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Chapter 1 – Crane

I rode my mare through the twilight on a
road that was all too familiar to me. The shadows of the forest
swallowed the world as darkness rolled in to claim everything. It
seemed like the woods had gone silent, holding its breath in
anticipation of the horrors that were sure to come.

Word had reached me after I had taken
down a coven of dark witches in Salem. The reports couldn't be
true, but something deep down inside always knew he'd be back. My
father may have stopped him, but he had never found who had
summoned him from hell to terrorize the Hollow. Whoever had
commanded him had never been discovered.

After father defeated him at the old
covered bridge which led into the Hollow, the summoner never
revealed themselves nor their motivations. And now... the Horseman
has returned. Now it was my turn to face the specter of death that
ruled the nights here. Like father like daughter.

Had it truly been fifteen years since I
last set foot in Sleepy Hollow?

The last vestiges of the day lost their
tenacious hold on the night as the moon shone through the gathering
storm clouds. Like a pale crescent in the sky, it cast a silver
glow across the rippling surface of the Pocantico. The small river
paralleled the worn dirt road which was little more than the two
worn ruts left from wagons traveling the old trail to the
Hollow.

I slowed my midnight black mare as I
rounded the bend which revealed the old wooden bridge that spanned
the slow moving water. It appeared as ancient as ever to my
road-weary eyes. The scissored timbers supported the cedar roof
above them, protecting the deck from the elements. This was the
horseman's downfall. Father had the specter trapped between him and
the bridge, as evil cannot cross over running water.

I had snuck out of the room above the
livery barn which we had been staying at while my father
investigated the happenings in the small village.

My hand drifted lazily to his blade at my
hip, the blade blessed by an Italian Cardinal in Boston.

I had watched my father wield the blade
against the spirit of the headless Hessian soldier who rode the
dark hell horse. They battled for nearly an hour until the single
bell peal rang out at midnight from the steeple of the church. The
resonating note echoed through the Hollow. Father kept the wraith
from returning to his hidden grave after the witching hour.

When the Horseman hesitated at that sound
which signaled the end of his nightly ride, weakening his dark
power, Father took the distraction to plunge his blade into the
chest of his foe. It somehow screeched out in rage and pain though
it possessed no mouth to do so. It's hell horse staggered back,
stumbled, and caught itself from falling down the bank and into the
flowing river below.

In the process, the Horseman had tumbled
off the saddle and into the Pocantico. The moving water undid the
evil binding of the summoning, and the lifeless corpse was then
washed away, never to be seen again.

Until now.

I exhaled then pulled my heavy riding
cape closer around me as I descended down into the hollow toward
the old structure spanning the water. The chill air, fogging at my
breath, revealed the temperature change which foretold the approach
of the coming rain.

The sound of my horse's shod hooves on
the wooden deck of the bridge sounded too loud, echoing through the
first wisps of a low lying fog rising from the river. It was as if
the bridge sought to reach out and warn the specter that a Crane
had come to challenge it yet again.

As I reached the opposite bank, I saw the
people of the Hollow shuttering their windows, knowing the Horseman
ruled the forest between sundown and the witching hour.

I rode slowly down the lane which ran the
length of the village, clusters of buildings on either side. Vicar
Jackson stood in the doorway of the little white steepled church
which backed into the hillside beyond its gated grounds. Everyone
treated the vicar as the de facto leader of the Hollow, a man of
God.

As I approached, I smiled at the scowl on
his face. The old man hadn't changed much. His hair was whiter and
was now but a halo around his scalp instead of the semi full head
of white, wispy hair he had the last time I saw him. He seemed to
have cultivated even more wrinkles upon his face, which only seemed
to deepen his scowl. That must have come in handy during his
sermons to the God-fearing residents of the village.

I didn't see any recognition in his eyes
as I pulled up to the hitching post by the trough in front of the
wrought iron fence around the church with the cemetery tucked in
behind it.

I dismounted and just let the reins
dangle loosely, Tirza wouldn't stray, she was smarter than any
horse I have ever met. She simply lowered her head to drink from
the trough as I went about my business.

I slid my black riding gloves off and
tucked them into my sword belt, then turned to the vicar. I strode
up to him and his scowl deepened while the Vicar looked me up and
down. He asked in a voice which dripped disapproval, “Are you the
Cardinal's hunter?”

I could see his disdain over the fact I
was what he regarded as but a woman, and not wearing a dress as was
proper in his eyes. It is difficult to dispatch those who embrace
Satan whilst wearing a dress.

I tried not to smile over the fact that
the man truly hadn't recognized me. Well, I supposed that I could
not blame the man, I had been only a gangly thirteen-year-old girl
the last time he had laid eyes upon me. I offered my hand and said,
“Yes, Vicar Jackson. Imelda Crane.”

It took a moment for his eyebrows to drop
from where they had tried to raise to the top of his head as he
shook my offered hand. He stuttered out in shock, “I-Ichabod's
little girl?”

I smiled at the old coot and nodded. Then
the scowl returned to the Vicar’s face as he looked me up and down
again. “You're a hunter? But you're...” His voice trailed off.

I cocked an eyebrow and asked, “A girl?
It's good to see you are still in command of all of your faculties,
Vicar. It's 1791 man. We approach a new century, a woman can be
anything she puts her mind to.” My hands went to my hips, I brushed
back my riding cape, and I drew my twin balanced daggers and spun
them in a complex pattern in my hands before I re-sheathed them
without ever looking away from the man.

This succeeded in coaxing the smirk from
the man that I remembered. He shook his head in disbelief then
said, “You are your father's daughter.” He froze then said rapidly,
“My condolences. I heard of Ichabod's fall five years back.”

I shook my head, attempting not to feel
the loss all over again, and with a bravado, I didn't feel I said,
“He died in the service of the church, protecting the people of
this new country of ours, these United States. He faced the evils
that others could not. Now I stand in his stead.”

He regarded me for a moment then just
gave a knowing nod. I asked, “Where can we talk? I need to know
what has been happening and if it truly is the...”

He nodded and finished for me in a voice
only a man of God can muster when speaking of a vile evil, “The
Horseman.” He nudged his chin toward the bridge. I looked toward
the rise above the river at a clearing in the forest and could see
the red eyes of a hell horse glowing in the darkness.

I could just make out the hazy outline of
the steed and its rider as the fog crept ever higher up into the
hills. The sight caused my blood to run cold in my veins. I
couldn't quite see him clearly, but I knew it was him, holding
siege to the Hollow once again. Nobody would be able to cross the
bridge without enduring his wrath between nightfall and the
witching hour.

I exhaled a shaky breath as my hand
drifted to the pommel of my father's blade again. I steeled myself
and nodded. Then said with more confidence than I was feeling after
seeing my personal boogeyman again, I turned my head back to the
vicar, “Right then, let's get to it then shall we?”

He moved his eyes from the rise and back
to me, and his eyebrows rose again as he seemed to reappraise me.
He gave a half-hearted smile and offered, “Let's go to Jefferson's.
Hank was the first to see the specter again. The smithy, Brandon
Watts, had gone out that night and never returned. We found his
head laying at the approach to the bridge the next morning, and his
body up on the ridge. God rest his soul and save him from eternal
damnation.”

I nodded, then followed the man down the
lane toward the Jefferson's little two-room inn that doubled as an
eatery and tavern. I absently wondered if Dorothy Jefferson still
lived in the village. We used to be holy terrors in the hollow
during the year my father hunted the Horseman here. Two peas in a
pod.

We, and her little sister Mary followed
her brother Hank around all the time, getting into mischief.

I glanced at the livery as we passed it.
It had been my home for the better part of a year as father
investigated the Horseman and ultimately sent the specter to its
demise. I exhaled wearily. If only we had been able to recover and
burn the corpse, the hell-spawned mockery of a man wouldn't have
been re-summoned to terrorize the people here I had grown to
love.

It still sickened and saddened me to know
that one of the people here, whom father and I had called friends,
was communing with Satan and directing the Horseman's wrath.

Vicar Jackson knocked me out of my
musings by laying a hand on my shoulder and said, “We've made the
room above the stables available to you while you investigate. I'll
have your horse moved to the stable.” I looked at him and the
livery again and nodded with a reminiscent smile.

Everything looked the same to my eyes as
if time had forgotten to progress here in Sleepy Hollow.

We stepped up to Jefferson's with its
thatched roof, the only building in the village which didn't
possess a cedar shingled roof. I could already hear the sound of
people talking and a muted fiddle playing. Inside were the people
who dared to be out when the Horseman rode just on the other side
of the river.

Jackson reached out and pulled open the
heavy timber door, sending light and sound pouring out from inside
to greet us. All of that sound ceased, and the fiddle music came to
a hesitant stop as we stepped in. All eyes were flickering between
the man of God and myself.

The vicar chuckled, just low enough for
me to hear, “Welcome home, Imelda.”


Chapter 2 – Investigation

I glanced around to the nine or ten
people staring at us with quizzical looks on their faces. All but
one were familiar to me. Including a couple who were naught but
teenage children when I last saw them. I saw no recognition in
their eyes.

The vicar spoke loudly with the tiniest
hint of an Irish accent which seemed to sneak out whenever he was
upset or bringing to bear a sermon of condemnation. “Have none of
you ever seen a hunter before? Now go about your business.”

There were some murmurs exchanged, then
the fiddler, old man Jasper, started up again. Everyone slowly
turned back to their drink, one eye still upon us.

A woman I would know, even if I had lost
most of my senses, stepped out of the kitchen with a tray of drinks
and some sort of stew in a bowl. She glanced toward the door and
froze. I saw instant recognition on her face as she placed the tray
down on the nearest table and covered her mouth in surprise.

By all that was holy, Dorothy had grown
from a pretty young girl into a beauty unmatched. Her blue eyes
burned under her flowing auburn hair. A smile twitched at the
corner of her mouth as she dropped her hand away and asked,
“Imelda? Imelda Crane?”

I blushed and looked down at my hands,
then back at her, and said as my voice almost cracked, “Hello,
Dot.”

She strode past the other tables, hiking
her skirts, slapping a man's groping hand away in her wake, and
without hesitation I found myself constricted in a tight embrace.
My smile threatened to split my face, and I returned her hug. I
caught the scent of lavender and ale that sent me tumbling into
memory so private, I have never shared it with anyone.

Dot had not only been my best friend
during my stay here in the Hollow, but she was... more to me. I
couldn't imagine ever being closer to another person in my life.
One autumn day, we were out collecting leaves to press into a book.
We had sat upon a log and spoke about Hank's new girl, the potter's
daughter Abigail, and how sweet romance was.

She had cocked her head at me and then
silently offered her pinky to me. I had smiled bashfully, not
understanding the look on her face. The look which I would blindly
follow into any mischief even today. I hooked my pinky with hers,
and then she surprised me and leaned in to give me a gentle,
lingering kiss on the lips.

My first kiss. It was from a girl, but
that held no sway over me because it was from Dorothy. We never
spoke of the kiss after that day, but I always felt warm and
bashful around her after that. We only became closer.

The one regret I had after father
vanquished the Horseman, was that we left Sleepy Hollow soon after,
and I had to say goodbye to the girl whom I was pretty sure held my
heart.

She released me and my thoughts snapped
back to the present. I felt that same bashfulness I was sure I had
outgrown. She smiled widely at me and asked, “What brings you to
our little slice of hell, lady?”

The vicar cleared his throat, and she
quickly amended, placing both hands behind her back, “Begging your
pardon, Mister Jackson.”

His scowl turned into a smile as he
rolled his eyes then prompted, “Miss Crane is the hunter we were
expecting. We need to speak with Hank.”

Her eyes widened for a moment then
settled in understanding. I could see her sadness and understanding
that I took on father's calling after his death. She nodded. “Of
course. Have a seat, and I'll fetch him and some food and drink.
You must be ravenous after the long ride from Salem.”

I hid a smile, she hadn't been as
surprised as she had looked, now had she been?

The Vicar held up a finger to say
something, but she shook her head with a knowing smirk on her lips,
“A snifter of brandy for you, of course, Vicar.”

The man smiled back at her, and she shot
me an amused wink before dashing back toward the back, hiking her
skirts.

She grabbed the tray she had placed aside
and brought it with her, getting shouts of complaint from the
patrons. She looked back before disappearing through the doorway.
“Oh shush, the whole lot of ya. You'll get your drink. You can
plainly see that we have a guest amongst us.”

I watched her disappear through the
doorway and held back a self-reprimanding sigh. I had wanted so
many times to come back to the Hollow to see her after I came into
adulthood. I could face specters and witches, but it terrified me
to think of returning to Sleepy Hollow for her, only to find her
happily married. I felt the corner of my lip twitch, as I saw no
ring on her finger.

“Miss Crane?”

Oh. I glanced back at the vicar, he was
holding a chair for me. I smiled at him and sat. “Thank you, Mister
Jackson.”

Before long, Dot was heading our way with
a tray. She set it down and her eyes never leaving mine said toward
the vicar, “Hank will be out in a moment.” She still had the
ability to hold me captive with those deep pools of azure radiance
which seemed to dance before my very eyes.

When she seemed satisfied with her
perusal of me, she said, “You look well, Imelda. The years have
treated you as such? Excepting the news of your father, God rest
his soul.”

I looked down at the plate of food she
slid in front of me on one of the wooden platters turned by Elion,
the woodcrafter down the lane. His turnings were easily
recognizable with the checkerboard pattern of hardwoods.

I nodded, not daring to look up at her as
I said quietly, “Good. I've been good.” I finally looked at her and
said in earnest, “You're looking well.” Then added quickly, “Dot,
I've been meaning to come. I've just...”

She stopped me with a hand on my arm,
squeezing with just enough pressure to reassure and her voice
softened. “I know. If I ever got out of the Hollow, I'd not look
back either.” That almost stung. I did look back... I was just
afraid she wouldn't have felt what I had. We had just been children
for God's sake, it was most likely just an innocent kiss between
friends to her.

I wanted to say something to her,
anything to let her know it was the Hollow I left, not her when her
brother stepped up to the table. The vicar set down his snifter of
brandy he had been savoring and said as he moved a palm toward me,
“Ah, good. Hank, please join us. I'm sure you remember...”

The mischievous older brother of Dot had
certainly grown into manhood, with rakishly handsome looks. The
ring on his finger made me smile, he must have married Abigail
after all. They would make beautiful children. I wondered if they
had any.

He interrupted as he yanked me up out of
the chair and into a hug. Then the lout ruffled my hair like he had
done when I was a young girl. “Imelda Crane. As I live and breathe.
Dotty said you were out here, but I didn't believe her until I saw
you myself.”

The vicar cleared his throat. “Hank,
please release the hunter. We have some questions for you about the
Horseman.”

I was able to struggle out of the
headlock I found myself in when Hank paused at that. He said, “Of
course.” Then he sat down heavily, all the playful fun leaving the
man. It was replaced with a nervous fear I was all too familiar
with as I have had to deal with good people being haunted by vile
things.

Dot winked and moved on to the other
tables to run drinks to the restless residents.

Hank attempted some lighthearted banter,
“A hunter? You have some large boots to fill.”

Did everyone know about father? He fell
to the very coven I had vanquished before coming here. Five years
back, on All Hollows Eve. He had prevented the sacrifice of
thirteen women and children in a dark ritual, killing part of the
coven and interrupting the casting. He succumbed to his wounds the
following night, after reuniting the victims with their
families.

I had been there the five years later on
the next Blood Moon, patiently waiting, and I took them all as they
prepared for another dark ritual. Father had taught me that much of
the devil's work relies upon ritual. If you determine the
constraints of those rituals, then you can predict when and where
to best strike at the heart of your enemy. It has been the downfall
of mystical and spiritual evil practitioners for centuries.

I had dispatched three of their coven
before they even knew I was there, moving between the trees as they
constructed their witch circle. I hesitated when I had my blade at
the throat of the coven leader when she begged mercy. Mercy? I was
still an agent of the righteous and could not kill in cold blood
when my enemy lay at my feet.

I had relaxed, and she tried to attack
when I removed my blade from her neck. I had anticipated that and
buried my other blade deep into her heart from the side. I
whispered into her ear as I lowered her body to the ground, “I give
you mercy, though God may not.”

I refocussed to the conversation at hand
and nodded at the man. Yes, I had some big boots to fill. Father
was larger than life, and he showed me that there is no greater
calling a man can rise to than to give everything to protect those
who cannot protect themselves.

“Vicar Jackson has shared with me that
you were the first to witness the Horseman's return?” He nodded
hesitantly, apparently haunted by the memory. I kept him on task,
“What can you tell me?”

He looked at his sister who nodded, and
then he turned his attention to his hands clasped on the table. I
could see him digging into memory. “I had never seen him the first
time when you and Ichabod came to the Hollow. To me, he was the
boogeyman, the specter of a Hessian soldier that the village spoke
of, and hid us all away at night to protect us from the evil. He
was only a concept to me.”

I nodded understanding, children are
very... innocent. Concepts like mortality and death seem like these
vague horrors that the adults speak of but never touch them until
reality forces it upon them. At thirteen I had seen more horrors
than most see in three lifetimes, but I knew they could not hurt
me. Father stood between us, and he was fierce, unstoppable because
he fought for the weak.

I never thought he could fall, even as I
matured and I followed in his footsteps... until the night he did.
I think I have been faced with my own mortality for the first time
that day, and every day since. The great shield which stood before
me had crumbled.

So back then, I had not learned the fear
I should have possessed, and I would sneak out often to watch as
father time after time as he vanquished evil. So I had seen the
Horseman before, and he was terrifying.

Hank voiced that next. “I mean, I had
heard the stories from all the adults back then, but the vile
specter which I witnessed across the bridge a few weeks back had
chilled me to the very bone.”

He shivered and leaned in. “Though he
possessed no head, no eyes, he just sat aloof on his devil stallion
and just stared at me. When I had finally gathered my wits and
turned to raise the alarm, he was gone when I looked back.”

He whispered to us all, “I could feel it.
The evil. It rolled off the soulless demon like a fog that felt as
if it wanted to tug away my very life. It was a creature from the
very depths of hell itself.”

The vicar nodded. He had seen the
Horseman on may occasions and he relied upon prayer and the natural
barrier of the moving water of the river to keep the people of
Sleepy Hollow safe.

I hadn't the heart to tell the man that
prayer was useless against this type of summoning.

We all knew like father had back then.
That now, once the river froze over in another few weeks, it would
be no obstacle for the wraith anymore, and the Horseman would run
unchallenged through the streets of Sleepy Hollow...
indiscriminately taking the heads of any unfortunate enough to face
his blade.

That is why evil coveted winter, it
brought down all natural barriers and allowed the impure to migrate
to lands they could not set foot upon during the milder months.

I nodded and then asked, “Was it just you
who saw him that first night? What about Gus, Mary, or Dot?”

He hesitated a moment searching my eyes,
then his went slightly wider as he asked, “Oh... you didn't know?
Pa died a couple months back. Smallpox.”

I blinked. Cantankerous old Gusterson
Jefferson was dead? My heart started aching again in sympathy for
the man and his sisters. Why hadn't Dot said anything? Well, I
guess that isn't a topic starter, “Hi Imelda, Pa died a bit ago,
how are you?”

I knew the pain and the hole in their
lives that they had to fill, I still hadn't fully come to terms
with my own father's death, and theirs was relatively recent. “Oh
Hank, I'm so sorry.”

He brushed it off trying to act aloof.
“He was a mean and cranky old man. I'm sure he's raising hell
wherever he moved on to.”

I looked around and asked, “The Inn?

He shrugged. “Dorothy and I run her now.
Mary helps out from time to time.” I smiled, remembering the little
girl in her little sack dresses. She had been only four back then,
and she followed Dot and me everywhere.

I asked in earnest, “She'd be what?
Nineteen now? How is she?”

He exchanged a look with the vicar then
said in a strained voice, “Not good. She recently found out about
how mother died. We don't know who spoke of the Hollow's shame to
her, but she's been a little... unhinged since father died.”

Vicar Jackson patted his hand. “She'll
come around.”

Hank nodded then looked at me. “So
Imelda, I see no ring.”

I socked his shoulder, and he mimed pain.
“What? Can a woman not be respectable lest she is wed? I've had
more pressing matters to attend, the Horseman is part of that
lot.”

He smiled smugly at being able to ruffle
me. I socked him again, harder. He rubbed his shoulder, “Ow. You
don't hit like a woman.”

I rolled my eyes but couldn't help but
smile. Then I asked, “When you saw him, did you see anything else
out of place? Anyone else about? Where exactly were you?”

He shook his head. “No, I was alone,
heading home from the Inn, close to the witching hour, when I heard
a horse at the bridge. It was foggy so I couldn't make the figure
out and I didn't know why they didn't just cross over into
town.”

He exhaled and pursed his lips a moment
then said, locking eyes with me, “I went to investigate, to see if
he required aid. When I reached the bridge, I could make him out.
It was the Horseman. I swear he was looking right at me. I froze,
and he just sat on that damned horse looking my way with that void
atop his shoulders.”

He looked away and to the windows. “It
wasn't until the spirit reached up to absently touch his shoulder
that I snapped out of it and ran for the church to rouse the Vicar,
to raise the alarm.”

He looked down at his hands. “It was
minutes till witching hour when we returned to the bridge. That
unnatural fog had rolled in so thick that we couldn't make out our
own hands in front of our face.”

Then Jackson finished for him, “We
retired, knowing the witching hour would send the apparition back
to its resting spot. We found Brandon the next morning. He must
have stumbled upon the Horseman on his way back to town from
shodding horses down the next village.”

Hank sounded mad. “I know the head had
not been laying there when I had gazed upon the Horseman, so it
happened in the minutes before I could bring back Vicar Jackson. If
only he had been a half hour later, he would still be alive as the
Horseman would have been at rest.”

The man blamed himself. I reached over
and laid a hand on his arm. “There was nothing you could have
done.”

He exhaled loudly then straightened and
stood. “Doesn't feel that way.”

I asked before he departed, “There was
nothing else?”

He shook his head and said, “That was
it.” Then he added with a sad smile, “It's good to see you again
Imelda, I'd better get back to the kitchen.”

I nodded and then turned to the vicar.
“I'll head out to the bridge to look around before I retire.”

He nodded and stood. “Finish your meal,
try not to be foolish. Wait until after the witching hour to
investigate.”

I gave the man a crooked smile and held
up my tankard of ale. “I'll try.”

He rolled his eyes at me and chuckled,
then made his way for the door. I turned back to the plate and
wolfed down the food. I didn't taste it as my eyes were on Dot as
she moved about the room, filling glasses and cleaning tables. She
would glance up from time to time with that beguiling look of hers
I remember so fondly.

She finally put me out of my misery and
flopped down bonelessly into the chair across from me. I blushed
and looked down at my plate. “I'm sorry to hear about Gus.”

She nodded sadly and said, “There's
nothing to be done about it when it's your time.” I nodded in
agreement, and we sat there in silent camaraderie.

Then she reached over and laid a hot hand
on mine and said, “I'll stop by after closing and we can talk.”

My heart was racing from our contact, and
I nodded shyly. I sputtered as she stood, “I missed you.”

She cocked her head cutely and smiled a
knowing smile as she said, “I missed you too Im.”

I watched her walk back into the kitchen,
then smiled and stood. It was time to get to work. I strode out of
Jefferson's and headed across the lane and down toward the bridge.
I could feel him somewhere out there and wondered what brought him
back.


Chapter 3 – Revelations

As I walked to the bridge, rain began to
fall, it was bone chilling, and I wrapped my cape tighter around
myself as I thought of what Hank had shared about Mary. That was
almost heartbreaking itself, as she had been such a sweet little
girl.

I wondered who had told her of the
Hollow's shame. After everything that happened with her mother, it
had been agreed that none would ever speak of it, especially to
Laura Jefferson's baby daughter, Mary. Father and I had never
learned the details of the Hollow's shame, only enough to know it
resulted in Laura taking her own life.

I stalked to the covered bridge as the
freezing rain increased in intensity and pounded the roadway.
Little puffs of dust kicked up where the first heavy drops fell
were illuminated by the flickering oil lamps that tried to stave of
the darkness of night in the village. The life of those wisps of
dust was short-lived, as they were relentlessly knocked from the
air and back to earth by the driving rain.

The roadway quickly became a mire of mud
and rivulets of water rushing down to the river to lend its
strength to the Pocantico in it's slow moving journey toward the
Atlantic so many miles away.

My heavy boots splashed through the mud,
the only sound I could hear over the rain that was seeping the heat
from me. My riding cape was well oiled and did an admirable job of
keeping me mostly dry, but my exposed face and hands were beginning
to sting with the cold.

I reached the bridge and sought out
refuge under its roof. The pounding rain sloughed off of it in
sheets down into the river below. I could hear the water moving
much faster that I remembered as it swelled with the added volume
of water coming down from the heavens. I looked up at the timbers,
casting my gaze beyond and asked, “What could I have possibly done
to you to deserve this punishment, Lord?”

I got a lightning bolt slashing through
the heavens in response. It lit up the world in a frozen image in
time, all stark relief against the darkness of the night, like an
artist painting in light and shadows. I chuckled and stomped the
mud off my boots and shook the water off of myself as the thunder
rolled through the Hollow.

I clasped my hands together in front of
me and blew hot air into them to gain back some feeling. Once the
circulation was restored satisfactorily, I reached under my cape
and pulled on my leather riding gloves. I was just thankful that
there was no wind to accompany this downpour.

I peered into the darkness at the far end
of the bridge and whispered, “Where are you, bastard? I know you
are watching.”

And as if I had conjured him with my half
spoken words, the world lit up again, and the visage of the
Horseman, astride his hell horse, was illuminated at the far end of
the bridge. He was just sitting there, watching me as his horse
sidestepped nervously as more thunder shook the world around
us.

Again I was sure he was watching me,
though he had no eyes. His horse's glowed an unholy red in the
darkness, and I was hit with an epiphany, was the horse his eyes? I
didn't have time to contemplate it, as I was intent on the fallen
Hessian when he slowly raised an arm and pointed a long, rotting
finger at me. His body language was that of a man cocking his head.
It was a challenge that this soldier of a bygone era was extending
to me.

His time on this earth was over yet he
haunted the mortal realm. A lesser person would have fled, and
never looked back, but I was a Crane. I strode toward him as I
wondered aloud, “Just what is it that draws you to Sleepy Hollow?
There are other settlements within the night's ride to terrorize at
will, between the rivers that constrain you. Who is it that
summoned you, and for what purpose? And why wait fifteen years to
summon you again?”

I also wondered how he had been
re-summoned anyway, as the running water should have stripped his
bonds to the mortal world... unless... was there something
anchoring him here? Some... I had a revelation. His head. Could it
be that simple? He wasn't pulled into the underworld upon his
second death because not all of him was purged by the flowing water
of the river. Had it taken fifteen years for him to recover enough
to be re-summoned? All questions for the vicar later.

A thick fog was rolling in, obscuring the
limited visibility tenfold, it felt of darkness. It seemed
unimpeded by the sheets of rain that fell. I had felt this fog
before, on that night my father stood in front of this very bridge,
engaging the specter in mortal combat. Did the hell-spawned spirit
bring it with him?

Almost as in answer, I saw the hazy
outline of the fallen man dismount from his steed and draw its long
blade, anticipation painting its movements. I stopped a few yards
from him, being sure I was still standing over the moving water
under the bridge. I noted the river was swelling at its banks.

I crossed my arms to either side of my
waist, under my cape as I stood there and just examined the specter
between lightning flashes. He strode quickly toward me, placing his
boots on the stout, rough-hewn planks of the bridge.

Ten feet from me he stopped as the putrid
flesh on his hand started smoking, he made the motion of looking
down as I sneered at the abomination. I said, “Moving water. I'm
sure you remember the folly of trying to cross it.” I took a step
forward to show it I did not fear it.

He stepped back a step then turned his
body slightly and pointed. I turned slightly to see what it
indicated, keeping an eye on him. I looked at the shadows of the
large timber support to my right. It remembered me. It must have
seen me hiding in the shadow of that beam as I watched my father
fight him.

I nodded. “Yes, I was there that night
you were defeated.”

I was momentarily disoriented by another
flash of lightning directly overhead that was accompanied instantly
by the deafening roar of thunder, and he moved almost faster than I
could follow as I was distracted by the memory and the
lightning.

His free hand shot to his hip, and he
flung the hatchet hanging there cross-handed at me. My right hand
slashed out from under my cape, my father's blade singing as it
sliced through the air to intercept.

With a clang and a thunk, I slapped the
projectile aside with my cold steel, and the errant blade embedded
itself into the railing of the bridge. My left hand whipped out as
I pivoted and pulled the trigger on my flintlock pistol. A smaller
flash and roar than the lightning, but still just as deadly.

The spirit made an ungodly wailing sound
from its chest as it spun back by the force of the lead ball
striking it. It held a hand over the blackening wound as it spun
back toward me. I got the impression of disbelief and shock.

I gave it a cruel smile as I stepped over
to the railing as I sheathed my blade and tucked the flintlock back
into my waistband. I pulled on the handle of the hatchet, and it
came free with a moderate effort.

I slipped it into my waistband as well as
I said plainly, “I salted the musket-ball. Do not think me a
simpleton. I am here tonight to take your measure, I know I cannot
stop you until I stop the man who is summoning you, but I can and
will hurt you in my own defense, spirit.”

It stalked back and forth, incensed and
enraged, and I sneered at him as I heard a single bell peal ringing
out from the steeple of the church. It echoed through Sleepy
Hollow, signaling the witching hour. “It is time for you to go now,
Horseman. Be gone.”

It started moving jerkily as it moved to
its horse and vaulted into the saddle. It pointed it's blade at me
in a menacing manner then spurred his mount on down the road into
the forest beyond. I stepped across the bridge and watched as the
specter seemed to fade from view as it returned to its ungodly
resting place.

I exhaled a shaky breath, no need for
bravado now. I let my legs shake briefly, getting it out of my
system before steeling myself in the rain and returned to the
bridge. I stalked back across it into town, trying to ignore the
biting cold as my breath fogged the air.

I noted people standing in doorways, and
in windows of their houses, looking toward the bridge. Most likely
curious about the report from my pistol, and wondering who would be
foolish enough o be on the bridge when the Horseman was out.

When I came into the flickering street
lamps, people retired back into their dwellings, wanting to
distance themselves from me, lest the violence follow me. I paused
when old man Jasper staggered from Jefferson's and out into the
pouring rain in the street.

He saw me and shook a finger at me,
placed it on the side of his nose, and said, “Just one left now,
then Laura will have her peace.”

What? I tried to stop the man, but he
staggered off into the night. One left? Laura? Laura Jefferson? My
head snapped to the church, where I saw the light in the window
extinguish. I knew just one part of the story about Laura Jefferson
and the village's shame, but not the full story. Was it somehow
connected to the horseman?

I narrowed my eyes as I looked around the
town, were they holding something back from me? Had they held
something back from father? Is that why he was never able to track
down the summoner of the black arts?

I growled to myself and stomped toward
the livery barn and my old room, to get out of the rain. The vicar
and I were going to have a long talk in the morning.

I shook off the rain from my cape, then
stomped the mud from my boots when I stepped inside the old barn. I
moved to the stables along the wall to check on Tirza, happy that
the vicar had made sure to have her moved in out of the rain as he
promised.

I took the oil lamp which was burning in
the space, and trudged up the stairs in the back, bone weary from
my long ride, and shivering from being out in the rain. I twisted
my hair to get the water out of it. I was looking forward to
sitting in the straw bed next to the wood burning stove and letting
sleep claim me.

I froze when I was nearly at the top of
the stairs when a figure moved into the light of the lamp. I
swallowed, unable to tear my eyes from the person standing there.
Feeling suddenly weak and excited in the same moment I gave a weak
smile.

Dorothy stood there, a crooked smile on
her face. “Hello, Im.”

I felt like we were kids again, and I
felt the heat on my cheeks as I squeaked out, “Hello, Dot.”

She seemed pleased with my reaction, and
she said, “We didn't get a chance to speak. And I heard you went
out to challenge the Horseman tonight. Are you right in the
head?”

How had word spread so quickly? Was
everyone watching where I went after I left the inn? She asked
almost bashfully, “Mind if we talk in your room?”

All I could do was manage to say,
“Alright,” as I pushed my wet hair over my shoulder, realizing I
must look a drowned mess.

I reached past her to the wooden peg,
slid the bolt to the side, and pushed the door open. Then I made an
ushering motion with my hand since I had seemed to have lost my
voice.

She gave me a little wink, and I followed
her in. She was still my weakness after all these years, and it
looked as though she knew it.

 



Chapter 4 – Shame

I sat the lantern down on the small table
just inside the door and looked around at the place. It hadn't
really changed since the last time I was there all those years ago.
A straw filled mattress on the floor by the corner, a little wood
stove which someone had already conveniently stoked for me. And a
table with two chairs.

I inhaled. It smelled of hay and manure
just like I remembered. But oddly, that wasn't an unpleasant smell.
Of all the places father had dragged me around to as I grew up,
this room here in Sleepy Hollow felt more like home than any other
place, since we were always on the move and we had spent more time
here than anyplace else.

I looked over at the woman staring at me
patiently as I sorted through the memories. I smiled at those
memories. It could also have been because I had my first kiss here
in the Hollow. I finally found my voice and said quietly, “Please,
Dot, have a seat.”

She smiled and sat at the table, and I
moved over and sat in the other chair with my hands on the table,
palms down. She reached over and laid a hand on top of mine as she
said, “It truly is good to see you, Im.”

I smiled at her, almost involuntarily and
nodded. Then her brows knitted as she looked down at my hands and
pulled hers away as she stood. “You're positively freezing. You've
no sense in your head, being out in that freezing downpour.”

She put a cast iron kettle on the
stovetop and reached back to pull me up and stand me in front of
the stove as she rubbed my shoulders. You need to get out of those
wet clothes before you catch your death of cold.

I looked at her and blushed. I'd not be
undressing in front of her, or that would be the death of me. If
she knew my impure thoughts of her. Thoughts I have harbored for
almost half my natural life. I countered, “I'm fine, woman. Stop
doting.”

She smiled and wiggled her eyebrows and
said, “I like doting.”

Then she sighed, pulled a chair over to
the stove for me to sit, and then brought the other one to face me.
“So tell me of all the wonders you have seen outside the
Hollow.”

She reached over to move my wet hair over
my shoulder, her hand resting on my cheek a heartbeat too long. I
closed my eyes and leaned into it. I opened my eyes to her smile
and nodded and started weaving the tales of fighting the evils of
our new nation for the church and the government.

I paused after recounting the fall of my
father and said, “You don't need to be hearing this, you've
suffered a loss of your own.”

She shrugged, and I prompted her for
tales from the Hollow. My mind kept going back to the words of old
man Jasper as I listened to her account of a life she found
uninteresting, feeling stuck in a town from the past when she has
heard tales of the modern cities like Boston and Philadelphia.

She admitted to seeking out the news of
father's exploits for any news about the young woman he traveled
with. I asked shyly, “Why.”

She softened and whispered, “You were my
first kiss, silly woman.” She held her pinky out, and I took it on
reflex. This seemed to warm her as her eyes sparkled. It felt as if
no time had passed between us, though the journey felt as if it had
taken a lifetime.

I thought of the Jasper again and asked
with furrowed brow, not wishing to upset her. “How much do you know
about what transpired before your mother...” I couldn't bring
myself to speak of her mother taking her own life a few weeks
before father brought us to Sleepy Hollow.

She cocked her head at me, her own brow
furrowing as I saw demons dance in her eyes. She reached over to
touch my sleeve, then turned and opened the door on the stove and
crouched to throw in a piece of wood from the little rack beside
it. “Your things are dry now. We can talk of this in the morning
over breakfast in the Inn.”

I had made her uncomfortable. I grabbed
her hand as she stood back up and said as I gave her hand a
squeeze, “Alright. I'm sorry I brought it up. I just have...
questions.” She nodded not letting go of my hand. I repeated, “I
truly did miss you.”

She winked as she let our hands drop.
“What's not to miss?”

I chuckled. “Same old, Dot.”

I stood and walked her to the door, and
she gave me a hug as she said, “Who are you calling old? If I
remember right, you're close to two months older than I am.”

I grinned as I opened the door. “You
wretch.” Then I looked down. “See you on the morrow.” She gave a
cute hike of her skirt as she spun and almost sauntered down the
stairs. Sweet Mary, Mother of God, was she teasing me?

I remembered all the reasons I had loved
being around her as I closed the door then stripped out of my
clothes which were still a little damp on the inside.

I saw my saddle bags on the floor near
the bed and dug out my nightdress to put it on. Then I wrapped my
weapons belt around my hips and sat on the mattress to reload my
flintlock. That task accomplished, I pulled a blanket over me and
drifted into a fitful sleep, with one hand on a dagger which was
blessed by a Wampanoag elder.

***

The morning came as it inevitably always
does, unconcerned with mortal whims. Muted light filtering through
the small window above the bed. My breath fogged the chill air as
the fire had extinguished itself as I slept.

I sat up and looked out the window. It
had frost on it and the morning light was silvered and dim. With my
hand, I wiped away the frost on the glass to peer out at a sky,
darkened with swirling clouds the like you only saw when the world
was held deep in the throes of winter.

This wasn't good. It would take only a
few days of an unnatural cold snap like this to freeze over the
Pocantico. I dressed with urgency. My window for investigation had
just diminished exponentially. If I didn't solve this soon and send
the Horseman to his final rest, he would ride through the Hollow
with blood in his wake, unchecked.

I looked at his hatchet beside my gear.
No, not unchecked. He was not infallible, just dangerous. And like
all evil it could be detained or destroyed if you know its
weaknesses or the weaknesses of the one controlling it. Now more
than ever I thought the key was to figure out what drove the one
who bound him to the mortal world.

I made my way down to the stables and
checked on Tirza, the liveryman had already set up a feed bag for
her. I wondered if it were still the mute old Frenchman, Claude,
who ran the stables, he'd likely be around sixty now. He always had
our horses groomed and fed before we came down in the morning.

I stroked Tirza between her eyes and
patted her flank before moving out into the freezing morning air. I
had thought the barn had been cold, but it felt like winter
outside, this cold snap was a few weeks early, and that worried me
as a skiff of ice crunched under my feet where the puddles from the
rain had already started freezing.

I looked nervously toward the river, ice
had started forming on its banks. I exhaled and shook my head, by
breath fogging the air. Three or four days like this and we
wouldn't need to hunt the Horseman, he would be hunting us if the
river froze over.

I had to work fast. I had to wonder if
this cold spell was natural, as the timing was suspect. Was the
summoner also responsible for nature baring her fangs to bite into
the world so soon?

I crossed the square to the Jefferson.
There were signs of the Hollow's awakening popping up around the
lane. Lights in windows smoke drifting up into the air from
chimneys, and even a few people sticking their heads outside to
watch me enter the inn.

I almost sighed when I stepped into the
heat of the public space. A cheerful fire crackled in the big
fireplace near the bar. I hadn't had a chance to warm up since I
woke to the cold, and the familiar, cozy atmosphere was
welcome.

I glanced around. Nobody was about, they
must have been in the kitchen. Before I could move in that
direction, Hank stepped out with an armload of wood for the rack by
the fireplace. He paused when he saw me and smiled, inclining his
head in greeting.

I said as I pulled off my black gloves to
tuck them into my belt, then loosened my riding cape, “Good morning
Hank.”

He called out as he walked to the wood
rack and unloaded, “Abbey, Dotty, Imelda's here.”

Then he turned to me and said, “Dotty
said you'd be joining us for breakfast. Have a seat, woman.”

I smiled and then noted a teenaged girl
sitting at the top of the stairs in a rumpled dress as I sat at the
table closest the fire. She was rocking in place and looking at me.
I recognized her right away, she looked so very similar to Dot,
there was no mistaking her. “Hello, Mary. It is good to see
you.”

She just looked at me for a moment, then
stood and ran back upstairs where the two rooms of the inn were
located.

Hank stepped past me and gave me an
apologetic look. “She hasn't been quite the same since...” He left
the circumstances regarding their mother and their father's death
unspoken.

I nodded, it had to be hard for him to
see his sister suffering. But the circumstances surrounding his
mother's death was one of the things I had come in to talk about.
He stepped into the kitchen as Dorothy pushed past him with a plate
piled high with food.

I had to look down at my hands clasped on
the table top, to hide my smile as she stepped up with a grin on
her face. Her hair was pulled into a bun to keep it out of the way,
and her amused eyes glittered as the firelight danced across her
ice blue irises. I muttered as she slid the plate in front of me,
“I'm glad I amuse you.” Then I shot her an amused smirk of my
own.

She crinkled her nose at me, bumped my
shoulder with her hip before joining me at the table. She shook her
head as she pilfered a strip of thick bacon from my plate and
started nibbling on it. “It's just so entertaining to see the
bravest woman I know being so bashful all the time. I'm glad I can
have that effect even now, after all these years.”

She always had and always will have that
effect, but I could never voice it. I prodded, “You are so full of
yourself, Dot. It's a wonder you can get your head through the
doorway.” We shared a look of merriment between us as I looked down
at the plate, then picked up the provided fork to take a bite of
the fluffy eggs.

I savored the food a moment, closing my
eyes against what I was about to do. I knew it was the emotional
pulling a bandage off of an old wound, and I didn't wish to ever
see Dorothy suffering.

She sat back draping her arms behind her
over the chair back and exhaled, slumping into the chair. “I know
that look. Go on, let's get whatever unpleasantness you are trying
to shield me from over with now. The quicker it is dispensed with,
the quicker we can visit.”

I smiled into a bite of a potato and
diced ham mash and shook my head a little as I muttered, “You can
still read me better than I can read myself.”

Her smile disappeared, replaced with a
serious look as she again offered her pinky. I fought back a sigh
as I looped my pinky in hers and we just sat there looking into
each other's eyes, getting acquainted. Taking each other's measure
and offering our own. How I had missed her.

I was first to break as I dipped my eyes
down as I blushed at the memory of her lips on mine. She seemed
pleased as she pulled her hand away, saying, “Because you always
wear your emotions on the surface, Im.”

I smiled down at the plate and trailed
the fork through the mash. Then I set it down and looked at Dot, my
hands braced on the table and just came out with it, “I know this
is a painful subject, but I think it may help me understand better
what has brought the Horseman to Sleepy Hollow.”

She narrowed her eyes a bit in suspicion,
likely guess what I was about to ask. I hesitated second guessing
myself, then said, “Never mind, I can ask Hank.”

She shook her head and sat up straighter
in the chair and mimicked my posture by bracing her own hands on
the table. “Don't you go protecting me now Imelda Crane. Not after
you left me here for fifteen years. I'm not some porcelain doll to
be coddled.”

I almost snorted. No, a porcelain doll
she was not. We were a couple of tomboys through and through. I
nodded and gave her a crooked apologetic smile and shrugged.
“Sorry?”

She snorted, and the twinkle returned to
her eyes. “Then go on silly woman, be plain, ask your
questions.”

I took a calming breath and began. “I
know so little of your mother's passing, God rest her soul. What
father and I were told is that the Hollow held a shame that had
driven her to take her own life.” I swallowed, not breaking eye
contact as I added, “And that you were the one to find her hanging
by the old oak behind the inn.”

She flinched at that, but she was true to
her word, she was strong. I could see the emotion swirling on her
face and the ghost of a memory fogging her eyes. She spoke, her
voice barely above a whisper as she confirmed, “I did.”

I reached out a hand to place on top of
her's to console her, but hesitated, was it appropriate? Should
I... she took the decision from me as she turned one hand around
and clasped mine, lacing our fingers as she shot me a grateful
look. I was momentarily sidetracked from my questions by the heat
of her skin against mine.

She gave a little squeeze and shake. That
was enough to pull me back to the business at hand. I squinted one
eye in apology. “Could you tell me the circumstances that lead to
her decision? Just what is the shame of the Hollow I hear in
whispers and in drunk men's ramblings?”

She cocked her head as if debating
whether or not to share. She prompted, “Do you really think it can
help you to stop the Horseman?”

I shrugged and admitted, “I don't really
know, but I have heard things that point in that direction. I would
be a second-rate Hunter if I were to ignore any possible avenue of
investigation.”

She started nodding, not releasing my
eyes from the shackles hers had mine in. “Alright, good enough.
You've always been honest to a fault.” Then she added more to
herself than me, “About most things.” What was that supposed to
mean? I looked down at our hands, and she shook them gently and
squeezed to get my attention back on her face.

My eyes hesitated on her lips a moment
before continuing up her delicate face to her eyes. Then she
brightened, as if in greeting, and I blushed. Heat spreading down
my cheeks and neck as my hand started sweating.

She seemed awfully smug and pleased with
herself. I narrowed one eye, and this just got her smiling. Then
she exhaled, her smile melting away as she broke eye contact and
looked up, recalling a memory. “It was so long ago, just before you
came to the Hollow. I know most of it as I spied on all the
meetings between mother, father, and the town council.”

She sat back in her chair, pressing her
back against it as if for support. “Things hadn't been good between
mother and father for some time. They were always sniping and
biting at each other's heels. Hank and I would always bring Mary
out to make mischief down the lane when they really got into their
arguments.”

I nodded, even as children they were so
protective of their little sister. She cocked her head to look at
the fire. “They still loved each other, but things were strained.
Then one night, the vicar caught mother in undress with the
Chandler John, when he came to the shop to buy candles for the
church.”

She bared her teeth in a grimace. “A
quorum was called, the town council and Vicar Jackson passed
judgment on mother for her transgressions, labeling her naught but
a harlot. They excommunicated her from the church against her and
father's protestations. Father had been furious with her, but he
truly still did love her and wanted to work to make things right.
He felt he had driven her into the arms of another.”

Her tone took on the air of sadness and
inevitability. “The townsfolk shunned mother, to the point she
couldn't take it. Then one afternoon, after gathering chestnuts in
the forest, I came home to find mother just hanging there. Her body
swaying in the wind.”

She took her hand from mine, leaving a
chill in the absence of her heat. She rubbed at the side of her
hand and Dot whispered, “She looked so serene. Like she had finally
found peace in death.”

I hated myself for bringing an old pain
to the surface. I nodded to myself.

She looked back up to me. I pretended not
to see the tears welling as she put on a brave front. My mind
raced, why would this be significant? Then realization started
dawning. I looked quickly around the public space as if to ensure
we were alone. Then I asked in hushed tones, “Who were the men on
in the quorum?”

She looked up at me and narrowed her brow
as she thought on it. “There were five and the Vicar. Richard
Stevens, Terrence Watts, Henry Grant, Thomas Dubois, and Archibald
Payne.”

I exhaled long and slow. I knew the
names, four of the twelve victims of the Horseman's first siege of
the Hollow. Henry Grant had been the first victim in the month's
long reign of terror. Over the months, there were many more
victims. Among them were Thomas Dubois, and Archibald Payne. Then
Richard Stevens died the night before father battled the Horseman
at the bridge.

I had known a couple of them, they were
God-fearing men and a bit brash.

Everything came into sharp focus for me.
The Horseman would sometimes take the heads of his victims and lay
them at the bridge, and most he would let drop where he killed
them. But the only victims he beheaded, were the men of the quorum.
He was leaving the heads at the bridge as an offering for whoever
had summoned him.

I swallowed in realization. And I asked
carefully, already knowing the answer, “Why was Brandon the new
village smithy? Did Terrance retire or move away from the
Hollow?”

She cocked her head, curious as to where
I was heading with my change in topic. She shook her head. “No,
Terrance died peacefully in his bed two years back, God rest his
soul. Age had caught up with him as it inevitably does.”

I exhaled. Whatever brought the Horseman
back to finish his work, couldn't take Terrance's head, so had
settled for that of his first born. I suppressed a dark chuckle, as
I thought of old man Jasper's words. I whispered them, “Just one
left now, then Laura will have her peace.”

Dot narrowed her eyes and asked, “What
was that?”

I shrugged. “Nothing. Just thinking.”
There was only one man left alive who was present at Laura
Jefferson's excommunication. One man left whom someone blamed for
the woman taking her own life. I suppressed a growl, Vicar Jackson
had some explaining to do. He had known what had been going on with
the Horseman from the beginning and didn't tell Father, nor me when
the Horseman returned to finish his work. All the other deaths
perpetrated by the specter were either for sport or to obscure the
true targets.

Was it as simple as the whispers in the
Hollow had eluded to? Shame? Was it shame that kept everyone silent
about why the Horseman stalked the night in the lands beyond the
bridge?

I pursed my lips and laid my hand on top
of hers to offer comfort and apology. Dot grasped my hand and
nodded appreciation. I said, “Thank you, Dot. I have to see the
Vicar right away.”

She pulled back a bit then exhaled in a
huff and pointed at my plate before releasing my hand and standing.
She wiped her hands on her apron and said, “Not until you finish
your meal. I'll expect to see you when you're done speaking with
the man. I still want to catch up.” Her lips twitched in a little
smile that had me nodding dumbly. She had my full attention as she
walked back to the kitchen.

I ate as I contemplated all of this. If
only we had this information fifteen years ago, maybe so many
people wouldn't have died. And that still begged the question, if
this was vengeance, who was summoning the Horseman, and why were
there so many years between attacks?

My first suspect would have been
Gusterson Jefferson himself. But that was an impossibility now that
he himself has passed on from the mortal coil, yet the Horseman now
rides. I ate. This would take some pondering. The Chandler?

And the inequality of it all, to punish
the woman while not punishing the man is unconscionable. Is he not
just a culpable as she was? Just as much in violation of God's law?
From what I hear, it takes two to make an affair. It is things like
this that will change in the coming century, as women will rise to
an equal status to men.

I looked over to see Mary watching from
the top of the stairs again, and I gave her a smile and cocked my
head. She gave a shy smile back then again removed herself from the
stairs to retreat back to the second floor.

I saw so much of the four-year-old I
remembered from so long ago in that smile and was glad she could
still smile after the trauma of learning of the circumstances of
her mother's death coupled with her father passing, wondering who
had shared it with her. It would be trying on anyone's soul. I
absently wondered what kind of woman she had become, but no doubt
quite capable one, with a sister like Dot.

I started to the kitchen with my dishes
when Abigail stepped out, she was the same smiling girl who Hank
had fawned over, just a few more years and a little more weight
that looked quite flattering and healthy on her. She smiled widely
at me as she looked at me and how I was dressed. “Imelda, you grew
up.”

I chuckled. “Hello Abbey, you're only a
couple years my senior. You're looking well.”

She took my dishes from my hands, making
me think they may have been watching me from the kitchen. She
blushed a little and said, “Oh hush, I've let myself go in married
life. I just had to say hello since Hank said you had become a
Hunter like Ichabod. You look the part, dangerous with a feminine
flair.”

I held my hands away from my sides. “It's
a calling. You're well?”

She nodded and blew an errant curl from
her face in mock exhaustion. “As well as can be expected helping
the troublesome twosome run the Jefferson, and corral the rug
rats.”

My eyes widened at that, and I felt my
smile do the same as I asked in earnest, “You've children?”

She nodded with the pride of a mother on
her face as she said, “Yes, the twins, Heather and...” She paused
and said in a reflective tone, “Laura.”

I closed my eyes a moment in reflection.
They had named the girl for Hank's mother. I nodded and smiled.
“How old?”

She blew that errant curl again for
effect and said, “Seven just this September. They're a handful.
Hellions like you and Dotty were back in the day.”

I chuckled and said, “Again, you're only
two years my elder.”

She countered, “Give me this, a mother's
prerogative and such.”

I nodded. “Aye. I'd like to catch up
later, right now I have pressing matters to attend to with the
Vicar. Maybe on the morrow, I can dine with the family and
Dot?”

She grinned and nodded as she shared,
“Only you can get away with calling her Dot. She hasn't given us a
moment's peace since you returned. It is all Imelda this and Im
that. Breakfast with us then? Most of the rest of day and night
we're running this place, except Sundays of course, that's God's
day.”

I smiled at her and pulled my cape tight
around me, preparing for the frigid temperatures that awaited me
outside. I inclined my head. “It's good seeing you again Abigail.
I'll see you soon.”

She nodded then with a smirk called over
her shoulder, “She's leaving Dotty.” Then she winked at me and
turned to the kitchen door and almost got hit by it as it swung
outward, Dorothy stepping out wiping her hands on her apron.

With a smug look on her face, Abbey shook
her head at her sister in law and stepped through the door. Dot
gave her a scrunched nose retort to the silent teasing. It was good
to see they got on well.

Dorothy pushed her auburn hair over her
shoulder and gave me a smile as she walked me to the door. “Abbey
says we'll breakfast together. We can talk some more. I... I really
missed you.”

She chuckled under her breath as she
cocked her head and took one of my hands between hers. “You've said
that, Im.”

I blushed, feeling every bit the young
girl she had kissed so very long ago.

She gave me mercy and leaned in and
kissed my cheek. “Go, do your business so we can have some time
together without specters, murder, and black arts getting in the
way.”

I just nodded, not trusting my voice. I
wonder how Dot would react if I were ever to reveal my true
feelings for her? Was she ready for such and admission? Was the
world ready? It had to be, as I have pointed out before, it is
almost a new century, and everything is changing, there is a world
of possibilities just around the corner.

I opened the door, steeling myself
against the biting and frigid wind, and then asked as I stepped
out, “See you soon?”

She held onto the edge of the door with
both hands, poking her head out and saying, “You better.” Then she
smirked teasingly as I heard the door shut behind me. I finally
exhaled, I hadn't been too much the fool had I?

First I scanned the river bank, seeing
the fingers of ice extending into the slow moving Pocantico. If
this cold snap didn't recede, I had two, perhaps three days before
the river froze over.

I turned and refocussed myself as I
stared at the steeple of the church at the end of the lane. Vicar
Jackson had some explaining to do.


Chapter 5 – Suspicion

The Hollow was awake then, the familiar
hustle and bustle of the three hundred or so people going about
their business. I noted a couple families packing their belongings
into wagons. I sighed but understood. They were going to leave this
cursed village during the daylight hours and not look back before
the wraith came and ended them all in the middle of the night.

As I walked the length of the small
township, I paused as I passed Chandler's cottage. Had he involved
himself in the dark arts, embraced Satan to punish those who had
wronged a dead lover? It fit to a certain extent, except why the
fifteen-year delay before summoning the Horseman to ride again.

Had it taken that long to find the body
downstream and pull it from moving water, freeing the foul creature
to ride again? Surely the river released the specter itself when it
was but the trickle of a creek in the scorching heat of
mid-summer.

Father and I have expected to be called
back to the Sleepy Hollow the following year to finish the job, but
we never heard back from them until now.

I shook my head, there had to be more to
it than that. I turned back to the church and wasn't surprised to
see the Vicar standing in the doorway, wrapped in a thick winter
cossack, waiting for me.

I could already see the shame in his eyes
when he saw me approaching. He knew what I would find that father
hadn't. I wondered absently if old man Jasper had had a word with
him when he sobered.

I put a hand under my cape and stepped up
to him. Before he could say anything, I had my Wampanoag dagger at
his throat, pushing him back through the door with my arm across
his breastbone.

His eyes were wide in fear as I kicked
the door shut behind me as I continued moving him into the nave,
then shoved him down into a pew. I growled out, “You knew! You knew
and didn't tell father! All the deaths since we first arrived in
the Hollow are at your feet!”

He didn't even try to deny it. I raised
my blade and wanted so badly to strike the pummel of the dagger
across his face, but I restrained myself. All those lives lost. I
muttered, “And you call yourself a man of God.”

He looked up at me and weakly nodded.
“Ichabod was a hunter, he was supposed to rid us of the evil, and
he did.”

I stared at the man in incredulity, the
lowered my blade as I shook my head and sighed. “Well, he's back.
Finishing what he started. And now there is only one left,” I said
between my teeth the last past with a wicked grin.

Then I sighed in resignation when he said
no more. I wondered how many in the town had known or even
suspected but never stepped forward with the information. It didn't
matter now. I knew the motivation of the summoner, I just had to
find them and destroy their talismans that tied the Horseman to
them, I had the suspicion it was the Hessian soldier's head.

I muttered, “You're a fool.”

He was still silent, rubbing his neck
where there was a thin line of blood left from the razor sharp edge
of my blade. I sheathed it and paced up and down the nave as I laid
it all out. “The men of the town took it upon themselves to shame a
woman for her part in an affair, but not the man.”

I narrowed my eyes accusingly at him.
“The humiliation of it all drove the poor woman to take her own
life, much to the shame of the quorum who excommunicated her from
the church. Then a specter of evil appeared in the woods beyond the
Hollow. Killing all who dared cross the bridge at night before the
witching hour.”

This time I sneered as I said the next
part, “Beheading those who participated in the quorum.”

I said sardonically, “Please Mister
Jackson, stop me if I'm in err. That is probably when you and those
in the know had pieced it together that the two were connected and
you sent for a hunter, my father, to clean up your mess.”

I sat in a pew across the aisle from him
and went on, “The problem was that he didn't have anything to go
on, and no pattern he could discern to find the black arts
practitioner. So there were more deaths which could have been
prevented.”

I paused and looked into his dark eyes.
“Tell me, did it ever once occur to you to just come forward with
the truth.” I held up a hand to stop him when he opened his mouth,
still rubbing his neck. “No, don't tell me. I don't want to know.
Your ego and shame overrode your common sense, and you allowed this
to happen. The Cardinal will have words for you. I'm sure you will
be defrocked.”

I froze when I saw his eyes widen, and
muttered, “Jesus Christ, that was it? You didn't want to be
defrocked? Hubris? Pride? That's one of the seven deadly sins
Mister Jackson.” He didn't deserve for me to use his title.

He said in a small voice, “I'd put it to
you to not use the Lord's name in vain.”

“Of course.” I looked toward the altar,
crossed myself and said, “Sorry Lord.” I absently wondered if I
truly believed in God. I mean, blessed weapons and holy water
seemed to work, but so did blessed blades from the natives. Prayer
had never done me any good.

I wonder if it is the intent put behind
the blessings that give them power and not the actual deity or
spirit that carries that blessing. It didn't hurt to hedge my bets,
so I tried to be respectful, especially since most of my work came
from the Cardinal.

I exhaled and gathered my thoughts. “So
the likely culprits are Gusterson Jefferson, but he is dead, so
that rules him out, Chandler John since it was his love who was
wronged.” I cocked my head and locked eyes with the Vicar, and I
offered the last, so I could see his reaction. “And the only man
from the quorum left alive. Tell me Mister Jackson, are you
consorting with dark forces?”

His face was red in consternation as he
blurted out, spittle coming from his mouth, “Absolutely not, that
thing is an abomination! An affront to God.”

Good enough for me, I believed the man
because I also saw and heard the fear which underpinned his voice.
He knew his was the next head we would find at the bridge.

I sighed and said, “The Chandler
then.”

He shook his head. “No... John Gooding
was our first suspect, we held him in the cell in the town hall
until we could figure out how he was summoning the Hessian. But the
deaths continued. It couldn't have been old Gus either, he was at
the Jefferson the night of every attack, serving drinks like every
night since he and his bride set foot in Sleepy Hollow. There were
dozens of witnesses.”

Now he decides to help. I stifled a huff
of derision then said, “Then I need to find out who else would have
motive. Maybe we are looking at this all wrong, maybe there is a
different motive altogether. Did the quorum ever make any other
questionable judgments?”

He shook his head. “The quorum doesn't
work that way, they are never the same men standing witness. Lots
are drawn whenever it is needed. That same group of men never
served on a quorum together.”

I exhaled long and slow in exasperation
as I wracked my brains. It had something to do with Laura
Jefferson. Who would have the motive to avenge her senseless death?
It felt like I had a fist in my gut as I pondered two possible
suspects which I didn't even want to think about. They had just
been children, like me at the time.

I couldn't voice Hank and Dorothy's
names. I hadn't been around them while the Horseman was out,
prowling the opposite bank, just waiting for an unsuspecting
victim. I subconsciously turned my head in the direction of the
Jefferson. Dot couldn't... My heart sped up when I realized that
no, she actually couldn't.

My eyes watered when I realized that all
the children in the town had been locked away in the church for
their safety each night. I had never been one of them because I was
the Hunter's daughter, possibly the safest person in all of Sleepy
Hollow. Yet I snuck out at night to follow father as he patrolled
and investigated.

I hated myself for verifying it with the
disgraced vicar. “Was... was Dorothy sequestered in the church at
night during that dark time?”

I saw the man squint in confusion then he
softened in realization of what I was asking, “Aye, your cohort in
crime stayed with the others.”

I exhaled a quick and choppy breath,
hating myself for ever thinking it. Then I narrowed my eyes, Hank
had been a fifteen-year-old boy then, on the cusp of manhood. “And
Hank?” Again I hated myself.

He thought about it for too long and then
slowly shook his head. “Not that I remember. But he helped out his
Pa at the pub a lot.” I swallowed, and my blood ran cold. “He was
only a boy back then Imelda.”

I nodded, sure I was wrong, but I
couldn't dismiss it fully, or I would be just as remiss as the
Vicar and the rest of his damned cronies who had paid the price.
The fifteen-year gap still flummoxed me. If it had been Hank, why
wait? Was it his father's death that prompted the resumption of the
haunting? I couldn't continue that line of thinking. Hank was a
good person, and he looked genuinely frightened as he recounted
seeing the Horseman recently.

I would exhaust every other avenue before
I pursued that line. I stood, and the vicar flinched back, I
suppressed a grin, the man thought I would strike him. Well to be
fair, I did hold a blade to his throat and cut it. Just a little
mind you, the big baby.

I asked, “Where are the town census
records kept, and the land assayer records?” I would attempt to
draw any links to Laura Jefferson with anyone else I could though
the town's records. Leave no stone unturned.

He creased his brow in confusion as he
said, “In the town hall.”

I nodded, of course, they'd be there. In
this case town hall was a misnomer. The aforementioned town hall
was a back room in the Post Office building, and it had an old
closet converted into a holding cell to hold those who broke the
laws in the Hollow until the Commonwealth's authorities could pick
them up.

He fished a key out of his Cossack and
handed it to me. I nodded my head and just strode to the door, not
wanting to give this supposed man of God any more of my time. I had
to solve this before anyone else died... even him.

All eyes were on me as I strode into the
chilled air, my breath steaming as crystalized snow started
falling, being blown around by the biting wind. The temperature was
dropping not rising as the morning progressed, it was unnatural.
The sun was but a bright patch in the dark storm clouds that seemed
to swirl above the Hollow itself.

I paused to look at the sky, then shot a
glance at the river, skiffs of ice were extending a quarter of the
way to the center of the Pocantico on either bank. Was this freak
cold snap somehow related to the Horseman? If not and there was a
God, what was he playing at? I still had no firm course of the
investigation and my window was closing quickly.

I shivered as a blast of wind swirled
into the opening of my cape. I tightened it around me and stepped
purposefully to the Post Office on the other side of the Jefferson,
near the covered bridge, that crystallized snow starting to crunch
under my feet as it started to rapidly gather on the ground.

When I stepped inside and kicked the snow
from my riding boots, I looked up, expecting to see Terry
Henderson, the postmaster of Sleepy Hollow, but instead, a balding,
portly man stood behind the counter by the little-slatted wall with
envelopes stuffed into them here and there.

I slowed as I headed through the lobby
and he asked in a wheezy voice, “May I help you miss?”

I shook my head. “No, but thank you,
sir.” I held up the key and pointed it toward the back door. “Just
here to look at the records in the town hall office, Mister...”

He stood taller, his pot belly sticking
out like grandma's prize goose on Christmas morning, ready for
basting as he offered, “Jamison Porter.” He was eyeing my attire. I
almost sighed, yes I was aware I wasn't in a dress.

I instead inclined my head and
reciprocated. “Imelda Crane.”

He nodded in understanding. “Ahhh yes.
The Hunter from the church. You do understand that...”

I smirked and rolled my eyes at him in
good nature as I unlocked the door and started through, calling
back, “Yes, the Horseman. I assure you I am well capable Mister
Porter.”

He called back, “Very good then.”

I exhaled and muttered under my breath so
he couldn't hear, “Glad I have your approval.” I cringed at myself,
I sounded petulant.

Then I looked around at all of the papers
stacked in neat bundles in a little shelving unit beside the long
writing desk and sighed and started pulling the bundles out to go
through them.

I took notes as I went, trying to read
the abysmal handwriting of the various people who cared for the
records over the years since Sleepy Hollow's founding. By late
afternoon, my head was aching, warning of an impending headache
from squinting so much trying to decipher. I hadn't eaten since
breakfast and was feeling it as my stomach rumbled, reminding me I
needed to stay strong.

I hadn't learned anything of any
significance. There were some interesting land holdings I was going
through, and I wondered if many knew just how many plots of land
including the Church had been owned by the Watts family around the
Hollow.

I had an inkling they were trying to
slowly take the entire Hollow. Well, that wouldn't happen now
unless a relative shows up to claim the inheritance, all that land
was going to revert back to the Commonwealth's stewardship.

I also learned that Laura had a cousin
who lived on the other end of town. The spinster Ahnalisa Griffith
was going to be one of the first to interview after I got something
to eat at the Jefferson. I smiled at the thought of seeing Dot
again.

I started to put the last stack of papers
back on the shelves when I noticed something. I paused and looked
at the listing then unrolled the plot map of the Hollow again and
located plot F-3 and tapped it with my finger. It seemed that the
Inn was not the only land that Gusterson had owned in the Hollow.
He also owned a small half plot behind it, just a hundred by one
hundred foot square half plot of forest.

I closed my eyes tight. Reminding myself
that owning land didn't mean anything. Old Gus probably just wanted
to expand the Inn and add more rooms as more and more travelers
passed through the Hollow. I'd give it a quick once over then get
with Dorothy before my stomach ate itself.

In response, my stomach grumbled again. I
smirked down at it. “Oh shush you.” I replaced the papers then
stuffed the notes I had scribbled into a pocket in my cape and
headed out. The day had almost played itself out since daylight
hours were getting shorter and shorter.

I wondered about Benjamin Franklin's idea
of saving daylight hours and candle wicks by moving the clocks
ahead one hour in the fall. He was a visionary, and I think a
little... eccentric. But people complained that they would lose one
hour of their lives if that happened. I chuckled for the whole
uneducated lot.

I had the pleasure of meeting the man
five years back when he and father had a closed door meeting about
something he had been investigating. I felt he was either always
thinking or perhaps a touch mad. The man had died just last year,
and I was better for having known him.

I stepped out to find Mister Porter
preparing to close down for the night. I gave him a wave and a
smile, and he called out as I left, “Have a good night Miss
Crane.”

I looked to the sky, it was hard to gauge
where the sun was, the clouds had darkened the sky even more as the
driving snow obscured my vision, but the horizon was still light
grey with no noticeable orange tint, so I had at least two hours
before the Horseman awoke.

I hustled behind the Jefferson and strode
across the snow that was ankle deep now and piling in drifts at the
treeline. I stepped into the shelter of the oak and aspens. The
wind wasn't quite as bad there, and I looked around. Tucked in
beside the rise of the hill at the back of the Hollow was a small
woodshed.

I hadn't known that was here whenever Dot
and I would go exploring. I looked at the ground, but there were no
signs that anyone had come this way since the snow started. I
approached the structure, not knowing what I was expecting, but the
hairs on my arms and the back of my neck were standing on end.

I swallowed, knowing what my subconscious
was screaming at me but I refused to believe it. I could hear my
heart thudding in my ears, and I swallowed painfully as I drew my
father's sword and exhaled, steeling myself as I reached the
rickety and dilapidated shed. Something was bubbling up inside me.
I recognized it as the anticipation of battle.

I whispered to myself, “Oh please be
wrong.” I reached for the rope handle of the shed and then tensed,
my blade at the ready and I yanked the door open to see... there
was about a half cord of old split wood stacked haphazardly in the
shed, and I exhaled and deflated as I chuckled at myself.
“Brilliant Imelda. That firewood was really threatening.

I couldn't believe the relief that flowed
through me as I shut the shed door and started to turn as I stow my
blade. I paused when the blade was half way sheathed when I caught
site of a huge stump from some ancient felled oak.

It wouldn't have caught my eye if it
hadn't been so blackened with rot. It was unnatural, wood didn't do
that. I stepped over slowly pulling my blade free again and poked
at the wood. It was so rotted that chunks fell off of it at the
touch of my steel.

I walked around it to find it was hollow.
There were bird skeletons scattered around which weren't entirely
covered in the lighter snow under cover of the forest. I examined
the hollow space, the wood inside was completely blackened. There
was an indentation in the base of the interior where something had
sat for a long period of time. It was the right size and shape for
a melon, or... a head.

I glanced at the debris. It looked as if
something had torn out this side of the stump recently and whatever
had been in there was killing the wildlife who came to feed on the
bugs that were in the rotted wood. I would have been able to tell
more if the snow hadn't obscured the evidence.

Though I didn't need any more evidence, I
could feel and smell the stink of black magics. That telltale sign
of meddling with the dark arts that corrupted the soul of man.

I exhaled as I just stared into the
stump, shaking my head and muttering to myself, “Oh Hank, what have
you done?”

I took a deep breath and steeled myself
and reigned in my emotions, centering myself, reminding myself that
this was all just circumstantial. I stood and turned to start
walking back toward the Jefferson, and saw a figure not five feet
away, “Jesus!” My blade flicked up between us, and then Dot
staggered back, and I could just make out her face creased with
fear as she stared at the blade in the darkening twilight.

I instantly lowered my blade and took a
step toward her. “Dot, I'm sorry. You startled me, what are you
doing out here?”

Worry started knotting in my gut that I
had everything all wrong. She said, her voice wavering a bit as she
looked down at the sword in my hand, “I was out back to get wood
for the fire, and heard someone rummaging about out here in the
woods, then heard your voice so came to check.” Oh, thank the
Lord.

I quickly sheathed the blade and hid it
under my cape before I took one more step and placed my hands on
her arms, giving them a little squeeze as I gave her a reassuring
smile. She gave a sheepish smile and a silly bobble of her head.
Then I chanced giving her a hug. She held for just a moment longer
than me, and it had me blushing. The heat of it chasing away the
ache in my cheeks from the cold.

When she released me, she looked over at
the shed with furrowed brows. “I didn't know that was back here.
Who's is it?”

I smiled and shrugged, saying apparently
yours, Hank's, and Mary's. Your father owned this land. She seemed
surprised at that then looked over to the stump and started to step
toward it. I held her back. “Don't. Something vile was there. It's
killed all the birds.”

She narrowed her eyes at it, then turned
back to me, and her eyes narrowed further, sorting things out, and
she almost accused, “What did you mean, what did Hank do,
earlier?”

I shook my head and started steering her
toward the Jefferson when she shivered at a freezing gust of wind.
I evaded. “Nothing, just wild speculation. I'm just not thinking
straight, I haven't eaten since this morning.”

She murmured a warning as she looped her
arm in mine much like she did when we were younger, “Hank isn't
involved with anything untoward Im, you can just push that out of
your mind.”

I nodded. “You're right of course,
Dot.”

She studied me a moment then offered a
half forced a smile. “Of course I am, and I'll prove it to you.
Stay for supper, and I'll show you, Hank will be working as hard as
ever when the Horseman starts to prowl.”

I rolled my eyes and said, “Of course. I
don't know what I was thinking.” This got a smile from her even
though my mind was putting all the pieces together and I was almost
terrified that they were all fitting nicely. I prayed I was wrong,
that Hank held the Hessian soldier's head.


Chapter 6 – Battle of the Hollow

We gathered some wood from the overhang
behind the Inn and made our way to the kitchen door in the back. We
paused at the door, and she looked over at me and said, “Hey
Imelda?”

I tilted my head and wondered what the
look she was giving me was all about, it was almost coy and shy,
two things Dorothy Jefferson was not. “Yes?” I swallowed.

She shrugged looking down, her hand still
on the peg for the plank barring the door as she asked, “Do you
remember the promise?”

I nodded, remembering that day, we had
made a pinky promise when she... she kissed me, and the joy of the
memory slammed into me. Only now, with her lips on mine, there was
so much more going on as my body reacted instinctively. I was
suddenly overheating in the winter-like air.

She pulled back with a satisfied smirk on
her face, I was too stunned and, aroused, to come up with a witty
jab at her smugness. I just stood there with my lips slightly
parted, blinking as she turned and slid the peg back and stepped
into the Inn with a chuckle.

I was grinning like a fool as I realized
I should follow. The weight of the door cause it to swing back and
closed in my face on the slated hinges, and I almost dropped my
load of wood. I heard more laughter from inside.

My smile grew, why that little wretch. I
sighed. Dot had kissed me again. I pushed the door open and
followed her through the kitchen. I gave Abbey and the two adorable
girls helping her knead bread dough a smile.

Then I hesitated as Hank said, “Hello
Imelda, Dotty's putting you to work I see.” I just nodded and
followed the beguiling auburn haired beauty into the public space.
Casting one last glance back toward the kitchen where he was.

We placed the wood in the rack, the pub
was already filling with the die-hards who weren't going to hide
themselves away in their homes when the sun set. Dot threw a couple
logs on the fire and then turned to me with that self-satisfied
grin.

I felt the burn on my cheeks again as I
looked down and tucked my dark hair behind my ear. She stepped past
me offering a pinky. I roaring fire ignited inside me as I bit my
lip and locked mine with hers. She let go then said, “I've never
forgotten.” I swallowed then scurried after her like a lovesick
girl. Had it truly meant to her what it had meant for me?

She put me to work in the kitchen while
Abbey prepared something for me to eat. I realized just how hungry
I was as I ate with fervor while Dorothy tended the tables up
front. Then we all talked about life in the Hollow, and I avoided
speaking of my exploits around the girls. Innocents didn't need to
hear of the darkness in the world. They were too adorable.

I tried to act normal around Hank as I
watched one of the candles burning, counting first one than another
hour tick away. It was well dark now, and I caught myself sighing
in relief, Dot giving me a “Told you so,” look.

I was smiling at her when the first
scream rang out. I was through the kitchen door, pulling my cape
back over my shoulders and drawing a blade as I entered the public
space, Hank and Dorothy following in my wake. I heard a commotion
outside and I pushed my way through the men crowded at the
door.

I got outside, and two men were consoling
a woman who was pointing at the bridge. I looked over to see a man
without a coat walking across the bridge deck. The Horseman almost
patiently waiting on the other side. His hands draped lazily over
the pummel of his saddle, and the reins of his hell horse held
loosely.

I started running for the bridge. Half of
me was elated that Hank was not the one summoning the apparition at
sunset. The other terrified for this buffoon who was just blindly
walking to the Horseman. I yelled back, “Who is that?”

Someone offered, “The Chandler. He said
something about wanting it to be over.”

I heard footsteps behind me, and I spun
on Hank and Dot and hissed out, “You two stay back!”

They fell back slightly but still
followed at a slower pace. Damn it. I didn't need to worry about
them too. I skidded to a stop at the approach to the bridge when
John Gooding stepped off the other side of the bridge, his hands
held palm out at his sides in supplication. Almost faster than I
could follow, the horseman's hand went to his sword and in one
swift motion drew it and continued it's arc around.

Between blinding gusts of swirling snow,
I saw the man's body fell one way, his head the other. He had... he
had taken his head, not just killed him? So he was one of the
targeted men, the Vicar wasn't the last one. But for the Chandler
to have been among the men the wraith took vengeance, that brought
the list of possible suspects full circle.

I glanced back but then shook my head, I
was forgetting Laura's cousin. The spinster. I was immediately
relieved again and turned my frustration back on my true
target.

I reached into my cape and pulled the
Horseman's axe from my belt and screamed out a challenge as I ran
through the snow and onto the wood deck of the covered bridge, my
boots clomping and echoing in the semi-enclosed space.

The Hessian turned toward me, and I got
the impression of rage as he dismounted and held his blade at the
ready, bouncing in his hand.

I thought I saw the shadow of someone in
the darkness crouched by one of the timbers holding the roof as I
passed. I shook it off, it was just a memory of when I had crouched
in that very spot to watch father confront this very demon. If I
can just force him back into the water again. And prevent the body
from floating downstream, I could purify it with fire, send the
wraith to its final rest. And this nightmare would be over.

I heard a hissing screech as we clashed,
I don't know how it could make a sound without a throat or mouth.
The sound chilled me to my very soul, but I kept my wits about me
as our steel clashed, sending sparks up in the night, lighting up
the specter in quick snippets of time. The clang of steel against
steel echoing in the darkness.

We exchanged a flurry of blows that
seemed similar to the furious and fog that were now swirling around
us, obscuring my vision even more in the night. Was he commanding
the elements like this? I showed him my right side again and again
as I took blow after staggering blow on my steel, my father's
steel. Steel that had already tasted the blood of this abhorrent
apparition.

He finally took the bait when I had
finally moved my left side away from his watching stallion. If it
were his eyes, it wouldn't even see this coming. He overextended in
a thrust to my exposed ribcage, and I spun away, hid blade slicing
into my cape and I felt the steel brush my shirt.

I completed my spin and embedded his own
axe into his chest, where his heart would be. He staggered and the
horse staggered as well. Then he let out another of those
screeching wails of anger and pain and tore the offending axe from
his chest throwing it to the ground in a spray of black ichor.

Alright, that didn't work. I suddenly
found myself on the retreat as he pulled a dagger from his belt in
his left hand and started to attack with two blades. It was all I
could do to keep the steel from finding purchase. Swiping my blade
from side to side to beat his attacks away.

I adjusted my footing, he was trying to
create a pattern, to catch me unaware. I had trained with the
Italian swordmaster Foro Romano with my father. This Hessian was
good, and I was starting to doubt myself.

I spun away, trailing my blade around in
a wide arc to create some separation, giving me a moment to pull my
flintlock and when I completed my turn I fired and dropped the
flintlock to the snow covered ground, pull out my dagger. The
salted ball struck his left shoulder and spun him back as he
shrieked in pain.

I stalked toward him with a vicious grin
on my face, showing my teeth as I growled, “That's right, you
forgot I can hurt you didn't you?” I spun the dagger in my left
hand and said, “If you liked that, you're going to love this.”

He actually backed off a step as he
raised his blade again, this time slower, his left arm not moving
well. I smirked before I screamed out a challenge and I closed
again. We spun and twisted dodged and parried, dual blades lighting
up the night as they sparked and clanged with each strike.

I was able to land a glancing blow with
my dagger, which left a sizzling trail along his right shoulder. It
hissed out in pain. The natives in this area knew how to fight the
spirits of the damned as he was learning firsthand from my
Wampanoag blessed dagger.

That is when my luck ran out as my foot
landed on something just under the snow and my ankle twisted on it,
and I fell back uncovering the discarded axe. I scrambled away from
a strike but not fast enough as his blade cut across my left
shoulder. The agonizing pain caused me to lose my grip on my dagger
and my eyes to water.

I spun to my feet as I heard Dot
screaming my name. I hobbled on my right foot, my ankle badly
sprained. I watched in horror as Dot came at the Horseman's back
with an improvised club from a branch of wood. But he spun on her,
knowing exactly where she was as she was in the horse's vision. He
struck her in the stomach with a driving roundhouse kick and she
flew back and skidded along the ground and landed with a gasp, her
mouth wide, trying to pull in air.

I charged the abomination, but he dropped
and spun, taking my feet out from under me. I started scrambling to
my feet as he took two long strides toward Dot and raised his blade
to strike.

In a high voice, shrill with panic I
screamed, “No!” And I watched in terror as Mary stepped in front of
the Horseman, her arms held wide. Had she been the one in the
shadows on the bridge? The Hessian had already been in mid-strike
when she interposed herself between it and her sister, and he
couldn't stop the strike. It struck home, driving through her chest
and out her back.

Dorothy and Hank were yelling Mary's name
as I stumbled to my feet in shock. The Horseman and Mary just stood
there facing each other, a blank look on the younger Jefferson's
face. The life leaving her eyes. Then as she fell, the Horseman
fell as well, and everything came snapping together in my mind. The
apparition's bonds to its summoner had ben severed, and it fell
like a marionette whose strings had ben cut. I whispered, “Oh
Mary...”

Then I held Dorothy after she crawled
over to hold her lifeless sister's head in her lap. It was all I
could do... hold her as she cried.

I looked up at an enraged Hank who looked
helpless, not knowing what to do. I motioned my head to the Hession
soldier's body. “Burn that abomination!” I looked over at the
horse, not knowing what to expect, but where it had stood, was
nothing but night air.

I held Dot while the winter storm seemed
to dissipate around us, as people from the Hollow ventured across
the bridge to help Hank with his gruesome task. I shot an accusing
look at the Vicar as he joined them. All of this because of men who
sought to punish someone for their love of another.

I absently wondered as I shushed the
inconsolable Dot... if Mary had summoned the horseman now, then who
had done it fifteen years ago?


Epilogue

“I love you too you sorry excuse for a
hunter,” Dot teased as I pulled her up onto the saddle behind me on
Tirza as she adjusted the bag she packed on her shoulder. She
looked around discretely to make sure the Hollow hadn't awoken yet,
and nobody was around to see and snuck me a kiss.

I was smiling like a fool and trying not
to sigh when Hank stepped out of the Jefferson with the girls.
“You're sure Dotty? It won't be the same around here without
you.”

She looked around, pain evident on her
face. “Too many memories. I just... I just can't Hank. And I'm not
about to let Imelda here out of my sight for another fifteen
years.”

I chuckled. “Not planning on it.” I bit
my lower lip as I gazed at her lips.

Hank paused and started looking at us
with a furrowed brow. Then he pointed at us, his finger waggling
between us as he asked cautiously, “You two aren't...”

I snorted when Abbey slapped the back of
his head and said, “Of course they are you, lout.”

Then she rolled her eyes at us and said,
“Men,” as she shook her head.

Then she said, “Im, take care of Dotty,
or I'll have to hunt you down.”

I nodded with a smile. “I promise.”

Dorothy looked around the Hollow then to
her family and said, “I love you all. We'll visit, and I'll write I
promise.”

They all exchanged farewells, and there
were many tears to be had bay all as I turned Tirza toward the
covered bridge I would be happy to never see again as we left
Sleepy Hollow and the ashes of the Horseman behind us.

When we searched Mary's room at the Inn
two weeks back, we found the Hession's decomposing head in a hat
box under her bed. And her father's journal which she must have
found after his death. What it contained had started this nightmare
all over again.

It told of Gus' love for his wife and how
devastated he was to learn of her infidelity when he had been
pushing her away for years. Then the quorum shamed his wife and his
family. When she took her own life after the village had shunned
her like a leper, it was the last straw.

He found some writings, satanic rituals
that could bring his wife peace and him satisfaction. He wrote
about how to perform them in detail.

He found the burial site of a Hession
soldier from the war and severed the head from its body. Then while
working his pub each night, would escape into the back to summon
the wraith to walk the Earth, controlling it with that severed
head.

He worried when my father arrived to stop
the abomination then actually stopped it. He searched for days for
the body downstream but couldn't find it. The inhumanity and evil
of what he had done had started to sink in, and he had his children
to think about, so he vowed to let it go. So he hid the head away
in a Hollow stump in the woods behind the Inn and tried to live
with the last of the men who had wronged his wife.

He had died an bitter old man who was
forever changed by the evil he had perpetrated. But one thing was
plain, he had loved his children.

When Mary had learned the truth about her
mother's death from the journal, something inside of her must have
broken. She sought out the head and then called forth the wraith to
terrorize the Hollow again, to finish her father's work.

In the end, it was love that had doomed
her. The love for her sister. When the Hession was going to strike
her dead, she couldn't let that happen, and she tried to stop the
evil beast, but it did what evil does. Love never plays into it.
When she died, so did the binding of the Hession's spirit. And it
went to whatever hell awaited it.

If God is up there watching over us all,
I hope he can forgive a young girl for her transgressions and allow
Mary to find her peace.

Imagine my joy when after the funeral and
the discoveries, Dot had professed her true feelings for me and
told me she wanted me to take her away from the Hollow and never
leave her again. She couldn't forgive me if I ever did it
again.

I cried like a girl when I had told her
that I loved her too and there wasn't a day that went by that I
didn't think about our first kiss. She has given me plenty since,
and more. But a lady does not speak of such things.

Who knows what the future and the new
century might bring, whatever it is, I shall do it with Dot at my
side. For now, we are heading to Boston, to give my report to the
Cardinal and see what fresh hell there is out there that needs a
hunter to chase it from the mortal coil.

 


The End
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FIRST EDITION


Chapter 1 - Demon

I stumbled in my low heels a little when
the pain struck. “Damn it, not now!” I hissed under my breath as I
winced in agony when my shoulder started to smoke slightly. I could
smell the flesh burning as my mark of binding rearranged itself to
allow the soul fire to start pouring through my body. My vision
sharpened as my eyes began to burn. I stifled a scream of pain as
my eyes reconfigured to allow The Sight. I knew they were a
brilliant metallic gold now, burning with the soul fire of my
kind.

“Come on Lisc, pull it together,” I
whispered to myself

I glanced down at my shoulder and pulled
up my short sleeve slightly to determine the threat level. The
brand of the curled up, sleeping demon was now standing fully erect
with its wings spread, claws at the ready, and I felt the almost
overwhelming compulsion to go on the hunt. I muttered, “Damn it
damn it damn it.” I pulled my mirrored sunglasses down over my
eyes, I shrugged my light jacket on to hide the now glowing tattoo
on my arm which smelled slightly of sulfur. My hands shaking the
whole time as I resisted the urge to let it take me, to let it
change me.

I continued on with the rest of the
interns on the tour of the museum and did my best to ignore the
siren's call of the hunt. I couldn't let it take me now. I couldn't
blow this great opportunity to have a regular job and a more normal
life. I had just finally settled down from my random wanderings
from city to city. But I felt my jaw rearranging as fangs started
growing and pain flooded my being as punishment for not following
the call, for not doing its bidding.

My jawbone cracked and crinkled, causing
one of the men in our group to look over at me, and I looked down
and away before he could see my jaw distending.

I felt the horns start to tear through my
skin at the apex of my skull. I sighed, I was just deluding myself.
I should have known I could never have a normal life. I've tried so
very hard, but my family's God damned curse; and I mean that
literally, we were damned by God; makes sure of that.

It had been months since the last
calling. I thought that maybe my nightmare was over, and the curse
had run its course, since I know next to nothing about it. So with
this new lease on life, I believed that I had, I was able to go
through training and finish my schooling. I was on the verge of
getting a normal job and living a normal life after this
internship.

All that I have worked for would be all
blown to hell if I left just then. All because of something I had
no part in, something some ancient ancestor had done, now our
entire bloodline will forever be Scythes. Fallen demons who are
trying to win their way back into heaven.

I grunted in pain when my tailbone
started burning as my hips cracked and my tail started growing,
slithering down my pant leg. Kimoura Kaga, the anthropologist
research assistant who was leading the tour, and my immediate
supervisor, stopped her orientation speech and looked over at me.
Her eyes homed in on me with laser-like focus. Had she heard my
bones cracking?

I hesitated before looking away from her,
damn she was gorgeous. I've always loved the looks of Japanese
American women. They had something that just really got my motor
running. Too bad I'm so socially inept. When Kimoura introduced
herself this morning to each of us individually in her back office,
I got all tongue tied and couldn't get rid of my blush. She must
have thought that I was slow or something. Hell, when she asked my
name I said, “Ummm.”

She had grinned and tilted her head
cutely and looked at her clipboard to examine it, then looked back
at me with a wry grin, saying, “I don't have an Ummm, on the list.”
Her grin turned into a reassuring smile, and she said, “Just relax,
take a breath.”

I looked up at her and had to look away,
here huge expressive eyes were so dark they looked almost black. My
pulse was pounding, and I was getting a little light headed. Yup,
that's me, so smooth with the girls. I swallowed then blurted out,
“Lischca Umm Fonteneau?”

She shot me a playful wink and a toothy
smile as she asked, “There, that wasn't so bad, now was it?” She
laid a hand on top of mine then yanked it back quickly and looked
at her hand in shock for some reason. Then the shocked look faded
off her face, and her enticing smile returned. I looked at my
hands, sweaty and clammy, no wonder she pulled back. Smooth Lisc,
really smooth.

I finally pushed my shy attraction to the
side and smiled back and said, “Sorry. Just nervous.”

She tilted her head again, and her eyes
seemed to be studying me more thoroughly this time. I felt like she
was taking everything in. When her eyes stopped on my shoulder and
narrowed like she was trying to see something better, I had
absently lifted a hand to cover the bottom of the sleeping demon
brand.

She seemed to make a decision with a
slight nod of her head, and she inclined her head to me and stated,
“Don't apologize Lischca, I can call you Lischca can't I?”

I blushed again and nodded, just great, I
had a crush on the woman. I hated when people called me by my full
name, I preferred Lisc, but she could call me anything she wanted
to.

She finished with, “I think you'll fit in
just fine here.” She stood, indicating the meet and greet was over.
I stood and scurried out of the office with the grin I tried to
hide behind my hand, concentrating on placing one foot in front of
the other. Just what I needed to do was to trip over myself as I
retreated.

Now here, just an hour later, I was going
to disappoint her, and myself, as I lose the internship I had
fought so hard to get. I didn't even make it through orientation.
At that moment, I hated my curse more than I ever had.

As she looked at me from the front of the
group, I shot her an apologetic look. My skin was starting to burn
all over, indicating I had lost the battle to hold the change at
bay, it was going to happen whether I allowed it to or not, it must
be a strong calling this time, to force the change upon me like
this.

I slid away into the shadows and started
running down the back corridors of the museum. Following the call,
I was drawn toward like a moth to a flame. The overwhelming burning
sensation from inside me started dissipating now that I was doing
as I was supposed to. Being a good little slave to the calling.
Paying penance for the sins of my family's past. Sins I did not
commit, and sins I had nothing to do with. I hated my ancestors so
much for making me into this... beast. And that I had to atone for
their sins and indiscretions.

I turned down a hall and was drawn to a
door with a red sign which read, “Employees Only.” I buzzed myself
through the door by scanning my intern badge, which was hanging on
the lanyard around my neck, over the lock. I dashed down the stairs
before the door had even finished closing. My mouth was salivating,
and I licked my long fangs with my now forked tongue, then it
snicked out to sample the air.

I could taste my quarry now, and smell
it, the viscous black blood coursing through its veins, and the
sour sulfurous odor of its breath. A Velscore Demon? Shit, what was
something that nasty doing here at the museum, and during the day
even? It must be hunting for someone in particular, tasked a
specific target. That's all those things did, with a single-minded
purpose, hunt their prey to the ground. They were incredibly
efficient at it and were tougher than most other demons.

The only plus was that they were
possessed of no innate magics of their own, they were just beasts
who lived for the hunt, and for instilling as much terror into
their victims as they could before the kill.

I was so far out of my league here.

At that thought, a tear rolled down my
cheek, since I knew what was coming next, something I had no
control over. The curse which was placed on my family so long ago,
when my ancestors foolishly communed with demons for power back
before Christ, causes us to be compelled to battle all evil.

If we ignore that calling, as punishment,
we are slowly changed into the form of the very demons which my
family had dealings with. It is agonizing, and it slowly drives us
out of our minds as we feel what the demons would feel. I didn't
like the things I felt and thought when I tried to ignore the
call.

As recompense, if we did follow the
calling, we were granted the boon of soul fire to help us defeat
evil, to soothe the pain and mental anguish thrust upon us by our
demon form. From what I gathered from the sparse information my
father had shared about the curse before his death, we can win our
souls back if we do as we are compelled to do. That keeps me
pushing forward, knowing that one day... I may be free.

Just as I braced myself, my body exploded
into a pain and torment which I cannot describe adequately, as my
full demon form burst forth, shredding my clothing as my wings tore
from my flesh at my back. The curse always made sure I was able to
handle a threat by changing me, stripping my humanity away to a
point which I could complete my hunt. Like a good slave.

Sometimes it was a partial change, almost
unnoticeable except in my mind, where my thoughts were tainted but
still mostly human. My speed and strength are slightly augmented.
But sometimes, when the threat was most dire then it would be a
more drastic, complete transformation like now.

Even tempered by the soul fire, I felt
like every cell in my body was on fire. I could smell and taste the
monster which I had become both in body and in mind, and I hated
myself. I hated everything. I was torn between the urge to tear
apart everyone and anything just to make the pain go away, or to
follow the calling. It took all of my will and concentration to do
the later.

My head snapped to the side, swiveling
unnaturally. The brimstone under my skin smoking and burning every
nerve. I licked my lips, feeling my fangs as I listened to the
whispers in my head. Yes, the hunt. I could kill. The thought
thrilled me in ways I am ashamed of.

I inhaled deeply, pulling air through my
enlarged nostrils and over my forked tongue. I clenched my claws
into fists, feeling the power coursing through me. Yes, I could
kill the Velscore like this, eat its flesh. My mouth turned up into
a toothy smile, baring my two-inch fangs to the world. I ran my
clawed hands over my breasts and down my sides. Yes, the hunt was
so seductive and thrilling in an almost sexual way.

Part of me, so small and human, in the
back of my brain, shuddered in disgust. Knowing that my demon was
aroused at the thought of killing. I could see the chains in here,
inside my head as I watched through the eyes of the creature I had
become. See the soul fire binding my demon to do its bidding.
Binding... me, to do its bidding. I was the demon and it me, I
hated myself for that.

I ran down the hall, following the stench
of the Velscore, it was on the move, it had smelled me. Good! I
loved prey which ran. I screamed a challenge that sounded of
something from lowest pits of hell, and grappled the wall with my
leathery wingtips to help increase my speed as I clawed at the
floor to gain traction.

I burst into a large room filled with
antiquities which were being arranged in an exhibit that would
probably be brought up to the main level soon. I sneered and swept
a wing, which was crackling and snapping with fire, across the
exhibit, smashing it to bits. My inhuman laugh at causing just that
small amount of chaos made me curl up in shame into a corner of my
mind.

Movement in my peripheral vision caught
my attention. I was immediately diving at the Velscore on instinct
as it made for the door. I slammed a claw down at its muscular
back, my talons sinking in. I raked at him, pulling putrid flesh
from it in chunks. I was distracted by the smell of blood and raw
flesh and paused to eat a claw full of the rotting flesh of my
enemy and lick the delicious hot blood from my fingers. I shuddered
in my hiding place, trying to become smaller, to not see and feel
the thrill my demon felt.

In my distraction a heavily muscled arm
of my enemy struck at me, the curved claw at the end of it sinking
into my side, the pincer at the end of his claw tearing at me. I
stumbled back out of its reach. Damn it, I needed to focus, not let
my demon do the thinking. I reasserted myself, I hated the feel of
my demon body, it felt so wrong and so right all in the same
instant.

I was outclassed here, that's why the
curse had transformed me fully. Even so, my demon could not hope to
defeat this Velscore. This may well give me the peace have desired
for so long, maybe in death, I could finally slip the chains of the
curse. But my demon would not let me escape it that easily, it
loved the violence and mayhem and would fight every inch of the way
to survive.

My opponent was single-minded. It was on
the hunt for something or someone and would do anything to get to
its target. I was in its way. It was going to go through me to get
at the poor soul it had ben sent after.

My kind... the cursed, the Scythes of
God, had something a normal demon did not have. A human mind and a
chained soul. We had free choice to a certain extent. As long as we
did our duty like a good dog, we were free thinking. And though I
was outclassed physically, there was still a chance that I could
out-think the Velscore. I would have shed a tear if I could have,
over the fact that sometimes, we humans can be even more brutal
than demons. It was shameful but true.

I sneered as I looked around while I
backed into the space to give myself more room to act. I took in
everything around me, cataloging, categorizing, formulating a plan.
I looked down to my injured side. Black blood was pouring out,
bubbling, burning, and sizzling on the concrete beneath my feet. I
licked my lips at the sight of the blood. I had been so hungry for
so long.

I fought the demon inside me down again.
I raised a claw and allowed the soul fire to burn through it,
heating my blackened skin. It was painful, but I had felt worse. I
then grabbed my side with the hand now burning white hot with soul
fire and screamed an inhuman screech as I cauterized the wound.

I panted and my demon wanted to dive on
the approaching Velscore, to punish it for the pain I caused us by
stopping our blood loss. I hissed as I looked at the chains on the
hoist above us and said, “No, wait.” My demon roared at me, I
roared at me. We roared at us. I was the demon, and I wanted to
remind myself of it, warning myself not to think of me as two
separate beings. I wanted to punish myself. I looked at the chains
again, and I understood my human half as I growled back at myself,
“Lischca is smart. But I will eat his heart after.”

I shuddered at the thought, and even more
at the fact that it just sounded right to me. I was losing myself
into my demon.

I backed away slowly, luring the Velscore
to the point I wanted it, as he stalked around while as I kept
myself between it and the door. Then just as he crouched to attack,
there was a blur in my vision, I flinched at the pure bluish white
light that gave the cruel promise of hope. It shone off a sweeping
blade which sliced through the air in a graceful arc.

It clanged against the hard shell of the
beast's pincer, chipping a small piece off of the monster's
carapace. I blinked at the impossibility of it, no mortal weapon
could harm a demon.

My eyes were mesmerized by the light of
the blade. It promised that impossible hope... and peace. I blinked
and forced my eyes up to see... Kimoura?


Chapter 2 – Battle

She danced and parried and stayed between
me and the other demon as it pressed its attack. That beautiful
blade slicing through the air in those graceful arcs. Chipping
carapace off the claws of the beast and actually drawing its blood.
Leaving sizzling trails of scarred flesh in its wake.

She was moving faster than any human
should be able to. I was mesmerized. I used The Sight and caught
fluttering glimpses of wings of pure soul fire slashing through the
air behind her as she spun and danced around the demon.

She turned to look at me. That same soul
fire burning in her eyes, it hurt, it burned my entire being, and I
felt shame for what I was, while I wanted nothing more than to bask
in it.

She said with concern coloring her voice
as she fought, barely paying attention to the creature, “You're
injured.”

I hissed at her, tasting the air with my
tongue. I, we, growled out, “I am fine. I had a plan, but you
interfered. I will eat his heart!”

She smiled and said softly, “No you won't
Lischca.”

My mind almost shut down with the
overwhelming wave of shame that flowed through my entire being when
she said my name. She knew who I was... what I was. I wanted to
die. Maybe that blade of hers, which shone with hope. Maybe the
hope it offered was an end to my miserable existence once and for
all. An end to the pain.

She spun her sword in the air in a
complex pattern, ending with the motion of sheathing it. Yet there
was no sheath, and now apparently no blade either. It had simply
vanished, that wonderful and terrible light extinguishing.

She stepped back away from the beast and
myself and smiled in actual mirth as said in a sing-song tone,
“Then by all means, show me this grand plan of yours.”

My demon wanted to take her, sexually, on
the floor then tear her apart after the fact for being so smug. I
was just staring in shock at her smile. Was she... having fun? I'd
show her. I didn't need her help, I'd be done with this demon then
I'd eat both of their hearts. I reprimanded myself, “No you
won't.”

I screeched out a challenge that could
only have come from a hell-spawned beast as it curdled my own
blood. The Velscore turned from her to me and answered my challenge
with one that would have stripped away the very humanity of whoever
it was aimed at. I smiled, as I was not human just then. I was
demon. I would bathe in its blood.

We charged at each other. At the moment
of impact, I spread my leathery wings wide and with the smell of
rot, flame, and brimstone, gave them a mighty flap. I thrust up
above the demon, my rear claws sinking deep into its shoulders, my
barbed tail wrapping tightly around its neck as I flapped again and
grabbed the chains as I came even with the hoist. I grappled the
overhead beam with one front claw and grabbed the chain with
another.

I slammed the hook at the end of the
chain into the demon's flesh and pushed all of my soul fire into my
fist. It burned through his chest. The soul fire flared like a
purifying flame, burning the demon flesh that touched it, changing
its nature to that of true flesh. I licked my lips. True flesh that
would taste so sweet. I hooked the chain to another as my fist came
out his back then I started to drop back to the floor.

He snapped at my tail as I uncoiled it
and I screeched in pain and anger as his fangs bit into the flesh
of it. I dangled upside down. My arms inches above the floor, being
held by my tail in the jaws of the chained Velscore, who was
thrashing its body and head, trying to sever my tail.

I was about to twist upward to slash at
the beast to get free when I heard a sweet chuckle behind me.
“Great plan.”

I hissed as I looked back at Kimoura who
was just sort of sauntering up to us demons as we hung from the
hoist above. By all that was holy, she was beautiful. I would
ravage her in bed, make her scream my name knowing only I could
show her such ecstasy, then I would bathe in her blood. “No!” I
shouted to my demon nature in my head. “You will not touch
her!”

She reached to her side and drew out that
sword from nowhere. The light was so pure. It shamed me for my
tainted thoughts. I wanted to beg for forgiveness. I wanted to bow
before that light, grovel and surrender my soul to it and to
her.

With a single thrust, her blade pierced
the tough hide of the demon, directly through its heart. My eyes
went wide as it started to crumble into putrid dust. No I'll... I
fell flat on my face.

She chuckled and reached out to help me
up as she sheathed that wondrous sword. I skittered back along the
floor in shame, pressing my back against the wall, my wings pressed
flat. She didn't need to see me like this. She smiled so fondly, so
compassionately as she kept approaching with her hand held out.
Offering it to me.

I shrieked out in pain and anger and...
fear, and was instantly up and crossed to her with a claw around
her throat. I screamed out in a shrieking wail, “I will eat your
heart!”

She smiled and just reached out with her
hand and gently caressed my cheek. There was no fear in her eyes,
only amazement and... happiness? Her delicate, warm fingers tracing
the cracks in my hide. The red burning of hellfire which was
mottled with the yellow and white sulfur veins running across my
skin. She whispered, “No you won't.”

My entire soul shifted in its chains.
Leaning in, yearning for her touch. Straining hard against the
chains that bound it and me. It was the touch of innocence. I felt
a tear fall down my cheek, stinking of brimstone, sizzling as it
fell to the concrete. She smiled again and said in awe, “So
beautiful. I had no idea.”

I started crying and slid to the ground.
I didn't know why I was crying. My demon was recoiling into my
hiding place forcing me out to deal with something it couldn't
comprehend, something it couldn't understand. Something that was
not hate and violence. I realized what I looked like, a naked
female demon and I dropped my hand from her throat and covered my
modesty with a wing as I shrank away from her and curled up into a
ball in the corner of the room.

She followed, not allowing me to retreat.
She reached out again and ran her hand along my horns. Then the
leading edges of my wings. She scrunched down to meet my eyes. Her
voice seemed to hum inside my very being as she smiled and said,
“It is ok Lischca, you don't need to hide from me. I'm so happy I
finally found you after all these years.”

I just stared at her, my body craving her
touches as tears continued to flow. I felt the burning agony of my
demon form slowly subsiding, melting back into the dark recesses of
my being as my skin started taking on a pinkish hue. Oh God no.
Please, Lord, don't embarrass me any further. How low can I sink
now? I felt my demon aspect retreat from my mind and then the shame
and repulsion for the way I had been thinking when it was in
control hit me, and I turned my head and puked.

I spit out the chunks of demon flesh that
she... that I, had eaten, and I sobbed while this woman, whom I had
just met, simply held me and shushed me and rocked me. Comforting
me.

Finally, I looked up into her eyes as her
own soul fire flickered out, and those beautiful dark eyes smiled
at me. I bit my tongue hard as the demon brand on my shoulder
reconfigured, curling up and pulling a wing across its face as it
went back to sleep. I whispered, “Who... what are you?” I couldn't
get enough of her. I felt as if I should know who she was. I felt
like we had known each other my entire life.


Chapter 3 – Key

She tilted her head in confusion then her
eyes lit up in shock and she stuttered out, “You... you really
don't know?”

I shook my head. She smiled and stroked
my cheek, I leaned into the warmth and closed my eyes.

She said as if it were the most obvious
thing in the world, “I am your Key.”

I opened my eyes and shrugged in
confusion. She blinked in genuine surprise and confusion and asked,
“Didn't your parents tell you?”

I shook my head and admitted in a small
voice, “I don't know much about the curse. I got my first Calling
the day I turned eighteen. My father told me a little about our
curse, our sin, as I changed. We both went on the hunt that night,
but only I returned.”

She placed both hands on my cheeks and
lifted my head so our eyes could meet again. How was it possible
that she seemed even more beautiful each time I looked upon her? It
made no sense. I have never felt attraction so strongly for someone
before. I just wanted to please this woman, but I felt ashamed that
I didn't know what she wanted me to know.

She read this in my eyes and comforted me
again, then looked at the ceiling like she could see through the
entire building to the blue skies above. She spoke like she was
teaching an ancient history class, “Every Scythe has the chance for
redemption, to be released from the punishment which all of their
bloodline must suffer for siding with the disciples of Satan.”

My heart skipped a beat at that.
Redemption. I truly could get free of my demon? Father said that
much, but not how.

He was going to tell me all after our
first hunt, but they were waiting for us. The demons. They thought
to take out a young Scythe, but my father's demon proved to be too
much for their ambush, he died protecting me, before my demon could
break free from the chains I had restrained it with to finish off
the last of them.

She spoke like her thoughts were miles
away, and she was grasping at them like they were an elusive mist
trying to slip between her fingers, “When a Scythe is on the fringe
of redemption, when the good they have done, dispatching evil from
this realm, balances the debt of their tainted soul. Their Key will
finally be allowed to find them. On the day your debt is paid, your
Key can then unlock the shackles on your soul, break the chains
that bind and set you free.”

Now my heart was threatening to beat
right out of my chest. I blinked tears out of my eyes and looked at
this wondrous woman. Trying to comprehend what she was saying. She
released one of my cheeks, and I missed the contact almost
immediately. She pulled up her shirt sleeve and there, burned into
her skin, flaring with her bluish white soul fire was the number
ninety-nine.

She smiled and explained, “When your
chain of sin is reduced below one hundred links, your Key will
finally complete their lifelong search for you. We witness and
chronicle your last battles with other demons as you banish them
back to the underworld.”

Then her face dropped, painted with
profound sadness, and I wanted to do something, anything, to see
that smile again. She said in a haunted tone, “It usually takes a
lifetime to erase the debt, and most of your line die long before
it can happen. Before redemption. The very few that have
accomplished it near the ends of their lives, were finally able to
live the last days of those lives in peace. Hand in hand with their
Key.”

Then her face transformed, as that
sadness was replaced by a fierce pride. “However, my Scythe has
battled almost every day for years, following the Calling, no
matter how faint. Diminishing her debt faster than any Fonteneau in
recorded history. I searched for you endlessly as my brand counted
down, but the curse would not allow me to find you until the proper
time. I have dreamed of you all my life. Watched you from afar in
the waning moments between sleep and waking.”

I blinked. That was it. Why it seemed
like I have known her my entire life. Why I had such an attraction
to Japanese American women. I have dreamed of Kimoura my entire
life as well, but the dreams were fleeting. I could never hold onto
them for more than a few seconds after waking. Now I saw them all
clear as day. It had always been her, burning in the glory of her
soul fire, her wings fluttering behind her like an avenging angel
ready to take me home.

She closed her eyes and whispered, “I was
so frightened when the number stopped counting down on my brand.
For months there was nothing, and I had feared the worst. I thought
my beautiful Scythe had been lost in battle and lost to me
forever.”

She opened her eyes, and a happy tear
flowed down her cheek as she shared, “Then a goddess walked into my
office this morning. I couldn't believe my eyes, it had to be you.
Then I saw the brand on your arm and just knew it. You were even
more beautiful than in my dreams.”

She chuckled. “I didn't understand how I
had found you when my brand was still at one hundred. But the
moment you ran from the group, I felt the tingle on my shoulder,
and the number changed before my very eyes, and I was suddenly...
aware of you, and where you were. I felt the dark place in which
you hid in your mind, as you did what was required of you in your
other beautiful form.”

Then she grinned and said with that touch
of mirth in her voice, “I had to come to you to watch you do
battle. Terrible plan by the way.”

I couldn't stop a surprised giggle at
that. That just put a huge smile on her gorgeous face, her dark
eyes sparkling. I finally spoke, trying to come to terms with what
I thought she was saying to me, “You... you're my... Key? I can
finally be rid of this God forsaken curse one day.”

She nodded, tears welling in her eyes.
She said hopefully, “If you will have me.”

I blinked, and she shook her head in
exasperation and almost growled, “You are way too shy. I'll have to
break you of that. But now, I'd really like to do what I have
longed to for my entire life as I have searched endlessly.”

She stroked my black, sweaty, matted, and
human hair back and looked at me like nobody had ever looked at me
before. Like there was nobody else in the world but the two of us.
I knew she was seeing my soul, and she leaned down, and I
instinctively leaned up. Our lips met in the gentlest whispering
kiss, which felt like a promise to me. I swear my soul was crying
as we pulled apart slightly.

Then she winked at me with a flush face,
her eyes sparkling with playfulness and mischief as she said
through a cute crooked smile while she ran her fingers through my
hair, “So ummm... what say you about finding some clothes? You're
kind of naked here and it is reeeeealy distracting me. In a good
way of course, but still distracting.”

I chuckled and nodded, my eyes wide in
adoration of her. Just ninety-nine more times. Less than a hundred
times, becoming that evil to fight evil. If she was my prize. I
could do that. If she would have me. My heart beat strongly, I had
loved this woman in my dreams my whole life and not even known it.
And now, I would love her with whatever time I had left in this
world.

Then I blinked myself out of my thoughts
and blushed. But first, I need clothes.

 


 


The End

tmp_a22a30ef82988cf24ffbeb198287e1a1_xEUp3f_html_4c989a23.jpg





cover.jpg
The LT A1
Hollow
Beware the Horseman‘

Erik Schubach





