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Run

As soon as we pulled into the broken up parking lot and I saw how grand and forgotten Smoky Mountain Sanatorium really was, my stomach started to roll. It always did that when I was nervous, but usually not on investigations. However, this one felt... I don't know... different; like something here was warning me not to go inside.

From its history to its appearance, this was nothing like our usual locations, which had consisted mainly of homes and older businesses, where things got moved or people saw and heard things, and that was about it. No, this one was foreboding, making me wish I had sat this one out and stayed home and watched one of my ghost shows on TV, instead. 

Being eighteen, the youngest on the team, as well as one of only two girls, I was like the runt, being picked on by the rest of the litter. I know they only did it out of love, which was proof that love hurts sometimes, or in my case, was a bit nerve racking. Nonetheless, I knew I'd be the brunt of most of the jokes tonight, especially since I'd already told them I was not going anywhere alone; no solo investigating, no going to check on cameras by myself, no going to the bathroom without my trusty sidekick, Tanya. I always felt safer in numbers, but tonight, I doubt even that would help calm my nerves.

"What's the matter, Amber?" Nick asked, smiling at me from the other side of the van. "Scared?"

I pulled my eyes away from the black windows of the insane asylum and looked at him, watching how he jerked his head to the side to keep his bangs out of his eyes, which annoyed the crap out of me. "Yes."

"Well, you should be. We all should be. This place has some crazy history, no pun intended, so we need to be on guard." He pulled the rest of the tripods out and nodded toward the cases still in the back of the van. "Can you grab those?"

"Sure." 

It was three o'clock on Saturday, and the hot July sun beat down on the six of us as we carried our equipment in. Crossing the parking lot, I felt like I was being watched, our every move noted. As I walked up the front steps, not watching where I was going, I tripped over a loose cable, unable to take my eyes off the Gothic-looking facade. From the broken windows to the gargoyles that randomly stood guard around the rooftop, this place was spooky, even in the daytime.

As we entered the asylum, the first thing I noticed was how cool it felt, almost as if a slight breeze was swirling around the entryway, brushing up against my skin in an eerie greeting. The second thing I noticed was the smell, which was musty and consisted of dust and decay. The walls were falling away, with debris scattered around on the cracked tile floors. Everything was exactly as I'd pictured it—dead, grey, and forsaken. Aside from how it looked, the way it felt was much worse.

"Okay, let's set up the central location here," Alex said as he sat one of the equipment cases down on an old table that sat in the middle of the large entryway. "It looks like this is where other teams have set up their command area, too."

Alex, the leader of our little group, was a friend of the family, or at least he used to be, when they all had time to maintain it. Over the years, he stopped coming around, but they still talked some, usually when one of them needed something. When I saw him at our local library, setting up for a paranormal seminar in the community room, I asked if I could sit in, since I loved that stuff, watching it on TV every Wednesday and Saturday night. 

I’d always had strange dreams and sometimes saw things out of the corner of my eye, but had always dismissed it as me being paranoid or weird. Even when I had a vivid dream about my grandmother, who had died when I was really little, I assumed I’d ate too many banana peppers before bed that night. Nonetheless, it seemed to pique my interest, causing me to turn into a para-geek. My DVR was proof, filled with all things ghostly.

Alex seemed excited for me to sit in on his seminar, especially since only a handful of people showed up, and that was the beginning of my paranormal adventures. The fact that my parents, who are a bit over-protective, knew and trusted him was the only reason they let me be involved. If only I’d have known the outcome of that decision.... 

Once we got everything inside and ready to set up, we gathered our cameras, EMF detectors, and a couple of voice recorders so we could do a quick walk-thru of the hospital, seeing where we wanted to set our cameras up. It was also a good time, since it was still daylight, to make sure there were no looters or actual real people in the building. The living had always scared me more than ghosts, at least up until this investigation.

"Why don't you, Nick, and Erik go to the top floor,” Alex said, “while the rest of us check out this floor and head to the basement?"

"Sounds like a plan," Nick said, smiling at me. "I'll be one of the first ones to see Amber run."

"I'm not gonna run," I retorted. "And if I do, I'd advise you to do the same. I don't normally run for the heck of it, so if I suddenly take off, there's got to be a pretty good reason."

"I'll remember that," he replied with a smile as we headed toward the stairs.

I walked up between Nick and Erik, not liking being first or last. Our footsteps echoed through the stairwell as we went up, piercing the quietness. Nick yelled out a greeting as we neared the top, causing me to jump and smack the back of his leg.

“I was just saying hi,” he said, laughing as we walked out onto the second floor. “It’s called politeness. Maybe you should use it sometimes.”

Nick was about ten years older than I was, and pretty easy on the eyes, but he annoyed the crap out of me. It was rare that his cuteness outweighed his annoyance, so our friendship had remained stagnant, which seemed fine with both of us. Erik, on the other hand, was only twenty-three and was like a raging river that I wanted to dive into and let carry me away. I kept my feelings to myself, though, not wanting to mess up the dynamic of our team, especially since he had a girlfriend. They were constantly breaking up and getting back together, though, so maybe someday....

"Did you hear that?" Nick asked, interrupting my thoughts.

"Yeah, it sounded like it came from one of those rooms down there," Erik replied, pointing down the hall.

I didn't hear anything, but I didn't admit it, not wanting them to know I wasn't paying attention. From here on out, I was going to have to focus on the task at hand and gather preliminary data, in case we needed it later. 

I pulled my bag around and dug my own voice recorder out, hitting the record button and tagging the time of day and where we were. When I turned my K2 meter on, I was surprised it didn't light up, since I'd felt weird since we'd walked into this place.

I turned around to realize I was standing in the middle of one of the upstairs rooms alone. "Hey!" I yelled, hurrying out of the room to catch up with the guys. "Don't leave me by myself at this place."

"Sorry, we thought you were right behind us," Nick said, looking at Erik with an odd expression. "Didn't it sound like she was right behind us?" 

He nodded, looking from me to Nick. “Yeah, I thought the same thing.”

"That was strange. I could've sworn...." He let it go, not bringing it up again, but making sure we all stayed together.

We'd walked into a few rooms before Erik's Mel Meter came to life, buzzing loudly, which instantly gave me the chills. "I've got something here." He looked around, trying to find the source of the EMF hit. "I can't imagine what would cause this. It's measuring four milligauss. No... five. It keeps going up." We stood silently, waiting to see if something was about to happen, but nothing did. 

"What's it at now?" Nick asked.

"It's almost up to six. That's ridiculous," Erik said.

I held my recorder out in front of me. "Is there someone here with us?" It felt weird asking that in the daytime, since it was usually the middle of the night when activity started. 

"Make yourself known." No sooner Nick got those three words out, the door slammed shut behind us, causing me to drop my K2. 

"Shit!" Erik yelled, even though his voice cracked and it barely came out above a whisper.

It was at times like this when I would normally run, yet there was nowhere to run, since the door was what I wanted to run from, yet had to go through it to get away. "What do you think caused that?" I asked, hoping someone would explain it away.

"Could've been a draft or something, since the windows are broken," Nick said as he walked towards the door, obviously not as disturbed by it as I was. "Let's see if it'll do it again, maybe if a gust blows through."

"Man, I didn’t feel any wind come through," Erik mentioned.

"Me, neither," I sadly agreed. As much as I wanted activity to happen, I wanted it to happen from a distance, not right here in the same room.

"It doesn't take much of a gust to close a door; just enough to cause suction." 

He opened the door, using one finger to try to get it to swing closed again, but it didn't. We stayed in that room for ten more minutes with no more activity from the wind, our meters, or the door, so we moved on, making a note to come back to this room later. 

I followed Erik and Nick out while Nick told us about some of the history of the sanatorium as we walked down the shadowed hallway.

"Eleanor Cosgrove," he said, his voice echoing through rooms. "She was a patient here in the mid-forties, admitted for schizophrenia. As with many of the patients back then, lobotomies were rather common, and Eleanor ended up getting one. However, hers didn't go so well." A noise behind us caused us to stop and turn around. "Did you hear that?" We both nodded, Erik pointing down the hall where we'd just come from. "It sounded like knocking."

"Yeah, three. I heard three distinct knocks," I whispered as I listened for more. 

Within a matter of seconds, three more knocks were heard, louder this time. Nick pointed toward the area of the hallway they came from, and within seconds, three more knocks came, but closer. Nick took a few steps toward the sounds, tiptoeing so his shoes wouldn't make any noise on the decrepit tile floor.

"What could that be?" Erik wondered out loud. 

We'd never had a door slam and heard knocks within the first thirty minutes of a simple walk-thru. "I... have no... idea." I stepped closer to Erik, my arm brushing up against his.

"Hello?" Nick called out, causing me to about jump out of my skin again.

“Stop doing that,” I whispered as loud as I could, causing him to shush me.

“Is someone there?” Three more knocks came, even closer than the last. "Hell, they're coming from right in front of me." He took a step back, which surprised me. Out of all the people in the group, Nick and Alex were always the ones to go toward the activity, not back away from it. "I think...." He started shaking his head as he continued to walk backwards toward us. "I think we need to go."

Three loud knocks—bangs—came from all around us, sending chills down my spine with each one. In the past year I'd been investigating, I'd never heard a noise as loud as that, and didn't care if I ever heard another one. I'm sure a knock wouldn't hurt me, but whatever was causing it might, so I grabbed Erik's arm and proceeded to pull him toward the door that led to the exit. I didn't turn back to see if Nick was behind us, but once we got into the stairwell, I heard him yelling.

"Run!" he yelled two or three times in a row.

"I am!" I replied, moving so fast that I was barely touching the steps.

When we busted through the door to the main floor, we found the area empty. I didn't stop until my feet were planted firmly on the parking lot outside. Once Erik and Nick joined me, they were both laughing, Nick doubling over with his hands on his knees.

"That was great," he said, smiling from ear to ear. "We've definitely got to set cameras up in that area and cover that floor." He stood upright, still slightly out of breath, his smile fading. "I did feel something up there, though, right before we ran." He shivered. "And I didn't like how it felt." He looked up at one of the windows, causing us to follow his gaze. "Whatever's up there, it doesn't feel too friendly." He looked back at us. "Whoever it is, they don't want us here." The smile returned to his face. "So we should be in for a fun night."

"Yeah, maybe we'll get up close and personal with Eeeleanooor," Erik teased, dragging out her name so it sounded much scarier than it should.

"What happened to her, anyway?" I asked Nick. "You never did finish telling us about her."

He sat down on one of the steps before finishing his story. "Well, like I said, she became one of the many victims of the doctors and they botched up her lobotomy. The articles I read said that instead of fixing her, which they thought a lobotomy would do, it was like they took away the only good left in her brain. She had no morals or empathy, and didn't seem to feel pain, physical or mental. Instead of curing her of her mental illness, they turned her into a psycho. She ended up killing eleven other patients, as well as a doctor and a nurse, before a fellow patient was able to get the ax from her and kill her. Cracked her skull right in two, they said."

"An ax? How did she get an ax?" I asked.

"Well, that was something that was under investigation. Apparently, a worker had accidentally left it in one of the corridors behind a door after he'd done some work inside and Eleanor found it. The sick part is that when they found her, she was covered with the skin of those she'd killed." As he said it, my stomach churned. "Said she'd taken their fingers and slipped them on over her own, as well as tried to cover her arms and chest with their skin." He shook his head and made a face. 

"And this is why I like to go over the history before an investigation, not during." I looked up at the sky. "Sweet Jesus." They may have thought I was just rambling, but I wasn't—I was really praying.

"She's dead, Amber," Nick said. "I don't think we have to worry about her now."

"If not, then why did you tell us to run?” I asked. “I've never seen you run from activity, so I'm sure you had to feel something or see something that made you do it." He looked away, and as he stared across the parking lot, I tried to read his face, but the rest of the team interrupted, leaving me wondering exactly what had scared Nick, since I didn't think the bangs, alone, had done it.

"There is something in that basement," Alex said. "We got some readings that were off the charts, and Tanya swears up and down she saw a lady down there.

"I did," she reiterated with a shiver. "Scared the shit outta me." She shook her head. "I can't wait to see what tonight holds." We all looked at each other, obviously wondering the same thing.

"Yeah, we had some crazy shit happen upstairs, too," Nick said. 

"Well, let's go get the cameras set up so we can get this show on the road," Mark, the oldest of the group, ordered. "I'm ready to do a little ghost hunting." He clapped his hands together, causing me to jump, yet again. "Man, you're a bit on edge, huh, Amber?" he teased as he smacked me on the back. "I don't blame ya. If I had to guess, I'd say this is gonna be one helluva night."

"Yeah," I reluctantly agreed, following everyone back inside. "One heck of a night." 
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Activity

By the time we all ate the sandwiches we'd packed and got ready to investigate, my nerves were wound so tight my neck had started to hurt. I reached up to try to loosen it, stretching my neck from side to side in an attempt to pull out the tension, which must've caught Nick's eye.

"Need some help?" he asked with a smile.

“Um—” as tempting as his offer was "—no." He was always flirting with me, but he flirted with every girl he came in contact with, so I never thought anything of it.

"Okay, then, let's get going."

We decided to split into groups of two this time so we could cover more area, with Alex picking who went with who, since he was the leader of our motley paranormal crew, which helped keep everyone on track and organized. I ended up with Nick, which I was thankful for, since being alone in the dark with Erik would've been awkward and Mark talked too much. I liked investigating with Tanya, too, but at a place like this I'd rather be with someone braver than I was, which Tanya was not. Aside from our looks, with her having blonde hair and me having red, and her being several inches taller than I was, we were a lot alike. I caught her attention before we split up and smiled and waved at her like it might be the last time I ever saw her.

"So long, girly," she said with a pout, waving back at me. "I'll come find you for bathroom breaks."

"Please do," I replied.

"What? I'm not good enough to piss with?" Nick asked like he was really offended.

I ignored him, shaking my head as we started to walk back up the stairs that we'd last escaped down. Once the door closed, I turned on the flashlight that hung around my neck, filling the stairway with an eerie, green glow. 

"So, what caused you to run?" I asked, knowing Nick never ran. Now that I think about it, I'd never seen him run on an investigation until that moment.

"I don't know. It just felt like something—" He cut his words off as he opened the door and cool air smacked us both in the face. "I thought it'd be hot as hell up here."

"Yeah, I did, too." Wasn't heat supposed to rise? "It's like we're in the basement, not on the top floor."

The stairwell door slammed shut behind us, leaving us standing in the silent hallway, huddled inside my green glow. "Well, it feels good," Nick said, "so I'm not complaining." It did feel nice, causing my sweaty skin to chill. "Where do you want to go first?"

"You're asking me? Usually, you take off and tell me to come on," I admitted with a laugh, which echoed down the hall, causing the hairs on my arms to stand up. 

Note to self: no loud laughing.

"Yeah, well, I know this place freaks you out more than the other places we've been, so I thought I'd be nice," Nick replied.

"This place must be getting to you, too." Nick wasn't mean, but he was never really nice, either. "Um, let's go this way," I said, pointing to the opposite end of the hallway from where we'd gone earlier. "We can see what all's down there, since we ran like wusses before we got to that area."

We passed several rooms before walking into the last one, wanting to start at the end and work our way back around. Nick turned his flashlight on, which was brighter than mine, lighting up a bed, some files that were laying on the window sill, and a few toys, which freaked me out. Toys are supposed to be fun and childish, but not in a place like this. In a place like this, they screamed you're about to die by the hands of a demon child.

"Why would this stuff still be here?" I asked, knowing the asylum hadn't been in operation in fifty years.

"I'm sure some of it's been placed by people who've been here, or the people who own the hospital." He flipped through the files that had been laying on the window, dropping them onto the bed once he'd nosed through them. "Or these are actual things from patients. Look at this."

I walked over to see what he was looking at, surprised that it looked like an actual patient's file. "Joseph Darby... age 35... Bipolar Disorder. It lists his address and everything." I looked up at Nick. "How can they just leave this stuff laying around for anyone to see?"

He shrugged. "Maybe he's dead, now, so it doesn't matter." He sat the file on the bed with the others. "Maybe he was one of the ones Eleanor killed."

A laughed echoed from down the hall, creeping into our room and gripping my spine. "Please tell me you heard that," I whispered, chills popping up on my skin as I shivered, grabbing ahold of Nick's arm. 

"Oh, I heard it, alright." He shivered, too. "Let's go see where it came from."

I reluctantly followed him out, staying close by his side as we stood at the end of the hallway. After a minute of listening to my heartbeat thud in my ears, I pulled out my night vision camera so I could see better, as well as document any further activity. 

"See anything?" he asked once I got it turned on.

"No, just a lot of dust floating around." 

Suddenly, it sounded like a door slammed at the other end of the hall, but when I looked through the viewfinder, I didn't see anything. Without saying a word, Nick gently held onto my arm and started pulling me with him as he slowly walked down the hall. Each room we passed made my skin crawl, like someone was about to reach out of one of them and grab me. Trying to shake that bad feeling off, I focused on looking at my camera, which made everything seem a little brighter and less scary. After taking a couple more steps, however, something showed up on the screen, appearing to stand at the other end of the hall. 

I grabbed Nick's arm, causing him to stop, and held the camera out so he could see. "What is that?" he whispered, looking from the camera to the supposedly empty space in front of us. He turned his light on, pointing it down the hall, but it didn't reach all the way to the end, so he turned it off and looked back at the camera. "Look, it's getting closer." 

I looked back down at the camera and what had once been just a dim form at the end of the hall was, in fact, closer to us. "Please don't leave me. Do not run and leave me," I demanded with the sternest whisper I could muster. 

"I won't leave you." 

I was surprised when he took a step forward instead of backward. "What are you doing?"

"I want to see what it is."

I tried to hold the camera as steady as I could, wishing I'd have taken the thermal camera instead of Erik taking it. At least then I'd be able to see if it was an actual person, animal, ghost, or... something else. 

Feeling like a target, I turned my flashlight off, which enabled me to see the camera screen much better, but plunged us into total darkness. I stepped behind Nick, stabilizing the camera against his shoulder, watching whatever was at the end of the hall as it watched us. 

After a few seconds, it appeared to step back into the room at the end of the hall. "It's gone," I whispered.

"Let's go." Nick grabbed my hand, entwining his fingers in mine. This was more like the Nick I was used to—bossy.

"But what if it's... what if it's...." My mind didn't seem to want to form a coherent sentence at this point, so I stopped talking and held my breath as we neared the end... of the hallway. 

"Hello?" Nick yelled, causing me to jump.

"I really wish you'd stop doing that."

"Doing what? Trying to communicate with whatever's here?"

"No, communicating so loud, and without any prior warning. Tell me next time."

"Okay, Amber, I'm about to talk again. Is that okay?"

"Smart-ass." I rarely, if ever, cussed, but he seemed to make it easier.

"Asssss...." 

"Something just mocked me. Did you hear it?" I asked. "Like a hissing sound?"

"Yes, I heard it." He raised his voice slightly. "So, you think I'm an ass, too?" He walked into the room, causing me to follow so I wasn't left in the hallway alone. "Yeah, I guess I am."

"Oh, my word. There's a bed in here, too," I noted.

"Too bad Erik's not here instead of me, huh?"

"I don't like Erik," I lied.

"Whatever."

Before I could reply, we heard a distant scream, which sounded like it came from below us. "Was that Tanya?"

"I don't know."

"Nick... Alex?" The muffled voice came from inside Nick’s bag. "Are y'all there?" It was Mark on the walkie-talkie.

Nick dug the walkie out of his bag. "Yeah, what's going on?"

"Let's regroup at central. We've had some major activity on the main floor."

"Okay, we'll be down in a minute," Nick said, followed by Alex, who said they'd had a lot of activity, too. "All of us have had activity? It's gonna be a good night." 

Once we all made it back to central station, I was surprised to see Tanya almost in tears. "What happened?" I asked.

"Something grabbed my fingers. I was sitting on a table with my hand like this—" she acted like she was leaning back on her hand "—and something grabbed my fingers. They were hanging off the table and something grabbed them." She shivered. "I think we need to stick to three in a group. I felt better when there was three of us together."

"That's fine. We can do three to a group," Alex said. "We can do the same groups as earlier, if that's okay with everyone."

"Yeah, that'll be better," Tanya said, twisting her hand around her fingers. "Let's go to the bathroom before we go back out, though," she said, motioning toward me. 

"Where's it even at?" I asked, hoping it was close.

"There's one right around here," she said, crossing the large entryway. I turned my flashlight on and followed her around the corner. "My fingers were grabbed right up there, in that room on the right."

“Oh, I’ll make sure to stay out of that one, then.”  

We proceeded to the dark bathroom, which was the first time I'd really wished there was electricity. Two flashlights simply didn't put out enough light, so when I entered my stall, I tried to hurry and use the bathroom as fast as I could. Mid pee, I heard Tanya squeal, which caused me to squeal right along with her.

"Sorry," she apologized. "There's a huge spider over here."

Hating spiders, I looked around my stall for any litter critters, and that's when my flashlight reflected off an eye looking at me through the crack of my stall door. When it blinked, I did more than squeal. 

"Did you see it, too?" Tanya asked. "I should’ve stepped on it. It was huge, wasn't it?"

"No, someone's outside my stall!" I hurried and finished, pulling up my shorts in record speed, shining my light all around the cracks of my door. "I don't see it, anymore."

"Are you sure you saw someone?" she asked skeptically.

"Are you sure something grabbed your fingers?" I retorted. 

Before she could answer, my flashlight went out, leaving nothing but the small sliver of light from her flashlight lighting up the floor next to my feet, but then that was gone. "Great," she complained. "My flashlight went out, too, and I can't see my hand in front of my face."

We both made our way out of the stalls and hurried toward the door, but it wouldn't open. "What the...?" I shook it, but it wouldn't budge. 

Suddenly, a scream filled the bathroom, causing me to let go of the door and cover my ears. I felt something bump against me, knocking me into one of the broken sinks and onto the floor. As I turned around, unsure of where the door was, my blood ran cold with fear. I didn't know if something had Tanya and was about to get me or what was going on, so I scrambled to my right, trying to feel for the sink I'd just bumped into, but ended up grabbing one of the stall doors, instead. As gross as it was to be crawling around on the bathroom floor, at least it helped me know where I was.

I jumped up and turned around, yelling for Tanya as I held my hands out in front of me and tried to feel around for the door, but she didn't answer me. All I kept thinking about was the eyeball and who—or what—it belonged to, making me want to hyperventilate. 

The door flew open, letting in beams of light from two flashlights, which looked like angelic lights from Heaven. I instinctively grabbed one of my rescuers and wrapped my arms around their neck, not caring who it was. 

"Oh, mylanta! We were locked in," I cried. 

I heard Erik laugh in my ear, which let me know he was the one I was holding tight against my chest. "The door probably sticks," he said, explaining it away.

"Tanya." I let go of Erik, following one of the light beams to the corner of the bathroom where Tanya was crouched on the floor. "Tanya? Are you okay?"

She shook her head. "No, I'm not." Erik went over to help her up. "Something grabbed me. I felt nails on my legs."

"Come on," Erik said as he helped her up off the floor. "Let's get out of here."

When I noticed the door had shut on us again, I almost panicked, but, to my surprise, it opened easily. "Well, it doesn't feel like it sticks to me," I pointed out to Erik. "It wouldn't budge a minute ago."

"Is that why you screamed?" Nick asked, laughing now that he knew we were okay, even though Tanya was still shaken up.

"I didn't scream. That was Tanya."

"I didn't scream," Tanya corrected me. "I thought you did."

"One of you had to," Nick said. "We heard it all the way out here. That's why we came to check on you."

"I didn't scream," I repeated.

"And neither did I," Tanya added.

"Then maybe we need to investigate the bathroom," Nick said.

"No, I think this whole place is active," Mark said as we rejoined him and Alex. "All of us have experienced something in different areas. We should get a lot of evidence tonight, no matter where we go."

"I think I want to go home," Tanya said. "I don't like being touched, let alone scratched." She lifted her leg to show three raised, red scratches at her ankle. 

Alex grabbed a camera from the table and started taking pictures of the marks. "If you'd like, you can man the monitors with me while the group heads out again." He looked up at me and Nick. "Then we can rotate around, each of us taking a break to watch the cameras."

Everyone agreed, which prompted us to load up and head out again, the four of us staying together this time. We headed to the basement first, and on the way down, Nick thought it would be good to fill Mark in on some of the history, starting with the infamous Eleanor. I hated hearing all the gruesome details again, but found myself listening, anyway.

"So there was an ax left laying around in a mental hospital?" Mark asked, sounding as shocked as I had been about her story.

"Yeah, and after she went on a rampage and killed half the patients on her floor, as well as the doctor and nurse, one of the male patients managed to wrestle it from her and used it to split her skull open. Luckily, he must've still had some of his sanity left, because they said he dropped the ax as soon as he killed her, crying like a baby."

"Did he get charged with her murder?" Mark asked.

"Nope. It was deemed self-defense. They stopped doing lobotomies shortly after that, though, saying they were an unpredictable and cruel form of treatment," Nick said.

We investigated the basement with, surprisingly, not much activity, just a few bumps and thumps, which could've been the building cooling down. However, once we made our way to the main floor, the activity kicked up a bit. Before heading upstairs, I decided to hang out with Tanya and watch the monitors, and after seeing what happened on the top floor, I was glad I did.

"Hey, what's that?" Tanya asked, pointing at the monitor in front of her.

I leaned over and saw the same form Nick and I had seen earlier. "Oh, my gosh. That's what we saw." On the big screen, I could actually make out the form of a person. "It looks like a woman." 

You could tell they were wearing a gown, which their long hair hung across almost to their waist. I immediately thought of Eleanor, but tried to push the thought out of my head.

I picked up the walkie-talkie and called for Alex, who quickly answered back. “Go for Alex.”

"Alex, there appears to be a woman on camera four. She's standing by the door, the one near the stairs." I saw Nick on another camera as he stepped out into the hallway.

"Now it's gone," Tanya said.

I looked at where the form had been standing, and the doorway was empty again. "She's gone," I repeated to them. "I don't see her anymore."

Suddenly, a face filled the monitor, causing me to jump back like it could somehow come through the screen. Two large, white eyes with tiny pupils peered back at me like they could actually see me. It was the eye—the one from the bathroom. "Oh, my gosh, she's back," I told them, fear evident in my voice. "She's at camera four again." She grinned wickedly at me from the monitor and slowly shook her head before fading away, causing me to shake as I grabbed Tanya's arm and turned another flashlight on. "She heard me. She heard me through their walkies." The face had been distorted, slightly mist-like, but it was definitely a face... and we'd caught it all on camera.

Chills erupted across my skin and my legs felt like Jell-O. I no longer felt safe. It was one thing to investigate a haunted hospital, but it was another thing altogether to feel threatened, especially by something you couldn't kill, or even see, since it was already dead.

"Y'all need to come down here," I told them. "There's something up there with you guys. There's something up there!" I was almost hysterical, but tried my best to remain calm. 

"We just heard laughter," Alex said. "Nick and Erik's going to check it out." 

As soon as he said it, I saw them walk out of one of the rooms and into the hallway. "Oh, my gosh. What are they doing?"

They had only taken a few steps when Erik fell to his knees, grabbing his head. I was shocked, unsure what to do, not knowing what was going on. Nick was in front of him and obviously didn't see, since he kept walking slowly down the hall.

"Erik's down," I all but screamed through the walkie-talkie. "Check on Erik!"

I saw Nick turn around and shine his light on Erik, and when he did I thought I saw her, but it was only for a fraction of a second. Once he ran back to Erik, and Alex and Mark joined them, she was nowhere to be seen. 

As they tended to Erik, I noticed that I was able to see better than I could a few minutes ago, everything starting to look a bit brighter. "Yes, the sun's coming up." I'd never been so happy to see the sunrise in all my life. 

"Erik's okay," Alex said. "We're coming on down and gonna pack up."

"Ten-four," I replied as I turned to Tanya, relieved to be leaving. "That's the best thing I've heard all night. I'm so ready to get out of here." I started to unhook cables and roll them up. "To be honest, this may very well be my last investigation, period," I admitted. "I've seen, heard, and felt things tonight that I never want to see, hear, or feel again."

"I'm right there with you," Tanya agreed.

"I mean, it's one thing to research the paranormal, but this goes beyond that. I'll have nightmares of that face forever."

Little did I know, nightmares would be a welcome relief to the reality I would soon face. We thought leaving the sanatorium would be the end of it, the strange experiences over and another investigation down, but in fact, it was just the beginning. 
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Chapter 3
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Beginning of the End

Once we got everything loaded into the van and settled in for the two-hour drive home, it was oddly quiet. Usually, after investigations, we were all chattering about the things we'd experienced or talked about possible evidence we'd caught, but not this time. This time, we rode in silence.

Sick of the awkward stillness in the van, I decided to get some conversation started, myself. "So, what happened to you, Erik, up on the top floor?" He'd fallen to his knees shortly before we wrapped up the investigation, but no one had talked about it since then.

He took a deep breath. "I have no idea. All I know is I was following Nick down the hall and then a sharp pain shot through my head, like it was splitting open, but then it went away as quickly as it came." He shrugged. "It's never done that before." His words were light, but his expression was just the opposite. 

"Yeah, that's pretty weird," I admitted.

"No, it's not," Nick said from in front of me, who'd grabbed the middle seat when we got in, forcing Tanya and I to sit in the back. "Think about it. Eleanor Cosgrove was killed by an ax to the head. Maybe it was just a type of possession or transfer of energy."

"Whatever it was, it hurt like hell and I hope it never happens again," Erik said, rubbing his head like he could still feel it. 

"I can't wait to see our video. Y'all are gonna die when you see what Tanya and I saw while you were upstairs. I've never seen anything like it." I shivered at the memory. 

"We'll check it out as soon as we get back to headquarters," Alex informed us. "I know y'all are probably tired, but we'll load it really quick and check it out before heading home."

We always went back to TAPT—Tennessee Area Paranormal Team—headquarters after investigations to drop off the equipment, but usually didn't go over evidence until the following week, except for cases like this, which we rarely, if ever, had. If we caught something substantial, like we did tonight, we'd stay up a little longer the next morning to take a look at it. 

Once again, most of the rest of the ride home was quiet, so a majority of us took advantage of it and slept. However, we were all suddenly awakened when Alex swerved so hard that we almost ran off the road, causing some of us, even Mark, to instinctively scream, afraid we were going to careen into one of the deep valleys that lined the side of the road.

"What the hell are you doing?" Nick yelled. "We survived the sanatorium and now you're trying to kill us!" Even though he laughed, I could tell it had startled him, too.

Alex pulled off at the next pull-off and put the van in park, obviously shaken up. "There was a woman." He shook his head like he couldn't believe what had just happened. "I came around the curve and there she was. There's no way I could've passed her without hitting her."

"Do we need to go back and look?" I asked.

"Yeah, but I don't think I can," he replied.

Nick and Erik got out of the van. "We'll go look," Nick said. "Y'all stay here." He didn't have to tell me twice.

They walked back in the direction we'd just came from, disappearing around the big curve. They were gone for about five minutes before returning to the van, looking all around it before getting in.

"We didn't see anything," Erik informed us. "No woman, no blood, nothing, only your tire tracks where you swerved."

"There's no way," Alex said. "She was right in the middle of the road. I swerved, but she was right there." He ran his fingers through his hair. "I saw her eyes; I was that close."

"Well, nothing is back there," Erik said. "And if we'd hit her, there would be some kind of evidence, but the van is clean. We didn't feel a bump or anything, either, so...."

"Maybe you dozed off. Want me to drive?" Nick asked. "I'm wide awake."

"I think we're all wide awake at this point," I admitted. 

"Yeah, I think that would be a good idea," Alex said as he got out of the van. I could tell the woman he'd seen, or thought he'd seen, really had an effect on him. I knew how he felt.

"Hey, if you don't mind me asking, what did the woman look like?" I asked.

He slid into Nick's seat and put his seat-belt on. "She had long, dark-looking hair, stringy almost. Her face was really pale, but her eyes were what stood out. It was like they were glazed over or something, almost all white looking."

"Like a zombie?" Erik asked. 

"Well, yeah... sort of."

Erik grinned. "Maybe you did fall asleep. I was awake and didn't see anything."

Alex looked at him for a few seconds before nodding his head. "Maybe I did."

I sat speechless in the back seat, knowing he'd just described the same thing I'd seen on the monitor, which he hadn't seen yet and I hadn't described to him. Not wanting to upset him further, I thought I'd wait until we got back to headquarters and see how he reacted when he saw the video.

"Yeah," I agreed. "I'm sure you did."

***
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AS WE WALKED INTO TAPT headquarters with the last of the equipment, I was anxious for them to load up our footage from the DVRs. Even though I didn't want to see that face again, I was excited for the guys to see it, especially Alex. I was also extremely nervous that the face he saw would be the same one Tanya and I saw. 

"Okay, give me a few minutes and then I'll track down the approximate time-frame when we were upstairs," Erik said. Being our tech guy, he knew more about that stuff than we did.

Tanya and I dropped ourselves onto the couch while we waited, fighting to stay awake, but losing miserably. "Hey, it's ready," Mark yelled at us, causing me to jump awake, not realizing I'd dozed off.

Tanya sighed. "Okay." She stood up and stretched. "Like I want to see this again." She laughed nervously, obviously feeling the same way I did.

When we walked into the review room, which was a small room in the back where there was only enough room for one long table that held two monitors, as well as a corner table for a computer, I felt claustrophobic. With all the guys already in there, it was a bit tight, so Tanya and I squeezed in to the side, since we'd already seen it, anyway.

"I loaded the files and found the approximate time," Erik said as he pressed play. "It should be pretty close, but I may have to fast-forward it some." When he hit play, there was nothing but a black screen, so we waited for the video to pop up, but it didn't. "Wait. What's going on?" He messed with it some more, going to different times in the video, but they all looked the same. "It's all blank," he said, puzzled. "There's no way." 

"What do you mean it's blank?" Alex asked. "We watched the monitors all night and verified first thing that it was recording."

"I know, but it's like all the video and sound is gone. The video we took is here—see, it scrolls through different time-frames—but it's all blank." He shook his head. "I don't understand how this could happen."

"Is all the DVR footage like that?" I asked.

"Yes," Erik replied. "It appears that all feed from our DVRs is no good. You all were able to see everything on the monitor, but for some reason nothing recorded."

"But we checked that," Alex fussed.

"I know." Erik took a deep breath. "I just... I don't know."

It was quiet for a minute before Nick spoke up and said he was going on home. "I'll call you when I wake up later," he told Erik, patting him on the back. "Maybe you'll have it figured out by then."

To be honest, I knew it wouldn't be figured out. This had happened on purpose. Whatever was at that hospital didn't want us to see that video or see what had happened—see them. 

"Yeah, I've got to go, too. I promised my mom I'd pick up Kylie after her volleyball practice—" I looked at my phone "—and I have exactly twenty minutes to get there."

After setting aside an evening to go over the evidence we still had, which wouldn't be much, now, mainly pictures and audio, we all said our goodbyes and I left. I ended up getting to the school to pick up my sister a few minutes early, so I pulled to the side and waited, wishing I was at home in my bed. It felt like I'd been waiting forever, and was about to go in and see what was taking so long, when a girl ran out the side door of the gym. 

When I saw her, it felt like all my blood drained from my body. It looked like Kylie's friend, Jenna, but her face was distorted with fear and covered with blood. Her once blonde hair was bright red, sticking to her face and arms. She ran to one of the nearby cars, falling over the hood and then collapsing to the ground. As soon as I processed what I was seeing, and the feeling returned to my legs, I jumped out of the car and ran toward the door to find Kylie. 

Once I ran in and saw the inhabitants of the gym, I dropped to my knees, my legs unable to hold me up. Most of the girls on her team appeared to be dead, their bodies scattered across the gym floor, lying in their own bloody messes. Some were still alive, crying for help or whimpering in pain, so I tried to find Kylie.

"Kylie!" I knew the killer might still be here, but at this point, it didn't really matter. I was so scared that if they were I wouldn't be able to run, anyway. "Kylie!" Where were the other parents? Where were the coaches? Were they already killed and drug off somewhere? 

I felt a hand on my shoulder. Who knew the touch of death was so light? I dropped my head into my hands, waiting on the pain that was about to come, unable to breathe, wondering if they would kill me, or if I'd be left to die slowly, whimpering on the floor like some of the other girls.

"Wanna play?" a familiar voice asked. "I've got a few more spikes left in me."

I turned around at the sound of her voice, thankful that she was okay, but once I saw her, I fell backwards, slipping in the blood that was all around me, scrambling to get away... away from Kylie.

"What's wrong, Amber? Have a rough night?" She smiled down at me as her face began to morph into that of the face—the one from the sanatorium. 

"No... no, no, no." I got up to run, but only slipped in the blood and fell, busting my knee hard against the gym floor.

"So quick to get away? I thought you wanted to talk to me?"

A hand reached out and grabbed my arm, causing me to scream. I jerked my arm away before I realized it was Kylie—the real Kylie. Before I could help her, she collapsed, obviously dead. 

A scream echoed all around me, hurting my ears, and I didn't even realize it was mine until I felt a hand clamp down over my mouth, stifling it. "What's wrong with you?" Kylie asked as she reached through my car window.

I jumped, looking all around, disoriented. "Kylie!"

She covered my mouth again. "Can you hush? You're embarrassing me. People are going to think my sister's crazy."

I looked around the inside of my car, wondering if, in fact, I might be. "I... must've... I must've had a bad dream." Bad dream wasn't even close to describing what I'd just experienced. "Get in." I looked around to find some of the parents looking at me questioningly, probably wondering if I was on drugs. 

"So, did you have a rough night?" she asked as I started to pull out, causing me to stop, whipping our heads forward.

"What?"

She gave me a look. "I asked if you had a rough night." She laughed. "You seem a bit out of it." I sat there, looking at her. "Really, Amber." She put her hand on mine. "Are you alright? I can call mom if you need me to."

I swallowed harder than normal, pushing back the bile that was rising in my throat. "Um... no. I'm okay." I continued to pull out of the school, turning my air conditioner on and rolling my window back up. I aimed the vent towards me, letting the cool air hit me in the face. "Yeah, I'm okay." I forced a smile. "Just a little tired. I fell asleep and had a nightmare, that's all."

As I drove home, I hoped that's all it was... a nightmare. It had seemed so real, though, it was hard to shake off. Little did I know, nightmares aren't half as scary as what reality could be; reality can be far worse. Unlike nightmares, you can't wake up from reality. 
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Chapter 4
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Just a Dream

I still felt dead tired when I woke up later that afternoon, which I expected. I always felt like crap after an investigation, especially one that went on until the next morning. Usually we would be done by three or four in the morning, but this one had lasted all night. Thinking back, I wished I hadn't gone.

I couldn't seem to shake the feeling that something was... off. I'd always worried about something following me home, but usually said a prayer of protection to hopefully prevent it, however, this felt different. Not like something had followed me home, but like the negativity in that place had rubbed off on me somehow. Maybe it was only my imagination or the bad dream I'd had this morning. Either way, I didn't like it.

I took some Ibuprofen, hoping it'd stop the jack-hammering in my head, before heading down for breakfast, which ended up actually being a late lunch, since it was almost four o'clock. "What are you doing here?" I asked my sister, who was sitting at the bar that lined one side of the big island that took up too much space in the kitchen. "I thought you'd be with Derrick today."

"I'm going to be. He had football practice, so he's picking me up in a bit." She frowned. "He's late, actually."

"What else is new?" I didn't hide the fact that I didn't like her boyfriend. They'd only been together a couple of weeks, but the way they went on, even in public, you'd think they'd been together a lot longer. "I'm sure he got sidetracked," I added, "by the cheerleaders."

"Cheerleaders don't go to practices, and even if they did, he wouldn't get sidetracked by one," she argued. 

I was in no mood to aggravate her about her poor choice in boyfriends today, so I continued to get the milk and cereal out, pouring myself a big bowl. "Where's Mom and Dad?"

"They went out on the lake with the Fergusons. Mom said to tell you they might not be home for dinner."

"Of course not." 

"I'm glad I'm leaving today, too. You're grumpy," she said, causing me to shrug, unable to disagree. "Are you sure you're okay? After freaking out at school and—"

"I'm fine," I said, cutting her off. I in no way wanted to be reminded of that. "Are you going to be home for supper? Maybe we could order pizza or something and watch a movie."

"No, Derrick said he wanted to go to the movies. You can come with us, if you want. I'm sure he's got a friend who'd be happy to keep you company," she said, winking at me.

"No, my head's killing me, so I may just hang out for a bit and go back to bed."

She shrugged. "Suit yourself." She hopped down off the stool. "If you change your mind, let me know and we'll meet you."

"Thanks, but I'll be okay." 

There was no way I'd torture myself through a movie with Derrick, who I'm sure would either keep talking through the whole thing, since he was rude like that, or worse, he would find something funny and laugh out loud, which made me think of what a donkey would sound like if it was being abused. I don't see how Kylie could put up with it, personally, but to each his own.

She looked down at her phone. "Well, he's here, so I'll see you later."

My mouth was full of Cocoa Puffs, so I simply threw my hand up at her as she walked out. Once I was finished, I went to the sink to rinse my bowl out, trying not to think about the night before. This entire weekend had been crazy, so I couldn't wait for Monday to come, despite the fact that I loathed Mondays. 

I'd just turned the water off when I heard Kylie come back in. "Did you forget something?" I asked, turning around to find the kitchen empty. "Kylie?" I heard some footsteps upstairs and assumed she was in her room. Maybe she and Derrick had a fight or something. One could only hope.

I headed upstairs to see what she was doing, but she wasn't in her room. I yelled for her, but the house had abruptly gone silent. As I stood in the hall, I felt the hairs on my arms stand on end, causing me to sprint to my room and shut the door, locking it behind me. I stood there listening, but heard nothing.

I stepped away from the door, still listening, when something grabbed me from behind. I tried to scream, but they covered my mouth, making it hard to breathe, let alone scream. Aside from the knife I felt pressed against my throat, their hands were ice cold, both causing me to freeze up, no longer fighting. I heard myself whimper, which only made them jerk me to the side, away from the door, and hold me tighter, causing the knife to start to cut into my skin. It was at that moment that I knew I'd either be raped or killed... maybe both.
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