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      Howlston Lunatic Asylum, Howlston, WV. 1979

      

      Barbara Fox didn’t have much time left.

      She knew it: urgently when she could avoid the drugs, distantly when she couldn’t. Some nurses checked more thoroughly than others. And there had been a stretch of time…one year? two?…when the doctor ordered the whole ward lined up once a day and given injections of Prolixin to render them pliable, no matter what their initial diagnosis.

      That had been…bad. She tried not to remember the screaming faces of the dead, crowding around her, desperate to be heard. The drugs slowed her thoughts, made it impossible to concentrate. Impossible to guard herself against their sorrow and pain.

      If only that had been the worst of it.

      Her tongue spasmed involuntarily, and her hands tightened on the smooth wooden banister running along the wall between rooms. It was meant to help steady patients, and she both hated she needed to use it and was grateful for its presence.

      She glanced around, using the curtain of her hair—once her pride, now hanging in lank strings—to hide her gaze. No nurses nearby, so she shuffled a few more feet, closer to the locked door at the end of the ward. Other women wandered the hall along with her, made restless by Haldol or their own minds.

      “Get out,” whispered a voice from no living mouth.

      If only she could. Barbara didn’t have the strength left to block out the voices of the dead. There was nothing she could do to help them anymore. But maybe, maybe, she could help the living.

      They’d finally taken Suzette to the medical ward, once her deep, wracking coughs became too frequent for even the overworked nurses to ignore. She’d gotten sick the night Barbara heard the voice of a dead man talking to her in the next room over. Over time, what had been a light cough attributable to the dust and pollen changed into something wet and gurgling as her lungs began to rot.

      She wasn’t the first to go this way. If Barbara didn’t act, she wouldn’t be the last, either.

      Gritting her teeth, Barbara shuffled closer to the door. The ward was a quiet one, most of its inhabitants drugged to the point of somnolence. Sometimes the nurses got sloppy, forgot to lock a door. She just needed to get lucky.

      Lucky. A bitter laugh bubbled somewhere deep inside, then died before reaching her lips. Lucky didn’t tangle with a murderous ghost, get possessed—however briefly—and end up here.

      They said the ghosts weren’t real. Said she was schizophrenic, then gave her drugs that made everything so much worse.

      She wasn’t getting out of here alive. Scott, her baby boy, was almost a man now. She’d never dance at his wedding, never hold a grandbaby, never…

      Tears threatened; she squeezed her eyes shut to keep them in. No use worrying about things she couldn’t change, that was what her mamaw always said. What happened outside these walls was beyond her reach forever.

      But in here…

      A rot infected the heart of this place. She could smell it sometimes, during the night when the ghostly creak of gurney wheels rolled past her door. A stink of gangrene and pus, a wound so infected and so deep it sickened everything around it. Turned orderlies mean, depressed nurses, and twisted the minds of the poor souls who’d come here needing help and found only overcrowded halls and electro-shock. In the worse cases, it crept into bodies and corrupted them, drowning lungs or inflaming organs.

      Her defenses were paper-thin, torn apart by the drugs, but she was still a spirit-worker like her mamaw. Put on this earth to help bring peace to the dead, and thus to the living they haunted.

      There were so, so many dead here who needed help she could no longer give them. But maybe, if she could burn out the rotten core, she could save the living like Suzette. With luck, cauterizing the wound would let the harmless dead move along as well.

      Not much farther. She was almost at the door. Barbara glanced around again, saw no nurses, and reached for it.

      The handle turned. They’d forgotten to lock it.

      Moving as quickly as she was able these days, she swung it open—and stopped in her tracks.

      A big woman loomed in front of her, dressed in a nurse’s uniform, the trailing skirt and frilled cap long out of date. Her eyes locked with Barbara’s, blazing with fury. Her mouth opened, stretched wider and wider, far past any human limit.

      “Get back!” The words roared from the hollow cavern of her ghastly mouth, accompanied by a frigid blast that stank of freezer-burned meat.

      Caught off guard, Barbara cried out and staggered away. Her twitching muscles betrayed her; she fell heavily to the floor, banging one elbow.

      Within seconds, living nurses hurried into the hall, drawn by the sound. “Damn it, Deirdre, you left the door unlocked again!” one of them shouted. She walked toward the door, oblivious to the dead woman.

      “Stop!” Barbara yelled at the ghost. “I can help you! Why couldn’t you have just let me through?”

      She sounded crazy, she knew it, but what else could she do? Other nurses grabbed her arms; she tried to fight, biting and scratching wildly until she felt the sharp sting of a needle in her biceps.

      No. No, this had been her one chance. Suzette’s one chance. They’d watch her from now on, make sure she swallowed her pills, maybe even confine her to her room. She struggled to get free, but already her limbs felt heavy and her thoughts began to fuzz.

      “Call Dr. Dixon,” ordered one of the nurses restraining her. “She needs to go back to the fourth floor. And lock that door!”

      The nurse closest to the door shut it, never realizing she stood only inches from a dead woman. Through the crack as it closed, Barbara saw the phantom nurse nod firmly, as if at a job well done.

      One more life ruined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      44 years later.

      

      “Ho-lee shit,” Chris Saito said, peering out the van’s window. “That place is fucking huge.”

      In the passenger seat, Nigel glanced at his notebook. “The building is 1,295 feet long,” he reported. “Almost a quarter of a mile, built from hand-cut stone.”

      Oscar Fox slowed the van to a halt on the cracked, two-lane road that ran along the upper edge of the valley. Below lay a small river spanned by an old stone bridge. On the other side, directly across from the road they were on, loomed what had once been the Howlston Lunatic Asylum.

      The building where his grandmother had spent her final years. A medium like himself, weakened by drugs, trapped amidst a century of pain, terror, and death.

      He’d seen pictures of the asylum while prepping for this trip. But no picture could come close to the impact such an enormous structure made in real life. Its upper stories towered over the trees and underbrush that had grown up over the decades since its abandonment. The spring green of honeysuckle and grape vines crawled up dark stone walls. Sunlight flashed only dully from the grimy windows, and the white paint on the clock tower above the entrance had flaked away like diseased skin.

      Had Mamaw glimpsed the place before she was taken inside? Maybe not, if she was brought in an ambulance. Otherwise…

      He couldn’t imagine. It was overwhelming enough just to look at. Knowing you were about to be locked away inside would be nightmarish, even if the place had been in better shape at the time.

      Tina took off her glasses, rubbed them on her flowing orange skirt, then put them back on, as if that would help her take it all in. “I don’t want to be a downer, but that place is enormous, and there are only four of us. What exactly is Ms. Montague expecting us to do?”

      Oscar wished he knew the answer. Patricia Montague had become their benefactor when they investigated a haunted house—or rather, she’d paid for the grant to fund Nigel’s research at Duke University’s Institute of Parapsychology. She’d come through for them again, when the team found themselves confronting the ghosts of Oscar’s ancestors, during what had originally been planned as a simple Christmas visit to his parents’ house.

      This time, she approached them directly. Oh, she knew Oscar hoped to come here eventually and do what he could to free any spirits still trapped in this place. But he’d imagined some future version of himself undertaking the task, one with more experience as a medium under his belt.

      Ms. Montague either had more confidence in him than he did, or this was a test of some kind.

      No, that was ridiculous—he was letting his own uncertainties make him paranoid. Turning away from the grand spectacle of the decaying building, he eased the van back on the road.

      The GPS guided them onto a street that dropped steeply down toward the river. The moment they were off the highway, the pavement turned into an unmarked surface that was just as much pothole as asphalt. Trees and shrubs grew wild, obscuring the doors and windows of collapsing houses.

      “We’ve got to take a day so I can get some shots of the town,” Chris said, patting their camera case. “Is the whole place abandoned?”

      “According to the brief Ms. Montague sent,” Nigel replied. “Howlston began life as a coal town—the asylum even had its own mine to supply its boiler, apparently. The problem is, coal isn’t an infinite resource. The mines dried up, and the only jobs left were in the asylum. After it shut down in 1994, the last few hold-outs left.”

      “West Virginia is full of ghost towns.” Oscar rolled through a stop sign in what had been the old downtown, now just a row of brick buildings with boarded-up windows. “Lots of places started off as coal camps, or shipping points on railroad lines.”

      “Mining is great for boomtowns, less so for long-term settlement.” Nigel put his notebook away into his backpack. “Unless there’s some other reason for people to stay, of course.”

      “So the nearest anything is out on the interstate?” Tina asked.

      Oscar nodded. “Pretty much. No quick grocery runs for us, so let’s hope Ms. Montague was as good as her word and set us up for the next few days.”

      The road took them over the railroad tracks, which was the only thing that still seemed to be in use for miles around. Beyond lay an old stone bridge, built from the same dark brown stone making up the walls of the asylum. The small river beneath looked shallow, its clear waters tumbling over smoothed-out rocks.

      The cracked road beyond led a short distance uphill until it reached an iron fence overgrown with honeysuckle and wild grapevines. A great iron gate stood open, the words Howlston Lunatic Asylum worked into the arch spanning the road.

      Beyond lay a disintegrating asphalt drive, cutting through what had once been open lawn but was now a mix of wild field and young forest. The asylum loomed directly ahead, its immense bulk like a crouching animal waiting to pounce on them.

      Oscar shook his head sharply. His mind was getting fanciful, knowledge painting his perception of the place in a darker shade that it would have otherwise. He needed to keep a clear head to use his talent as a medium.

      The drive widened and split into a circle around a majestic fountain long gone dry. Just to the left, the brush had been cleared back, allowing for three large white tents to be erected, accompanied by generators and other gear. Another car was parked at an angle in the circle, so he rolled to a stop and parked as well.

      “Here we are,” he said, trying to keep the trepidation from his voice. What if he wasn’t ready for this? It had been less than a year since he’d admitted, even to himself, that he was a medium. This was surely too much, too soon.

      His gaze followed the sweep of the drive to the steps leading up into the looming building. The wooden doors looked made of heavy oak; to either side of them were narrow windows of clear glass panes set in a diamond pattern.

      Was that a movement in one of the windows? Or just a shadow caused by the trees outside?

      “What the fuck!” Chris exclaimed. They pressed against the window, staring out at the drive rather than at the asylum. “What are they doing here?”
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        * * *

      

      Chris flung open the van door and hurled themself out. The normal, easy-going person Nigel knew had vanished, replaced by tensed shoulders, an angry scowl, and stomping footsteps. All their attention was focused on a pair of figures standing beside a dark gray sedan with a decal on the side proclaiming they were Zeeking the Unknown.

      “What the hell?” Nigel asked, glancing back at Tina.

      Her light brown face wore a confused expression. “I have no idea.”

      The van rocked slightly as Oscar slid out from behind the driver’s seat. “We’d better make sure they’re okay.”

      Nigel scrambled out as well, just in time to hear Chris demand, “What are you doing here?”

      “I should ask you the same question!” a woman shot back.

      “Whoa, whoa!” Oscar, ever the peacemaker, hurried to put himself between them. The thousand-watt smile that never failed to melt Nigel’s bones turned on the two newcomers. “Um, hi, I’m Oscar Fox and my pronouns are he/him.”

      “Adrienne Cooper, she/her,” said the white woman who’d answered Chris. Her honey-blonde hair was swept up into a loose ponytail, and she was dressed all in shades of either black or screaming pink. Nigel winced when he realized the pink perfectly matched the shock of color dyed into Chris’s otherwise black hair.

      “Zeek Holt…uh, he/him, I guess?” said Adrienne’s companion. He offered an uncertain grin, displaying dazzling white teeth, then glanced at Adrienne. “Are you, like, fans?”

      Tina twisted her hands in her flowing multi-colored skirt. “I, uh, I have seen your show. Great editing!”

      Another online ghost-hunting team, then. After hooking up with Oscar, Nigel had briefly browsed through similar shows. Most were complete drivel, and all of them seemed to visit the exact same well-trodden locations telling the same tired stories.

      “I do most of the editing myself, so thank you,” said Adrienne in a voice like Antarctic wind. “Now, what are you doing here, Chris?”

      One of the tents opened, and Ms. Montague herself stepped out, followed by a young man Nigel recognized as the secretary who’d let him in to see her during their first meeting.

      “Everyone is here at my invitation,” Montague said in her steely tones.

      Patricia Montague was in her 70s, highly intelligent, and extremely wealthy—as in Old Tobacco Money rich. Though cigarettes didn’t bring in nearly as much cash these days, Nigel had no doubt she’d diversified her portfolio long ago. She wore her white hair in a pixie cut, above a baby-blue suit that had clearly been tailored to her form. Her only concession to age was a cane topped with a silver handle.

      His doctoral advisor, Dr. Lawson, had warned him against dealing with Ms. Montague. But so far, she’d done nothing but throw money and supplies at them, unconcerned with the cost.

      He wondered if that was about to change.

      “You brought in another team?” Oscar asked, as though this investigation wasn’t in any way desperately personal for him.

      “I never keep all my eggs in one basket, Mr. Fox.”

      Nigel shouldn’t feel betrayed. He’d met her while applying for a grant; rich people—or their trusts—tended to scatter their largesse over more than one area. But he’d thought they were, well…special.

      Annoyed with himself, he said, “We’re just surprised, that’s all.”

      Adrienne cast an unfriendly eye at them. “You have a show, too?”

      “OutFoxing the Paranormal,” Oscar said, beaming. “It’s sort of a play on my last name, Fox? But it’s a team effort—I just do most of the on-camera work.”

      “Never heard of you, bro, but I’ll be sure to check you out,” Zeek said. He dressed all in black as a complement to Adrienne, and wore a Zeeking The Unknown ball cap—backward, of course.

      Adrienne snorted. “Don’t bother. It’s boring.”

      “Because we don’t turn every bump into a bunch of screaming and running!” Chris burst out. “We take this seriously, not like⁠—”

      Ms. Montague cleared her throat and even the wind seemed to fall silent. “As Mx. Saito has pointed out, your teams have very different approaches. However, I have respect for both. This location is extremely large, so there’s plenty of room for your teams to investigate independently of one another.”

      Was this a competition? If Montague wanted to invest in only one ghost-hunting team, this would be her chance to judge them side-by-side, with all other variables controlled. Same location, same dates, same conditions.

      This wasn’t what they’d signed up for.

      When no one objected, Montague continued, “Ordinarily the Howlston Lunatic Asylum is off-limits. It’s too far from civilization to attract bored teenagers, and the owner has private security patrol to make sure no urban explorers or ghost hunters get in. He is kindly allowing us access for four days.” By which she no doubt meant he kindly allowed her to give him a large sum of money in exchange for access to the site.

      “Everything is set up and waiting for you,” she added, gesturing to the tents. “The smaller tent will be your command center. The larger is for eating and sleeping. The third tent is my private retreat, which I ask you all to steer clear of. Both gas and solar power are ready for use, and there’s plenty of food and water. Ethan here will assist you if needed.” She gestured to the secretary.

      Of course she’d want someone on site to keep an eye on how the teams were interacting, just in case anything came up. “So he’s staying here with us?”

      “Indeed, Dr. Taylor.” Montague smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “We both are.”
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      This wasn’t at all how Oscar had expected things to play out.

      He’d thought it would be like other investigations they’d conducted. Like Cloven Oak Distillery, though hopefully with fewer murderous ghosts. The four of them would go in, do some filming, and try to give the dead the peace they deserved.

      Maybe they still could. Just because Montague was keeping an eye on them this time, not to mention silently comparing them to Zeeking the Unknown, didn’t mean it had to be any different.

      He’d seen their show a couple of times—he tried to keep up with all the popular urbex and paranormal investigation streams. It was…flashy. A lot of loud voices and yelling.

      But Ms. Montague wasn’t a fool, so they must be the genuine article. Maybe there was more in the raw footage that didn’t make it onto the internet. They worked a lot with mirrors, he recalled, though it had been a while since he’d watched and specifics escaped him.

      “I’ll stay out of your way and let you work,” Montague went on. “We have a local wifi network set up—Ethan will give you the password. Cellular service is extremely spotty, since there’s no one left in the area to need it, so you can’t rely on being able to backup to…what was it, Ethan?”

      “The cloud, ma’am,” Ethan said. He was good-looking in a subdued way, his brown hair neatly trimmed and his suit creases sharp enough to cut. A pair of black-rimmed glasses perched on his nose.

      “Yes, that’s it.” She looked them over. “Any questions?”

      “So we just go about our usual routine? Separately?” Oscar asked, glancing at Adrienne and Zeek. Adrienne’s arms were folded tightly over her chest, while Zeek wore a vague smile directed at nothing.

      “Indeed.” Montague waved a hand at them. “Good luck.”

      As soon as she retreated back into the tent, Adrienne marched to the trunk of the sedan. “Zeek, give me a hand. We need to set up.”

      “Yeah, okay.” Zeek grinned at them. “See you on the flip side, dudes!”

      Tina grabbed Chris’s arm and all but dragged them to the opposite side of the van, out of sight of the other team. Oscar and Nigel followed.

      “Spill,” she said, letting go of Chris and turning to face them.

      Chris sighed and rubbed their face. “Adrienne and I dated for a couple of semesters in college.”

      Oscar kept in a sigh of his own. Ghosts fed off strong emotions; two exes who had clearly not parted on good terms would give them a buffet of anger and old hurt. This was definitely going to complicate things.

      Tina tapped her foot. “…And?”

      “We were both art majors at UNC-Charlotte.” Chris leaned against the van. “Concentrating on digital media. I wanted to be behind-the-scenes, she wanted…otherwise. She was doing a double major in acting, so it makes sense in retrospect, I guess. Our relationship went from ‘The Adrienne and Chris Show’ to just ‘The Adrienne Show.’ I felt like I was an extra in my own life. I tried to talk it over, she accused me of having no ambition, we had a huge fight, and she stormed out. That was it.”

      “And you’ve been hate-watching her show,” Tina guessed.

      They winced. “…A little.”

      “Chris,” Oscar began, but Chris held up their hand.

      “Our past aside, this isn’t good for us. And by us, I mean OtP. We take this stuff seriously—it is serious. They rely on cheap scares and jump cuts. And on Zeek acting like a dumb ass for the camera.” Chris smirked. “Though maybe it isn’t an act.”

      Oscar pressed his lips together in disapproval. “He’s been nothing but nice so far.”

      “Yeah, okay, sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. My point stands. Just being on site with them at the same time will hurt our credibility if anyone finds out.”

      Oscar’s heart sank. Why had Montague put them in this position with no warning? Had she worried one team or the other would pull out if they knew?

      He looked toward the brooding hulk of the asylum. His grandmother had suffered in there, but at least death had freed her from its walls. How many other former patients were still trapped inside, so caught in their own pain they couldn’t figure out how to move on? He couldn’t just walk away from that, not if he wanted to live up to Mamaw’s legacy.

      “This is my only chance to try and free any ghosts inside,” he said at last. “Ms. Montague might be able to convince the owner to let us inside in exchange for a fee, but I doubt I’ll be able to meet the same price later on. I have to do this.”

      “Not to mention Montague holds the purse strings,” Nigel added. “If we leave, I have a feeling they’ll be tied up tight from now on.”

      “A good point.” Oscar dropped a kiss on Nigel’s hair. “Chris, if you want to leave, I’ll drive you back to the interstate and find a hotel for you to stay at until we’re done. Tina can do the camera work.”

      Both Tina and Chris looked horrified at the prospect. “No offense, but also, no way,” Chris said. “Sorry, Tina.”

      “No, I agree,” she said hastily. “I have zero interest in setting foot in a place that looks like the setting for a big-budget horror movie.”

      “I’ll stay.” Chris glanced at the asylum. “Like Montague said, it’s a huge building. We’ll be far enough apart not to interfere with each other’s investigations. And when we can’t avoid each other, I’ll be civil. I’m sorry I overreacted earlier.”

      Tina put a hand to their arm. “You were caught by surprise.”

      Relief went through Oscar—he really hadn’t wanted Tina on the camera. It wasn’t that she couldn’t operate it, but she didn’t have Chris’s flair. “Okay, then. Let’s get started.”
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        * * *

      

      They set up Tina’s workspace in the tent Montague referred to as the command center, on the opposite side from the folding table Adrienne and Zeek had claimed for their own. The other team had far less equipment—did they wait until after an investigation to look through the footage?

      Once Tina was ensconced in front of the monitors and making sure everything was hooked into the wifi, Oscar and Chris went to film the intro to the episode. Once no one else was paying attention to him, Nigel took the opportunity to wander back down the driveway while checking his phone for a signal. It took a bit of searching, but eventually he managed to get one bar. With a guilty look back over his shoulder, he placed a call.

      “Taylor?” asked Dr. Lawson. “What’s going on?”

      “You always assume something is going on.”

      “Because lately it has been. Out with it.”

      He paused for a moment, choosing his words. Dr. Lawson had history with Ms. Montague, though he was still unsure of the details. Back in the late 1980s, the two women had worked together alongside a medium by the name of Robin.

      But something had gone wrong when they were investigating poltergeist activity. Robin died, Montague withdrew her monetary support for the Institute of Parapsychology, and Dr. Lawson…

      From the first, she’d warned him against Montague. Which made this doubly hard to tell her now.

      When he finished explaining the circumstances, including the surprise competition between the two teams, Lawson let out a stream of expletives he’d never heard from her before, then ended with, “I can’t believe this! No, wait—I believe this is exactly what Patricia would do.”

      “I know you’ve never wanted us to work with her⁠—”

      “Because she’s dangerous!” Lawson’s voice went icy with fury. “She always pushes too far. I’d hoped she learned her lesson, but then she’d have to be capable of learning from her mistakes. Which she can’t, because she’ll never admit when she’s made one!”

      Nigel ran his hand through his hair. Maybe this call had been his mistake. “I could use some advice. This place is huge, and honestly⁠—”

      “Leave,” she cut him off. “Right now.”

      “It’s not that simple⁠—”

      “Like hell it isn’t. Listen to me, Taylor, and listen close. You aren’t the first team to investigate here. They⁠—”

      “Dr. Taylor?” asked a smooth voice from behind him.

      He guiltily hung up even as he turned. Ethan stood there, his face solemn, his hands folded neatly in front of him. “Uh, yes?” Nigel asked.

      Ethan gave no indication he even realized Nigel had been on the phone, let alone that he’d been talking about their boss. “Ms. Montague wished me to make certain you have everything necessary for the investigation as well as your stay here.”

      Damn it—Lawson had been about to tell him something important. “We’re fine,” he said impatiently.

      “Very good. If you need anything not already provided, let me know. Though given the remoteness of our location, it may take me a few hours to have it delivered.”

      “Uh, thanks.”

      Ethan gave him a polite nod, turned, and strolled back in the direction of the tents. Nigel immediately tried to call Lawson back, but the lone bar of signal had vanished.
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        * * *

      

      “How’s it going, welcome to Zeeking the Unknown! I’m Zeek!”

      “And I’m Adrienne!”

      “And together we investigate the spookiest places on earth!”

      “Remember—we do this so you don’t have to!”

      Chris let out a noise of disgust, though quietly enough for only Oscar to hear as they trudged through the long grass surrounding the asylum. Adrienne and Zeek had set up their intro shot at the end of what remained of the driveway, the ominous entryway in frame behind them and the vast wings of the building sprawling off to either side. Rather than wait for them to finish, Oscar thought it might be better to be proactive in front of Ms. Montague, so he’d suggested they find somewhere else to shoot their intro.

      The front door was the obvious place. They could be more creative than the other team, right?

      Zeek and Adrienne were really loud, though, their voices filling the emptiness in front of the somber building. That was part of the schtick. Their show had a different audience; no need to wonder if he should spice things up a little this time. Some people preferred a more measured approach to ghost hunting.

      Still, Zeeking the Unknown had millions of subscribers. OutFoxing the Paranormal…didn’t.

      “How about here?” he asked. “In front of the barred window. We can intercut my intro with drone shots of the buildings to show how big it is.”

      The drone, dubbed “Flying Bob” by Tina, was one of the new pieces of equipment they’d been able to pick up courtesy of Ms. Montague. It nice to use the newest technology…but they didn’t need it. If the money faucet turned off, they’d be fine.

      They hadn’t been fine before. OtP had been bleeding money left and right, on the brink of closing shop before Montague’s cash infusion.

      “Sure,” Chris said, sneaking a look at Adrienne and Zeek. Zeek was waving his arms around, emoting wildly, while Adrienne played it cool.

      Once he was mic’d up and Chris was rolling, Oscar composed his face into a solemn expression. It wasn’t hard; though his back was to the massive asylum, he could feel it looming behind him.

      “Welcome to OutFoxing the Paranormal,” he said. “I’m Oscar Fox, and today we’re investigating a location that’s a little better known than our usual fare.”

      The wind must have shifted, because the faint sound of Zeek’s voice drifted to his ears. “I’d never even heard of this place before! Crazy, huh?”

      The mic wouldn’t pick him up, hopefully. And if it did, Tina could just edit Zeek out. “The Howlston Lunatic Asylum sits within the ghost town of Howlston, West Virginia. The closest inhabited town, Weston, is about twenty miles off, down winding mountain roads.”

      Was he being too monotone? Did he need to bring the energy up? Maybe they could shoot an alternative opening later.

      “Completed in 1864, this monumental building was meant to house up to two-hundred fifty patients at a time. When it was built, this asylum represented the forefront in humane care for the mentally ill. The long, thin wings where the patients were housed were designed to give each inmate access to plenty of light, accompanied by calming views of nature.” He paused for a beat. “Unfortunately, the asylum was plagued by overcrowding almost immediately. At its worst, nearly ten times the patients it was designed for were held within these walls.”

      He’d decided from the start to be honest about his personal connection, but it was surprisingly difficult now that the time came. The instinct of hiding his family’s troubles, ingrained by his dad, was a hard one to shake. “My grandmother, Barbara Fox, née Dillon, was one of them. If you saw our special on the Cloven Oak Distillery, you’ll recall she was a medium, like myself.” He swallowed, the words sticking in his throat. “I don’t expect to contact her here, but she’s the reason we’ve come. I want to understand better what she went through within these walls.”

      Maybe they could intercut the line with a few frames of him looking wistfully at the building. “And I want to live up to the family legacy, and help any spirits still trapped inside.”

      He let the silence hang for a few seconds before nodding at Chris to cut. As he did so, Zeek’s voice intruded again.

      “…the damned souls within. Will we join them? Keep watching to find out! In the meantime, smash those like and subscribe buttons!”

      “I’d like to smash him,” Chris muttered. “Come on, let’s get away from these clowns.”
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      Nigel waited impatiently for Oscar and Chris to come back from filming. As soon as they did, he grabbed Oscar’s arm, guided him away from the others, and told him about the call with Lawson in a low voice.

      Oscar frowned. “Someone investigated here before? When?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It didn’t show up in your research?”

      “Obviously not, or I would have mentioned it.” Nigel winced at his own sharpness. “Sorry. I’m just concerned. If Dr. Lawson has her facts right, I should have come across some record.”

      “Maybe, maybe not.” Oscar shrugged. “Not everyone documents their investigations, or at least does so in a way that leaves a public record. Dr. Lawson might have heard about it from a friend of a friend.”

      He had a point. The field of parapsychology overlapped with that of ghost hunting, but they weren’t the same. Even though Nigel’s focus of study was the survival of personality after death, he was expected to report his findings and apply a scientific lens to them. Paranormal investigators sometimes did the former, and occasionally the latter, but there was no standard they had to follow.







This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.



OEBPS/images/intothedark-ebook.jpg
JORDAN







OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/icon.jpg





