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For Daniel and Mitchell, 
who still love my Scooby-Doo cartoons, 
even though the monsters
 give them nightmares
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I spot the hills

With yellow balls in autumn.

I light the prairie cornfields

Orange and tawny gold clusters

And I am called pumpkins.

On the last of October

When dusk is fallen

Children join hands

And circle round me

Singing ghost songs

And love to the harvest moon;

I am a jack-o’-lantern

With terrible teeth

And the children know

I am fooling.

—Carl Sandburg,

“Theme in Yellow”



CHAPTER 1
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CROSSROADS

Jack sat on top of the covered bridge in his favorite spot, his arm draped over his carved pumpkin. The gourd wasn’t his first choice to house the ember of his immortality, but then again, he’d never really been given a choice.

It wasn’t the first time he’d heard of foolish men who’d made deals with the devil. During every scary story he’d been told as a child on long winter nights, he’d clutched his covers to his throat imagining frightening specters, red demons, or wicked-clawed ghouls looming out of swaying shadows, ready to snatch up unmindful children and trick them with beguiling words. His imagination never came close to the truth. And he’d certainly never envisioned those devils walking earth as mere men, dressed as pirates, storing stolen souls in harvest vegetables.

The devil who’d conscripted him five hundred years ago was named Rune. Jack barely remembered the town he was attempting to save by negotiating with Rune, or the boy he’d been when he’d done it. Now all the villagers were long dead. But not Jack. He wasn’t so lucky. Instead, Jack was stuck in a monotonous job, the same job Rune once had. And Jack had the pleasure of looking forward to another five hundred years of doing exactly the same thing day in and day out.

It wasn’t like the job was too difficult. It was mostly quiet, but when it wasn’t, he did everything from exporting entire herds of gremlins, to clearing caves full of werewolves, to capturing a flock of Otherworld bats. Jack had even done the highly dangerous job of evicting a nest of half-breed vampires from an underground necropolis, entirely on his own.

Admittedly, the swaggering pirate Rune had come to Jack’s aid a time or two, helping him avert what could have been disasters. But Jack quickly learned he didn’t appreciate how Rune handled mortals. Too many of them died or went insane under his care.

Eventually, Jack ended up at his current assignment, a quiet New England town called Hallowell that butted up against one of the most boring, sleepy crossroads in the entirety of the Otherworld. Rune had probably thought Jack would complain about the placement, but the town was pretty, if small. There were plenty of large oaks and maples, elms and dogwood trees to offer him shade during the day. And in the fall the colors were beautiful. There was something to be said for a quiet life.

It was lonely, but Jack was used to being alone.

He was about to summon his horse so he could ride through the forest while the red, orange, and yellow fall leaves rained down upon his head, when he heard a noise.

“Must you sit all the way up there?” Rune groused, emerging from the covered bridge and looking up at him. Smoke trailed in after the large man, pooling around his polished boots and caressing his ankles with long fingers. Stepping forward, Rune peeled off black leather gloves and stroked his short, boxed beard, shaved in thin lines and curls. “Someone could get past you before you could intervene. Besides, I hate craning my neck to have a conversation.”

Jack shrugged. “I like keeping my pumpkin far from the road, so there’s no risk it could get trampled on. Besides, I’d hear someone long before they got close.” Jack’s pumpkin never aged or decomposed, but it could be broken, and that made his soul vulnerable.

“Yes.” Rune fingered his firefly-shaped earring, a far better choice of vessels for a lantern to hide his ember than a fat orange gourd. He smiled up at Jack. The shaggy hair that slipped from his careless queue hung down to his shoulders, dark, except for a white streak that fell across his eyes. “I suppose, then, that’s a wise choice.”

“What do you want, Rune?” Jack asked.

“There’s been a rumor.”

“About?”

“Your town. It would seem a witch wind is blowing and it’s coming from your crossroad.”

“My crossroad?” Jack said, leaping down with his pumpkin and landing easily next to Rune, feeling thin and pale next to Rune’s sun-kissed tan and deep-V silk shirt. “Are you certain?”

All the lanterns were apprised when a witch wind blew. The Lord of the Otherworld gathered winds from the mortal world in a great funnel. Most of the time, the winds blowing through the crossroads were normal, but every so often, a special wind blew, indicating that a witch had grown strong enough not only to enter the Otherworld but to undo it completely. Unless the witch was captured and his or her energy contained, the Otherworld as they knew it could be destroyed. Only one witch was permitted in the Otherworld. She was trusted not just to avoid destroying it, but also to run it. She was the high witch, the Lord’s wife, and provider of all the magical energy in that realm. All others were a dreadful danger.

“There are whispers,” Rune insisted. “Whispers in the wind of a powerful witch. One much more skillful than any you or I have dealt with before.” Rune’s own light glowed brighter, his earring winking as his dark skin brightened showing the skeleton lying beneath.

Jack sighed. “You must be mistaken,” he said. “I’ve peered beneath the skin of every citizen of this town. There’s not a drop of witch blood among them.” He was relieved to be able to tell Rune the absolute truth for once. Hallowell was full of very content, happy mortals.

“It’s not that I’m doubting your abilities, Jack,” Rune said, giving him a meaningful look that made Jack wince. “I just need to verify it for myself. You understand.”

Jack waved his hand in resignation and Rune sent his firefly high above the town. It zipped back and forth, pausing occasionally while the lantern himself stared into space, seeing through the eye of his light. His eyes glowed with a silver sheen and then finally dimmed.

“Told you,” Jack said. “Do you think it’s possible she got the location wrong? You could tell the high witch to look again.”

“If a witch wind is blowing, you can be sure there’s a witch or warlock out there. Look, I’m just asking you to watch. Be on your guard. And, if you see something, let me know.” He clapped Jack on the back. “Don’t worry, son; if you can’t finish the job, I’ve always got your back.”

Jack frowned, bristling at the slight. “Fine. I’ll send word if I find any trace of a witch,” Jack said.

“You do that.”

Rune left and Jack was too distracted to head off on his morning ride after all. Jack sat thinking about how strange it was for a witch wind to blow in his territory three times. Most lanterns never even had it happen once, but he’d been there when witches were detected at both Roanoke and Salem. It didn’t make sense. Perhaps he was just terribly unlucky.

He was thinking about it all day as he walked the borders of the town, and into the evening as he settled down for the night on top of his bridge. The light flickered in his pumpkin and he turned it so he could trace the eyes with his fingertip. He’d long ago hollowed out the orange globe and carved a smiling face. His only companion on long days and even longer nights. It comforted him to see his ember’s glow in the pumpkin’s expression. The light warmed him, giving him hope that somehow, somewhere, there was a spark of freedom waiting for him, even if it was at the end of a very long, weary road.

Jack had just fallen asleep when he heard the thunder of hooves on the road leading to town. Summoning his black stallion, he leapt off the bridge and onto the monstrous horse’s back as it materialized from the Otherworld, nostrils steaming and eyes glowing with fire. The horse reared and Jack, with the pumpkin tucked beneath his arm, kicked the horse’s sides, and they galloped toward the road.

He stopped on the hill and saw a carriage, shiny and new, a fine pair of horses pulling it quickly down the path. Jack chose not to show himself, but sent a moaning wind that frightened the driver who glanced right and left and cracked his whip to make the team run faster.

Jack, the lantern, sat and watched as the carriage made its way to town. Just as it passed him, the curtain moved and a small, white face was lit by a moonbeam. It was a wide-eyed little girl, her brown hair curled in ringlets. She pressed her hands against the glass and her pink mouth opened in a circle as she stared right at him.


CHAPTER 2
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ROANOKE

She was, of course, a young witch. The high witch had been right after all.

Ember O’Dare was the only witch in the village; and with no one to teach her, Ember made a lot of mistakes. Once, she turned her great-aunt’s kittens into piglets and only managed to turn two of them back. When her aunt asked about the litter, Ember simply handed her great-aunt the same kitten twice and the old woman was none the wiser.

Another time she singed off her own eyebrows in an attempt to cut her hair with magic. Jack, who had decided to keep an eye on the young witch instead of reporting her, had disguised his form with leaves and laughed from his perch in a tree as he watched the smoke rise, and she yelled at the sky that it wasn’t funny.

She quickly became adept at using little spells such as snapping her fingers to finish her chores, or wriggling her nose to make a basket of freshly harvested corn cobs shuck themselves, or blowing a kiss to inveigle the boys in school to carry her books to and fro. Jack often trailed along behind her, remaining hidden by disguising himself as the wind, creeping fog, or a ray of sunshine, and watched her carefully.

Even as Ember grew into a lovely young woman and a powerful witch, he never turned her in to Rune or the Lord of the Otherworld. He’d seen what they could do firsthand.

A witch wind first blew through his territory when Jack was guarding Roanoke in 1587. He was watching over the small colony that had set up their town a bit too close to his crossroad. The local witch’s name was Eleanor Dare. She was powerful, Jack knew, but she was also good. Eleanor often wandered into the woods, looking for herbs and plants, singing all the while. While he glared suspiciously, the witch addressed Jack politely, nodding to him but leaving him alone.

Sometimes he’d point her in the right direction of various flora, and, in exchange, he accepted her offerings of fresh loaves of bread or small baskets filled with berries. Jack didn’t need to eat, but he liked to and he appreciated her small gestures and the kindness she showed him. She asked about the Otherworld once, mentioning that she had heard that the Lord of the Otherworld hunted witches.

Jack shifted uncomfortably. “Only the dangerous ones,” he’d said.

No one had told Jack that he couldn’t befriend a witch, at least not directly. Three months passed with no indication that the Lord of the Otherworld was hunting a witch. Eleanor had a baby, a sweet girl with a loud cry and dark hair. Jack settled into a comfortable routine and even took to watching Eleanor from time to time while she foraged.

One day, everything was going fine. Then the call came. The witch wind was blowing. Eleanor and her baby went missing. A week later, strange things began happening.

Men screamed and tore at their hair as they transformed into wolfish monsters in the light of the moon. Others became as still as death and were buried, but rose in the night to hunt their neighbors and drink their blood. Some turned into shrinking beasts with humped backs and warty faces. They ran into the trees and lived in hollowed-out logs. All the mortals phased into Otherworld creatures.

Jack knew what was happening: The two realms were blending. He knew this only happened when a witch crossed over, but he was certain Eleanor hadn’t gone to the other realm through his crossroad. He would have felt it. Still, Jack summoned Rune to help, but it was too late. The entire village had either been consumed or disappeared into the forest, becoming something altogether unhuman. It would have to be destroyed.

The two of them rounded up the monsters they could find that still lurked in the area. They killed the ones that wouldn’t cooperate and sent the ones that did back to the Otherworld.

Before they left, Jack wandered over to the witch’s cabin and checked to see if there were any signs of Eleanor or her daughter, but they were gone. Sadly, Jack stood, whispering words to the wind. The light in Jack’s pumpkin flickered and a powerful gust dismantled the village.

As he headed back to Rune after flattening the town, he caught sight of a witch’s spell. He raised his lantern and cast light upon the spot. Hidden behind the spell was a skeleton and a dead tree with letters carved into it. It was a strange word that meant nothing in any language he knew. It said CROATOAN.

Jack thought he should probably tell Rune about what he’d seen, but after the two lanterns stepped through the barrier and were safely through the crossroad, Jack concentrated on steeling himself for what he knew was coming, his final death. An ember must be extinguished to close the route.

“There’s another way,” Rune said quietly.

“Another way?” Jack asked. “Why weren’t we told?”

“Honestly, most lanterns are to blame for the failure of their crossroad and deserve to have their lives end. I can see, however, that in this case it wasn’t your fault. The witch crossed over without your knowledge.”

Jack watched as Rune pulled a tiny clockwork ball from his pocket and swung back the hinged opening. He held it out to Jack who took it.

“Now toss it into the breach,” Rune said.

Peering inside the container, Jack’s breath caught as he saw a tiny, smoking ember dancing inside. “Whose is it?” he asked in wonder.

“Doesn’t matter,” Rune said. “Be happy I have an extra so your light isn’t forfeit.”

Deciding it was better to live and have questions than die and know answers, Jack tossed it beyond the barrier and there was a boom that rocked the land so hard, Jack stumbled and nearly fell. The light exploded and then quickly collapsed, taking the crossroad with it. There was a scent of ozone and sulfur in the air but the sweet smell of magic was gone. The crossroad was closed.

When he asked Rune about the technology, all Rune would say was that the Lord of the Otherworld’s mysterious benefactor had invented it. But all Jack could think about was who had died so that he could live.

That was his first witch wind.

The next time Jack saw his boss was when he was summoned to help Rune in 1692. The devilish pirate had been sent to a crossroad in a town called Salem and once again the witch wind blew. All the work order had said was that Jack was to help Rune “contain the situation.”

By the time Jack got there, many villagers had already been hanged as witches. The local lantern was nowhere to be found and Rune took seemingly great delight in stirring up the pious town reverends and magistrates. When Jack arrived, the entire town was haunted by visions of demons and witches. Jack asked Rune who among the townspeople was the witch and Rune shrugged as if it didn’t matter.

Strangely, Jack was never able to find a witch, and he wondered if Rune was keeping secrets. Regardless, he never forgot Rune’s callousness in either situation. He pledged to never again ask for the devil’s aid, if he could help it.

Now here he was in Hallowell, watching Ember O’Dare grow up and hoping that no one else would discover his deception.


CHAPTER 3
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SLEEPY HOLLOW

Jack remained vigilant where Ember was concerned and had watched over her since she was a little girl. The orphan who blew into town and was adopted by her distant great-aunt, a woman so blind and deaf she could barely tell her charge from the black cat who hissed at Jack every time he came near.

When Ember discovered the magical barrier of his crossroad, she didn’t attempt to pass through the breach. Instead, she turned in a circle, her fists on her hips, and stared right at Jack’s hiding place as if she could see him in his tree form. After an hour, she gave up and headed back to town.

Jack set up warnings at the cobblestone entry to the bridge but it didn’t matter to Ember. She bravely wandered over to the bridge at least once a month and listened carefully as Jack set off every trigger he could think of to frighten her away. He’d tried the standards first—ghostly moans, creaking wood, echoing hoof beats, hooting owls, and chilling fog that wrapped cold hands around a mortal’s body—but nothing worked.

Every time she visited, he added more tricks, bells, and whistles. After a few years, the road leading up to the bridge housed a graveyard with creepy stone gargoyles; dead trees that creaked, groaned, and snapped; cawing ravens; and spiderwebs so thick they could trap a horse.

Running out of ideas, he decided to use his horse, the giant black stallion with the fiery eyes that he’d named Shadow, to scare the girl.

The great horse galloped out of the breach, steam from his nostrils blanketing the ground, his hooves stamping great furrows in the soft black earth. Jack told Shadow to run the girl down but warned him not to harm her. The stallion pawed the air, spun, and took off down the road in a flurry of mane and tail.

Hours later, satisfied that he hadn’t seen Ember in some time, Jack heard a giggle and an unmistakable snort from his frightening mount. Appalled, he followed the sound to find his horse trotting behind the seventeen-year-old girl, nudging her shoulder and smacking his lips as she held out an apple. She was bewitching, and looked as innocent and pure as a crisp fall morning—a bit wind-tousled and russet-lipped. Then his mouth fell open when Shadow lowered himself to the ground so she could climb on his back for a ride. Ember slipped onto his back—for she wore breeches under a half skirt—and kicked her practical black boots gently into Shadow’s side, grinning as the gigantic horse delicately rose to his feet and trotted toward the meadow.

When she finally slid off and headed back to the village, Ember called out to the dark forest with a flirtatious and, dare he say it, victorious toss of her hair, “Thanks for letting me ride your horse!”

Jack stalked back to the bridge, furious. The light in his pumpkin crackled and spat. When Shadow, head hanging guiltily, clomped closer, Jack said, “That was about the most pathetic thing I’ve ever seen. You should be ashamed to call yourself a great and feared stallion of the Otherworld. Get on home and think about what you’ve done.” He slapped the horse’s rump.

Shadow nickered and shook his head, then headed back into the breach and disappeared while Jack shouted after him, “And no dinner tonight either! You already made a pig of yourself!”
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Ember cast the spell again, asking the whispering leaves to tell her the name of her watcher, but the only answer she heard on the wind was “Sleepy Hollow.” She didn’t know what it meant or why it was important, but she began carving the phrase into the old fallen tree anyway, and lit a fat tallow candle when the meadow dimmed with oncoming night so she could finish the job.

She never felt frightened in the western woods. Even at night, she’d occasionally sleep in the glade alone, wrapped in her cloak. There was nothing of the nefarious in her fellow townspeople so she never worried about being caught there unawares. Long ago, she’d developed the ability to read minds. In most cases, the villagers had nothing to hide other than the occasional husband imbibing in secret to avoid lectures from his wife, or a slight misrepresentation on the quality of produce sold or traded. The townsfolk were good at heart.

As for wild beasts, she knew wolves roamed the woods, but Ember didn’t fear animals. All the forest creatures she’d come across had been strangely interested in her, but not because they wanted to devour her. Even the unruliest horses quieted beneath her hands. Besides, there were plenty of sheep, cows, geese, and chickens roaming around and they’d be much more tempting a dinner for a pack of wolves than a human.

Wandering strangers would normally pose a threat, she’d admit, but Ember was nowhere near the roads leading to town and she knew she was never really alone, not truly. Her invisible protector was always near.

She’d only seen him once.

When she was young, she’d caught a glimpse of him on his horse. All she could recall was wild, unkempt hair as white as a moonbeam, a dark coat hugging a long, lean form, and silver eyes that pierced the darkness. Even then she hadn’t been afraid of him. Only curious.

She’d felt his presence often since then. Sometimes she dreamed of him. As a child, he seemed to her like an older brother. A guardian and a friend. Someone who knew what she was, who understood her power. Ember sensed him watching and honed her skills with magic, hoping he approved and was impressed by her abilities.

When Ember grew older and the young men of the village began seeking her out, hoping to engage her romantically, her dreams of her invisible sentinel changed. Her breath hitched when she sensed him near and she sought more opportunities to walk the paths he guarded.

None of the village boys she knew interested her. They were as easy to read as tea leaves at the bottom of a cup or the promising taste of rain in the sky. Ember didn’t want easy. She wanted mysterious.

Above all else, she wanted him to reveal himself. To tell her why he’d been watching from the shadows all her life. When nothing she said out loud worked well enough to get him to respond, she turned to spells, but no magic she conjured would show her what she most longed to see.

Exhausted from trying once again, she lay down in the grass near the fallen tree she’d just carved words into. She wriggled uncomfortably for a moment, her boots catching on the hem as she dragged the length of her skirts over her legs and then twirled her fingers in the air to loosen the stays of her corset, a trick she’d learned very quickly when she’d come of an age to wear one, and fell into a deep sleep.

When she woke to the sound of chittering squirrels, she found she was warmly wrapped though she knew she’d forgotten her cloak. Ember inhaled and caught the scent of leather, wood, and something rich and dark, like mulling spices. Rising, she shook out the greatcoat that unmistakably belonged to a man and studied it.

From the length of it she could tell he was taller than she, though most men she knew were. The coat was dark, a sort of blue-black, wide at the shoulders and draping straight through the waist only to flare out slightly at the bottom. The buttons were carved ivory or bone, very finely done and colored to look like leering grins and sunken eyes. She brushed the leaves off the fabric and slid her hand down the inner lining, reveling in the silky feeling.

Stretching out her senses, she didn’t detect him near at the moment. As Ember chewed on her lip, her stomach rumbled with hunger. She remembered that Samhain began that evening. That meant the harvest celebration would soon be well under way and she had a lot to do since her school oversaw all the festivities. Her aunt would be missing her.

Ember cut through the apple orchard, waving to the men who were up early harvesting the ripe fruit and reminding them to save her a bushel for her winter stores. Her mouth watered as she thought of her aunt’s famous apple cobbler served up with a warm mug of frothy milk topped with cream. Ember liked pouring the milk right on top of the bubbling cobbler so the sweet dough soaked up all the cream and the rich liquid filled all the crannies.

When Ember reached the now-familiar cobblestone path, she ducked between the overgrown bushes and skipped ahead quickly, ignoring the cawing ravens, the moaning wind, and the flickering lights meant to frighten her.

After Ember arrived at the bridge, she cleared her throat and said loudly, “Thank you for lending me your coat, good sir. It was much appreciated.” Carefully, she folded it and placed it atop the stone wall. Then, kicking the toe of her boot in the dirt, added, “So, tonight the town is celebrating Samhain and the harvest. If you’re of a mind, I’d be happy to offer you a cup of cider and a meal to repay you for the use of your coat. I heard that old Widow Mead is making currant bread pudding with sticky toffee sauce.”

There was no answer except the stirring of leaves at her feet, but Ember knew he was near, listening.

“Well, do as you will, but know you are welcome.” With that, Ember curtsied awkwardly, turned, and marched stiffly down the path toward home.
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