

    
        
          The Ghost Rider's Nephew

        

        
        
          Clara M Everhart

        

        
          Published by Clara M Everhart, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE GHOST RIDER'S NEPHEW

    

    
      First edition. July 22, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Clara M Everhart.

    

    
    
      Written by Clara M Everhart.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

The Ghost Rider's Nephew

Chapter One: The Letter

Chapter Two: Arrival at Dusk

Chapter Three: The Van Ripper House

Chapter Four: A Cold Welcome at School

Chapter Five: The Legend of the Headless Horseman

Chapter Six: The Attic Satchel

Chapter Seven: Something at the Window

Chapter Eight: An Uninvited Ghost Expert

Chapter Nine: The Old Schoolhouse

Chapter Ten: The Torn Page

Chapter Eleven: Piecing It Together

Chapter Twelve: Among the Old Graves

Chapter Thirteen: The Blacksmith's Warning

Chapter Fourteen: The Treasure That Wasn't Gold

Chapter Fifteen: Chased Through the Pumpkin Fields

Chapter Sixteen: A Van Ripper Secret

Chapter Seventeen: Hoofprints in the Mud

Chapter Eighteen: Trapped by the Storm

Chapter Nineteen: The Staged Haunting

Chapter Twenty: Watched in the Dark

Chapter Twenty-One: A Note on the Door

Chapter Twenty-Two: Old Grudges

Chapter Twenty-Three: The Covered Bridge

Chapter Twenty-Four: Splitting Up

Chapter Twenty-Five: Beneath the Manor

Chapter Twenty-Six: A Performance for Profit

Chapter Twenty-Seven: The Magistrate

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Proof at Last

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Making Peace

Chapter Thirty: The Plan Takes Shape

Chapter Thirty-One: The Village Prepares

Chapter Thirty-Two: Setting the Trap

Chapter Thirty-Three: One Last Clue

Chapter Thirty-Four: Understanding Ichabod

Chapter Thirty-Five: The Gathering Dark

Chapter Thirty-Six: The Horseman Rides

Chapter Thirty-Seven: Unmasked

Chapter Thirty-Eight: The Truth Comes Out

Chapter Thirty-Nine: What Was Given Back

Chapter Forty: Spring in Sleepy Hollow

For Readers and Reading Groups

Sign up for Clara M Everhart's Mailing List

Further Reading: The House That Held Its Breath

Also By Clara M Everhart

About the Author


Part One: The Village of Whispers
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Chapter One: The Letter
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The letter arrived on a Tuesday, which Jesse Crane would later decide was a very ordinary sort of day for a life to change completely. Tuesdays, in his experience, were for spelling tests and cold porridge and the long, grey wait until Saturday. They were not supposed to be for letters that rearranged everything.

He was sitting on the porch step of his aunt's house in Albany, flicking a chestnut across the boards and watching it skitter into the dead leaves at the bottom, when Mrs. Hallett came puffing up the garden path with an envelope pinched between two fingers as though it might bite her.

"For you," she said, holding it out at arm's length. "Well, for whoever's in charge of you now, which I suppose is me, seeing as your aunt's poorly again, so I suppose that makes it mine to bring out, doesn't it. It says Master Jesse Crane on the front, plain as anything, so here it is."

Jesse took it carefully. The envelope was soft with age at the corners, the ink a little smudged, as if it had travelled a long way to find him, perhaps changing hands more than once along a road he could not picture. He turned it over twice before he opened it, because packages and letters had not brought him much luck since his parents died two winters back, in the fever that had swept through the lower streets and left so many houses with their shutters closed. He had learned, in the two years since, to be careful with hope. Hope, unhandled, had a way of turning sharp in your hand.

Inside was a single page, written in a hand he almost recognized, looping and hurried in a way his uncle's letters usually were not.

Dear Nephew,

If you are reading this, then I have gone away rather sooner than planned, and I am sorry for it, more sorry than I know how to write in the small space of a letter. Sleepy Hollow has never quite let me go, not truly, not in all these years since I left it, and I fear it has called me back one last time to settle what was never properly settled. Should anything happen to delay my return, know that the Van Ripper family will take you in without question, for they are decent people in a valley that does not always deserve them. And know this too: there is more truth in old stories than sensible people like to admit, and more danger in pretending otherwise. Trust the Hollow, Jesse. It knows more than it says, if you are patient enough, and brave enough, to listen.

Your loving uncle,

Ichabod Crane

Jesse read it three times, sitting very still on the cold step while Mrs. Hallett hovered, not quite willing to leave and not quite willing to ask what was wrong. Uncle Ichabod, who sent him licorice at Christmas and terrible puns the rest of the year, who signed every letter your affectionate and only slightly ridiculous uncle, who had once been a schoolmaster in some village upriver with an odd, sleepy sort of name that Jesse could never quite hold in his memory, had not written in almost a month before this. And now here was a letter that sounded, for all its careful cheerfulness, exactly like a man saying goodbye.

"Bad news, is it?" Mrs. Hallett asked at last, unable to help herself.

"I don't know yet," Jesse said, which was truer than he meant it to sound.

Within the week, a cart had come rattling up the lane from a village called Sleepy Hollow, driven by a distant cousin Jesse had never met, and Mrs. Hallett stood on the porch wringing her apron and saying she supposed it was for the best, though her voice did not sound entirely convinced. Jesse's single trunk was loaded, his good coat buttoned against the coming autumn chill, and by afternoon he was gone from Albany altogether, chasing an uncle who had, by all accounts, simply vanished into thin October air.
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Chapter Two: Arrival at Dusk
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The cart rattled down out of the hills just as the sun dropped behind them, painting the whole valley the deep, bruised colour of a fading candle flame. Jesse had spent the better part of the ride imagining Sleepy Hollow as somewhere small and sleepy indeed, exactly as its name promised, the sort of drowsy place where nothing much happened between one harvest and the next and everyone was safely home by supper.

He had not imagined the fog.

It came up off the wide, slow Hudson in long grey fingers, pooling thick in the low places between the hills until the scattered farmhouses looked like they were wading through a silver river up to their chimneys. Church bells rang somewhere in the murk, too early for the hour by Jesse's reckoning, and the few travellers they passed on the darkening road did not meet his eye for long, hurrying instead toward their own lit windows with the particular briskness of people who have somewhere to be before full dark.

"You'll want to be indoors before the last light goes," said the driver, who had introduced himself only as "Cousin Aldous, more or less, on your mother's side twice removed, don't trouble yourself trying to work it out properly," and who drove the cart the way a man drives when he does not entirely trust the road beneath him. His eyes kept flicking to the tree line, quick and habitual, the way Jesse's own eyes might flick toward a wasp that had landed too close.

"Why?" Jesse asked. "Is it truly so dangerous, a walk after dark?"

Aldous glanced at him sideways, and something in his expression made Jesse's stomach tighten before a single word was said. "You really don't know the stories, boy? Nobody's told you, all these years?"

"My uncle taught school here once, before I was born. He never told me much about it. Only that he left."

"No," said Aldous, quieter now, almost to himself. "I don't suppose he would have told you. Wouldn't be much of a story to tell a child, would it, the way it truly happened."

They came, not long after, to a crooked wooden bridge spanning a narrow, fast-running stream, and Aldous's horse balked at the sight of it so hard the whole cart lurched sideways, ears flat back, eyes rolling white and wild in the gathering dark. It took several long, tense minutes of coaxing, of Aldous murmuring low words Jesse couldn't catch and stroking the animal's trembling neck, before the horse would consent to cross at all, and even then it went over at a nervous trot, refusing to slow, as though the bridge itself might close its jaws.

By the time they reached the Van Ripper farmhouse at last, windows glowing warm gold against the blue-black dark, Jesse's heart was thudding in a way that had very little to do with the tiredness of the road, and everything to do with the strange, prickling certainty that he had arrived somewhere the fog itself was afraid of.

Aldous noticed him staring back the way they'd come, at the last grey line of the crooked bridge just visible through the mist. "You'll get used to it," he said, not entirely convincingly. "We all do, in the end. You learn which roads to walk after dark and which to leave well alone, and you stop asking why, because asking why is how a body ends up not sleeping at night in this valley."

"Is that truly the best answer anyone has? Not asking why?"

Aldous did not answer that at all, only clicked his tongue at the horse and urged it on the last stretch toward the lit windows, and Jesse understood, without being told outright, that he had already asked one question too many for a boy who had been in Sleepy Hollow less than an hour.
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