
  
  [image: image-placeholder]




  
  
First published by Bloodshot Books in 2019



Current version copyright 2024 John Quick
Join the Crystal Lake community today
on our newsletter and Patreon!
Download our latest catalog here.



All Rights Reserved



Cover art:
Don Noble—www.roosterrepublicpress.com

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the authors’ imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.











  
  


[image: image-placeholder]









  
  


[image: image-placeholder]









  
  
ALSO BY JOHN QUICK




Consequences

Damnation Trail

Inhuman Shapes

Justicar (The Time of Ashes Cycle, Book 1)

Mudcat

Savage Mountain

The Corruption of Allston House

What Sleeps Beneath











  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        CHAPTER ONE
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        ABOUT THE AUTHOR
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Connect with Crystal Lake Publishing
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
CHAPTER ONE



"You gonna do it, or just stand there like some chickenshit all night?”

Ryan didn’t bother reacting to the comment. Maybe if Matt doled such homilies out a little less often, potential insults like that would bother him. Since they comprised the majority of the things Matt had said to him during the years they’d been in school together, Ryan was able to ignore it easily enough. It also helped him to ignore the snickers from the older boys who were hanging out with Matt tonight, though if he’d heard Hunter start in as well, it might have succeeded in getting under his skin. Friends could make fun of each other all they wanted, but when it came to things like this, they had each other’s backs, no matter what.

He kept his attention fixed on the sagging chain-link fence and the dilapidated building across the courtyard beyond it. The John Spector Mental Hospital had closed down decades ago, back in the eighties, and in all that time no one had bothered to do anything with the building or the land it sat on. Maybe it was because it was too far outside of town to be convenient, or maybe it was because of the legends of the place being haunted. Ryan seriously doubted it was that last one, though. It served to scare kids his age or younger, but he couldn’t imagine any adults actually caring about ghosts or whatever running around a place—if you could find any that would even admit they believed in such things at all.

Haunted or not, the place was creepy, there was no question of that. If the rumors were to be believed, it had a right to be. Supposedly the place had been shut down after the patients staged a revolt against the doctors, turning the tables and performing the same procedures on them that the doctors had been using on their wards. The way Ryan heard it, the doctors had been doing stuff that was better suited for the times when using leeches on someone was the height of medical science. Whatever had happened, the place now carried a thick air of menace around it and had become a popular spot for kids to go and try to scare the living shit out of one another.

Or, as was the case tonight, to use the place as a way to see who was worthy of being in with the “cool” kids.

Still nine months and counting until his sixteenth birth-day and the days where he could get his drivers’ license in order to seem cool, Ryan didn’t see many other choices. He didn’t want to do this at all, but Hunter had pointed out that this was quite possibly the only way they had of keeping from being bullied for another two years (actually two years and three months, as Ryan had insisted). Begrudgingly, he’d agreed with Hunter. The other boy had been his best friend since they were barely old enough to form any type of relationship with someone that wasn’t family, and while he thought Hunter could stand to be a bit more conservative in how he acted at times, he usually had the right idea about things, even if he went about it the wrong way.

It wasn’t that Ryan was all that afraid of running into the ghost of a former patient at the hospital, or even one of the doctors who’d fallen prey to those he was supposedly trying to help. What had Ryan so hesitant about going through with this was the idea of stepping onto a rotted section of floor or having a worn chunk of ceiling fall onto either his or Hunter’s heads while they were exploring the place with nothing more powerful than a cigarette lighter pilfered from Hunter’s mom’s purse to light their way. Old buildings could be dangerous, monolithic structures like this even more so. By going in there, they were just asking for trouble.

Of course, by not going in there they were still asking for trouble, albeit of a completely different kind.

“Well?” Matt asked, his voice growing more annoyed by the second.

“Dude,” Hunter said, leaning close and speaking quietly. “If we don’t get on with this, they’re just going to beat us up and bail. You know that, right?”

Ryan spared a glance over his shoulder and saw Matt, cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, a look of angry irritation forming on his face. His ever-present companions looked like they were ready to go ahead and start with the pummeling rather than wait for the two younger boys to grow a pair and do what they’d agreed to come here and do. Zach and Brandon were too subservient to Matt to do anything on their own, but the instant Matt gave the go-ahead, it was a one-way trip to pain city for both Ryan and Hunter. They’d run out of time and options, and Ryan wished for what might be the hundredth time tonight that he hadn’t let Hunter talk him into this.

“We just go in, grab something to prove we were in there, and then we’re good, right?” Ryan asked. “That’s all?”

“Yeah, that’s all,” Matt agreed, blowing a plume of smoke that hadn’t even been inhaled right into Ryan’s face. “Just has to take you a half-an-hour. And the clock don’t start until you walk through the doors. None of that starting the timer when you go through the fence shit. Anything less than that, and I’m going to be convinced you’re just a scared little pussy and get on with my life. Now, last chance, get the fuck in there, or the door of opportunity gets slammed in your face.”

Brandon only chuckled at that, but Zach laughed like it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard in his life. For all Ryan knew, it was. He doubted Zach was a connoisseur of wit, and suspected he was only in possession of half what most people had.

Ryan sighed and started walking toward the fence, Hunter right beside him. There was a spot almost directly in front of him where others had done the same thing he was about to do and had managed to fold the thin metal wire over to provide access to the courtyard grounds beyond. Hunter got to it first, pushing down with one foot while he lifted the broken fence higher to allow Ryan to pass underneath it without having to duck-walk the whole way. Ryan shook his head, wondering how he ended up being the one to go first on an idea that was Hunter’s to start with, and made his way through, taking care to not snag either his clothes or his skin on any of the sharp, jagged metal edges. Once he was on the other side, he turned to help Hunter through as well, but the other boy was already crawling in unaided, barely missing a particularly painful looking barb as he passed.

“Remind me again why we’re doing this,” Ryan said, once they’d passed far enough across the courtyard that he could be reasonably sure Matt and his cronies couldn’t hear them. “I didn’t think you even liked those guys.”

Hunter looked over his shoulder to make sure the other boys weren’t following and shook his head. “Matt’s a dick, no question there. And Zach’s not much better. Brandon’s okay, though. And, he turns sixteen next month. Already got a car and everything. That means we can look cooler when we go places, if we can catch a ride with him instead of using our bikes.”

“Why is it so important to look cool, anyway?” Ryan insisted. “We’ve done okay on our own so far.”

Hunter snorted. “Yeah, and how many girls have you hooked up with?”

“None. Same as you, I should point out.”

“That’s what I’m saying!” Hunter said. “Obviously what we’re doing isn’t enough to attract any female companionship, but those asshats always have hot chicks hanging around them. Don’t you want to be in on that?”

“It’ll happen when it happens,” Ryan said by rote. “That’s what Kyle said, anyway.”

“Yeah, but not all of us have older brothers in the Army to give us bullshit advice.”

Hunter went silent for a moment, and Ryan had just begun to think he was letting the matter drop when he finally gave him an evil grin.

“I know,” Hunter said. “I just figured it out. You don’t care about a bunch of girls, do you? You just care about one of them. One named Kayla, right?”

Ryan stopped walking and stared at his friend, amazed that he would even think of playing that particular card right now. Kayla Monroe was one of the prettiest girls in school and had been for as long as Ryan could remember. He didn’t know when it started, but he’d developed more than a healthy crush on her in the last couple of years. In truth, he’d damn near become obsessed with her. He’d confessed as much to Hunter during a sleep-over this past summer, and Hunter had sworn he’d keep the secret.

Apparently, keeping the secret didn’t preclude him from using it as leverage against Ryan whenever he felt the need to.

“What’s your point?” Ryan asked.

Hunter shrugged. “I’m just saying. Aside from that time you accidentally stepped on her foot in the hallway and she accepted your apology, have you even talked to her? Does she even know you exist?”

Ryan sighed. “I don’t know.”

“Exactly!” Hunter said, pointing a finger at him for emphasis. “And right now, why should she? Let’s face facts, the two of us haven’t exactly done anything to make ourselves stand out, now have we? But if we start hanging out with those guys? We’ll be part of the cool group. That’s leverage, something you can use as an excuse to start talking to her.”

Ryan barked a laugh and started walking again. “Yeah, that’s real effective. What am I supposed to say? ‘Oh, hi, Kayla! See who I’m hanging out with? Want to go catch a movie sometime?’ I’ll sound like a pretentious asshole.”

“I see what you mean,” Hunter said. “Won’t be much of a difference, will it?”

Ryan made as if he was going to punch him, and Hunter backed away, hands raised, laughing.

“Maybe you don’t say exactly that,” Hunter said. “But think about it. Think who she hangs out with. Some of those chicks also hang out with Matt and Brandon and Zach. That means there would be some common ground, something you can use to break the ice. See what I’m getting at?”

As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Hunter did have something resembling a point there. “Maybe.”

Hunter laughed and clapped him on the back. “It’s not much, but I’ll take it! Let’s do this!”


      [image: image-placeholder]As he feared, the inside of the place was nearly pitch-black in places, with only faint traces of moonlight trickling in through the broken windows in the entry hall to guide their way. Ryan fingered the lighter through his pocket, debating on whether or not it was time to pull it out yet, and decided there was no rush. They had just walked through the door, which meant they had thirty whole minutes to kill before they had to find their way back out again. He knew that realistically all they had to do was hang out over by the abandoned reception desk for a while, then snag some small thing that had been here before the place closed down and head back out, but now that he was actually here, his curiosity was starting to get the better of him.

“So where should we go?” Hunter asked, his voice quiet and surprisingly almost reverent, as if he didn’t want to intrude on the eerie stillness of this place by speaking at a normal volume.

Ryan considered as he looked around. The building didn’t look to be in bad shape, other than the normal deterioration that came from sitting abandoned and neglected for so long. Well, that and the assorted debris from countless parties and make-out sessions that had probably occurred here over the years since it closed down.

Which was strange to consider, actually. Ryan couldn’t think of a less romantic place than an abandoned insane asylum. Still, it was secluded, and private, and he supposed if he had the chance to make out with Kayla here, he wouldn’t turn it down.

“Let’s try to stick to this floor,” he said, his voice instinctively matching Hunter’s in volume and tone. “If we can’t find anything to take back pretty soon, then we can figure something else out.”

Hunter nodded and pointed toward a long hallway barely visible through a set of half-closed doors. “That way, then?”

The doors were almost directly ahead of them, just past the crumbling remains of the desk and right next to a set of wide stairs leading to the upper floors of the building. There were no other ways in or out of this room aside from the one they’d come in through, so it was as good a place to start as any.

It was even darker in the hallway than Ryan expected, forcing him to pull the lighter from his pocket and consider striking it. He hesitated, wondering how much fluid it had left. The last thing he wanted was for them to end up deep in the bowels of this place and then run out of fuel, leaving them unable to find their way back out again. He wasn’t afraid of the place being haunted, but that didn’t mean he wanted to spend the night here, trapped in the dark with only Hunter for company. He supposed it was better than being trapped in the dark in here alone, but not by much.

He found that after a moment his eyes adjusted to the dark somewhat, the faint grey glow coming from the reception area still giving them enough to see the basic shapes before them, even if they weren’t able to make out any details. He decided to keep the lighter ready, but to only use it when they either couldn’t see at all or needed to look at something more closely.

They had barely gone a dozen steps down the hallway when Hunter grabbed his arm and pulled him to a stop. Ryan turned, and saw his friend was facing an open doorway along the side of the hall. Something was crisscrossing the doorway, something that fluttered gently from the wind of their passage. He sighed, wondering for the first time how much Matt and his asshole friends had prepared this place before bringing them out here. He had a feeling that if he struck that lighter and held it to the door, he would see bands of yellow police tape barring their way. Once upon a time, that might have been believable, but after so many years and so many previous visitors, he just couldn’t accept that something like that would still be here, much less intact. Surely it would’ve been stolen a long time ago, by some adventurous kid hoping for a really neat souvenir of their visit here.

He went ahead and lit the lighter anyway, more to appease Hunter’s apparent interest than anything else, and saw that while he wasn’t exactly correct about it being police tape, he was still close in his assumption.

Two thick bands of yellow tape were stretched across the door, the word “caution” standing out in thick, black letters at regular intervals along the tape’s length. Surprisingly, though, there was a piece of paper stuck at the intersection of the tape, bearing what looked like some kind of official letterhead. He leaned closer and saw that it was from the Asbury Heights Police Department, but it wasn’t notification of this being a crime scene. Instead, it was a warning that the floors in this area had sustained severe water damage and had begun to rot in places, and that they had the potential of giving way at any time, resulting in possible bodily harm.

Just before he had to let the lighter go out before it burned his thumb, he saw the look of excitement on his friend’s face, plain as day. Ryan shook his head, and then realized how foolish that was since it was unlikely that Hunter could see it.

“Uh-uh,” he said. “No way. That is exactly what I was worried about to start with.”

“Think about it, though,” Hunter said. “If that tape’s still up, maybe nobody’s been in that room. We could find something to show Matt, then just hang out back in the entryway until our thirty minutes are up. If we go in here, it might make this whole trip safer in the long run.”

“That tape is pretty new,” Ryan said. He had no idea if he was correct or not, but at the moment it didn’t matter. He just wanted to try and stop Hunter from doing something that could end up getting one or both of them hurt. “That means the cops probably know about kids coming in here and put that up once they learned there was a problem.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Hunter said. “By putting it up, they almost guarantee that someone’s going to go in there.”

It was Hunter-logic, which meant that on the surface it didn’t make any sense, but if you looked deeper, it made perfect sense. He’d stated exactly how kids thought, and simply assumed the cops would know that as well. That the cops probably didn’t give a shit one way or the other and had just put that warning up as a way to keep the state or whoever still owned this land from getting sued when some dumbass went in there and fell through the floor was beside the point.

And sadly, in keeping with the insanity of both Hunter-logic and the place they were in, it did make a kind of sense to try and get their prize quickly, so they didn’t put themselves through any undue risk. Ryan sighed, and heard Hunter give a soft hoot of victory.

Ryan flicked the lighter again, using the flame to try and get a look at the floor beyond the caution tape. It was obviously wood, which made him wonder exactly when this place had been built, and why it hadn’t been upgraded to have concrete floors in the time since. Whatever the reason, the floor looked sturdy enough, and he could see the open cabinets and drawers on the other side of what had apparently been an exam room back when the place was open. He let the lighter go out, took a deep breath, and ducked under the caution tape.

No sooner than he stood up straight inside the room, the floor gave a loud, groaning creak. Ryan froze in place, on the verge of panic at the sound. Hunter, apparently not realizing that Ryan had stopped, slammed into his abdomen, knocking him off-balance and sending him staggering a couple more steps into the room. Before Hunter had the chance to apologize, the floor gave another loud groan, and then Ryan heard a crack and felt his feet go out from under him as his fears came to reality and he fell through the rotten beams.







  
  
CHAPTER TWO



It took a few seconds for Ryan to realize that while he had fallen through the floor and into the basement, he wasn’t injured beyond a few bumps and scrapes. How that happened, he couldn’t begin to figure out, but at the same time he was thankful that nothing had really been hurt worse than his pride. He felt around beneath him and found that he was lying amidst a tangle of broken wood atop something soft, something he couldn’t immediately identify. He let his fingers trail across the cloth, and suddenly realized he must have landed in an abandoned pile of sheets that probably once were put on the beds upstairs. He doubted very seriously that they were the least bit clean, but since they’d broken his fall and spared him breaking anything else, he was thankful for them all the same.

Then he felt something skitter across the back of his hand, something that had more legs than he cared to think about, something that was followed by dozens more of its friends, and he had to bite back a scream of revulsion. He scrambled from his resting place, wincing as his back protested the sudden movement, and shook his hands before slapping wildly at himself in the hopes of dislodging whatever it was that had been disturbed by his landing and was currently clinging to him.

“Holy shit!” Hunter called from somewhere up above him. “Are you okay?”

Ryan looked up and was just able to make out his friend’s face peeking over the edge of the hole he’d fallen through. He couldn’t make out any details, but from the edge of panic in his voice, he knew Hunter was probably more freaked out than he was.

“Yeah,” he called back. “Just knocked the wind out of myself.”

He looked around again. “And trapped myself in the basement.”

“Shit, man,” Hunter said. “I should’ve listened to you. This is all my fault.”

“I’m the one who was stupid enough to go in first,” Ryan replied. “Don’t worry about it.”

“How are you getting out of there?”

That was the question of the moment, it seemed. His hands were empty, which meant he’d dropped the lighter when he landed. As much as the idea made his skin crawl, he needed to feel around on that pile of whatever-it-was to try and find it. He tensed as he reached out, groaning softly as his hands pushed aside the insects that had swarmed him, searching for the lighter. He wished he’d thought to grab a flashlight before coming out here, but he’d been in such a rush and so reluctant to come in the first place that it had slipped his mind until he was nearly here.

Finally his fingers brushed against something hard, and he felt his breath catch as he took hold of it. The shape was familiar, and he let out a long, relieved sigh as he picked the lighter up and flicked the dial atop it. It sprang to light, the flame flickering wildly but still giving him his first real look at where he’d ended up.

As he’d suspected, he was in an old laundry room, the massive drum shapes of the washing machines lined up against the far wall like gigantic alien soldiers standing in formation. He tried to ignore the small black shapes that rushed to find shelter from the sudden glare and looked down at the pile of discolored sheets that had been his salvation. The bugs were bad enough; he didn’t even want to begin to consider what all those dark stains were. He shuddered and looked away.

The lighter was starting to burn his thumb, but Ryan did his best to ignore it as his gaze fell on something laying on the concrete floor several paces away. It was a shadowed cylinder, a little larger on one end than the other. He hissed out a breath as the pain in his thumb caused him to let go of the lighter, barely managing to hold onto it as he fought the urge to jerk his hand away.

“Well?” Hunter asked, no longer sounding panicked, and instead beginning to allow a hint of frustration to creep into his voice. Ryan didn’t know what he was so irritated about since he was the one trapped in a dark basement.

“Hold on a second,” he said. The lighter’s dial was still hot to the touch, too much to make re-lighting it possible yet, so he shuffled slowly in the direction he’d seen the thing on the floor, hoping that it was what he thought it was, and that it actually still worked. He stopped when he felt his toes bump into something and cause it to shift and clatter across the floor. He reached down and grabbed it, relieved to discover that his guess had been correct: he’d managed to find a flashlight.

He held his breath and clicked the switch on the side. The light that emerged wasn’t bright, or at least nowhere near as bright as it probably should have been, but it was better than what he’d had, and wouldn’t burn his fingers. He smacked the side of it, the way he’d seen his dad do countless times before, and the beam brightened slightly. Hopefully, the batteries would last long enough for him to get the hell out of here, or until he got to a place where he could manage with just the lighter again.

He turned slowly, finally able to get a good look at the room he was in. There was an elevator not too far away, its doors standing open to reveal a hole filled with what looked like grease and mechanical parts. He had no idea where the elevator car was, but it obviously wasn’t in the basement. He had a quick mental image of the car plummeting from the top of the building, slamming into the ground and turning the people inside it into something that resembled strawberry jam, but then shook it away. That hadn’t happened—at least there was no debris or wreckage to show that it had—and was more a product of watching too many movies than anything based on reality.

A door sat crooked and partially open in the wall opposite where he was standing. The hallway beyond was dark, the faint light from his recovered flashlight not enough to let him see what might be beyond the door. If there was an elevator, it was a safe bet there were stairs around somewhere as well leading back up to the main floor. Since they weren’t in this room, they had to be somewhere beyond that door. So long as it wasn’t jammed in its frame and could be opened, he should be able to find them easily enough.

“Stay there,” he called up to Hunter. “I found a light, now I’m going to try and find the stairs so I can get back up there. Hopefully this will last until I can get back to you. If not, I do still have the lighter. I’ll get there, it just might take me a minute.”

“Or,” Hunter said, his voice starting to take on an edge of panic that Ryan didn’t think he was even aware of. “You can toss the lighter up to me and I can start working my way around to try and figure out where the stairs down are.”

“And what happens if this flashlight goes out?” Ryan replied. “You’ve at least got a little light up there. I’m under-ground, pretty much. It’s going to really suck if I get stuck down here without any way to see where I’m going.”

“Yeah, okay,” Hunter grumbled. “I guess you’ve got a point there.”

“I’ll be as quick as I can be,” Ryan said. “I swear.”

“You better,” Hunter said. “Don’t make me have to kick your ass.”

Ryan smiled despite the situation he was in and headed toward the door. It took a bit of juggling to make sure he didn’t drop the flashlight as he lifted the door so he could swing it the rest of the way open because of how it was hanging by one of the hinges, but it didn’t give him any real trouble. As he’d expected, the hallway beyond was pitch black, which meant that even the little bit of light his flashlight gave off was able to go a long way toward making it where he could see where he was going.

Several doors sat along the walls, all closed. When he tried the first one, it didn’t budge, the lock long since frozen through combined rust from the elements that had trickled in over the years and pure, simple neglect. He didn’t immediately see any stairs, though, so he was forced to keep going, trying the occasional door to see if any were unlocked, but not expecting to find one. When one finally pushed open, he was so shocked he very nearly ended up falling again. He managed to catch his balance and started to turn and leave, then figured that since he was here, he might as well go ahead and see if he could find anything interesting to take, so he could kill two birds with one stone and finish this stupid dare Matt and the asshole brigade had sent him on.

The room he found himself in was much larger than it had looked based on the spacing of the doors outside in the hall, and when he looked over he saw the reason for it. Another door sat several paces down, leading back out into the same hallway as the one he’d come through. That at least explained the room’s size. With two entry points, it could take up more space and still be unobtrusive from the hall.

As best he could tell, this was a storage room of some sort, with rows and rows of shelves creating an almost maze-like feeling to the room. Several of them were knocked over, their contents dumped on the floor, and others were bare, possible victims to looting in the early days after this place had closed down. Either way, he was sure he would be able to find a prize of some sort here.

Ryan made his way deeper into the room, taking care to not trip and fall over the detritus scattered across the floor. Most of what he could see appeared to be maintenance equipment: assorted tools, broken light bulbs, spare faucets for sinks, and other things that would be needed to keep a place like this running efficiently. None of it looked remarkable or interesting, though. He knew Matt was going to want something particularly awesome in order for him to say it counted.

When Ryan reached the end of the row he’d been walking down and saw what lay in the center of the room, it was all he could do to not scream like a little girl.

There was a body there, a human body, and it didn’t take much for Ryan to know that whoever this person had been, they were far beyond dead now. His hand trembled, making the light jump as it played across the shriveled skin, the sunken cheeks, and the hair that looked like it belonged on a broom and not a person’s head. He trailed the light lower, down the dead man’s chest, and stopped at the chunk of wood that rose from the corpse’s pectoral region. Ryan hadn’t ever taken any anatomy classes, but he was smart enough to know that the heart lay just beneath the left breast, slightly off center from the sternum.

A wooden stake driven through a corpse’s heart. Ryan knew good and well what that sounded like, but it was impossible. There was no such thing as vampires, not in the real world. They were fictional creatures, legends told to scare people, and nothing more. He became acutely aware that he was standing in the basement storeroom of an abandoned insane asylum and wondered if this was the result of one of the patients having delusions and the cops never finding the body, or something else entirely that he didn’t even want to begin to consider.

He was going to have to call the cops—there was no question of that. He’d just found a dead body down here, and even if Matt never spoke to him again except to threaten him before kicking his ass on a daily basis, it was just the right thing to do.

Hoping to get as much information as he could before he made that call, he crept closer to the body, looking for some sign as to who they had been in life. He couldn’t tell much with the way the clothing had worn away, and from how badly decayed the body was, but he thought it was a man—at least based on the style of clothing they were wearing—but anything else was lost to the ravages of time.

Ryan let out a low breath and started to turn away, realizing there was no information to be had here, but his feet tangled and jammed up against an upended tool box, the heavy hammer wedged into the handles and creating an effective block to catch his ankles and cause him to fall for the second time tonight. He threw his hands out in a vain attempt to catch himself and succeeded only in knocking the stake free from the corpse before he landed sprawled out on top of it, knocking up a dust so thick it felt like it coated the inside of his nose and mouth.

This time, he did scream. Long, loud, and just as high-pitched as he feared it would be when he was capable of caring. He scrambled to his feet, wincing as his hand slid across the corpse’s face in the process, and turned tail to run. Miraculously, he avoided the debris and made it to the door without incident, catching the frame with one hand and using it to spin himself in what he hoped was the right direction.

He found the stairs on pure accident, slamming his ankles and then his shins into them hard enough to make himself fall yet again, crashing against them and leaving a burning line of pain across his belly and chest. He would probably have a bruise there tomorrow, but right now he couldn’t care less. He was driven by the simple desire to the get the hell away. He didn’t even bother trying to stand up again, simply crawled up the stairs on all fours, finally getting to his feet when he reached the first-floor landing. He turned and slammed the door open, rushing through it and sprinting down the hallway, somehow instinctively keeping the flashlight pointed in front of him to avoid running into anything else.

Hunter appeared from seemingly nowhere, suddenly just there, right in front of his face. Ryan didn’t even pause, just ran right past his startled friend, intent on reaching the door, the exit—freedom—as fast as he possibly could. He was dimly aware of Hunter swearing and running after him, and then he was through the door, out the entrance hall, and back in the soft moonlight of the courtyard outside. Still, he kept running, not stopping until his only choice was to either halt or slam into the chain-link fence they’d come through to get here in the first place.

Unsurprisingly, Matt and his friends were gone, the only bikes remaining outside the fence those belonging to him and Hunter. He couldn’t give less of a shit. He was out, he’d gotten away, and for right now, that was the only thing that mattered to him. He would have to deal with Matt’s teasing later on—he knew that as sure as he knew he needed to breathe to live—but for now, he was safe.







  
  
CHAPTER THREE



Sleep was nothing more than wishful thinking. The image of that body replayed over and over in Ryan’s mind every time he closed his eyes. Not how it looked, but the sick realization that he knew how it had felt, too. The rough, dry skin and brittle bones beneath, the complete lack of fat or musculature from where decay and heat and time had mummified it into something that he wished he thought was nothing more than a Halloween prop, but which he was all too aware was realer than real. Lying here in bed, after two showers where he’d scrubbed himself so hard his skin looked pink and swollen afterward, he could still feel it on his skin, could still almost taste it from the dust that had gotten into his mouth when he fell on it.

He’d been determined to call the cops, to alert them to what he had discovered in the basement of that old building, but Hunter had somehow managed to talk him out of it. He’d pointed out—perhaps correctly, perhaps not—that they would end up in trouble for having been trespassing and might even be accused of worse. He’d reminded Ryan that when he fell on the corpse, he’d knocked the stake out of it, so it was possible the cops might say they’d tampered with a body, or been responsible for pulling a prank and putting it there to start with, or one of a thousand other potential scenarios that would result in the pair of them winding up in deep, deep shit.

Ryan didn’t know if any of that was true, and had strong suspicions that none of it was, but he was too freaked out at the time to make a coherent argument against the insanity of Hunter-logic. He’d debated with himself on the way home, and by the time he got there and in the shower—which was the first order of business, no matter what else he finally decided to do—he’d convinced himself that it would be better for him to just try and forget it had ever happened at all. He doubted he would be the last person to set foot in that place, and it was obvious from the warning across the door he and Hunter saw that the cops did go inside on occasion, so he would just leave it to them to find the body and deal with it.

And if they didn’t? Well, then it really wouldn’t matter anyway, would it?

It wasn’t like he’d seen any missing persons reports or unsolved cases that might tell him that it was the body of someone who’d been killed recently. And if it was an older case, he was sure it would’ve been a rumor or legend he’d have at least heard about by now. He’d go on Google tomorrow and see if he could find anything out.

If he ever managed to get any sleep, that was.

Ryan sighed and rolled over for the hundredth time or so, kicking his covers down as he did to try and cool himself off. He lay on his side, staring out the window at the gentle breeze blowing the tree limbs in strange patterns across the pane. Fall wasn’t quite in full swing yet, only at the beginning when the leaves first began to change colors, but there were still enough missing from the tree to make those limbs look almost skeletal as they danced across the night sky. It reminded him too much of that corpse, of its shriveled and spindly arms lying helplessly at its sides. He shuddered and rolled over onto his back, staring up at the ceiling and wishing his mind would just shut itself off so he could rest.

This was no better, so he rolled to the other side and stared at the wall, across the scattering of empty potato chip bags, half-drunk glasses of water and juice and cola sitting on his nightstand, and at the flashing LED lights screaming over and over that it was three-fifteen in the morning. It was a Friday night—well, Saturday morning, now—so he didn’t have school the next day, but his dad had been clear that tomorrow was when the last yard work of the season was to take place, and Ryan knew he wouldn’t accept not sleeping well as an excuse get out of it. The irony was that Dad would also be upset if Ryan started dozing off while mowing and either missed a spot or ran down one of Mom’s flowers that she kept forgetting to put garden bricks around for protection.

The longer he lay there staring at it, the more it seemed the clock was taunting him, mocking him for his inability to close his eyes and drift off into whatever dreams were in store for him tonight. Even if they were nothing more than a constant stream of nightmares, it would be better than lying here awake and miserable all night. The clock didn’t care. Ryan could almost imagine it going off suddenly, the normal blaring alarm replaced by manic laughter.

Which was a testament to how tired he really was if such a thing actually seemed plausible.

After one final attempt at lying on his back, Ryan gave up and got out of bed. He tried to convince himself that the reason he couldn’t sleep had nothing to do with his discovery in the asylum’s basement and everything to do with how freaking hot it was in his room. He held a hand up to try and feel the air coming from the vent in the ceiling, but what little there was felt room temperature or colder. It should have been cooling the room off nicely, but for some reason, it wasn’t. He debated on going out to the thermostat and turning the temperature down but knew Dad would throw a fit over that come morning if he saw it. Instead, Ryan pulled a chair over and stood on it so he could close the vent completely. That done, he went to the window and raised it slightly, allowing some of the cooler night air to drift in. He started to feel better almost at once, savoring the way the breeze drifted over the exposed skin of his bare legs and arms. He pulled his t-shirt over his head and allowed it to caress his chest as well for a moment, then returned to his bed and lay down on top of the covers, propping his pillows up behind him so he could lean back in a half sitting position.

Finally, something seemed to be working. He could feel his eyes starting to droop within minutes, his body relaxing as he began to drift. His mind wandered, images of the asylum flickering across the screen of his subconscious. He tried to force them away, attempting to pull a picture of Kayla into his thoughts to counteract it, but her smiling face dissipated before it could even fully form.

Suddenly, it was as if he was in the asylum again, only with some differences from how it had really been. It was still dark and abandoned, but for some reason he was able to see things clearly, like he was wearing those night vision goggles they always used on the spy and military shows his dad watched on television. He was in the storeroom again, hiding amongst the shadows, listening as footsteps outside drew closer and closer. He felt fear, but only a little. Mainly he felt irritation and annoyance that someone had come so close to finding him. They had succeeded in cutting off any avenue for escape, and he knew it was only a matter of time before they discovered him here and did something even worse.

The doors flew open on either side, the bright beams of flashlights piercing the darkness and making him wince as it demolished whatever dark vision he’d been using. He heard raised, angry voices, but couldn’t make out what was being said. The fear increased as he felt the walls against his back push harder, and it took a moment for Ryan to realize that they hadn’t moved—he was trying to push himself as far into the shadows as he could, hoping in vain it would be enough to keep him hidden.

It wasn’t. The lights passed over him and then shot back, illuminating him fully for those who had entered the room. As best he could tell, it looked like five of them were now racing toward him, but he had the sense that there were more outside, waiting for the word to come and join their companions.

He somehow knew that he was perfectly capable of fighting, of defending himself, but he was not as strong as normal. While his dream-self knew the reason why, Ryan couldn’t manage to recall it. For now, it was just a surety born of the dream he was trapped in. Before he had time to consider this, two of the men who’d come for him leapt, one grabbing at him while the other waved something at him while mumbling some prayer under his breath. Ryan saw with no real surprise that the object was a crucifix, and while it didn’t bother him all that much, the insanity that the man wielding it would think it would was enough to distract him.

The other man landed on him, grabbing him by the throat and jerking him from his hiding place. The man turned and shoved him, sending him stumbling backward across the room. Something slammed into his shoulders and then into the backs of his knees, buckling them and causing him to collapse to the floor in a heap. As soon as he hit the ground, the other men were moving, grabbing his arms and legs, the man who’d thrown him planting one knee on his forehead to try and hold him in place.

Before he had the chance to try and beg for mercy, another man appeared, bigger than the others, his eyes filled with righteous fury. The man held a long wooden shaft in one hand and a heavy mallet in the other. With no warning whatsoever, the man dropped to his knees, straddling him, and placed the wooden shaft against his chest.

He knew what was coming, wanted more than anything to prevent it, but he was too weak to fight back against so many at once. Before he could do anything else, the mallet fell, striking the wooden stake and driving it deep into his chest. He felt it nick his heart and knew the end was almost here, then the mallet fell again, and the world went dark, lost in a sea of the most unimaginable pain he could remember feeling.

Ryan jerked awake, sweat drenching his body, eyes wide and searching the room as his hands flew to his chest, searching for the stake he knew had to be there. Sunlight was trickling in through his open window, giving him a clear view of his smooth, uninjured chest. He looked over at the clock wildly and was shocked to see that it was now just after eight in the morning. Only then did he realize it had all been a dream, an insane little horror movie brought on by his discovery of the corpse and the strange manner in which it had apparently died.

Slowly, his breathing began to even out and he was able to relax. He didn’t feel as rested as he hoped, but he did feel better than he expected to a few hours ago. He would be making an early night of it tonight, that was for damn sure, but at least he should be able to make it through the day without too many issues.

As he rose and began to get dressed, he found himself remembering bits of that dream, or nightmare, or whatever it had been. Even in the light of day it lingered, feeling more like recalled memories than a simple dream. Even as he put gas in the lawn mower and pulled the cord to start it up, he still found himself dwelling on it. Each time he circled the yard, a trail of cut grass flying out beside him, he caught himself looking for the men who’d come for him in the dream, expecting to see them at any moment leaping from the bushes with crosses, stakes, and mallets in their hands. They didn’t, of course, but Ryan couldn’t stop thinking that it was going to happen at any second, probably when he least expected it.

The strange feelings finally began to fade as he traded the mower for a weed-eater, but he still couldn’t manage to shake the thought that, for some strange reason, this was only the beginning of something much, much bigger.







  
  
CHAPTER FOUR



Even though he’d managed to get some sleep, it hardly counted as restful sleep, so Ryan was starting to zone out while he was finishing up mowing the yard. He barely noticed Hunter standing there watching him until he’d nearly run his friend over. He stopped just before he mistook Hunter’s legs for especially thick weeds, jumping a little as he saw someone where he hadn’t noticed anyone before, then let go of the little trigger on the weed-eater’s handle, killing the motor. He pulled his cell phone out and hit pause on the playlist of heavy rock music that had been intended to help keep him awake but was succeeding only in helping him nearly drift off again, then took one of the ear buds out of his ear and let it fall, slapping lightly against his chest.

“Dude,” Hunter said. “You look like shit.”

“Aw, thanks,” Ryan replied. “How sweet of you. Did you need something, or are you just here to flirt?”

Hunter snorted a laugh and smiled. If he’d experienced any lack of sleep after the events of last night, it certainly wasn’t showing. “Just wanted to see how you felt after all those falls you took.”

“Sore,” Ryan said. He was surprised that the bruises he’d expected to see hadn’t materialized, and truthfully he felt about the same as if he’d played a strenuous game of football or baseball or something the day before after not doing it for a long time. It was about the only thing that was going his way today. “Not bad, though.”

He narrowed his eyes when he saw the look on his friend’s face. There was more to it than just checking on his well-being, and it was plain for anyone who’d known him for any real length of time. “Okay, stop bullshitting me. What do you really want?”

“I was thinking,” Hunter said. “We didn’t come up with anything to show Matt and the asshole twins, did we?”

“The flashlight I found in the basement,” Ryan answered. “I kept it. Other than that, no, we didn’t.”

Hunter gave him a look of mock-innocence that was so blatantly fake it made Ryan want to reach out and slap him. “Do you really think they’re going to accept that?”

“I don’t know,” Ryan said, running a hand over his face. “Probably not. Why does it matter, anyway? They ditched us, in case you forgot.”

“You could see it that way,” Hunter replied, nodding. “Or, you could see it as that being a part of the game in the first place.”

Ryan stared back at him, deadpan. “Get us out there, wait till we go in, then split and leave us to figure it out from there? That doesn’t make any….”

He caught himself before he could finish the statement, the truth of the matter popping into his head a bit slower than if he’d been completely with it today. “Okay, that actually does sound like something they’d do, but it still doesn’t explain why you care whether or not we got a souvenir from that place. If they split on us, it’s not very likely that they intended on following through with letting us into their little club to start with.”

“That could be,” Hunter agreed. “But do you really want to take that chance, to have gone in there and gone through all that for nothing?”

Ryan laughed without humor and shook his head. “You want us to go back, don’t you?”

Apparently, Hunter took the laughter to mean that he was winning Ryan over instead of the opposite. “I figure we go back tomorrow morning. Half the town’s going to be in church, and the other half’s going to be sleeping off a hangover from whatever trouble they get up to tonight. It’ll be perfect! We stash our bikes in that drainage ditch not far from the fence and walk the rest of the way in. I doubt anyone will see us, so we get in while it’s still light outside, find something cool, then get back out and be home in no time.”

Ryan shook his head some more. He had no intention of going back in there, not tomorrow, not ever, but he knew his friend well enough to know that if he just came right out and said that, he would end up butt-hurt for a few days. He’d get over it—he always had in the past when Ryan shot down one of his crazy ideas, anyway—but Ryan really didn’t want to deal with the headache in the meantime. Better to let him down slowly, so he could get used to the idea of his plan not happening.

“Okay, so how do we explain coming home with what-ever we found? You know we’ll get asked where we’ve been.”

Hunter smiled broadly. “Actually, we probably won’t. Your dad’s going to be kicked back in front of the game, your mom’s going to be tinkering with fall decorations, and my mom’s going to be so hung over she won’t even notice I was missing to start with.”

“And your sister?”

“If she doesn’t end up staying the night with that dickhead she’s been fucking, she’ll be in the bad shape as Mom will be. She won’t notice shit.”

“Watch your mouth,” Ryan said absently, trying to think of his next argument. “My Dad’s outside.”

“Sorry,” Hunter mumbled, sounding anything but. “So are you in or not?”

Ryan sighed. It looked like there was going to be no easy way to do this. He could only hope that Hunter stopped moping about it sooner than he normally did. “Not.”

Hunter’s smile froze for a brief instant before it slowly faded to a scowl. “Not? You’re kidding, right?”

“No,” Ryan said, rubbing a hand across his face. “I’m not. The last thing I want to do, especially feeling like I do right now, is to go back into that deathtrap and risk doing worse damage to myself than I did last night.”

“So we did that for nothing,” Hunter said, nodding once. “Put up with those guys’ shit for a week, then get dragged out to the middle of nowhere, risk breaking our damned necks, all so we can come back with a flashlight they’re going to say we just went to the store and bought on our own.”

“They weren’t going to be our friends anyway,” Ryan insisted, mounting one last attempt at convincing Hunter that the plan had been flawed from the start. “Those guys don’t care anything about us, except for when they can beat our asses next. There’s nothing in this for them, so why would they do it?”

“I don’t know,” Hunter said, his voice rising a bit as he started to let his anger and irritation show. “But it was a shot, wasn’t it? It was a chance to finally stop being the low men on the damn totem pole and finally start getting some respect. But that’s fine. You don’t want that. You don’t care about getting in with that group, about stopping the beatings and the teasing, or about getting Kayla to notice you for once. Fine. You just keep daydreaming about her and never do anything to try and make it actually happen. My life’s been shit for so long, what’s another couple of years going to matter, you know?”

Ryan sighed again. “Hunter….”

“No,” Hunter said, raising a hand and turning to leave. “It’s fine. You don’t want to do it. Whatever. I need to get home. I’ve still got that report to do for English class.”

“You want me to come by later and help you with it?” Ryan asked.

“Nah, don’t bother,” Hunter replied without turning around. “I’ll manage on my own. I’m kind of used to it.”

Ryan stood and watched his friend storm away, stopping at the edge of the yard just long enough to pick up his bike from where he’d laid it over on its side before coming to talk to him. Hunter didn’t even bother with so much as a glance in his direction as he got on and rode away down the street. This was one of the worst moods Ryan had seen develop from being shot down on some scheme in a long time and was probably going to be one that held out for longer than normal, too.

He shook his head one last time as Hunter rounded the corner and disappeared from sight, and then he tucked the ear bud back in, and hit play on his phone. As the music blared directly into his brain, he got the weed-eater started again and got back to work, trying to forget about his friend’s bad mood as well as the nagging feeling that, despite knowing better, he almost thought he’d been right in wanting to go back to the asylum.


      [image: image-placeholder]The thought wouldn’t go away. The longer the day wore on, the more Ryan felt his urge to go back to the asylum grow. At first he thought it was just his subconscious mind trying to appease Hunter, trying to make peace and stave off the inevitable pouting annoyance that would follow, but it seemed to be more than that. As he tried to wind down and get ready for bed—early, but after the day he’d put in doing yard work, neither of his parents said much of anything about it—the more he realized his desire to return to the abandoned hospital had less to do with his friend’s feelings and more to do with that body he’d seen in the basement, and the dream he’d had about it last night.

It was ridiculous when you got right down to it. If he did anything because of that body, it should be call the cops and report it, even anonymously, not go back to get a second look at it. The only reason the thing had gotten into his brain the way it had was because of how freaked out he’d been when he first saw it and then fell on top of it. That was all. There was nothing more to it.

Unless there actually was, but what that could be was so far beyond Ryan’s ability to fathom that there was no point even trying.

He sat down at his desk and powered on his laptop, figuring that he could do some research on the place, maybe find out the truth about why it closed, but by the time the system came up and he opened his web browser, the idea wasn’t as interesting to him as it had been only minutes before. He loaded up Facebook instead and spent a few minutes idly clicking “like” on some of things his few friends and family posted, but that quickly lost its appeal as well. He glanced down at the clock in the lower corner of his screen and saw it was barely past nine. Any of the people he cared about interacting with on social media or anywhere else would be out doing fun, normal teenage things, not sitting at home in their boxers and a faded t-shirt messing around on the internet.

After another couple of minutes aimlessly clicking on links and watching mindless videos, he closed the browser and shut down the computer. His body was exhausted, but his mind was racing, in dire need of something to help it shut down so he could go to bed and hopefully get some decent sleep tonight. He glanced over at his bookshelves, filled to overflowing with used horror and fantasy paperbacks, but nothing looked appealing. He’d read them all countless times already, and he wouldn’t be making his monthly trip to the used bookstore in town until next weekend, so there wasn’t even anything sitting in the spot normally reserved for his “to-be-read” pile.  He let his eyes drift to the next shelf down, where a small collection of comic book trade paperbacks sat, but none of those held any interest for him, either. It seemed he was destined to be bored as hell until he finally just fell asleep because there was simply nothing else to do.

So thinking, he went to his bed and lay down on top of the covers, crossing his hands behind his head and staring up at the ceiling. It had the opposite effect from the one he’d intended, though. The longer he lay there, the more the desire to go back to the asylum felt like a compulsion, a need that could not be ignored for much longer. He glanced to his closed bedroom door and saw the light trickling in beneath it from the hallway beyond. His parents were still up, and if he got dressed and started to leave the house now, they would give him the third degree and tell him it was too late to be going out, and to go back to bed. Whatever he finally decided to do, he was going to have to wait. If he was lucky, he’d fall asleep before he did anything too stupid.

His thoughts turned to Kayla, and he began replaying a few of his favorite fantasies about her through his head. While Hunter was convinced these “daydreams” were extremely pornographic in nature—and to be fair, there were a few of those stored in Ryan’s imagination, too—the ones he enjoyed the most were considerably more innocent. He and Kayla going to the movies, or to the park for a picnic, or even just going to parties together where they tended to forget there was anyone else there in favor of staring lovingly into each other’s eyes.

It was silly and childish stuff, he knew that. The very idea that two people as young as they were could fall so deeply in love that they would end up spending their lives together, or even more than a month or two, was insane. Still, he was so infatuated with her that he hoped for exactly that, and to Hell with what anyone else thought.

When the last of the fantasies finally came to its conclusion, with Kayla kissing first him and then their child, who had just been born—and don’t bother asking why she was up and walking around less than an hour after giving birth; fantasies didn’t have to make sense—he looked at the clock and was a little surprised to see it was now closing in on midnight. Much too late to go out, though from the darkness beyond his door, he knew his parents were in bed and he was free to sneak out and do just that should he so desire. He may as well just give it up for the night, close his eyes, roll over, and go to sleep.

Only he couldn’t do that. His mind was racing just as much as it had been before, the momentary distraction now passed and his focus back on that body and the abandoned storeroom where he’d found it. Ryan sighed. He knew there was only one way he was going to be able to get this out of his mind long enough for him to get to sleep, even if doing it was the last thing he really wanted to do.

He got out of bed and crossed to his dresser, quickly pulling on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt over the top of his t-shirt before picking up his shoes and creeping to the door. He made his way downstairs, pausing to glance back at his parents’ door, expecting it to fly open at any minute and his father to ask him just where the hell he thought he was headed to this late. It remained closed, however, and the house remained silent.

When he got to the living room, he turned and headed into the kitchen instead of going out the front door. His dad would have set the alarm before going up to bed, but Ryan knew he tended to leave the door to the garage on bypass, meaning it wouldn’t trigger if it was used in the middle of the night. It was a hold-over from the days when they’d had a cat that tended to wander and come back late at night. He and Mom had convinced Dad to leave the garage door itself cracked a little so Sammy could at least come back in out of the elements when it was raining. Sammy was two years gone, but the habit remained, and the only way to set the alarm with the garage door open was to bypass that zone entirely.

Ryan had begun to use it to his own advantage only recently, but it was a definite way out without alerting anyone that he was leaving. It was also a plus tonight because he knew Dad had a bunch of flashlights and the like out there in the garage for emergencies.

He waited until he was out of the kitchen and actually in the garage before pulling on his shoes and going over to the storage cabinet where Dad kept the flashlights. He grabbed two: a normal-sized one and a larger one that had a beam so bright it could almost count as a hand-held floodlight. He considered how he was going to carry both of them and ride his bike at the same time, then dug through a box of old clothes and managed to find a backpack he’d last worn to school when he started the seventh grade. It was pretty ragged, one shoulder strap torn free, its frayed ends dangling loose, but it would suffice for what he had in mind. He dropped the lights into the backpack, slung the single strap over his shoulder, and then carefully lifted the rolling door to the garage enough that he could slip both himself and his bicycle out without causing a ruckus.

The trip to the asylum seemed to take hours, but when he checked his phone after storing his bike in the same drainage ditch where Hunter had suggested they put them tomorrow, he was surprised to see he’d made the trip in just under ten minutes—a personal best for him, and he hadn’t even been trying.

He found the hole in the fence quickly and—barely five minutes after arriving—he was back inside the abandoned hospital, heading down the hallway to the basement stairs. He made sure to use the smaller flashlight while he was on the ground floor, not wanting the brighter beam to draw any attention from a cop who might happen to drive past and make sure no one was up to anything out here, and then switched to the larger one once he was standing on the basement landing.

Surprisingly, considering the speed with which he’d left the room last night, he found the storeroom with ease, creeping slowly through the still-open door and paying close attention to where he stepped to make sure he didn’t do something stupid like knock a bunch of heavy stuff over on himself when there was no one else around to help him should he get into any trouble. He moved down the narrow aisle formed by a pair of shelves, then took a deep breath and turned when he reached the end.

His mind raced, and his heart started beating faster in his chest as he played the beam across the empty floor ahead of him. He saw the wooden shaft he’d knocked free lying amidst an area of disturbed dust, but what he expected to see wasn’t there.

The corpse was gone.
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