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			INTRODUCTION

			Dreadful asylums—do they leave a mark? Can the hard lives lived there produce a haunting? Growing up in a small Kentucky town, I had a profound interest in places such as the Western Lunatic Asylum. My obsession grew as I reached adulthood. I knew that this iconic mental hospital had to be the next book in my Haunting series.

			The look of the old facility harkened back to the seedy Victorian era. The lack of modern care made for hellish surroundings. This neglectful hospital made for a maddening confinement for the inmates. The Western Lunatic Asylum started out as a place that revolved around forced confinement of both the insane and disenfranchised. The ancient institution is located in Christian County Kentucky. Now a mental hospital, the building stands just outside of Hopkinsville, Kentucky. The town of Hopkinsville is about 100 miles from Nashville, Tennessee.

			If one types in Western State Hospital, Hopkinsville, Kentucky in a search browser, they would see an aerial view of the complex. The institution appeared massive. The collection of buildings looked more like a small city than a mere mental facility. This aged place has grown for over 150 years and is quite imposing to see in person.

			In the early stages of preparing for this book, I visited the hospital. The bell tower crowns the dark Gothic architecture. This imposing structure is enough to give any sensible person pause before entering its barred doors. The act of coming up the secured driveway takes a certain amount of willpower. Many confined at the asylum lived in obscurity and misery. The knowledge of this fact only adds to the old mental facility’s haunting effect on those that dare to visit it.

			The primitive and barbaric medical practices administered then truly deserved the title of a horror show today. Often, in those early years of the asylum, the doctors believed the mental condition to be the result of a bad brain or some Victorian mania. The residents locked inside the state facility were victims to various “dark science” treatments. 

			When the doctors placed a patient into a cell, one could expect anything. One enters a small room devoid of light or sound. The patient had little in the way of ventilation. Being inside of a straight jacket then left alone for a long duration of time was common. If that treatment did not “cure” you of your malady, the doctors would go onto another one. It is hard to believe that these cures were in any way considered restorative.

			The seemingly barbaric practices at Western State Hospital included trying to force the lunacy out of the patient. The doctors even went to the extremes of induced vomiting and pressing the patient to expel the madness. The hospital staff also used a form of hydrotherapy called plunge baths. This cure is when the confined is plunged into freezing water. This was to shock the mentally ill free of a supposed mental episode.

			Those deemed lunatics lived endless hopeless hours in filth. Often, the committed sat in a restraint chair. Others festered alone for days lashed to a hospital mattress. In the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, the Western State Hospital saw many committals. The hospital was often the last stop for those deemed incompetent in Western Kentucky.

			In the more enlightened culture of today, the idea of isolating the mentally ill is no longer a practice. Still, such mistreatment does still occur in isolated places in third world countries. Society has made great strides in understanding mental illness through dark treatments. However, to what end and at what cost in human suffering? 

			In my opinion, the highly emotional states of those confined at the Western Lunatic Asylum still resonate there. The patients were victims of the mental treatment policies of the times. By our standards today, those practices were akin to institutionalized torture. I believe this would explain the higher-than-average reports of various paranormal activities at the asylum. The psychic residue of the suffering of the patients is still there today. When conditions are right, the paranormal activity can occur.

			Some people seem bred for seeking out morbid experiences. Those dark things will cause a strong aversion in some but will attract others of a different mindset. The concentration of both metaphysical and occult phenomena at the hospital is surprising in both its frequency and intensity. The sheer volume of metaphysical activity alone affords the hospital a closer look.

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

THE BURNING BOY

			Imagine finding oneself far from home. Your family either does not want or cannot care for you. You leave with the local authorities. Soon upon arrival, one looks toward a great Gothic manor. Inside of the high-walled buildings, the real nightmare begins. One feels the terrible fear of a person who is now very helpless. Once committed, one removes their clothes and their head is shaven. They must scrub with lye soap until their skin is swollen and red. Lastly, the patient has a noxious powder thrown on them to control body lice.

			These were the general admittance procedures for an asylum in the late eighteen hundreds. There was little difference between a sanitarium and a prison in those days. Indeed, lives for those confined inside of these filthy medical prisons were often tragically short. The inmates seemed beset by horrors on all sides. These threats came from disease, exposure, or from simple self-injury. For many, passing through the asylum doors sealed their fate.

			The committed would lie upon small dingy cots. The only light at night was the dim moonlight that bleeds through the thick glass windows. The asylum rooms’ cluttered corners held many shadows, and sometimes they moved. The gloom grew very tall, and some believed that when the darkness wanted to, they would talk. This scenario is hell on earth with little chance of a pardon.

			This encounter came from a woman whose uncle knew much about the old asylum. For the report, I will call her Lynetta. I spoke to Lynetta about the early history of the facility. She spoke of tragedies. Horrors befell the patients inside the aged mental hospital. Lynetta talked about a day, which ended in both fire and misery. There was also a most peculiar death at the hospital that day. She talked about how dead things do not always stay dead inside the Western Lunatic Asylum.

			It was dawn November 30th, 1861 when this all began. William “Buck” Adams was a middle-aged man of moderate intelligence. He possessed a plain, if not squat, build. There was a degree of wildness hidden within his narrowed eyes. Buck moved along the hospital path in a steady slow gait. The ground still had standing pools of vile muddy water. That morning was the first break in the awful weather for several days.

			Buck attempted to pull his tattered coat collar tightly around his ears. He did his best not to slip and fall into the brackish water in his advance. There were bales of straw scattered about the walking the path. This was to help absorb the residual rainfall. Dr. S. Annan, the asylum superintendent, had ordered this measure. I heard that Annan was a strict authoritarian.

			The rainy night gave way to a dreary morning. The smell of what must have been hominy grits and fatback bacon carried through the air. This scent rose above the center of the main walkway of the asylum. The food portions were nominal. Still, the unsavory meal beat starvation. Buck’s mind began to drift. Slowly, Buck thought about how he had come to be at the asylum. The sound of a distant wagon pushed its way into his mind’s eye.

			The Western Lunatic Asylum had opened a little less than ten years prior. Buck had come under the state’s care in the middle of 1859. He had suffered a major head injury that left him diminished. Supposedly, a team of draft horses that he worked with broke loose. The scared animals trampled Buck brutally. The horses spooked when Buck had attempted to harness them. He lapsed into a coma that lasted for several days. Buck awoke in the local hospital a changed man. Although he healed, Buck never fully recovered from the event.

			To Bucks mother’s sorrow, his personality changed for the worse. The son whom she had known as a meek and thoughtful man was gone. Buck suffered from sudden bouts of both unbridled rage and melancholy. Buck’s health continued to decline and included periods of drunkenness. Soon, paranoia followed him like a shadow. Buck often spewed torrents of profanity in the city square. 

			Buck soon fell out of favor with the local constable. Buck’s aberrant behavior got him into trouble. Buck started to spend considerable time in the county lock-up. Buck lost his job due to being unreliable. The cycle of coming home late rowdy began. His mother took action after many late nights of bar fighting.

			His mother was aghast at the change in his personality. Buck’s mother sought counsel from her church’s reverend. She had hoped for some divine intervention. After much prayer, the holy man gave his answer. The reverend decided that madness inhabited Buck. Buck’s mother heard that her son was beyond his help.

			This revelation was the final straw for Buck’s mother. Buck was committed to the Western Lunatic Asylum forthwith. His mother was not the same after his committal. One has to understand that this was a different time. Most psychological afflictions in society were pinned on madness. Mania was the catch-all for any mental conditions. Those patients stigmatized with this label languished inside of a nut house.

			Buck’s mental condition had worsened inside of the foul facility. The lack of proper medical treatment seemed to take the blame. This, with the terrible institutional setting, compounded Buck’s decline. Buck had grown gaunt and pale in isolation. Most barbaric policies had ended at the asylum before Buck was committed. The wheels of change turned slow in the western region of Kentucky.

			Buck had seen many patients come and go at the facility. The asylum’s population at one time was two hundred and seventy patients. Later, there were less than one hundred people locked up. This population decline came from transfers, releases, and even a few deaths. 

			Looking past the asylum, Buck could see that the trees were now barren of leaves. This haunting appearance changed the foliage. The limbs looked like giant, twisted skeletons. This time of year made him nostalgic. Buck missed his home and his old job. Buck had lost them due to his “bad brain.” His mother had coined this phrase. She said it on the night he went away. She said, “Damn you and your bad brain.” Her voice echoed in his freezing ears.

			A nearby bellow shook Buck free of his reflection. An older man stumbled through the facility’s watery path. The screaming continued. The man was both naked and covered in mud. An attendant trudged along after the elderly man in haste. This crying man seemed possessed of “a strange mania.” Today, we know this as senility. Buck watched the mad man cry out to go back to his home. The following attendant grappled with the aged man. The worker beat the man. Buck gathered up the fraying ends of his coat. This was not his fight. Attempting to save his coat from the mud, Buck walked away from the violent scene.

			 

			***

			 

			Lynetta explained that her Uncle Shelby had been on the security staff at the Western State Hospital during the 1980s. The former asylum had been Shelby’s job for years. The facility changed its name in 1930. This change was due to the inclusion of World War I veterans there for treatment. Shelby was not always a devoted man. Still, he took his job at the hospital seriously.

			Shelby was a Vietnam veteran. He was one of the first to enlist from his hometown. Shelby had seen a lot of dark stuff. However, Shelby did not mention much about fighting in Vietnam. These war experiences jarred Shelby. What he experienced made him rethink if there was a god. As a young man, Shelby heard ghost stories. Still, war made him doubt much of an afterlife.

			Shelby knew of places said to be haunted. His uncle used to tell him about Waverly Hills in Louisville, Kentucky. In the oppressive jungles, he had seen the real evil that men can do. Shelby eventually came to work at the aging hospital. This change occurred after his military tour. Things somehow felt safer to Shelby among the mad of Western State Hospital.

			Although Shelby was nearly 60 years old, he was in decent health. His dark curly hair now cropped short contained more salt than pepper. Shelby’s appearance makes one think of a younger Danny Glover. In the time Shelby had worked at the hospital, he encountered the stray shadow or cold spot. Shelby had felt small glimmers of strangeness from time to time.

			Shelby did not know much of the history of the facility. He was happy maintaining the status quo of his security job. Shelby found comfort in the regimen at the hospital. The institutional setting ran in a military fashion. This arrangement of comfort was to be short lived. Lynetta remembered when Shelby first shared the following encounter.

			At work, Shelby rotated between working the guardhouse and then doing security sweeps outside. Shelby checked all of the doors around the facility. Usually a day shift worker, Shelby was doing some night shifts. A night shift officer was off work on maternity, leaving Shelby to cover the slot.

			The weather was chilly that November night. Shelby had about a week to go at work before his vacation was due. Leaving home for work a little bit early that usual, Shelby sped across town. Shelby needed time to fill up a big pot of coffee at the market. His pot full, Shelby grabbed a few of the hot dogs inside the Dodger store warmer.

			Shelby did not plan to get either sleepy or hungry while on his shift. He spied the building clouds overhead. With a sigh, Shelby climbed back into his faded red jeep. He pulled onto the road and sped away to work. The traffic was sparse on the way out of the parking lot. Shelby knew that he had plenty of time to get to the mental hospital.

			Although Shelby had been stuck with this crappy midnight shift, he planned to make the best of things. The overnight shift could be quite lonely. He never minded being alone. In fact, he rather welcomed the solitude. This would be a nice break from all of the activity of day shift. Minimal security card scanning of the staff made the night shift a mini vacation.

			Other than the fact that Shelby just was not much of a night person, the shift was all gravy. Shelby steadied his large thermos of coffee in the vehicle’s holder. He slowed down and turned onto a narrow access road. This tapered driveway wound toward the imposing hospital. Shelby drove in front of a large circle drive. Looking off to his right, Shelby saw the small memorial garden. This floral area sat nearest the front staircase of the administration building. These steps lead up to the six large Roman-style pillars in front of the hospital’s entrance.

			Shelby watched as the security light shined down. The wide steps of the main hospital building had a glow to them under those beams. He drove past that area, making the next right toward the employee parking spots. Shelby stopped at the front of the corrugated metal guard shack. The security building sat next to the left of Western State Hospital’s employee entrance. This gray office room was no bigger than most people’s bathrooms. However, the post had everything you needed inside to handle scanning people in and out of hospital property.

			Shelby pulled his vehicle to a stop. The jeep’s headlights illuminated the stop signs in front of the security shed. The “You are now entering Western State Hospital” sign now stood as a strong captain obvious moment. Shelby thought to himself, You know, most people that come to the hospital aren’t that dumb. Most are damn sure that they are coming here already. The ones that do not soon realize there is little to change this. The committed are pretty much fucked at the point they are close enough to read this sign.

			Shelby clicked his high beams off and on across the guard shack window. The evening shift officer was a man named Bradley. Officer Bradley poked his head out of the sliding window. He waved his hands to have Shelby douse the Jeep’s headlights. Shelby sighed and then complied with the officer’s wishes. Once the man could see the visitor was Shelby, Bradley gave him a wide toothy smile. The officer then waved him on through the security stop. Shelby stopped his vehicle by the security window to speak to the officer.

			Bradley exclaims, “Hot damn, how did you get picked for this assignment? Did you lose a bet?” Shelby laughed and gathered up his supplies. He looked back up to the shaven-headed officer with a grin. Shelby told him that he must just be lucky he guessed. Maybe they must have gotten tired of looking at his old face. The evening shift officer laughed and replied, “Yeah, I don’t see how you stand those peckerwoods on day shift. There is just too much to do on days for me.”

			Shelby stepped out of his jeep wearing a knowing expression. The smell of exhaust hung in the air. Shelby said to the officer, “Well, I am going to try and treat this shift like a vacation. I may not get to take one. Your man is still out on maternity leave.” The evening shift officer told Shelby some good news. The rumor was that the man’s wife had the baby that morning. This news pleased Shelby greatly. The chill was setting into his knee like small, sickening needles.

			Shelby walked inside of the small guard shack. Soon, he waved on the evening shift guard. Shelby sat his goodies on the narrow desktop. The bright parking lights of the evening shift officer’s grew bright. The Durango’s taillights illuminated the interior of the shack as the officer drove away. Shelby poked his head out of the window glancing skyward. Some troubling dark clouds gathered high at Western State Hospital.

			Shelby mutters to himself, “Goddamn it, that is all I need now: a torrential downpour. How can anyone expect to make security rounds out in this mess? There was enough of that shit in Vietnam.” Shelby rubbed his knee for a moment to soothe the growing ache. That right knee always gave him trouble. He was hurt once he returned home from the Vietnam conflict. Shelby fell off a ladder while painting a barn. The knee was never the same.

			Shelby made a quick security check. Shortly, he then called into the main office. This call let the office workers know that everything outside is fine. Shelby told the hospital workers to contact him if they needed anything. Updating his logbook, Shelby settled back into his office chair. Shelby could hear the first tings of rain. The drops drummed along the corrugated rooftop of the shed. He breathed the words, “Goddamn it all.”

			Shelby took a long gulp of his coffee. He hoped the coffee might ease up his aching knee somehow. The advancing rain moved across the back parking lot of the hospital. The downpour continued its momentum over the hospital rooftops. The shower poured down over the old facility for an hour. The storm left the sky devoid of stars. This gloom gave the hospital an added haunting effect. The small shed’s sign rocked and rattled. At last, the board gave way to the winds. The sign slid across the small access road and into the saturated grass.

			The time was now half-past midnight and a steady drizzle remained outside. Luckily, Shelby had found a raincoat for protection from the storm. He had stashed the coat behind some of the extra gear. Shelby had extra supplies secured in the guard shack for these types of situations. Shelby called Bravo Sierra the idea of ‘trust the job to provide.’ Cover your own ass was a very real mantra to him.

			The harsh night wind came into the hospital’s yard. This gale carried a light scent. It was of wet hay and manure from one of the nearby farms. This was preferable to the wind that came in from the east of the hospital. This is when one could smell the rank stench of decomposition of cardboard in the nearby recycling plant.

			The rain had slackened just enough for Shelby to walk around Western State Hospital. Stepping out, Shelby decided he could move about safely and see around him. Shelby suited up in the raincoat and trudged out into the cool night air. He had his halogen Mag-lite flashlight at the ready. 

			Shelby moved along the side parking lot of the hospital. He checked for anything that might be a security risk. The flashlight’s beam cut through the low fog that moved into the yard. This vapor came in from a creek near the hospital property. Shelby’s yellow, white, and orange rain vest seemed illuminated in the mist.

			In the nearby pasture, one might spy deer, foxes, and other night creatures almost every night. The animals often foraged for food overnight in the safety of shadows from predators. This particular evening, the open fields to the left of the old structure lay free of wild animals. This was unusual but not unheard of.

			Shelby assumed that this abandonment was due to the heavy rains. Hell, Shelby knew he would be out of the dampness if he could. However, Shelby had a job to do. The high-pitched scream of a screech owl roosting in a tree hole overhead set his teeth on edge. Shelby rounded the staff parking area to the side of the ancient hospital.

			The heavy rains had turned the color of the hospital building’s stones to a ruddy red, like bloody clay. This building was seemingly cursed with a growing haze that made for quite a sight indeed. The old structure’s high, narrow windows appeared active. They always seemed to have a hint of movement within them, even in the dead of the night. One might assume that the dead are not at rest at the Western State Hospital.

			The water puddles in the narrow asphalt road shimmered like dirty glass. This mirror-like effect caused the hospital’s reflection to distort in the rippling wash. Shelby tried to keep the oppressive wind to his back. He needed his eyes sharp for anything unusual. Shelby walked beneath the decorative light poles. The tall posts’ glass globes shined brightly. This caused the vapor to appear both luminous and foreboding under its unyielding glare.

			Shelby made his way around the back parking lot. He moved past the rear buildings that looked like great stone guardians. The downpour lessened to a drizzle as Shelby moved into the far rear parking lot. As he passed the old barn, Shelby smelled something unusual. He detected a scent like burning wood mixed with something else.

			The strange smell seemed to originate from behind of the old abandoned barn. The barn now stored various pieces of lawn equipment. Shelby started to circle toward the rear of the abandoned aging structure. The water was deeper here. However, he still felt compelled to walk through the rear field. Shelby felt the wet slosh of loose soil beneath his boots. Behind him were soggy depressions in the damp earth.

			The odor’s intensity seemed to build. Shelby approached the outside of a dilapidated grain silo. Many years ago, the silo would house grain or corn. The hospital supposedly used to sell feed to local shops. Shelby passed the loading chute and saw that his flashlight beam reflected back off something. The dampened and loose sheets of corrugated metal glistened in the strong light.

			Shelby found the silo opening stood ajar and he stepped inside. Shelby’s beam penetrated the inky blackness of the silo’s sodden interior. He found only more fog. A family of screech owls nested high in the upper beams of the silo. Shelby thought he had felt something nearby. This sensation was not a touching feeling. However, it was a flash in his hunter’s mind of a presence near him.

			The air seemed still inside of the long metal tube. The foul smell seemed to depart as suddenly as it had appeared. Shelby ran his rough hands along the inside of the round bin. A thick layer of dust rained down. The powder coated the floor as if it was talcum powder. Short of the screech owls residing above him, there had been no one inside of the bin for a long time. Shelby looked down and made out faded, blackened, boot marks. The scuffs disappeared just to the inside wall. Shelby shook his head as he left and continued his round.

			 

			***

			 

			The date was November 1861, 7:00 a.m. Buck shambled to the chow line for food. Many of the other asylum patients were still lethargic. Buck assumed the inmates suffered from the after-effects of bloodletting treatments. However, it could have been other various other mania-purging activities of the time.

			The stout hospital matron stood at the front of the food line. She served Buck grits and flat bread. The line of ill-kept patients waited to eat from the oversized pot. Buck sat alone at a long wooden table in the chow hall. He ate the meal immediately. The pittance of meat from the previous night’s meal floated about grimly in Buck’s bowl. (Horse from the smell of it) did little to quell his hunger pains due to underfeeding. 

			The hate that Buck had once harbored within himself for his mother had since burnt off. The loathing he felt transformed into the dull ache of nostalgia. Buck longed for a life that once was. His home, life, and work were all Buck had for experience outside of the institution. All of these milestones were spirited away. Mother’s manicured hand had him committed to the Western Lunatic Asylum.

			After the early death of Buck’s father due to a heart attack, his mother became an extreme authoritarian. She leads Buck around by the nose by her iron will alone. Buck had never really gotten the chance to know his father. All the son ever had was his mother. Buck was never away from his mother’s influence. Buck had begun working for a family friend that was a blacksmith. Mother would get reports on his dealings from his boss. Buck showed the responsibility of holding down a job. However, his mother simply would not allow Buck to grow up. 

			Buck’s mother would never allow him to go and become a suitor. Lord forbids if he had wanted to be married one day. There had been only room for one woman in her son’s life and that was his mother. Secretly, Buck had been seeing a young local girl. The name of the young woman was Allison and the duo seemed quite in love.

			Allison lived just south of Hopkinsville, Kentucky. She was pretty and found employment as a housekeeper for one of the prominent families there. Buck met her in a dry goods market. By the time the ravages of the Civil War had taken its toll, he no longer had her in his life. She had lost her position due to the family’s homes destruction about the same time of Buck’s accident. She never came to visit him in the institution. This was apparently too embarrassing and too hard for Allison to witness what Buck had become.

			“To be honest, what in the hell was she going to do with me anyway? I am just some idiot, just another retard down at the nuthatch,” Buck muttered to himself. A searing pain pulled him from his reflection. Buck looked down and watched as a fork dug deep into his thigh. The darkening wet patch around the utensil grew then seeped down his torn pant leg. The old man seated beside of him saw this and let out a scream. The elderly man tried to grab the fork from Buck. The stocky matron yelled for the attendees to come help break up this scuffle.

			The old man pulled desperately at the bloody fork sunk deep in Buck’s leg as Buck struggled against the man. The old patient’s few remaining yellowed teeth displayed in a jack-o-lantern grimace. Buck felt the first true pangs of madness overtake him. He gripped his hands around the old man’s throat as he squeezed hard. The two lunatics both tumbled backward and fell onto the dirty wooden floor with a thud. The grits splattered against the narrow, barred windows. 

			The thrashing man landed on top of Buck, sending the fork deeper into his already hemorrhaging thigh. He felt his fingers dig into the loose, aged flesh of the old lunatic’s throat. This stole the incessant scream from the skeletal maniac in an instant. Between the scuffle, Buck heard the heavy stomp of the guard’s boots advance toward him across the dining hall.

			The old man felt Buck’s grip loosen. The maniac then clawed at Buck’s face screaming, “I will kill you, limp dick whore…” His voice trailed as Buck lay still on his side. Muffled grunts and the sounds of solid body blows filled the void of the room. The matron surmised that the old man must have attacked Buck. After all, the old fool had threatened to kill Buck in the melee.

			Two of the guards drag the battered old man out of the middle of the room and out of the dining hall. They secured the moaning elderly man into a strait jacket while the third guard helped Buck toward the infirmary. Though Buck had not seen the restraining of the old man, its outcome was quite plain.

			The knocked-over benches and the bloody floorboards told Buck a lot. A single bloody yellowed tooth amid the muddy collection of boot prints on the wooden floor was self-explanatory. Buck heard the old man’s moans in the distance. Buck wagered that the elderly maniac got drug away to a dark padded room for an extended stay.

			Buck had his wound treated and was released from the infirmary. He received an order to stay far away from the kitchen until dinner time. Buck nodded in compliance with the instructions. Buck did as he was told. The guards deduced that Buck was the victim here. The staff was unaware that a bit of the madness still pulsed in Buck’s eyes. Buck limped away from the white stone building front of the infirmary. A smile crept across his face. Buck knew what came next. He had again found his purpose.

			 

			***

			 

			Shelby’s bum knee was talking to him by way of shooting pains. The slippery ground played hell on its already weakened tendons. He came close to the right rear of the outlying medical buildings. Shelby made out a figure. The shape appeared to move toward the far right, facing the parking lot. The shape appeared to be a child or maybe a teenager. Apparently, he slipped onto the property as some sort of dare or something of the like. In the many years Shelby worked there, he had seen a lot of odd stuff like that. The form was huddled in-between the rows of cars. A thin veil of smoke rose from the shade’s shielded face.

			Shelby moved alongside the hospital edge of the parking lot. The haze was thicker in this part of the property. He took care to remain in the shadows. The fog was dense between there and where the figure was standing. The smell of pig shit hung in the air, coupled with something else. The odor had a singed hair quality. As Shelby drew closer, he could have sworn the figure floated above the mist.

			Shelby heard nothing odd near him besides the hospital. With care, he moved into the shadowy parking lot. Shelby only smelled the continual odd burning. He advanced across the cigarette-littered lot. Shelby arrived at the spot where he had seen the vision standing. No one was there. There was no apparent damage to any hood tops or hoods. There was no sign of anyone having been in the parking lot at all for the last several hours.

			Shelby hated to admit it, but this was more than a little unsettling. Walking about mid-center of the row of cars in the parking lot, Shelby stood amazed by what he encountered next. Someone unseen brushed past him. The feeling was as if he got shoulder-checked hard on his left side. Shelby had not prepared for this and went spinning toward the row of staff vehicles. Shelby tried to grab onto a nearby car to stop his fall. However, the wet metal fenders afforded Shelby little grip.

			By muscle memory, Shelby took a knee to the sodden ground. Shelby felt his bum knee squeak and make a loud meaty popping sound. Shelby let out a low, bitter grown as the fog swirled about him. It was obvious that he had done something bad to the joint in the fall. Shelby wagered his knee joint suffered a torn ligament or at the very least one hell of a sprain. Slumping against the rear fender of someone’s pickup, Shelby held his damaged knee. He was still afraid to straighten the leg.

			Shelby rubbed his aching knee and glanced up. He figured that the truck belonged to one of the night nurses; above the trailer hitch was a bright pink vanity plate. The metal sign read with pride Hot Lips. This title is before the Red Cross medical symbol. “Her parents must be so proud,” he grumbled to himself between light moans. The groundwater seeped through a tear in his rain suit, leaving his lower back and hips damp. Shelby hated the rain a little more by then. 

			After a moment, Shelby decided to try to straighten out the leg. The knee was not broken but felt quite swollen. Shelby managed to pull himself up to a standing position. The mist had moved off from the grassy hillside once again. His mind went back to the intruder. Shelby flashed his light one last time through the haze-covered parking lot. He recognized that dank smell instantly; it was similar to burning hair.

		


		
			CHAPTER 2 

BUCK UNBOUND

			November 13, 1861, the time was ten minutes before dinnertime at the Western Lunatic Asylum. The sun shined high above the hospital in the autumn sky. The main activity yard seemed abuzz with the various residents. Some patients ran about playing and singing, others sat still as if devoid of emotion. Some of the committed rocked back and forth while talking to themselves. Others sat and cried.

			Buck walked past the pest house. This structure was a low, ill-kept sweat shack. Its purpose was for those with lice or other spreadable mites. These confined inmates stayed inside of the hotbox until the infestation had passed. Buck could see mournful eyes peering out at him. He could hear the calls for help from the narrow food cracks in the pest house door. The foul smell of confinement and waste from the box seemed nearly overwhelming to Buck. His mother always said that whores would bring you more than a broken heart. One might guess this was what Buck’s mother had meant.

			Buck turned his gaze toward the patient kitchen. The room’s long, narrow chimneys belched their coal smoke upward. This seemed to seep into the marshmallow clouds overhead. Buck watched as the matrons ran out to fetch fresh water for boiling. Buck noticed the last matron who exited left the rear door unlatched. Buck seized upon this opportunity to enter the building. Buck’s eyes were wide with devilish intent. Slipping along the low hedges of the grounds, Buck inched toward the open breezeway of the rear door.

			The pain in Buck’s thigh made him wince. However, he continued his slow advance toward the exit way. Buck barely escaped capture when the matron turned about. She paused to fix her hair that had fallen free of its makeshift bun. Buck fell flat to the ground to hide as his pulse quickened. The pain intensified from his leg wound. Buck waited until she turned away to assist another matron before he dared to budge. This was when Buck made his move.

			Buck lunged into the building’s opened breezeway. Rolling in, Buck hid behind the oak door. Buck again fell still to avoid detection. Stealing a glance, Buck looked back to see if he was alone. He soon assured himself that he was out of sight of the gossiping women. On the kitchen’s far wall, Buck saw an ash can. This pot sat near the large black stove. The blacken pots sat atop of the smoke-seeping device. Buck rose to a crouched position. He cautiously inched toward the corner of the cast iron oven.

			From the sweet smell coming off the rolling chunk of flesh inside of the posts, Buck surmised that the stew meat must be a horse again. The heat from the searing oven tightened Buck’s already taunt skin. Buck grabbed the poker and eased open the oven’s wood feeder door. Buck drew back for a moment. The rushing heat from the stove’s gaping maw was formidable. Recovering, Buck then located the ash can and a scooper.

			Buck shoved the implement deep into the blazing belly of the stove. The fresh sparks roared up the flue. Buck quickly retrieved a red-hot ember. With the chunk of glowing coal rocking in the can, he drew towards the exit door. Buck crept past the matrons in the courtyard and out through the side door. Staying close to the wall, Buck was mad but not stupid. He avoided a trustee who prepared the main room for the asylum superintendent. 

			Buck felt that Doctor S. Annan has kept him a virtual prisoner in that asylum. The doctor was unaware that Buck lived for a dark purpose.

			Buck made his way inside the deserted foyer of the main hospital building. Buck felt compelled to enter. He moved toward the long, wooden staircase at the far end of the building. These steps were a wide winding affair. The stairs climbed to an open skylight high atop of the building’s peak. These types of skylights were commonplace in the 19th century, most often used for ambient light as well as ventilation.

			Reaching the third stair step, Buck heard the jingle of keys. The yardmaster pushed the key into the main entrance door. A group of silhouettes pushed the barrier wide. The doctor walked into the building’s hall along with the yardmaster. The two well-dressed men walked in a whimpering woman. The trio moved toward the doctor’s laboratory beneath the stairs. The woman appeared gaunt and had both her hands bound in front of her.

			Sometimes, events converge at a single moment in time. These moments have the possibility of many variant outcomes. Buck was low enough on the staircase to realize his vulnerability. If the men happened to turn their heads his way, Buck’s mission would be undone. The footsteps echoed off the high ceiling as the trio drew near of the base of the shadowy staircase. The doctor slowed his advance and cocked his head mere feet from the staircase.

			The doctor paused and muttered, “Hmm, that is odd. I do declare I can detect smoke in the air.” The yardmaster who was an avid pipe smoker shrugged; he had smelled nothing. The yardmaster replied, “They are preparing the lunch meal for the patients just to the left of here, sir.” The pitiful-looking woman then raised her gaze right to Buck. The half-light in her eye locked onto Buck’s dark form and his smoking can.

			One would have thought Buck would have been afraid in this moment. However, something in the back of Buck’s head screamed, “You cannot be stopped, not this time. You will have your comeuppance.” Buck leveled his eyes on the unfortunate-looking woman at the base of the descending staircase and stared at her.

			Buck widened his eyes, giving the woman a hearty smile. The full depth of his mad beauty spoke to her. The look said, “Help me. Help me do my work.” The doctor and the yardmaster still attempted to root out the source of the scent. The bound girl watched as the rising smoke encircled Buck’s head like a halo atop of some form of a sinister angel.

			The two supervisors searched closer toward the staircase that hid Buck. Buck stood unafraid as if the hand of some unearthly power protected him from detection. The woman in an instant launched into a loud rant. She scratched at the surprised men’s shocked faces and spit curses at them. The behavior of the maddened women forced the doctor to assert control.

			Buck seized upon the opportunity to try to escape up the darkened stairs. While the bedlam continued below, Buck crouched low. He moved out and away from the top of the staircase. Soon, Buck was well out of the way of the doctor or the flustered yardmaster below. Buck eyed the large window. He began opening the window that opened over the wood and pitch rooftop of the main building.

			 

			***

			 

			Shelby moved in small steps through the flooded parking lot. He approached the front of Western State Hospital. Shelby did his best to shift the weight that he put on his swollen knee. Shelby knew the injury was not debilitating. However, the wound would leave him with a limp for several days. Shelby hobbled beneath the pale glow of the lights in front of the main building. The moisture in the air made the globes shimmer with an unearthly radiance.

			Shelby tried to radio into the main nurse station. He wanted to tell them he was secure although hurt. Shelby realized that the radio was not transmitting well. The sounds that came out of the radio’s speaker were a garbled mix of pops and hisses. Soon, the sound mixed with an odd, low moan. Shelby turned down to radio as he moved along toward the building’s front steps. He saw the smooth stones of the stairs that lead up to the group of pillars. Shelby observed them glistening from the fresh dew. Shelby caught that scent again with gusto. The burning smell dug into his sinuses.

			The phantom scent was everywhere and seemed quite pungent. Nothing nearby seemed capable of producing the foul odor. Shelby stood at the bottom of the front stairs. He made out something anomalous on the administration buildings daunting steps. The thick mist appeared disturbed. Ahead of him on the upper steps, something appeared to move beneath the fog toward the main building’s shadowy doorway. 

			This activity struck Shelby, as if someone must have walked through the misty cloud unseen. Fearing someone had crept past him, Shelby moved upward to investigate this apparent intrusion. He followed the disturbance up the wet concrete blocks. Shelby had to know if anyone broke into the main building. The squeaking of his boots on wet stone echoed into the front of the pillars.

			As he ascended the gloomy companionway, Shelby raised his flashlight before him. He narrowed his stare. The light from Shelby’s hand-held light illuminated the fog. The light’s beam turned the fog into a pale wall of translucent smoke. This change made Shelby uncomfortable. The continued grinding of his damaged knee made for a much slower and labored advance. The partial obscured main door appeared undamaged. 

			Shelby approached the uppermost steps. He studied the ground through the lingering fog and shadow. Shelby saw several strange smudge prints. These stains were upon the stone staircase. These odd prints appeared to be blackened footprints left by some unseen entity. Shelby had given a quick look about him before he knelt down. He wanted to examine the strange outlines closer. Shelby dipped the tip of his ballpoint pen into the foul muck. He raised the goop toward his face to examine the sample better.

			Shelby recognized the scent of the smoldering tar-like substance in an instant. He became acquainted with this smell during Shelby’s tour of Vietnam. The print smelt of burnt human skin. He wondered how such a hellish find was at an old mental hospital. The fog at the building’s door violently moved again. Some entity’s swift movement seemed more focused this time. Shelby made out an indiscernible force that pushed through the billowing cloud. The phantasm rushed up against the entryway. Suddenly, the freakish specter seemed to disappear into the front doors of the main building.

			Shelby has been in many strange situations in his life. However, the effects of some unseen force were something new and terrifying. The moment of fear passed and Shelby went into old warrior mode. He sat back into a crouched posture. Shelby circled around through the mist to the left of the main doors. The smell seemed strongest toward the opening.

			The sickening sweet scent hovered about him making his throat tighten up. Shelby could see an ominous glow from out of the corner of his eye. This illumination caused him to turn and look that way. Shelby noticed the light shown through the twin windows in the front doors and flickered steadily like some antique gas light.

			 

			***

			 

			Buck made good his escape up the heavy wooden stairway. Approaching the high attic window, Buck remained obscured by a thin veil curtain. The raucous noises had died away to a mere muffle of defeat down the winding stairway. Buck’s eyes were wet and glistened with dark intent. He strode across the floor cluttered by medical books the doctor’s personal effects. Buck watched his hand as it unlatched the window lock in the deep-set window frame.

			Buck opened the small window beneath the dome. He looked out across the state buildings and their smoky peaks. Buck dumped out the smoldering contents of the ash can onto the rooftop. He gave a short cough from some of the gray ash that he inadvertently breathed in. Buck paused in case the sound alerted the pair on the lower floor. The moments pass and no advance occurred.

			When no stomping of feet on the stairs came, he smiled. Buck knew that he was indeed alone. The final remnants of embers spat off as if in protest into the wind. The fiery chunk died down against the pitch of the roof. This simple man with a dark mission stepped back after locking the window latch.

			Buck pressed his sweaty face against the antique glass. If he had seen his reflection at that point, he may have grown horrified by his countenance. His eyes opened wide like a child on Christmas morning. This is when the kid sees that big-ticket item. You know the one that stays hidden behind the Christmas tree until that last moment.

			Buck nearly giggled aloud as the wind blew stronger. This breeze brought life to the larger embers atop the main building’s roof. The wide smile had taken dominance over Buck’s face again. He slipped back down the stairs and out into the yard undetected. Buck made good his escape from the dome-peaked building, as Buck somehow knew that he would.

			Buck moved around the side of the building in haste. He then entered his room in the rear of the men’s housing. Buck turned about, barring his door with the bed. Buck stacked any furniture within his grasp atop of the bed. Then he waits. Buck awaits the chaos, and he awaits the screams.

			Most importantly of all, Buck awaited death. This forgotten son sits on the end of his state-issued bed. With a serene sense of calm, Buck’s breaths then slow. Buck moved toward the small dirty window at the far wall of his room. This onetime horse manager watched the patch of the rich blue sky. This particular sky was the brightest Buck ever remembered seeing since his short and troubled childhood. He then uttered, “Not a cloud in the sky, or a chance of rain…” Buck’s voice trailed off and his expression is of a man that has made peace with his fate.
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