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 Prologue  
 
      
 
    Every Halloween night for a decade, a lost soul hunted for revenge, thirsty for a kill. You may have heard the story --- or one like it. 
 
    What you might not know is that it’s not just a story. The reason it has lapsed into lore is because ten years after it began, a witch and her coven sought and found a way to stop the annual carnage. Her coven is responsible for some very important spells that keep things normal to the degree that the average person can afford to be a skeptic. Though, her coven was also partly responsible for the violence in this particular case, it was not via nefarious intentions.  
 
    Sometimes, things just go wrong just as sometimes they go inexplicably right. 
 
    This particular legend’s genesis was over 200 years ago, and for generations, descendants of that coven have continued to protect the area around Drowsy Hollow, a tiny town that’s barely on the map. 
 
    Locals let the truth about what used to happen each Halloween night fade from truth to legend, wanting to forget about the fear. Needing to forget about the carnage. It was that brutal. 
 
    It transcended from being a visceral fear of everyone in the small village, to lapsing into local lore that became innocuous to the point that stories are told each Halloween that closely mirror the truth. 
 
    Children even go so far as to dress as the hollow husk of that former soul, in a dark cloak that covers their face, carrying a menacing-looking jack-o-lantern stating they’ll do so until coming across a soul that they will take, so they can trade the pumpkin for a head.  
 
    But, October 30th, when the last remaining local witch from that coven perished unexpectedly, things went awry.   
 
    Her niece, who was supposed to travel to Drowsy Hollow quickly and cast the annual protection spell, was delayed through a series of unusual and inexplicable hurdles that amounted to very bad luck at the worst possible time.   
 
    The niece needed to be on site just outside the town of Drowsy Hollow near a specific tree, the oldest in the area, to cast the trusted annual protection spell. Since she could not get there in time, she cast a different spell remotely, to give her the opportunity to whisper commands to the huntsman as he hunted, hoping it would be enough to ensure the horseman took no lives that year.  
 
    Instead, not only did the new spell alter the course of events for the evening, it also changed the fabric of life for Isabella Krane, a young schoolteacher who happened to be traveling home alone during the witching hour.  
 
    Incidentally, the soul, Isabella, who has entered those grounds, is a direct descendent of the man responsible for the horseman’s death.  
 
    Maybe it was a case of a perfect storm.  
 
    Or, perhaps, it’s fate, happening the way it is supposed to happen. 
 
    The coven was not prepared for what happened that night. No one was.  
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    1 – The Story  
 
      
 
    I know this will sound crazy; and I’m the most skeptical, grounded, logical person I know, so if you’re reading this, I have to defend myself. This is what happened to me. As crazy as it’ll sound.   
 
    If you’re reading this, I didn’t burn these pages for some reason. Maybe I’m dead. Maybe he came back for me like he said he would.  
 
    Maybe I’ve been institutionalized for losing my mind. 
 
    The following is my recounting of what I remember happening to me. I have decided it might be therapeutic to get it down on paper, out of my head. I’ll probably write the details down and then burn these pages. And then maybe I’ll be able to go on with my life. Or at least put it away in a locked place in my mind, and try to move forward. 
 
    I am filled with nausea at the notion of writing all of it down. I’m also filled with nausea for a different reason. A horrifying reason. 
 
    Each night when I close my eyes, I pray I’ll dream of something else instead. Or dream of nothing and just sleep.  
 
    But, that’s not what happens. Instead, I experience that night again in my dreams, as if it’s happening again.  As if it’s now. 
 
    It’s been a full four and a half weeks of the same recollections, night after night. And each night when I dream it, it feels like the first time again. All over again.  Like I’m in a loop. As the dream begins, I’m clueless about what’s about to happen. 
 
    It’s only in the morning when I wake that I realize I’ve had the same dream again.  
 
    Each morning when I wake, I’m greeted with reality. And the reality is that they’re not just dreams. They’re recollections of what happened to me on October 31st in Drowsy Hollow. 
 
    It didn’t start out as a dream. I know this.  
 
    I have the mark on my body that proves it and I may also have a baby in my belly to make it irrefutable. 
 
    *** 
 
    “And the soldier lost his head when the cannonball sounded with an enormous ear-splitting explosion and struck. It is said by some that each Halloween, he hunts for a new head, taking the first one he sees. But, some with more romantic hearts believe he may actually be hunting for the one true love a fortune teller had told him he’d find, when he was instead killed just before being sent off to go to war…” 
 
    “I think he wants a new love,” Misty sang out in her tiny voice. 
 
    “I think he wants to eat brains,” Jarod shouted.  
 
    “Then you better not go walking in the woods or he’ll wind up starving,” Misty’s twin sister Lana snapped. 
 
    The classroom broke out in giggles. 
 
    I waited for the giggles to fade, finished sharing the rest of the tale, and read them the epilogue about the carnage being stopped by local witches. I then placed the closed book on the shelf behind me and clasped my hands together.  
 
    “Okay, little ghosts, goblins, headless horsemen, headless horse-women, and assorted other creatures of Halloween, ten minutes until the bell rings and that signals the start of the party. How about if you practice your printing? I think there’s time…”  
 
    I heard groans as I turned to the chalkboard. 
 
    “Math then?” I called over my shoulder.  
 
    More groans. 
 
    I hid my smile as I lifted a piece of orange chalk and wrote out  
 
    Just joking. Happy Halloween! Who wants candy? 
 
    in large orange letters. The room broke out in giggles, me’s, and I do’s. I turned around to face seventeen very happy seven-year-old faces. 
 
    “How about a game of duck, duck, goose, instead? I brought so much candy to get us all started on the festivities! Let the sugar rush begin!” 
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    2 – The Journey Begins 
 
      
 
    The whole town seemed to be at the school. After the bell rang, there was the annual parade of costumes through the school hallways and outside, marching to the village square.  
 
    After that, a massive potluck dinner took place in the school gym. This was followed by a Halloween dance and trick or treat event for the whole town. 
 
    For some reason, this town didn’t observe trick or treating in the usual sense. Instead of sending the children out into neighborhoods to ask for candy from neighbors and strangers, they set up each classroom with fun and games and prizes, which included piles of candy, candy apples, not to mention the coveted ribbons for best costume, scariest costume, most original costume, and so forth. 
 
    As a substitute teacher, not someone on their staff, I wouldn’t have been expected to stay, though I was welcome to. But, I’d been told by the secretary that I was being considered for a permanent position and it would look good if I did stay, made myself a part of the festivities, hence seeming like I’d be a natural fit for the close-knit community. 
 
    So, that was what I did. I stayed. I mingled. I handed out candy. 
 
    And when I left? That was when it all began. That was when the course of my life would be forever altered by a man on a horse.  
 
    A man without a head. 
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    3 – The Breakdown  
 
      
 
    I was standing outside my car. My broken-down car. Smoke curls worked their way around my ankles ominously. The smoke was thick enough that it looked as if it could squeeze me, rendering me immobile. Thankfully, it didn’t. I could move freely, but I wasn’t feeling good about where I was or about what might be up ahead during a walk in the dark, in the cold, but hopefully not coming across any nocturnal creatures.  
 
    My nearly new car stalled out of the blue and I couldn’t get a signal on my phone to call for roadside assistance. 
 
    So, I moved slowly, trying to be very aware of my surroundings, meandering down a winding four-lane country road --- the flashlight on my phone lighting my way as I pondered the strange curling mist. 
 
    The middle of no place, I was trying to find my way to any place where my phone would pick up a signal. I knew I was, at minimum, five miles away from civilization at 11:42 PM and thankfully, my phone was at almost full power. I was guessing the flashlight would use up a fair bit of it. I could only hope that whatever was stopping the phone from picking up signal, that the glitch would be over soon.  
 
    A chilly breeze blew straight through me, so cold and so brittle that I felt it deep in my marrow. I shuddered, aware of the chill one body part at a time, starting at my toes and working up to my shoulders. And then it happened a second time, immediately after the first, only stronger… blowing my pointy black witch hat off.  
 
    I looked over my shoulder, seeing that the hat was long gone, carried off on the breeze with a swirling funnel cloud of dirt and dead leaves. I blinked at it. I’d forgotten I still had it on.  
 
    I swallowed and soldiered on, holding my unruly long blonde hair back in a handful so as to stop it from whipping at my face in the biting wind.  
 
    It felt straight out of a horror movie.   Not that I watched horror movies, if I could help it. I didn’t need them influencing me, dementing my mind. 
 
    It’s Halloween. I’m not typically the least bit superstitious about it, but if I were… this setting certainly would be the setting for something horrific. 
 
    It’s a little darker than I like to be walking in. It feels ominous. There’s just something in the air… 
 
    I’m an autumn nut. I decorate in autumn. My house, myself. I have an autumn wardrobe including nail polish and cosmetics to match the beautiful color palette of the outside. I’m all about the pumpkin spice.  
 
    As for the scary parts of Halloween, they don’t exist for me.  I’m in denial about it. I was conceived on Halloween night, according to my mother, and maybe that’s the biggest reason why I celebrate all the good in it. It wouldn’t be pleasant to think my existence was spawned from something evil.  
 
    My jack-o-lanterns are happy-face pumpkins. Not scary. I go for the cute Casper-style ghosts rather than the horrific Scream themes. 
 
    I joked, that day, substitute teaching for the second-grade students as I read them creepy stories, that the scary stuff was all poppycock, that they shouldn’t be frightened of anything in the stories I read. They’re just stories written by people with vivid (or, warped --- but I didn’t say that) imaginations. 
 
    I read those stories not because I wanted to, because they insisted it was a Drowsy Hollow Elementary School tradition. I was dressed in my roommate’s witch costume (because I’d gotten called in to teach at the eleventh hour, so had to think fast): black raggedy broomstick gothic dress. Black and white striped tights, lace-up Doc Martens.  My blonde tresses were left wild today and I went heavy on the black eye makeup. I have a lot of white-blonde hair and usually tie it back when teaching, but today, had let it go wild for the costume.  Even still, I looked like a happy witch, like Samantha from Bewitched, likely, not like a hag: no warts, no green-tinged skin. 
 
    I’d taught twice previously at Drowsy Hollow Elementary School, and they seemed to like me. The staff were nice. The vice principal, serving as acting principal after the untimely freak accident that took the former principal, had hinted that when the new principal joined as of the thirtieth of November, he would be looking to fill some upcoming positions. The class I’d taught that day was coverage for a teacher who was nearly ready for maternity leave.  Her return would coincide with another teacher’s retirement, so it was highly feasible that I’d have a full-time, permanent position --- and soon. 
 
    It was a longish forty-five-minute drive to my apartment in the city and on the way home I’d been thinking I’d need to move closer if I got the job. It’s a cute little town and I saw a sign in the window of the drycleaners, stating “Apartment for Rent.” The upper floor above the drycleaners appeared empty, with no drapes on the windows. I’d taken a photo with my cell phone of the sign as I paused at a red light. Katie, my roommate, wouldn’t come, but the rent would likely be cheaper and if I had the teaching job and lived local, thereby cutting down on travel expenses and in-general expenses, I wouldn’t have to have a roommate. 
 
    Once I was out of the town limits, pondering how great it would be to move to the quaint little village, my car, which I hadn’t been having any problems with, simply stalled. It just died on the side of the road and refused to re-start.  No power. No lights. And it was suddenly chilly out, so I knew I couldn’t sit there for long what with the sudden temperature drop.  Ten minutes with no sign of a cell signal and no sign of any other cars, and I’d headed out on foot. 
 
    It was only my third time driving this way, but I vaguely recall passing a farmhouse on this stretch of road, between the school and the town over, so figured I’d head in that direction, hoping to have a signal before then, and if not, hopefully someone would be home and kind enough to call a tow truck for me. 
 
    I had no idea how no one else has passed on the road so far, being that the dance would’ve ended soon after I’d left the school and at least a few of the dozens of people there should’ve come this way. 
 
    Fighting against the bitter cold… feeling like I was in January instead of the last day of October… I kept on moving, scanning my phone’s home screen with my eyes as I walked.  
 
    Searching for Signal 
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    4 – The Walk  
 
      
 
    The wind shifted directions, so instead of walking against the wind, it started to propel me forward, pushing my hair, my coat, my skirt, all forward. Something grazed the back of my head and by the time I realized it was my witches’ hat, it was too late; the hat had flown too far ahead for me to catch it. 
 
    How strange that it would fly away from me and then whack me in the back of the head again.  The wind kept shifting, switching directions. 
 
    An eerie feeling soaked through me with the bitter cold. I raised my arm higher, squinting at my screen for any change in status. And then I looked ahead. More dark, more road, more leaves blowing, and nothing else. 
 
    I was beginning to question my decision to walk. Maybe I should’ve stayed in my car.  
 
    I glanced back; too far from it to see the car now, and strangely, the road behind me seemed to be bendy when I was sure it had been straight.  
 
    I shook it off, deciding I had to be wrong. Maybe it was a mind trick, an illusion of the dark, as I could’ve sworn I’d been on a straightaway and approaching a bend. But it was straight up ahead, and the road was bendy behind me. Now it all seemed switcheroo’d around. 
 
    I switched my phone off and then waited for it to power down, so I could try it again, hoping the reset finds a signal for me. 
 
    A clopping sound approached from behind me. I glanced over my shoulder and saw a small covered wagon, pulled by a horse, coming from a straight road. A straight road? It was just bending a split second ago. 
 
    Ahead was a bend. I gave my head a shake, but didn’t have the chance to dwell, because I was relieved to see someone else. 
 
    I stopped and when it was about fifty feet away, I waved.  
 
    The wagon didn’t slow. At all. I saw the shadow of gloves holding the reins but couldn’t make out whether it was a male or female driving.  I waited for them to slow, but they just kept going. I stood there, mouth wide open, shocked. 
 
    “Wait!” I started waving frantically, calling out, “Excuse me? Help? Help!” 
 
    They either couldn’t hear, or they ignored me by choice. 
 
    Darn. I stopped and frowned at my predicament and at them.  
 
    Who would see a woman alone on a dark night like this and at this late hour and keep driving? They would have passed my car and that would’ve made it clear that I’m stranded. 
 
    I scrunched up my face and realized I wouldn’t get anywhere if I stood still like that. I debated between going back toward my car, and continuing on forward.  It was getting colder by the moment and I felt it bone-deep in just a thin jacket and this black broomstick dress that was quite gauzy so not much was keeping me warm. I had on thin striped Wizard of Oz witch-style tights and under my dress I wore a one-piece black Spanx-like shape bodysuit.  I’m not overly curvy (though I’m sure not a size zero, particularly with all the fun-sized Snickers bars I’ve been chomping on the past few weeks in preparation for Halloween), but this worked wonders for covering up my most important parts under the semi-translucent black gauzy dress. 
 
    An eerie feeling prickled the back of my neck, like the feeling you get when you’re being watched.  
 
    I stood on the soft shoulder of the road, holding my phone, flashlight on, and then I realized I was down to 48% power, so this flashlight app was definitely draining my power. I wanted to switch it off, but I was concerned that I might be under the watch of some predator near low but dense bushes that lined both sides of the road.  
 
    Was an animal watching me? If so, what kind of an animal? There was a big difference between a harmless looky-loo, such as an owl, and something more ominous, something more carnivorous. I decided that maybe I should head back to my car.  
 
    My mind was racing, my flight or fight senses on the edge, because everything felt… off.  
 
    I twirled and picked up pace, heading back where I came from, glancing at my screen and seeing that there still wasn’t a signal. Shit. 36% power. 11:58 PM. It just said 48!  
 
    Oh, my goodness.   
 
    I turned it off as I walked, figuring I’d turn it on again to try to search again. 
 
    Nothing in terms of signal and it was suddenly at just 23% power.  
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    It was getting colder. My teeth chattered, and my hands felt like ice. 
 
    It even seemed darker, somehow more ominous suddenly as I came to a bend in the road that had forked in two directions. I definitely wasn’t here before.  
 
    I got closer and saw a tulip tree, lying there, looking like it was yanked by the roots, the giant bulbous root system on display in the dark.  There was a smashed pumpkin beside it.  The tree didn’t block the road, had fallen the other way. I stepped over the pumpkin, feeling a strange sensation, like your funny bone, but it was my whole body getting that odd buzzing / tingling sensation.  
 
    Nothing looked remotely familiar. The ground beneath me, it dawned, wasn’t paved. When did it switch to dirt?  I spun around to look behind me and the landscape seemed like it narrowed into thickening woods, rather than the side of the country road. My world tilted; I had a strange spinning sensation. I thrust my fingers into my hair and my phone thudded to the ground. I gave my head a shake and reached for it and that was when I heard the whinny of a horse. 
 
    Did the wagon circle back out of guilt at leaving me on the side of the road? The road that disappeared…  
 
    I looked up and saw that on the other side of the tulip tree sat a wooden bridge, bridging what, I couldn’t tell, as it was too dark to see what was under it, but then the ground rose up a winding, bright pathway leading to the top of a hill. My eyes must’ve been playing tricks on me as the landscape again looked completely different. 
 
    On top of the hill sat a horse. But there was no wagon this time; instead, a rider was on it. Just sitting there. Watching me. 
 
    There was no sound other than the wind and leaves rustling, but really… it felt like dramatic music should’ve started playing.  
 
    Fear prickled the back of my neck with more intensity and the chill factor in the air seemed to simultaneously increase. The horse and the rider were both so very ominous-looking. The horse huffed, and mist blew out of his nose and seemed to move in slow-mo, snaking toward me, like more fingers. 
 
    I took a step back as a flashback played on the reels of my mind of the book I’d read that day, where a decapitated horseman rode on Halloween night to seek out both the solider that blew his head off with a cannonball as well as find himself a new head. 
 
    I glanced down at the smashed pumpkin by the felled tulip tree. The tree must have fallen recently, the tulip flowers still in bloom.  
 
    How odd for them to be in bloom at the end of October. And what a shame that it’s down. The trunk’s circumference was absolutely massive. It must be a very old tree. 
 
    My mind flitted over the fact that I’d read that story aloud to the seven-year-olds, who were rapt with attention, but I was thinking it was all kinds of wrong to read that sort of a story to small children who would likely go home and have nightmares about it.  
 
    Those kids were rabid for the story and they told me that they had all heard it the year before, as well.  The story’s setting was Drowsy Hollow, so my guess was that it was a local author, who had written a story for their hometown and that was why every child in the school wanted to hear the story every Halloween.  
 
    Drowsy Hollow was a very small town, just a few thousand people. If the book was popular, it would put the place on the map. I had no idea whether it was popular; I’d never heard of it before that day. Then again, I shied away from the darker elements of my favorite time of year. 
 
    It was nice that the locals celebrated Halloween by reading about their local area, but that fictional tale certainly wasn’t appropriate for six and seven-year-olds and it also wasn’t appropriate for me, because it had evidently gotten into my head and freaked me out, making my mind play tricks on me. 
 
    At the end of the storybook, the horseman caught a poor man traveling in the woods alone near a tulip tree and claimed his head as his own. This would satisfy him until the following year, at which time he’d need to obtain a new head, so would discard the old one and carry a pumpkin instead. The moral of the story warned that the man shouldn’t have gone out during the witching hour on Halloween. He knew the tale and chose to be a skeptic, and thus, it was his demise.  
 
    I was unhappy at reading it, yet the story’s epilogue said that a family of friendly witches cast a spell to protect the area around the headless horseman’s haunting grounds so that no one could enter them on the night each year that he came out to hunt. At least that bit of the story would give comfort to the children who read it. 
 
    Tulip tree. Smashed pumpkin. Witching Hour. Halloween night. 
 
    My ears were ringing, and bile rose in my throat. 
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    5 – The Chase 
 
      
 
    What sort of sick joke was this? Halloween night, a man in a dark cloak on a horse in the middle of the woods, looking down into a weird valley (that I honestly feel like wasn’t here before, but it must have been) at me.  
 
    Maybe pranks like this were why the town kept the kids in a school gymnasium instead of letting them go out to trick or treat. 
 
    I had no clue how I wound up in the middle of these woods when I was just on a four-lane straight road a few minutes ago. 
 
    I felt illogical. Off the rails. I yearned to find logic, so I could gain a reality foothold in what felt like an unreal situation. I always looked for logic, for an explanation.   
 
    Some guy on a horse shouldn’t scare me. But it did, and I knew why. It was all of what’d happened tonight combined. 
 
    Plus:  
 
    A)I read a creepy mind-dementing story today.  
 
    Corrupted brain at the hands of demented seven-year-olds.  
 
    B)The scary-looking man in a cloak up there on a dark horse was looking at me. They’re both looking at me.  
 
    Yes. They were both looking at me.  It was like the horse was in on the joke, as odd as that sounds.  
 
    They stood there shadowed, the moon high above them and in full view. Thick smoke curls weren’t just crawling around my ankles; they seemed like they were climbing like ivy up my body as well as surrounding the man and the horse on the hill.  Connecting us. It was the strangest thing, this mist wrapping around me like fingers. Freezing cold fingers that swirled to snake and curl around me, and then reach back to twist around the man on the horse. And though I couldn’t see his face, I knew the rider was looking at me. So was his horse.  
 
    I stood there, absorbing the scene. 
 
    As my mind weighed out everything about the journey home so far, it became absolutely crystal clear that there was not one single funny thing about this ill-timed and possibly elaborate prank. 
 
    But, the tulip tree? That made a prickling awareness, warning, something…alarm bells. Major alarm bells. 
 
    The rider kicked his heels against the side of the animal’s flesh, while flicking the reins in his grip and in a flash, the horse was at full gallop, heading straight for me. And I could almost swear the horse’s eyes were glowing red for a split second. 
 
    My mouth dropped in shock.  
 
    Galloping, no… very nearly flying down a steep hill at a speed that seemed dangerous… for both the horse and the rider.  I somehow got unstuck, realizing that there was no good reason why that horse would be running straight at me like that, so I spun, and I started to run. 
 
    It was cold. It was worse than cold. My feet pounded against the brittle and now frosted ground, pain shooting up my ankles, my calves. I was in dense bushes, and it was abundantly clear that I was being aggressively pursued.  
 
    I zigged and zagged through mist-thickened trees, astonished at how thick this mist was, so thick, it resembled spider webs.   I heard those hooves pounding the dirt, getting closer and closer, heard how winded I sounded as I panted and grunted while running. I was afraid to look back, afraid it’d slow me down and that I’d see that he was right on my heels. 
 
    Out of nowhere, the landscape seemed to warp and the earth beneath my boots just slid away. 
 
    This caused me to trip over my own feet and go tumbling down a hill. Jagged rocks along the way didn’t slow me down. Instead, they made the tumble all the more painful. Something sharp sliced through my striped tights, breaking the skin on my left thigh. My head hit something hard, a stump, I think, and it halted my progress just before the very bottom of the hill, where there was a fast-flowing creek. Narrow, too narrow to be a river, but wide enough to carry me away as it was very fast flowing.  
 
    Although it was dark out, it was if the water glowed. And the glowing water looked very much like white water rapids. If that stump hadn’t stopped me, I’d have gone straight in. 
 
    Disoriented, I pushed up with my hands in the dirty, cold and frosty sticks and leaves around me and got to my knees. I took a minute, balancing on my palms, to catch my breath and will the wooziness from the fall away. My head throbbed at the back. I blinked and blinked, breathing hard. 
 
    I heard a huff.  
 
    The horse.  
 
    My eyes moved up and I spotted that horse at the top of the hill I’d just tumbled down. I saw the rider in profile. My vision was a bit fuzzy, but he sat there, looking down. 
 
    The rider, who I could only see the silhouette of, as he wore a long and hooded cloak, pulled on the reins and then he and the horse disappeared from my field of vision. 
 
    Did he give up? Where did they go? 
 
    I stared at the space they used to occupy for a moment and then took stock. My leg? Bleeding. It stung. I rubbed the back of my head, where I found a big bump. It was freezing cold and my hands were a bit scraped up, too --- not to mention filthy. 
 
    I had leaves in my hair, mud and dirt all over me. 
 
    I need to get out of here, get away from that psycho on a horse! 
 
    I’ve gone deeper into some woods down in some sort of valley. Where does that river lead? I don’t know this area at all. I did know I had to find a way to go up, as I had no idea where that rapidly flowing waterway lead, and it could be dangerous.  Up was where my car was. Up was where I came from. 
 
    I fumbled to unzip and then reach into my purse, which was on me cross-body (thankfully, or I’d have lost it during the fall), and pulled my phone out again. 16% power. No signal.  
 
    Damn it! 
 
    It said it was 11:59 PM.  
 
    No. That can’t be. Surely, ten or fifteen minutes or longer have passed. 
 
    I pushed away the thoughts that tumbled through my brain, somersaulting into a very scary place that would do nothing but make my panic increase.  
 
    I began the climb up, noting that it had gotten even frostier and colder out. I turtled my icy hands inside my jacket and attempted to grab at sticks and low-hanging tree limbs to aid in the climb. 
 
    The blood trickling out of the gash on my thigh was both hot and cold and soaking my tights. I had no choice but to keep on climbing, though. I had to get back to my car, where I could lock the door, where I could try my phone again, maybe it would start. Maybe someone would drive by and give it a jump or drive me to town. 
 
    My foot slipped on the frosty muck, sending me to my knees where they encountered jagged rocks.  I grunted and got back to my feet, thirsty and cold and, more frightened than I have ever been in my life. 
 
    If I went downstream, I didn’t know what was down there. 
 
    If I got up, would I run into that man on the horse again? He wasn’t out to help me. He was clearly out to frighten me or possibly even hurt me. 
 
    It was just far too cold to hunker down for any length of time, so I had to keep moving. 
 
    I got to three quarters of the way up and slid, losing my grip on the ground and the brush I’d grabbed. I slid halfway down again, landing on all fours, muddying my knees. 
 
    I whimpered and crawled, using my hands, using my nails, without the protection of my jacket sleeves. I grunted as I clawed my way up, gripping and moaning with effort as if my life depended on it. It felt like that might be the case! 
 
    Miraculously, I finally got to the top of the hill and found myself on level ground again.  Relief flooded me as I fought to get my bearings quickly.  
 
    Which way did I come from? 
 
    Left. I came from the left. 
 
    I decided to head that way, teeth chattering, my whole body aching. My head felt a little bit woozy, but I knew I couldn’t stop. I had to keep going. My feet moved slowly through what was now muck, which was caked on my boots, slowing me down. A lot. 
 
    I lifted out my phone again. 4% power. 11:59.  
 
    “God, what in the fuck is going on?” 
 
    I heard a huff and hooves clopping on the ground. I spun around and saw, not even fifty feet back, the horse. The cloaked man. 
 
    Shit!  
 
    “Um, I’m lost,” I called out. What did I have to lose? Besides everything?  What other choice was there? 
 
    He was so close to me, surely, he could catch me. But, maybe he would give up the silly prank and help me. If he’s just making a joke out of things because of this town and that local legend… I won’t know if I don’t ask.  
 
    “Can you stop fucking around here? Can you help me get to town or let me use your phone?” 
 
    The answer came in the form of the horse rearing onto its hind legs, the rider pulling back.  
 
    The horse’s eyes glowed like they were red lightbulbs and the whinny that came out of its mouth was the most foreboding sound I’ve ever heard in my life.  
 
    If this was the reply to my plea for help, I’m in serious fucking trouble!  
 
    More icy tendrils of fog wrapped around me, and I was afraid I’d turn into a solid block of ice at any second.  
 
    Shit.   
 
    I took off running again and for the longest time, that huge black horse just stayed reared on his hind legs, making that awful, awful sound. How the rider held on so long was beyond me… 
 
    And then the ground began to shake as it galloped toward me. 
 
    I was running. 
 
    How could I outrun a horse? A giant, powerful horse.  With glowing red fucking eyes, no less! It was simple. I couldn’t. It was only a matter of seconds, likely, before I got caught and faced my fate. 
 
    All the years of avoiding the horror films, the darkness in the world, and here it was right in front of me like I’m destined to be the distressed and fated damsel in a horror film. 
 
    There was still that hill beside me.  As hard as I fought to climb it, it felt like it was my only chance. 
 
    I saw a clearing, heading straight down toward the creek, so I decided to drop and roll a little, but the slope took over and I had no control over how fast I tumbled down. I rolled and rolled 
 
    hitting rocks and feeling sharp things rip into the fabric of my clothing, snagging my jacket, wrenching my hair along the way. 
 
    My body stopped way too close to the river for comfort. The sound of rapidly moving water thundered in my ears, frigidly cold water actually splashed my face.  I tried to scramble to my feet, but it was shaky, so I only got to my knees, crying out in pain and feeling so very weak. Tears streamed down my face. 
 
    What on earth am I going to do? Climb up? Follow the river? Which way?  
 
    I heard that horse again. 
 
    Shit. Fuck! 
 
    Horses have always sounded like something wonderful to me. Would I ever hear a horse make that noise again and not feel chilled down to my soul?  
 
    Would I make it out of here alive to even hear the sound of a horse, to see the sun in the sky again? 
 
    I spotted him, coming on that horse, not up on that hill. Nope; galloping toward me, following the flow of the river. I got up and turned to run downstream. I was crying, my run more of a stumble, with burning in my lungs, aching in every muscle of my body, and a full awareness of my bleeding hands and bleeding leg. My feet pounded the mucky, cold, ground hard, but then my ankle twisted at an odd angle as my foot met a stump and it absolutely killed. 
 
    I tried to keep running, aware that he’d strangely not caught up to me yet, though I wasn’t able to run very fast, especially against a horse and certainly not with twisted ankle, but I did not dare to look back. 
 
    God, my ankle seriously fucking hurt! 
 
    He was playing with me. He could’ve caught me by now. He was enjoying this too much to let it end so soon. Fucking sicko! 
 
    Finally, the river seemed to bend, and I had hope that somewhere around that bend would be something, anything that would give hope of getting out of this situation. This crazy, whacked, nightmare of a situation. 
 
    Nightmare. Yeah, a nightmare.  
 
    That’s it. It makes sense now! 
 
    I’m having a nightmare. I’m going to wake up in my bed, fine, absolutely fine. It’s not dark. I’m not in the woods all raggedy and bleeding. Time isn’t frozen. I’m not being pursued by a man in a dark cloak on a horse with red glowing eyes. It’s November 1st and I’m in my own bed with my autumn quilt that’s covered in leaves and cute little pumpkins. I just need to wake up. 
 
    Wake up, Isabella! 
 
    Everything inside of me was telling me that I needed to keep running and not turn around, though I heard the water rushing, heard the horse’s hooves pounding as if he was at full gallop. I blinked in astonishment as I caught a glimpse of smoke curling, not toward me like that creepy mist, but toward the sky, as if from a chimney. There was a faint light, too. A cabin! A little cabin sat near the creek’s edge with… yes.. smoke curling from the chimney and weaving through the trees toward me. That meant someone was there. Having a fire. Someone! Someone who can help me! 
 
    Hope. Glorious hope. 
 
    My phone was suddenly ringing from my purse. My phone? Signal! Do I have signal?   
 
    I fumbled through my bag for my phone as I ran. 
 
    No, not my ringtone…  
 
    It was my timer done alert, a xylophone trilling sound. I got it into my hand and saw the screen. 
 
    No signal. 1% power.  
 
    Timer: Done. 
 
    Done what?  I didn’t set a timer. It’s 12:00 midnight.  
 
    Not 11:59, finally, but I know, I know it has been way more than a minute. 
 
    What’s going on? What, what? 
 
    I’d gotten closer to the cabin, within several hundred feet, I’d guess.   My breath came in gasps and my dirty face was covered in half-frozen tears.  
 
    The hooves got louder behind me, closer. It made no sense that it sounded like running at a full gallop and yet it hadn’t overtaken me. 
 
    “Helllllllllp!” I shouted as loud as I could, bending toward where I wanted my voice to travel, to the cabin, but my voice came out barely above a hoarse croak. I willed it to travel far enough to be heard, willed the door I could now see to open, and for someone to come out to help. Maybe with a gun to scare off the guy on the horse.   
 
    Please. Please! 
 
    I willed it, but it didn’t work, because that’s when I felt it. They were now alongside of me instead of behind me, keeping pace, yet the horse’s feet galloped, and I wasn’t running fast, so it made no fucking sense.  Smoky mist fingers snaked around me at my shoulder height, more fog coming from the horse’s nostrils, parallel to me. I glanced at the horse and his red eyes were terrifying, so terrifying I couldn’t even maintain eye contact, so my gaze darted upward to the rider. I saw a black dirty boot, dark brown trousers, and gloved hands holding reins. I looked up higher and I couldn’t make out his face. It was just dark. 
 
    “Why? Why are you ch-chas---" I asked, breathlessly. And before I got out the “ing me?” part, he leaned over to the side, reached down, and shackled my arm with his grip. 
 
    I’m about to be trampled by this horse. I can’t wrench my arm away! 
 
    I tried to keep my feet moving, but it was no use, because I was lifted by my arm, my feet kicking in mid-air… and OUCH! It felt like my arm was about to leave my socket. He hauled me across the horse, and then, balancing on my belly in front of the rider, I noticed immense heat coming from that horse’s back. It was so hot under my stomach, it was as if I was riding on top of fire.  The heat seared through me, warming my frigid body quickly. I looked up through my messy hair that was all over my face and saw nothing. 
 
    I blinked. I blinked at nothing. Nothing in the hood. His hand was on me, holding me in place as the horse ran at full speed. His other hand held loosely to the rein. 
 
    I don’t know if I screamed. I don’t know, because I guess I blacked out. 
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    6 – The Cabin 
 
      
 
    My eyes opened, and I blinked a few times and tried to take in my surroundings. 
 
    I was on a small, round rug in front of a crackling fire with a thick (kind of itchy) tan blanket over me. Adjacent to the rug I saw rough unfinished wood plank flooring that looked the same as the log walls around me. Behind me stood an old upholstered beige chair.   
 
    I sat up, aware that my tights were ripped even worse. In fact, the left leg had a large rip through those tights at the thigh, showing where my leg was bleeding. It looked like it had been separated from the space around the gash and it was ripped so wide that only a thread stopped the rest of the fabric from falling and dropping down to my ankle.  A damp off-white cloth lay over the cut and the aroma was of antiseptic, a cloying scent, that felt like it was directly inside my nostrils.  
 
    Where am I? Who performed first aid on my leg? 
 
    The little cabin? The… oh my lord! It rushed back in. All of it.  
 
    The horse.  
 
    The man chasing me, who lifted me. The faceless headless man. Like the storybook.  
 
    An embroidered and tasseled pillow sat on the floor beside me. My head had been on it when I woke. The blanket was over most of me, but my sore leg had been left uncovered. Looking at my hands, it’s evident someone has wiped them. They weren’t spotless; dirt was under my nails, but my hands were nowhere near as mucky and dirty as they were, and my hands also smelled like antiseptic, covered in scratches.  
 
    My coat was off and sat with my bag, the strap draped over the chair back. 
 
    I continued to take in my surroundings, a long high table against one wall that has a window, and beside that was the door. Adjacent to the door was another window with wooden high-backed bench with cupboards and drawers. The cabin had a small square table and one chair as well as the chair behind me and that was the extent of the furnishings. I craned my neck to look over my shoulder, past the chair, and saw a ladder that lead up. I craned my neck farther and saw a darkened loft. 
 
    I’m not sure who rescued me and where they went. Did I faint and fall off the horse? My injuries certainly didn’t seem congruent with being thrown or falling any distance beyond the injuries I knew I had before it caught me. 
 
    It…  
 
    I can’t wrap my head around this. Any of this. 
 
    The door swung open and crashed against the side of the bench and I saw him. It. Him? 
 
    I gasped. The cloak, the boots, the breaches, the gloves. The hood, pulled forward so I couldn’t see eyes. If there were eyes. There weren’t, because I didn’t see anything below. No nose. No mouth. No nothing. The hood was shaped as if there was a head. But I know that there’s nothing in the hood.  
 
    I decided he must be a ghost of some sort.  
 
    He’s tall, broad and has a muscular physique.  
 
    No head.  
 
    He does not have a fucking head! 
 
    Panicking. I was panicking. Breathing hard. I felt faint.  
 
    Don’t faint again! I can’t faint again. I have to keep my wits about me.  
 
    I thought back to the story I told the children.  
 
    “And the soldier lost his head when the cannonball sounded with an enormous ear-splitting explosion and struck. It is said by some that each Halloween, he hunts for a new head, taking the first one he sees. But, some with more romantic hearts believe he may actually be hunting for the one true love a fortune teller had told him he’d find, when he was instead killed just before being sent off to go to war…” 
 
    Oh God. If he were a simple ghost, he wouldn’t be able to hurt me. He’d be a presence, I’m guessing. Not that I ever believed in ghosts. Well… I might have to amend that statement. 
 
    He’d lifted me off the ground and brought me here. He cleansed my hands and the wound on my leg.  He’s not an ordinary ghost (as if there’s anything ordinary about a ghost).  
 
    I have to get out of here! 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and attempted to make a run for it. I’m unsteady, as unsteady as a baby colt taking its’ first steps, and as soon as I scampered across the threshold of the door, he grabbed me. I was scooped up with an arm that went around my waist. I squealed and kicked with both legs, but my left ankle was nearly useless and very sore. Holding me with one arm hooked around the middle of me, me up and off the ground, he took three paces and put me back where I’d been before, on the pillow on the floor. 
 
    He stood there, hands on his waist for a moment and it made me feel like I’d been reprimanded. I shrank into a ball, pulling my legs to my chest and aiming my eyes at my knees. 
 
    He twisted and moved to the door. I watched as he lugged in a big armful of chopped wood from the ground just outside the doorway. I scampered back against the chair behind me and wrapped my arms around my knees, huddling as he walked past me to the fireplace and dropped the stack of wood into a metal basket. 
 
    He moved back to the door and slammed it, making me startle at the noise. Chilly gusts of air had already filled the space and made it an uncomfortable climate. 
 
    He was standing there, as if regarding me a moment, then moved to the table against the wall, giving me what would be his profile.  I watched as he removed his leather gloves and dropped them on the table.  
 
    Hands. Regular hands. Nothing transparent or ghostly about them.  
 
    Huh? 
 
    I frowned at the sight from my place on the floor, plastered against the front of the chair. He reached inside his cloak and pulled a small cinched bag from somewhere, then un-cinched it and poured small leaves into a bowl on the table top. His movements? They were confident, graceful. He reached to an overhead cupboard and opened the door and produced a small glass bottle with a cork stopper. He set it beside the bowl, then began crushing the leaves in the bowl with a pestle. I watched him as he opened and poured the entire contents of the bottle into the bowl on the leaves. He mixed it for a moment.  
 
    I swallowed and shivered.  
 
    What should I do? How can I run? I’m not fast. He’s already caught me. 
 
    I’m feeling weak. I’m not only injured, I’m also lightheaded. And I’m not entirely certain what would happen if I did run again. Would he hurt me? Is he going to hurt me? Is it just a matter of time before it happens? 
 
    He chased me. That was not a friendly encounter… at all. Is he going to take my head? Did he smash that pumpkin on the ground knowing he had a new head, because I was wandering in the area? God, this is so ridiculous… 
 
    As ridiculous as it is, this is where I’m at. This is my reality. 
 
    He stopped and lifted a wet cloth out of a bowl and began wiping his hands. They’re strong-looking tanned hands. They don’t look remotely ghost or ghoul-like. 
 
    He turned, the bowl in his hand, and moved toward me. 
 
    I gasped as he got close, which didn’t take long as the whole cabin is maybe 15 x 15, roof sloped on one side only, where the loft is, and I’m being generous with that guess. 
 
    He got to his knees and reached with his right hand for my leg. He gestured strangely. I was still huddled. Frozen. Petrified. He stretched out one leg and pointed at it. He then gestured to the bowl in his left hand.  
 
    I stared, frozen, and his hand grasped the ankle of my sore leg (sore ankle, too) and tugged, gently.  His hand felt warm, normal, but the ankle hurt because I’d twisted it, so I winced while gasping and his hand went up, palm facing me. And then he signaled for me to straighten my leg by showing me that he was straightening out his own leg, pointing down as he did so. 
 
    I sat there, shaking so hard, my eyes on his hand, but I mimicked his leg movement and straightened my leg. He sat, spreading his legs and taking my heel into his hand. He placed the bowl on the floor and then undid my boot laces and pulled the boot off. My ankle looked pretty swollen. He hauled on the cuff of my tights on my left leg, separating the upper piece from the rest, making the fabric drop to rest around my ankle. He yanked off my sock, took the ripped part of the tight off, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a metal tin and then he was rubbing that cloying salve on it. It looked clear, like Vaseline, and the aroma was like a cross between a Christmas tree and Vicks VapoRub.  
 
    Immediately, my ankle started to warm up, the salve actually soothing the pain. He kept rubbing my ankle with both hands and then placed the lid on top of the tin and shoved it back into his pocket. 
 
    His index finger poked my big toe strangely. I looked down from the emptiness of the hood, at my toenails, which had been painted pumpkin orange with jack-o-lantern happy face decals on the nails of my big toes.  
 
    Have I amused him? Have I insulted him with my toenails? 
 
    He put my foot into his lap and reached for the bowl and then lifted the fabric of the top of my tights further, tearing them to better reveal the full gash on my thigh.  
 
    I winced. A nasty gash. And it hurt. He slathered the wet, green paste from the bowl onto it and then held his finger up in a one-second gesture, lifting my foot and placing it on the floor. He reached for the damp cloth that fell when I tried to bolt and appeared to inspect it. He rose and went back to the table and dropped it into a bowl. I heard it plop into liquid.  
 
    He reached into a drawer and fetched another cloth just like it, then poured from a beige ceramic pitcher to drench it, holding it over the basin, and then wrung it out, returned, squatted, and gently placed the wet cloth across the gash. He ripped my tights even further upwards, in an annoyed motion, getting them out of the way, making me startle at the sound. I was more than uncomfortable physically, and also with my state as he’d ripped the tights to just where my underwear started to show at my hip. 
 
    I swallowed nervously. Nervous? What an understatement. He was leaned over and if I didn’t know better, he would look like any other person bent over. The hood sat over what would be the shape of a head. His shoulders are broad, and his back looks strong. His hands look absolutely human. Adult. Not old and wrinkled. Just… ordinary male hands.  If I’m honest, they look good. Attractive. A working man’s hands. 
 
    The hood rose as if he was looking at me, but I saw nothing but darkness. I stared where his face would be if he had one. 
 
    “Th-thank you. That feels better.” 
 
    The hood tipped, as if in acknowledgement, and he moved to the fireplace and began to move more logs into the flames. He poked at the fire and then hung the poker from a hook beside the fireplace. He moved back to the counter again and rinsed his hands in the basin, then dried them and lifted a glass decanter up and removed the stopper. It looked to be antique, like everything in this cabin. He poured into a big and fancy but slightly tarnished silver chalice that he’d fetched from the cupboard. 
 
    He returned, squatted, and passed the chalice to me. 
 
    I accepted it, taking in a sharp breath as his fingers touched mine.  He moved back a few inches and simply stood there. 
 
    I held the cup, looking up at his empty hood. 
 
    He waited. 
 
    I tentatively took a small sip. Brandy? Cherry brandy, I think. I’m not much of a drinker. 
 
    It went down warm and the warmth spread through my chest. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    He tipped his hood again. 
 
    I took more, a bigger gulp. Now I truly understood the meaning of the term liquid courage. I understood it; I just didn’t feel any braver. 
 
    What do I do? What do I say? I’m in a cabin in the woods with a headless man who has tended to my wounds…wounds that I have because I ran from him. 
 
    He walked to the door and stepped outside again. Seconds later I heard the whinny of the horse and it chilled my blood.  Scariest horse ever. Had he left? I sat, frozen still.  I strained to listen. I heard nothing. No sound of hooves or rustling of horse tackle or anything else but the crackling fire inside the cabin. 
 
    I must be quite a sight. 
 
    Ripped witch’s costume with one striped leg with one boot on, sitting on the floor of a cabin drinking brandy from an antique chalice in front of a roaring fire wondering about my headless captor (who I learned about today from a children’s book!). Oh, and his demonic-looking horse. 
 
    I took another mouthful of the brandy, set the cup down beside me, and got to my feet. I tested pressure on my sore foot. It was definitely a little bit better than before he put the salve on it, but not great. I walked to the front window slowly, hunched over so I could hold the damp cloth to my thigh.  This cloth wasn’t a typical fabric, not terry cloth or plain normal cotton. Thick woven, it wasn’t very soft, and was an off-white color. It made me think of antique fabric we saw at a pioneer museum when I was a child. 
 
    I got to the window and peered out but saw nothing but dark. 
 
    Did he go? 
 
    I sidestepped to the door and carefully opened it to look out. Nothing. The creek was straight ahead about thirty or maybe forty paces. I saw a pathway leading off to the side and it looked like it rounded the cabin. I decided I should go investigate. I carefully limped back to the chair, putting as little pressure on my ankle as possible. My bag sat wide open and looked like it had been rifled through. 
 
    I have nothing of any real value in there. A bit of cash. It’s still there. My cell phone. A stocked makeup bag, a bottle of Advil.  
 
    Oh. Advil.  
 
    I should take two.  Half a dozen pens of different colors. My car keys.  My phone. Some receipts. A little notepad with a cute black kitty on it. 
 
    I got my missing sock and other Doc on, leaving the laces loose and tucking them into my boot. It’s not very pleasant. My ankle really hurt. I sent a silent prayer up that I’d get away without running into him. I hoped that following the river actually lead somewhere and that the somewhere it leads will help me escape. 
 
    I looked down at my one mostly bare leg. 
 
    This was not ideal. It’s frigidly cold out there. But, to stay here? This can’t end well with me here and him potentially returning. 
 
    What if he left me in here to be warm and dry until morning? What if he’s some sort of angel? A headless horseman angel? I’m so ridiculous. I have to get out of here. I have to try.  
 
    I put my jacket on. 
 
    I’ll look. I’ll look outside and if it looks like there’s no escape that I can safely do on foot, I’ll come back and stay where it’s warm and guard myself with that hot poker over there and hope he doesn’t try to hurt me.  
 
    In fact…  
 
    I grabbed the poker because I decided it’ll serve a bit like a walking stick, stabbing the ground for stability as I try to hobble away on this bad ankle and as a sword-like item if I need to defend myself.  
 
    I grabbed it and slowly moved out the door. I winced and moaned with every step. Oh, this wasn’t my best idea.  But, it sure wasn’t a good idea to stay, either. 
 
    I headed outside and carefully and painfully made my way around the building to the other side. 
 
    Shit. Shit!  
 
    There stood a single-stall paddock built to lean against a smallish woodshed and I spotted him there.  There with the horse. His body twisted, and he faced my direction and a split second later, was running in my direction. 
 
    Fuck!  
 
    “No! I need to go!” I shouted and held the poker out.  
 
    He closed the distance in what seemed like a flash and I swung wildly, tearing his cloak at the chest. I didn’t know if I caught his body or not, because in a flash, I was up and over his shoulder. The poker fell to the ground. He crouched to lift it, with me over his shoulder and oddly, it felt like there was something under the hood, a neck, a head, though I couldn’t see it. It was as if I could feel it against my side. 
 
    He stalked back to the cabin with me and once we were in the doorway, the door slammed and then he slapped my butt angrily! I yowled in surprise, startled at the action. 
 
    Oh my God! What now? 
 
    He headed straight for the ladder and then we were climbing. 
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    7 – The Loft 
 
      
 
    What the… 
 
    Oh gosh.  
 
    He ducked when we got to the top. He took a step in and dropped me onto something soft. A bed. Most of the small and low-ceilinged loft was just bed. A plush feather bed. 
 
    I sat up.  He hauled my bag off me and tossed it to the side. 
 
    “Please, let me go. I don’t know what you want with me, but if you could let me go, I’ll…” 
 
    He leaned over, the action making me halt, mid-sentence. His ungloved hand gave me a shove. It wasn’t a hard shove, but it made me fall onto my back. He backed away and down the ladder. 
 
    I blinked a few times in the nearly pitch-dark space. Seconds later, he was back with a lantern in his hand. It illuminated the emptiness of his hood as well as the space, which was sparse and rough looking, having just the bed with light bedding amid the darkened unfinished slanted log ceiling. I gulped down fear, paralyzing fear looking into the emptiness of the hood, catching sight of skin below where the neck would be. I couldn’t tear my eyes away, but before I could see much, he set the lantern at the edge of the loft, and then pulled across folding wooden gates that were on either side of the upright ladder. He pulled them across and fastened some sort of metal latch to hold them closed and then lifted the lantern and used it to illuminate his finger, pointing at the gate. He wagged his finger. He was telling me not to go to the other side of the gate. 
 
    But… he’s on this side of the gate with me. Why? 
 
    Why? I don’t even wanna think about what this could mean. 
 
    “…hunting for the one true love a fortune teller had told him he’d find.” 
 
    God, no. 
 
    He leaned over and examined my leg, placing his hand on my knee. I lost my cloth. I’d had it in my hand when I’d gone outdoors, and I guess it fell somewhere outside when he’d hauled me back inside.  
 
    My leg was still coated with the paste he made, glistening in the dim lamplight.  I looked back up at the dark hood. 
 
    He moved toward me, making my heart hammer against my chest wall, until he came to sit on the edge of the bed. 
 
    Oh God. What the fuck? 
 
    “Wake up, wake up, wake up.” I chanted to myself.   
 
    “Fuck, Isabella. Wake up, damn it!” 
 
    He sat, listening to me, I guess. No ears, but obviously hearing me. 
 
    I slapped my own face. “Wake up!”  
 
    He grabbed my wrist and pointed with the other hand, reprimanding me. For what? Hitting myself? For trying to wake up from this nightmare? 
 
    There was loaded silence. He let go of my wrist. 
 
    I thrust my hands into my hair.  What the heck would come next? 
 
    He leaned over and twisted the metal on the side of the lantern, plunging us into darkness. Not exactly pitch-black, what with the fire downstairs in the tiny space, but pretty darn close.  
 
    I heard the distinct noise of boots being kicked off. And then the sounds of undressing. 
 
    I closed my eyes and tears squeezed out of them, forcing them to trail down my cheeks. My front teeth were rooted in the tip of my tongue and I was shaking so hard.  
 
    My eyes were shut tight, listening to the rustling with clothing. I couldn’t see what he was doing but there was no denying that I knew what this meant, what he intended to do. 
 
    I opened my eyes to nothing. Less than nothing, because the little bit of filtering light from below was now gone. There was not a sliver of light anywhere to be seen. I lifted my hands up tentatively in front of my face, I couldn’t even see my own hands in front of my face.  
 
    Maybe I should be glad I can’t see, because how absolutely horrifying would it be to see him, headless, without the cloak hiding the horror of it? 
 
    What do I do? Try to fight off a headless ghost or other conjuring up in a loft without any weapons with a useless ankle and a bleeding leg? 
 
    I’m a 25-year-old virgin who is… what… about to be raped by a headless ghost? 
 
    I whimpered. 
 
    “Please, let me go. Please. I’ll just go. I’m sorry that I ran. I’m sorry I even came here tonight. My car broke down and I got lost. I was just trying to find a signal for my phone, so I could call roadside assistance. Please. Let me leave.” 
 
    He was still. 
 
    “I won’t tell anyone. You don’t have to worry. I’ll leave, and it’ll be like I was never here, and you can go back to… whatever you normally do.” 
 
    He slammed his fist into something. The wall? I jolted, thinking Oh shit. I’ve made him angry!  
 
    I scrambled backwards, having no real place to go. 
 
    He grabbed my non-sore ankle and tugged, making me slide down until I was flat on my back.  
 
    I felt the tension leave his body. It went from palpable to gone.  
 
    Just like that. 
 
    He leaned over and pulled a blanket across me. No, not just me. Over top of us. Us.  
 
    My heart was racing, my crying audible, loud even. 
 
    “No. Please just---” His fingertips touched my lips.  
 
    I gulped.  
 
    They moved to my cheeks, my wet cheeks, and caressed. And then they were in my hair, softly, gently. 
 
    I could smell the fire, the wood in the cabin. My antiseptic soaked skin. I could hear the crackling, faint as the fire down there burnt on, yet it wasn’t giving off much light. I could feel his hand move to my shoulder and then it caress softly, momentarily disarming me. Something shifted in his slow and almost reverent movements and then there was urgency as he started to pull at the fabric of my dress, trying to haul it up, over my head. 
 
    “No, don’t.” 
 
    He squeezed my shoulder gently, almost reassuringly. 
 
    Nothing about this would reassure me. No. I had to make this stop. 
 
    The dress was being pulled over my head. I grunted in protest and then I begin to kick and fight back against it happening, but it happened anyway, my strength no match for his. I found myself in the bodysuit and what was left of the ripped striped tights. 
 
    My boots were pulled off and the tights quickly yanked. I heard them tear again as he tried pulling them down my legs. 
 
    I flailed and punched erratically, hitting his chest, I think. 
 
    Pain shot through my ankle at my actions, but I ignored it. 
 
    He slapped my good leg, making me jolt in shock at the sting and the implication that I’d better cooperate otherwise be hurt. And then he grabbed for the tights again. 
 
    I moved to fight, punching and connecting with some part of him that I could swear was a jaw. Wrong. It had to be.  
 
    He slapped my leg again, harder, warning me. I froze. 
 
    He slowly shimmied the tights the rest of the way off, minding the place on my outer thigh where my leg had the gash, the place covered in the salve.  
 
    His hand traveled up the length of my other leg and then paused at my hip, finding the bodysuit. Both his hands began roving over my torso, either seeking entrance or simply enjoying touching me. Maybe both. They got to my breasts and I gasped and slapped at them. He grabbed both hands and pinned them above my head, hovering over my body, knees on either side of my hips. 
 
    “Oh God, oh please, don’t. Don’t.” I pleaded. “Please don’t…”  
 
    He released my hands and began to run his own hands over my torso again. This time, both landed on my breasts at the same time and then he was pulling and yanking at the skin-tight bodysuit, trying to get it off me.  
 
    I needed out of this loft. How could I do that in the pitch dark? Get the gates open, find the ladder, climb down backwards, all while avoiding him. The only way to do that would be to kill him. How could I kill him unarmed up here? How could I kill a man who had already been decapitated? 
 
    I sobbed. 
 
    He reached under me, along my back, likely looking for laces or some way of opening my bodysuit. The fabric simply stretched with his tugging and yanking and obviously he knew nothing about the snaps between my legs. Between my legs. I closed them tight. 
 
    This can’t be happening to me. This hideous thing, me in a bed with a headless monster pawing at me, trying to strip me naked. 
 
    I got a surge of strength, a surge of “Oh fuck, no…” and I started to fight harder, fight like my life depended on it. 
 
    My chastity depended on it. My life may very well also.  
 
    After he has his way, will he decapitate me? Will he murder me? 
 
    I thrashed. 
 
    I tried my hardest to fight, but he was so much stronger. Of course. He’s not even a person. What is he?  And his hands seemed like they were everywhere, moving on my body, stopping me from getting away, pinning me. My palm hit something that felt distinctly like a cheek. I froze.  
 
    A face? No. I had to be wrong. A shoulder maybe. First, I felt like I’d punched a jaw, now like I slapped a face? 
 
    At my going stock still, he began to explore me with his palms again. His hands moved over my breasts. I smacked at his hand. He grabbed my chin in his grasp and held it. It felt like a stern warning. 
 
    He squeezed slightly, not enough to hurt, but I was guessing he was losing patience with me. 
 
    Should I just lie here and get it over with?  
 
    It was no use pleading with him. He can’t speak to me. 
 
    Was that a face I slapped? It must have been his shoulder. 
 
    He flipped me, fast, onto my belly and I shrieked. His hands moved over my back, tugging at the fabric of the spandex suit, trying to find a way to get it off.  
 
    His hands moved down my body to my hips and then one of his hands rounded my hip and slid between my legs. 
 
    I gasped and squeezed my legs tighter, fighting against the intrusion. 
 
    He slid between my parted legs behind me, parting them further with his knee. His legs felt bare, slightly furry, felt human. And I knew my earlier fears were valid, because yes… he was naked. 
 
    “Please! What are you gonna do to me?” I shakily asked. 
 
    He flipped me again to my back and continued pulling at my bodysuit.  
 
    “What?” I demanded, “What do you want?”  
 
    He grabbed my hand and brought it forward, wrapping it  
 
    around his cock. His large, erect cock. 
 
    Oh shit. What did I go and ask that for? Evidently, he understood me. The tip of his hood downstairs. This answer to my question. 
 
    He used my hand, his over mine, to move my hand up and down over his…cock. Mortification wouldn’t remotely describe what I was feeling.  
 
    He worked my hand up and down, not letting me pull away from his hot, hard length. 
 
    His other hand moved between my legs again, trying to get the elastic aside, to get his fingers inside fabric of the crotch. A snap let go, making an audible click. He stopped. He let go of my hand and I winced. Oh, damn. 
 
    He reached down with both hands, fingers pushing at the fabric as I writhed and kicked. He found the other snaps, yanked, and they all released. 
 
    The skin-tight bodysuit was immediately pulled over my head. He was triumphant in his movements, I could feel the excitement in the way he did it. He figured out the puzzle of my clothes and got me to just my bra and underpants. 
 
    “S-stop this. Please…” 
 
    His hands moved over my simple jersey panties, across my hips, underneath my backside, then his hands moved up my body to my lace bra, as he examined the fabric with fingertips.  
 
    His hand dipped into the cup of my bra and he strummed my nipple. It peaked. He did it again. 
 
    His other hand moved into my panties. I squeaked in protest, but his fingers glided over me and my body responded with goosebumps. And wetness. 
 
    I can’t believe there’s wetness. I can’t believe my belly is dipping. 
 
    “Please don’t do this. I’ve never been with anyone. I don’t want this to be… it’s been… saved… for when I get married.” 
 
    It sounded so silly now. Me, holding onto that V-card. I came close to giving it up. Twice, actually, but then I found out that the first guy had faked the engagement just to get into my pants, figuring once we were engaged, I’d give it up. 
 
    I found out the truth and broke it off. His car got hit by a train at a crossing three days after I ended the engagement. It was tragic. I was devastated. Even if he was lying to me, I felt terrible about the tragic accident. 
 
    The second time, a year after my former fiancé’s funeral, I was dating again, and it was our fifth date. We were in the heat of the moment; he was handsome, and charismatic, also experienced and successfully seducing me. I was ready to give it up, really ready, when the smoke detector went off.  
 
    His apartment was on fire!  There was an electrical fire and we barely made it out of there.  
 
    Two days later, his company transferred him out of the country for a year. We didn’t bother trying to do the long-distance thing. 
 
    It felt like I was destined to simply wait. Wait for my wedding night. And I hadn’t dated anyone in a year. 
 
    But this? 
 
    I wondered if something would save my virginity now, like it did the last two times.  Would I wake up and find out this was just a dream? Would someone swoop in and save me? 
 
    As this thought flitted through my mind, his finger started to breach me.  He got it inside me. 
 
    No one had been inside me that way. No one. My last boyfriend had touched me there, but barely and hadn’t gotten inside when the smoke detector went off.  
 
    This monster actually got inside me. 
 
    I reached up and grabbed for his arms out of some strange reflex, I guess. I grabbed his arms and held on to large and strong biceps as his finger moved in and out of me. 
 
    “No,” I said and tried to sit up, shoving him. He wasn’t moving.  “Please…” 
 
    He pushed me back down. 
 
    “No!” I grabbed his wrist and pulled at it, I kneed him in the stomach and it gained me a tiny little bit of space, enough that I got both of my legs up and used my feet to try to push him back. He grabbed my knees and parted my legs instead.  
 
    “Shit. Fuck. Stop!” 
 
    Now I was in a worse position, spread out before him. He pulled my panties at the hips, closed my knees briefly to slide them off, and immediately spread them wide again. 
 
    This hideous thing was happening. I felt something against me. No, not his… 
 
    He was lined up. He was lined up to fuck, to fuck me.  
 
    “Pl-” He slammed inside me before I got out the rest of my “please”. I screeched and as I screamed at the pain, I felt something moist on my mouth. 
 
    What? Lips? 
 
    I shoved. I clawed, but my hands got pinned and a mouth was on mine. 
 
    A mouth!  
 
    And I heard a male grunt as he slammed inside again, his weight holding me down, his cock inside me, hurting me… ripping me in half. 
 
    How was he suddenly making sounds? How did he now have a whole body? I was so shocked, so absolutely baffled, that I just blinked as his mouth devoured mine. He moaned. Fingers were in my hair, lips were on my throat, a tongue traced my collar bone, and then he moved out of me and slid down my body to nibble on my nipples, to glide his lips down my stomach, to the place his dick had just been, and he tasted me. He tasted me between my thighs with a big sucking motion. 
 
    I choked on tears and sobs, and I thrashed, but it was no use.  
 
    I was pinned underneath a monster, an inhumanly strong monster, and he was taking exactly what he wanted from me. 
 
    He was relentlessly licking, sucking, biting, and touching me. His mouth moved hungrily over my clitoris and my back bowed in primal reaction. 
 
    “Mm,” came from him. His hands glided back up my body as he moved back up and put his lips to mine, using his tongue to part my lips. He sucked on my tongue. He drove his cock back into me. It was frenzied. It was hungry. It was out of my control. It was so rough and desperate, it was out of his control… 
 
    It hurt.  
 
    It hurt so much. 
 
    But there were also other sensations underneath the pain between my legs. He was working my erogenous zones with skills. Skills I hadn’t encountered in my limited times fooling around with the few guys I’d let get past first base (but never past second). And it had never felt like this. Because it wasn’t just insistent, it was entitled. It was as if my body was an instrument and he was the skilled musician who owned it, who knew how to extract music from it. 
 
    Evidently it took more than a mere mortal to give me an orgasm. Because that was what I had. Suddenly. Hugely. Catastrophically. My very first (not alone, that was, and it was markedly more intense than anything I’d been able to do myself). Underneath a monster.  
 
    I had a sheet-clawing, screaming, toe-curling orgasm that left my ears ringing, my legs shaking, and my brain absolutely reeling.  
 
    And I’d had it underneath a monster. 
 
    I was crying. Crying and quaking, and shaking my head in stupefied astonishment. 
 
    He wasn’t stopping. He kept at me.  He got my bra off, over my head instead of by unclasping it. And I feebly tried to prevent it, but it was very feeble. My eyes should’ve adjusted. I should’ve been able to see his face. I couldn’t. Blackness. Just blackness and the scent of wood, smoke, and something new. Something…  
 
    It was sex. It was the smell of sex. Sweat. Fear. And the salve he’d put on my sprained ankle, the leafy paste he’d smeared on my leg. It was also a smell of earth, likely from all the dirt I’d rolled in. A bit of dust, too. And a lot of despair, if that had a smell. 
 
    I whimpered as my heart raced to keep up with the zinging nerve endings in my traitorous body as he touched me everywhere while he kept driving into me over and over and over. Hip bones slamming together. Lips smashing together. His tongue twisted up with mine as I cried into his mouth, afraid I was about to come undone again, this soon. 
 
    I panted and groaned at the same time as I fought. I dug nails into him, I shoved him, but it was useless. He would not be stopped. 
 
    He let out a long, slow breath as he slowed his drilling into me. His fingertips played along my lower lip, then gently brushed my hair away from my face. 
 
    I don’t know what made me do it, maybe as a reaction to his gentle gesture right then, but I lifted my left hand with the intent to search for a face. I found it. I gasped as my fingertips touched his lips, his nose. Soft hair fell across his forehead. He blinked, tickling my fingers with eyelashes. My fingertips moved to an ear, then to a strong neck. I felt something raised. Something thick and ropy along his neck. I followed it with my fingertips in the dark. The circumference… around his throat. This was a scar. My fingers were pulled away as I absorbed what that was, as if he had a neck wound that had healed, leaving a thick scar. My fingers were sucked, one after another, after the other as he held my hand captive. 
 
    “What happened to you? What are you?” I whispered. 
 
    “Mm.” He moved his mouth to my throat again and began to pick up pace, continuing the relentless ramming inside of me over and over, letting out a little grunt each time. My arms just flopped over my head on the pillows. I blinked a couple times and then had no choice but to whimper in time with the slaps of his pelvis against mine. 
 
    He began to go faster, harder, more frenzied, chasing a release?  
 
    I was flipped to my stomach again and he swiftly grabbed my butt cheeks and parted them as he entered me from behind, making me cry out at the depth of the intrusion. 
 
    He slammed in, squeezing the globes of my rear end, then sliding fingers to my hips, using them to keep me in place. He did it over and over as I clawed the bedding, teeth clamped on a dusty and stale-smelling feather pillow. 
 
    His mouth moved to the back of my neck and his sounds of effort, heaving breaths, groans and grunts felt like they entered my body. His mouth was on my ear, his right fingers tight on my hip, his left fingers in my hair, and then he thrust hard, stayed seated, and groaned into my ear with a whispered,   
 
    “Isabella…”  
 
    And the sound hurt. It sounded like a prayer, from a lover, from a love. But, this wasn’t that. This was a monster in the dark, who’d terrorized me, stolen me, violated me, taken something that wasn’t his to take. He stole my virginity from my future husband. He was a thief who took that away from me, the gift I could have given the man I’d spend the rest of my life with. 
 
    I felt his fingers touch the gash on my thigh, and it felt sizzling hot, as if being burnt. I gasped. He let go, leaned over and put his lips to it, startling me. He then twisted and moved to the side a little, turning my body so that I was draped on him. Fingers from one hand were in my hair at the back of my head, the other arm was wrapped around my waist.  My head was on his chest. A heart beat against my ear. 
 
    It made no fucking sense. 
 
    I shivered and shook and just lay there, trembling. Feeling the burn. Feeling an ache all over. 
 
    He adjusted the blankets to cover us better. 
 
    I felt lips touch the top of my head. I shuddered out a big broken breath. He sighed and squeezed me tighter.   
 
    I tried to pull away, wanted desperately to curl into a ball and hide. He didn’t release me. He wouldn’t let go. I finally went limp. 
 
    Cuddled. By the monster who took my virginity.  
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    8 – The Morning After 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be back for you, Isabella.”  
 
    The words rang through my dreams. My eyes bolted open to light, filtering up into the loft from below.  
 
    I sat up with a gasp. I was alone. 
 
    Naked and alone. 
 
    Immediately, my heart sped up, my shoulders tensed, and I braced, trying to prepare for any possibility. The night before had taught me that what I’d deemed impossible wasn’t, that logic may have had a place in typical life, but it couldn’t be expected to be everywhere.  
 
    I strained to listen for a long time. Hearing nothing but nature sounds, I began to take stock of my body. I was sore between my legs. I threw the heavy down duvet back and saw a streak of blood between my legs on the off-white bedding. 
 
    It felt surreal. The loft space seemed greyish, colorless, yet the streak of blood was vivid crimson.  
 
    My dress and bag were on the floor with my jacket, bodysuit, my bra, and my panties. And they were all folded in a pile beside my boots. Folded? No care like that was taken last night.  
 
    I crawled on all fours to the edge of the bed and craned my neck to peek over the wooden gates, which were closed but not latched.  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    No fire, no movement down there. It wasn’t cold in the space I was in. The temperature the night before signaled a pending snowfall, maybe heavy frost at least, but definitely not hot and balmy weather. The temperature in here without the fire going felt hot, like a summer’s day.  
 
    I got into my bra and underwear, my socks, and then pulled the bodysuit on and threw my dress over my head. I got into my socks and boots, so I could be prepared for anything.  
 
    There was no sign of my ruined tights. 
 
    I jolted in place and lifted the hem of the long, black, gauzy dress up. My leg... the gash from my thigh? It was gone and, in its place, a reddish burn. It was the shape of puckered lips. Not feminine, but I knew. I knew it was from when he kissed the sizzling spot and made the burning sensation stop. 
 
    This wasn’t a burn last night. It was an open wound.  
 
    I flexed my toes and rolled my ankle. No pain. No swelling in my ankle at all. 
 
    I looked at my hands. They were still a little scratched up, but not nearly as bad as I’d expected. 
 
    I blinked hard. I rubbed the back of my head, finding no bump, and gave my head a shake in disbelief. Sliding the gates apart,I then turned, and shakily climbed backwards down that ladder. 
 
    Everything was dim, light filtering through the windowpanes.  
 
    No one was here but me. 
 
    I went to the door and twisted the knob, heart rapidly smacking the inside of my chest so hard that it also echoed with pounding in my throat.  
 
    No sign of him outside within my field of vision. Leaving the door wide open, I turned back to face the interior of the cabin.  
 
    The silver chalice sat on the floor, almost against the chair, where I’d left it. I stopped in front of it. There was still brandy in it. 
 
    I moved to the table area and opened doors and drawers finding them all empty. The tabletop empty. I spun around and looked at the room at large and shook my head in disbelief. 
 
    A pile of fabric in the fireplace caught my eye. I hurried to it and saw my ripped tights in there among the remnants of the ashes, which were piled in front of logs that must have been doused in water.  My witch hat was there, too. 
 
    I hadn’t had the witch hat on when he brought me here. I’d lost it on the road. It had come back to me, flew by, and been lost again, and yet here it was. 
 
    I stared at the pile of ash and fabric a moment and then I cautiously moved to the window and looked outside. The sun beat down on the ground and russet, crimson, and sunflower-colored leaves fell slowly and gracefully to the ground from the surrounding trees. The raging rapids of last night looked more like a little creek today with a little bit of water that certainly didn’t appear in a rush to go anyplace.  
 
    Ensuring I had everything that was mine, I took a quick look around before stepping outside. I needed to relieve myself. I needed to do that after knowing it was safe, that there wasn’t that satanic horse in that paddock around the back of the cabin, that he wasn’t anywhere here, ready to grab me and hurt me or force me to do anything with his brute strength.  
 
    Was he still in the area? Was his head invisible all along, felt only by touch, or had it magically re-appeared sometime last night, giving him a voice, too? 
 
    *** 
 
    I had found a tree to pee behind, paranoid the entire time, using leaves to clean myself and hoping that they weren’t any sort of leaf that would bring me an itchy and blistering rash. I cautiously approached and investigated the half-falling-down horse paddock and it was empty, except for a dusty old bridle sitting on the dirt floor beside a rusted-out feed bucket. There was a trough filled with water, but it looked old and was filled with dead bugs and fallen leaves.  
 
    I stepped outside the paddock and glanced around. I was shaking my head in disbelief and I was timid as a rabbit. 
 
    A flash of brown sped by me and I reacted with a scream. 
 
    A whitetail dear ran for its life, away from me, while I breathed out relief. It had been so close as it ran by that I could’ve touched the fluffy white tail. I clutched my chest, feeling my heart pound against my palm while my eyes darted all around me. 
 
    Peace. Tranquility. A forest scene with an old cabin and a horse paddock beside a little creek. This spot would be beautiful. It was beautiful. It was also filled with the memories of the previous night. 
 
    If not, it would be the most beautiful spot to reflect, to meditate, to enjoy the beauty of nature. 
 
    I couldn’t lament on the beauty of the spot, not with the urgency to get to safety. I quickly rifled through my bag and found my phone. I pushed the home button. 93% power. What?  
 
    That didn’t make any sense. But what, in the past seven hours did? 
 
    I also had signal, two bars. 
 
    I opened my map app and it zoomed in to show me that that I was downstream from what looked like a country road that led to open field that backed onto property directly behind Drowsy Hollow Elementary School. The directions said it’d take me 31 minutes to walk. I didn’t know what terrain I’d encounter and had no idea if I was safe or not. I phoned my roommate. 
 
    “Katie!” I gasped at the same time as she greeted with her sleepy “Hello?” 
 
    “It’s Isabella. I…” What the heck should I say?  I just started babbling. “I was stranded all night in the woods with no signal. I obviously have signal now, so I’m gonna start walking down along this creek that runs to the back of a road behind the town’s water tower. It should bring me out by the school I taught at yesterday. Drowsy Hollow. Can you meet me there?” 
 
    “Shit, Izzy…” She sounded so drowsy. 
 
    I started to sob. “Please, Katie? I needed you to know where I am and the route I’m taking.  Did you get all that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she assured. “Stranded all night in the woods? Holy shit, Iz. That sucks. Where’s your car?” 
 
    “Katie! Focus. Did you get all that?” 
 
    “Yeah. What’s with you? Why are you crying?” 
 
    I sobbed, rubbing my eyes. I heard a noise. I screeched in reaction. A bird. Just a bird breaking through the trees and soaring up into the sky. I quickened my pace down alongside the creek, hoping, praying I’d be okay somehow.  
 
    “You okay, Iz? What was that?” 
 
    “Please, can you leave now? If you leave now, we should meet up in about---” 
 
    “I’m not even out of bed yet, Izzy…” she yawned. 
 
    Was she kidding me?  
 
    “Katie!” I yelled. 
 
    “Okay, I’m a comin’.”  
 
    “Where? Tell me where?” 
 
    She sleepily told me. I demanded she recite my planned route back to me and swear to me she wasn’t going to hang up and go back to sleep. I wanted to know they’d know which way I came, in case anything happened to me. She sounded very concerned and a little more awake by the end and I brushed off her questions and asked her to “Please. Just. Hurry.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell anyone what happened to me. No one would believe it. I didn’t know if I believed it.  
 
    And this is my story. 
 
    *** 
 
    There. I’ve written it all down.   
 
    I’m going to put these papers in a safe place until I’m ready to burn them. Tomorrow, or maybe the next day… I’ll buy a pregnancy test and pray that my intuition is wrong. 
 
    I pray I will find a way to move on. 
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    9 – One Year Later 
 
      
 
    “And the soldier lost his head when the cannonball sounded with an enormous ear-splitting explosion and struck. It is said by some that each Halloween, he hunts for a new head, taking the first one he sees. But, some with more romantic hearts believe he may actually be hunting for the one true love a fortune teller had told him he’d find, when he was instead killed just before being sent off to go to war…” 
 
    Trina Powers, my education assistant that worked with the special needs student in our class, along with being my savior on a regular basis in the second grade classroom, read the book aloud to the class.  
 
    I meant to be back only when the story was already over. I’d tried to get away with reading three other Halloween books to the class before the end of the afternoon, but they would not be tricked into skipping this story. 
 
    “We neeeeed to hear the Headless Horseman of Drowsy Hollow.” 
 
    “Miss Krane, Miss Krane… it’s tradition!” 
 
    I’d asked Miss Powers, Trina, if she would mind doing the honors. 
 
    “Absolutely!” She’d jumped up. When we passed one another as she headed to the front of the class and I moved toward the door, she whispered, “You okay? You’ve gone grey.” 
 
    I’d nodded. “I’ll be back in twenty. You good?” 
 
    “Of course!” she assured. 
 
    I dashed out of there in my kitty cat costume and hid in the staff washroom, hyperventilating for at least twenty minutes before I came back. 
 
    I didn’t know why she was still reading.  
 
    My knees wobbled as I grabbed the doorframe for stability. 
 
    Stability. Hah. A year. A whole year. Stability had no part of the past year. 
 
    A year ago, when I got to town without incident, I was stunned, relieved, and absolutely baffled by it. All of it. 
 
    Katie was there thirty minutes later. I told her nothing much, just that I’d gotten lost when the car broke down and found a little cabin to take shelter in. I’d explained my jitteriness as seeing and hearing a lot of wild animals. I was not okay. I was not remotely close to okay for days, maybe even weeks. Maybe not even now. 
 
    A few hours after Katie got me home, my car was towed to me there. It started right up. They couldn’t find a thing wrong with it. 
 
    I found this out from Katie after a twelve-hour nap. I had terrible dreams. The dreams continued to haunt me nightly for weeks until I wrote it all down. After that, they didn’t nag at me relentlessly each night, but the ordeal was never far from the forefront of my mind. I had dreams every night, of him, but they were no longer all the same, all a revisiting of the events of that night. They were different. Him chasing me. Him and I having sex. Me running through the woods with a baby in my arms, getting to the cabin and finding that the baby was headless. 
 
    The days that followed, I spent a lot of time alone in my room, crying, wondering if I’d gone crazy.  
 
    My brain was telling me I was crazy, that I’d had a breakdown and imagined the whole thing, but my leg told another tale. That burn, to this day, is still there, still looks like the shape of his kiss, only slightly faded. The scars inside me? Still vivid. Maybe indelible. 
 
    Three days later, I worked up the nerve to drive the route I’d taken to and then from the school again, and found nothing odd, other than the fallen tree. I wouldn’t go far from my car to find the cabin via that route. I considered taking the route behind the school to the cabin, but I just couldn’t bring myself to go back there.  
 
    I inquired with some locals at the little café in town about the cabin. They told me it was owned by the mayor’s family, had been in their family for generations, but was rarely used, as the land had been for sale for a few years and had never sold. 
 
    I found that to be odd. As much as it was the locale of my nightmares, it was the prettiest little piece of property during the day. 
 
    I went online and didn’t find much about the storybook, so went into the Drowsy Hollow Library and researched the storybook. The author was local and had died twenty years earlier, according to the librarian. 
 
    He had a grandson in the area.  I reached out.  
 
    When I tried to ask questions about the genesis of the story, under the guise of it being a class project, the guy agreed to meet me for coffee. We met in the café in Drowsy Hollow.  
 
    The story was based on the local tale of a soldier who was killed during a training exercise in the late 1700’s, decapitated by a cannon ball that had been launched by his own sergeant. A freak accident, apparently, that took place on Halloween and there were murders on that day for the following few years in the area so there were those who said it was the ghost of Private Holloway. Others said it was someone using the facts of the ghost story to get away with murder.  
 
    It was said he haunted the area, unable to move on for two reasons. One: he wanted revenge against the man who took his head. Two: the night before the battle, soldiers were in a tavern and the man had his fortune told. His fellow soldiers teased about the reading, which told that he would find his true love, but that it would be a long and painful road for him until they met.   
 
    The grandson told me he’d perused the notes years back and read that the legend was that he looks for revenge and also looks for her. As it was to be a children’s book, the tale focused more on the revenge, so they could use it as a cautionary tale. Book publishers wanted there to be a ‘moral to the story’. 
 
    “Gramps probably took a bit of creative license,” he said with a shrug. He shrugged a lot. More than my questions, he was interested in mostly trying to flirt with me. After a long chat, he agreed to lend me his grandfather’s file folder of research material. I turned down his offer of dinner and a movie, and he creepily requested that I bring the file back to him a week later, on a Saturday night for dinner at his home. I told him I’d check my calendar and confirm. I had no intentions of dinner with him.  
 
    On my way toward the café’s door, I ran into the vice principal of the school, who was on his way in. 
 
    “Isabella, how are you? What a fortuitous meeting.”  
 
    “Fine, Mr. Henry. Um. How are you?” I tried to hide how flustered I was. I was also a little nervous at being caught misrepresenting myself as a local schoolteacher.  
 
    This was the week leading into December. Mr. Henry asked me if I would be available as of January to be the second-grade teacher for Drowsy Hollow Elementary School on a full-time basis. 
 
    Part of me wanted to run as far away from Drowsy Hollow as I could. But, I was nearly broke. I wasn’t getting any hours anywhere else, which had been a blessing and a curse as I hadn’t been functional. But, I had a car payment and rent to pay and my student loan that I was still paying off, with not much more than two months of expenses left in savings (two months if I really penny pinched).  
 
    I said yes. I said yes and decided I would stay off that road at night at all costs. Moving into town would mean I wouldn’t have to travel it daily, at least. 
 
    As I was leaving the café, I spotted the local paper sitting on a table by the door and read the headline. 
 
    Local 300+ Year Old Tulip Tree Down. Town Mourns 
 
    The front page of the Drowsy Hollow Gazette had a full-page story that was mostly photos, but that briefly recounted that the ancient tree was found to be mysteriously toppled.  
 
    I needed to know more about that tree. That was the tree, the spot where it all began. 
 
    When I got home, I scanned every page from that author’s file and saved them to my computer. The notes were handwritten, in bullet points, and I surmised that information came from a local historian who said the tale was spread by word and old versions of the tale confirmed the name, Private Holloway, died in error at the hands of his own sergeant, a man named Archibald Krane.  Krane. My last name. 
 
    I found the last name of the man’s accidental murderer to be bone-chilling.   
 
    I joined a genealogy website and found three Archibald Kranes in my family tree, the first one born in the mid-1700s. It was a name passed down to the first-born son on that side of the family for three generations. Was hurting me some twisted form of revenge because of my bloodline? 
 
    I drove to the author’s grandson’s home the following morning and left the original file in his mailbox with a Thank You Post-It.  I had no intentions of allowing him to flirt with me again. 
 
    After I left, I drove back to the felled tulip tree, not brave enough to do it without the light. And though it was daytime, I still brought a kitchen knife with me. And a stun gun. 
 
    Nothing. Nothing but a stump. A very round and wide stump. 
 
    *** 
 
    The pregnancy test was something I avoided for far too long. The day after the visit to the tulip tree stump, I made myself take the test. I was not only a few weeks late, but I was spending three or more hours per day vomiting with agonizingly sore breasts at that point so the test was but a formality.  
 
    The test was positive. 
 
    I was an absolute wreck. 
 
    Impregnated by a ghost. A monster. 
 
    I went to the doctor to confirm what I knew to be true, what the test also confirmed as true, and he gave me a “Congratulations”.  
 
    I burst into tears and got him to book an appointment for a termination. I couldn’t think of it as a baby. I didn’t even know if it was a baby. 
 
    It didn’t get there. Protesters set the clinic on fire the day before my appointment.  
 
    It didn’t matter, because a day later, I had heavy bleeding.  Very heavy. The hospital told me it was a blighted ovum. 
 
    And then, strangely, I mourned the lost baby that might not have been a baby at all. I mourned that baby for weeks. Months even, feeling washed in guilt that I’d wished it away. What if it was healthy? What if it was good. What if it was innocent? 
 
    Was I a monster, too, for wishing it away? I felt like I murdered my baby through my sheer will. 
 
    I knew what had happened to me had happened to me. I just didn’t know why. 
 
    And I didn’t know how to move on. 
 
    *** 
 
    January rolled around, Christmas a non-Christmas because of where I was at emotionally, and Katie got a new roommate while I moved to the apartment above the dry cleaners in Drowsy Hollow. It was still available. It was affordable. It was perfect. The landlord was reportedly overseas, according to the number I’d called, so I dealt with an agent in his absence, but only remotely. She couriered me the keys and told me to take a look.   
 
    It had two bedrooms, a cute little kitchen, a big family room with a painted wood stove, and a big terrace with a small greenhouse that I had grand plans for come springtime. I’d always had a green thumb. 
 
    I kept the key and forwarded an application and most of the rest of my savings as a deposit. 
 
    I tried to move on. I tried to pretend nothing had happened. 
 
    But, I was depressed. I avoided social situations outside of work. I stopped going out with friends, stopped returning their calls and texts. I made excuses to avoid family gatherings.  
 
    I was skittish, nervous, and depressed. And every time I undressed or took a shower, it was there.  His mark. Every time I saw a baby around town, it tore at my heart. Every mention of Halloween or pumpkins made my heart race and my blood turn icy cold. 
 
    *** 
 
    July 25 rolled around. This was near to what I figured my due date would have been. I drove to the tulip tree site that day, parked, and stared at the stump. There was now a commemorative plaque about the tree being 300+ years old and having been steeped in the local history and then mysteriously being ripped from the earth by a suspected microburst weather event.  
 
    Beside it, I saw new and lush vegetation. I knew how to identify plants with my very green thumb. There were no pumpkins yet, but this was definitely a pumpkin patch. 
 
    The smashed pumpkin that night… the seeds shouldn’t have taken. The frost and subsequent winter coming soon after that night would’ve most likely stopped the process. But, evidently, logic meant nothing in Drowsy Hollow. 
 
    I didn’t know why, but I knew that come October 31st, I’d want to come and see the pumpkins. 
 
    Would facing another Halloween bring closure?  
 
    Writing it down didn’t. 
 
    Reading self-help books didn’t.  
 
    What would? Would Halloween do it? 
 
    *** 
 
    Today was Halloween, one year from when my grip on reality steeped in logic slipped. I stopped by the site of the tulip tree, during my lunch hour, during sunlight when I’d hoped it would be safe.  
 
    As suspected, a pumpkin patch was there. All the pumpkins had appeared to have been picked except one small, perfect, head-sized one. It was still attached to the vine and it sat on the stump. 
 
    That whisper that had haunted my dreams for the past year echoed in my head. 
 
    “I’ll be back for you, Isabella…” 
 
    When? How?  
 
    Why? 
 
    A woman approached from the woods. She wasn’t much older than me and strangely, her approach didn’t startle me.  
 
    “Hello,” she greeted. 
 
    She had long, auburn hair and heavy eye make-up. She was shoeless and dressed like a gypsy. She carried what looked like a very old book. It was massive in dimensions and thickness, bound by leather, with writing that I couldn’t make out on the front. I didn’t know if she was extreme boho hippie, or if she was in costume for Halloween. 
 
    She looked to the pumpkin. I lifted it protectively and pulled it to my chest. I didn’t really know why I did that.  
 
    She gave me a small, strangely knowing smile. 
 
    “I’m Erica.” 
 
    I thought it was odd for her to introduce herself. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “You’re lost,” she informed. 
 
    “Nnooo. My car’s just---” I jerked my thumb behind me. 
 
    She leaned forward, strange intensity rolling off her. “You’re feeling lost. But soon, you’ll be found.” 
 
    I frowned. My thumb was still in mid-air. 
 
    “Don’t question it when he finds you. Believe it. Believe that you’re getting something wonderful. He’s getting something wonderful. You’ve had untold pain this past year, but he’s had untold pain for over two centuries. It’s fate.” She shrugged. “I tried. Several of us tried. But, it was meant to happen this way. That’s why we haven’t been able to stop it. Don’t fight it. Don’t fight him. He needs you.” 
 
    “I think you have me mistak---” 
 
    “You’re his. Don’t be afraid. Life will be beautiful. You can both count it as a happily ever after. But don’t speak of it. Do not. Don’t confront it. Don’t dig into it. Don’t speak of it. Believe me. If you do, you’ll wish you hadn’t. Believe this. Heed this warning. Please. What was taken that night was taken by the man it belonged to. He didn’t steal it from you. You gave something precious to him. It was meant to be his.”  
 
    I stared at her in disbelief. 
 
    “Believe me. I beseech you. He’ll be as he was before… before he became what you saw. The transformation began that night. You felt the evidence of that. You gave him that.” 
 
    I blinked at her.  
 
    “Farewell, Isabella.” 
 
    She gave me a wave, a meaningful look, turned, and then she walked away from me.  
 
    I watched her walk down the country road, the road that was paved today, but that I feared would turn to dirt later tonight. 
 
    I looked down at the pumpkin I was holding to my chest and bit on my lips. I looked back up and she was gone. Vanished. She must have disappeared in between some trees.  
 
    It then dawned that I never told Erica that my name is Isabella. 
 
    I stood there, ruminating on her words. They rang as real, they rang as matching my exact situation. But if they were true?  
 
    “I’ll be back for you, Isabella…” 
 
    The wind picked up and whipped my hair around. The sun had moved behind some clouds and it felt like rain was coming. I hurried back to my car, taking the pumpkin with me. If he was coming for me, I wanted no part of it. And something told me it was essential that I get out of there immediately. 
 
    *** 
 
    Much to the disappointment of my coworkers, my students, last year’s students, and Trina, I made an excuse and said I needed to leave the party early. I wanted to be home, in my apartment, behind locked doors when it got dark. Maybe I should’ve left town, gone to the airport and left the country. 
 
    I said goodbye, feigning a headache, but a real headache began to materialize when I got outside, and dark clouds moved in. There was a loud crackle of thunder. The sky opened up with lightning, more thunder, and pouring rain. This wasn’t in the forecast today. 
 
    I pulled my headband with the kitty cat ears off and stuffed it into my bag and yanked my hood up over my head. I rushed to my car and got inside. It wouldn’t start. 
 
    It wouldn’t fucking start.  
 
    And I started to bawl about it. Slam my hand on my steering wheel about it. Ask the sky WHY ME about it. 
 
    I could’ve gone back inside and asked for a jump-start. I could’ve gone back inside and asked for a ride or talked to the guy that owned the cab. The tiny town had a cab company with one car. But, he was in there with the rest of the community, bobbing for apples. 
 
    I grunted and found my umbrella in my backseat and decided to walk home. Six blocks. It would suck, but I just needed away from this area, away from my memories and the haunting foreboding feeling engulfing me. I just needed to go home. 
 
    I was in a long trench coat, black ballet flats, my kitty cat costume, which had consisted of a bodysuit and black tights, which hit me like a ton of bricks that morning as I clicked the snaps between my legs into place.  I had kitty gloves, too, which were cocktail gloves that came to my elbows with paw prints on the fingertips. I kept those on and pulled my hood up. I would’ve been a sight, my black nose, my drawn-on whiskers, my cat’s eye make-up. 
 
    It was a longish six block walk, and I felt the need to hurry. To get behind the locked door of my apartment as soon as possible. My umbrella flipped inside out four times on the walk before I gave up and just dragged it along, letting the rain soak me through to the bone. 
 
    When I got into my apartment and locked the door, I didn’t feel the least bit of safety and relief I’d hoped for. 
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    10 – Private Holloway  
 
      
 
    He was at her door. It was time. It was finally time. It had to be. No instruction had come after the clock had struck the minute before twelve, so this meant he had his instructions.  
 
    Claim what was his.  
 
    “Don’t look back, Holden Holloway. Don’t question. Don’t talk about it. Any of it. Try very hard to not even ponder it.”  
 
    He’d spent one year inside his chains when they suddenly withered to a gust of ash.  And then he walked out of the woods to town. To her. His feet knew just where to take him. 
 
    He’d waited out the past year in extreme suffering. He’d done nothing but wait and suffer. The witches spoke to him the morning they’d magically pulled him away from where he’d woken with her in his arms. When he’d woken still with a face, a neck, with a mouth that had done wickedly delicious things to her body, a mouth that could say her beautiful name.  
 
    The witches chained him and surrounded the circle where they contained him with magic to keep him there while one by one, they arrived and five of them spoke to him, reasoned with him, gave him the news that it would be one more year before they could complete the spell that had been cast by the ambitious young witch who couldn’t arrive in time to keep the gate shut, but who had cast a remote spell to save the life of whoever entered. 
 
    They explained what he’d been doing for over two hundred years, though that wasn’t entirely necessary, as the memories had been coming, like razor blades dipped in acid being scored across his skin. 
 
    They explained why he’d been what he’d been for all these years.  
 
    They explained all they and their ancestors had done to try to keep him from causing pain, that their efforts to simply send him to a place where his soul could rest had been fruitless, but that Isabella Krane appeared to be the answer.  
 
    They explained what could happen next if their calculations were accurate and despite his awareness and in spite of his horror at the realizations of what he’d done, not only to Isabella that night, but what he’d done after his death, they kept him chained for fear he’d revert to what he’d been. The witch’s spell may have only kept it at bay temporarily. His built-up hunger for Isabella, if not handled carefully, could be something too dark, too difficult to tame. 
 
    But, it wasn’t witchcraft that made Isabella Krane the person who entered.  
 
    Holden Holloway did not know what it was that made Isabella Krane, a descendent of Archibald Krane (his arch nemesis and murderer) enter the hunting grounds.  The witches spoke of fate, of the fact that sometimes things were inexplicable. He wanted to believe.  He wanted to believe that his imprisonment would be worthwhile.  
 
    He had to wait in that circle for one year, until the witches could attempt the final spell at the site where the tree had fallen, and hope that their magic was enough.  They spoke of advanced equations to calculate spells, of having to decode the original spell to determine which loopholes might work to move forward.  
 
    Their calculations were accurate, because here he was. 
 
    Prior to the release of the chains, which he was waiting for, he knew the alternative was to continue to be trapped in their circle, possibly indefinitely.  
 
    Things were in place. Restitution had been paid, set aside long ago, sought out from (Sergeant, who later became major) Major Krane, by the witch who made Holden a promise before his untimely death. He would be able to provide for his Isabella. He would make up for their beginning. He would find a way to erase her pain, the pain he knew he had inflicted. 
 
    The fortune-teller had promised, the witches explained, and because of her firm promise, she had bound herself to that promise, which had kept Holden in limbo for two hundred plus years. The limbo was bathed in rage. The limbo, a place of blackness and desperation. The limbo contained carnage.  
 
    Holden was assured it was not his fault.  Notations in the coven’s ledger written by the fortune teller, or more accurately the witch, stated all the many lengths the woman had gone to in order to make things right.  
 
    Now that things were going to be right, her soul could finally rest. 
 
    He didn’t want to dwell, had been advised not to dwell, but it relentlessly tore and gnawed at him for the past year. The memories of the things his body had done. The things he was responsible for, despite the lack of a brain, of logic, of intent.  
 
    He’d been an empty husk. Or, nearly empty.  Perhaps empty of all things other than hate.  
 
    The consciousness that came to him in the hours the night he met her was painful. It was all floating toward his consciousness throughout the night, from the moment she touched the face he suddenly had, maybe from the moment he laid eyes on her. He had memories of his stallion whispering to him when he’s spotted her on the path. That stallion told him things, directed his actions, and he couldn’t recall them at this time. Perhaps that was for the best. 
 
    He did remember how good she felt, how right, how absolutely perfect she felt. He remembered her magical touch, the pure wonder she’d displayed as she touched his face, the concern for his plight. That touch? It would be his again, beginning tonight and forevermore.  
 
    He didn’t know why they could never speak of the evil, of the past two hundred years, of the things he’d done to claim her that night, but he didn’t care as long as he could spend the next fifty to eighty years with her as his. The witches told of prices that had to be paid for their magic, and locking away the details on the matter was a price he was willing to pay. 
 
    *** 
 
    The doorknob glowed when his fingers touched it. A key appeared in the lock. Temporary magic. He would not have this magic after this night. After this night, he would be a mere mortal.  He owned this building, though. And other property besides. Now living, as he was when he died, as a twenty-eight-year-old man.  
 
    Holden Holloway, farmer.  
 
    He would purchase the land surrounding the former tulip tree, the place where the magic had been planted. This was the land that held that cabin where their child was conceived.  
 
    The deal for the sale of this land was told to him to be already in-motion, through Holloway Holdings, the company that was set up for him. He would raise cattle and grow fruits and vegetables, just as he’d done before enlisting, before his untimely death. Isabella could help. She could continue to teach, if she wished. He would build them a new home. He would give her the child they had to give up.  
 
    Yes, their child.  
 
    He had the knowledge of her pain around all of that, while in chains, feeling her emotion, via a link one of the witches had set up between them. A gift? A curse? Both. 
 
    But, that child’s spirit was not gone. It was merely in limbo as was Holden’s, protected by those witches. Their son would be mortal, safe, built perhaps from an insatiable and unhinged hunger, but he would be nurtured by the two of them, together, into someone worthy of the woman who would bear him.  
 
    He unlocked the door and watched the glow of the knob fade. He pocketed the key. His clothing felt strange.  The witches called the trousers denim. Jeans. His coat was made of a black animal hide and felt familiar, as did the boots he wore. He had a large satchel in his hand that the witches had left, containing more clothing and government identification as well as the strange cards that they’d explained to him as giving him access to his wealth. A lot had been explained. How easy or difficult it would be to put into practice was something that remained a mystery.  Perhaps Isabella could help. The witches assured him she would. 
 
    All Holden knew was that he had to get to her. He had to get to her and find a way to convince her that she was his without discussing any of the past. It was a rule. He did not know why it was a rule, but with all he’d learned, all he’d remembered while in those chains, he would not trifle with the witches’ rules.  
 
    He climbed a narrow staircase and found another door. He turned the knob and opened it into a large space filled with flower drawings on the walls, with polished gleaming wood floors, with a stove that wasn’t on, yet the space was warm. The stove was painted shiny orange and covered in autumn-themed trinkets. A small round table with white chairs had fabric cushions covered in pinecones and acorns. The table had a horn-shaped woven basket in the center with painted replicas of fruit, corn, pinecones, and sunflowers that did not look remotely real. 
 
    There was cozy furniture arranged around the stove covered in cushions, as well as a fluffed rug made of some material he’d never seen, but it resembled a fat fluffy cat he’d had as a child. He gazed at it with an arched brow. He put the satchel in his grip down beside the upholstered bench that faced the orange stove.  The room had electronics on the wall. The witches had told him about television, radio, and computers, kitchen appliances that cooked food without the need to build a fire, that kept food cold to preserve it. They’d shown him many such things, regularly leaving films to play for him on those square panes, to teach him about the present day.  He preferred that they left music playing. He found it more soothing. Not all of it. Some of it seemed to be just grating noise that pained his ears. 
 
    He heard a sound from another room. This room had several doors and a short hallway with more doors in it. The space also had many windows that would illuminate the space well during the day. Now, the rain simply trailed down the glass as it poured down outside, with a relentless rhythm. 
 
    In front of the long, upholstered bench was a short table. It was round, made of dark glass and shiny metal. In the center of it sat a pumpkin. He knew the pumpkin’s significance.  
 
    The youngest of the witches, called Erica, had told him earlier that his Isabella had taken it home, that it was born from that night.  
 
    He put his hand on it and felt something soothing move through him. This would be all right. Everything would be alight. It had to be. He would make it be.  
 
    He took a deep breath.  Underneath the pumpkin sat a book with a white cover and a painting of a man with no head atop a black horse. The man held a pumpkin in his grip. 
 
    The Headless Horseman of Drowsy Hollow 
 
    He opened it and read it, despite the dimness. He read the entire thing. 
 
    There was more noise in some room off that short hallway, and one of the doorknobs slowly turned.  
 
    He watched. 
 
    There she was; his beautiful girl.  
 
    She looked strange. She glanced at the book in his grip and then at his face. 
 
    He placed the book on the table. 
 
    Her long, golden hair was damp. Her nose was black at the tip and lines had been drawn on her cheeks, three of them, fanning out from points on either side of her nose. She held a stack of clothing or linens, perhaps. She blinked at him in horror, losing the color in her cheeks. The stack of fabric fell to the floor and she plastered herself against the door, hands clawing at the wood. 
 
    She wore strange black tight clothing, much like the odd garments she’d worn under her dress that night. No shoes.  
 
    She was staring at him in horror. 
 
    They were locked by eyes for moments before her lips parted to speak. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said, raising his hand. She stared at his palm and a swallow worked down her throat in a way that appeared painful. And the notion of her pain tore at his innards. He loathed the thought.  
 
    At some point during the night they met, he became aware. He transformed from empty husk to a vague sense of clawing awareness. Those memories had both soothed and plagued him the past year. He had no idea how she would receive him this night, but the fear on her face caused him physical pain. 
 
    He moved to her and she shrank back against the door as much as she could. She fumbled with the knob to open it and went falling backwards as it opened, clearly not thinking straight, that her opening it coupled with her weight against the door would cause her to fall. 
 
    Holden rushed forward to catch her, but he wasn’t quick enough. 
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    11 – Isabella 
 
    When I got out of the rain, into my home, it was as if time had lapsed. I’d left before dark and yet the wall clock in my apartment said it was 11:58 pm.  
 
    It was then that I knew, I knew he was coming for me. Whether it was here, in the woods, or overseas if I’d listened to my gut and gone to the airport to get out of here, I knew it was out of my control. Time. Logic. All of it. 
 
    I tried to think about what Erica had said.  
 
    Reading between the lines made me think of the story, of his promise from a fortune teller of true love after a difficult journey. What journey could be harder than what he’d faced?  
 
    But, the violence.  
 
    The violence I experienced was nothing compared to the story’s passages about the first years after his death being filled with murder. 
 
    The night with me? That was him hunting me, capturing me, and raping me. 
 
    But the rape brought pleasure because he gave as he relentlessly took. He tended the wounds I had. He held me close afterwards. 
 
    I fell asleep in the arms of the monster and I had not been right since that night.  
 
    And now he was here. And I was petrified. And yet… some other emotions tugged at me, trying to penetrate the wall of fear surrounding me. 
 
    I heard him come in and stayed in my room, where I’d gone to get clothes, planning a hot bath after my six-block trek in the rain. I heard the door open as the digital clock switched to 12:00 and once again, my phone had signaled another mystery timer alert. “Timer done”.  
 
    The universe telling me my time was up. Again.I’d lifted the bag from the floor and switched it off. It also said,  
 
    “Searching for Signal.” 
 
    No signal. Again. 
 
    It was inevitable. Did I wait here, cowering, so he could come get me, or face him and get it over with?  
 
    If that woman Erica was right, which seemed impossible, maybe I wouldn’t be afraid. 
 
    I didn’t know why I’d taken the book out when I came home with that pumpkin on my lunch hour. It was an autographed copy the author’s grandson had given me, telling me he had dozens. 
 
    The inscription inside from the author read,  
 
    “The moral of this story? Don’t be a skeptic. And don’t go walking in the forest alone after dark.” 
 
    If he was here to hurt me, it was inevitable. Paranormal elements were at play, so I had to face that inevitability. 
 
    And after the year I’d had, I was exhausted from all of it. Absolutely exhausted. 
 
    So, I opened the door to face the music. Not bravely. Numbly. Resignedly. 
 
    And when I saw him, I didn’t know what to think. 
 
    He stood by the table, holding the book.  The book about him. 
 
    And him with a head? Well… it was a good head.  
 
    Dark brown slightly curly hair, dark eyes, full lips. Chiseled jawline. He was handsome. More than handsome. He looked quite a lot like a dark-haired version of the drool-worthy actor Sam Heughan. 
 
    His eyes were on me, traveling from my head to my feet and then back. 
 
    And his expression went carnal. 
 
    And I was suddenly overcome with the urge to flee. In my room was a window that also opened up to the terrace. At the back of the terrace was a small fire escape.  
 
    Escape.  
 
    I had to escape. 
 
    Why hadn’t I thought to escape when my timer done alert went off? 
 
    I twisted the knob and went tumbling to the floor. As this happened in slow motion, he ran for me. 
 
    He got to me a second too late. I’d already landed. 
 
    “Precious Isabella!” He was alarmed as he got to his knees and lifted me into big strong arms. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    I stared into his eyes in astonishment. Warmth spread through  me. My body felt like jelly. 
 
    He lifted me and carried me to my bed. He sat with me in his arms and pulled me close. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” 
 
    I shook my head, unable to tear my eyes off his face. 
 
    He shifted me onto the bed and poked my nose with a smile.  
 
    “What’s this?” 
 
    “Wh-what?” 
 
    “What is it you’ve done to your beautiful face?” 
 
    “It…it’s what’s left of my kitty cat costume. For Halloween. I always dress up for my students.” 
 
    His face melted into a huge smile. “Kitty cat,” he said this amusedly. “Much better costume choice than, say… a witch.” 
 
    I hard-blinked. 
 
    He was making a joke? 
 
    I opened my mouth, about to speak. 
 
    His expression dropped. “Be cautious with your words right now, little kitty cat.” 
 
    His expression spoke volumes and Erica’s voice rang in my head with her warnings. 
 
    He knew the warnings, too? 
 
    I had so many questions.  
 
    I couldn’t ask even one of them. 
 
    “I’d really like to go wash this black stuff off my face,” I whispered. And get a minute to process. “Get into dry clothes. I walked home in the rain.” 
 
    He smiled. “I’ll be right here, waiting.” 
 
    “Would the living room be more…” I started. 
 
    He shook his head and gave me a very carnal once-over with his eyes. “No. Only this bed chamber will do for what I have planned for you.” 
 
    I gasped in surprise. He gave me a positively salacious grin. 
 
    I scampered out of the bed. He caught my hand, halting me. 
 
    “Don’t run far, little kitty cat. I must warn you that I’d have to hunt you down…” 
 
    “I…” I blinked. “I know.” 
 
    He looked deep into my eyes. Impossibly deep. “I’ll make you happy. You’re going to make me happy. I feel it down to my soul. I have a soul again, thanks to you.” 
 
    I opened my mouth again to speak. 
 
    He shook his head in warning. “Go bathe, Isabella. I’ll be right here. Waiting.” 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    “Holden Holloway, by the way,” he answered my unspoken question. I wasn’t even sure how to ask, though I knew about the Holloway part. 
 
    “Holden,” I said softly, more warmth spreading through me. 
 
    He lifted my hand higher and kissed it. Tingles worked straight through me and my panties were suddenly drenched. 
 
    He guided me, holding that hand, to the bedroom door. And then he swatted my butt. 
 
    “Go. Hurry back.” 
 
    I squeaked. He gave me another sexy smile and sank his front teeth into his full lower lip. His eyes sparkled with mischief. 
 
    Oh wow.  
 
    I was nervous and excited at the exact same time. 
 
    I hurried, blushing, to my bathroom scooping up the towels and bathrobe I’d dropped outside the door, and shut the door. I lifted a big fluffy washcloth and saturated it with warm water to wipe the rest of the cat makeup off my face. 
 
    Little kitty cat. 
 
    I bit the inside of my cheek and felt a smile spread across my face.  
 
    I hadn’t smiled, other than at cute things my second-grade students would say, in a year. Exactly a year. 
 
    Was this real? Could I throw logic to the wind and let myself have this? 
 
    As I got ready to undress, there was a soft knock on the door.  
 
    I opened it and there he was. He leaned a big, strong shoulder against the doorframe, and smiled, taking me in from head to toe to head again. 
 
    “I couldn’t wait. I tried. I’ve waited long enough, don’t you think?” 
 
    I nodded slowly, arousal flooding me, making every bit of me warmer. 
 
    He erased the space between us and then his mouth was on mine, his hand in my hair. His other hand grabbed my waist and yanked me against him, against his hardness. 
 
    He was very tall, had to bend to kiss me.  He was great at kissing. Strong lips, an exploring tongue, husky sounds that showed me he liked kissing me. He lifted me up and spun to pin me against the door. My legs went automatically around his waist.  
 
    “Isabella,” he whispered, and every cell in my body was paying attention. The whisper took me back to that moment when he’d first whispered it.  
 
    I started to cry.  
 
    He looked at me with concern. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m okay, I’m just….” I let that hang. I had no choice but to let it hang. But, it was okay, because he knew. He knew. 
 
    “I never want you to fear me. Ever. I will never do anything to make you fear me as long as it’s within my power. And right now, it’s within my power. We have to make it so that it stays that way. We can’t speak of anything that could put it at risk.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You’re mine, Isabella. Meant for me.”  
 
    I choked on a sob and buried my face in his neck. 
 
    “I’m yours, Isabella. Destined as yours, regardless of anything. It’s just that simple.” 
 
    I put my hands to his face and brought his mouth to mine. 
 
    Strangely, no, not just strangely, inexplicably, he truly felt like he was mine. He felt like fate. Not a stranger. Not a monster. This was what I’d been waiting for. This was who I was saving myself for. The man who was meant to be mine, even if we were from different places in ‘time’. Fate made it so we would cross paths. Fate stopped me from being anyone else’s, multiple times. 
 
    How I’d come to grips with all of it so quickly made no sense. None of it made sense. Maybe love just doesn’t make sense. 
 
    He reached under and gave the butt of my bodysuit a sharp yank and it released all the snaps at once. 
 
    And it made him smile huge, with teeth, because he remembered the other bodysuit I wore that night. 
 
    I giggled. And then I unbuttoned the dark button-down shirt he wore. He’d taken off his leather jacket before coming in. My fingers immediately sought out his throat, his neckline. 
 
    I saw it. The scar. It was thick, looking just like it had felt that night.  
 
    I leaned forward and put my lips to it. I felt goosebumps form on his skin. 
 
    He set me on my feet and peeled my leotards down. I immediately saw the place where his mark had been. 
 
    It was gone. 
 
    I reached down and touched it. 
 
    “It…” I started to say but stopped myself. I swallowed and shook my head. 
 
    He kissed the exact spot and rubbed his face against my leg. 
 
    I gulped at the sensations that brought, both on my skin and inside of me. 
 
    “There was a mark. It’s gone.” I closed my eyes and tears squeezed out. He rose and kissed the tears away. 
 
    “I heard a rumor that hot showers are wonderful.” 
 
    I nodded and reached around, behind my autumn leaves themed shower curtain and turned the shower on. 
 
    I turned to see that he was shirtless and undoing his fly while kicking his boots off when I turned back to him. 
 
    He pulled the bodysuit up over my head and peeled my panties down, kissing my hip, and then kissing down until he got to where I was soaking wet for him. 
 
    And then his touch went from gentle to hungry. His fingers held me in place while his tongue devoured me between my thighs. My head rolled back as I absorbed those sensations. 
 
    He kissed, sucked, licked, and then he stopped. I looked down at him. He was looking up with intensity beaming from his eyes. 
 
    He rose, pulled the curtain back and eyed the shower curiously, then dropped his jeans. He had no underwear on underneath. 
 
    I blinked at the sight of him. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    I pulled my bra off and tossed it and we climbed in.  
 
    The water felt good. His eyes raking over my body hungrily felt even better. Together? Amazing.  
 
    We soaped one another up. I shampooed his hair. He did the same with mine. 
 
    We rinsed off, and then he asked, “How do we make the water stop?” 
 
    I showed him, and we wrapped up in towels and he gave me a heated expression as he lifted me into his arms and carried me to my bed. 
 
    He gently put me down and then dropped his towel and climbed in with me, pulling my towels away from my body, taking a moment to squeeze the towel around my sopping-wet hair while I stared at him lustfully. 
 
    He wiped his own hair with a fast scrubbing of the towel and dropped the towel on the floor. And then he was pinning me, kissing me, and putting his fingers between my legs and parting my folds to find my aching clitoris.  
 
    “Holden,” I moaned into his mouth. 
 
    He gave me a look of absolute possession and then guided himself to me and slammed inside. His jaw muscles bulged as he slammed into me possessively, eyes on mine, teeth tight, one arm bracing beside my head to hold himself up, the other hand moving between us on the most magical spot on me. 
 
    I started to come undone. He started to move harder, faster. 
 
    “You’re mine, Isabella. Mine. I will make you happy. I will take away any pain you’ve felt and replace it with every ounce of love I’m capable of giving you.” 
 
    I nodded, crying out as I hit another peak. 
 
    “Say yes. Marry me. Let me be your happily ever after.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Fuuuuucking yes…” he ground out and found his release inside me.  
 
    He rolled, draping me over his body, just like he did that night. 
 
    I was so happy. Happy like a lunatic, because how insane was all of what had happened?  
 
    Who would ever believe the story? Maybe it was good that I couldn’t tell anyone. 
 
    And I felt boneless. Carefree. I was blissed. Right out. Until I had the one thought that could dampen the moment.  
 
    This time, I was on birth control. I went on it months ago, just in case. And it made me a little bit sad. 
 
    He held me all night. I was afraid to sleep, afraid to wake in the morning alone again. Afraid of becoming sane again and deciding that this was a terrible idea. 
 
    If this was insane, I prayed I’d be rooted in my lunacy forever. 
 
    I wanted to ask for reassurance that he wasn’t leaving, that he wasn’t about to go poof in the night and be just a memory.  
 
    I was afraid to ask, afraid to break the rules. So, I didn’t. 
 
    I told myself that in the morning, I’d pull out the papers with my recounting of my night one year ago, and I’d burn them. 
 
    I eventually fell asleep, cocooned by him. I didn’t dream. 
 
    Finally.  
 
    Finally, a dreamless night. I simply slept. 
 
    And when I woke in the morning on November 1st, Holden was awake, beside me, watching me sleep, looking at me with a possessive, smitten expression. 
 
    “Hi.” I was feeling shy all of a sudden. I clutched the covers to my nakedness. 
 
    “Hi,” he returned, amused, stretching, his fabulous muscled chest and arms on display. 
 
    “Did you sleep okay?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded. “More than okay. But, little kitty cat…could you please feed me? I feel like I haven’t had food in… forever.” He gave me a wide grin.  
 
    I busted up laughing. 
 
    “Sure thing,” I said, then bit my lip and chuckled, then added, “How about some pumpkin pie pancakes… pumpkin?” 
 
    He rolled me, laughter dancing in his eyes and a very attractive manly chuckle coming from him at what would undoubtedly be his pet name from me for the rest of our lives.  His mouth hit mine. 
 
    I mean, how could I not call him that? 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End? 
 
    Well…  
 
    If you like that the monster got his happy ending, stop here.  
 
    If you’re ready for the truth, that it was just a Happy for Now… read the epilogue.  
 
    You’ve been warned.  
 
    There is a part two to this duet coming October 4th. Ordering link coming up! 
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 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    ISABELLA 
 
    We don’t talk about how my phone never has a signal when he’s near. We don’t know why, but he can’t own a cellular phone --- it’s useless to him. Mine only works when we’re not together. This is why our home has a landline. 
 
    We don’t talk about the thick ropy scar on his neck, though he catches me caressing it sometimes and goes to great lengths to hide it from everyone else. 
 
    We don’t say the words we can read in one another’s eyes.  
 
    When he doesn’t understand something, some reference, some piece of technology, I just patiently explain it to him, often covertly. 
 
    He’s smart. He’s caring. He loves me. We got married two weeks after last Halloween when he asked me. He has been the absolute best happily ever after, well… ever. 
 
    It’s Halloween today, two years from the day I first met him. And it’s forever going to be a special day. It’s going to be special for another reason today.  
 
    Today, I found out I’m pregnant.  
 
    We’re going to have a baby. I am elated. But, I’ve also got some very complicated emotions, too.  
 
    I feel like I need him to know about the baby we lost.  I feel guilty. So guilty.  I have to find a way to carefully communicate this to him when I tell him about the baby that’s coming, while expressing my immense feelings of loss, of self-blame. 
 
    How? I have to find a way. 
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    ERICA 
 
      
 
    Erica sat in tall grass, beside her new little kitten, who was stalking a dragonfly, his fluffy black bum up in the air, wiggling. Erica kept at the landscape sketch she was working at, when a sudden sinking sensation swept over her. Her phone rang from her bag. She fumbled to get it, knowing something was wrong. 
 
    “Isabella is about to break the rule!”  
 
    Vivica had texted this.   
 
    Vivica was clairvoyant and all the lives that their coven had touched remained part of the network within Vivica’s mind. She didn’t always tap in, but she would be alerted to concerns. 
 
    Erica’s heart sank, and her fingers trembled. She’d gotten her hands on Isabella Holloway’s mobile phone number, but in the year since they’d seen one another, she hadn’t used it. She hoped she would never need to. 
 
    Today was Halloween and she’d already thought about Holden and Isabella. She thought about the other lives her magic had affected, too --- which didn’t always happen on Halloween, but the day was an especially important one to her because of the impact of Holden and Isabella’s story. 
 
    She hit the button to dial Isabella’s number. It went directly to voicemail. 
 
    “Isabella, this is Erica. Do not say it. Do not! Please phone me at this number so we can discuss. It’s imperative! If you speak any of the words about that night, about his past, words about anything related to that, it will unleash the monster in him. He will go on a rampage without it being in his control. It’s the price you both have to pay to keep what you have in one another. If you break the rule, it’ll be like it was before, but it will be worse, because he may not be in his old hunting grounds where we can possibly contain him. Just telling you this much will cost me, Isabella. Not you, not Holden, me. I will pay that price to try to stop you from losing everything. Because if you do whatever you’re thinking about doing, it will cost you both everything. And more. Please. Hear this message and say nothing. Call me.” 
 
    She recited her number and ended the call and looked up the number for Holloway Farms. She dialed.  Unfortunately, there was no answer. 
 
    She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. 
 
    Why didn’t they ever listen?  There was always a price to pay, and she’d done her best to communicate how important it was that they pay this price. She wasn’t allowed to go back to reiterate, to remind without paying her own price. That was just, quite simply, how it worked. 
 
    Isabella had to have faith in her husband. He had to have faith in what they had now, in her forgiveness. They were not allowed to dwell on the past.  It wasn’t healthy. It wasn’t always the rule, each spell had its own particulars, but it was deemed to be a good rule for this particular scenario. Five witches had agreed and sealed it as such.  
 
    She dusted off her skirt as she rose to her feet, her small black kitten, the newest addition to her menagerie of pets playing by her feet. He was a perfect Halloween kitty with his black fluffy self and just the tip of his tail orange, as if it had been dipped in paint. 
 
    “Well, Archie… off we go to try to fix this. As they say… no rest for the wicked…” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Holden – The Hollow Duet, Part 2  
 
    October 4th, 2019 – Holden, Part 2 of The Hollow Duet will be unleashed. 
 
    US: amazon.com/dp/B07WRXDJ2X 
 
    UK: amazon.co.uk/dp/B07WRXDJ2X 
 
    CA: amazon.ca/dp/B07WRXDJ2X 
 
    AU: amazon.com.au/dp/B07WRXDJ2X 
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    Playlist: 
 
    The Animals - House of the Rising Sun 
 
    Nine Inch Nails – Closer  
 
    Soundgarden - Black Hole Sun  
 
    Rage Against the Machine – Killing in the Name  
 
    Deftones – Change 
 
    Korn – Freak on a Leash 
 
    Alice in Chains - Man in the Box 
 
    Bonus song: Marvin Gaye - Let’s Get it On *  
 
    *During the writing of the scene when these two first set eyes on one another, this song coincidentally came on in my office and the idea of our monster hearing it in his head when seeing her for the first time… it cracked me up. It also word-blocked me on his story for about 48 hours. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End of Book Matter 
 
    Hollow was first published in The Horror of our Love anthology with N. Heinz, Nikita Slater, Jasmin Quinn, and Bonny Bennett. Big hugs, ladies. I loved working with you on this project! 
 
    About me: 
 
    Website: http://ddprince.com  
 
    Amazon page: http://bit.ly/ddprinceonamazon 
 
    Other books by DD Prince 
 
    
    	 The Dominator Series (Dark mafia romance) 
 
    	 Saved (a Dominator series spin-off, DD’s darkest book so far) 
 
    	 The Beautiful Biker Series  
 
    	 Hot Alpha Alien Husbands (alien romance) 
 
    	 Alphahole (contemporary enemies-to-lovers office romance) 
 
    	 The Nectar Trilogy (dark and taboo paranormal romance). 
 
   
 
    Sign up for my free newsletter - http://ddprince.com/newsletter-signup/ 
 
    Like my Facebook page – http://facebook.com/ddprincebooks 
 
    Join DD’s Chickadees – DD Prince’s Facebook reader group (fun, giveaways, teasers, beta reading / advanced reader copies, author drop-ins, winey (not whiny) book chats, and shenanigans). 
 
    Follow me on Bookbub for deals and new release info. 
 
    Instagram | Goodreads | Twitter   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
The hoveloce hoeanige vl
Whatwill ke do 13 her”
0/«/1-' ﬁiey&»ﬂmrﬁm i)






OEBPS/Images/image00090.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/image00089.jpeg
The hevaleze e
Whatwill ézﬁb i 7

helln Krone.

D)






OEBPS/Images/image00091.jpeg
J « There Mm;/;l(’/’wtz tule in ] ‘\
| their heppily ever aften \
She bpote it

3






