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Chapter 1: Sneaking Around

	 

	Annabelle was bored.

	It was an understatement, she knew, but it summed up her description of the current situation perfectly.

	“I hate this,” she finally said.

	Izzy looked at her and said, “Hate what?”

	“Standing here,” Annabelle grumbled. “Doing nothing. We used to go in and patrol.”

	She gestured to the Village beyond the wrought iron fence and shook her head.

	“I mean,” Annabelle continued, “why the hell aren’t we in there? Are we just giving it up to Timmy and the old guy and the kid?”

	“Hey,” Izzy said, “I don’t know any more than you do about this.”

	Annabelle shifted her body armor, stamped her feet and said, “I think we should go in.”

	Her friend turned and looked at her.

	“Don’t do anything stupid. David’s on edge as it is. Do you want to be restricted to the compound?”

	“We already are!” Annabelle shook her head in frustration. “Listen, what’s the difference between officially being on house arrest, and not being allowed to go anywhere because David and the Professor are having conniption fits over Timmy and Subject B?”

	“Relax,” Izzy said. “We just started our shift, and if you’re going to complain for the next six hours, you can go on in and explore the Village for all I care.”

	Annabelle looked at the gate, and then she glanced back at Izzy. “Really?”

	Izzy shrugged. “What do I care? You’ll be fine. Nobody’s seen the damned dead Indians since the whole fiasco with the schoolhouse.”

	“Yeah,” Annabelle grumbled. “That’s true. What is it, three days now?”

	“Yup,” Izzy said, shifting her shotgun from the crook of one arm to the other. “So, if you want to take a stroll up the cobblestone road and back, you go right ahead. I’ve got to secure the gate behind you though.”

	Annabelle smiled.

	“No problem with that,” she said. “Thanks.”

	She readied her shotgun and waited as Izzy slid the gate open. Annabelle stepped into the Village and listened as the gate slid shut behind her. A thrill raced through her, and she walked through the knee-high snow, keeping her attention on the clock ahead of her. The time read 2:15, and the stars were bright in the clear sky above her. Along either side of the street, the gas lamps flickered, casting their curious light on the strange and deadly little village Professor Abel Worthe had created.

	Annabelle was nearly abreast of the clock when she slowed down and came to a stop.

	The house before her had always piqued her curiosity. It reminded Annabelle of her grandparents’ home. Part of her wanted to know if it was similar inside as well.

	I may not get another chance, she thought, staring at the small, New England style cape with a three season porch on the front of it. White clapboard siding stood out brightly in the light of the lamps, and the windows on either side of the porch were narrow and shuttered. The roofing was a dark asphalt, and a narrow brick chimney protruded from the building’s center.

	She walked forward, paused at the concrete steps, and then climbed them. For a moment, she hesitated before taking hold of the porch door’s handle and pulling it open.

	“What are you doing?” Izzy asked over the radio.

	“Just going inside for a minute,” she replied, stepping onto the porch and closing the door gently behind her.

	“Damn it, Annabelle,” Izzy said. “How stupid can you be? Those houses are still occupied.”

	“I’ll be fine,” Annabelle said. “Listen, I’m armored and armed, I’m good. Hot to trot, you know?”

	“I cannot go in after you,” Izzy said, each word spoken slowly and deliberately. “You need to come out now.”

	“Hold on,” Annabelle said. “I’m bored out of my damned mind.”

	As Izzy continued to chide her, Annabelle reached out, took hold of the front door’s latch, and let herself in.

	Standing in the darkness, she reached up under her helmet and pressed a small switch, activating the new and improved night-vision array that had been installed in the previous few days.

	The display flickered into life on the interior of the visor, and Annabelle was afforded a view of the house.

	She took a second step into the room and saw the neat, military precision with which the furniture was set out. Every photograph was perfectly aligned on the wall, and frames standing on shelves were angled with rigid formality.

	A thin layer of dust coated everything, but in no way did it detract from the austere beauty of the room.

	Whoever kept this place had their act together, she thought with appreciation.

	Annabelle walked to a small bookshelf tucked into one of the walls and examined the items arranged upon it.

	She saw images of soldiers in uniforms from the First World War. Large gasmasks hung around their necks and curious, saucer-shaped helmets were perched on their heads. The men carried huge rifles. In all of them, the subjects were grinning, as if war was the greatest adventure they had ever participated in.

	Among the photos were relics. A brass shell casing from an artillery piece. Two sets of brass knuckles. A piece of wood wrapped in barbed wire.

	What caught her eye and held her attention was a large bayonet that looked more like a sword than anything else.

	It was easily two feet long, if not longer, and in addition to the wicked edge upon the blade, there was a saw-toothed back. She winced at the idea of the weapon being thrust into someone’s stomach. Her imagination ran wild, picturing the damage it would cause to intestines and other organs.

	The night-vision array flickered, faded, flickered again, and went out.

	Plunged into darkness, Annabelle frowned, reached to the battery pack at her waist and slapped it several times, trying to jar the connections.

	The visor remained dark.

	She raised her hand to lift up the visor, but stopped.

	I’ll be open to an attack, she thought sharply, and then she remembered her training.

	The admonition of the instructor about how the dead could drain batteries. Even freshly charged batteries.

	A sliver of panic tried to get a grip on her, but Annabelle remained in control.

	“I can smell you.”

	The words were enunciated perfectly, and they caused her to bring her shotgun up. But she couldn’t pinpoint the location of the speaker, not with the way the helmet interfered with her hearing.

	Around her, the house was black. There was no light, not even a sliver of it. She remembered how the shutters had been closed over the windows.

	Were the curtains drawn, too? she wondered, trying to remember.

	Annabelle couldn’t recall seeing them.

	“I can hear your heart thumping,” the voice said, and she realized it was a man who spoke.

	She took a step toward what she hoped was the door.

	“Why won’t you speak to me?” A genuine note of sadness filled the voice and caused her to hesitate.

	“I need to leave,” she said impulsively. “I have to get back to my post.”

	“Ah,” he said in a knowing tone. “I understand completely. My name is Christopher. Christopher Watts, lately a Sergeant in the United States Army.”

	“Annabelle Burke,” she replied. “Sergeant, United States Marine Corps.”

	“Currently serving?” Christopher asked politely.

	“No, finished,” Annabelle said. “Hey, do you think you could help me get out of here? I really can’t see anything. It’s um, well, dark.”

	“Ah, yes.” Christopher’s voice was closer when he spoke again. “Sergeant, if you turn around and take three steps forward, you will be directly in front of the door.”

	Annabelle sighed with relief.

	“Thank you, Sergeant,” she said. “I appreciate your help.”

	“You are quite welcome,” he replied as she turned around.

	“Sergeant,” Annabelle said after a moment before stepping toward the door. “May I ask you a question?”

	“Certainly,” he replied.

	“Why are you here?” she asked. “What I mean is, most of the ghosts in this place, they’re a rough crowd.”

	“Of course, they are a rough crowd,” Christopher said. “We’re all killers here. Make no mistake about that.”

	“Even you?” she asked, feeling surprised. For some reason, she had a difficult time associating the precise, pleasant voice with a killer.

	“Yes, even me,” he said, chuckling.

	Annabelle turned around, facing his voice.

	“Was it because you were a soldier?” she asked, curious.

	“No,” he said with a sigh. “Not at all.”

	“What then?” Annabelle asked.

	“Because of this,” he answered, and something cold plunged into her stomach.

	She gasped in pain, but the gasp transformed into a shriek as whatever was in her belly was slowly turned. Annabelle felt flesh and innards catch as if they were spaghetti being twirled on a fork.

	Her shriek became silent as the unseen weapon was carefully, almost playfully withdrawn.

	She could feel her stomach and her bowels being drawn out through the impossibly small hole, and Christopher sighed as it occurred.

	“I can’t help myself,” he explained. “Someone said I came back from France broken, in 1919. I believe them. I can’t remember who it was. It may have been my sister. But I killed her, too. The same way, you know. The same way as all the others. Just like how I’m killing you now.”

	Annabelle sank to her knees, the weapon clattering to the floor, her hands unable to hold onto it as she struggled with the pain.

	A heartbeat later, she vomited blood and bile into her helmet.

	Collapsing onto her side, she felt a tug on her stomach and realized Christopher was taking out the rest of her innards.

	“I can remember,” he said conversationally, “being hungry when I was in France. It was terrible. We would get caught, pinned down by artillery fire and the Germans pushing all around us. There were days where we wouldn’t have anything to eat. Not a morsel, unless we found some in a dead man’s kit. I became rather obsessed with food for a time.”

	Christopher chuckled.

	“Do you know what I feel compelled to do, Annabelle?” he asked.

	She couldn’t answer. The pain had struck her mute and rendered her immobile.

	“I am compelled,” he explained, “to see what a young woman has had for dinner. You have such delicate stomachs, you see. I need to know. Truly, I do.”

	Annabelle wept and spat blood as she felt her intestines disengaged from the metal. A moment later, she screamed again when the unknown weapon slipped into her stomach and opened it.

	“Ah, yes,” he said appreciatively. “I always did enjoy a good steak myself.”

	She sobbed into the darkness for several minutes, and then Christopher spoke again.

	“You know,” he said, his voice contemplative, “the Germans made excellent weapons. It’s true, I admit it. This bayonet, for instance. Magnificent. Who else but a German would add a saw to a bayonet? Brilliant. Brilliant.”

	Annabelle tried to speak, but she couldn’t. The pain robbed her of her voice.

	“Yes,” Christopher murmured, “they were brilliant.”

	Annabelle shuddered as the bayonet slipped through her injured belly again and pinned her to the floor.


Chapter 2: Nothing Works

	 

	Abel Worthe felt as though a thousand men with sledgehammers pounded against the backs of his eyes.

	He sat in his dimly lit private study, and he wondered whether or not he should call for the nurse.

	I think I may be relying upon her far too much of late, he thought, closing his eyes and rubbing gently at his temples. Then again, that would be why I hired her. She is my nurse.

	He sighed, reached for his phone and then stopped as the door to the study opened.

	Nurse Schomp strode into the room, a grim and determined expression on her face. In her hands, she carried a pill-bottle and a glass of water.

	“Here,” she said unceremoniously. “Take these.”

	Silently, he accepted the bottle and opened it. Two small, white pills were in the bottom, and he shook them out into the palm of his hand.

	Nurse Schomp passed him the water, and he dutifully took the medication and chased them down with a long sip of the cold liquid.

	“Finish it,” she said when he tried to hand the half-empty glass back to her.

	He shook his head at her impudence and finished the water.

	She took the glass from him then and looked at him sorrowfully.

	“If you don’t take your medications on a regular basis,” Nurse Schomp said without her usual dictatorial attitude, “you’re going to get worse, Abel.”

	For a moment, he was shocked by her concern and her familial tone.

	“Thank you, Nurse Schomp,” he said finally. “I do appreciate your efforts.”

	She nodded, turned and left the room.

	When the door clicked shut behind her, Abel closed his eyes and tried to think.

	He attempted to focus on his experiment, of the continuing need to place Marcus in harm’s way to record the man’s reactions, but he failed. Instead, Meredith’s smiling visage appeared before his mind’s eye, and he found himself totally enthralled once more.

	A smile crept across his face, and he wondered what the woman was up to.

	She continued to sleep in her missing lover’s bed, and Abel felt the skin on his forehead tighten as he thought of Timmy.

	He’s nothing better than an animal! he thought angrily, but the rage he suffered at the mere recollection of Timmy’s continued existence failed to take proper shape.

	What did she give me? Abel wondered as he realized he hadn’t asked the nurse what medication she had passed to him.

	His thoughts drifted for a minute, then focused on the boy, Alex.

	He opened his eyes as he considered the boy’s power.

	Where does it stem from? he asked himself. Abel tried to stand up, felt the world shift around him, his eyes unable to focus on anything. Surprised, he collapsed back into his chair.

	What did she give me? Abel thought again and then closed his eyes as a drugged sleep washed over him.

	 

	***

	 

	“He’ll be all right?” David asked, peering in at the professor.

	“Of course,” the nurse said. “I do know what I’m doing, David.”

	David rolled his eyes and closed the door.

	“Yes, you do,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

	She shook her head and walked away.

	David followed a moment later, and while she went towards her own apartment, he made his way to the ready room. Entering it, he found Jane sitting with Luis, and neither of them looked pleased.

	“What’s the situation?” David asked, sitting down at the long table that occupied the center of the room.

	“We’ve had the second patrol come back in,” Jane explained. “The third is still out there, but we still don’t have any idea as to where she might be.”

	“Damn it,” David grumbled.

	“What’s the next step?” Luis asked.

	“We have two next steps,” David said. “Luis, you’re going to New Hampshire. We’ve got to follow up on the lead we received. The professor wants another house. Not a building or a business, but a real home. There’s supposedly one in Nashua, New Hampshire, so you’re going to go and check it out.”

	Luis frowned and said, “It’s not abandoned, is it.”

	“Nope,” David confirmed. “Intel on the property states there’s a trio of occupants. All male. From what we know, though, this place has an unbelievable amount of ghost activity. You’re to go and make the buy.”

	“And if they don’t want to sell?” Luis asked.

	“That’s not an option,” David said. “Boss has a hankering for this one, so this is the one we’re going to get. Take Ivan and Gayle with you. More if you need them.”

	Luis shook his head. “No, shouldn’t be an issue. I mean, if those two can’t convince someone to sell, well, we’ll be hiding the bodies and moving on to the next of kin.”

	David nodded. “Good. Get on it, now. I want you three out with the dawn, weather permitting.”

	“Got it,” Luis said. He stood up and left the room silently.

	“What fresh hell do you have for me?” Jane asked, her face dark and her lips pressed close together.

	“You know,” David said, sighing.

	“Say it,” she replied, her voice stiff.

	“Boss wants you to go after the woman as soon as the third team gives its sitrep,” David said.

	“That’s bull, David,” Jane snapped.

	“I don’t disagree,” David said, “but it’s what the boss wants, and that’s what he is, our boss.”

	She muttered under her breath, and David didn’t ask her to repeat herself.

	“David,” Jane said, “I’m not low on the totem pole here. This should be tasked to someone else. Hell, I haven’t tracked anyone in years. And not in this crap!”

	“We’ve had two teams fail, and the third team is coming up dry,” David stated. “You’re the best tracker we have, and this shouldn’t be a rough assignment. The woman’s almost a cripple.”

	“A cripple who’s stayed ahead of the game,” Jane said angrily.

	“This isn’t a democracy, Jane,” David said firmly. “You are the best option. The boss wants you on it. Therefore, this is what you’re doing.”

	“We have no one else who can track?” she demanded.

	“We do,” David admitted.

	“Then put them on it!” she yelled.

	“Can’t,” David said.

	“Why the hell not?” Jane spat.

	“Because Timmy’s in the Village,” David said.

	He watched the emotions war across her face.

	There was pride at being compared to Timmy in ability, but the anger at being tasked with such a menial job won out.

	“This is stupid,” she said, pushing herself away from the table angrily. “Is this a bag and tag mission, or am I supposed to bring her back?”

	“Bring her back,” David said. “Boss wants to use her as leverage.”

	“Stupid!” she snapped, jabbing a finger at him.

	“Jane,” David said severely. “I have a corpse in Christopher’s house. A corpse I can’t even retrieve yet.”

	She paused and glared at him, waiting for him to continue.

	“Annabelle Rice decided to take a stroll into the Village,” he said coldly. “The professor said her body is of secondary importance until we get the escaped subject back. I don’t like leaving a body any longer than I have to.”

	“Sentimental now, David?” she snarled.

	“Practical,” he replied. “If she decides to come back as a ghost, we’ll have one more dead person to contend with. So, I don’t want any more crap. Get your gear together.”

	Jane swore as she stormed out of the room, leaving David alone.

	He got to his feet, stretched, and left the ready room. His stomach rumbled as he closed the door.

	Need to eat, he thought, and then I need to look at the footage of the boy again.

	David’s night wouldn’t be finished until he worked out a plan to kidnap the boy.

	Grabbing him won’t be hard, David thought, nodding hello to a pair of guards on their way to their shift.

	No, the real challenge will be making sure I don’t lose half a team to Timmy in the process.

	Timmy, he knew, was more than capable of killing them all.

	He’ll enjoy it, too.



	
Chapter 3: Wondering

	 

	“What are you thinking about, Pop?” Timmy asked.

	Marcus took his pipe out of his mouth, relit it and replied, “Joyce.”

	His son nodded.

	“She’s okay,” Alex said from where he lay by the hearth.

	Both Marcus and Timmy looked at the boy.

	He has more silver in his hair, Marcus realized.

	After the events with Nathaniel and the Huron warriors, the boy’s hair had begun to change color, strand by strand, a few more each day. His eyebrows were already silver, and there were crow’s feet around his eyes, which had lost some of their youthful innocence.

	“How do you know?” Timmy asked.

	Alex shrugged. “I don’t. I just think she’s going to be okay, you know?”

	“Nope,” Timmy said.

	Marcus exhaled a mouthful of smoke and said, “I wish I could agree with you, Alex, but I must confess, I do not have any sense of how Joyce is faring.”

	Alex closed his book, stretched and sat up.

	“I think she’s fine,” Alex said. “I know it won’t be easy for her. But it won’t be too hard. Not as hard as she thought it would be. She knows more than they do. A lot more.”

	“I’ll take your word for it, kid,” Timmy said, and the man’s tone was serious.

	“As will I,” Marcus said, smiling. “Now, it’s almost time for bed. We have a good deal of ground to cover tomorrow.”

	“Okay,” Alex said. “I’ll get ready.”

	The boy stood up and left the room, humming to himself.

	“Kid’s got a great attitude,” Timmy said.

	“He does indeed,” Marcus agreed. “What are your thoughts on tomorrow?”

	“We need to start clearing these houses,” Timmy said. “That’s it, in a nutshell.”

	Marcus frowned. “Why?”

	“All these ghosts Worthe brought in,” Timmy said, “you know they can leave their homes. Just because they can’t get into ours, doesn’t mean they won’t be out there, waiting for us. Worthe will continue to drop off supplies. He still wants to figure out a way to use you. I mean, that’s what I figure.”

	“As do I,” Marcus said. “I was hopeful our new allies might be able to assist us with the containment of Worthe’s ghosts.”

	“I wouldn’t count on them,” Timmy said. “I mean, they might for Alex, but not you and me. They like the boy. He talks to them in their own language, took them to war even. Hell, what soldier wouldn’t like that?”

	Marcus could only nod his agreement. After a moment, he said, “Do you know anything of the ghosts inhabiting the other buildings here in the Village?”

	“Yeah, a little,” Timmy said. “To be honest, though, I didn’t pay that much attention to it.”

	“Honesty is preferable at this point,” Marcus said with a small smile. “Well, we will have to decide which ghost to tackle first then.”

	“My money is on Christopher,” Timmy said.

	“Who is he?” Marcus asked.

	“The nutjob in the cape,” Timmy replied.

	“Bad?” Marcus asked.

	“Terrible,” Timmy said.

	A cold feeling settled in Marcus’ stomach at his son’s pronouncement. It felt as though a multitude of horror was left unsaid.


Chapter 4: Moving Through the White

	 

	Like all the others, Joyce heard them long before she saw them. Their blundering through the snow gave her ample warning to sink lower into her hiding place. She peered out of her concealed position and waited for them to appear.

	A single person stepped into view first, clad in a stark white set of fatigues that was too bright against the snow that blanketed the forest. The unknown Worthe employee walked haphazardly through the snow, unused to the snowshoes they wore. As the person drew closer, Joyce saw it was a woman, her shotgun slung across her back instead of in her hands.

	When the woman passed out of view, two more people in white appeared, following the first woman’s trail. Like her, they wore snowshoes and had their weapons slung. Their shoulders were hunched against the cold, heads drooping.

	Joyce read their body language easily, seeing they were far more interested in finishing their search than in finding her.

	As soon as they had passed by, the last member of the four-person team arrived. This one was taller than the other three, moving easier on his snowshoes. But like his teammates, his weapon was slung.

	The man paused, looked left and right, and then stepped closer to Joyce’s position.

	She held her breath, her heart thundering in her chest.

	He came to a stop less than a foot from her, turned his back to her as he stepped closer to a tree. She heard him grumble and mutter before his radio squawked.

	“Hold up,” he snarled. “I need the latrine. I’ll be back on track in a minute.”

	“Hurry it up,” a female voice said. “I want to be heading back before nightfall.”

	He swore under his breath, and as he did so, Joyce stood up silently, snow falling from her as she drew her knife.

	“Damn buttons!” the man spat.

	She drove the blade deep into his back, the knife angled upward as she took his chin in her free hand and pulled his head back. His breath rushed out of him as a low gasp, and she jerked the weapon out and cleanly cut his throat.

	Joyce let go of the fresh corpse, blood steaming where it fell in the snow. She wiped the blade on his back, stripped him of his utility belt and strapped it on her own waist. Quietly, she hastily covered his body with a thin layer of snow before she brushed out her own steps and returned to her hiding place.

	Joyce drew his pistol, made certain the weapon was loaded and waited.

	The radio crackled unintelligibly beneath the snow and the man’s body. Several more times it went off, and she waited.

	Within a few minutes, Joyce saw all three of the remaining members of the team. They were spread out, weapons at the ready. Two served as lookouts as they scanned the forest around them while the third backtracked.

	Joyce took a deep breath, waited until the lookouts peered in opposite directions, and then fired.

	Her shot took the tracker in the face, knocking the small woman backward and into the snow. The remaining two dropped down into prone positions, but it didn’t matter. Joyce saw them perfectly, and she killed them both with single shots.

	She hastened out of her hiding place, holstered the weapon and limped out to the bodies of the other three. In silence, she stripped them of their spare ammunition, found a pair of snowshoes that fit, and resisted the temptation to take one of their radios.

	They’ll track me if I do that, she thought, stripping the coat off one of the men. She shrugged off her pack, pulled the coat on over her own, and then replaced her pack. She removed the coat from the woman, put on the snowshoes, and then limped away from the bodies.

	After nearly fifteen minutes of walking, she stopped and got her bearings before tying the arms of the coat to her pack. The garment hung down to the snow, and as she walked, it brushed away the tracks of the snowshoes.

	Joyce walked another ten minutes before she turned to the left and walked for another ten minutes. She paused, her leg aching, and glanced up at the sky. A thick, gray bank of storm clouds had rolled in since the sunrise, and it looked as though it might snow again.

	Another half hour or so, she thought. I
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