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      The veil between life and death was so thin I could see my fingers, hand, and arm all the way to my elbow through its mist. I pulled back then thrust my arm forward again, proving I could move both ways, yet I was reluctant to commit to either, and so the veil remained intact with my arm on one side and the rest of me on the other. The trouble was figuring out which side I should be on.

      Fire raged just beyond my fingers, while the rest of me existed in a chilling, shadowed darkness.

      I flinched as my fingertips got way too warm. Was that side Hell?

      Was I dead and going to suffer in brimstone and fire for eternity? I wasn’t a saint, but Hell?

      My head ached with indecision. I tried peering into the mist that grew thicker the longer I stared. Indistinct shapes wavered against an orange glow in the distance. The figures moved between the night shadows and the flickers of yellow and orange. I couldn’t make out who they were or if Alex was one of them.

      He approached me from behind, soft as a whisper on the wind. I sensed Alex before I saw him, and sank into his embrace with immense relief. My arm was still outstretched in the mist. He smiled down at me and his touch was electrifying. He placed something round and cool in my free hand and curled my fingers over the tiny object, which got warmer the longer I held it.

      “Find me when you can, sweet love,” he said.

      He pushed me toward the fire. I opened my mouth to shout to him, to ask what he was doing, but nothing came out.

      My breath caught in a tight spasm as I hurtled forward, while the man I loved faded from view.

      The heat grew painful, and I wanted nothing more than to return to the cool, black chasm of space where Alex remained.

      “Janda!” Mutther’s deep voice rose above the crackle and boom of exploding wood.

      I didn’t want to hear him. I wanted Alex. I instinctively snatched my fingers from flames licking my flesh and opened my eyes to the destruction around me. Mutther’s bar, where Alex and I had stood moments ago, was a framework of burning timbers ready to fall. A woman screamed in the distance, her cries growing louder until I could make out her words. Alex’s name rang in my ears. However, I was the one shouting for him. I was that woman. Once I realized what I was doing, I stopped yelling. Alex, my Alex, could not be dead. Yet if he was still trapped inside the bar, he’d never survive. The mist-filled place where he held me wasn’t real, and in the denial of my heart-wrenching loss, I must have imagined his touch. A profound numbness swept over me, sucking away the will to live.

      Half a block away, the Headless Horseman reared his Friesian steed. The horse’s hooves hit the asphalt in a shockwave of thunder, and a snort of fire burst from its flared nostrils. I was stunned the horseman was this far from Sleepy Hollow and that he wasn’t exactly headless. Within a high-collared cape, at the level of his neck, the outline of a face with black eyes stared back at me. It was encased in fire with no discernible structure aside from part of a skull-like mask covering where the front of his head should have been. Everything about the horse and rider exuded the stench of death, yet they were neither living nor dead. The horseman raised his gloved hand, dug into the back of his inferno of a head, and formed a fiery ball that he threw in my direction.

      I didn’t move or try to shift into my lykoi state. The werewolf cat within me didn’t stir. I had no energy left to defend myself, and I didn’t care. If he killed me, then I could be with Alex again. I could be happy.

      Mutther sprang between us and scooped me up like I was nothing more than a raggedy doll. I’m lean, but at 5’ 9,” I’m not at all doll-like.

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” he said.

      I didn’t answer. Cradled in his arms this way, I felt small and protected. Mutther could easily be a linebacker. I had no doubt he’d barrel through any obstacle to get me to safety.

      He sprinted toward the alley where I kept my Harley, Miss Kitty, just as the fireball exploded in the spot where I’d lain, sending a ripple of heat cascading down the street at us. The Headless Horseman roared a curse, but Mutther paid him no heed and kept running. I glanced back at the rider, whose steed stomped furiously in place while its master held the reins taught. The horseman defied all stories of his ties to Sleepy Hollow by traveling ninety miles north to seek the other part of his skull mask. The legend said he was a Hessian soldier whose head had been blown off during the battle at White Plains, and each year he rose in search of his former human head. But the Sleepy Hollow Hunters knew what he really wanted was the magical skull mask that had been damaged in an encounter with one of their members a couple hundred years ago. If he’d been successful tonight, the completed mask would have made him whole again and allowed him to walk freely among humans as a wielder of death and destruction—as a demons’ assassin.

      At the moment, I didn’t care about the countless lives at stake if he’d gotten what he came for. The only life that mattered was Alex’s. I’d underestimated the horseman when I thought bringing my piece of the mask here would give me time to find a way to capture him. I’d been tasked with getting him to the prison for supernatural beings, where he’d be interrogated before being locked away forever. I failed.

      I’d grown up never knowing the prison existed and probably still wouldn’t know if I hadn’t been recruited as a Sleepy Hollow Hunter. It was a maximum security institution buried in the depths of the Sleepy Hollow forest, and it made Area 51 look like an ordinary government installation. There were some seriously bad prisoners there, and I’d only been privy to the low-risk population, like the killer Mad Monk, who I was also hired to track after he’d escaped this past week. There were sure to be heads rolling with that screw-up. Who in their right mind lets an immortal Monk just walk out the door? Granted, they thought it was a different monk there to take confessions, but still, who would believe the monsters housed at the prison would ever need a monk to do confession in the first place? Yeah, the warden was dealing with a security nightmare at the moment. And me not obtaining my target wouldn’t help.

      I’d taken the Headless Horseman case armed with the mask as my bait, but it was clear I didn’t have all the facts. Either the Council didn’t know this little detail about the horseman’s riding range, or they’d elected not to tell me. It was only by chance he hadn’t obtained the object he desired. I’d passed it off to Mutther’s friend, Nick, right before the attack. I glared at the horseman, wishing I could rip the other half of the mask off his face and send him back to hell, where he belonged. I’d make him pay for what he’d done this night—not just for blowing up Mutther’s bar, but for taking my mate from me. Alexander Holden was my world, and if putting the horseman in his grave for good might bring Alex back to me, then I’d sacrifice everything to make that happen. I’d even make a deal with the devil himself.

      The night sky was overcast with the fire’s light that bled into the hint of morning sun rays peeking up from the horizon. It was an in-between time, when darkness and light fought for control and neither wanted to give up. The horse snorted in frustration before its rider turned him and they galloped away. The horseman’s cape billowed behind them, and the pair vanished in a cloud of sulfurous smoke.

      “Did you see that?” I said.

      Mutther had set me down just inside the alley entrance so he could take a fighting stance against the imminent attack, but none came.

      “Where’d he go?” he said.

      I clung to the brick wall for support. My legs didn’t seem to want to cooperate and keep me steady. “That’s what I want to know. He and the horse pretty much disappeared. It was like the smoke swallowed them whole.” I inhaled sharply, my sides aching, and coughed when the sulfur reached me. The numbness was slowly being overtaken with rage.

      Mutther gave me one of his you’re a lunatic looks at what I had said, but he’d learned long ago that in my line of work, anything was possible. He’d seen plenty of weird shit since meeting me, and my crossbreed shifter status was just one example. I’d traveled through an inter-dimensional portal housed in his bar and exposed a killer within the area wolf pack, so I’d earned his respect no matter how crazy I sounded. I also knew he held his own shifter secrets. He was no mere wolf, but he wouldn’t let on what else hid beneath his lumberjack appearance. I would have thought knowing I was a frowned-upon crossbreed in love with a werepanther would have made him confide in me. I mean, who was I to judge when it came to lineage? I grew up living on the fringes of my uncle’s pack. It took me a long time to get past my self-esteem issues, so now I made it a point to give everyone I met a fair chance to prove themselves. That’s what set me apart as a bounty hunter, and it had given me Alex, who had accepted me for who I was and not for who my parents had been.

      Warmth filled my palm, and when I uncurled my fingers, there was the stone Alex had placed in my hand.

      “Holy shit!” I looked back at the fire. Alex was alive in one fashion or another, and this was a clue to finding him. I just had to figure out what it meant.

      “God damn it,” Mutther said.

      He punched the bricks next to me with such force he left a baseball-sized hole and sent mortar ricocheting off my chest. It drew my attention back to the chaos in the street. The roof of his bar collapsed just as the firemen arrived on the scene. It was pointless to spray water on the burning mass of wood and brick, except perhaps in an effort to save the nearby buildings. The businesses, including Mutther’s bar, had been designed like most small towns of a by-gone era—sandwiched close together to make it convenient for pedestrian shoppers, with many places housing cheap second-floor apartments to get added income to survive country living. The downside of such a layout was once a fire took hold, the entire block was likely to be reduced to ashes.

      Mutther’s jaw clenched. Everything he owned was gone. He lived in a tiny flat above the bar, and while he led a simple life with few possessions, it must still be devastating for him to see it all destroyed, including his motorcycle.

      I couldn’t muster the sympathy he deserved because I was mired in my own thoughts. Mutther had been taking trash outside when the attack came, so he hadn’t been hurt. Alex and I had been sitting at the bar when the horseman tossed what appeared to be a flaming grenade through an open window and unleashed its exploding force upon us. I tried to recall exactly what happened but found it difficult to form the images in my brain. It was pandemonium when the device detonated—yells from patrons fleeing the bar, the scent of testosterone bursting forth from those trying to shift to meet their attacker, tables and chairs flying through the air with the force of the blast, and Alex lunging toward me.

      I remembered his face contorting with pain as he covered my body with his own. Fire, scorching heat, and black smoke had made it hard to breath. I’d stopped trying and let go under the weight of Alex’s body. He died. We both did. I was sure of it. Then why was I here and he wasn’t? And how did I end up in the street?
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      I lost track of how long we stood in the alley. It couldn’t have been very long, although it seemed like hours. I felt like I was being ripped apart one vital organ at a time—or maybe it was just my heart breaking. I hesitated, then lightly touched Mutther’s arm. “Sorry. You didn’t deserve this, and it’s my fault. Everything is my fault. Alex is my fault.”

      My voice cracked at the mention of my lover, so I stopped talking. There wasn’t much else to say. Sorry couldn’t undo the damage done or bring Alex back from wherever he was being held. I wouldn’t think of him as dead because he’d reached out to me. Besides, death was so final—well, for most people. The Headless Horseman seemed to have cheated Death—or made a pact with him. I’d find the horseman and force him to release Alex. I prayed to the vastness of the universe that I wouldn’t be too late.

      Mutther glanced at me, opened his mouth, then shut it and returned to watching the firemen labor under the growing heat. Dawn rose in pinks and golds against a backdrop of fall foliage surrounding the town, while curious bystanders trickled into the street to view the bustle of activity. Hoses connected to fire hydrants snaked over the ground, leaking water from the fittings to create puddles at people’s feet. The adjoining buildings were being soaked in a desperate attempt to ward off stray sparks that threatened to catch them on fire. A line of trees marked the entrance to the woods behind the bar, and I held my breath as a few leaves got scorched and fell to the water-soaked soil. The dousing continued until the blaze was under control and the threat of it spreading diminished.

      What happened tonight would fodder town gossip for quite some time. I just hoped my part in the events could be kept under wraps. The mayor, also a member of the local wolf pack, would be busy fending off theories about the incident. Humans had to be protected from the part of their society they didn’t know existed. So far, the snippets of conversations I caught leaned toward drunken teens messing with fireworks or some such foolishness. The mayor would most likely encourage that scenario, and after an exhaustive but futile search for the wayward teenagers, would surely announce it was an accident of epic proportions, and the case would be closed.

      The wolf shifters who’d been caught up in the attack had left once the horseman retreated. They’d tend to their wounded and discuss the events within the pack. I didn’t fear retribution from them, although Uncle Damon might have to make restitution for damages—several motorcycles that had been in front of the bar looked like melted lumps of metal and not in the modern art kind of way. I hated that Mutther had his in the front as well and it was one of the lumps, but I was grateful I never parked Miss Kitty in the designated spots. She stayed to the alley behind Mutther’s because I preferred to come and go through his back door. Tonight I had to put her in the next alley over because the Dumpster was due to get emptied and I didn’t want my Harley 1200 to get dinged.

      Thank goodness for trash pickup days, or she would have been reduced to a hunk of junk like the other motorcycles. I winced at the thought. She might be a mode of transportation, but she was all I had and I was very attached to her. Besides, my own property would not have been covered in any reparation agreement. As it stood, I hoped there wouldn’t be too steep a penalty or I’d have to hand over my paychecks and do pro-bono work for my uncle until the debt was paid off.

      There was the possibility the higher-ups in the Sleepy Hollow Hunter department might step in and help with settling the bill, which, in my opinion, they should since I was on the clock with them when it came to anything pertaining to the Headless Horseman. Of course, there was the slight issue of the entire Hunter agency not existing as far as the general paranormal population was concerned. I let out a long slow breath to settle my inner lykoi that was beginning to stir and sat on the ground with my back against the wall. I was pretty much screwed no matter which way it played out. Although, if I died, then my debts would be forgiven. That’s how pack law worked. Dying was looking better every minute, but just having that thought made my lykoi snarl back at me. It was a non-verbal exchange we often had in my head—my lykoi and human side tangling with one another for control. Letting her loose now wouldn’t help matters, yet I so wanted to go on a hunt and let my inner beast have her way.

      A slight rustling of fabric from someone coming down the end of the alley closest to the trees caught my attention. It was Sebastian. He was being obvious in his approach because he was actually a silent killer whose victims would never know he was there until it was too late. He was letting us know he was here. As usual, he was decked out in one of his dark suits that harkened to the late Victorian era. I’d seen him in more modern attire a few times, but whatever he wore he did it with style. I think he liked the effect black clothes had on how people perceived him. It accentuated his white, paper-thin skin to the point of having an almost ghostly appearance, and he loved anything that created theatrical drama. He had old-world charm and impeccable manners fitting for someone a few hundred years old.

      That’s how my dead-man-walking friend, and now Sleepy Hollow Hunter boss, came strolling up to us all business-like and smelling of sex. Since I’d let him feed off me last year to cure an illness that had been plaguing him to the brink of death—a true vampire death—he’d realized returning to his natural eating habits had more benefits than previously known. As in, going the all-natural route versus artificial blood was way more potent and gave him the necessary emotional stimulants that his survival required. And what better way to heighten emotions than with sex? Not that we’d ever been intimate that way. Although he did give me an orgasmic high in the process of him feasting on my rather unique blood. All-in-all, it was a mutually satisfying experience. Besides, it was the only way I was able to meet with Alex, who subsequently became my lover. Sebastian had many connections, and through him I found Alex. I suppose I sort of owed the old vampire, but I wasn’t feeling magnanimous at the moment.

      “What are you sitting around moping for?” Sebastian said, without the slightest inflection of emotion.

      “Bastard,” I said, equally non-emotional.

      However, my insides churned with a myriad of feelings all tangled up with one another. I didn’t get up. If I did, I’d probably try to rip his head off, regardless of how he’d helped me in the past. Decapitation and staking were effective ways to kill a vampire. They could burn, but the whole sunshine thing—not so much. He might get a little more sunburned than the average guy, possibly even a tad crispy on exposed flesh, but kill him? Nope.

      He knelt down and took my hand in his, and my pulse quickened. He didn’t need food, although if I’d have offered I’d bet he’d take me up on it. He really did love my blood. And for whatever reason, any time he made skin contact with me, my veins tingled. It was a purely physical response. He swore I wasn’t bloodbound to him after I’d let him bite into my neck. He said it took more than once to create such a connection, but there was something between us I couldn’t describe. He’d marked me as under his protection a year ago. That particular stink—which I couldn’t smell, but other paranormals could—was supposed to wear off. I thought it had. And even if it hadn’t, it didn’t explain how he knew when I wasn’t feeling well or when I was upset.

      Sebastian stroked the blue path of my vein running from my wrist to the crook of my arm, and the anger in me subsided to a pitiful ache. He knew I was devastated. He didn’t try to goad me into action again or try to get me to talk. He just planted a kiss on my head and joined Mutther to survey the wreckage.

      “Did you know he could do all this?” Mutther said. He didn’t greet Sebastian. Instead, he continued to watch the firemen maintain a constant stream of water on the smoldering debris.

      Bitterness tainted his words, and with good reason. I had my own issues with the Council right now, and Sebastian was the head of the Council. He didn’t directly oversee the Hunters, but as far as I knew, everyone reported back to Sebastian.

      Sebastian stood next to Mutther, as tall as he was but nowhere near as broad. He gave a noncommittal shrug. “He continues to surprise us with his resourcefulness, and I dare say, it demonstrates his desperation.”

      “And with the completed mask?” Mutther said, finally turning to face Sebastian.

      “He could annihilate whole towns in a single night,” Sebastian said, “or narrow his focus on a single subject to make that person his slave. We can’t let that happen.”

      They both glanced over at me. The message was clear. The Headless Horseman had tracked me here, aware somehow that I had been in possession of the mask. He wasn’t supposed to be able to detect it this far away and not until All Hallow’s Eve. But he had defied preconceived notions of his abilities, and I’d been targeted too soon. The Council couldn’t allow me to become the horseman’s instrument. They needn’t have worried. I wouldn’t let that happen. I’d kill myself first.

      I’d heard at one time the Council had tried to demolish the mask and it hadn’t gone well. That’s why they hired me. Besides, I was expendable, so they figured if I could capture the horseman and take the other part of the mask, then maybe they could find a way to dispel the magic held within it and render the horseman human enough to kill him or stick him in a dark, dark cell for eternity. I got the impression they thought he was human enough now and with me as mask bearer—or rather, bait—they could lure him out where we could catch him. This was, of course, to take place in Sleepy Hollow on All Hallow’s Eve. We were four days away from Halloween and nowhere close to the geographic area they’d calculated as his most likely spot to appear.

      So much for the experts on the case.

      From now on, I’d be doing this my way—just as soon as I knew what that should be. I was having trouble forming a coherent thought, let alone developing a plan to take that bastard down.

      My motivation had changed from money to revenge. Even though I was still discovering my powers, you didn’t want to mess with an angry lykoi. I was often overlooked as harmless. Most of my life had been spent existing on the edge of my uncle’s wolf pack, barely noticed by anyone and snubbed those time they did. A wolf-cat crossbreed was considered lower on the evolutionary scale than pond scum. I used to think that way, too—until Alex. He accepted me the way I was and didn’t try to make me into something I wasn’t.

      I was drowning in memories of Alex, and it was killing me. I was beyond exhausted, and my head pounded to the point my eyes watered. They weren’t tears because I don’t cry—or so I pretend.

      Sebastian frowned.

      I tried to ignore him. Damn that non-existent link.

      “I think you both need to get some rest,” Sebastian said.

      Since Alex and I had been staying with Mutther the past few nights and his place didn’t exist anymore, getting rest wasn’t going to happen. Sleeping without Alex would be impossible, anyway. But I wished Sebastian hadn’t mentioned rest. As soon as he said it, I was overcome with fatigue.

      Mutther didn’t seem to hear, or care, so I piped up. “Um. Where? You do get that the bar burned down tonight?” I was stating the obvious, but sometimes I wasn’t sure that Sebastian saw things the same way the rest of us did.

      “Yes. I am quite aware of the situation, but thank you for pointing it out,” Sebastian said.

      “Sure thing,” I said.

      I didn’t know if he was being sarcastic or if he was truly thanking me. He could be hard to read sometimes, especially when he was going all Miss Manners polite on me. It had been a long night, and I needed to find a place to be alone. So far, I’d been keeping my shit together, outwardly at least, but I was fraying at the edges and couldn’t take much more. I didn’t dare shift when I was this spent, or I might not be able to control the lykoi side of me that itched to kill something, preferably the Headless Horseman.

    



OEBPS/images/brimstone-half-title-page.jpg
OO
‘

BP\IMSTONE

‘v






OEBPS/images/brimstone-custom-title-page.jpg
BRIMSTONE

SLEEPY HOLLOW HUNTER
BOOK TWO






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/heart-and-paws-copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/brimstone-copy6-26-24.jpg






