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	Soul Harvest

	Haunted Village Series Book 4



	
Chapter 1: Collecting What isn’t Yours

	 

	“Are you sure this is alright?” Sibyl asked.

	Debra resisted the urge to roll her eyes at her sister and said instead, “I’m positive. This place is abandoned. It has been for as long as we’ve been here.”

	Sibyl looked around nervously, tugged at a lock of her blonde hair and said, “I don’t know, Deb. This is stealing.”

	“No, it’s not,” Debra replied defensively. “No one’s lived in this house since the ’60s, right?”

	Her sister nodded.

	“And that greenhouse is just sitting there, and I bet we’ll find antiques in there,” Debra continued, soothing her voice, and carefully changing her tone to calm her sister. “Little things, you know? Tools, maybe some statuary if we’re really lucky.”

	“And we’re not selling it,” Sibyl said timidly.

	“No,” Debra smiled, “we’re not selling it.”

	“Okay,” Sibyl said, straightening up. “Yeah. Okay. Let’s do this. Billy’s only going to watch the kids for so long before he plops them down in front of cartoons and has a couple of beers.”

	Debra did roll her eyes at the mention of her brother-in-law, especially in conjunction with her own son, Kolt. “I bet he’s giving them candy, too.”

	Sibyl nodded without comment.

	“Enough of this,” Debra grumbled, “let’s figure out how to do this.”

	Debra turned her attention to the beautiful estate in front of them.

	While the massive Victorian was no longer an elegant “Painted Lady,” it was still a tall, beautifully crafted structure. Debra could see past the damaged finials and lattice work, the missing shingles and slate roofing. To her, the house was a magnificent structure waiting to be reborn.

	She knew it was there, under the nauseatingly green paint of the exterior, the way the boxwoods and the rhododendrons grew up and over some of the porch.

	And the greenhouse and carriage house only reaffirmed her belief in the home’s previous exquisite nature.

	The carriage house contained stalls for eight horses, with a saddler’s room in the rear. Above the stalls was a room, whose floor was so dry and brittle that Debra, on a previous trip to the home, had refrained from walking across.

	But the greenhouse was what caught her attention and what held it.

	The building was huge, easily forty feet long and twenty feet wide. Above the interior, the roof rose up and arched, the peak at least fifteen feet above the curious, white marble floor. Long tables lined the interior, heavy with broken pots and dead plants, among which were hidden sheers, trowels and other tools that were probably still keenly edged. A great deal of the glass panes were broken, but as they neared the structure, both sisters saw that the glass shards were on the outside of the building.

	“It’s like someone went inside to break them,” Sibyl murmured.

	Debra nodded. She didn’t know why, but it felt right to keep her voice down.

	“We’ll be in and out in minutes,” Debra said. “Just grab a few things and get home.”

	“Good,” Sibyl replied, and Debra could hear the underlying fear in her sister’s voice.

	They reached the wide door to the greenhouse and Debra grasped the door latch. It was cold to the touch, even with her glove, but she ignored it and pulled the door open.

	The wind chose that moment to pick up and blow throughout the greenhouse, chilling Debra to the marrow of her bones.

	“It’s so cold!” Sibyl hissed.

	“Yeah,” Debra said miserably, turning the collar of her coat up.

	They took a few more steps into the room and glanced around. Debra could see items she wanted. A statue of Pan playing his flute, St. George slaying the dragon.

	They’ll be heavy, Debra thought. And I don’t want to be here anymore.

	The door clicked shut and the bolt turned loudly, metal complaining as it moved.

	“Said the spider to the fly, come into my parlor,” a soft voice whispered.

	Debra and Sibyl jerked around simultaneously, but no one stood behind them.

	“I have two flies here,” the voice said, rising a little and sounding like a young man.

	“Tell me,” the unseen man continued, “What should I do with two plump flies?”

	“Where are you?” Sibyl asked in a frightened voice. “We can’t see you.”

	“Ah, you wish to see your devourer,” the young man said, and he gaily stepped into view.

	He was dressed in a pleasant, Sunday suit, and there was a large, black hole in the center of his chest. Blood was scattered all over his chest, and he grinned at them.

	“Now you see me,” the young man said, and he bowed. “I am Wesley Jacobs. Who might you pair of trespassers be?”

	Sibyl whimpered and Debra was too dazed to reply.

	This isn’t real, this is absurd, she thought. Her eyes darted around the room as she thought, This has to be some kind of reality show. Someone must have found out what we were going to do today.

	“No?” The young man let out an exaggerated sigh. “Well, I do have one or two pertinent questions for you, and then you’ll be on your way.”

	“Sure,” Sibyl whispered, and Debra looked at her, horrified.

	“Sure?” she snapped. “We need to leave! This is too weird.”

	Debra grabbed Sibyl by the shoulders and shook her, then dragged her to the door.

	As soon as her hand touched the knob, Debra was pulled backward and jerked off her feet. She landed on the marble hard enough to knock the wind out of her, leaving her stunned on the floor. Sibyl continued to whimper and the young man stood over her, smiling.

	Can I see through him? Debra thought, realizing she could see the roof of the greenhouse through Wesley. No. Nope. Trick of the light.

	“I will ask my question of both of you, and you can both answer,” Wesley said, smiling.

	“What’s the question?” Sibyl whispered, her voice terrified.

	“Are either of you mothers?” Wesley asked politely.

	“Don’t answer him!” Debra screamed, furious with her sister.

	But Sibyl ignored her.

	“Yes,” Sibyl said, nodding. She seemed to find her voice, to find some sort of strength in the memory of her role as a mother. “We both are.”

	“Ah,” the young man said, smiling, “I was hoping you would say that. Stay right here, I have a gift for you.”

	The stranger vanished.

	Debra scrambled to her feet, took her sister by the arm and said, “We need to leave, and we need to leave now.”

	“But he has something for us,” Sibyl whispered.

	Debra could see that her sister was in shock. There was a frightened, shocked look in her eyes, and Debra realized she needed to get them both out of the greenhouse.

	“Sibyl,” Debra said, forcing herself to remain calm. “We’re going to leave the greenhouse. Then we’ll figure out what we’re doing and get home before Bill teaches our kids something stupid. Okay?”

	Sibyl nodded, then smiled and said, “Sure. But he’ll have to show us what he has first.”

	“No,” Debra began.

	“I’m afraid Sibyl is quite right,” Wesley said from behind Debra. “I do have something to show you.”

	Debra swallowed back a shriek of fear as she turned and faced the almost transparent young man.

	In his fine, delicate hands, he held an apparently solid plant pot. The pot was made of clay stained dark with age, and there was a pleased smile on the young man’s face.

	He’s handsome, Debra realized, noticing his appearance for the first time. His features were as fine as his hands, delicate and almost elfin. Dark hair was slicked back away from his forehead, and there wasn’t a trace of hair on his face.

	“When I was alive,” Wesley said, smiling shyly at them both, “I lived here, with my father and the staff. Most of my time was spent in the greenhouse. I loved the flowers, and it was a peaceful enough pastime. I grew the most wonderful roses, and even had several orchids in my home. The greatest flowers I tended, however, were called the Mother’s Heart. I found this particular blossom to be enthralling, considering my own mother passed out of my life when I was a young boy.”

	Wesley offered up that same, shy smile and asked in a soft voice, “Would you like to see my last Mother’s Heart? I’m afraid it has withered and died off over the years since my own death.”

	Debra’s heart ached for the young man. She was in a strange fugue, and she felt as though she was in a waking dream. Before she could respond to Wesley’s question, Sibyl answered for them.

	“We would love to.”

	Wesley’s smile broadened, and he stepped forward with the pot held out towards them. The sisters looked down into the pot and saw a dark, almost fist-sized clump. There was no soil in the container, only the desiccated bud.

	“I thought it would be in dirt,” Debra said, looking at the young man in confusion, feeling a wave of fear crash over her. “Why isn’t it in dirt?”

	“I had only a short time with it after the harvest,” Wesley explained.

	“Harvested from what?” Debra asked, her throat tightening.

	Wesley smiled, let the pot fall to the floor, and said, “Why from the chest of a mother, of course. Where else would you find a mother’s heart?”

	Sibyl shrieked, and Debra tried to run for the door, but the young man raised his hand and there was a curved pruning knife clasped in it.

	“You can’t go,” he said gently. “Not when it’s been so long.”

	Before Debra could react, Wesley’s hand flicked, and she felt a sharp, agonizing pain in the center of her abdomen.

	Wesley smiled.

	“It is a happy day when I can harvest two of such a rare flower.”

	Debra let go of her sister and sank to the floor even as Sibyl’s screams filled the air.


Chapter 2: An Unwanted Conversation

	 

	“You know, I’m rather upset with you,” Worthe said.

	Marcus stood at the base of the stairs, wanting to go back inside and get out of the cold, but he knew it wouldn’t happen.

	Not until he has his say, Marcus thought. He took out his pipe, put the stem in his mouth, then quickly lit the tobacco.

	“Aren’t you even going to ask what I’m upset about?” Worthe asked.

	Marcus looked from his captor to the armed guards around the man, then back to Worthe and the fur-parka he wore.

	“No,” Marcus said, exhaling smoke into the morning air. “I can’t say that I am particularly interested in what pleases or upsets you, Mr. Worthe.”

	“I do have my doctorate, Mr. Holt,” Worthe replied, and for the first time, Marcus felt as though he had touched some nerve in the man. Before, Worthe had always ignored any lack of title.

	“I think that we would have to debate the subject of your doctorate, Mr. Worthe,” Marcus said, careful not to push the man too far. Someone mad enough to kidnap us and keep us prisoner would certainly be mad enough to have us shot out of hand.

	Worthe’s face reddened for a moment, then he laughed and shook his head.

	“I am not particularly upset about the destruction of the taxi station,” Worthe confessed. “I will freely admit that I suspected it might come about. What I am a little disgruntled about is the situation with the Drake house.”

	“I’m not,” Marcus said. “Now, Mr. Worthe, if you don’t mind, I would like to get inside and warm up before I suffer from any frostbite.”

	“A moment more,” Worthe said, and by his guards’ change in body posture, Marcus knew it wasn’t a request.

	“Yes?” Marcus asked.

	“I have noticed,” Worthe said, “that you have a tendency to see yourself as a protector.”

	Marcus nodded.

	“Excellent,” Worthe said, grinning. “Well, I would like you to know that in a very short time you will have another opportunity to meet someone and try to save them. Or let them die. Whichever you choose. I suspect it will be the former and not the latter. Regardless, there is another structure coming in, and there is another subject, of course. I wanted to make sure you were aware of this, to allow you some measure of time to prepare yourself both mentally and physically.”

	“You mean,” Marcus said, “you want to see me work myself up and remain in a state of worry until the individual actually arrives.”

	“However you want to phrase it,” Worthe said with a chuckle. “Six of one, half a dozen of the other. Well, say good morning to your colleagues for me, Marcus. I am sure we will speak together again soon.”

	Without waiting to watch the man leave, Marcus turned around and walked into his home.

	“What did he want?” Joyce asked once Marcus was settled in his chair.

	“To gloat and to antagonize,” he replied, sighing.

	Alex came into the room and sat down beside Joyce. The woman wrapped her arm around his shoulders, an act so natural that neither of them seemed to notice it happen.

	“It would appear,” Marcus began, “that he is once again bringing in a building, and that there will be a ghost attached to it in some way. Also, he fully intends to bring in a new subject. One who will evidently require some sort of protection.”

	“Is he telling the truth?” Alex asked.

	Marcus smiled at the boy.

	“I am sure he is,” Marcus said. “He wouldn’t have anything to gain in lying to us. If we didn’t believe him anymore, he wouldn’t be able to increase the mental pressure on us. Or possibly enable us to convey that worry to the most recent subject.”

	“He’s a real sweetheart,” Joyce said bitterly.

	“Did he say when it would happen?” Alex asked.

	Marcus shook his head. “I am afraid not. We need to keep our eyes open and to try and get the other ghosts to do the same.”

	“Are you going to talk to them again?” Joyce asked.

	“Guy knows a great deal of what’s going on,” Marcus said. “It doesn’t matter that he’s a ghost as well, or that he needs a translator to speak with me. The man keeps us informed as best he can as to what is going on in the Village.”

	“I don’t trust him,” Alex said. “He doesn’t seem like he was a nice guy.”

	“There aren’t many out there,” Marcus said softly. “But we will do our best. It is all we can do.”

	“Okay,” Alex said.

	“Let’s talk about getting out of here,” Marcus said. “I think we can all agree that leaving is a far better subject for conversation.”

	Joyce and Alex nodded enthusiastically, and they began to discuss how best to escape their prison.


Chapter 3: Westchester Railway Station, Bronx, NY, 1963

	 

	Abel stepped off the curb, crossed the street and walked with purpose toward the railway station.

	For nearly thirty years the building had sat abandoned but not empty.

	After six months of research and investigation, Abel confirmed the presence of at least one ghost, if not two.

	In his left hand, the palm of which was sweating mercilessly, he gripped the handle of his black valise. His right hand held a pocket-square, which he used to dab the sweat off the back of his neck.

	Fear and desire combined to propel him forward, and only when he reached the fence closing off the old station did he come to a stop. He glanced up and down the street, but at one in the morning, there was no one watching him. No police patrolled the area because no one cared about the station.

	There was nothing left to steal in it. Nowhere anyone would want to go in it.

	Not even the drunks or the vagrants slept there.

	Something’s wrong with the place, people told him when he inquired about the building. Bad news. Stay away from it.

	Abel shook his head. It would be easier to tell the sun not to set than it would be for me not to examine this place.

	His professor of sociology at New York University spoke of the building, and how it was a symbol of the failures of capitalism to live up to the needs of the people.

	Abel knew it for what it was.

	A place where the dead might linger.

	Once he learned of the station, Abel had spent hours in the Bronx library. Older residents shared their memories with him, and newspapers revealed a wealth of information.

	I have to know, Abel thought, if there’s one in here.

	Crouching down, he pushed himself through a small hole in the fence and hurried toward a battered piece of plywood that served as a barrier over an old door.

	On the previous evening, an examination of the wood revealed the absence of the door and informed Abel as to how easy it would be to gain access to the interior of the station.

	At the entrance, he paused, retrieved a pair of leather work gloves from the valise, and put them on. He licked his lips nervously and peered into the bag, the light of a nearby streetlamp offering enough illumination for him to once more take stock of the valise’s contents.

	Notepad, pen, salt, candles, matches, and my flask, he thought. The sight of the last object caused a wry, nervous smile to spread across his face. Liquid courage. Too much, though, and the dead will be able to take control. If the folklore is true.

	Abel believed it was.

	Everything I’ve read has turned out to be true, he thought, pushing the wood aside with a gloved hand. I may need a small nip afterward, but not before. And certainly not during.

	Steeling his mind, Abel passed into the station and let the piece of plywood slide back into place behind him.

	He was plunged immediately into darkness. For a single moment he was reminded of Annelise, and his body trembled.

	She’s locked away, he reminded himself. Locked away, and she cannot get me. I must stay focused. That is all. Remember this.

	Taking several deep, calming breaths, Abel closed his eyes, counted to thirty, then opened them.

	He could see, although not much more. Enough light filtered in through cracks in the roof so that Abel knew he was in the lobby, but the details of the room were lost.

	I don’t need the details, he thought. Abel sat down, opened the valise and removed the salt with a grunt.

	It was, by far, the largest item in the bag, and he loosened the tie around the mouth of the salt’s bag. Carefully, he poured a large circle around himself. Then, he set the bag on his lap, took out several thick, tall candles, and lit them.

	The floor of the station was an old mosaic, the image lost to time and neglect.

	What concerned Abel the most, though, was the salt around him. In several places, the circle wasn’t nearly as thick as he liked, so he added a little more. Finally, with the protection at a comfortable level, he tied off the bag and placed it back in the valise. He removed the rest of the candles, lit six of them, and kept another six in reserve.

	Abel nodded to himself, retrieved his pen and notepad, and jotted down the date, time, and location.

	Fear knotted his stomach and twisted his bowels. A deep, painful headache formed behind his eyes, and he fought the sudden urge to flee from the station and return to the small apartment he rented near campus.

	A scraping sound off to the right drove all thoughts of flight from his mind and pushed the pain into the farthest corner of his consciousness.

	Abel turned his attention toward the sound and listened to the scraping grow louder, then pause. He heard someone breathing heavily, almost panting. It was an uncomfortable sound, an embarrassing noise; it was as though he was listening to something incredibly private.

	Inwardly, Abel cringed, but the budding scientist in him forced him to continue looking toward the sound. To continue waiting to see what, if anything, might appear.

	What revealed itself was a man.

	Or what was once a man.

	Abel saw the remnants of a uniform. Pictures of his father in similar garb once hung in the hallway of his parents’ home. They were images of his father as a ‘doughboy’. A soldier of the First World War. And while all those photographs were of his father smiling proudly, the scene before Abel was nothing like them.

	The thing that was once a man was destroyed.

	There was no face. No legs. Bandages were wrapped around the stubs of both arms, and the dead man dragged himself forward. His nose-less face seemed to hone in on the flames of the candles, and on Abel himself, and the dead man changed course to aim directly toward him.

	When the dead man was only a few feet away, Abel spoke.

	“Hello,” he said.

	The ghost came to a sharp stop, his head twisting to face Abel. In the flickering candlelight, Abel could see vivid scarring on the man’s bald head, thick stitches holding the scalp together in some places.

	Why did they let him live? Abel asked, horrified.

	“Who are you?” the dead man asked, and Abel let out an involuntary yell.

	“How can you talk, you don’t have a mouth!” Abel hissed.

	The dead man chuckled. “I remember having a mouth. I remember speaking. That is enough. For some of us.”

	“Some of you?” Abel asked, confused.

	“I am not alone here,” the dead soldier said, sitting back on the stumps of his legs, rubbing at his face with his bandaged wrists. “At times, I wish I was. But I am not. Why are you here?”

	“I came to see the dead,” Abel confessed.

	“Curious,” the dead man said. “I cannot see you. I am quite pleased with this. Have you come to set me free, stranger?”

	“No,” Abel said. “That is not my place.”

	The dead man chuckled. “Fair enough. We have driven off several young men and women who feel the need to try and send us to our next stage of existence.”

	The dead man’s humor vanished. “There is nothing beyond this. Emptiness. I will stay here. Hideous and malformed, trapped within the stinking depths of this station, listening to the maddened moans of those similar to myself. I suppose, in a way, it is a rough sort of justice. How many men did I ridicule for going mad in the trenches, hm? Too many. But tell me, what is it you want to see in the dead?”

	“I am seeking to understand fear,” Abel said. “The dead make us all afraid at some primal level.”

	“They do, don’t they,” the dead man mused. “Are you looking for fear, then?”

	“Only to record it,” Abel replied hastily.

	“Ah,” the dead man said. He chuckled. “I am afraid that I have some bad news on that account, my good sir.”

	“What bad news are you talking about?” Abel asked, fear stiffening his spine.

	“You will not record fear here,” the dead man said, shaking his head. “You’ll experience it.”

	“I don’t want to,” Abel began, but he wasn’t allowed to finish.

	From either side of him, out of the deep shadows, more of the dead sprang towards him.

	 

	***

	 

	“Sir!”

	Abel sat bolt upright in bed, damp with sweat and looking around desperately as his heart raced.

	David stood beside him, concern on the man’s face. “Sir, are you awake?”

	“I am now, David,” Abel said, rubbing his eyes with the palms of his hands. “Thank you. What happened?”

	“You started to scream,” David said, taking his seat once more. “Terrible screams.”

	“Hm,” Abel said. “Yes. I suppose that would be par for the course. I was remembering my youth, David. When I thought I could take myself into the most dangerous of places to study the dead. I learned otherwise fairly quickly, fortunately.”

	“Well, you’re awake now, sir,” David said, smiling. “And it’s close to six in the morning.”

	“Really?” Abel asked, surprised. “That is pleasant news. It truly is. Part of me was afraid that it was only a little past midnight, and I would have to attempt to fall asleep again.”

	“No, sir,” David said. “In fact, if you like, I can get you some coffee.”

	“In a moment, David, in a moment,” Abel said, relaxing. “I have been meaning to ask, how is the situation with Timmy?”

	David frowned. “Good and bad sir. Good in that he seems to have helped calm Glen Iaquinta down, which is always helpful. Bad in that he hasn’t calmed himself down. He requested three very large bottles of Jägermeister, and once we deliver them, he’ll be drunk for several days. We could always withhold it, sir, if you think that would be better.”

	Abel shook his head. “No, I don’t think that’s necessary. He has been accused of a double homicide, and he has lost one of his good friends in an acquisition. I think he has earned his drunken stupor.”

	“There’s also the fact that he has a relationship with a woman, sir,” David added. “He’s missing out on that as well.”

	“I’m sorry to hear that,” Abel said, sighing. “Well, we’ll see what we can do about arranging a visit of some sort for them. Anyway, what good news is there for me today?”

	“A bit, sir,” David replied.

	Abel’s eyes widened, and he chuckled. “I was being facetious, David. I really didn’t think there would be. At least, not this early.”

	“There is, there is, sir,” David said, grinning. “Acquisitions is preparing for the move on Subject H. Also, the team that reconnoitered the greenhouse confirmed that at least two women have been found in the structure, and their hearts were removed. Both organs were found a short distance away in an old clay pot.”

	“Really?” Abel asked, and he clapped his hands happily. “David, that is wonderful news. Absolutely wonderful!”

	“I thought you would be pleased, sir,” David said. “We can have the removal team there in a few days, then we can probably have everything established within two, possibly three weeks.”

	“Yes,” Abel said, nodding. “In fact, let’s get some measurements of the panes that need to be replaced. If anything, we’ve learned that repairs to the structures tend to be extremely dangerous for our people.”

	“Yes, sir,” David said, his smile fading.

	“Now, with that information settled, tell me, David,” Abel said, “what have our friends in 114 Broad been up to?”

	“Nothing, sir,” David said. “Absolutely nothing.”

	Abel sighed and shrugged his shoulders. “Keep an eye on them. I expect them to start causing trouble. And sooner rather than later.”

	David nodded his agreement.

	“All right, David,” Abel said. “Tell me, how smoothly will the acquisition of Subject H be?”

	Straightening up, as if reciting a lesson diligently studied, David began to speak.


Chapter 4: Information is Needed

	 

	“I think we can find it,” Alex said.

	The boy sat in his favorite spot by the hearth. Elaine was near him, a smile on her face as she watched Alex play with a pair of dice she had found for him from somewhere in the house.

	“I think so, too,” Joyce said after a moment. “My only concern is where we might find them, and who’s going to try and stop us?”

	“A valid point,” Marcus acknowledged. “I would like to ask Worthe for one book on the subject, but the man is far from stupid. I’m afraid he might catch wind of what we’re doing.”

	“I bet he doesn’t think we can,” Alex said, and there was a hard edge to his voice; one Marcus didn’t care for.

	With the murder of that woman, Jeannette, the hatred Alex felt for Worthe was always evident.

	“He might not believe we can,” Marcus said gently, “but it doesn’t mean he wouldn’t try and stop us from gaining too much ground with the idea.”

	They were silent for a short time before Joyce said, “I could try and guide us out. I know where the basic constellations are, but I really wouldn’t want to risk our lives by going the wrong way.”

	“No, I don’t want to either,” Marcus said. “We will have to try and discover which houses might have excellent libraries.”

	Alex rolled the dice between his legs, the wood clattering on the floor.

	“What about a kids’ book?” Alex asked.

	“What?” Marcus and Joyce said simultaneously.

	Alex grinned. “You know. A book for me. When I was in school, the library had all these, Discover Books. I could ask for a bunch. Sciency stuff. Dinosaurs and knights, spaceships and constellations. Even some comics. I mean, I’d like to read a lot of them. But maybe, if I asked for a lot, he’d give them to me.”

	“And if he inquired as to why,” Marcus mused, “then I could tell him I was teaching you. He knows I was a teacher.”

	“Hell,” Joyce said with a fierce grin, “we could even ask him for a gun. Tell him I want to teach Alex to shoot.”

	The three of them burst out laughing, and Elaine grinned. Warmth seemed to flood into the room, and Marcus thought about how exactly to ask for the books.

	 

	***

	 

	Timmy sat in the dark in his room, hating life.

	He picked up his boot and hurled it at the wall, where it thudded dully, adding another black mark to the already scuffed and abused drywall.

	Reaching down, he took hold of the other boot and prepared to throw it when a knock at his door stopped him.

	“That better be the damned Jager!” he snarled.

	“Timmy,” David said, “open the door.”

	Timmy threw the boot, stood up and walked over to the door. He opened it a crack, glared at David and looked the man up and down. “Jager?”

	“Timmy,” David said, and Timmy tried to close the door.

	But David thrust his foot into the gap between the door and the jamb, and he put a broad shoulder against the door. The faux-wood door creaked, and Timmy backed off.

	He walked wearily to his bunk and flopped onto it.

	“Didn’t want to break the door?” David asked.

	“Figured you wouldn’t replace it if I did,” Timmy replied.

	“I would,” David said. “Your pay would have been docked.”

	“Did you come here to be a complete pain?” Timmy asked, rolling onto his back and staring up at the ceiling. His nose still ached from the break, and his constant confinement to the compound during non-working hours rarely left him in a good mood.

	“No,” David said. “Listen, I wanted to thank you for talking to Glen for me.”

	Timmy paused, then nodded.

	“Also,” David continued, “the Boss feels badly about the situation that you’re in.”

	“It’s his damned rules,” Timmy snapped.

	“My rules,” David corrected in a sharp voice.

	Timmy bit back a reply.

	“That he agreed to,” David said. “They’re sound, and you know it. Now, will you let me finish?”

	“Yup,” Timmy said tightly.

	“Thanks. So, like I was saying, the Boss feels bad.” David waited for an interruption, but Timmy kept his mouth closed.

	“Good,” David said. “You’ve got the Jager on its way. On top of that, he’d like to try and set up something for you and this girl you’ve been seeing.”

	Timmy blinked, turned his head and said, “What?”

	David nodded.

	“Get you some time with her,” David continued.

	“Alone?” Timmy asked, sitting up.

	“Don’t push it, Timmy,” David said.

	Timmy frowned, but he listened. “All right. So, what hoops do I have to jump through?”

	“We’ll work that out,” David said. “I just wanted to give you a heads-up on it.”

	The man stood up and looked down at Timmy.

	“I know this is rough,” David said. “I do. But this is the gig.”

	“Sure it is,” Timmy said. He closed his eyes and said, “Just make sure the door’s closed, David.”

	As the door clicked into place a moment later, Timmy realized just how much he hated Professor Abel Worthe, and how he would enjoy destroying the man.


Chapter 5: Breaking and Entering

	 

	While Worthe hadn’t strictly forbidden Marcus from entering any of the other homes, Marcus felt as though Worthe no longer wanted him to supplement the materials already provided.

	Deliveries were made on a regular basis, and Marcus happily picked over them alone in the dark hours of the morning.

	But he suspected that there might be more in the houses.

	And death as well, Marcus reminded himself.

	He walked at a steady pace down the cobblestone road, focused on a tall and disturbingly thin, salt-box Victorian.

	Unlike most of the other houses in Worthe’s peculiar collection, the Victorian had not been returned to its former state of glory. The paint peeled from the wooden siding in long, grey strips, and most of the windows were covered by yellowed newspaper. Each shutter seemed to have been hung by a drunken one-armed man, and the roof was missing an unhealthy amount of shingles.

	Why would he keep it like this? Marcus wondered, pausing when he reached the worn and sagging porch steps. What’s inside that wants this house to remain this way?

	Marcus brushed the thoughts aside, climbed the stairs and was surprised to find the door locked. Gripping the doorknob tightly, he put his shoulder against the wood and pushed. For a moment, the door groaned, then it burst open. He stumbled in as the doorknob slipped out of his hand and the old door banged noisily off the wall. A cloud of plaster dust puffed out from a newly made hole, and bits of the plaster fell to the scratched and pitted hallway floor.

	Righting himself, Marcus glanced around and saw a narrow staircase leading up to the second floor.

	At the top of the stairs, the hallway appeared unnaturally dark, and Marcus gripped his iron chain tighter.

	Supplies, he reminded himself. And pay attention.

	Marcus walked slowly, conscious of the loud creaks and complaints of the wood beneath his boots. He stopped between a pair of doors, one on either side of the hallway. The door on the left stood open and revealed frayed blankets and a sprung mattress. Everything stank of iron, and a dark stain covered most of the floor and speckled the far wall.

	What happened here? Marcus wondered. He reached in, took the doorknob in hand and closed the door.

	With that done, he turned and looked into the room on the right.

	When he did, Marcus froze.

	An old woman sat on the floor, staring at him. It took a moment to understand she was dead, but it did little to ease his mind.

	The woman was naked and scarred, her mouth spread in a wide grin that revealed a mouthful of black and broken teeth. Great chunks of her grey hair were missing, and what Marcus first assumed were liver spots on her skin, were actually puncture wounds.

	Hundreds of them.

	Suddenly, he could smell fresh urine and sickness, and he knew it was the dead woman in front of him creating those odors.

	She looked at him, her left eye scarred and bloody. Silently, she scratched her chest with her right hand, and he saw the fingers were dangling by shreds of skin.

	The dead woman turned her head to the left, leaned forward and spat a massive glob of mucus and blood onto the floor. It lingered in Marcus’ sight for a moment before it faded.

	When it did so, the old woman let out a cackle that made him jump, which only made her laugh even more.

	There can be nothing in this house I can use, Marcus thought. He took a deep breath and prepared to step backward toward the door.

	The old woman turned her head to face him once again, cackled and said, “I like my dogs.”

	Before Marcus could respond, the old woman’s dogs appeared.

	They were a mongrel pack without a single breed he could recognize, but Marcus understood it didn’t matter.

	The holes in her body, the broken fingers, and the bloody eye told him everything he needed to know.

	Her dogs had murdered her.

	And then they had died in the house as well.

	They’re all still here, Marcus thought.

	And the dogs attacked.

	As the mongrels launched themselves toward him, Marcus used the chain as a whip, slashing at them. Their howls of pain and fury filled the house as he fought his way back. He was halfway to the door when the old woman appeared, crawling out on her hands and toes, matted hair swinging in her face.

	A babbling stream of incoherent curses and swears erupted from her mouth, and Marcus responded with the chain.

	Yet as she disappeared, the dogs reappeared, and he had to pause to beat them back. A heartbeat later, the old woman was back, galloping in her awkward stance.

	Marcus swung, missed her, and flung himself against the wall to avoid being run down by her. He recovered, snapped the chain out and caught her on the back, sending her vanishing into the darkness.

	The dead dogs howled as they barreled out of the room, and Marcus fled the house for the relative safety of the street.

	As he hurried down the steps, the chain clinking as he went, the dogs stopped at the threshold.

	The door closed through them with a heavy thud.

	Marcus was left standing in the center of the cobblestone street, breathing heavily and clutching his chain. He glanced down at it, smiled and shook his head.

	Did Jacob Marley ever battle the dead with his own chain, Mr. Dickens? Marcus wondered.

	Laughing at the absurdity of everything, Marcus decided that one chance was enough for the evening.

	With his head bent down against the cold, he returned home, resolute in his desire to be safe for the rest of the evening.


Chapter 6: Movement and Cessation

	 

	Luis finished his gum, took it out of his mouth and placed it in the foil wrapper. He folded it into a small square, then placed it into the breast pocket of his jacket. He performed the task mechanically. It was an old habit, one whose origins were lost in memory, and he assumed it was a painful one.

	Aren’t they all? he asked himself.

	No, Luis corrected. Not nearly all. Too much self-pity this morning.

	The apartment he stood in was occupied only by him and his gear. It was his turn for observation detail, and he took it in stride. Long hours and lots of silence.

	Different from childhood, that’s for sure, Luis thought. The memory of a cousin’s quinceanera burst over him, and he remembered the hundred or so people making merry.

	So loud, he thought with a wince. Too many voices.

	Luis shook his head to clear away the memory, and he fought back the fear that something had been irrevocably damaged when Subject B had injured him.

	Before he could conduct anymore self-reflection, movement at the target’s house caught his attention.

	Luis focused on the target, watched and waited.

	 

	***

	 

	Doug Kropp moved the world.

	It didn’t matter what the item was, Doug knew he could move it.

	He looked at the tall greenhouse and grinned back at the woman who wanted it moved.

	“Yeah,” he said, pausing to spit a stream of tobacco juice off to one side. “I can move that. Not a problem.”

	The woman, who looked like a scarecrow wanting to murder the farmer who had put her there, gave him a sharp nod.

	“How long?” she asked.

	“I’ve got the crew on standby,” he replied. “I could have them here in an hour, probably a day, day and a half to get the damned thing loaded.”

	“No damage.” It wasn’t a question.

	“’Course not,” Doug said. He grinned, spat again, and said, “Listen, I’m a professional.”

	Her face didn’t reveal any emotions. She didn’t grin or disagree.

	The woman merely looked at him.

	A chill danced along Doug’s spine and he realized, with sudden, vicious clarity, that the woman in front of him might be the most dangerous person he had ever stood with. Her eyes were flat, uninterested. As he looked at her, a terrible realization came to him.

	She’d just as soon kill me as look at me, he thought uncomfortably.

	I need the job, Doug thought, spitting again, although with less force and accuracy. Most of the brown tobacco juice landed on his work boots.

	“Call them,” she said finally. “I’ll wait and keep an eye on the move.”

	“Sure,” Doug said, his hand trembling as he took his phone out. “Yeah. Sounds good.”

	She turned and left him in a cold sweat. He watched her return to the small, mundane sedan she had arrived in.

	What the hell? he thought, facing the greenhouse. She didn’t even do anything! What the hell are you afraid of?

	But he knew the answer.

	The unspoken capacity of violence within her.

	Doug shook his head, dialed the number to get the crew moving, and hesitated before he spoke.

	Something flashed by in the greenhouse.

	Nothing, he thought angrily. You’re jumpy is all.

	And with that thought, he ignored the shape that looked vaguely like a boy in the shadows of the building.


Chapter 7: Lessons and Experiences

	 

	Alex rolled the dice against the wall, sitting in the cold attic with Elaine. She looked at him, a concerned expression on her face.

	It was an expression that asked, Are you feeling all right?

	Alex shrugged, shifted the dog-tags beneath his shirt and said, “I’m tired. But I’m worried, too.”

	She frowned.

	“I’m worried about Marcus and Joyce and everything else,” Alex said. “And, you know, I like it here, Elaine. It’s like having a room to myself. And Marcus and Joyce are great.”

	Elaine smiled at him.

	Alex rolled the dice again. “I hope Worthe gives us the books.”

	She smiled and tapped herself on the chest.

	“You’ll get the books?” he asked.

	Elaine nodded.

	“That might be dangerous,” Alex said. “What if they hurt you?”

	Elaine shrugged and winked as if to say, So? I’m already dead.

	 

	***

	 

	“Come on!” Doug yelled. “How long does it take to get around that?”

	Kara Rogers peeked around the corner of the building and snapped, “Shut your pie hole, Doug! I’m trying to secure it!”

	Doug rolled his eyes and shook his head.

	She’s got a hell of a mouth on her, he thought with disgust.

	“Get in the building, Kara,” he snapped. “Greg can work the outside of it.”

	Kara flipped him off as she stomped around the corner of the building towards Doug and the entrance.

	“Why me?” she asked, glancing at the old greenhouse. “Place is a deathtrap.”

	“You’re the best,” Doug replied grudgingly. “Which is why I pay you three dollars an hour more than everyone else. Now, please, get the hell inside the damned thing and secure the support wires.”

	Kara saluted him mockingly, gave him the finger again, and stormed into the greenhouse.

	Whatever, Doug thought. As long as it gets done.

	He walked towards the far end of the greenhouse, saw Greg fumbling with a harness and asked angrily, “What in the absolute hell are you doing?”

	“Trying to get this done,” Greg said, but before he could speak again, Kara interrupted him.

	“Doug!” she called, a note of urgency in her voice. “Better get in here!

	What now? he asked himself, rolling his eyes.

	Pointing at the harness, Doug said, “Sort that out, Greg.”

	Without waiting for a response, Doug walked back and into the greenhouse.

	He found Kara close to the back, and she wasn’t alone.

	A teenager stood with her.

	Is he lost? Damned kid looks like he’s from one of those stupid PBS shows, Doug thought. He spat on the floor and said, “What’s going on?”

	“Don’t know,” Kara said, keeping an eye on the stranger. “I was just here, getting the supports ready, when this kid turned up.”

	“How’d you get in here, kid?” Doug asked.

	The teen smiled at them both. In his hands, Doug noticed, the stranger held a clay pot.

	“I’ve always been in here,” the teen replied. “It’s my favorite place to be.”

	Kara raised an eyebrow and Doug shrugged.

	“Listen, kid,” Doug said. “We have to move this house, so you need to go home now, or wherever it is you live.”

	“I’m staying with the greenhouse,” the teen said, his smile growing larger. “I’m going to travel and see new sights again.”

	“Sure you are,” Doug said, sighing. “We’ll have to put this on hold for a minute while I talk with the client.”

	Kara nodded.

	Doug started to walk away, but stopped when the teen asked Kara, “Are you a mother?”

	“Huh?” Kara asked. “Um, yeah. Why?”

	“Children are wonderful,” the boy said. But then he added wistfully, “Mothers, though, they are the finest of our flowers, are they not?”

	Doug kept his eye on the boy and dialed the number for Jane.

	The phone rang once, then the battery died.

	What the hell? Doug thought.

	“I had found a pair of delicate flowers recently,” the boy continued, and Doug shook his head.

	The teen seemed to be fading in and out in the twisted sunlight that came through the old glass.

	“I love my flowers,” the boy said sadly. “It is a pity that I am so rarely afforded the opportunity to harvest them. Perhaps sooner, rather than later, I shall be able to cut myself another blossom. What do you think, miss? Do you think I might have that opportunity?”

	“Um, sure, kid,” Kara said.

	The boy lunged at Kara, and she stiffened.

	Horrified and too stunned to move, Doug watched as the boy’s hand disappeared into Kara’s chest, and the woman screamed.

	 

	***

	 

	The scream ripped Jane out of the new Jack Reacher novel and propelled her out of the car. Her pistol was in her hand and she was moving with a speed that would have surprised anyone who didn’t train with her.

	Jane raced across the short distance, cutting through the side yard and angling towards the greenhouse. She heard the deep voices of men shouting, some panicking. The alarming scream rose an octave higher, then stopped abruptly.

	The men continued to shout and yell. One ran out of the greenhouse, his face pale and his eyes wide.

	Without pausing, Jane reached into her pocket, removed her phone and sent the pre-programmed text to turn on the cell-phone jamming device in her car.

	Returning the phone to her pocket, Jane entered the building and caught sight of Doug.

	He stood near the back of the building, his expression one of terror, his mouth slightly agape, tobacco juice staining his lips.

	Jane came to a stop beside the man and saw the reason for the panic.

	A female worker lay with her back on the floor, her chest torn open, the shreds of her shirt and sweatshirt soaked with blood.

	Her heart, Jane noticed, was missing.

	“What do we do?” Doug whispered.

	“Finish loading the greenhouse,” Jane said.

	The man looked at her with a mixed expression of horror and loathing.

	“She’s dead,” Jane stated. “She will not get any less or more dead while you finish loading the house. I’ve already called the authorities. They’ll take care of the situation. Until then, you’re not disturbing the crime scene by moving the house. You’re just putting it on the flatbed and earning another hundred thousand dollars.”

	Doug blinked, shook his head, and said, “What?”

	“This has been a tragedy,” Jane continued. “My employer is going to compensate you for the trauma of having witnessed an event such as this, and he will be paying for the funeral of your employee. And, once we’ve identified her family, they will be well taken care of.”

	“Okay,” Doug said, but he still didn’t move. His eyes were slightly glazed.

	Shock, Jane thought.

	She holstered her weapon and said, “Doug, get your people in gear. This needs to be done.”

	“Um, sure, okay,” Doug said, and he walked away in a stupor.

	Jane watched him for a moment, then she walked back to her car to wait.

	When she looked at the jamming equipment, she saw a pair of green, LED lights flashing.

	The signal had been received and relayed.

	A clean-up crew would arrive within the hour, and the funeral pyre at the compound would burn for days.


Chapter 8: Good Days and Better Nights

	 

	Lisa Dillon felt matronly.

	Two dozen homemade chocolate chip cookies cooled on their racks. A loaf of banana bread was in the oven, and the house was warm and cheerful.

	Beyond the glass of the windows, the world was cold, a brutal north wind rushing down from the Canadian border and blasting the Eastern coast of the US.

	A bright, orange plow rumbled by, snow cascading off the steel and forming long rows on the side of the road. Several of her neighbors’ houses were lit with Christmas lights, but it was still too close to Thanksgiving for Lisa to want Christmas decorations out.

	They’re in all the stores, she thought, walking back to the kitchen to check on the bread. Like a damned virus, infecting us all.

	She removed the bread from the oven, used a long skewer to check the center of the loaf, and was pleased to see it was done.

	So nice, she thought. Everyone will be happy tonight. A definite improvement over most days.

	The house phone rang and Lisa frowned as she walked over to it.

	A heartbeat later, the expression was replaced with one of concern. The number on the caller ID was for her son’s school.

	Fighting back worry, Lisa picked up the phone and calmly said, “Hello.”

	“Mrs. Dillon?” a gentleman asked.

	“Yes,” she said. “This is Mrs. Dillon. What can I do for you?”

	“Mrs. Dillon, I’m Doctor Scott Barbour, interim principal for Edward’s Elementary,” the man said. “I was wondering if you could come down and pick up Philip. He seems to be causing a disturbance in class today, and we think it would be best if he went home for the rest of the day.”

	“Yes,” Lisa said, keeping her voice neutral. “That’s fine. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.”

	“Excellent,” Dr. Barbour said. “I look forward to meeting you.”

	She exchanged goodbyes with the man, hung up, and hastily got ready to leave. A wave of sadness and grief washed over her.

	It’s been months since his last outburst, Lisa thought, getting into her caravan and starting the engine. What triggered it?

	Shaking her head, Lisa backed out of the driveway, and headed toward Edward’s Elementary.

	 

	***

	 

	“Eyes on target.”

	“Copy, eyes on target,” Luis said. He turned the corner in the orange plow and headed back toward the target’s home.

	He saw the target’s Dodge Caravan traveling cautiously along the narrow road, the lights on and the vehicle traveling at a safe speed.

	“Target is close to contact point,” Luis said.

	“Copy, target sighted. Contact in less than twenty.”

	The plow rumbled up to a stop sign and waited as the caravan did the same.

	From an open garage, a pickup truck raced out, slamming into the side of the target’s vehicle. The caravan’s horn blared and the target opened the driver’s side door.

	But before she could get more than a step out, Luis was beside her.

	“Are you all right?” he asked.

	“I think so,” she said. “What happened?”

	“A bad driver,” Luis said, and injected her with a sedative.

	Another member of the team helped to load the target into the cramped interior of the plow, while two more loaded a body double into the caravan.

	Within moments, Luis was driving away, and the caravan was burning brightly behind them.


Chapter 9: A Meeting with the Warden

	 

	Marcus stood outside of 114 Broad, smoking his pipe and enjoying the morning. The gate to the Village opened and he glanced over at it.

	A large, black suburban rumbled down the central street, and came to a stop in front of Marcus.

	The driver’s side door opened and a black-clad guard stepped out, went to the back door and opened it.

	“Hello!” Worthe said from the interior. “How are you on this fine, brisk morning?”

	“We are fine, considering the circumstances,” Marcus replied. From the corner of his eye, he noticed the increased presence of guards along the perimeter of the fence. There was a man beside Worthe as well, a pistol at the ready.

	“Yes, as I’ve said before, the circumstances are always interesting here,” Worthe said. “Speaking of which, I’d like to talk to you about Oskar.”

	Marcus’ mouth went dry at the mention of the hammer-wielding ghost. “What of him?”

	The humor faded from Worthe’s voice as he said, “I want to know who helped you.”

	“Only Alex helped me,” Marcus replied. “I don’t know what you expect to change by having this discussion again.”

	Worthe frowned.

	“Subject D, yes, I had forgotten his name.” Worthe shook his head. “No, outside of the Village. Again, Subject B, I must ask you who helped you with the explosive?”

	“The woman you killed,” Marcus said coldly. “Jeannette. She left the explosive in the house. With the text to dial.”

	“What phone did you use, then, to trigger the bomb?” Worthe’s voice carried a note of frustration.

	“The one that was on it,” Marcus replied. “I assumed that was how it would work, and it did.”

	“Do you know how an IED works, Subject B?” Worthe asked coldly.

	“I cannot say I know much about them,” Marcus said, matching the man’s tone. “I was pleased with the result. Quite pleased.”

	Abel nodded.

	“Yes, yes, I’m sure you were,” Worthe said. The man sighed and relaxed slightly. “Well, thank you for your time. I did receive your request for the books, and I will see what can be done.”

	Worthe nodded and the guard closed the door. In silence, the man returned to the cab, put the vehicle in gear, and they left.

	Marcus watched the vehicle for a moment, then retreated into the house.

	“What the hell was that about?” Joyce asked, anger in her voice and on her face.

	Briefly, Marcus explained it to her, and when he reached the part about the explosive, she held up her hand.

	“Stop.” She shook her head. “I don’t remember any of the details about the conversation concerning the explosive.”

	“Trauma,” Marcus said.

	She frowned. “What I mean, smart guy, is that I want you to tell me everything about the explosive.”

	“Ah,” Marcus said, nodding.

	“So, I’m listening,” Joyce said. “Tell me everything.”

	Above them, Alex rolled his dice, and Marcus told Joyce all he remembered about the incident.

	By the time he finished, she was shaking her head.

	“Marcus,” Joyce said. “That’s not how they work. The improvised explosives. You can’t send the text. Well, I suppose you could, but it seems like this woman, Jeannette, was smart enough not to let that be an option.”

	When she saw Marcus’ questioning expression, Joyce grinned and said, “You’d blow yourself up.”

	“Yes, that would make sense,” he admitted.

	Then he frowned. “He thinks someone helped me.”

	“No,” Joyce corrected, “he knows someone helped you. I doubt that Worthe came to speak with you a second time about it before exhausting everything that he could.”

	“But who would help us?” Marcus rubbed at his chin. “How would they even know?”

	“Maybe Jeannette told the helper,” Joyce offered up.

	“That would make sense,” Marcus muttered, “but it doesn’t feel right.”

	“Whether it feels right or not, it’s the only option right now,” Joyce said.

	Marcus shook his head. “Don’t change your expression. Don’t look toward the camera. But there may be another option. What if one of his own people is planning to betray him?”

	A muscle along Joyce’s jaw twitched, but she didn’t betray any surprise.

	“When I first arrived,” Marcus said. “There was someone who helped me. A stranger. It was a series of little things. Pipe tobacco and such. Until Worthe decided to afford me such pleasantries.”

	“You think it could be the same person?” she asked.

	“I don’t see why not,” Marcus replied. Then, sighing, he said, “But I don’t believe we should belabor the point right now. Let’s check on Alex and then consider which houses might be the best bet for the books we want.”

	“All right,” Joyce said, and she got to her feet. Pain still flashed across her face, but it seemed more manageable than in the past.

	“Are you doing better?” he asked.

	“Define better,” Joyce said, grinning. “But no, seriously, I’m doing all right. A little bit better each day. I try to stretch it. I don’t want to be a burden when it’s time to go.”

	“You won’t be,” Marcus said.

	“How do you know?”

	A glance at her showed the smile was gone.

	The younger woman was earnest in her question.

	“Because, Joyce,” Marcus said, stepping forward and putting his arm around her shoulders. “We are in this together. Like the fabled three musketeers. All for one, and one for all.”

	“Don’t they all die?” Joyce asked.

	“No,” Marcus chuckled. “They do not.”

	“Huh,” she said. “I always thought they did.”

	“Joyce, did you ever read any of the books in your English classes?” Marcus asked her as they walked toward the kitchen.

	“Not if I could help it,” she replied.

	“Oh, Joyce,” he said in a mockingly tearful voice, “you cut me to the quick.”

	“If that means, ‘Do you want some more coffee?’ then yes, Marcus, I would love some more,” she
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