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			To those discarded and forgotten by history. 
May your names be uncovered and raised high.

		

	
		
			—

		

		
			
			

		

		

		
			In 1999, off-duty law enforcement officers damaged the interior of the shuttered Weston Hospital during a series of illicit paintball games. Though this and other events from Weston’s history are factual, the people portrayed in this story are not. The truth is often more outlandish than the fiction, and separating the two would be its own kind of madness.

		

	
		
			—

		

	
		
			

			—

			“Belief in ghosts is not of modern origin, but reaches back to the childhood of man, and the night of time. Try as they may, skepticism, disbelief, and civilization cannot dislodge nor efface the belief in ghosts, as ghosts exist and have their origin in man. They are in him and of him, his own progeny. They follow him through age and race and, whether he does or does not believe in them, will, according to his kind, follow or precede him as do his shadows.”

			
– H. W. PERCIVAL
From “Ghosts” 
Published in The Word
Vol. 17, No. 4, July 1913

			­­—

		

	
		
		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			The Kirkbride Rested

			-

			It was 1905 when the state of West Virginia took Henrietta Tidewater’s ovaries in an experimental surgery. The twenty-year-old pleasured in assembling items from diagrams, reading, and blonde mustaches—the curlier, the better. Henrietta disliked tomatoes and language barriers.

			It was 1935 when Eugene JD Spangold urinated on the floor of the Floyd Funeral Home. The forty-eight-year-old admired forged glassware, the actress Janet Gaynor, and books read aloud by his wife—the wordier, the better. Eugene disliked alcoholism and the overzealous.

			It was 1999 when Brittany Jean Loughry sustained a permanent limp after falling from an unstable ladder. The eighteen-year-old enjoyed fruit juice beverages, post-grunge alternative music, and abandoned buildings—the larger, the better. Brittany disliked early mornings and vintage motorcycles.

			It was 2019 when Neil Hutchence stood before a moving train in rural Minnesota. The forty-year-old appreciated manicured lawns, green tea-infused drinks, and solitude—the quieter, the better. He disliked faulty light fixtures and doors with handles.

			It was 1905. It was 1935. It was 1999. It was 2019. 

			It was my curse to see those years all at once.

			I was somewhere in the years beyond, but I had been so preoccupied with playing with shadows that I had lost track of the true year. The fact I understood numbers at all was impressive enough for a structure never meant to count, or think, or know, or remember.

			I was the main administrative building on the campus of the former Weston Hospital. The Kirkbride was my unofficial moniker. In my advanced years, I developed a particular talent for knowing and remembering. Structures of a centennial age developed unexplained sentience, and stone buildings could be chatty when conscious talents matured.

			It was raining now. It had rained for days, and the absence of lightning gave me the notion it was early spring. Hot and cold currents had yet to irritate the atmosphere. It may have been late autumn. No. The trees had been leaf-barren for a season, and snow blankets were not long removed from Weston lawns.

			But what was the year? Neil was old, but still alive for now. He recently uncovered the truth about Henrietta, and the news had returned to the campus within the day. An assistant manager joked about devoting a museum section to her, though it was not the first instance Neil’s discoveries warranted addition to the collected history.

			Neil had been inside recently, too, finally permitted access to the property after a decades-long ban for a physical altercation with a tour guide manager. Time was kind to him in the later years. What hair resided on his head had gone glassy gray, and wrinkles distorted his features, but he still had those distinct, deep-set eyes.

			But this year? It was surely past 2063. West Virginia made a big to-do about its bicentennial. I was featured in the celebrations among the most prominent structures still in use.  

			It was after 2063. 2071? Maybe.

			That was my final guess. It felt right. It was a sorry statement that time had now eluded the timeless, but in all my battles, the clock remained undefeated.

			Regardless of the year, the campus remained famous for its hauntings. Casting projections in the empty rooms and corridors had only just started to slow in this late year. People still came for the thrills, though they were less interested in learning the history with each passing year. They did not know the secret—the truth of the matter.

			It was not the ghosts that haunted, but the moments.

			Ghosts did not seek the living. If they did, those sheeted and shackled spirits would find whom they sought with little effort. From my perspective, spirits were indifferent to their worldly counterparts and remained confined to a particular place. A place of tragedy, a place of sentiment, or a place where stone walls could capture a memory of someone once among the living. 

			No better place filled those requisites than this campus. It was tragic because of the horrors that had befallen the mentally ill community at any given time in history. It was sentimental in how ingrained my existence was in the history of Weston. My Gothic megastructure cast a long shadow upon the town from the Weston Hospital campus.

			Though odd for a hospital, I was also part of the social scene. There were community dances in my auditorium, and the high school football team had exhibitions on the lawn. Elementary classes took field trips to learn about mental illness, but they often devolved into gawking, zoo-like, at those society considered undesirable.

			Much of the community’s prosperity and economy took root on the opposite side of the river. When my doors closed in 1994, I would have stood as a mausoleum to Weston’s opulence if not for a new facility constructed on the opposite side of the property.

			The hospital’s vast campus had gone by many names throughout its history. Although first named Trans-Allegheny Lunatic Asylum, the name was never uttered during its operating years. It was West Virginia Hospital for the Insane in 1905, Weston State Hospital in 1935, and Weston Hospital by the time it closed in 1994. It remained with the final name until 2007, when my property was auctioned to a family who honored the site for its historical value. Only then was the campus’s birth name, Trans-Allegheny, restored. 

			By the time the new owners began hosting tours, it had become clear there was something more notable about the property than its history.

			I was the oldest and largest of the dozen buildings gracing the property. Within me was where the bulk of the hauntings transpired. Paranormal events became frequent throughout the hospital grounds as the surrounding buildings came into sentience. 

			My nickname, Kirkbride, was derived from the pioneer behind the building’s architectural design. Doctor Thomas Story Kirkbride was an advocate for mental health. He believed that all a mentally ill patient required was sunlight and peace. The hospitals he developed were intended to be like resorts—luxury spaces where someone at odds with societal norms could relax and repair the broken pieces of their psyche. It was a humane gesture that gained traction, inspiring many hospitals to adopt Kirkbride’s roadmap to recovery. 

			The brown and tan limestone blocks of my four-story structure grayed as they withstood the seasons. My walls stretched so far from one end to the other that it was difficult to capture the panorama. Additional ground-floor wards ran perpendicular to the face of my compound, forming an inverted comb. An eggshell-white clock tower, trimmed in a flush green, stood as the centerpiece. A spire matching the color climbed above the tower and proudly viewed Weston. 

			Three clock faces gave the hour to the east, north, and south, leaving the rear of the property timeless. The clocks themselves were not keeping correct account when the hospital shuttered. The hands moved, but operated with a different sense of time, never keeping the correct synchronization with the rest of the world. By the end of the millennium, each was keeping their own hours of reality. 

			The new owners decided the clock tower was too treacherous and affixed a padlock to the entrance. Its interior was the last of my exhaustive restoration, which was being completed this late year.

			A lonely era followed the 1994 closure. This was the period in which I developed most in my consciousness. The joys and horrors of past events scratched moments into the architecture, and an unknown system operated as a rudimentary recording device. When people began visiting again, I had already begun to replay many etched events.

			No one ever considered the hauntings to be more than one-sided affairs. The projections, the entities on the other side of the veil, were as spooked by their encounter with someone in the present. My old Kirkbride walls would hold onto most of their secrets, save the occasional glimpse. More than a peek could lead to an existential cataclysm, and enough madness had already passed through these halls.

			What I could witness once extended far beyond the current era, but I lacked the discernment to know what type of warning to broadcast from the years beyond. 

			Replaying projections did not come easily. I tried, failed, toiled in the practice, and got better. I often faltered and sharpened my abilities on lesser events, which were made more profound by the experiment. The era was lonely, and in the suffocating air and constant silence, I began to play back the moments I could recall. I replicated sights, sounds, and smells, then put them into reality. Shadows walked down long halls and disappeared into empty rooms. Nodes of light danced in corners of wards and sometimes took the shape of a human who tarried there or had yet to tarry. The retelling was imperfect, never verbatim, and never certain of the time stamp. Still, I tried. 

			I willed forth unknown things within those elements. I tried to forget the horrors, attempting to disregard the lobotomized, the electrocuted, the raped, and the murdered, but they were all there. Their tragedies had bled into the bedrock and refused to fade from memory. For all the good I tried to project, wicked moments permeated. Still, I tried. 

			I continued with my Trans-Allegheny birth name restored, and regular visitors began to frequent my halls again. I had been reborn and had somehow returned to the social circuit. As such, the property’s reputation for hauntings grew stronger. Historians, investigators, and innocent onlookers took notice of the fragmented projections and informed the world. The benign mixed with the malignant, and the darker of the two found more success in garnering attention. Door slams, screams, and scratches persisted. The scratches were the worst because something was trying to manifest onto the physical plane. I disapproved at first, but could not resist over time. The attention resulted in more people visiting the site. 

			I was again full of people to remember—people who were not full of the same terror, people I did not have to dread. I hoped the new visitors could overwrite the old memories over time. I did not want to forget everything, only the horrors. I had no way of knowing my reputation beyond the grounds would not allow it. The stains of history would disappear over time, but like blood, they remained bound in the stone, only seen when held to the light of a particular spectrum. Still, I tried.

			I would recount each story from the perspective of my subject to the best of my knowledge. What did not occur in my presence was assembled later with scraps of details that came to me by various means. Weston spoke to me. The town echoed what they said and did, and I listened. The same was true for the county and state, though words spread more slowly from those distant realms. 

			I would start in 1999 when I helped Brittany Jean Loughry experience her first haunting. Though initially terrified, she became fascinated by the occasion and even obsessed for a brief period. Despite the fleeting nature of her interest, the moment of first contact and lesser moments continued to haunt Brittany until she passed away. Her son, Joel, and daughter, Della, were present when her last ragged breath broke her spirit free from mortal moorings.

			Because life moved in circles, the start and finish of Brittany’s story were not aligned with her purpose. I had discovered from my craft that beginnings and ends lacked cohesion with the machinations of a universe meant to cycle eternally. Brittany’s beginning and end were only crucial for setting the boundary of her life and understanding the contents within. The moments when she contributed most to humanity’s cause did not always fall within those parameters. Brittany came from more and begat more, even as she considered the smallness of her life among the rippling ocean of time.

			Brittany never discovered her meaning, and neither did Henrietta or Eugene. They knew their purpose was there, like a dark speck within the vastness of the universe. Their reason fluttered in dust particles around their heads at odd hours, shimmering in the light for only a moment before dissipating. 

			Besides, Brittany never understood how I was the cornerstone for everything her meaning represented. She and I shared a bond in our loneliness. We commiserated, loved, and moved on with the monotonous workaday trudge together. We did so with a unique ability to dwell on the past and glimpse snippets of the future. Still, the answers were broadcast on a frequency she could not fully hear. 

			It was the same with Henrietta in 1905, and Eugene in 1935. Neil understood his purpose, though it came late and was borne from what remained to close their story. The quartet would never know they were completing a rotation of purpose within my walls otherwise—another circular mechanism of the universe, fueled by both the energies of the living and would-be ghosts. I wished I could have told them everything—or anything—but the hour was far too late. Three were gone, and Neil was near the end. There was no way to arrange a meeting with them now.

			Still, I tried.
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			Part I

			The

			Ghosts

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Brittany Was Always a Ghost

			- 
Tuesday, June 15, 1999

			-

			The departing sun slurped the last drop of pigment from the clouds hanging low in the western sky, leaving only tufts of gray to linger on the edge of night. The days stretched to their furthest limit at the precipice of pure solstice. In the blackened hour, Brittany Loughry came down from her hillside home on McGary Avenue and into the municipal blocks of Weston.

			The humid air carried the aroma of fresh grass clippings from front lawns and freshly tilled soil from backyard gardens. The symphony of scents built to a crescendo, already holding the nostalgia of seasons past.

			In contrast to the pleasant smells, the lingering tinge of diesel exhaust sliced through the pleasant aromas as teenage boys rip-roared through tight streets. They revved and rattled their engines as a mating call to the eligible females within earshot. It played companion to the local brood of cicadas, who emerged after seventeen years underground to scream and rattle endlessly beyond the twilight.

			Brittany did her best to ignore both the revving and trilling and walked with purpose, nearing the social commons of town.

			Dressed in all black with a matching JanSport backpack, Brittany’s hair was a common shoulder-length brown with bangs already out of style near the decade’s end. She’d debated dying or styling her hair, but the effort did not feel worthwhile. The slender frame she kept was out of fear it was a product of adolescence. She was much stouter in her childhood. Her mother, Glenda, warned rotundness was hereditary and would return without strict adherence to a diet—though Glenda never carried much weight, either. Brittany dismissed the warning signs for now. Walking to town provided enough exercise to offset a teenage appetite.

			

			The curfew siren wailed at ten o’clock as it had every night for decades. The alert was as much a relic as the curfew. The repurposed World War II air raid siren blared a single tone for thirty seconds before dissipating with faint echoes. The sound was loud and long enough to garner the attention of the Weston teenagers who were to return home. They often did not, and instead, looked for ways to defy the law without outright violation. Law enforcement was indifferent anyway. They were one of the few agencies left that held the task of imposing bedtime. 

			It was a weeknight, but summer break was in full swing, and there was little else for youth to do once they separated from their pals to return home. Still, the town officers would make halfhearted sweeps of the shops and alleys where the teens tended to loiter, shooing them back to their respective dwellings.

			Brittany didn’t have to obey those rules now that she was a full-fledged adult. For five days, she strutted confidently about the evening with documentation showing she had outgrown the restriction and never hesitated to flash her driver’s license as proof.

			Tonight, the fewer crimes, the better. Being nabbed for an archaic scofflaw would seem trivial when trespassing was on the agenda. 

			The Weston Hospital sat on the far corner of town for generations and had recently marked its fifth year of abandonment. The longer the property sat empty, the more it became a symbol of urban spelunking’s crown jewel. 

			Brittany first began exploring abandoned homes with friends during their junior year. Many of the teens caught colds from the October chill. Brittany escaped sickness but caught a bug for the illicit activity. She spent many weekends sneaking into abandoned homes. It started with a group of friends, then a few friends, until her excursions became singular affairs. She came to prefer the solitude; not having to worry about whom to trust if the police came calling.

			Despite the many excursions, law enforcement only caught her scent in two incidents. The first incident involved vandalism that had occurred shortly before Brittany arrived. Fortunately, the guilty were caught before any evidence pointed to Brittany’s presence on the property.

			

			The second time occurred earlier in the year. Law enforcement had traced Brittany’s tracks through light snow to the Loughry home, but they had insufficient evidence to bring charges. Her father helped her case by insisting Brittany had been in her room all night. Law enforcement had only to check the soles of her snow boots to prove guilt, but her father’s claim was enough for the city police to relent.

			After the close call, Brittany suspended her nocturnal hobby until the summer. During the break, she began thinking more about what it would be like to explore the empty Weston Hospital. The buildings making up the campus would have been the obvious choice for Brittany to hone her exploratory abilities if not for a catch. Unlike the forgotten properties dotting the Lewis County countryside, the hospital grounds were neither forgotten nor condemned.

			She made plans to explore the hospital in late spring and began sizing up the security by seeking out classmates who had accomplished the feat.

			According to Brittany’s sources, it was effortless to sneak past the guards. The security detail was a contract job by the state of West Virginia and left the guards little supervision or direction other than to keep the building standing. The entire property spanned almost seven hundred acres, with a significant portion of the acreage located within the Kirkbride. It was too comprehensive a sweep for three guards, but they managed to keep rabble-rousers at bay—or at least those who left an imprint.

			Brittany’s first attempt to enter the asylum was a failure. It was on May 22, 1999. She only committed the date to memory a decade later after stumbling upon an archived story on the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette website. The article referenced the night. Looking back, Brittany was surprised her first and second attempts to enter the building were so close together. 

			“Where you going on this fine evening?” Jennifer Sampson called from the corner of the convenience store. Jennifer had a three-month head start over Brittany on being an adult and displayed the badge in the form of a lit cigarette. She held a large convenience store cup in the other hand and took intermittent sips from its curled straw.

			

			Brittany’s lip pulled up in response. She could not deny a smirk, but molded the expression into something sheepish. “It’s a nice evening. Figured I’d wander around the town for a bit.”

			Jennifer had been in the group during Brittany’s inaugural expedition. Jennifer was also one who caught the cold.

			The young woman whipped her head back to force her dark hair behind her shoulder.  She flicked the ash off the receding cigarette with one hand, and the other rattled the ice in the white Styrofoam cup. She took a last noisy sip of her drink, followed by a long drag from the smoke. The ritual lasted for some time, and Brittany wondered if she should move on from the rite. But Jennifer looked out of place. She wore flip-flops and frayed shorts that rode high on her pale thighs, and Brittany took the time to marvel.

			“I see which direction you’re going,” Jennifer finally said, nodding toward downtown. “I call bullshit on your wanderings.”

			Brittany turned her eyes in the same direction. Two blocks of downtown were still obscuring the view of the hospital, but Brittany knew she was already busted. 

			“You’re going to have a hard time getting inside,” Jennifer continued without receiving an answer. “Didn’t you hear about the paintball incident?”

			She had, but feigned ignorance to gather more information. “No. What happened?”

			Jennifer took a final puff before letting the butt drop to the ground.

			“Bunch of police officers—local and state guys—all broke into the hospital and had a paintball war. This apparently happened two weekends in a row. They completely wrecked the inside. We’re talking thousands of dollars’ worth of damage.”

			Brittany found her first failed attempt to enter the Kirkbride odd. She had not been turned away by the normal security guards, but by a town officer cloaked in tactical gear. Stuart Prince, or Officer S. K. Prince, as he preferred, seemed nervous.

			She stammered to explain that she was passing through. Some shortcuts intersected the property, but not so close to the building. Still, Officer Prince allowed her to continue without incident.

			

			Brittany released a frustrated exhale. “I reckon security is going to be tight then?”

			“Maybe.” Jennifer swaggered a bit and approached Brittany. Her leaning posture indicated Jennifer had secret information to pass. When she spoke, it was with a whispered rasp, yet she maintained an average volume.

			“If you’re trying to get into the main building, the inside of the closest wing to Second Street has a broken door in the back. It’s a white wooden door, and the hinges are rusted. Turn the latch and lift. It should slip off the lock and open. There are extra guards on patrol, but no one goes inside. They’re too chickenshit. Guards don’t watch the street from that side, either. It’s supposed to be the town police’s job.”

			Brittany snickered. “You mean, the ones who caused the problem to start with?”

			Jennifer backed up and tapped on the side of her nose. “They would love for someone else to cause trouble in there. Take the heat off them, you know? If you make it inside, just tell me how bad they fucked up the place.” 

			“Thanks for the tip. I owe you a pack of smokes,” Brittany said. “That’s a thing I can buy now.”

			Jennifer gave a nod. Brittany returned it with a halfhearted salute and rounded the corner to the front of the store. She had intended to buy a bottle of SoBe fruit juice, but Jennifer held her for too long. Brittany did not want to be drawn into the herd of teens who were being wrangled from social pasture.

			As she passed the large window, Brittany caught sight of Samuel Beck at the magazine rack. He held the fruit drink she craved. She liked Sam, finding him pleasant in humor and temperament. He was also present during her first spelunking trip. She was unsure whether he engaged in similar activities before or after that night. Brittany did know that he maintained a humorous outlook throughout the entire event, which added to the enjoyment of the group activity. 

			Sam had charm, though Brittany did not find his round face and heavier frame attractive. The young man’s personality and physicality made him average, but he excelled in every other way. She stared through the glowing window a moment more before declining to enter. She craved a quip from his keen insight, but there were more pressing matters. She waved goodbye to no one and disappeared into the night.

			Brittany was never a lonely girl but reveled in lonely places. Her status as an only child accustomed her to introversion. She made it a skill to adjust her social dial as needed, keeping her default setting low. Shyness was not a factor in her choice to interact, nor was it a reason to remain in solitude. Brittany simply preferred silence to a loud, blustering world.

			She connected with Second Street two blocks down and traversed the short bridge across the river. Though trees blocked most of the view, the outline of the Kirkbride took shape in the night. Light from Weston illuminated the front, but the far-reaching facade stretched into the dark. The northern end of the building stretched close to the street, save some trees and several yards of turf.

			A joyous tingle jolted through Brittany’s core, but focus returned when she remembered the most treacherous part. After crossing the short bridge, Weston City Hall sat on the opposite side of the roadway. It was once a rail depot that was later converted into offices for town officials and the Weston Police Department. The police department was what worried Brittany the most. She kept an eye on the empty lot as she passed. The parking lot was clear except for personal vehicles and a retired cruiser. The officers were likely in the thick of the teenage wilderness, nudging high schoolers home.

			Lewis County Emergency Services was the last hurdle along the path. The squad bay sat another block away behind the Kirkbride. She did not fret about them as much as she had about the town police. Someone was likely on call inside the facility. Only an active call or a scheduled smoke break would bring someone outside. Brittany cut a path between the rescue squad building and the rear of the Kirkbride, keeping watch on the squad bay doors. 

			The squad’s fluorescent lights emitted a loud hum. A collection of insects danced around the blue glow, providing the area’s only movement.

			The buzzing of the lights faded behind her as she continued. Brittany made one last turn toward the space between the wards jutting east to west. Though it was dark, the residual glow of the squad bay produced enough illumination for Brittany to discern a white door along the limestone exterior.

			The splintered and rotting door left Brittany wondering if it had been as damaged while the hospital was still open. The nightmare of maintaining security in such a large and decrepit place had to be as exhausting as it was impossible. 

			The doorhandle had a bike pedal shape but with a hollowed center for a hand to grip. She grabbed and twisted. Flecks of rust scraped free from the mechanism, but the door allowed nothing. Brittany tried again, taking Jennifer’s advice by pressing upward on the handle as she rotated. Then she placed her free hand under the torquing wrist to provide extra pressure. The handle still did not turn, but the combination of pressing and twisting caused the latch to slip from its groove.

			Brittany sighed in amazement. She pulled the door open enough to spin inside. She gave one last scan outside before pulling the trick door firmly to the frame behind her.

			A corridor bejeweled with glazed tile spirited Brittany from the dark rear of the Kirkbride into friendlier halls lit by the red glow of EXIT signs.

			She made minimal use of her flashlight, shining it only when she detected an obstruction—an old wheelchair left to deteriorate, a bedframe partially pulled from a room, folding chairs, both open and closed. The obstacles were few compared to the vast stretch of halls that reached inward, but Brittany took time to marvel at every item as if they had been relics.

			Each burst of her flashlight revealed thick motes of floating dust; they bobbed away, giving the appearance that they were leading her inward.

			There was already abundant evidence of the paintball war. Sporadic specks of red, white, blue, pink, and green appeared throughout the first floor corridor, leaving color spots and splintered plastic casings caked on the walls. They were too interspersed to suggest the site of a great battle. A minor skirmish may have occurred en route to the frontline.

			Brittany heaved through a final metal door and spotted a perpendicular hallway ahead. She reached the center of the Kirkbride, the hall where patients would enter on their way to admittance—captivity. They either exited the front when they achieved acceptable wellness or were removed through the back to a waiting hearse. 

			Brittany took a chill while studying objects illuminated by the outside light. A sense of despair still lingered in the corridor. The night watchmen would be canvassing nearby, and she couldn’t risk using the flashlight here. Brittany padded slowly, keeping close to the wall. She listened for the possibility of a guard, but all was quiet inside the building. There did not seem to be any sound within the surrounding corridors and rooms. Even the usual sounds of creaking and settling were absent. It was unusual, especially for a cool night after a simmering June day. The quiet felt more startling than that of door slams or footsteps. It gave Brittany the sudden desire to leave the main hall. Two staircases sat on opposite sides, twisting upward. Brittany stepped softly as she climbed. The oak and mahogany groaned as it shouldered her weight.

			Brittany took her time, continuing past the second floor. If a watchman decided to enter the building, they would hear her footsteps on the floor above. Moving to the third floor would create a buffer and give Brittany more opportunity to flee should she hear someone climb the staircase.

			The third floor also allowed many escape possibilities. The center section had an exit to a balcony at the front of the building. To the rear was a large room Brittany could not examine without shining a light. Her movements echoed from the entrance, suggesting a large room. She had heard stories of school dances being held in the hospital, including her father’s prom. She dismissed the claim as a tall tale until other parents corroborated the story.

			A closed door on the far side led to the southern wing, prompting Brittany to go north. 

			The entrance of the northern wing led to an incline opening to the first ward. Brittany felt it safe to shine her flashlight. 

			Brittany assumed it was a women’s ward based on the pink trim and flower patterns painted on the white walls. A closer inspection revealed the flower pattern interspersed with sprigs of olive branches; an emblem of peace likely lost on the patients. Brittany ran a finger over the flowers to feel their raised surface. She looked at the next flower design and realized they were not identical. Painted? Brittany wondered.

			The third bouquet Brittany found only had a partial replication. What remained was eroded by chipped plaster and paintball splotches.

			Brittany gasped and pointed her light down the corridor. The rows of doors were opened outward and marked with oily red, blue, and green paint.

			Battlefront found. The Kirkbride was already in disrepair, and the remains of the war zone further deteriorated its condition. Brittany’s stomach turned at the carnage, and she closed her eyes to dispel raw emotion and sigh. “Cops did this.” The people who arrested such offenders were now the vandals who levied careless destruction upon another’s property. 

			Remembering Jennifer’s request, Brittany removed her backpack to extract a disposable camera. As she did, metal clanking rippled throughout the hall. She waited for the reverberation to cease. The building was waking. It seemed to yawn. A guttural groan roared from deep in its bowels. Brittany was unsure if she was the one who had roused it. She moved faster and wound the camera for the first snap.

			The first pictures were of the patterns. The pristine replication, followed by the one damaged by police. She moved three doors down and pointed the camera into the void of the deep hall. After two snaps, Brittany realized the camera’s flash was not up to the challenge and focused on the paintball-damaged doors.

			Brittany stepped into the center of the hall and snapped pictures of the room’s interior. The number 668 was on a black label above the door. The number immediately prompted Brittany to check the neighboring doors, curious if there had been a room 666. The number was not there. A blackboard with patients’ names still scrawled in pink chalk hung where the portal of the damned would have been. The next room from there was 664.

			Brittany returned to 668 after checking. Something odd caught her attention. Splatters of paint and plastic were so thick they bled together and mixed into new colors. The damage was the best example of the vandalism Brittany could condense into a single snapshot. She began documenting the room, snapping first the barred windows and then the walls. 

			A flash of white lit the room as Brittany snapped a picture. She knew immediately the light had not come from her flash. More disheartening, it did not subside after the flash. Brittany lowered the camera to see the glowing image of a human floating before her.

			Brittany first screamed in a low pitch, but her voice intensified to a screech as she jerked toward the door. She reached the center of the hall and screamed again, this time in a shrill voice at peak volume. The building felt like it was tightening, the endless walls forming an esophagus to swallow her into some hellish pit. Panic overcame her, and she cut toward the center rather than seeking an exit in the northern wards.

			Brittany opened her mouth to exhale but screamed again. She could not help it. Fear expelled from her with every curdle. Back in the center hall, she rounded the stairs and lumbered downward, not caring for the sounds she was making.

			In the lobby, she considered bursting through the exits and running like hell, but the idea shattered when something grabbed her.

			Brittany screamed once more, the loudest she could muster.

			“Ah! Geez, my ear,” a male voice groaned. “You did that right in my ear!”

			Brittany shook loose from the man but grew faint and toppled to the floor. The jingle of keys and authoritative stride confirmed he was a night watchman. The door to the front of the building was ajar, and another shadow spilled inside.

			“I told you I thought I saw a flash of light upstairs,” a second guard boasted.

			The first watchman ignored his colleague. “Are you in here by yourself?”

			Brittany said nothing. She thought she had been alone, but the encounter made her question everything.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Neil Is Just the Guy from the End

			 -

			Wednesday, February 20, 2019

			-

			The temperature tumbled into the negatives, as it often did on winter nights in the upper Midwest. The town of Murdock, Minnesota, was not spared the extreme chill. The night brought a self-imposed lockdown to the three hundred residents who wanted to avoid the bite of a vicious climate.

			At 2:00 a.m., the town was calm, leaving Neil Hutchence free to wander the neighborhood and contemplate the execution of the ghastly deed.

			A rail line for Burlington Northern Santa Fe skirted the western edge of Murdock. Neil avoided the well-lit areas and walked along the tracks by the city limits.

			The constant isolation of Murdock was what he had prescribed, but self-medication had flaws. He came to favor being away from everyone in the months beyond his divorce. With friends far away, he never needed to explain what went wrong, why promises of lifelong love had become unsustainable between him and Caitlyn, or how his apathy and neglect of their two daughters had led to the final straw.

			They had met in college at West Virginia University. She was a marketing major from Saint Paul, and he was an English major out of Moundsville, a small city in West Virginia. Neil had first laid eyes on her at a college party, drunk and brawling with another woman in a bottle-littered parking area outside his house. She left her opponent a bloodied mess, lying on the asphalt long enough to compose herself before hobbling into the night. Afterward, a proud Caitlyn brushed aside her blonde, disheveled hair, and strutted into the house. She was a vision of battle-hardened beauty, and Neil chose to pursue her. The pair hit it off and remained compatible when sober heads returned. The first stage of their relationship ended with the school year. Caitlyn’s graduation sent her back to Minnesota with a bachelor’s in marketing and a job offer.

			Three years after college, Neil moved to Minneapolis at the request of a college friend, Demetry Oswald. Demetry was also an English major, but later returned to school to pad his resumé with a journalism degree. His promise landed him a job at the Minneapolis Star Tribune, and his invitation for Neil to move with him served a dual purpose. Demetry would not be alone in the cities, and Neil could resume his romance with Caitlyn.

			The ploy was successful. Demetry better integrated into big city life, and Neil and Caitlyn wed in 2006. Their first child, Madeline, was born on their sixth anniversary. Five years later, Madeline welcomed her sister, Meriwether.

			By the time Meriwether was born, Caitlyn had advanced to Senior Vice President of Marketing at Birch Financial. The position was all-consuming, and Neil spent very few hours a day with his wife. To compound the frustration, Neil lost his job while Caitlyn was on her final week of maternity leave. Rather than find another, Caitlyn tasked her husband with watching their children. Her new salary was enough to support them, removing the hassle of running kids to daycare between shifts.

			Neil was a failure as a parent, a verdict agreed on in whispers by everyone who knew him. Diapers remained dirty longer than they should have, bottles stayed empty longer than they should have, and Neil slept longer than he should have. Caitlyn took a running tally of the shortcomings, and resentment built. She spoke to him less, and intimacy evaporated from their marriage.

			The breaking point came in April 2018, during one of Neil’s marathon naps. Madeline was now in school and unavailable to play hall monitor to Meriwether’s escalating movements. She crawled fast, bordering on walking, but had not mastered the skill. She could stand if she pulled herself up on objects and scooted where the edges took her. On that day, the front door did the trick. With a determined stretch, the door handle took little effort to reach. Because it was a handle and not a knob, a mighty pull was all it took to release the latch from the frame. Meriwether crawled down the front steps into the yard.

			The story would have had a tragic ending if not for Meriwether catching the eye of a patrolman from a perpendicular road. The officer woke Neil with Meriwether in his arms. A stern lecture was given, but no charges were filed; therefore, Neil decided to keep the incident a secret from Caitlyn. Such an omission came at a cost with nosy neighbors. They saw the flashing lights from the street and were quick to message Caitlyn, quick to tell her toddler was in the road, and quick to say an officer returned Meriwether to her father. Knowing her child was safe, Caitlyn decided not to broach the topic with Neil. Instead, she waited to see if he would confess to the incident on his own.

			Nothing came. The days turned into a week, and Caitlyn had divorce papers composed after the second week. The time for an explanation was over. There was nothing left to do but say goodbye.

			Neil did not fight the divorce or custody. The weight of his failures kept him too down to care. Depression was constant, even before. The death of his brother served as a forerunner to the misery, but he refused to place those events in his mind’s eye. He was killed in a Chicago terrorist attack, which was the only footnote Neil would allow. 

			He left Minneapolis with a small assortment of belongings, and made a hideaway in Murdock.

			*****

			There was always a train around 2:00 a.m. The whistle shrieked each night as the locomotive huffed toward town, hauling crude oil and lumber to places beyond. It often roused Neil, who was not a light sleeper. Lately, he was not a sleeper at all. Insomnia reigned when depression had a foothold.

			Down the track, a single yellow circle of light grew larger. Neil centered himself between the rails and stared at the beam—the only thing flashing before his eyes. His breath quickened and formed icicles on the edges of his unkempt facial hair. He wanted to reflect on his happy past with Caitlyn. The infusion of joy might give him enough reason to exit the tracks; however, his recent history suppressed better memories.

			

			The train had reached the edge of town. It sounded its horn. Neil took it as a signal and raised his arms outward as if to embrace the engine when the two met. The nylon of his puffy jacket groaned as it extended, and Neil shivered and exhaled through his mouth; the brief burst of steam clouded his vision.

			Turning away from the fog, Neil’s eye caught sight of the Catholic cemetery across the road that ran parallel to the tracks. Perhaps I could be interred there, he thought. He had been a Catholic once, but self-excommunicated. Perhaps past attendance would be enough to rate a plot. He considered it, though it was certainly too late to dictate his wishes to anyone.

			There was a bone-white statue depicting the crucifixion of Jesus Christ standing tall above the cemetery, which had attracted him to the town in the first place. There wasn’t anything particularly remarkable about the sculpture. Similar portrayals adorned cemeteries across prairie towns and beyond, but Neil had spotted this one first. It was a statue as bright as light with a cross as dark as death. The Marys of the Gospels knelt below the sagging body, frozen in various stations of anguish. What made it stand out was its stark contrast to everything around it. Only the cylindrical grain bins along the railway loomed more prominent. Maybe the water tower, perhaps the church steeples, but none felt as displaced in the middle of nowhere as the crucifixion depiction. Even among the stubborn snowpack, its brilliance overpowered the landscape as Christ watched over the graves.

			The train horn wailed again, and Neil considered the irony of his pose. Christ knew he was going to die. Knowing you were going to die and doing so to redeem others seemed noble. Neil could not erase the sins of others, but he could erase the sins of his existence for his children. They would know nothing of him beyond his name and genetic ticks.

			Whether Neil lost his nerve or gained it, a visualization of how the train would mangle his body prompted Neil to lower his arms. A sickness settled in his stomach. He remained facing the engine but stumbled off the track and fell rigid into the snow. The train chugged past, each car delivering a thump-thump, thump-thump as it passed. Neil kept still on the jagged snowbank. The yellow light of the train left an aura in his vision.

			

			Hard snow crunched under his weight, and he considered letting it take him under. Take him further than under. Take him straight to Hell. Any place warmer would be preferable, but the snow held. Neil collected himself and returned to the heat of his rental.

			*****

			It was the first day of June when he first heard Silkie’s name. Neil was in better spirits, though he spent much of his free time lying in bed and considering the failures he had accumulated in his past, present, and those to come.

			His current failure was choosing Murdock as his home. At the time, he knew nothing about the hamlet other than the statue of Christ. Upon moving, he soon discovered no jobs were available in the immediate area.

			Twelve miles north of Murdock was the larger city of Benson. Neil was hired there as part of the park maintenance crew. He came to enjoy Benson much more than Murdock. If not shackled to a lease, he would have moved there right away. 

			The 700-square-foot domicile in Murdock was suitable for sleeping and a standing lunch, and that was about all. The canary yellow building stood in a quiet corner of Murdock out of sight from everyone. A thick row of pine trees fenced the property line, leaving Neil with a view of his path to the road. He often saw his neighbor’s Confederate flag flapping in the breeze, which always caught his eye for how out of place it seemed to be in the north country.

			Neil had worked at the park for eight months and had become familiar with the wide perimeter. He walked the trail daily and could list every fracture in the asphalt, every lap of patching tar, and every ant hill that routed an exit along the track. 

			The light poles lining the path were like a flock of sheep he tended. Lamp thirty-eight had a noticeable lean. Shrubs engulfed lights ten and twelve, and vegetation left green stains on their bases. Lamp thirty-five had a bulb that frequently burned out despite being an LED filament with a ten-year warranty.

			

			The park bordered the town cemetery. Days past Memorial Day, the rich scent of flowers had been drifting in from the monuments, creating a collective aroma that sweetened the air. Neil wasn’t sure how all the varieties of flowers could merge to form a singular smell indistinct from any other flower. After a few days, the scent turned sour. It gave Neil a moment to ponder the metaphor that all sweet things begin to rot over time. He appreciated the sentiment.

			With the lease ending, Neil began calling every apartment and townhouse he could find in Benson. After the third unsuccessful call, there was a knock at the door.

			“Demetry?” Neil said, upon seeing his friend standing behind the screen door. It was a surprise, but one welcome enough for Neil to crack a smile.

			Demetry gave a joyful shrug and brandished his infectious grin. “Hutch! How’s my friend?”

			Neil pushed open the flimsy screen barrier, and the two embraced.

			“Come in and sit down.” Neil directed a hand toward the couch. “How did you even know where to find me?”

			Demetry sat. “Remember you gave me your address so I could get you a complimentary edition of The Star Tribune? I kept the address.”

			“I never did get a paper,” Neil mentioned. “Good thing it didn’t cost me nothing.”

			“Yeah … Turns out they don’t mail papers this far out anymore. Everything is digital. Everything is changing. Newsrooms are shrinking. Evolving, they call it. Dying feels more like the operative word. Either way, the end result is that it’s harder for subscribers to consume.”

			“Sounds like a winning business model,” Neil said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

			Demetry slapped his hands on his thighs. “Listen. I know it’s getting close to the anniversary of your divorce, and I know you’ve sworn off people. Regardless, I think it’s important for you to have some sort of social interaction around this time.”

			Neil shrugged. “I’ve gotten along just fine so far.”

			“Have you?” Demetry asked with a judgmental tilt of his head.

			

			Neil scanned the look to try to understand what his friend was discerning. “Yeah. Peachy.”

			“You’ve been drinking?”

			Neil scoffed. “Who doesn’t drink after a divorce?”

			“Is that your pickup outside with whiskey tags?” 

			“It was a lot of drinking, and then it stopped.”

			“Stopped … by the Minnesota State Patrol?”

			Neil sputtered, growing tired of defending himself.

			“Have you been suicidal?” Demetry continued.

			Neil huffed. “Why would you think that?”

			Demetry stood. “You have always praised artists whose work became popular after their untimely and self-inflicted deaths. Van Gough, Cobain, John Kennedy Toole …”

			“I don’t have a work … any creative works,” Neil responded, his voice reaching a new pitch. “I have grass clippings and stubborn light fixtures. There is nothing there to weave into a tapestry of timeless works.”

			“Man, are you suicidal?” Demetry repeated.

			“Was.”

			“What?”

			“Was. I was suicidal.”

			“What changed?”

			“I tried suicide. Was a failure at it, too.”

			“Shit.” Demetry pursed his lips and paced. 

			Neil slumped. His eye darted from object to object before he would finally look to his friend.

			“You need to think in the long-term,” Demetry offered with a firm gesture. “Everything gets better down the line, but you cannot see it.”

			“Why? Why can’t I see it? I was a failure at writing, I was a failure at marriage, I was a failure at parenthood.”

			“You can’t see it ’cause you ain’t looking. You’ve spoken of death and suicide and all the loose threads of glory associated with the transaction of life and death and pain and legacy. That’s where your eyes are.”

			A heavy sense of shame came over Neil, and he looked to the floor. Demetry took the opportunity to place a hand on Neil’s shoulder and met him forehead to forehead. Demetry spoke softly and with emotion. “Look away, brother. Look away. There are no gains from looking down that path.”

			The mention of “brother” made Neil wince. “I’m sorry.” He looked straight down. A tear dropped from the corner of his eye to the dingy white linoleum. “I miss my wife and kids. I miss them, but I also have no desire to see them. It’s fucked up, I know, but I don’t have it in me.”

			“You’ve lost yourself.” Demetry detached from the awkward posture of their embrace. “We’ll find you again. Let’s go look together. Maybe if you come along on my journey, you can find yourself along the way.”

			“Journey?” Neil questioned.

			“I received a writing grant from the Woodrow G. Gunderson Foundation,” Demetry said, beaming with pride. “It’s an arts grant that gives money to various types of arts—paintings, sculptures, mixed media type things, but also fiction and non-fiction story writing.”

			“And which did you get?” Neil asked. “Have you become a talented sculptor without my knowing?”

			“No, man, shit,” Demetry laughed. “It’s for writing, as you may have seriously guessed. I was awarded $50,000 in the non-fiction section. The grant is backed by the Frances Indra Foundation out of New York, which gets my foot in the door with the literary world there.”

			Neil’s eyes widened, but his reply emerged listless. “That’s fantastic. I’m happy for you.”

			Demetry seemed unfazed by the lack of enthusiasm. “It’s an unrestricted grant, which I plan to use for food, board, travel, and two research assistants.”

			“Research,” Neil repeated before realizing what it meant. “Do you want me to be a research assistant?”

			“Miguel has already agreed to do it for a couple of trips. I just need to fill that final slot. It can be more permanent for you if you want.”

			Neil grabbed the single pillow on the couch and squeezed it like a plush toy. “Do you have any ideas about what you will write?”

			Demetry clasped his hands together. “Yes, sir. I already know what I’m going to write about. Or who, I should say.”

			“Who?” Neil smiled. His friend’s happiness was a viral contagion. 

			

			“Her name was Silkie Le Margaux. She was a young, enslaved person in Louisiana when the Civil War erupted. She witnessed many horrors during her short time on the plantation. It’s believed her time there caused her to develop some serial killer tendencies. Either way, she decided to take vengeance after the war. She dedicated her life to hunting down and killing former slave owners, particularly ones known to be notoriously cruel.”

			“Vengeance stories do sell well.” 

			“They do! As do true crime novels. And this has both elements. There were at least twelve unsolved murders with plantation connections between 1872 and 1903. Between 1903 and 1905, she was institutionalized and moved three times before landing in a West Virginia asylum. That was where she spent the rest of her days.”

			With his interest piqued, Neil stood and moved to the kitchen to remove a can of soda from the fridge.

			“So, what do you need me and Miguel for?” The can cracked and hissed when Neil pressed the tab. “You seem like you have a pretty good lid on things.”

			“Mainly, you get paid just to be my traveling companions.” Demetry chuckled. “Plus, Miguel has an interest in being a writer, and I figure this would be a good entry point for him. You could get back into writing, too. Plus, we need you for white credibility. Black and Puerto Rican men poking around West Virginia may be deemed suspicious.” Demetry laughed, but they both knew the remark contained too much truth.

			“I can do the white thing. But I’ll never write again,” Neil stated in a glum tone. “All the best stories have already been told, and to counter that, all my ideas become overblown. I tried once to write my memoir, but completely in Latin. I don’t know a lick about Latin. Phrases, maybe, like Carpe Diem and Memento Mori, but that’s it. Then I started writing it with only Latin chapter titles before giving up entirely.”

			“Memento Mori? I don’t know that one.”

			“It means, ‘remember you will die,’ or ‘remember to die.’”

			“Oh, yeah.” Demetry scuffed the linoleum floor with his foot. “I’ve only seen it written. It’s weird to hear it. Also, what a depressing phrase to carry through the ages.”

			

			Neil took a sip and sat the can aside. “All that is to say, I doubt I’ll ever stumble onto a long-lost post-abolitionist antihero to write about. What’s even in West Virginia to research? I haven’t been there in almost a decade.”

			Demetry washed his hands in the kitchen sink and dried them with a towel hanging on the front of the stove. “No one ever caught Silkie or even suspected her of the murders. She confessed to the crimes in a diary she kept on her, even in captivity. It was recovered after her death, but they put it in storage since you can’t prosecute a dead woman. The victims’ families were informed. Some of their stories made the paper, but most did not. The article I found was from a 1906 edition of the Cleveland Daily Banner. Cleveland, Tennessee, that is. It mentions a diary found in West Virginia left behind by one Silkie Le Margaux. She describes the planning and murder of twelve men, but also only mentions one by name: Leeman Saint Cloud, a former enslaver from a cotton plantation outside of Charleston, South Carolina.”

			“And the diary is still in West Virginia?” Neil guessed. The two men were now standing face-to-face in a kitchen meant for one.

			“There’s a museum in an old mental hospital where she spent the last years of her life. It’s called the Trans-Allegheny Lunatic Asylum. You’ll like the place. They do overnight ghost tours, so we can scratch our paranormal explorer itch while we’re at it.”

			Neil smiled. “I like this assignment more and more.”

			“Great!” Demetry slapped his friend on the shoulder and scooted passed him. “Silkie is supposedly buried there, too, so there’s a chance you could see her ghost.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Henrietta was STILL a Long Way from Justice

			- 

			Sunday, May 21, 1905

			-

			Henrietta wished she had something more than a mortal frame to stand and strut about the earth. The boys of her upbringing called her athletic, but she never utilized her body for speed or sport, even when the family genes gave her the gift freely. She had squandered the gift of her youth, utilized only to highlight her beauty to the male population of Monongalia County.

			It was a brother to one of those men who had her institutionalized. He, too, wasted the potential of her coil. He wasted everything about Henrietta. Hindsight brought her the desire to have done more with her time and youth. She used what would be her only turn at marriage to wed a passionate miner who dealt in love and death. The latter stuck with stubborn permanence. Henrietta did not want to think of him as a waste of time. Time was the villain here. It gave in months what should have lasted for decades.

			Henrietta and Strickland Cedric were newlyweds for no more than a month. The romantic build-up to their marriage lasted many times longer. Still, he had spent those premarital months in the safer coal mines of northern Monongalia County before the newlyweds sojourned south to the town of Monongah.

			Henrietta knew that Strickland’s career as a coal miner was a lit fuse. Conditions in the mine were fraught, and the Monongah Mine was two years away from becoming a tomb for more than three hundred souls. Strickland was not mourned as part of a mass casualty. Doing so may have equated to more funeral attendees. However, when he died in a rockfall in December of 1903, there was only Henrietta to grieve. Strickland had no family other than a brother who arrived a month later and presented himself as indifferent to his sibling’s demise. 

			Donovan Cedric had the same angular looks as his younger brother. A square jaw, deep-set eyes, and a torso that looked as if it were chiseled from pure obsidian. He was taller and more muscular and gained the extra girth from years of driving railroad ties between Utah and California. What Donovan gained in strength, he lacked tenfold in passion. He seemed almost devoid of joy and personality altogether. But grief was a curious fish that listed about in uneven tides, and Henrietta thought it was his way of listing beyond the waves of sadness. In Henrietta’s mourning, she began to believe a relationship with the elder Cedric could be a suitable replacement for what she lost in Strickland. Perhaps Henrietta could rekindle some lost yearning deep in the brother’s soul. Donovan often paid her no mind, ignored her advances, and seemed only mindful of the property Strickland had left behind.

			It was not long before Donovan showed his true intention. To acquire what remained of Strickland’s estate, Donovan petitioned the county to commit Henrietta for psychiatric observation, citing erotomania, and
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