wrecked Blazer. Don’t ask me why; maybe in my mind, I just thought it would make a decent shield against the random gunfire. Maybe we were just being drawn to it like moths to a flame. 

   Behind us, the two men let loose another couple of rounds. These came closer than the first shots had, but still missed us by a good ten feet or so.  

   Whoever these guys were, they weren’t among the dead former patients of the sanatorium. If I had to bet, I’d put my money on them being trespassers, the same as us. But if that was the case, why would they take potshots at a group of kids doing the same thing that they were? Being caught trespassing here was hardly worth killing us over, surely…what was it that they were so desperate to hide? 

   “Into the trees!” Becky hissed. Taking cover (or at least concealment) seemed like a great idea to me, so I followed her through the treeline and up the heavily wooded slope. 

   After we had climbed maybe a hundred feet, I realized that our pursuers would never be able to find us now, not until it was daylight at least. There was barely enough light from the stars and tiny crescent of moon for us to see by, so I began to feel a little more secure. Heck, Becky and I could barely see one another. “Who were those people?” 

   “No idea,” I shrugged invisibly. Then reality brought me crashing back down to Earth, and I added, “but I think they shot Brandon.” 

   “Oh my God…” Becky sounded close to tears, and frankly I couldn’t blame her. I felt close enough myself. This was supposed to be a fun and mildly scary overnight adventure (with hopefully a little romance thrown in), and now one of us might be dead. I felt myself slowly turning cold and numb inside, as though some great heavy rock was sitting in my guts. 

   Lamiyah tried to warn you, I thought guiltily, she told you there was great danger. Why couldn’t you have been more careful? 

   I felt a pair of arms around me, and realized that they were trembling. Then I realized that I was trembling too. For I don’t know how long, Becky and I just held one another, standing there underneath the canopy of leaves and branches on the hillside behind the sanatorium. 

   “So what are we going to do?” I said at last. 

   “Leave and get the cops,” she replied in a small, quiet voice.  

   “We can’t. We don’t know if Brandon is still alive, but I know that if we leave him, those men will be gone by the time we get back with the cavalry, and they’ll almost certainly have taken him with them.” I deliberately left out the part at the end that would have gone “or his body.” 

   “So what, then?” She sounded frustrated. I knew just how she felt. 

   “I think we have to go back.” 

   “Danny, those men have guns!” she hissed. 

   “I know, but it’s either that or risk losing Brandon forever. Besides, I don’t think he’s dead.” 

   “You don’t?” Sudden optimism blossomed in Becky’s voice. “How can you tell?” 

   “Well, I can’t be sure,” I hedged, “but I’m pretty sure that if Brandon had been killed, his spirit would have made contact with me by now...or I’d be able to sense it, at least — and it hasn’t. Not a peep.”

   “Then we have to try and find him,” she said defiantly. “Maybe those men think we’ve made a run for it by now. It’s what anybody with any common sense would have done.” Becky laughed, more than a little hysterically, I thought. It was a little forced, but if it was intended to keep my morale up, it was sort of working. 

   “It’s a really big building, but we can’t risk splitting up. We’ll go in through the front door this time, and just search floor by floor,” I decided on the spur of the moment. “Maybe I can ask Polly and Mister Long Brook to help out. We’ll cover much more ground that way.” 

   As plans went, it was hardly original  (or particularly brilliant) but it was the best we had to work with. 

   There was just enough starlight for us to work our way carefully out of the trees without getting poked in the eye by a branch, though I did accidentally snap one or two of them in the process. Each time I heard that telltale crack of breaking wood I would stop and strain my ears to listen, but nobody ever came to investigate. 

   Hugging the very edge of the treeline in order to provide a little concealment from hostile eyes, Becky and I skirted around the eastern edge of the sanatorium until we were positioned parallel to the front of the building. Seeing nothing obviously amiss, we made our way cautiously toward the front door, crouching in a duck-walk which was actually pretty pointless in terms of stealth value but at least made me feel a little bit better about being so exposed. 

   The front door was still wedged open, exactly as we had left it, with the chain still coiled neatly beside it. Remembering how loudly the door had creaked when we had opened it earlier that afternoon, I led Becky further along towards the western wings and clambered through the first window I found there, helping her through behind me. 

   The familiar, rounded shape of the stage told me that we were back in the dining hall again. Moving mostly by touch and feel this time, we ran the gauntlet of chairs and tables in order to get to the far end, where another doorway led to a long access corridor that was pretty similar to the one we had followed on the opposite side of the building.

   I tried really hard not to think of it as “the hallway where Brandon got shot,” hoping for all I was worth that my friend was still alive. 

   The shells of smashed-out windows ran along our left side, and on the right were a string of interior doors, spaced at fairly regular intervals. A lot of them opened out onto the same rooms that we had glanced into from that other hallway; the same kitchen from with the armed stranger had helped ambush us, laundry rooms, and administrative offices. All of them were dark and deserted, with no signs of life at all. 

   Finally we came to the first western stairwell. “Keep going west, or check the upper floors?” I whispered to Becky. Frankly, I had no idea what the right thing to do next was. It seemed like a coin-toss decision, and wasn’t like I could ask Lamiyah any more. She had been forced out by whatever malevolent presence held the sanatorium in its grasp.

   “Let’s try upstairs,” Becky shrugged, obviously as clueless as I was. We climbed carefully to the second floor, keeping to the sides of the staircase as much as possible, and prowled westward along the south-facing balcony, looking inside the first patient room that we came to. 

   It was every bit as empty as it had been when we had passed it in the fading light of the afternoon, yet I couldn’t help but notice that there was a subtle energy in the air that hadn’t been there before, kind of like an electro-static charge or the sort of ionization you get when there’s a thunderstorm on the way. 

   Something was building, I reminded myself. Long Brook was waking up, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to be here when it did. 

   “Hey,” Becky grabbed my arm to stop me from walking past the first room. “Why don’t we take the central hallway?” She was right, and I could have slapped myself for my own blind stupidity. Sticking to the north and south balconies might have given us a little more ambient light, but it would take twice as long to check all of the rooms. If we went down the pitch-black inner hallway, on the other hand, we’d be able to peek into the north and south patient rooms at practically the same time and clear them twice as fast. 

   “Good idea.”

   Leading the way, I stepped past the remains of the cast-iron bedframe and through the doorway that led out into the central corridor. Not a thing was moving.    

   I indicated that Becky should take the rooms on the north side, while I stuck to the south. 

   We worked our way methodically from doorway to doorway, peeking inside and clearing it. I don’t know why I thought that we might find Brandon up here, but we had to do something, and covering at least some of the vast amount of square footage in the sanatorium in search of our friend qualified in my book. 

   Lost in my own thoughts, I was jerked to a sudden stop when Becky grabbed my arm again. Annoyed, I was about to ask her just what the heck she thought she was doing, when I saw that she had a finger pressed firmly to her lips, giving me the universal sign for ‘shush!’ Obediently, I quit moving and just listened. 

   Then I heard it. 

   Oh crap, I thought. The sound of footsteps was slowly approaching, coming towards us from the far end of the central hallway. I couldn’t see anything yet, which was good news — if I couldn’t see the person making those sounds, hopefully they couldn’t see us either. 

   This time, it was my turn to grab Becky’s arm, and pull her gently but deliberately into the patient room on our ride. We could both hear the heavy, measured tread getting louder and louder as it approached.

   “Under the bed!” I hissed, dropping to my knees and slithering underneath the bedframe. It stank under here, and my knee started to get cold and damp. I must have slid into a small puddle of water. 

   I fit snugly under there, but there was no room left for Becky. Thinking on her feet, she quickly darted through the south-facing door and out onto the balcony. I caught a glimpse of her disappearing to the right, and realized that she was going to conceal herself under the bed in the neighboring room. 

   The fact that we were only going to be separated by a single brick wall was both comforting and strangely disconcerting; we were both so near and yet so far away from one another, and all that we could really do now was hunker down and hope for the best. 

   We didn’t have long to wait. I could hear the footsteps getting closer and closer. Every seven or eight steps they would stop, and I surmised that their owner was looking inside each room, perhaps checking it in the same way that we had. 

   From my hiding place, I had a pretty good view of the lower third of the room’s inner doorway. The shadowy figure of a man appeared in outline there, a dark shape against an even darker background. He seemed totally solid and didn’t have any spirit color to his outline, suggesting to me that he was a living, breathing human. 

   Apparently seeing nothing amiss in the room, the man walked on. He suddenly began to whistle, a low, melancholic tune that grated on my nerves like fingernails on a chalkboard. 

   Was this guy playing with us? Did he know that we were here, or was he just breaking the uncomfortable silence with a few whistled off-key notes? 

   All that and more went through my mind as I lay there, afraid to move a muscle, with just the pounding of my own heartbeat in my eardrums and the stink of who knew what as my only company. Knowing that Becky was behind that wall in the next room was admittedly a comfort, but a very small one indeed. 

   The whistling gradually receded into the distance, and I heard the jarring creak and slam of the southern balcony’s stairwell door opening and closing again. I let out the breath I had been deliberately holding, counted to fifty just to make doubly sure, and slowly slithered out from underneath the bed. 

   “And just what do you think that you’re doing under there?” said the voice, almost making my jump halfway out of my skin.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

I think that I deserve a lot of credit for not screaming my lungs out. As it was, the sudden shock almost stopped my heart stone cold dead, and I swear I must have jumped three feet into the air when the old woman spoke to me. 

   She was sitting up in bed — the same bed that I’d been hiding under — and watching me with great interest. 

   I would have put her age somewhere between seventy and eighty, and she couldn’t have weighed a pound more than I did. Wisps of thin gray hair were scattered across her balding scalp in sparse clumps, and while the skin of her face may have been creased and jowly, the sparkling blue eyes regarded me with a fierce intelligence. Yes, this lady was old, but she also looked formidable. 

   She was also outlined with a bright mauve radiance that lit up the room, so much so that I could actually see my way around it now. 

   “You never did answer my question, young man.”

   Hands folded patiently across her lap, the spirit lady was resting (perhaps hovering might have been a better word) at about roughly the same height as the mattress would have been during her time as a patient here. 

   “Well?” she prodded in a croaking, gravelly voice that had a distinctly Southern flavor to it. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you it was rude to keep a lady waiting?” 

   “Yes ma’am, she did,” I found myself answering automatically, my courteous upbringing causing the words to bypass my brain and head straight for my mouth. “I’m, uh, sorry, ma’am. The truth is, I needed a hiding place, and your bed was the closest one I could find.” 

   “Ah,” she said, as though that explained everything. “A hiding place. From whom, pray tell?” Her eyes suddenly darkened, and before I could answer she added, “Is it from him?” The word ‘him’ was practically spat with distaste. 

   “It was a man, ma’am, but I really don’t know his name.”  

   “You know,” she waved a hand airily. “The so-called surgeon…the German. What’s his name now…Spiessbach. I shall not dignify him with the title of ‘Doctor.’ He is more of a butcher than a physician.” 

   “I’m not sure, ma’am. Whoever it was…I think I’ve met this surgeon before, at least in one of my dreams…” 

   “He is more the stuff of nightmares than dreams,” she replied bitterly, and I was forced to agree with her one hundred percent. “A hideous, evil shell of a man, completely devoid of all decency or morality.”

   “Then yes, we’re probably talking about the same man. But I don’t know if that’s who was walking in the hallway just now, the whistling man. We heard him coming towards us and sort of panicked—” 

   “We?” The old lady was sharp, picking up on my use of the plural straight away. “Who exactly is we?” 

   “My friend Becky and I. She’s hiding next door, probably under the bed,” I explained. 

   “Well, you had better fetch her in here, child,” she chided me. “That’s old Billy Kraft’s room, and he can be a cantankerous sort with trespassers, if you take my meaning.” 

   “Yes, ma’am.” I ducked into the neighboring room and fetched Becky. Sure enough, she had been hiding under the bed in there, just as I had next door. 

   “I could hear a conversation,” she whispered, crawling out and getting slowly to her feet. She brushed herself off. “Were you talking to yourself?” 

   I shook my head. “There’s a sweet little old lady in there. I don’t know her name yet. She told me to go and fetch you.” 

   Becky’s eyes went wide. “Is she a…” Her voice trailed off. 

   “Ghost? Yup. But try not to worry, I don’t get the feeling that she’s a nasty one. She seems very friendly to me, and I can usually tell when it’s a dark spirit. Come on.” 

   I led Becky back next door. The old lady was still sitting up in bed, propped up on four or five transparent pillows that I hadn’t noticed before. She beckoned for us both to come in. 

   “Well hello, child,” she smiled at Becky, and it was a completely genuine and heartfelt one from what I could see. “My name is Matilda. Mrs. Matilda Sharpe, to be precise. And who might you be?” 

   “I’m Rebecca Page, Mrs. Sharpe, but my friends call me Becky.” 

   “Becky it is, then,” Mrs. Sharpe smiled in an eerie echo of Becky’s first meeting with my mom last night. “You must both call me Matilda. And you, young man; what is your name?” 

   “Daniel Chill, ma’am. Danny to my friends.” 

   “Danny.” She nodded graciously. “I am afraid that I have to ask — do your parents know that you are both prowling around an abandoned sanatorium in the middle of the night? 

   “Not exactly, Mrs S…Matilda, no.” I had decided that polite honesty was the best policy, which I’d found tended to be true in most of life’s uncertain situations.

   “I see.” Matilda managed to convey a sense of disappointment, but didn’t seem willing to make a big deal out of it. Instead, she asked in a jokey sort of way, how exactly we had come to find ourselves in a dead woman’s bedroom after lights-out? 

   “Well, we—wait a minute, you know you’re dead?” Becky could hardly believe her ears. 

   I, on the other hand, found it a little easier to swallow. Matilda seemed way too calm and accepting of her situation to be completely ignorant. 

   “Of course I know, child. I don’t rightly know what year it is, but I do know that I left that worn-out shell of a body behind on the 18th of November, 1967. It was one of those crisp, clear days where the sky is so beautiful and blue, but the wind…oh, that wind was so cold, and I don’t think my poor old bones could take it any more.” 

   She gazed nostalgically past both of us, looking out towards the balcony, her eyes focusing on that distant, far-off day. “I could hardly breathe, you see. The tuberculosis had got me, had got me real bad. All night long it was cough cough cough. With the coughing came the shaking and the shivering, and I guess that cold November wind was just the icing on the cake.” 

   Matilda sighed, managed a smile when she looked back at us again. The smile was tinged with sadness. “And so, here we all are,” she said finally, with just a hint of a tear in her eye. Becky reached out a hand in that now-familiar way she had of showing support, but it passed straight through Matilda’s arm. 

   Carefully, I lowered myself down and took a seat on the edge of the bed. It protested a little, but still took my weight. That was a safe bet, given how light I was. Somebody Brandon’s size would have probably collapsed it…I suddenly felt as though a bucket of cold water had been dumped over my head. 

   Brandon. 

   We had to get moving again, had to find him before something even worse happened to him. We needed to get back on point, I knew, but first I wanted to satisfy my curiosity a little.  

   “Matilda, the year is 2015; that means you have been here for…” I did the mental math quickly, “forty-eight years. Why didn’t you cross over when it was your time? Why don’t you just cross over now?”

   Mrs. Sharpe looked up at me. Iridescent blue tears spilled over her cheeks as she said, “Oh, you silly boy. Do you think that I don’t want to…that all of us here don’t want to? He keeps us here, Danny. He won’t allow any of us to leave.” 

   “Who?” I asked, afraid that I already knew the answer. 

   “The butcher,” she replied in a sad, hollow voice. “Spiessbach.”

   “He’s keeping you here?” 

   “Yes. Me, and hundreds of others. He sends his nurses and orderlies for us, night after night. There is no mercy, no respite from it…the torture never ends, child. They come and they take us away, up to that operating room of his, and then they…” She broke off into a string of sobs that caused Becky to flash me a ‘stop upsetting her’ look. “They cut into you, with scalpels and saws,” she went on, the words rushing out in a torrent as if, now that they had started, the truth refused to be stopped. Neither would the tears. “They slice and they poke, and they stick needles into you all over, until it feels like the pain is all there is in the world; and then…this is the worst part, children…then it actually starts to feel better, and for one or two blissful moments afterward, you think: ‘this is it, I’ve been cured!’ But you haven’t been cured!”

   Matilda slammed a frail hand down against the side of the bed, or at least she tried to; the transparent fist simply passed right through the frame, just as Becky’s hand had done when she had attempted to comfort the distressed old lady.

   “He’s still operating on them — just like he did when the sanatorium was still open,” I said, half to myself. 

   A lot of people don’t know this, but the body of a ghost or spirit can still sustain injuries and trauma from others of their kind if they get into a fight on the earth plane. 

   What they can’t be is killed. The worst that happens if one spirit tries to harm another is a series of similar injuries to those that would have been inflicted on a flesh-and-blood human body, and those injuries would hurt every bit as much; but the crucial difference was that the spirit body would always dissolve, return to the Summerland, and heal up, finally coming back as good as new.  

   “Who is? This ‘Spiessbach’ guy — the doctor?” Becky demanded. “Because he sounds like a complete psycho. If it’s the one I’m thinking of, his name came up a couple of times when I was reading up on this place, but I don’t remember a whole lot about him, other than he was accused of doing some shady stuff to patients.” 

   “I don’t know a heck of a lot either, and I’m not sure that I want to.”

   “If there’s anything you need to know about that piece of human filth, I can probably help you out.” 

   The new voice startled us both, but at least Matilda seemed pleased to see the big figure now looming in the doorway, so I took it on faith that he was one of the good guys.

   “Well, good evening Mr. Kraft. Billy,” she said, smiling through the tears. “I hear tell that you’ve had a young lady hiding under your bed.”

   Matilda gave Becky a teasing look, and although I couldn’t really tell in the dim ghostly light that filled the room, I would have bet my last dollar that Becky had blushed a deep crimson at that. 

   “Sure enough, although we didn’t have much time to get acquainted. Good evening, young lady. My name is William Kraft, though most folks just call me Billy.” He bowed gracefully, or at least tried to. Billy was a big man, probably close to three hundred pounds, and he didn’t look like the sort of dude you wanted to get on the wrong side of. His head was completely bald — by choice, I thought, rather than illness — and a long handlebar mustache that drooped on either side of his severe mouth made him look as though he was some kind of walrus.   

   “Hey, Billy,” I nodded warily. “Pleased to meet you.” 

   “Whassup?” he returned the nod. We sized one another up, and both came to the same conclusion: Billy could probably have had me for breakfast if he had wanted to. I really wasn’t much of an Alpha Male, whereas Billy, on the other hand, radiated a don’t mess with me vibe that I was picking up loud and clear. “That Nazi turd up to his old tricks again?” 

   “Now, William — simply because somebody is from Germany, does not make them a Nazi!” Matilda scolded him, though she really wasn’t putting much effort into sounding scathing. 

   “True enough,” Billy shot back, “and I’ve known more than a few Germans in my time — them as I fought against in the war, and a good few others besides. A lot of them were decent folks, as best I could tell, but Spiessbach’s something else entirely. He’s the genuine article, an honest-to-God Nazi war criminal, hiding in plain sight here in the beautiful state of Colorado, U-S-A.” 

   “A freaking Nazi?” My mind boggled. This was straight out of one of those old war movies that Dad had liked so much, like The Longest Day or A Bridge Too Far. “For real?”

   Billy nodded solemnly. His aura pulsed from blue to red for an instant, though whether with annoyance, anger, or sadness, I really couldn’t make out. 

   “For real.” 

   “I’m not doubting your word, sir,” I said hastily, raising my hands defensively. “It just seems a little hard to believe, that’s all…I thought all the Nazis were gone a long time ago.” Which wasn’t strictly true, I realized, because I’d seen American History X (Mom really hadn’t liked that) and knew from the movie that the Nazis still had a following in America, and probably elsewhere around the world to some degree. 

   “Spiessbach is dead. Just like me. Just like Matilda here.” Billy’s tone was matter-of-fact, but it brought Mrs. Sharpe to tears again. 

   “Now Billy,” she sniffed, “you know I don’t like talking about that.” 

   “It’s the truth though, ain’t it?” Billy shrugged. “No sense sugar-coating it, not even for the children here.” 

   Becky shot him a who do you think you’re calling children? look, to which he seemed totally oblivious. I was impressed. There weren’t too many people who were impervious to Becky’s pointed looks. 

   “The damned TB got you, Matilda, and it got me too. It would have gotten Spiessbach as well, if he hadn’t done the job himself first.” 

   “I remember reading about that,” Becky nodded. “Spiessbach killed himself in his office, didn’t he?” 

   “Uh-huh,” Billy nodded. “In his private office downstairs. Went in one day, closed and locked the door behind him, plunked his butt down in that big, high-backed leather chair he always liked so much, then put the barrel of a Luger in his mouth and pulled the trigger. I don’t think he had much in the way of brains, but what little he had repainted the walls and ceilings of that office.” He chuckled sardonically. “Didn’t matter how much they scrubbed it and scrubbed it, they could never get the stains out. They tried painting over it, in the end. Didn’t work. Wall still looks pink.”

   I was intrigued. “Why did he shoot himself, Billy?”

   Billy hooked a thumb in his belt. “Couple reasons, Danny. I can call you Danny, right? Great. Number one, the way I heard it at least, the Israelis were catching up with him. Spiessbach was a doctor in the German military back in World War Two. Heard a lot of rumors that he experimented on American and allied soldiers back then, in prisoner-of-war and maybe even the concentration camps. The Israelis ain’t known as a forgiving people, and rightly so. They spent years hunting down Nazis after the war, men and women who had fled Germany and gone underground all around the world. Turns out a bunch of ‘em came here to America, strangely enough; set up new lives under fake new names and tried to lay low.” 

   “But isn’t ‘Spiessbach’ a German name?” Becky asked.

   “That it is, young lady,” Billy agreed, “and it weren’t the one he was born with, neither, but he was too proud — no, too damned arrogant — to completely cover up his German heritage. To us, he’s the high-falutin’ Dr. Marko von Spiessbach, and it don’t really matter none what name he went under back in the Forties, does it?” 

   We all shook our heads. Billy was right. A war criminal was a war criminal by any name. 

   “It is a little weird that he’d keep a German name though,” I thought out loud. 

   “Stupid, yes — but not all that weird. The man’s got an accent as thick as molasses, kiddo. There ain’t no disguising it, so he probably figured, ‘why even bother?’ Anyways, Mossad — that’s the Israeli secret service to you and me — picked up his trail, one way or another. They tracked him here to Colorado and I guess the word must have gotten out that their agents were coming for him, and that’s why he did what he did.” 

   Billy formed the shape of a gun with two fingers and mimed putting it into his mouth and shooting himself with it, throwing his head backwards with pretend-shock. The fact that his body was semi-transparent only made it all the more bizarre. 

   “Spiessbach had been…well, in our day we called it something different, but I guess you kids would have said ‘making out’ with one of the senior nurses that worked for him. The rumor was that he had gotten her in the family way, if you take my meaning. If word had gotten out, it would have been a really big deal. She was married, you see, to some guy who had nothing to do with Long Brook. Even had her own family with him. Sad, really.” 

   Becky and I looked at one another uncomfortably. Even Matilda seemed embarrassed at the subject, and sensing it, Billy cleared his throat and moved on hurriedly. 

   “Anyway, when Spiessbach found out that the Israelis were closing in on him, they got into a murder-suicide pact, the pair of ‘em. He shot her first, and then himself right there after. Considering what they’ve both done to the people of this sanatorium ever since then, I’d say it wasn’t much of a tragedy that they decided to off themselves…except for her having been pregnant, and having deprived her own children of their mother too. That strikes me as a real shame,” Billy finished earnestly.

   “You said there were two reasons why he killed himself,” Becky pointed out. “If Mossad catching up with him was the first one, was tuberculosis the other?” 

   “Partly. You see, Spiessbach was up to some pretty gnarly stuff up here,” Billy explained, using his beefy paws for emphasis. “Looks like once he left ze Fatherland for the last time—” putting two fingertips under his nose and making a mock-Nazi salute with the other hand, he did a very un-PC Hitler imitation— “and came to the land of the free,  the good doctor never lost his taste for experimentation.” He shrugged, then mimed cutting open an invisible patient with an invisible scalpel. “Mrs. Sharpe here calls him ‘the Butcher,’ and she’s not far wrong on that account. I don’t know what his motivations were…what they are…but there was nothing he wouldn’t try on the poor, unfortunate souls that those nincompoops at the state blindly entrusted into his care.” 

   “And he’s still at it,” Matilda wailed. Becky moved to put an arm around her, before checking herself when she remembered that it would only sink right through her. “Every night, Becky…every night, he comes for us, him and his goons. They cart us off to the operating room and they…they…” She simply couldn’t finish, breaking down into a fresh round of sobs and wails. 

   “There, there,” Billy dropped a comforting arm around her shoulders. He looked me right in the eye, then did the same thing to Becky. “Matilda’s right, guys. Every evening after dark, they come for somebody new. Sometimes three, four, or more on one night, depending on his mood, I guess.” 

   “Even you?” Becky asked, wide-eyed. 

   “Even me,” Billy confirmed darkly. “I’m a big, strong guy, sure — but there are always more of them than there are of us. Not to mention the fact that I’m usually a lot weaker than I look. That’s the lung-rot, see? I figured it would go away when I died, but it didn’t. Damn thing’s still here, making my afterlife miserable.” 

   He tapped his chest with a pointer finger. Almost as an afterthought, Billy coughed, bringing a clenched fist up to cover his mouth. I’d never seen a spirit’s face turn red before, but if it had been possible, Billy ought to have done it just then — the cough was that harsh on the ear. I winced with sympathy. 

   “I just don’t get it.” Becky stood, pacing the cramped confines of the bedroom as she talked. She made a deliberate effort not to actually walk through Billy, whose considerable frame filled the exterior doorway. “You guys are ghosts, right…spirits? I don’t mean to be rude, but why would anybody want to do surgery on you? I mean, it wouldn’t work! How could it?”

   “The young lady is absolutely right,” Matilda said to me, absently dabbing at her teary eyes. Then she turned to look at Becky. “But he’s mad, you see. Totally and utterly stark raving mad.” 

   An insane spirit? I pondered the idea for a moment, and decided that it might make sense. I hadn’t been aware of my Deadseer gifts for long enough to know more than the tiniest fraction of what there was to know about the spirit realm, but the idea of insanity being brought across along with the soul when it transitioned over wasn’t a big stretch for me to believe. I would have to ask Lamiyah, the next time I saw her… 

   That thought sent a sharp stab of fear through me, making my stomach churn. I didn’t even know whether I would ever see Lamiyah again, after what had happened earlier. On the other hand, after those two lunatics had started firing off guns in the downstairs hallway, I might end up seeing a whole lot more of Lamiyah in the very near future, if I didn’t make it out of Long Brook alive…and that got me thinking about Brandon once again. 

   We were getting distracted again, and needed to get ourselves back on track if there was going to be any hope of us rescuing him. I opened my mouth to say just that, but before I could speak, Billy got in first. 

   “Spiessbach ain’t evil for the sake of being evil, guys. Not many people really are, when you think about it. Matilda’s right; he’s crazy through and through, and that’s why he keeps cutting up the poor souls that he’s kept trapped here. They’re bound to him, you see, the same in death as they…as we, were in life; but he ain’t torturing us just for the sake of it. In his mind, he ain’t even torturing us at all. In his own nutty way, I think Spiessbach genuinely wants to cure us, and he works hour after hour to try and find a treatment that will do the trick.”

   “But it’s the Twenty-First Century!” Becky pointed out, smacking a clenched fist into her palm for added emphasis. “We can treat tuberculosis now, with drugs and stuff like that. It’s not necessary to cut people up any more.” 

   “Becky, you have to understand that for you it’s the Twenty-First Century, and for him it’s the Twenty-First Century,” Billy said in an entirely reasonable tone of voice, nodding towards me, “but you have to remember that for me, for the lovely Matilda here, and most importantly of all for Dr. Spiessbach, there ain’t no such thing. The clock stopped for us when we died. Spiessbach might as well be trapped in the Fifties or Sixties, you see. Time’s standing still for him, and for everybody else stuck behind these walls. So he’ll just keep slicing and dicing us, taking out ribs and deflating lungs, and none of it will work, because none of it can work, and we’ll go on like that until the end of time if something isn’t done.” He blew out a long, exasperated sigh, and I was sure that I could hear genuine despair lurking hiding behind it.

   “Well, I think we can do something about it.” Becky stopped pacing. “Danny, you know all about this. How do we—” She stopped suddenly, in mid-sentence, and cocked her head to one side as she listened intently to something I couldn’t hear yet. Then I did hear it. Footsteps, walking at a fast pace along the outside balcony. Footsteps that were coming our way  

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

I would come to find out later that his name was Jacob Dickes, although he preferred to go by ‘Jake.’ Jake was in his late twenties, and powerfully built. The dude obviously worked out. 

   My first thought, when he appeared behind Billy in the doorway to Matilda’s room, was that the wispy mustache that clung to his top lip was going to make it really difficult to take the guy seriously. It was the kind that some of the kids at school like to call a ‘molestache,’ because it looked like it belonged on a molester or something, I guess. Despite the shock of his appearance, I broke out into a nervous smirk. 

   But then my second thought was: scratch that. Because the gun he was pointing straight at me was making me want to take him very, very seriously indeed. Suddenly, the molestache wasn’t even remotely funny any more. My entire world had narrowed down to just the doorway, Billy’s semi-transparent body, and above all else, the ominous black muzzle of the handgun. 

   “Got yer!” he said triumphantly. “You, put your hands where I can see ‘em.” He nodded at me, then turned the gun on Becky, who was pressing herself backwards into the shadows of the opposite doorway, the one that led into the central corridor. “Yours too. Up where Jakey can see ‘em, now. Nice and slow. That’s it.” 

   We both raised our hands slowly into the air, palms facing forwards to show that they were empty…at least, mostly empty, because I was still clutching a flashlight in my right hand. 

   Jake took a couple of steps backward onto the balcony. The moonlight gleamed on the barrel of his gun, making it even harder for me to tear my eyes away from it; but despite that, something else had caught my attention, and a few seconds later Jake confirmed it when he mumbled around a mouthful of chewing tobacco for Becky and I to step out there onto the balcony with him. 

   “The pair of you, get your butts out here.” 

   The pair of you, I repeated softly to myself. He doesn’t know about Billy and Matilda. He can’t see them. 

   It had always fascinated me how some people could see ghosts (under the right circumstances) and others never could, no matter what. Becky couldn’t normally see them, for example, but obviously Billy and Matilda had wanted to be seen, because we’d all just had a conversation together as if we were four living, solid people. The same had been true with Lamiyah earlier tonight, and also with Polly and Mister Long Brook.  

   We hesitated. Jake didn’t like that one bit. 

   “I said get out here!” 

   I thought that people only fired warning shots on TV and in movies. Boy, was I wrong. From only six feet away, the sound was deafening. Becky squealed and I’m pretty sure I did too. The bullet missed both of us—  I’m pretty sure that it was meant to, because nobody short of an Imperial Stormtrooper could have missed us at that close range unless they had wanted it that way —and ricocheted from the floor into one of the walls, shattering the plaster and what was left of the drywall.

   The ghosts of Billy and Matilda had vanished, throwing the room back into near-total darkness again. I moved slowly out onto the balcony, heading towards the dim outline of the man with the gun. As I came through the outer doorway I must have blocked Jake’s line of sight towards Becky for just a moment, and that was all the break she needed. 

   Becky took off. I could hear her footsteps pounding away from us along the central corridor. She was heading toward the main building, unless the acoustics were playing tricks on my ears. 

   “Hey!” Jake yelled. I couldn’t see his features well because of the gloom, but his body language was telling me that he was torn about whether to go after her, or stay here and keep control of me. After a few seconds of indecision, he obviously decided to try and do both. A tattooed fist grabbed the front of my shirt. Jake began to drag me along the length of the balcony in the same direction that Becky had fled.

   “You’re too late, man. You’ll never catch her now. She’ll be back with the cops in no time.” I hoped that I sounded braver and more confident than I felt. 

   Jake rewarded me with a growled “shut up!” and smacked me around the back of the head with his knuckles. White dots exploded in front of my eyes, making me gasp as pain flared through the rear of my skull. 

   He was picking up the pace now. I struggled to keep up and to keep my balance. My eyes were watering, making my vision blur. As we passed patient room after patient room, I could see the ghostly blue outlines of the occupants smudged against my field of vision. Some were sitting up in their beds, while others were standing in their doorways, all of them taking a keen interest in the goings-on. 

   Long Brook really was beginning to wake up, and unless I was reading the energies wrong, it wasn’t going to be in a particularly welcoming mood.       

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

I was hoping that Becky was smart enough to just head for the closest exit and take cover in the trees, then work her way towards the highway. There’s no way anybody would be able to track her down if she kept her wits about her and just stuck to the treeline. 

   At least, I hoped not. 

   We had reached the end of the patient wing, the point at which it joined the main administration building. Jake hustled me into the stairwell. I was out of breath and wheezing from the exertion of being dragged the full length of the balcony, so the rest was actually kind of welcome. 

   What wasn’t welcome was the circle of cold metal that I suddenly felt pressed against my right temple. There was an ominous click. 

   Who the hell was this psycho? 

   “You had better get yourself back out here, Missy. I’ve got a gun to your little buddy’s head, and if you ain’t out here by the count of three, I’m gonna blow what passes for his brains right out of his skull. One…”

   Jake didn’t get to count to two. 

   We were both motionless on the landing. The only light came from outside, bleeding in through the open window behind us, and it was just enough that I could make out each individual step on the staircase and the handrail that ran along the outer wall. She was heard before she was seen, tentative little footsteps on the landing above us, one after the other. They were coming slowly towards us down the stairs. 

   “That’s right,” Jake encouraged, his voice sounding far creepier than anything else we’d encountered so far tonight. “You come on down here, honey, and nobody has to get hurt. I just need to talk to you, see? Then you and your pals can go.” 

   Pals? Did that mean that Brandon was still alive? I sure hoped so. I hadn’t seen any blood when he went down, but it was so hard to tell in the chaos of the moment. 

   Hope suddenly surged up inside me at the prospect of him being okay after all. 

   But what emerged from the switchback on the staircase wasn’t Becky at all; it was Polly. And from the way I felt the muzzle of the gun suddenly break contact with my skin, I knew that Jake had to be able to see her too. 

   “What the…” The big creep was lost for words, and looking at it from his point of view, it wasn’t difficult to see why. 

   Polly was outlined in a blazing red and orange light that danced like the flames around the Eye of Sauron. From the way that her aura reflected on the wall and ceiling, it looked almost as if the staircase was on fire. More disturbing than that was the intense look of aggression on Polly’s face. She was pretty angry at him right now. 

   Yep, Jake’s first exposure to the truth of life after death was an enraged, little girl who was glaring daggers at him as she descended slowly and deliberately, getting closer and closer with every passing second. Oh, and he could see through her body, which had to be massively freaking out his tiny little brain. 

   Polly raised her arm and pointed straight at him. “You are a very, very bad man.” 

   Uh-oh. She was angry alright. That tone was scaring the crap out of me, and I hadn’t even done anything to get on her bad side. 

   “You need to let Danny go, bad man. You need to let him go right now.”

   I looked up at Jake’s face, now lit up in the false firelight streaming from Polly’s spirit body. His eyes were wide and gleaming, and his mouth flapped open and shut repeatedly as he searched for the right words — any words. Finally, he settled upon the classic thug line: “or what?” 

   There were only four stairs between her and us now. Polly dropped her accusatory finger and responded simply, “Or you’ll get hurt. Badly.” 

   Jake’s manic laugh echoed hollowly up and down the enclosed stairwell. It sounded much more hysterical than amused. 

   “Listen to the little ghost girl threaten me!” he cackled, bringing the gun up to point towards her. “Who’s going to hurt me, kid — you?” 

   Polly took another step down towards him, and suddenly the pistol cracked twice in quick succession. I slapped my hands up to my ears, practically deafened in the confined space. 

   The bullets passed straight through Polly’s body and plunged into the wooden stairs behind her. 

   “No, not me,” she said quietly, not in the least bit flustered by the noise and flash of the gunfire. “I won’t hurt you. It’s not nice to hurt people. But Mister Long Brook will.”

   “Oh man, you are so screwed.” 

   I couldn’t help it. It just popped right out of my mouth. And there he was, standing at the top of the staircase, outlined in the same angry red-and-orange firelight that surrounded Polly; his was both brighter and much more intense, though, a raging inferno when compared to her tiny campfire aura. 

   Jake’s grip on me was all but forgotten, and luckily I had the presence of mind to take full advantage of his distraction. I had never been very strong and I had lost all three of the fights I had ever gotten into with bullies, but it’s amazing what fear and adrenaline can do to motivate you. 

   I balled up my right hand into a fist and drove it straight into Jake’s crotch. As hard as I possibly could. 

   To his credit, he didn’t drop the gun, but the douchebag folded in half, his left hand dropping to protect his injured, extremely sensitive parts. Throwing the rickety old door open on rusted hinges, I bolted out onto the balcony, determined to put some distance between us. 

   Becky was peeking out from around the doorframe of the third patient room along, and she beckoned frantically towards me with one hand, the other holding a warning finger up to her lips in a shushing sort of way. 

   After hastily joining Becky in the empty patient room, I turned and could hear Mister Long Brook bounding down the stairs, probably taking them three at a time, and passing through Polly on the way down. Jake barely had time to squeeze off two more shots, both of which must have passed harmlessly through the two angry spirits, before the huge creature slammed into him and knocked him off his feet, sending him sprawling onto the balcony in front of us. 

   Mister Long Brook opened what must have been a mouth (though I couldn’t see any teeth or a tongue in there, just more blackness) and bellowed. I couldn’t help flinching. 

   Peeking out from behind one of his massive legs, Polly watched with a weird, mischievous little smile as Jake hit the ground hard and slid maybe ten or fifteen feet, cracking his head against the brick parapet along the way. 

   “Damn, but that had to hurt,” I whispered, shaking my head sympathetically. Then I remembered that this slime had just held a gun to my head and threatened to kill me. The sympathy dissolved pretty quickly after that.

   Shaking his head like a disorientated drunk, Jake somehow propped himself up on his elbows. He obviously had no idea what had just hit him, his face a slack, expressionless glaze. A thin line of drool dribbled down from his lower lip. I watched in horrified fascination as the slobber settled on his chest. 

   It was a good thing that the glass panes were long gone from the windows of those patient rooms, because the next roar from Mister Long Brook would have been loud enough to shatter them all outright. The giant began to plod purposefully towards Jake, who retained at least enough presence of mind to recognize imminent danger when it was bearing down on him. 

   Clawing at the brickwork for support, Jake somehow dragged himself to his feet, then turned tail and ran as best he could, fleeing down the long balcony towards the next stairwell. After he had made it about twenty feet, he turned and risked a quick glance over his shoulder at his pursuer. 

   Mister Long Brook was picking up the pace as well, lumbering faster and faster along the balcony and slowly closing the gap between them both. 

   “He really shouldn’t have upset Mister Long Brook,” Polly said sadly, shaking her head as she watched the predator and his prey disappear into the far shadows. 

   Jake must have realized that he was never going to make the stairwell before Mister Long Brook caught up with him, so in a fit of desperation he cut sharply to his right, ducking into one of the patient room doorways. 

   Before Polly’s protector even made it to that same doorway, there came a startled, high-pitched scream from inside the room. 

   “Come on!” Becky urged, grabbing my sleeve and leading me along to investigate. 

   The big spirit form now stood motionless in the doorway, simply staring down at the luminous little circle that I quickly realized was one of the glow sticks we had planted earlier to identify the many treacherous holes that were present in the rotting floor. A cloud of dust was still rising up from this particular hole, probably kicked up when a panicky Jake had fallen through it. 

   “We should go and check on him,” I said, without any real enthusiasm. 

   “What we should be doing is finding Brandon,” Becky argued pointedly. 

   “I know, but at the very least, we need to take that pistol away from him,” I countered. Becky sighed. 

   “Alright, you have a point there.”

   We made our way back down to the ground floor again, backtracking into the dining hall. Becky and I moved slowly in the near-darkness, keeping one eye on the ceiling until we finally found Jake’s body. 

   He was lying on his back, arms and legs sprawled out in all directions. It would have been easy to mistakenly think that he was just sleeping, if it weren’t for the grotesque angle that his head and neck had been twisted into when his body had landed on the hard concrete — well, that and the pool of dark blood that was spreading slowly from underneath his head. 

   I looked up, estimating the distance between the floor and the hole in the ceiling as being something like twenty feet. 

   “I’ve got my CPR card,” Becky said briskly, taking a knee and reaching out to press two fingers against the side of Jake’s neck. She kept them there for what seemed like an hour before shaking her head solemnly. “There’s no pulse. I’m afraid he’s dead.” 

   “Where’s the gun?” I wondered, looking around the body for it. The thing must have been dropped when he landed and skittered away somewhere. It took a few minutes of hunting, but I finally found it underneath one of the old wooden tables. 

   “Do you know how to use one of those things?” Becky asked doubtfully as I approached, holding the gun awkwardly in my right hand. I shrugged. 

   “Pointy end towards the man?” I quipped. The Princess Bride quote just made Becky roll her eyes. “Look, I’ve never used one before, if that’s what you’re asking. My dad was a Marine, but he didn’t teach me how to shoot. I mean, he offered, but I was never that interested. Kind of wish I had been, now,” I finished glumly. 

   “Give it to me.” Becky held out an expectant hand. I carefully handed her the gun, making very sure to keep my fingers away from the trigger. She took the weapon confidently, ejected a round from the chamber, dropped the magazine out, and squinted to check it in the darkness. Unable to figure out how many bullets were left, she went over to the large window where the ambient light was a little better. “Looks like seven rounds left,” she said to herself, putting the magazine back into place (after replacing the ejected round) and racking the slide back with a click-clack that sounded like ice shattering. “I’ve gone with Dad to the range a few times,” she explained, catching sight of my raised eyebrows. “He usually lets me put a few rounds down too, when he’s in a good mood.”

   “I’m sold. You’re the expert.” If she was expecting some sort of macho, Alpha-Male BS from me, it wasn’t going to happen. I was more than happy to let somebody who had actually fired a gun take charge of one. 

   “Cool.” Looking down at Jake’s dead body, we both fell silent. “It’s really a shame that he died,” she said at last. 

   “It was a total accident. Besides, this was not a nice guy. He tried to kill us, and either him or his buddy shot Brandon, remember?” 

   “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” Becky side, tucking the gun into the waistband of her pants just like a Hollywood cop. “Okay, so what next…we need to find Brandon, right?” 

   “Right,” I agreed. “Let’s go and check that back hallway again. Jake and his friend surprised us back there. Maybe we can figure out where they came from, and where they’ve taken Brandon.”

   “Is it just me, or did it suddenly get really cold in here?” Becky was shivering, wrapping her arms around herself in an effort to stay warm. I frowned. The air did suddenly feel a whole lot colder. And that had to mean—

   “Step back, Becky. Now.” 

   I ushered her away from Jake’s corpse, just in time for his spirit form to rise up and out of the skin and bones that had once housed it and stand over it in bewilderment, staring down at a lifeless mirror image of its own face. A silver cord connected his astral body to the dead physical version of itself, extending from his ankle like one of those bracelets the cops use to keep tabs on offenders. 

   “What the hell is happening?” Jake sobbed, trying to touch the dead body’s face and seeing his blue-limned hand pass through its cheek and nose as though it were a hologram. 

   “Take it easy, man.” I held up my arms in what I hoped was a placating way. “You’re dead now, and you have to learn to accept that.” 

   “Danny, who are you talking to?” 

   “It’s Jake, Becky. He’s in his spirit body now.” She squinted towards Jake’s corpse, but obviously couldn’t see the ghost standing just behind it, who was having a major freak-out about his totally unexpected arrival into the afterlife. 

   “Oh my God, man!” Jake wailed. Tears were streaming down his face. “I knew I shouldn’ta gotten involved in all this. Easy money, my ass. I shoulda listened! I should never have come here…” He kept going on in that same vein, and I just let him rant. People coped with the stress of passing over in very different ways. Those who died suddenly, or maybe didn’t believe in the possibility of life after death, tended to suffer the most and have the roughest transition. It looked like Jake was going to be in that camp. 

   “Danny, let’s go,” Becky hissed. “Whatever it is he’s doing or saying, he can’t hurt us now, right?” 

   “Not really,” I agreed. “But just wait a second. Jake, listen to me. Jake!” I had to practically yell in his face, but I finally got his attention. “Remember me? You know, you held a gun to my head upstairs?” 

   “You can see me, kid? How the hell does that work?” Jake was trembling, and I needed to stay right there in front of him and keep him focused on me in order to get the answers I wanted. 

   “I can see dead people. Natural talent. Don’t worry about it.” I dismissed it with a wave of my hand. “Look, man, if you want to go somewhere…nicer when the light comes for you, it would be a good idea for you to answer some of my questions.” 

   “I’m a Catholic,” Jake whined, crossing himself in a pathetic attempt to win the head honcho judge in the sky over in his favor. The whines turned to sobs really quickly. So much for him being a tough guy. I’d seen five year-olds with more backbone. “I’ve been a good Catholic, man. Tell me I ain’t going down there, to that place…”

   Now was going to be my best chance to get something useful out of him. I decided to grab it with both hands.   

   “Oh, you’re going down, man. Like, downstairs to the basement, where it’s really good and hot. It’s pitchforks and pyromania time in Hell, Jake.”

   Jake sank to his knees and began to pray, clasping his trembling hands together as he muttered desperately for some way to escape from what he believed was an express elevator to Hell. He began to jabber and tremble. 

   Man, it was pathetic. 

   “On the other hand, I could maybe put in a good word for you. You know…with the spirits” It was said casually, but it sure got his attention right away. 

   “You’d really do that for me? Really, man?” The new-found hope I could hear in his voice was even more pathetic than the desperation had been. 

   “I might,” I hedged. “Might. But you have to do something for me first.” 

   “Anything, dude. Just name it. Anything!” Jake was full-on begging now. I’m not gonna lie — it was more than a little satisfying to hear. Put a gun to my head? 

   “You have to tell me where you took my friend.” He looked puzzled. “You know, my friend. The one you shot.” 

   “Oh, that kid. He ain’t dead. Bullet grazed him, but he didn’t die.” 

   Becky and I shared a look. I could tell that the sense of relief she was feeling must have matched mine. Brandon was alive. 

   “So where did you take him?” I pushed. 

   “Tony took him down to the cellar. He’s still down there, keeping an eye on the kid. I came up here to look for you.” 

   Tony. That must be the other guy who’d shot at us.   

   Becky pushed in front of me. “What’s down in the cellar?” she demanded. “What were you two doing down there?”

   “We were just—” 

   The big double doors slammed open. All three of us turned around to look. A cold blue light was streaming in through the doorway, dancing and flickering in the same way that the auras on Polly and Mister Long Brook had, but this looked more like we were underwater.

   “Good evening,” said the transparent, lanky figure dressed in a surgical gown who stepped through the doorway into the hall. He was the source of most of the blue glow, but not all of it; some came from the squad of nurses and assistants that followed in his wake. 

   “Oh crap,” was all I could whisper.

   “I am Doctor Marko von Spiessbach. And who, pray tell, might you be?”       

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Wearing scrubs, gowns, and surgical masks, the gang of nurses fanned out in a semicircle on either side of their leader. 

   Dr. Spiessbach kept walking towards us, unhurriedly strolling as though he had all the time in the world — which technically he did, I supposed. 

   “Danny, what is it?” Becky asked. “Who’s there?”

   “It’s him,” I answered helpfully. “The doctor, Spiessbach.” 

   She looked back at the doorway and blinked. “I can’t see anyone. Just that blue light.” 

   “He’s there. Trust me. And he brought company too.” 

   “Oh yes, indeed I am here.” Spiessbach flashed me a sickly smile. “You look familiar to me, boy. Have we met before?” 

   “Maybe,” I grunted back, stalling for time. 

   “And how is it that you are able to see me, when your really quite lovely young friend cannot, hmmm?” 

   Spiessbach kept coming towards us as he talked. He was only ten feet away from us now. Close enough for me to say that his eyes were black within black.

   He was definitely the doctor from my nightmare. 

   “Maybe I’m just gifted.” I was stalling for time, and something about the surgeon’s demeanor told me that he knew it.

   I started to shuffle to the right, trying to shift myself into a position in front of Becky, hoping to offer her a little protection. 

   “Maybe you are,” the surgeon conceded with a nod. “And you are still among the living, which makes you a rare and precious commodity indeed within these walls. And what of your other friend there, hmmm?”

   I glanced across at Jake. The thug was staring at Spiessbach and his cronies with bug-eyes, as if the Devil himself had risen up from the depths of Hell to claim his soul. He started to cross himself and say ‘Hail Marys’ over and over again, in a desperate attempt to protect himself from the evil spirit now bearing down on him.  

   “Becky,” I whispered, not taking my eyes off Spiessbach now, not even for a second. He seemed totally fixated on the newest ghost in the sanatorium. 

   “What?” 

   “Back away. Slowly. Come on, let’s go.”

   True to my word, I started to edge backward. From the corner of my eye, I could see that the dark smudges that were the crazed surgeon’s cronies had started to flank us on either side. 

   This was going to be bad, unless we got moving pretty quickly. 

   “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, blessed art thou…”

   Jake was lost in his own personal afterlife of fear. I was surprised that the light hadn’t come for him yet, but I also knew that it could take a while after the loss of the physical body — sometimes hours, sometimes days. 

   It looked like things were about to get ugly. 

   Spiessbach loomed over the terrified thug. The lanky doctor reached out and gently lifted Jake’s chin with the fingertips of one transparent blue hand, tilting his head back so that the two of them could look one another in the eye.

   “Don’t be afraid, young man. We are going to help you, I promise.” The surgeon’s smile widened, his German accent getting stronger and thicker as he spoke.       

   Two gowned nurses closed in on each side, grabbing Jake by the upper arm and lifting him slowly to his feet. Jake continued to sob out repeating cycles of Hail Marys as they led him away towards the double doors. 

   “Ssh-ssh-shh-shh-shh! We shall take the very best care of you,” Spiessbach cackled, raising a theatrical finger up to his lips. 

   “That guy’s freaking insane,” I hissed. 

   “Why? What’s going on, Danny?” 

   “Just keep walking. That’s it. Keep going.” 

   Backing away past the stage, we were soon swallowed up in the deepest, darkest shadows of the huge room. The nurses were totally preoccupied with hauling Jake off to who knew where…probably the operating room upstairs, if I had to guess. 

   Dr. Spiessbach, on the other hand, seemed more interested in us. He reached out and beckoned with thin, almost skeletal fingers. 

“Come to me, my children. Let the doctor make you better, hmmm?” 

Screw that. I grabbed Becky’s hand, and we ran for our lives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

I lost track of all the twists and turns we took after that, moving blindly through the dark with our gasping, rasping breaths echoing in our own ears. 

   “Danny, what the heck was that back there?” 

   “No time for that now,” I cut her off. We needed to get to some kind of safety, but before that, we had to find Brandon. 

   The narrow, cramped side corridor we were in suddenly opened out into a fairly large room. All of the machinery may have been rusted and falling apart, but it was still very easily recognizable as a laundry room. 

   I remembered from our explorations earlier that the laundry room backed directly onto the main hallway where Brandon had almost been shot. Then an idea suddenly hit me. 

   “Hey Becky, does your iPad still have any charge left?” 

   “I don’t know. Let me check.” 

   She pulled out the tablet delicately and hit the ‘on’ button, and was instantly rewarded with the lock screen: that muscle-bound dude from the ghost-hunting TV show. I was glad she couldn’t see me making a face in the dark. 

   Instead, I said, “That’s awesome. Can you pull up those floor plans you downloaded?” 

   “Sure. Just a minute.” 

   Becky punched in the four-digit passcode and went into her photo collection. I looked over her shoulder at the screen. The floor plans had obviously been scanned from an old black-and-white original master, because there were hand-written annotations marked in cursive pencil script all over it.

   “Right there,” I pointed excitedly. “Look. There’s the laundry room.” 

   Becky’s finger tracked across the screen, until it finally came to rest on what we were both looking for. 

   “There’s the entrance to the cellar.” 

   I had just figured that one of the main stairwells would go down a floor as well as up, but that turned out not to be the case. It was actually just two room to our left, next to what appeared to be an old janitorial supply closet.

   Becky killed the iPad to conserve the 28% of battery life that was left and stuffed it back into her pack. 

   Too bad we didn’t have our flashlights any more, but at least I should be able to see the mad doctor or any of his sidekicks coming, thanks to the spirit light they gave off. 

   Everything stayed dark and quiet as we groped our way out into the long hallway. Unsurprisingly, there was no sign of either Brandon’s body or Jake’s ‘friend’ Tony. It stretched away into the shadows in both directions, dark and foreboding.

   “Come on. This way.” Becky led me to the left, bearing west for about twenty feet until we reached a small alcove on our immediate left. Stepping into the dark recess, I found a battered wooden door that was covered in chipped and flaking paint. 

   Easing the door open as quietly and as carefully as I could manage (and wincing every single time one of the hinges squeaked) revealed a set of wooden steps, leading down into the gloom of what had to be the cellar. 

   There was a rough wooden handrail on the left. I used it to guide me as I made my way gingerly downward towards the bottom. Another creak from behind me told me that Becky was right on my tail. 

   It suddenly got a lot darker, and I took a quick glance over my shoulder. Becky had closed the cellar door behind us, which was probably a good idea if all things were considered, but actually made me feel more vulnerable than I would have liked to admit.

   I felt trapped down here. There was nothing for it but to keep descending into the darkness. My breathing was ridiculously loud in my ears now, competing with the pounding of my heartbeat for the prize of most deafening bodily function. 

   We must have gone down maybe eight or nine steps before I noticed a pale, artificial white glow somewhere below and off to our left.    

   I kept inching my way down, one step at a time, holding the handrail in a death grip and sliding my right foot out in front of me to help feel out the way. After a couple more steps, I could feel that the consistency of the surface underneath my foot was no longer that of wood; it had more of a soft, dirt-like feel to it. 

   We’d hit the cellar floor. 

   There was a hard stone or brick wall to my right and in front of me, so the only way I could turn was to the left. It was so dark down there that I could barely make out any details, except for a bunch of metal pipes that paralleled the walls and ceiling. 

   Becky stepped down behind me with a soft crunch, placed a hand on my shoulder, and said quietly: “Head towards that light.” 

   Well, duh. There was really nowhere else that we could go. 

   “You still have that gun, right?” I whispered. She replied by holding up the pistol. It made me feel a little bit better, slightly less powerless. 

   The pale, electrically-powered glow got bigger and more intense the further Becky and I crept along that dirty and claustrophobic underground corridor. Brushing by a low-hanging cobweb almost caused me to jump halfway out of my skin at one point. Luckily, I was able to bite off the surprised yelp before it could escape.  

   The light turned out to be from a blue plastic camping lantern, which was sitting on top of a wooden workbench. 

   Gesturing for Becky to hang back for a moment, I crept in a little bit closer. Just ahead, the walls disappeared to our left and right as the corridor opened out into a wide underground chamber. A light-bulb hung dark and lifeless from bare wires in the ceiling. All of the light down there came from the lantern and two others just like it, which were laid out around the room in a rough triangle. 

   This part of the sanatorium had obviously been used for junk storage. Cardboard boxes, old furniture, outdoor tools, and even a bunch of ratty-looking Christmas decorations had been stacked in piles around the room, without any apparent rhyme or reason.  

   And right there, in the middle of the room, was Brandon. 

   Our friend had been trussed up, with both wrists tied behind his back and his ankles tied together for good measure. He was lying on his left side with his back towards me, perfectly still. 

   Sticking my neck out from my hiding place behind a rusting 55-gallon yellow drum, I took a quick look around for his captor. The mysterious Tony was nowhere to be seen, and nor were there any spirits visible. 

   Acting purely on instinct, I crept slowly towards Brandon’s motionless body. 

   It was a huge relief to see that he was still breathing. His hair was matted with dark blood, but it looked as though the wound was mostly superficial. I tapped him gently on one shoulder, and his eyes flew open, his entire body tensing up. 

   “Mmmmf!” 

   As he rolled towards me, I could see that somebody had stuffed a piece of dirty old rag into his mouth. One bright-red corner was sticking out. I grabbed it with my fingertips and slowly pulled it out, balling it up and tossing it into one of the dark corners. Brandon coughed and spat, trying to get the nasty taste out of his mouth.

   “Oh man, am I glad to see you,” he gasped. 

   “Glad you’re okay, dude. Come on, we have to get you out of here.” 

   “Hey, no arguments from me.” 

   If this had been a Hollywood movie, I would have pulled out a knife and just cut him loose. What struck me as more than a little weird in this case was that whoever had tied Brandon up had done it with rubber tubing, not rope. It took me less than five minutes to find the free ends of the tubing and to work my way through untying the knots, which weren’t all that tight to begin with. 

   Brandon was free in no time, standing up straight and stretching out tight muscles with a satisfied groan. 

   “That feels so freaking good.” 

   “Brandon, we’re so glad you’re safe!” Becky had emerged from the shadows and gave him a quick hug, never letting go of the pistol as she did so. Releasing him quickly, she looked all around the room, scanning for threats. Brandon noticed the gun, nodded his approval, and realized what she was doing. 

   “Yeah, we should totally get out of here before the douchebag or his buddy comes back. One of them went looking for you guys.”

   “We know,” Becky said, not taking her eyes from the dark corners of the room. “That was Jake. And he found us.” 

   “Uh-oh. How are you both still in one piece, then?” 

   “He’s dead,” I cut in. 

   “Dead? You mean you killed him?” Brandon was agog, gesturing at the gun Becky was holding. I actually think he found the idea kind of cool. 

   Becky shook her head.

   “No. He was looking for us, and he found us, just like Danny said. But he also found Mister Long Brook. It…wasn’t pretty.”

   “Oh.” There was a pause while the implications of making Mister Long Brook angry sunk in. I think we all shivered a little at the thought. 

   “What happened to you?” Becky asked him curiously. “After the shooting started, I mean. We thought you were dead.”

   “Oh, that was just a flesh wound.” 

   Brandon fingered a small gash in his head, and I couldn’t help snickering at the Monty Python reference. From his puzzled expression, I guessed that he had never seen The Holy Grail before.  

   “Close call though.” 

   “Yeah,” he agreed ruefully. “Way too close. It knocked me down and made me see stars for a while. Before I knew it, that massive turd Tony had a gun in my back and forced me to come down here. Practically kicked me down those freaking steps. I guess the other dude was chasing after you guys?” 

   We both nodded. 

   “Anyways,” Brandon went on, “he tied me up with that stupid rubber tubing and then took off.” 

   “Where to?” 

   “No idea. But he’s definitely armed, so I’m glad you are too, Becky.” 

   I examined the rubber tubing under the light from one of the lanterns. “This is a pretty weird thing to tie you up with. Where did they even find this stuff – in fact, what were they doing here in the first place?” 

   Something must have caught Becky’s eye, perhaps a weird shape in the darkness or a reflection from some shiny surface, because she suddenly stiffened and began to walk towards one of the far walls, the gun held out in front of her like a protective ward or talisman. 

   “Becky, what is it?”

   “I don’t know,” she whispered back. “But come see this.” 

   Curious, Brandon and I both went over to see what she had found. 

   “Holy crap,” Brandon whistled, loud enough that I had to shush him. “Sorry. But what is all this?”

   It looked as though some mad scientist had been carrying out bizarre experiments down in the basement. A couple of small propane tanks were surrounded by a whole bunch of chemical containers, including bottles of drain cleaner and bags of salt. There were coffee filters everywhere.  Boxes and boxes of cold medication tablets were scattered around randomly between what had to be dozens of mostly empty clear plastic bottles, the kind that Gatorade usually came in. Some of the bottles had dark brown liquid in them. There were even a couple of cat litter containers and a big plastic cooler. 

   “Looks like a chemistry experiment,” I said, nonplussed. 

   “Oh, please. Don’t you guys ever watch Breaking Bad?” Becky rolled her eyes. 

   “Not really,” I countered. “In my defense, I’m more of a Battlestar Galactica fan.” 

   “Monday Night Football,” Brandon added helpfully.

   “Whatever. I know what all this is for. Guys, this is a freaking underground meth lab.”    

 

 

 

“A meth lab?”

   I felt like such an idiot. Why hadn’t I connected the dots? Now that Becky had pointed it out, it was so obvious. What else would two crazy types be doing in an abandoned old sanatorium in the middle of the night? Jake hadn’t exactly seemed like the ghost-hunting type to me — after all, how many ghost hunters went around waving firearms, shooting at anybody who crossed their path? 

   “This kind of crap can be really dangerous.” Brandon was already backing away. I figured that was a pretty smart thing to do, and followed suit myself. Meth labs tended to explode, or at least that’s what I had seen on news reports. 

   “Then let’s get the hell out of here. I know the Blazer’s trashed, but we can flag down a cop out on the highway, or even hoof it to Nederland if we have to.” Becky was already making her way towards the staircase. 

   I was right behind her, and had the presence of mind to grab one of the camping lanterns, just in case we needed a little extra light with which to find our way out of this hellhole.

   “That may not be the best idea,” Brandon pointed out, tapping the lantern for emphasis. “We know that the other drug dealer dude is still out there. If he sees a light anywhere in the building, he’s bound to come and see what’s up, right?” 

   I sighed, reluctantly twisting the lantern’s power switch to the ‘off’ position, plunging the corridor back into near-total darkness. Brandon was right. As comforting as the light source would be among the claustrophobic twists and turns of Long Brook’s rooms and hallways, the bad guy who was almost certainly still out there hunting us would be drawn to it like a moth to a flame. I decided to keep the lantern though, just in case it came in useful later on. 

   “It’s too late for that, boy.” 

   The voice was coming from the bottom of the rickety wooden staircase in front of us. 

   “Oh crap,” was all I could think of to say.

   We had to assume that the short, skinny male silhouette standing between us and freedom was Tony. It certainly wasn’t a spirit, because his body didn’t radiate even the faintest suggestion of psychic energy. 

   Also, just like the rest of his shadowy figure, the pistol that he was holding in his right hand looked one hundred percent solid. 

   “’Oh crap’ is right. You kids back up. Go on, move. And if any of you pulls that same move you did upstairs and tries to run for it, the next bullet is going to do a whole lot more than give you a scar.” 

   Obediently, we started to back up slowly into the meth lab. Becky was still out in front, closest to Tony; I was right behind her, with Brandon bringing up the rear. 

   The fact that Tony hadn’t said anything about Becky’s gun was the one bright spot, because it implied that he may not have actually seen it yet. Even in what little light was being thrown off from the two remaining lanterns, I could see that Becky had her right hand tucked into the small of her back, hopefully concealing our ace-in-the-hole from him. 

   “Stand in front of a lantern,” I hissed over my shoulder as Brandon and I turned the corner into the open space of the cellar. For once he didn’t question me, and went over towards the wooden workbench on which one of the lanterns rested, positioning himself to block out most of the light it was putting out. I made sure to do the same to the other lantern, standing in what I hoped was a nonchalant, completely innocent-looking way that made the rest of the cellar much, much darker than it had been just a minute ago. 

   Slowly and deliberately, Becky backed up until she was standing roughly in the middle of Brandon and I. Tony shuffled warily into view. The guy can only have weighed one-ten, maybe one-twenty tops. He looked like a stick figure, albeit a very dangerous one. His body twitched and jerked with what looked like tiny little seizures, which I figured was a side-effect of the meth. A grimy Denver Broncos baseball cap, turned backwards in the style of a sniper or a gang member, sat on top of a mop of lank, greasy shoulder-length dark hair. The look on Tony’s face was somewhere between a smirk and a sneer and kept shifting, as though the muscles couldn’t quite decide which expression to go with and wanted to split the difference. A pair of frayed jeans with holes in both knees and a stained Broncos vest to match his cap completed the whole ugly ensemble.      

   “Y’all just couldn’t take the hint, could you? You just had to stick your ugly little noses in again, and now just look at what you’re going to make me do.” 

   “Make you do? We’re not making you do anything.” Becky sounded truly indignant, which was kind of surprising given the circumstances we had found ourselves in. Poking the bear was not a strategy I would have gone with, personally. But there was no stopping Becky now — she was working up a real head of steam. 

   “Nobody made you come up here, Tony. Nobody made you go with meth cooking as your career choice, did they? That’s all on you, you pathetic, miserable excuse for a human being.” 

   Looking down without actually moving my head, I could see that Becky’s right hand was beginning to inch slowly down towards her side. My first instinct was to try and calm this down, get all “whoa, whoa, wait a minute!” and play the peacemaker, but I knew deep down that it wouldn’t be a smart move. There was something in those eyes of his that warned me away, and I trusted the small inner voice that was telling me not to trust him, not one single inch. 

   I could already tell that Tony was the worst kind of bully; not just the casual kind that Brandon had seemed to be, but the real deal, the sort of truly malicious, black-hearted son of a bitch that genuinely enjoyed inflicting pain and misery on others. His kind got off on having those who were weaker than him in his power.  

   Besides, how nuclear was he going to go when he found out about what had happened to Jake? 

   For either our side or his, this wasn’t going to end well, and this time we couldn’t count on Polly and a pissed-off Mister Long Brook to ride in like the cavalry and save the day. It was totally up to us — or more accurately, it was up to Becky. 

   It was quickly coming down to life or death for all of us. My mouth was as dry as a desert. Please, please let her make the right play.  

   Becky’s gun came down a little further, held at the level of her thigh and pointing straight down towards the floor. She had been smart enough to angle her body slightly, so that her left side was facing towards Tony, leaving the right in deeper shadow. 

   “Missy, you want to be very, very careful how you talk to me. Young girl like you could get herself in a lot of trouble running her mouth like that.” 

   “Thank you for the attitude correction, Anthony,” Becky said in the sweetest, most charming tone of voice that I had ever heard her use, “you pathetic, miserable little turd.”

   Time seemed to slow down then, warping and distorting as if everything was happening all at once. I’ll tell it as a best I can, but you’ll have to forgive me if my memory isn’t one hundred percent clear on what happened just then, because I was too busy diving for the questionable cover provided by a workbench to make note of all of the details. 

   One thing was for sure: Becky’s insult must have really hit the mark, because Tony’s expression went from ‘attempting to intimidate you’ to ‘you’ll pay for that’ in the space of a few seconds. 

   He extended the pistol out towards Becky from where it had been held to casually cover us at the level of his waist before, bringing it up and out, though whether he meant to actually kill Becky or simply to tighten the thumbscrews of fear, we would never know for sure. 

   Dad always talked about armed enemies in exactly the same way. “Don’t listen to what they tell you, don’t try and figure out their intentions or read their body language or any of that other BS the ‘experts’ like to talk about. If they have a weapon in their hand and they’re pointing it at you, it’s nearly always too damn late. And if it isn’t, thank the Lord for His gift to you, and get the drop on him first. Make damn good and sure that you’re the one who walks away and goes home safe.” 

   I guess Becky’s mom or dad must have taught her something similar, because she didn’t flinch or hesitate for a split-second. It was only afterward, when it was all over and I had time to reflect on it a little, that I realized that Becky had actually pulled two triggers. The first had been that sweet little insult, which had done a fine job of getting Tony riled up and thinking even less straight than he had been before. 

   Shooting angry is not a great way to shoot accurately, something else Dad had loved to preach. 

   The second shot (and the third, fourth, fifth, and so on) had been fired maybe two seconds later, when Becky was diving to her right like Chow Yun Fat in some classic Hong Kong action movie. 

   It could only have been more Hollywood if she’d been firing two pistols at the same time instead of just the one. Fortunately, that one turned out to be more than enough.  

   For the second time that night, the sounds of gunfire echoed throughout Long Brook Sanatorium. Becky must have just kept jerking the trigger until the hammer fell on an empty chamber. 

   Tony got off a couple of shots as well, but his weren’t nearly as accurate as Becky’s had been. Looking back on it now, I think that he must have felt so superior looking down on us from what he thought was his position at the top of the food chain, that he couldn’t even begin to imagine that one of us poor, helpless kids might have been armed ourselves, or in any condition to actually fight back. 

   That turned out to be an expensive mistake to make. 

   I hit the ground fairly hard, but managed to break most of my fall with outstretched hands. The only injury I suffered was a couple of scraped palms. It had been necessary for me to drop the lantern in order to do that, and it had smashed on impact, littering shards of broken glass all around it. The bulb still worked, though, throwing out a small circle of light for us to see by. 

   Man, but those gunshots were loud. Once the ringing in my ears had gone away, the first thing I could hear was the sound of Tony screaming, and with damned good reason; the drug dealer was clutching his left thigh with both hands, the pistol now resting on the ground at his side, trying to control a steady stream of blood that was oozing out from between his trembling fingers. 

   “Come on!” 

   Becky was on her feet in a flash, scooping up Tony’s pistol and making for the way out. I staggered upright too, snatching one of the two surviving lanterns to replace the one that had broken. Bringing up the rear, Brandon grabbed the last and we left Tony bleeding and squealing in near-darkness on the cellar floor. 

Good riddance, you piece of trash. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

“Damn, Becky, that was badass!” 

   Brandon was obviously really impressed with the way she had faced off against Tony down there, and to tell you the truth, so was I. I don’t know that either of us would have shown that kind of nerve, let alone shoot straight and quite literally dodge a bullet too. 

   “No big deal,” Becky smiled coyly, though it was very apparent that she was pleased with the compliment. Even though we were running for our lives up a staircase that led away from an underground meth lab, into a sanatorium haunted by the ghost of a psychotic Nazi doctor and his equally-crazy team of dead nurses, I still wasn’t will to let Brandon win the compliment game and worm his way deeper into Becky’s good books, so I said the first nice thing that popped into my mind. 

   “That was really great shooting. You know, hitting him in the leg like that.” It sounded a lot less lame inside my own brain, before I actually said it. 

   “Thanks, Danny. I was actually aiming for his head, but the leg worked out okay in the end.” 

   That shut me up on the spot. I couldn’t tell whether she was kidding or not, and it didn’t seem like a great time to ask. In the end though, curiosity won out and I just couldn’t help it. 

   “I thought that Wiccans didn’t believe in killing people.” 

   “We’re a practical faith. Wiccans don’t like to harm anybody if we can help it, but if it’s absolutely necessary, we aren’t going to shy away from it either,” Becky replied matter-of-factly as she kicked open the cellar door. 

   We piled out into the long hallway again, following Becky’s lead; she was, after all, the one who was dual-wielding pistols, although I didn’t think we’d need them any longer. 

   By the time Tony got his bleeding under control and managed to limp his way back upstairs, we’d be long gone. My only worry was that Tony and Jake must have gotten up to Long Brook in a car or truck (they’d have had to haul all of that meth-cooking crap with them) that was hidden somewhere on the grounds, so Tony would probably head straight for that and try and cut us off on the road. If there were more guns in his vehicle, things could still get pretty ugly, and the Peak-to-Peak Highway could be a lonely stretch of road in the early hours of the morning. 

   I explained all of those concerns to Becky and Brandon. 

   “Might be smarter for us to just sit tight in the woods until morning,” Brandon said, thinking out loud. “When the sun comes up, flag down the first car we see that isn’t been driven by a wounded drug dealer.” 

   “I won’t say I like the idea, but I don’t have a better one,” Becky agreed reluctantly. “I think there are still some rounds left in this,” she waved the pistol that had been liberated from Tony, “but if I don’t have to shoot anybody else ever again, I’d be perfectly happy with that.” 

   “That works for me too,” I added. “For now, we just need to focus on getting the hell out of here, before Spiessbach and his cronies come back.” 

   “Spiessbach? Who the hell is Spiessbach?” Brandon sounded confused. “Is that Tony’s last name?”

   Shaking my head, I hurried gave him the short version, explaining what we had learned about the insane head of the sanatorium. His only response was, “Man, that is messed up.” Hard to argue with that, I thought. 

   Using the lanterns to light our way, we cut through the laundry room again and made our way back carefully towards the main hall. There were no ghostly doctors or nurses in there now, just the sad and pathetic dead body left behind when Jake’s spirit had departed. 

   Almost as if on cue, a shrill, high-pitched scream came down from one of the floors above us. The cry was full of pain and anguish, the sound of a man being horribly tortured. 

   “Oh no,” was all Becky could think of to say. 

   “What?” Brandon demanded, looking upwards for the source of the scream. “What is it?” 

   “It’s Jake,” I said quietly. “They’re operating on him.”  

 

    

 

“Oh God.” Becky covered her mouth with one hand, looking as though she wanted to throw up. 

   Jake’s screams were nothing short of gut-wrenching. I don’t think that I have ever heard a human being in that much pain, whether they were alive or dead. 

   “It sounds like they’re tearing the guy apart,” Brandon said, shaking his head in sympathy. 

   “They probably are. Spirits can feel pain sometimes, just like the living can. Jake doesn’t even have tuberculosis, but that’s not going to stop a maniac like Spiessbach.” 

   All three of us looked at another in the lantern-light. There was a long silence, broken by another hysterical cry from several floors above us. 

   “I can’t listen to this,” Becky said firmly. “We need to be getting the hell out of here.” 

   “I know,” I answered quietly, but when she and Brandon started to head towards the double doors that would lead us towards the sanatorium’s main entrance — and freedom — I couldn’t quite bring myself to follow them.

   “What?” Becky had stopped halfway to the doorway and turned back towards me. “What is it?”

   I let out a long breath. Sometimes I really, really hated being a Deadseer. 

   “I can’t just leave him.” 

   Brandon came back over to try and reason with me. 

   “Dude, are you crazy? The guy’s a drug dealer, and he tried to kill me! Not to mention holding a gun to your head too…” 

   “I know, man. I know, okay? But I can’t just leave him here. And what about the rest of them? What about Matilda? What about Polly, and Billy? Hell, even Mister Long Brook deserves a better afterlife than this.” 

   I looked over at Becky for support, or at least a shred of understanding. To her credit, she seemed to be wavering. Maybe my argument was swaying her a little. Maybe…

   “Danny, you sound almost as insane as Spiessbach.” Well, so much for the idea that she was coming round to my way of thinking. Her voice was a little unsteady. “Let’s say for just a moment that I agree with you…which, quite honestly, I pretty much do. What these poor spirits are going through here, all of the pain and suffering that he’s putting them through, is really horrible. I get that. But Spiessbach has to be a really powerful ghost if he’s able to keep them all here, right?” 

   “Right,” I agreed. “Otherwise they’d have crossed over by now.” 

   She pressed the point. “And the same goes for his nurses and assistants?” 

   I nodded. “They’re probably pretty strong too, yeah. He’s the ringleader, the dominant spirit, and it’s the force of his will that keeps everybody else earthbound here.” 

   “Then what makes you think that you can take him on alone, Danny?” She was practically in tears now. The adrenaline dump caused by the shooting down in the cellar must have just worn off. I thought about her question for a minute before I answered her quietly. 

   “Because you just took down a big, bad drug dealer in a gunfight, Becky. Pretty much all by yourself. Some people can’t be reasoned with. They don’t even talk the same language as the rest of us. Those people can only be stopped.” 

   That was something else Dad had taught me about bullies. He was talking about the Taliban and Al-Qaeda, but he reckoned that the same principles held true for pretty much any bully in the world, whether you found them in the school yard or on the battlefield. They were all cowards, he said, and it was up to good, decent people to stand up to them, even if those good people were scared to do so. 

   It had been a few years since Dad had said that to me, but I had never forgotten it. Damn, but I missed him.  

   Brandon slapped a hand up to his forehead in frustration, then winced and said “Oowww!” The big lunk had forgotten all about the bullet graze. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Danny’s right. This Doctor Spiessbach sounds like a real piece of work. We can’t just leave him to torture these poor people.” 

   Feeling bolstered by his support, I went over to Becky and took one of her hands in mine. That probably qualified as being the bravest thing I’d done all night, something I couldn’t have even imagined working up the courage to do just twenty-four hours ago. I spoke softly to her, because what I wanted to say was going to be very difficult for her to hear. 

   “Becky, we still haven’t found your grandmother yet, have we?” She shook her head ‘no.’ “Look, I really hate to have to say this, but…what if she’s one of those patients that Spiessbach keeps operating on? What is she’s still trapped here, earthbound, like Matilda and those other poor souls?”

   Becky’s eyes flared in surprise, then narrowed in a calculating way. That thought obviously hadn’t occurred to her. She was doing the mental math, probably thinking of the many ways in which a butcher like Spiessbach could inflict pain on her grandma in the misguided pursuit of his ‘medicine.’ 

   It took less than a minute for her to transition from scared and upset to full-on livid.

   “Alright,” she said at last, reaching up to clutch at the pentacle necklace that had been hidden beneath the neck of her shirt. “I’m in.” 

   “Me too.” Brandon clapped a meaty hand on both of our shoulders. “What’s the plan?”

   The truth was, I didn’t really have one. It wasn’t like there’d been much time to think over the course of the past few minutes. 

   “Have you guys ever seen Ghostbusters?” They both nodded. “Good. Then the plan should be really easy to remember.”

   “Don’t cross the streams?” Becky frowned. 

   I shook my head. “No. We don’t have proton packs. Come on, follow me. I’ll fill you in when we get there.”     

 

There was nothing I wanted to do less in the entire world than start the long, daunting climb up that main staircase, towards the sixth floor and the operating room that waited for us up there. 

   When I reached out to grab the handrail for support, I was a little surprised to realize that my hand was actually beginning to tremble. I chose to believe that it was the adrenaline, rather than the fear which was causing it, that was behind the shakes that now seemed to be spreading throughout my entire body. 

   Holding the lantern up high with my right hand, I started to put one foot in front of the other and just repeated the process, climbing each set of stairs with ever-increasing reluctance.  Each step was covered in threadbare red carpeting that had frayed around the edges and was now full of holes, so we had to take it slow and be careful not to trip. 

   Becky and Brandon were right behind me, and man was I thankful for that. I don’t know that my nerves would have held out if I had had to make that climb all by myself.

   On the first landing that we reached, I paused for a few seconds simply to listen for anything out of the ordinary, and to poke my head through the access doorway on the west side, sweeping the balcony for threats. Row upon row of dark and once-empty patient residence rooms stared back at me, just as they had done earlier that evening, but with one crucial difference: they were no longer empty. 

   Not a single one of them. 

   Each room was lit up from within by a dancing and flickering colored light; most of them were some shade or variation of blue, but others were orange, red, or purple. 

   In every single window stood the ghostly figure of one of the sanatorium’s former residents. Some rooms held three, four, even five spirits, packed in tightly together. All of them were doing the same thing – standing mutely, look straight back at me. 

   The looks on those faces all seemed to be pleading for help, though not one of them spoke a word to me. It was the look of a bunch of prison inmates who had been beaten down by a particularly brutal and ruthless warden. 

   They had lost all hope. 

   I was determined to give it back to them. 

   “Oh my God.” 

   “So I’m guessing you can see them too,” I said to Brandon, who was peeking over my shoulder at the long row of apparitions.  

   “Uh huh. This is…man, this is just unreal. Like, pinch me unreal.”

   “They look so lost, the poor things.” Becky’s voice was sad. “I’m not frightened of them, which seems pretty weird. Do you think they want to hurt us, Danny?” 

   “I doubt it. They’re pretty beaten down, and most of them aren’t bad people really…they’re just, well, people, you know? What they’ve been through since they died must have been horrible, but we are sure as hell going to put a stop to that.” 

   I hoped that I sounded a lot more determined that I actually felt. Both inside and outside, I was shaking with fear, and it was getting more and more difficult to pretend otherwise. 

   Letting the door close as gently as possible, I started back up the stairs again. I was feeling hesitant, yeah, but also fiercely determined, and getting more so by the minute. The thought of what Spiessbach and his cronies had been doing to the poor, unfortunate souls that they had kept trapped in this place, was starting to prey on my mind and to really, really drive me nuts. I didn’t care that in his own crazy, perverted way he might believe that he was acting in their best interests, by trying to cure an illness that none of them even had now they were in their spirit bodies; I remembered way too clearly how it had felt to be strapped down to his operating table from my nightmare last night, which was looking more and more like I had actually traveled here in spirit rather than just dreamed about the place, and be opened up with that cold steel scalpel. 

   This needed to stop, and I was going to make damned sure that it did.

   The screaming got louder and louder the further we climbed, growing more intense and anguished with every cry. A sick feeling was starting to fill my stomach. 

   Jake may have been a dirtbag, but nobody deserved this, not even a meth cook who liked to take potshots at teenagers with his Glock.

   When we reached the sixth floor, I ignored the balcony exit doors that stood on both the left and right sides, choosing instead to push forward until we hit the central corridor that backed onto both the north and south rows of patient rooms. 

   All three of us clustered together on that landing, hiding behind the uncertain (and probably imaginary, if we were honest) protection of the western door, which was closed and seemed to be taunting us silently. I knew only too well that the sanatorium’s operating room lay at the far end of that central hallway, and we had an appointment with the monster that made his home there.  

   Jake screamed again. The piercing shriek cut right through me, forcing its way down deep into my already-squirming gut. 

   “So what’s the plan?” From the tone of his voice, Brandon’s heart must have been racing every bit as fast as mine was. 

   Never mind my heart, though. My mind was drawing a total blank. 

   Plan? What plan? 

   I’d led these guys up here with no more of a plan in the back of my head than confronting Spiessbach and his team of nurses from hell, and somehow trying to get rid of them. Now it was time for me to deliver, and I was totally clueless. 

   I knew I couldn’t reason with him; Spiessbach was his own special kind of crazy, and he was hardly likely to listen to sense after spending so many years of his afterlife in the same rut, carrying out surgery after surgery on the helpless dead patients of Long Brook.

   I’d heard about some spirits ending up like this before, driven insane by years of obsessively, repetitively following the same old goal in the same old way. What was weirdest about this situation was the way that Spiessbach had managed to get not only his team of assistants to buy into this hellhole of a limbo situation, but also hundreds, maybe thousands, of innocent patients to stick around as well. The dude sure could intimidate when he wanted to; either that, or he had rolled a wicked charisma score on his D20.

   “I have an idea.” 

   Thank God for Becky, because I was fresh out.

   “Let’s hear it.” 

   “There’s a ceremony …well, it’s more of a spell, really…that Wiccans use to cast out evil spirits. I mean, we have lots of stuff like that; ways to ward off evil, to cast out spirits, sometimes just to protect ourselves and our loved ones.” She smiled, putting a hand on both of our shoulders. Despite the nasty situation we found ourselves in, the simple, affectionate contact sent a warm ripple running through me.  

   Man, but I liked this girl.

   “Sort of like an exorcism?” Brandon asked, excitement apparent in his voice. 

   “Sort of, I suppose... but without the twisting heads and puking green soup.”  

   “So you can use that on Spiessbach? Blast his ass out of here with some kind of magic spell?”   

   “Maybe.” She sounded a little doubtful. “But there are no guarantees, boys. Wicca isn’t a faith that’s strong on confrontation.” 

   “I thought you were all witches and warlocks and stuff?” 

   “This is reality, Brandon, not a scary movie,” she laughed, keeping her voice low. “Yes, we practice spells and charms and wards, but it’s not like I can shoot lightning bolts from my fingers or anything like that. A lot of our faith is practiced with spells and invocations. Wiccans will fight when pushed, but we really have to be provoked in order for us to go nuclear.” 

   “Right now I’m feeling pretty damn provoked, Becky. Do you need anything to make this work?” I wanted to know. “Or at least try it? Because right now, it sounds like our best shot.” 

   “There are no ingredients to this sort of casting. Just the proper words, and the right intent.” 

   Tucking the pistol into her waistband, Becky pulled out the iPad from inside her backpack and fired it up. I peeked at the power bar. Holy crap. Only 7% left. This place was draining energy from it, even when it wasn’t being used. 

   She quickly double-tapped the icon to open her e-reader app, bringing up a book titled The Wiccan Arts: Practical Magick For Everyday Use. A big pentacle adorned the cover, along with what I assumed were a bunch of arcane symbols or runes. 

   Swiping her pointer finger rapidly from right to left across the tablet screen, Becky flipped through the pages of the e-book, finally settling on the one she had in mind, her lips moving noiselessly as she followed along with the words, going over them several times while we waited in tense silence. 

   Finally, she looked at me, then at Brandon. 

   “Ready?” 

   I really didn’t feel it, but replied: “As I’ll ever be.” Brandon nodded once, tersely. Alright, here goes nothing…

   “Okay,” Becky said, squaring her shoulders. “Let’s do this.” 

   I really couldn’t help what I said next. When I get really, really stressed, my brain just reverts back to its equivalent of comfort food…or in my case, movies. 

   “Okay. I have a plan. I know exactly what to do.” I paused, pushing the fear to one side and savoring the moment, the chance to deliver Dan Aykroyd’s epic line. “Stay close…stay close…do exactly as I say…

   “GET HER!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Taking the lead, Becky barged past the rotting wooden door and led Brandon and I out into the sixth floor corridor, holding the iPad up in front of her like a D&D cleric holding up a shield to protect her from evil – which I guess, in a sense, it sort of was.

   The three of us burst out into the western corridor. 

   What struck me first was the presence of so many spirits, all of whom seemed to be in the process of sticking their heads out into the corridor to try and figure out who these new intruders were. They cast a ghostly blue radiance from each doorway, and it felt weirdly like we were walking past the glass windows at the Denver Aquarium as we passed each one. 

   The power was building to a peak inside Long Brook now – it had to be, because the ghosts of all of those long-dead patients were visible to Becky and Brandon, not just to me. 

   Becky was focusing all of her attention on the iPad screen, memorizing the words of her incantation, but Brandon stared back at the transparent spirits in nothing short of amazement as he passed each room. He even caught the occasional greeting from one of the residents; I watched one patient, a very overweight guy of about forty or fifty (it was difficult to tell) give Brandon a little wave and whisper, “Good luck to you, son.” 

   Good luck. Yeah, we were going to need all the luck we could get. 

   We soon came to the stairwell that connected the middle of the two west wings to its more distant neighbor. As we passed through the door on the far side of the landing, I took a deep breath. One more wing to go, and then it was really game on. 

   There was no going back now. 

    Brandon closed the door behind us, as quietly as the ancient hinges would allow. This hallway was no different than the last, full of the spirits of the dead, all nervously watching the corridor as we crept slowly along it.

   They know that something’s up, I thought tersely. There really is something in the air, an energy or power that’s growing… whatever it is, they’re picking up on it somehow.

   The screams were getting louder and louder now. At the far end of the corridor, I could see a ghostly blue light leaking around the gaps and cracks in the two double doors that led to the operating room. 

   With every agonized cry, the downtrodden spirits surrounding us on either side winced sympathetically, some hiding their faces with their hands, others covering their ears in a desperate but vain attempt to shut out the sounds of pain and torture, the anguished cries of a soul in torment.

   Well, I resolved firmly to myself, not for much longer.

   The doors were right in front of us now. I peeked over at the dimly-glowing screen of Becky’s iPad, glad that she had dialed the brightness way down in order to conserve juice. It was down to 3% now. That made me want to cringe. 

   Wham!

   Without so much as breaking stride, Becky pushed her way through the swinging doors and straight into the operating room. 

   A crowd of faces looked up at the same time, every one wearing a surgical mask that revealed nothing except a pair of soulless black-within-black eyes. They were all gloved and gowned, hunching over the operating table onto which poor Jake was restrained with thick leather straps. 

   “Well, well. It seems that we have uninvited guests coming to join us at our table. Welcome” 

   That was Spiessbach, I would have recognized that accent anywhere. The son of a bitch was standing on Jake’s left side, with the fingertips of one hand buried deep inside his patient’s chest. No, I corrected myself, not patient…victim. 

   The surgeon’s eyes blazed with the dark fury of the truly, almost demoniacally insane, as they looked up at the three of us interlopers.

   In his free hand, Spiessbach clutched a blood-stained scalpel. In the dark blue spirit light of the operating room, the fluid dripping from it appeared more black than red, but that was pretty much an illusion. 

   Spirits didn’t truly bleed when you cut them, not in the sense that a living body did; if I understood what Lamiyah had once taught me correctly, the astral body could present with the same sympathetic pain and injury patterns as a living one could, but only if the host spirit itself truly believed in what was happening to it. 

   If Jake had only kept his wits about himself enough to realize that while he was in fact really dead, Spiessbach and his clan of lunatic nurses only had as much power over him as he chose to allow them, then he could have stopped this abuse instantly with his own free will. So could any of Long Brook’s resident ghosts, come to that, but such was the force of the mad doctor’s personality that every single one of them was held in his thrall. 

   I was feeling some of the effects of that myself. When Spiessbach locked eyes with me, I tried to look away…but something about his gaze held mine, a smug, subliminal insistence that nevertheless felt like it was backed by pure steel.

   With an effort, I broke contact, wrenching my eyes away from his. It took a lot of mental cojones to make that happen, let me tell you.

    I just knew that underneath that surgical mask, Spiessbach was going to be smirking.

   Let’s see if we could wipe that smirk right off his face. 

   “Becky,” I hissed, nudging her gently but firmly with my elbow and making the lantern shake. “Now would be a great time…” 

   “Huh? Oh!” Becky looked as though she had been hypnotized, probably held under the same spell that I had been placed under. I glanced to my left; it was impossible to tell whether Brandon had also been captivated, or if he was simply wearing the same vacant but well-meaning glassy-eyed expression he nearly always wore.

   Okay, maybe that was a little harsh. 

   Shaking her head, Becky blinked and refocused her attention on the iPad screen. In a voice hat began tentatively but rapidly gained both strength and confidence, she began to intone the words of the Wiccan incantation. 

   “Malign spirits who inhabit this place, 

   Haunters who dwell within these tainted walls, 

   I banish you by water, 

   I banish you by fire,

   I banish you by air,

   I banish you by earth,

   I banish you by spirit.

   Leave this place, 

   Return from whence you came, 

   Pass either into the realm of love and light, 

   Or flee into the out darkness,

   But trouble this place no more.

   So mote it be!”

   Becky’s tone grew increasingly forceful, until finally, immediately after delivering the words “no more!” she took a step forward towards Spiessbach, as though ready to do battle with the black-eyed doctor.

   Then her iPad battery died, turning the screen completely dark. 

   That’s it, I thought to myself nervously, this had better have worked, because there’ll be no more chances for her to cast that spell again. 

   I looked over at Spiessbach, who had waited patiently for Becky to make her way through the entire ritual. When the final words had been spoken, the surgeon raised his eyebrows politely and said, “Will that be all, young lady?” 

   Oh crap. So much for that.  

   What the hell were we supposed to do now?  

 

 

 

 

Jake was barely moving. 

   He seemed to have lost all will to fight against the straps which held him down to the operating table, laying there limply with eyes closed and tears silently streaming down his face. Spiessbach removed his gloved hand from inside his chest with a disgusting shlurp noise, setting the scalpel down carefully on top of the metal tray. 

   “Now,” he said calmly, “I believe that we have done all that we can for this young gentleman. Which one of you shall receive treatment next?” 

   The surgeon’s gaze fell on Becky, probably because she’d been the one with the temerity to challenge him on his own turf by trying to banish him with her spell…for all the good it had done. 

   “I think it shall be you, young lady.” 

   Becky turned to run, but somehow the ghostly nurses and orderlies had managed to get around behind us during the spell-casting ritual. Two of the largest and ugliest-looking stood between us and the double doors, completely cutting off our only route of escape. 

   “Please see that this young man is removed from the table, Geraldine,” Spiessbach said in a soft, casual tone of voice that conjured up images of razorblades covered in silk. You wouldn’t want to get on the man who owned a voice like that. “Michael. Jennifer. Prepare the young lady for surgery.” 

   The two large male orderlies that were guarding the doors both stepped forward, grabbing Brandon and I by our upper arms. I clenched my teeth at the ice-cold touch of the one who went for me, wrapping ridiculously strong and solid fingers around my biceps and squeezing them painfully. There seemed to be an implied warning in that vice-like grip: struggle, and the pain is going to get a whole lot worse. 

   One of the female nurses (Geraldine, I think Spiessbach had called her) unbuckled the straps and started dragging Jake’s motionless body from the room. I was fascinated to see that it took almost no effort at all for her to pull him along with one hand, keeping a firm grip on a fistful of his hair.

   Skirting around us, she barely touched one of the pair of double doors, yet both of them swung open at the same time. The nurse and her victim disappeared into the far darkness of the central hallway.

    I found myself hoping that the light came for Jake soon, because whichever direction he was headed — whether it was up or down — had to be better than this.

   Spiessbach busied himself with sorting through the various tools of his torturous profession, laying out the scalpels, saws, and other implements of torture in what looked to be a very specific sequence on the tray. He moved slowly and methodically, and I could have sworn that I heard him humming a tune under his breath while he worked. 

   I broke out in a cold sweat as I pictured those instruments cutting into Becky’s skin and making her scream in agony.  

   I shot a quick glance over at Brandon. He was struggling, pain or no pain, but the burly orderly that help him in his grip was barely even swaying, making no effort at all to keep hold of my friend. The dude wasn’t even looking down at him, choosing instead to focus his dark eyes on Becky, who was getting more attention than the two of us combined. 

   One orderly was hovering behind her, hands pressing down on top of her shoulders to prevent her from getting away. A large male spirit was preparing the table, laying out the straps for greater ease of application; the second nurse, Jennifer, had the strangest look on her face, from what little I could see of it between her surgical mask and the hair-cover. Her black-within-black eyes stared unblinkingly into Becky’s. It reminded me of a Discovery Channel show I’d seen once, where a snake and a mongoose had faced off against each other, barely moving and trying to stare each other down. Jennifer had eyes that were just like the snake’s. 

   You’ve probably already figured out that it didn’t end well for the mongoose.  

   But now the dynamic between them both was starting to get weird, and by weird, I mean weird even for a situation as messed-up as this one was.

    Finally, the nurse spoke. 

   “You look…familiar, young lady. Have we met before?” 

   Confused, Becky replied, “I don’t think so. My mom always told me to stay away from psychotic dead nurses.” 

   “Is that right? Tell me, missy: what is your mother’s name?” 

   “Just what does that have to do with you?” Becky practically spat. “That’s none of your business!” 

   The nurse leaned in more closely, until only a few inches separated their faces. Slowly, hypnotically, she said, “What. Is. Her. Name?” 

   “Samantha.” 

   The nurse straightened herself up as though she had been slapped. 

   “I have a daughter named Samantha. Or at least, I did once…a long time ago. Now tell me your name.”

   “Becky.” 

   Jennifer pulled the surgical mask down from her face, allowing it to dangle loosely around her neck, and then reached up and slowly removed the cap that covered her hair. 

   I winced.

    A small, neat little hole spoiled the symmetry of her forehead, sitting right between her eyes. As she tilted her head slightly, I could see that the back of her skull had been blown outward, the gaping wound obviously caused by a bullet fired at very close range. 

   “My Samantha looked a lot like you, Becky,” Jennifer said quietly. 

   And then it hit me. 

   Jennifer. 

   Jennifer…Roderick?

   No way. 

   I looked back and forth between Becky’s face and Jennifer’s. Once you knew to look for it, the resemblance was definitely there. They both had the same sweeping eyebrows, the same gracefully curving jawline; heck, even the shape of their lips was the same. 

   Becky’s grandmother really had died at Long Brook Sanatorium, but she hadn’t been a patient; no, she had been one of the staff here, and she had stayed on after her death, assisting Spiessbach in his grotesque experiments and surgeries. 

   Now all of the pieces of this nasty little puzzle were starting to come together in my mind, and I didn’t like the picture that they were forming one little bit. 

   I saw Becky’s jaw drop in surprise as she finally recognized the nurse standing directly in front of her. Her mouth formed the shape of an ‘O’ as the light-bulb went off above her head too. 

   This was the woman from the scanned photograph that she had shown us earlier, a photo that must have been taken in a much happier time; because Jennifer had been having an affair with the maniac who was standing maybe ten feet away from me now, absent-mindedly humming as he prepared his tools for the latest in a long line of patient dissections…a man with whom she had had an affair and conceived a child, only to have him shoot her in the face and then turn the gun on himself when it came time to pay the piper.

   Becky had found her grandmother at long last. 

   This was not going to be a happy family reunion.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

“Why?” Becky demanded through floods of tears. 

   She pointed an accusatory finger at Spiessbach. “Why did you do it? You cheated on Grandpa with that…that…thing over there?” 

   It looked as if Becky’s sudden realization that Jennifer was her grandmother would be accompanied by a storm of angry recriminations. 

   Jennifer’s face softened, and so did her tone. I even thought that I could see the hint of a tear glistening in one of those black-within-black eyes, something I’d believed impossible: an evil spirit displaying a sense of remorse? 

   “It’s…difficult to explain, honey,” Jennifer began. “And I don’t have any excuses to offer you, just my reasons. They made some kind of twisted sense at the time, but I’ve had a lot of time to think about them since then. Things were not going well between your grandfather and I, Becky. He was a good man, but he wasn’t a perfect one. He hated the fact that I took a job here and put the children in daycare, said it wasn’t what a proper family did. That really came between us. Before I knew it, we had just grown further and further apart. It didn’t happen overnight, but one morning I woke up and realized that I didn’t love him any more, and I didn’t think he loved me either.”

   “So you decided to put some spark back into your love life by sleeping with a Nazi war criminal?” 

   Damn, that was harsh. Harsh, but fair.

   Jennifer seemed unfazed. 

   “Marko and I had a connection, Becky. You have to understand that he isn’t a bad man, no matter what the rumors about him might say. He truly just wants to help people. He wants to be the one to cure tuberculosis, and that is a very noble goal.” 

   I really didn’t mean to laugh. It just sneaked out. I certainly didn’t mean for it to sound as cynical as it did. 

   “Ha! None of your patients even have tuberculosis! They’re dead, all of them. So are you, if you haven’t figured that out yet!” 

   “Dead? Don’t be ridiculous, boy.” Jennifer’s expression changed to one of confusion, as though she were thinking about the answer to a highly complex question. “I can touch. I can smell. I can feel. How could I do all that if I were dead?” 

   I realized that this might be an opportunity to try and get through to her with a little rationality, so I decided to push the issue. It wasn’t as though we had a lot to lose at this point. 

   “When was the last time you ate something? No, scratch that — when was the last time you were even hungry?” I demanded. “Or thirsty? How about tired? When did you last go to bed and sleep, huh? Or need to go to the restroom?”   

   A low muttering was starting up among the nurses and orderlies. Finally realizing that there was trouble in the ranks, Spiessbach looked up from sorting his equipment. It was so neatly laid out that the guy had to have some wicked OCD going on. 

   Jennifer turned to face him, folding her arms in a way that children everywhere knew as the universal sign for ‘look out — Mom’s on the warpath.’ 

   “Marko, don’t you have anything to say about this? Tell them that we’re not dead. Tell them the truth. Most of all, tell me.” 

   Spiessbach sighed, making his surgical mask suck in and then puff out again in a way that would have been funny under normal circumstances. Now it just looked creepy. 

   “Jennifer, my dear, surely even you are not so deluded as to believe that you are still a being of flesh and blood? Even you cannot possibly be that naive. Yes, the boy is right, to a degree. We are revenants, each one of us; ghosts, specters, spirits, call it whatever you will.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Mere semantics, and of no importance whatsoever. What is important is the vital research that we continue to do here.” 

   “’Vital research,’ my ass!” Brandon yelled. “What you’re doing here is torture, and you’re nothing more than a sicko.” 

   “How do you suppose it is that the frontiers of medicine are pushed back, you foolish little boy? Magic?” He barked out a harsh laugh. “We have seen how well that works today, with your friend’s oh-so-effective little magic spell, hmmm? No, it is the rigorous application of the scientific method, the ruthless repetition of trial and error, over and over again, that will give us the data we need in order to win the fight against this filthy, disgusting disease…and write the name of Marko von Spiessbach in the annals of medicine for all eternity, where it rightfully belongs.” 

   “You’re not gathering useful information from the poor souls that you’ve kept trapped in this hellhole along with you!” I pointed out. “They don’t even have physical bodies, Spiessbach, they’re spirit beings. Spirit beings don’t contract diseases. They just can’t. All you’re doing is abusing and punishing their spirit bodies, over and over again, and if that’s not a definition of torture, I don’t know what is!” 

   “Outrageous!” Spiessbach yelled, slamming a clenched fist down on the surface of the operation table. “I have seen inside their chests, have examined their lungs directly. They are infected!” 

   “You’re seeing what you want to see. You know, projecting your own wants and needs onto them. Curing TB is so important to you, you won’t let anything get in the way of that, will you? But you’re an earthbound spirit, Spiessbach, and so are all of these guys.” I tried to gesture at the people on his team, but the huge dude still had my arms locked down hard so I used my head to point at them instead. “You can’t cure a disease that your patients don’t have, but you keep trying, over and over again. Do you know how many years this has been going on for?” 

   “Irrelevant! The cure is within reach!”

   “Yes it is!” I shot back. “For the doctors today. It’s the Twenty-First Century, dude, not the 1980s any more. Your so-called ‘treatments’ went out with the Fifties and Sixties. They never worked in the first place, but you just had to keep on using them, didn’t you — sneaking them in, long after the real doctors had moved on to drugs and therapies that actually worked.” 

   Well, that sure got a rise out of him. In a split-second Spiessbach was standing right there in front of me, grabbing me by the front of my shirt. I heard the slap before I felt it. It sounded as loud as the gunshots had done earlier downstairs. Then I felt the stinging warmth spreading across my face. Surprisingly, it didn’t hurt nearly as much as I thought it would. 

   “I have done more for this country than you could ever achieve in a thousand lifetimes, you insufferable little wretch, and if I hear one more word out of you — just one word! — then you shall take the pretty little one’s place on the table. Do you understand?” 

   Boom. Gotcha. 

   “She won’t be going on the table, Marko.” 

   Jennifer had spoken softly and without anger, but she couldn’t have made the atmosphere in the room get any more tense if she had taken the pistol out of Becky’s waistband and fired a warning shot into the ceiling. 

   Spiessbach straightened up from where he was hunched over and trying to intimidate me, fixing her with his most menacing glare. As he turned away from me, I could see a deformity underneath his bandanna that had to be where the bullet had made mincemeat of what little brains he had. 

   “What did you just say to me?” 

   Jennifer didn’t back down. I was beginning to see where Becky got her backbone from. 

   “I said that she will not be going under your knife, Marko. None of them will.” She softened her tone, sounding more resigned than adversarial now. “My grand-daughter and her friends are right. It is time for this charade to end.”

   Spiessbach seemed lost in thought for a minute. 

   “On that, at least, we can agree,” he finally said. “Nurse Baker, Nurse Haywood…strap Mrs. Roderick to the table, if you please. It is long past time for her own surgical procedure.” 

   I recognized the nasty old hag that had confronted me in my nightmare. Haywood was younger, and a guy. Between them, they grabbed Jennifer by the arms and started to muscle her down onto the operating table. 

   Smiling the smile of the truly insane underneath the surgical mask, Doctor Spiessbach reached out for his favorite scalpel.  

   “I am afraid that this is going to be really rather painful…”

  

     

 

“Becky, run!” Jennifer screamed.

   She was thrashing like a tigress who was fighting for the life of her cubs, which I guess she was, in a sense. I think the blinders were finally coming off after all the years spent carrying out Spiessbach’s will, inflicting so much unnecessary pain and torment on helpless people. 

   “I’ll be back with help!” Becky yelled, ducking out of the male orderly’s grip and darting between the two goons that were still holding both Brandon and I captive. She slammed through the double doors and was gone before any of the ghost nurses and orderlies could think to grab her. 

   Spiessbach sent two of them after her. 

   “Either bring her back with you, or pitch her off the roof. It makes no difference to me.” 

   “No!” Jennifer roared. She knew how to fight dirty, that’s for sure; one of her feet lashed out and kicked Nurse Haywood squarely in the face, breaking his nose with a crunch that was really satisfying to hear. Both hands flying up to cup his nose, Haywood groaned and staggered backwards two or three steps, slamming into the metal tray of surgical tools and sending them flying in every direction. 

   Pushing her luck a little further, Jennifer drove an elbow into Nurse Baker’s belly. The dried-up old bag doubled over; I could hear the air leaving her lungs with a whoosh. I’m sure you can imagine my total lack of sympathy. Served her right. 

   Taking full advantage of the distraction caused by the sudden outburst of mayhem, Brandon stamped down hard on his captor’s foot. In their solid form, the ghosts of Long Brook could be surprised and hurt every bit as much as a living person could be. The orderly instinctively released his grip on Brandon’s arms, allowing our resident Krav Maga champion to pivot on the soles of his feet and shove him towards me.

    Hard. 

   Brandon must really put his back into that shove, because the nurse slammed into the one holding me and both of them went down like the pins at a bowling alley. Luckily, I was able to keep a firm grip on the lantern. 

   “Dude, let’s get out of here!” He slapped me on the back, and I didn’t need any more convincing to follow him out into the corridor. The ghost of Jennifer was right on our heels, but she wasn’t the one I was worried about — that was Spiessbach, who was striding toward us with a scalpel in his hand and a look of murder in his eyes. 

   We all knew that he was more than capable of carrying out a murder or ten. 

   “Come on, boys,” Jennifer urged, breaking into a trot. After what she’d done to Spiessbach’s goons back there, I instinctively trusted her — at least, trusted her enough to follow her the hell out of here right now. We’d figure out the rest later.

    “You don’t have to tell me twice!” Brandon agreed enthusiastically.

   The ghosts of Long Brook’s dead were still peering out of their rooms on either side of the hallway as we ran, providing some of that spooky blue light to augment the small circle of harsh white that the lantern was putting out. 

   We hauled ass along the hallway, and I struggled to keep up with the athlete and the dead woman, huffing and puffing by the time we reached the stairwell to the next wing. 

   Brandon was the first to barrel through, slamming the door back hard against the wall. 

   “Oh, crap.” 

   “What, what?” I wanted to know. But then I saw for myself. 

   The stairwell was full of smoke; thick, dark smoke, rising up from below and making my already-stressed lungs want to hack up their contents like a TB patient would. It was also really warm in there, much too warm for the normal differences in temperature to explain away. 

   Smoke. Heat. I cursed.

   “The building’s on fire.” 

   Brandon’s eyebrows shot upwards. It looked pretty comical in the lantern-light. “How did that happen?” 

   “Well, let me think,” I said snarkily. “Do you think it might have anything to do with the meth lab in the basement? You know, the one where we were involved in a gunfight earlier?” 

   “What are we going to do now?” 

   Jennifer’s answer left no room for argument. “Now we try one of the other stairwells. Come on, follow me.” 

   True to her word, she cut through the nearest patient room, pushing aside and ignoring the frightened old man who cowered in the doorway, trembling. 

   “Excuse us, sir,” I said politely, as I stepped right through his transparent body. I felt a sudden wave of coldness flood through my body as my flesh and blood form briefly shared the same space as his spirit body, and then I was through, out the other side, and it was over. 

   I broke into a jog to keep up with Jennifer, who by now was out on the balcony. 

   “Six floors up,” she said, obviously reading the part of my mind that was considering the possibility of jumping to freedom. “You’d die on impact. Trust me, I’m a nurse; and I used to be a damned good one.”

   I didn’t doubt that for a minute. 

   Bracing myself against the safety rail, I leaned out to look over the parapet. 

   “Oh, that is so not good.” 

   Most of the ground-floor windows were venting out more of the same dark smoke that we’d encountered in the stairwell. Not the light, wispy gray kind you saw from your campfire; this was the black, ugly kind, which meant that something man-made was burning — in this case, that ‘something’ was probably the basement and ground level of Long Brook Sanatorium. 

   “We might still be able to make it down,” said Brandon doubtfully, his head appearing over the parapet next to my own. I wasn’t so sure. The flames seemed to have taken hold along pretty much the entire lower level of the building. In between the occasional gaps in the smoke, spiraling fingers of orange flame licked up and under the tops of the window-frames. 

   The fire was growing, and growing fast.

   “Quit dawdling, boys. Pretty soon this place is going to be toast, and you don’t want to get grilled along with it.” 

   Jennifer was right. She broke into a jog, and we followed her eastward along the balcony, heading towards the doorway that would lead to the main staircase. I tried to ignore the jagged, red-edged hole in the back of her skull, where the bullet from Spiessbach’s pistol had obviously exited when he took her life. 

   It was heartbreaking to have to ignore the pleas from the patients who were now crammed into every room we ran past, but what exactly were we supposed to do to help them? Becky had tried to take down Spiessbach, had given it her best shot, but in the end it hadn’t been enough. 

   We were losers. We had failed.

   Smoke was starting to reach our level now, filling the sixth-floor balcony. The air was getting warmer and harder to breathe, despite the fact that we were partly outdoors. 

   Glancing into one of the rooms on my left, I could see wisps and tendrils of smoke starting to push their way greedily through the cracks in the floor, filling the room with a light haze of smoke, like the mist on a cold winter’s morning. If that’s how conditions were on the sixth floor, how bad must they be on the floors further down below us? 

   That question was answered when we finally made it to the main staircase. Man, but it was hot on that landing, and the smoke was so thick and choking that there was just no way we were going to be able to get down. 

   “There’s no way we’ll make it down through that,” Brandon said, his words muffled. He had pulled his tee-shirt collar up over his nose and mouth in a game effort to filter out some of the smoke. 

   “Not alive, anyway,” I agreed. “I guess the only place left to go is on up to the roof.” 

   “I’ll go first,” said Jennifer, and just like that she was away, climbing the stairs and disappearing into the smoky haze.

   I was starting to sweat; how much of it was because of the steadily rising temperature, and how much of it could be put down to pure fear, I couldn’t rightly tell you. Either way, this staircase was a dangerous place to be, and getting worse all the time.

    I looked back down the staircase, and saw nothing but smoke and darkness. 

   The only way was up.

 

 

 

 

To say that what we found on the roof was a huge surprise would be the understatement of the year.

   I almost fainted with relief when I saw that Becky had made her way up there after her escape. She was standing next to her grandmother, frantically waving us over towards a wide, flat spot that was located pretty much plumb in the center of the roof. Looking down, I saw that she had chalked an uneven circle, maybe ten feet wide, on the flat stone that made up the rooftop.

   “Danny! Brandon!” She was practically jumping for joy. I knew just how she felt. I couldn’t keep from breaking out into a broad grin, and that was perfectly OK with me; we were stuck on the roof of a burning building out in the middle of nowhere, on the run from a team of angry ghosts, and right now I’d take any little ray of sunshine I could find. 

   In fact, I was so happy that when we took turns to hug Becky, I didn’t even mind that Brandon got to go first; I was just so relieved that all three of us had made it through the night in one piece.

   So far, at least.  

   Ironically, it took Jennifer — the dead woman, who had two more holes in her head than she had been born with — to bring us crashing back down to Earth again.

   “As much as I hate to break up this genuinely touching reunion, I have to point out that Marko is not a man that reacts well to failure.” Jennifer’s transparent body pulsed a brighter blue for a second, as if her comment had touched off some thought or emotion buried deep within her. “I don’t think you have much time to prepare.” 

   “Prepare?” I blinked, confused. “How are we supposed to prepare? We’re trapped up here. It’s not like we can just climb down or jump, is it? Not from six floors up. If Spiessbach’s coming to get us, there’s not a whole lot we can do about it…and even if he doesn’t find us up here, which is pretty freaking unlikely at best, there’s the small matter of the whole damn building burning to the ground!” 

   I was starting to get hysterical, I have to admit. Even I could hear it in my own voice. It was almost as though somebody else was speaking through my mouth. My mood had turned on a dime, changing from delight to despair in less time than it took to flick a switch. 

   For the second time in as many minutes, Jennifer became the voice of reason. She cupped my face gently in her hands, so tenderly that I hardly even noticed the coldness of her long-dead fingers. 

   “Danny, you have to listen to me. We may not have had much time to get acquainted, you and me, and even then the circumstances weren’t exactly the best…but you’re a friend of my grand-daughter’s, and that makes you practically family, so you’d best listen up. 

   “What you’re feeling right now…I’ve seen it before. Hell, I’ve lived it before. I’m not going into details, but this place — Long Brook — it gets under your skin, without you ever even realizing it; seeps into your damn bones, and when it’s there it won’t let go. It’s like a cancer. Once it has you, it wants to keep you. And it wants to grow. 

   “I know you have to be feeling pretty low right now, Danny. We’re all in a very bleak place. But that voice you’re hearing, deep down inside you…it’s not the real you talking. All of the despair that these walls have seen, for years and years, it didn’t just go away, you know…some of it remained here. I’m starting to realize that Marko uses it for his own ends — to help him keep control of people like me. He’s been doing that since the day he put a gun to my head and pulled the trigger.” 

   “Grandma, it’s okay.” Becky hugged her from behind. 

   The effect of Becky’s solid arms wrapping around Jennifer’s see-through body looked a little weird, like some CGI out of a movie. Jennifer sighed and closed her eyes, letting her hands fall away from my face.

   “Thank you, honey,” she said quietly. A single tear streaked down her face. “You have to understand…it’s like the blinders have finally been taken away after all these years. I really thought I was helping those people, you have to believe me…” 

   “I do believe you, Grandma.We all do. Don’t we, boys?” 

   Brandon and I both nodded solemnly. 

   “He brainwashed you, Jennifer. That’s the only word for it,” I said. 

   “Oh, he did far worse than that, young man. For all the lives he ended on that operating table — and we tried to save them all, we really did — the one I can’t ever forgive him for is the one life he ended before it had ever even begun.” 

   She placed a hand gently on her belly, and the faraway look in her eyes made me suspect that Jennifer was looking backward towards a past that might have been, but was never allowed to happen. 

   I coughed. The smoke was starting to get noticeably heavier, coming up not only from the stairwell but also from both sides of the roof. 

   Suddenly the despair I had been feeling was replaced with something new: I was angry. Angry at the meth dealers who had been brewing up their poison in the cellar; angry at the disease that had caused so many people to have to come here in the first place, and die at the hands of old-school medicine; and most of all, I was angry at that monster named Spiessbach. He was the focal point of my growing rage, that smug face and annoying ‘hmmm?’ mannerism which just made me want to punch him over and over again. 

   “If this is our last stand, then so be it,” I said, feeling a new resolve starting to rise alongside the anger. “But I’m not going down without a fight.” 

   “Damn straight, brother.” Brandon slapped me on the back. 

   “So here’s what we’re going to do. Brandon, dump out all of our backpacks and figure out what we have that might be useful. You’re looking for weapons, lights, anything we could use to either call for help or protect ourselves.”

   “Protect ourselves from ghosts?” he asked skeptically. “Like what?” 

   “I don’t know man, just look!” I turned my attention to Becky. “This chalk circle…I’m guessing it’s some form of protection?” 

   “That’s right, a protective circle.” 

   “How long will it take to be ready? Spiessbach could be here any minute.” 

   “It’d take a lot less time if I didn’t have to explain it,” she said pointedly. 

   “Point taken. I’ll leave you to it.” 

   “What about you, man — what are you going to do?” Brandon was down on one knee, rummaging through the shared contents of our backpacks. He set the food supplies aside. 

   Becky snatched a bundle of candles and some other mystical supplies from his rapidly-growing stockpile and set them inside her chalk circle. 

   I took a deep breath. “Me? I’m going to call for help...”        

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

As it turned, it didn’t take very long at all for Becky to complete the protective circle on the rooftop. I watched with fascination as she sprinkled drops of a clear liquid from a little plastic bottle all around the perimeter of the circle. 

   “Witch hazel,” she explained as she dripped the stuff liberally onto the chalk. “It helps to prime the circle.”

   “Uh, okay.” I had no idea what prime the circle actually meant, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to interrupt her mid-flow. 

   Becky knelt in the center of the circle and closed her eyes. After a moment where nothing happened, she swept her hands upwards and out to her sides in a sweeping motion, as though she was trying to push something out of the circle. Then she unfolded a purple velvet tablecloth in front of her, smoothed its surface of wrinkles, and laid out two small wooden bowls, a ceremonial knife, and an ornate silver bell on top of it. Lastly, she poured a small amount of salt into one of the bowls and some bottled water into the other.  

   “I’ll be needing these,” she said as she took up the bundle of candles. “And I’ll need something to stand them in…” 

   “What about these?” Brandon indicated the energy drinks and bottles of soda that we’d brought with us. 

   “That’s a great idea!” Together, he and Becky dumped the contents of four of them out onto the roof (well outside the chalk circle) and used Brandon’s pocket knife to punch holes in the tops of the cans, just wide enough to hold a candle without allowing it to rattle around too much. Then Becky slotted a candle into each one and lit it with a disposable lighter that she had probably brought along for just that purpose. “The candles will anchor the protective barrier, helping to give it strength and power,” she explained, placing each one at one of the five points of the circle. Each candle was colored differently from the others, and gave off a different scent. 

   I realized that she formed the shape of a pentagram. No, wait— it was surrounded by a circle, so I guess it was actually a pentacle. 

   Personally, I wasn’t much of a believer in magic and mysticism, but it felt strangely reassuring to stand there in the center of that circle surrounded by the candles. 

   Totally crazy, I know. 

   Accompanied by her grandmother, Becky walked three times around the perimeter of the circle, moving clockwise, invoking in a loud, clear voice: 

   “I declare this circle a place of safety, 

   a place of healing and light, 

   a place of protection from evil and all that is dark, 

   a place where no evil spirit or servant of the darkness may enter,

   sanctified by the light of the moon.”

   

   There was precious little moonlight, so I was really hoping that part didn’t matter too much. 

   It might have been my mind playing tricks on me, but the atmosphere suddenly seemed different somehow. In addition to the toxic fumes, it felt as if the air itself was electrically charged, holding its breath in anticipation of something big happening; but outside the circle, things looked to be completely different, nothing more than smoke and heat rising from the floors below. 

   I ran to the edge of the roof and looked down, ducking back after a second because that was as much as I could physically stand. In that instant, I caught a face-full of choking black smoke, but also a glimpse of flames starting to lick out of the windows on the second and third floors. 

   The fire was spreading, and spreading quickly. 

   Coughing to clear my lungs, I stepped back from the edge and closed my eyes, attempting to clear my mind of distractions and center my focus on the spirit realm. 

   I lost all awareness of the passage of time, and stopped thinking about the fire burning below us, or worrying about the whereabouts of Spiessbach and his team of monsters. 

   All that mattered to me in that moment was my spirit guide. 

   Lamiyah, if you can, please come to me. I’m in a lot of trouble —  the worst kind ever — and I really, really need your help. 

   Of course, there was no answer; but then, there never was. 

   I opened my eyes again, blinking like crazy to clear them; they were starting to sting and tear up as more and more hot smoke came drifting across the rooftop. 

   “Find anything useful?” I asked. Brandon shook his head ruefully.

   “Not a thing.”

   “I guess it was worth a try. Now if we-”

   I never got to finish that thought, because suddenly, without any kind of a warning at all, a figure emerged from the doorway at the top of the stairs. It was bent over at the waist and clutching at the door-frame for support, but even without seeing the figure’s face, I could tell who it was straight away. 

   Even if the blood-stained strip of rag tied around his leg hadn’t given it away, the shotgun he was carrying sure would have. 

   Tony was back for blood, and it looked like the douchebag had upgraded his arsenal. 

 

    

 

 

  

 

Tony had definitely seen better days. 

   For starters, he had puked all down the front of his shirt, probably because of all the smoke that he must have breathed in on the climb up here. The fact that he’d even made it to the roof at all was nothing short of a miracle.

   His skin was deathly pale, and from the dark stain on his pant leg I was guessing that he’d lost quite a bit of blood before tying it off with that strip of cloth.

   But I was focusing more on his shotgun. The thing was single-barreled and mean-looking. Tony clutched it in trembling hands, but then I suppose the thing about a shotgun is that ‘close enough’ is usually good enough. 

   “You little turds! Sixty grand’s worth of methamphetamine up in flame, and my partner dead…all because of you!”

   “I notice he put the money before Jake,” Brandon said to me out of the corner of his mouth.

   Tony pumped the shotgun once, making a loud click-clack. He swung the barrel around to cover the three of us, huddling together inside our protective circle. 

   Jennifer had disappeared somewhere, I had no idea where. The smoke was getting so thick that visibility was down to ten or fifteen feet. 

   “Don’t even think about it.” 

   Becky had the Glock in her hands and was confidently aiming it right back at him; unlike Tony, her hands were amazingly steady. 

   A lot of Tony’s bravado disappeared when the pistol appeared in her hands. It’s easy to be brave when you’re the one holding the gun, but it’s a different story when there’s a loaded barrel pointing back at you. 

   “Put the gun down, girlie.” He licked his lips nervously. 

   “Is that the best you’ve got? You put yours down, buddy.” 

   “Looks like we’ve got ourselves a little standoff, doesn’t it?” 

   “Not for long,” I put in helpfully. “Pretty soon we’ll all burn to death. Or choke. Pick your poison, basically.” 

   “Shut up!” Tony snarled. 

   I shut up. He was starting to realize that he wasn’t in control of the situation, just like he hadn’t been in control down in the cellar, and that could make him even more unpredictable and dangerous than he was already. 

   “Oh no, I’d really like to hear more. Do please go on.”

   Four heads turned at the same time towards the newcomer. He had spoken quietly, barely in a whisper, but somehow we had all heard it. 

   “Oh, great,” I muttered under my breath.

   Marko von Spiessbach and his entourage had arrived at last.    

 

“Now, why can’t we all just be friends?” 

   Spiessbach had lost the surgical mask, which put his weasel-face on full display. It wasn’t much of an improvement, because now I could see his smirk more clearly. 

   The dead doctor and his nursing staff from hell had appeared out of the smoke to our right, seemingly unaware of the smoke that was making all four of us flesh-and-blood people cover our noses and mouths to try and get some relief. 

   “You really are in a bit of a pickle, aren’t you children?” he laughed, spreading his arms wide in apparent delight. “It really would be so much easier if you would just come with me now and save us all any further inconvenience, hmmm?” 

   “Why don’t you come and make us?” Brandon growled. Not the most adult response, I thought, but I totally agreed with the sentiment. 

   “Perhaps I shall.” 

   He snapped his fingers lazily, gesturing in our direction. Spiessbach must have had his goons pretty well trained, because the ghostly nurses and orderlies reacted immediately, closing in on us instantly. They were moving much faster than a live person could walk or even run. 

   Suddenly, they stopped dead in their tracks. 

   Those faces I could see which weren’t covered with masks looked confused, as if they’d slammed into an invisible brick wall. Thwarted, they began to hiss and whine, clawing helplessly at the emptiness in front of them. It was almost as though there was an invisible cage made of glass surrounding us, because their hands kept slipping and sliding off of thin air. 

   Becky’s protective circle was working. Awesome.

   They looked back to Spiessbach for guidance. He hissed at us, all pretense of politeness suddenly gone. Now there was only malice left in that face, raw and naked malevolence written on the angry features. 

   Noticing them for the first time, the dead surgeon’s eyes swept appraisingly across the still-burning candles and the chalk outline which connected them.

   “A protective circle,” he ground out through gritted teeth. “How clever.” 

   “Who the hell are these people?” 

   Tony had swung the shotgun around towards Spiessbach. His hands and arms were shaking so badly now that he could still have hit us with the blast instead of his target. 

   “Marko von Spiessbach, M.D. I don’t believe we’ve been introduced.” 

   When Spiessbach turned to face Tony, the meth dealer must have caught sight of something (I’m guessing it was the ragged hole in the back of his head) that spooked him. He jerked the trigger on the shotgun, peppering the air behind Spiessbach with buckshot. Not affected in the slightest, the surgeon smirked again. 

   “That really wasn’t very nice, was it, hmmm?” As if to emphasize his point, he brought out a scalpel from where he’d been hiding it behind the small of his back.

   Tony was in real danger. If the energy levels inside Long Brook were strong enough that even somebody as materialistic as him could see the ghosts, they were almost certainly able to manifest in as physical a manner as they chose to. 

   Spiessbach slashed out with the scalpel. Acting on instinct, Tony somehow managed to dodge the worst of it, but the glowing blue blade still managed to slice his right cheek open to the bone. Bright red blood sprayed from the wound, and even from across the roof I could see muscle or tissue glistening wetly underneath the gash in his face.

   Slapping his free hand to his cheek, the meth dealer howled in pain. Instead of trying the shotgun again must have decided that fleeing was his only viable option. 

   The problem was, he decided to flee straight towards us. 

   Becky tracked him all the way with her pistol, but for whatever reason she never took the shot. I found it hard to blame her for that. Despite what my dad had drummed into me, I would still have had a hard time putting a bullet in a man that wasn’t actually pointing his gun at me. 

   Shooting him would have been totally understandable, and maybe even forgivable, but it could still have felt like cold-blooded murder. 

   Besides, it looked as though Tony wasn’t coming our way for vengeance any more; the dude was plainly desperate for protection. I don’t know how long he and Jake had been cooking meth down in that cellar, but it didn’t seem likely that they’d encountered any of Long Brook’s resident ghosts before now. 

   He was getting a rude awakening to the fact that there were far worse evils in the old sanatorium than his petty little criminal chemistry set. 

   I barely had time to scream “look out!” and try to body-block him, but it was pointless anyway. Even in his weakened condition, the wiry crook was running on pure adrenaline — and he weighed more than I did. 

   Knocking me aside, Tony shoved his way into the middle of our circle, where he set about trying to hide behind Becky, the only armed member of our team. 

   Unfortunately for all of us, I wasn’t the only thing that got knocked aside. One of Tony’s sneakers had grazed the soda can that marked the edge of the circle nearest to us. The can wobbled, making the candle flame flicker for a moment, before totally going out. 

   The candle fell sideways out of the can, rolled four or five inches across the rooftop, and lay still.

   “Oh, crap,” Becky said. “He’s broken the circle!” 

   And with a sudden victorious roar, Spiessbach’s accomplices rushed us. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

The instant that Tony broke the circle, I knew we were hosed. 

   Spiessbach’s pack of dead orderlies and nurses surged toward us, their arms outstretched like a horde of Romero zombies. 

   “Run for it!” yelled Brandon, his words muffled by the tee-shirt that was pulled up over his nose and mouth.

   I still got the point though, and I didn’t need to be told twice. 

   We scattered, going our separate ways into the thick black smoke. I could feel the floor getting warm under my feet now, which had to be a bad sign. The fire must have reached the sixth floor already, or else be pretty freaking close. 

   I could hear Spiessbach’s heavily-accented voice bellowing gleefully into the fog. 

   “Flee all you like, children! Run as far and as fast as you can! For we both know that there is no way off this roof for you, hmmm?” 

   “Go to hell!” a male voice screamed in reply. I wondered for a second if it was Brandon, but got my answer when I heard the blast of a shotgun and saw an orange flash light up the smoke off to my right. 

   “All in good time, my boy,” Spiessbach chuckled. “You may rest assured that when I do finally get there, I shall not lack for company, hmmm?” 

   Damn, but he was starting to get on my nerves. 

   Okay…think, Danny. Think.

   I couldn’t go to the right, over by the kids’ swing set. That was where Tony and Spiessbach were, two characters I most definitely did not want to tangle with right now. The main staircase was a no-no; black smoke was pouring out of the doorway, and the staircase itself would probably be as hot as a chimney by now. 

   Part of me was tempted to just jump, hit the ground and end it all, quick and clean, but I never took the idea seriously. This was not a place I wanted to start my spirit existence in. 

   It had to be to the left, then. I couldn’t see anything over that way but smoke; then again, there was smoke everywhere. I took a few tentative steps in that direction, pulling my tee-shirt collar up and over my nose and breathing in the sweaty air that came from underneath. Tears were streaming from my eyes — tears of irritation, rather than emotion. Honest. 

   And then I saw it; a golden-yellow glow at about the height of my head, faint at first but growing steadily brighter as I closed in on the source. I stopped still for a second and realized that whatever it was, it kept getting larger and larger. I suddenly realized that I’d seen something like this before, up here on this very same roof. 

   It was a spirit portal. 

   A figure emerged from inside it, and was suddenly running towards me. I recognized it long before she was close enough for me to see her face. 

   “Lamiyah!”  

   I locked her in a massive bear hug, and now the tears running down my face were not just down to the smoke, they were also tears of pure joy.

   “It is so good to see you too, Daniel.” Her slender brown arms returned the hug fiercely. “Forgive me for having taken so long.” 

   “What are you talking about? I only called for you a few minutes ago.” 

   “I mean that I have been absent throughout most of your evening, ever since the energies here forced me to leave,” she clarified in that so-very-knowledgeable, cultured manner of hers. 

   Damn, but I had missed that voice. 

   “That’s okay. I figured you would come back to help us as soon as you could.” 

   Lamiyah nodded vigorously. “You ‘figured’ correctly, Daniel. I was worried that you might have believed that I had abandoned you.” 

   “Nuh-uh. Not for a second.” 

   “That is good, because as your sworn spirit guide, you must know that I would never forsake you.” She looked around with wide eyes, as if seeing the rooftop for the very first time. “And it appears that I have arrived not a moment too soon.”

   “Be careful,” I warned her. “There are some pretty nasty spirits up here with us.” 

   “Yes,” she agreed gravely. “I have been watching. I am now fully acquainted with the despicable Doctor Spiessbach and his…friends. I agree with your assessment of the situation, Daniel, but you should also know this…I have brought with me some most excellent reinforcements.”

   “Reinforce…reinforcements?” I broke into a fit of coughing, feeling the harsh smoke irritating the back of my throat. 

   “Yes indeed. My apologies, but enlisting their help was one of the reasons why I was forced to stay away for so many of your hours.” 

   The air was getting to be so thick now,  I could barely see for five feet in front of my face.

    A figure suddenly loomed up out of the smoke directly in front of me, and my heart skipped a beat with the shock of it. 

   “Why, hello, young man,” Spiessbach leered wolfishly. “Fancy meeting you here, of all people, hmmm?” 

   Before I could react, I felt the touch of a cold blade at my throat.

   “I really would not move, if I were you. This scalpel has been sharpened to the standards required by surgical precision, and is more than capable of slicing open your carotid artery if you so much as flinch.” 

   I froze, not moving a muscle. Please don’t let me cough now, or it’s game over, was all I could think. 

   “Doctor Marko von Spiessbach, I presume. My name is Lamiyah, and I wish that I could say that it was a pleasure to make your acquaintance — but given the seriousness of our present situation, it seems best to dispense with the pleasantries, does it not?” 

   Spiessbach’s hand didn’t move even a fraction, but his eyes flicked sideways in his head to regard the Indian girl clad in her colorful sari. 

   “I suppose that would depend on your definition of serious,” he responded thoughtfully. “This situation is nothing short of a delight. As the Americans like to say, it is a ‘win-win situation’ for me.” 

   “How so?” Lamiyah sounded politely curious, but she had that look on her face, the one I saw only rarely; when I did see it, I knew that she was up to something devious. 

   “This building is about to be consumed by fire,” he explained. “Unfortunate, but it can do no harm to either myself or my associates.” 

   “Or your patients,” Lamiyah added helpfully. 

   “Just so. These children, who have caused me so much trouble of late, will die in the conflagration, hmmm? They may asphyxiate; they may burn; they may even choose to act preemptively and jump to their deaths. It is of no significance in the grand scheme of things, because no matter which method they choose, they shall be dead within moments, along with their methamphetamine-making companion.

   “And once they have died, like everybody else who has died here at Long Brook, they shall be mine to do with as I please.” Spiessbach’s eyes flicked back to meet mine again. “Would you like me to do you a kindness, boy, and end it all for you now, right here with a flick of my knife? I could empty out your lifeblood in the space of a few heartbeats. You would feel very little pain. You might even thank me afterward, hmmm?” 

   Before I could tell him to go to hell, Lamiyah butted in with her own answer. 

   “You’re forgetting just one thing, Doctor Spiessbach.” 

   “Von Spiessbach,” he corrected her, irritably. “And what, pray tell, is that?” 

   “Me.” 

   The body-slam came out of nowhere, smashing into the surgeon’s left side with the speed of a truck. His scalpel went flying end-over-end into the air, lost in the smoke. I didn’t hear it clatter onto the rooftop, so it may have gone over the side of the building. 

   Frankly, I didn’t give a damn so long as it stayed well away from my throat. 

   Fists rained down on Spiessbach’s face in a flurry of blows that made me wince to look at it. For a moment I thought that Mister Long Brook might have come back with Polly in tow, but this level of ferocity was beyond even that guy’s fearsome rage. 

   One very steamed-up Jennifer was straddling his chest and just pounding on him, releasing the pent-up rage of decades and decades of mistreatment through the medium of her clenched fists. 

   Punch after punch pummeled Spiessbach’s head and neck, breaking the nose and splitting the lip, and still she would not stop. 

   Spiessbach gasped, raising bony arms defensively in a pathetic attempt to ward off the blows, but the enraged nurse simply pounded her way through them and kept on punching. 

   “You murdered me!” Smack. “You murdered them!” Smack. “All of them.” Smack-smack.  “You vile” smack “pathetic” smack “loathsome” smack “miserable excuse for a human being.” Smack. “You killed our child!” Smack. Smack. Smack. 

   Lamiyah laid a tender hand on her shoulder. Jennifer’s head flew up, wild-eyed and crazy-looking. She cocked a fist back as if to strike the little Indian girl, who simply stared placidly back at her. 

   Finally, sense returned to the nurse’s black-within-black eyes…except, I saw, that they weren’t any more. 

   I shuffled over towards them both, wondering if my eyes were playing tricks on me; sure enough, Jennifer’s eyes were now a light blue against a bed of white, no longer filled with the sinister darkness of a spirit that had chosen the evil path. 

   Holy crap. I guess this was what redemption looked like. 

   Spiessbach wasn’t moving. He just lay there limply, every muscle flaccid. His eyes were closed, although based on the speed with which they were swelling shut, I doubted that he could have seen anything through them even if he were still conscious. 

   I thought at first that Jennifer’s attack had put him out like a light, but after a few seconds his eyelids began to flutter. 

   We were surrounded on all sides by smoke. I couldn’t see much of anything for a few seconds, but then everything around me was suddenly bathed in a golden light. It grew out of a pinpoint in mid-air, but rapidly grew to the size of a basketball. 

   Slowly, in the manner of somebody who was either utterly exhausted or absolutely wasted, Jennifer got to her feet and staggered away from him.  

    Spiessbach’s body turned a bright yellowish color as the light turned its full attention towards him. His eyes widened in horror as realization dawned. 

   “No! Nein! Nein!” 

   The doctor held up weak hands in a desperate effort to ward off the inevitable. 

   It was pointless. 

   I could feel that it was his time. The spirit portal had come for them both. A flood of warmth that was nothing to do with the inferno poured out of the light, and I could feel such a sense of raw, unbridled compassion flooding out of it that it brought fresh tears to my eyes. 

   Despite all that he had done, all of the pain and suffering and misery that Spiessbach had caused, the light wasn’t judging him. It wasn’t here for vengeance or retribution, or for any other equally shallow emotion. 

   No, it wasn’t about that at all. 

   This was all about offering him help, an opportunity to accept responsibility for all that he had done, and possibly to begin making amends.

   “Nein! Please!” the doctor screamed. The light simply pulsed, and then a voice began to speak from somewhere inside it. I couldn’t make out any words, but just the sound of that voice — it was so perfect, so loving; I had never experienced anything more beautiful in my whole life.   

   Jennifer reached out to it, a look of blissful acceptance on her face. I was so sure that she was going to go forwards into the portal’s accepting embrace, but then I was swallowed up in a tunnel of black smoke. 

   The floor felt sticky beneath my feet. I realized that should have been impossible — stone and concrete don’t melt — so I looked down, and saw that the sole of my shoe was beginning to stick to the ground, which had gotten hot enough to fry an egg on. 

   Lamiyah was suddenly beside me, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder.

   “Lamiyah, Becky and Brandon are still out there —  a bunch of Spiessbach’s thugs are running around after them. Oh, not to mention the shotgun-carrying meth-head. If you brought reinforcements, we sure could use them in a hurry!” 

   “They should not be long in arriving, Daniel; please bear with me. Now, come with me. Let us gather up your friends and devise a way of getting you all to safety.” 

   She took my hand in her own, which was cold but strangely comforting at the same time. Swirling geometric patterns had been either inked or tattooed across her fingers. It’s funny the little details you notice in times of stress sometimes.

   A shotgun boomed again from somewhere off to our right, followed by the sharper crack-crack of a pistol firing a double-tap. Lamiyah headed that way, stepping around the play equipment (even though she could have walked straight through it if she had chosen to, I certainly couldn’t) and angling towards the edge of the roof.   

   I was worried that we were going to discover Tony and Becky in another shoot-out, popping off rounds at each other while the evil spirits closed in on them both. What we actually found was the two wannabe gunslingers standing back to back, with a violently-coughing Brandon shielded behind them both. 

   With their shirts pulled up to the bridge of their noses, the three of them looked like a gang of bank robbers pulling off a heist. 

   What worried me more was the pack of seven ghostly attackers who had surrounded them in a horseshoe-pattern, fanned out and closing in. Becky and the boys couldn’t step backwards, or they would be off the edge of the roof and falling six floors to their deaths. 

   That didn’t leave them with too many options. We all knew that physical bullets wouldn’t hurt spirits — even in their most physical incarnations, the most a round or piece of buckshot could ever be was a minor inconvenience — but my buddies were fighters, and if they were going to go down, then they were going to go down swinging. 

   Damn, but I loved that about them. 

   I watched Becky squeeze off another round. Even now, despite the intense pressure she was under, she refused to panic and fire blindly or to snatch at the trigger. 

   The shot was well-aimed, flying through the chest of a Neanderthal-looking male orderly who barely flinched as the lead struck home. The wound didn’t bleed; if he had been struck by a spirit weapon or body-part, that would have been a different story, but the ghosts knew that they had nothing to worry about from material sources. 

   Becky squeezed the trigger again. 

   Click. 

   The hammer had fallen on an empty chamber. Her magazine was totally out. 

   Flames were starting to flicker up and over the parapets behind her tiny little group now, and the crackling meant I couldn’t hear worth a damn. 

   With a curse that I couldn’t lip-read, Becky pitched the useless Glock at the phantom orderly’s head with all the force she could muster. It missed, sailing over his left shoulder to clatter harmlessly onto a section of rooftop behind him. 

   “Lamiyah,” I roared, struggling to be heard over the howling inferno that surrounded us. “Is there any way you can take these guys down?” I gestured helplessly at Spiessbach’s cronies, knowing that there wasn’t a damn thing that I could do to them.

   She had to stand on tiptoes to shout back her reply. 

   “I’m afraid that I am more of a thinker than a fighter, Daniel…this is more of a job for those gentlemen.” 

   With a sweep of the arm, Lamiyah gestured back behind us towards the golden spirit portal, now barely visible as little more than a blurry smudge through the billowing clouds of smoke.

   Suddenly a man burst through the smoke. He wore the uniform of a combat infantryman, and his entire semi-transparent body was outlined in blue. Five other ghost soldiers, similarly dressed and toting what I recognized as M16A2 assault rifles, rushed up to join him, weapons held at the ready.

   My eyes went back to their leader. He bore a look of concern on a face that was…

   “DAD!”  

   I squealed. I actually squealed, which made me inhale a lungful of burning smoke and sent me into yet another coughing fit. 

   “Hello son,” my father said solemnly. 

   Then, with a grin that I would have given a billion dollars and my entire set of Star Wars collectibles to ever see again, he said: “I understand that there are a few asses that need kicking?”     

  

 

   

 

It might sound weirder than weird, but however you slice it, the concept of ghost Marines packing ghost machine guns is freaking amazing.

   A few quick bursts of well-aimed automatic weapons fire was all that it took for my dad’s squad to make Spiessbach’s cronies see sense.

   They didn’t even have to put rounds on target; once the chickens realized that Uncle Sam’s Misguided Children had arrived to save the day and were packing  spirit weapons that could really hurt them, they threw up their hands and pretty much surrendered on the spot. 

   Which was just as well really, because Long Brook’s roof was about to come down, taking all four of us survivors with it. 

   “This is it man,” I could hear Bill Paxton’s Corporal Hudson from Aliens bleating in my ear. “Game over, man. Game over!” 

   While the other Marines efficiently trussed up the wrists of their prisoners, I locked my dad into the fiercest hug I have ever given another human being, alive or dead. I didn’t care in the slightest about how cold his body felt. It was him, my dad, and he had come back for me in the end. 

   That was all that mattered.

   And now I was going to die, but that was okay too, because we’d be together again.

   Almost as if he were reading my mind, Dad broke the hug. Holding me at arm’s length, he yelled to ask me what was wrong. 

   “There’s no way we can make it off this roof,” I screamed back. “I get that, and it’s okay. We can be together again, all of us.”

   I looked around at Becky and Brandon. I could only see their eyes, but they were both streaming with tears as they watched our totally unexpected family reunion. Even Tony seemed to be choking up, although that might have just been the smoke. 

   But then my fantasies of a blissful new afterlife spent in the Summerland with Dad and Becky and Brandon and Lamiyah were rudely shattered when another thought crowbarred its way into my brain.

   What about Mom…how was she going to cope, losing first her husband, and then her only son?

   It would utterly devastate her. She would be a broken woman. And what about Becky’s family, her Wicca-loving parents…and Brandon’s? Hell, even Tony had to have somebody who would miss him, somebody to mourn his death when he died here tonight. 

   Another spirit-form materialized out of the smoke, moving over to stand with Brandon. I couldn’t hear a word either of them was saying, but I really didn’t need to. This was the one time that I could totally read his mind. 

   Here on this burning roof, standing on the very edge of death, he was finally able to see his grandmother again. I came close to crying like a newborn baby as I watched them both embrace, the old lady patting her grandson’s back in that protective maternal way that’s completely instinctive to grandmothers the world over. 

   Suddenly, my head was clamped in an icy vice-like grip. Dad turned my head towards him and stuck his face right in front of mine. He screamed every word slowly and clearly, making sure to enunciate it perfectly so that there could be no misunderstanding. 

   “You. Are. Not. Going. To. Die. Here. Tonight!”  

   And incredibly enough, I didn’t. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What happened next was pretty much a blur.

   I’ll tell it as best I can, but you have to understand that it was all over so incredibly quickly, a lot of it seems like a dream to me now. 

   Oh, and there’s the fact that I was so frightened for most of it that I was concentrating really hard on not peeing my pants. 

   The Marines produced ropes from somewhere. The coils glowed an ethereal blue, just like they did. Visibility was down to practically nothing now, but somehow they managed to secure the ropes to some kind of anchor point on top of the roof. 

   Dad scooped me up in his arms again, crushing me close to his chest and yelling at me to hang on for dear life. Before I knew it, Dad had jumped up onto the parapet of the roof and turned back to face the rope again. 

   “Might want to close your eyes, son!” 

   I took him at his word and screwed my eyes tightly shut. 

   The next thing I knew, that sickening floating feeling was kicking up a storm in my stomach —  you know, the one you get at the top of the rollercoaster’s first big climb, right before it plunges back down again at Mach 2. 

   I remember feeling incredibly hot for a moment, as if we were falling into the open mouth of an oven. Then the feeling went away again as quickly as it had arrived, and suddenly it was back, fiercer than before; I figured out later that we had pretty much rappelled down six floors in about thirty seconds, and although Dad had done his best to choose a spot that was, in his own words, “a bit less flaming than the rest,” I was still a little scorched as we passed each burning floor on the way down. 

   The thud of his combat boots on solid ground was my cue to open my eyes again. Dad was sprinting away from the building, and as I looked over his shoulder I could see smoke and flame pouring out of most of the open windows and doorways.

   Also standing in most of those same windows were the motionless apparitions of hundreds of Long Brook’s former patients, all of them watching silently as the tiny squad of Marines dashed out of the inferno and headed towards the safety of the treeline.

   Dad lowered me to the ground gently. Just a few yards away, the other members of his squad were doing the same for Becky and Brandon. The Marine that had been holding Tony just let him drop, and the meth dealer howled in agony when his wounded leg hit the floor. 

   “Sorry,” said the Marine flatly, sounding anything but. 

   Lamiyah hadn’t needed the help, and came striding up under her own steam. 

   “It’s so good to see you, son,” Dad said quietly, clasping my arms. I was still crying, and I thought that I probably would be for quite a while yet. My next question came out as more of a sob.

   “Dad…why did it take you so long?” 

   Dad took a seat on the grass next to me, in the same way he’d always done when he had something to explain. 

   “Danny…when I died over there, it was…things were pretty bad, son. That’s about as much detail as I want to go into, but let’s just say that I wasn’t in the best state, either mentally or emotionally. It was my second tour, remember, and the sh…the stuff I was seeing was starting to get to me.” 

   “You mean like PTSD?”

   He nodded. “That’s right. There’s more to it than that, but the constant strain was a big part of it. When everything went down that day and I died, when we died—” Dad nodded to indicate the other members of his squad, who were all very politely and pointedly pretending not to notice our impromptu father-son conversation “in that ambush, I didn’t go straight to the Summerland. In fact, none of us did.” 

   “Where did you go?” 

   “To a special place, a house of healing. Sort of like a hospital, but way less formal and sterile. My spirit body was fine as soon as I opened my eyes, as good as new but this—” Dad pointed to his chest, and then at his head “and this needed some rehab, son. It took a lot of working through issues with some truly wonderful and supportive healing souls to get me back on my feet again.”

   That made a lot of sense to me. I’d heard of similar things happening to spirits who died under really traumatic circumstances — murder victims, people caught up in terrorist attacks and nasty stuff like that — and having to get some kind of intensive care and attention from specialists on the other side. Why had it never occurred to me that that was why I hadn’t heard from Dad? 

   “I would have come sooner, but I didn’t want to burden you with my problems, son. To tell you the truth, I think I still have a little further to go, but when the charming young lady over there—” he nodded towards Lamiyah, who curtsied politely in return “—came and told me what kind of trouble you’d gotten yourself into, I talked them into letting me out for a little field trip. It actually feels pretty good to get back into the old battle rattle again,” he grinned, referring to his combat gear. 

   I grinned back. The tears had stopped. 

   “What happens to the sanatorium now, Lamiyah?” I wanted to know, fighting to speak around another bout of hacking coughs. 

   In the background, Long Brook was still fully involved, burning heavily and pushing a massive column of dark smoke into the Rocky Mountain night sky. Lamiyah seemed to consider her answer for a long minute before answering.

   “When von Spiessbach awakens momentarily, he has a significant choice to make. Even taking into account the sheer amount of harm that he has done since his demise, he cannot be forced into entering the light and progressing to the next phase of his spiritual development. “ She sighed. “That is one option, certainly, and the most beneficial for him in the long run; but blighted souls such as his often choose to remain bound to the mortal realm, afraid of such judgment as will come in the next world.” 

   “What about my grandmother?” Becky interjected, a definite edge of concern in her voice. 

   “She will be given the same choice that all are offered under such circumstances: to accept the light and the consequences of her actions, or to reject it and remain earthbound.” Lamiyah squatted next to where Becky lay on the ground and laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “From what I have seen of her behavior tonight, Rebecca, I suspect that she will make the correct choice. Have no fear.”

   “Does the same go for the medical staff?” 

   Lamiyah nodded. “It does. You must understand that ultimately, there is no escaping judgment — for any of us. But it is not a ‘fire and brimstone’ situation, as some would have you believe; the spirits who serve as part of the judicial process act as assistants, helping the miscreant to discern the true nature of his or her own crimes. In the end, we all judge ourselves, with a little help from other compassionate souls, and none are banished for all eternity. Although they may be sent to lower planes of existence for a time, it is entirely possible for them to outgrow such places of imprisonment by developing one’s spirit and nurturing a good heart.” 

   We all fell silent for a moment, partly because some of us were considering the ramifications of what Lamiyah had just told us, but also because we were just plain exhausted. 

   It had been one hell of a night, and I for one was glad just to have survived it. 

   Above all else, I was glad beyond words to have my Dad back. 

   I suppose it was inevitable that I wouldn’t get to keep him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Through the swirling clouds of angry black smoke and the pillars of flame that fueled them, we could see that a host of golden lights was appearing in each of the windows of the abandoned sanatorium.

   “The light is coming for them,” Lamiyah said matter-of-factly. “It is coming for them all.”  

   And one by one, the spirit-residents of Long Brook sanatorium made their choice. 

   Our motley little crew watched in awed silence as the earthbound souls took one last glance back at us and the material plane that they were leaving behind, and then walked slowly into the welcoming spirit portals that had come for them at last. 

   Some walked slowly, their hesitation obvious even from this far away; others seemed to welcome this next phase of existence with open arms, marching eagerly towards the golden conduits as they formed in the air of their rooms and on the balconies outside. 

   I don’t know exactly how much time passed — I was captivated by the drama unfolding right in front of my eyes — but after a while there were no more human figures visible in any of the windows, just the waste products of combustion that were gutting the old building from the inside out.

   In the end, not a single one of them had chosen to remain earthbound. 

   Towards the very end, just before the crumbling old sanatorium finally collapsed in on itself, I could have sworn that I saw the dark silhouette of a huge hulk of a man holding the hand of a little girl. They were both waving at us, the little girl excitedly, and the larger figure a little more awkwardly. 

   Then they turned and walked off into a portal together. It flashed and winked out of existence, leaving behind only the fire. 

   “Goodbye, Polly,” I mouthed silently. “Goodbye, Mister Long Brook.”  

   Above the crackle and roar of the flames, a new noise could be heard — the sound of sirens, probably the cops and firefighters heading up from Nederland. A column of smoke and flame this big would be impossible to miss, even at this early hour of the morning. 

   “Son, I have to go,” my Dad said gently. 

   “I know.” 

   “It’s going to be okay.” 

   “I know.” 

   And I did know. For once, I wasn’t reacting like a sulky teenager who wasn’t getting his own way. Dad had to go back and finish his course of healing, and then…well, who knew what the afterlife had in store for him— and me? 

   We hugged again. It went on for so much longer than any hug we’d ever had when he was alive. 

   Finally, I was the one who let him go. His Marines had formed a circle a discreet distance away from us, not so close as to be intrusive, but near enough that their hint was being taken clearly. 

   Time to go. 

   I watched as one of them, a big corporal whose name-tag read SCHULTHEIS, bent over Tony and said something in a low voice. Whatever was said made the criminal turn pale again; he responded with a stiff, jerky nod that evidently satisfied the Marine, because he came back to hang out with the rest of his buddies, assault rifle slung casually from his right shoulder.

   “We’ll be together again, Danny — I promise. I’ll come back to visit, probably when you least expect it.” Dad straightened up, and we both grinned at each other. 

   “I can’t wait, Dad.”

   He reached out and ruffled my hair. It was the most wonderful coldness I had ever felt. 

   A portal began to form in the air behind them, starting out as a sphere roughly the size of a dime and spiraling quickly to become six or seven feet in diameter. One by one each Marine threw us a respectfully nod, then turned to walk into the light. 

   Corporal Schultheis threw Tony a look that was full of meaning, and I saw the meth dealer shudder. Then he was gone too, and it was Dad’s turn. 

   “Dad, wait,” I said, stalling for time. I didn’t want him to go, not yet. Not so soon. 

   He paused, turning back to look at me. I could tell that it was taking everything he had to walk away from me again, that it must be tearing him apart to leave his son behind for a second time, and that made me burn with shame at my selfishness. 

   “Yes, son?” 

   I said the first thing that popped into my brain.

   “What the hell am I going to tell Mom?” 

   Dad paused to think about it for a moment. Finally he said, “You’ll figure it out, Danny. You’re smart and you always do.”

   I flushed with pride at the compliment. 

   Then he had to go and spoil it by adding, “And watch your language, son. Swearing is a sign of a limited vocabulary and a shackled mind. Okay? 

   And with that, he turned and walked straight out of the world of the living for the second time of his life.     

 

“Brandon, you can tell me to shut up and mind my own business if you want,” Becky said, rolling over on the grass to face him. “But I’m pretty sure that right around the time those Marines came to bail us out, I saw an older lady talking to you up there on the roof. Was that your grandmother?” 

   “Yeah.“ He smiled wistfully. 

   “Can I ask you what she said? I mean, if it’s too personal—”

   “No, it’s okay. She told me that she was proud of me, and that she loved me, and that everything was going to be okay.” Then he shot a look over in my direction. “And she told me to be nice to Danny, and not pick on his skinny butt any more.” 

   The three of us laughed. It broke the tension a little, which is something I’m pretty sure we were all in dire need of just about then. The light of the fires was casting dancing shadows across the weeds and wild grass. Those flames showed no sign at all of dying down; in fact, they seemed bent on consuming the entire sanatorium and everything within it. 

   Maybe that was for the best, I reflected; purge the place, and all of the misery that it had seen over the course of the decades. Wipe it from the history books and be done with it. 

   I looked across at Tony, who was laying twenty feet away with his injured leg stretched out in front of him. Getting shakily to my feet, I made my way over there to stand next to him. I guessed he would be a whole lot nicer to be around when he wasn’t pointing a shotgun at my face. 

   “’Sup.” 

   “’Sup,” he replied. Tony gestured for me to sit down. I pulled up a piece of ground next to him. 

   “Hell of a night, huh?” was the best I could think of as an ice-breaker. 

   “Hell of a night,” he agreed. 

   A couple of minutes passed in awkward silence. The sirens kept getting louder. They’d be here pretty soon, and Tony must have known that he was going to jail. I wondered if that was what occupied his mind the most right now. The fact that he had just witnessed positive proof of life after death had to be pretty solid competition for that spot. 

   Finally he said, “I’m going to tell the cops everything when they get here, man.” 

   “Oh, uh…that’s awesome, man. Way to go.” 

   “Well, not everything. It ain’t like they’re gonna believe the ghosts and goblins stuff, right?” 

   We both laughed, drawing a bemused look from Becky and Brandon. 

   “Listen kid, you just tell them that you and your two friends were up here doing whatever, okay? I’ll tell them all about the meth lab and that I accidentally started the fire when I dropped some stuff. Leave you out of that part.” 

   “Okay. Thanks, man.” 

   “Call me Tony.” 

   “Thanks, Tony.” 

   He nodded, telling me that I was welcome. 

   “They’re gonna find Jake’s body in there, when all of this is over. I’m going to jail, but when I get out, I’m gonna do right by his family. And when I’ve done my time, I’m gonna get out of the drug business and find something decent to do with my life.” 

   “Sounds like a plan to me.” I paused, unsure of how to ask the question I really wanted to ask. Finally, I just decided to hell with it. “Tony, I have to ask…what did the Marine corporal say to you?”

   Brown eyes flashed up at me, and Tony almost recoiled as if he had been stung. 

   “You saw that, huh?” I nodded. He blew out a long, slow breath. “Well,” he began, “he said that when he got back…over there, he was going to find Jake and sort of look out for him, you know? Take him under his wing.

   “Then he said that if I tried to weasel out of my responsibility for causing all this mess, that I’d open my eyes in the dark one night, and me and him would be having words again.” Tony shivered. 

   I nodded, finally understanding. Leave it to a Marine to try and right a wrong. 

   Even a dead Marine.

  

 

 

 

The Nederland Fire Department had a good reputation in Boulder County, but they weren’t in the business of working miracles. Their fire engines ran out of water not long after arriving, dumping the few thousand gallons they brought with them on the burning sanatorium from a couple of hundred feet away.

   “I’m not putting any of my people inside that old deathtrap unless you tell me that somebody might be trapped inside,” said the fire chief sternly, interviewing the four of us. We all shook our heads solemnly. “Alright then. This area’s too remote to be hydranted. Considering how we’ll have burned through all the water we brought with us in about…oh, a couple of minutes more, I’d say that surround and drown isn’t a viable tactic…so it looks like it’s going to be a case of babysitting our scene overnight and letting this thing put itself out.” 

   He seemed disappointed, as though not having enough water on hand to extinguish a building was a personal affront. 

   An ambulance crewed by an EMT and a paramedic turned up right behind the first fire truck, and those guys wasted no time in checking us all out. We all showed signs of minor airway and respiratory irritation, they said, and so we’d all earned ourselves a trip to Boulder Community Hospital so that a doctor could evaluate us more thoroughly. Tony would be going first, on account of the gunshot wound to his leg, and they’d send more ambulances for the rest of us as soon as possible. 

   Then it was the turn of the cops to ask us questions. Tony made the ride into Boulder handcuffed to the cot and accompanied by a deputy. We all stuck to a pretty similar story about having traveled up to the haunted old sanatorium to get our kicks ghost-hunting, and how surprised were we to discover that there were a couple of meth dealers cooking their drug up in the basement. 

   Which was true, at least as far as it went. When it came down to how Tony happened to wind up with a bullet in his leg, we were a little more circumspect, preferring to leave it to him to make up that part of the story for himself. 

   It took another hour for the ambulances to make the journey up from Boulder, so we passed the time talking in hushed tones, and also by watching the firefighters stand helplessly by while the sanatorium burned to the ground. There was a colossal crash as the roof finally fell in, pancaking down onto the sixth floor in a shower of sparks and a massive cloud of dust. 

   Of Spiessbach and Jennifer there was no sign at all. It looked as though they had both chosen to enter their portal, just as Lamiyah had predicted in the case of Becky’s grandmother.

   “It is time for me to take my leave also, Daniel,” Lamiyah said, pressing her palms together and offering me a respectful bow. “I have done all that I can do to assist you here, and my work as a guide beckons me elsewhere.” 

   “Thanks for everything, Lamiyah,” I said, and meant every word of it. “Above all else, thanks for bringing my Dad back to me.” 

   “You are most welcome,” Lamiyah replied solemnly. “I am glad that not only are you and your friends unhurt, but also that we were able to get to the bottom of this particular mystery.” 

   With so many first responders around, Lamiyah was in her most ethereal of spirit bodies, invisible to everyone except me. Even Becky and Brandon couldn’t see her any longer, so she asked me to pass on her farewell to them when time permitted. I promised that I would, and then she was gone as well, leaving the three of us alone. 

   A faint glow on the eastern horizon had been growing steadily pinker over the past fifteen minutes or so. The sun was coming up, and bringing a new day along with it. 

   “Well,” Brandon said, as he hopped up onto the bright yellow wheeled cot that the EMTs had brought out of the ambulance for him, “it sure has been a night, hasn’t it?” 

   “Ain’t that the truth,” Becky laughed, letting her medical crew strap her down to their own cot. “I’ll see you both at the hospital, boys.” And with that, they were both pushed inside the ambulances, a tired-looking EMT closing both sets of doors behind them. 

   “How’s it going?” said the EMT that was assigned to my ambulance. He was friendly enough, but all business right out of the gate.“My name’s Mike, but you can call me Mrla — everybody does.” He pronounced it Mar-la. “I’ll be your EMT for your ride back down the canyon, okay?” Mrla cocked a thumb at the tall, dark-haired young guy next to him. “And this here is Ryan. He’ll be your paramedic, which means he’ll basically be the cab driver while I get all the real work done. So, first things first…let’s get you all belted in. Then we’ll be starting an IV and giving you a little fluid…” 

   My mind began to wander as the two medical pros efficiently strapped and buckled me to their cot. For a minute I got the chills; it took me back to being strapped down to Spiessbach’s operating table, totally at the mercy of the demented doctor and his scalpel. But then I shook my head and snapped out of it. 

   I had far more important things to spend my brainpower on — like how on Earth was I actually going to explain all this to Mom?  

   Fortunately, the ride back down into Boulder would give me a lot of time to think. 

   I winced as Mrla stuck a needle in my arm and pushed a tiny plastic tube into one of my veins, then starting to run what he told me was “a little saltwater” from a clear plastic bag. The inside of my elbow started to go a little numb.

   The ambulance began to slowly work its way along the driveway, the same track we’d used to reach the sanatorium a lifetime ago. I felt a squeeze in my other arm. Mrla was taking my blood pressure. 

   Ryan the paramedic was in the driving seat. Guiding the ambulance carefully along the rough He called out to me over his shoulder.  “So, I’ve got to ask…what the hell happened to you guys up there?” 

   Looking through the two oval back windows of the ambulance, all I could see was the flash of multi-colored emergency lights surrounding the angry orange glow that had once been Long Brook Sanatorium. 

   “I don’t know where to start,” I said at last. “All I can tell you is, nothing will ever  be the same again.” 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

		

Author’s Note

 

I hope that you have enjoyed “Agonal Breath.” If so, please consider leaving a review or rating on Amazon.com. I would be most grateful. 

 

I have spent the better part of twenty years investigating  claims of the paranormal, on both sides of the Atlantic. Readers who are interested in that particular story can learn all about it in my ghost-hunting biography, In Search of the Paranormal, in which my team and I spent nights looking for ghosts inside a number of very haunted buildings. 

   The truth is that ghost hunting is a rather boring business, at least for most of the time. Even the most paranormally-active buildings aren’t that way twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week…so there is a lot of waiting around, waiting for things to happen. 

   That’s not a great deal of fun to read about, and one of the benefits of writing about it (whether in fact or fiction) is that the author has the luxury of cutting out most of the boring parts for you, the reader. 

   Agonal Breath is not based on any sanatorium or haunted hospital in particular (although I have investigated and written about quite a few, as detailed in my book The World’s Most Haunted Hospitals) but there are a number of very similar facilities scattered across the landscape of North America. Many of them lie in ruins now, and are laid out essentially as I have described Long Brook Sanatorium in this novel. 

   I did not exaggerate in the slightest concerning the cruelty and brutality of the early and mid-Twentieth Century medical treatments for tuberculosis. All of the treatments that I have described in Agonal Breath were in common practice at one time or another, and represented the very best efforts of medical science to combat the blight that was TB. 

   The physicians and nursing staff of the time worked long hours in the fight against that wretched disease, and it was a fight that they were very often bound to lose. One can only shake their head and wonder at how it must have affected them, both physically and emotionally. 

    Nor has the battle against tuberculosis been won yet. Statistics published by the World Health Organization cite an estimated nine million new tuberculosis cases in 2013, and an estimated one million deaths. 

   Globally, the disease continues to take its toll. 

   On a rather more pleasant note, most of my characters are entirely fictitious. Marko von Spiessbach did not exist, thankfully, but he came to life when I needed a suitably Germanic-sounding name, which was stolen from my fellow Firefighter-Paramedic Mark Spiessbach. Mark is, I can assure you, one of the nicest and most decent people you could ever wish to meet, and is nothing at all like his war criminal counterpart. 

   Much the same can be said for Jake Dickes, who jumped at the chance to have a meth dealer named after him in the book. Jake is also a superb firefighter and devoted family man who is nothing like his namesake. 

   Billy Kraft, on the other hand, is every bit the same in reality as he appears in the book. None was more surprised than I when the grizzled 911 communications center manager shoehorned his way into the scene and started talking (which is pretty much his modus operandi in real life) and so I left him in. I’m very happy to report that at the time of writing, he is most definitely not dead. 

   Much of Boulder County is as I have described it. Where liberties need to be taken in order to serve the needs of the book, I hope that the reader will forgive any inaccuracies. I would like to offer my heart felt thanks to Laura T. for her proofing and copy-editing skills, and to test readers Katy Wheatley, Dr. Catlyn Keenan, Shannon Bradley Byers, and Dibe Hall for taking the time to read the book in advance and to offer feedback, and to Mihai Costea for designing such an awesome cover.

   As the ruins of Long Brook Sanatorium burn slowly down into cold ashes and embers, I feel that it is in no way giving out a spoiler to tell you that the dead have not yet finished with Danny, Becky, and Brandon…not by a long shot. There are many more future adventures left for the Deadseer and his new-found friends, as they travel a road of adventure, excitement, heartbreak— and of course, lots and lots of ghosts…
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