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“What a jerk!” 

No doubt about it, Ichabod Crane was a greedy, little jerk. He was courting Katrina Van Tassel because he wanted the farm she was sure to inherit and had only gone to the party to stuff his face. 

I was reading Washington Irving’s story The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, and I was at the part in the narrative where Abraham Van Brunt—also known as Brom Bones—was regaling his audience with the legend of the Headless Horseman, an apparition believed to be the ghost of a Hessian soldier decapitated by a cannonball during the American Revolution. Rumor was that the Headless Horseman rode through Sleepy Hollow each night searching for his missing head before returning at daybreak to the churchyard where he was buried.

Brom Bones embellished his retelling of the story by adding that he was once chased by the Headless Horseman.

“I’d have won, too,” Brom bragged, “but the phantom horseman disappeared in a flash of fire once he crossed the church bridge.” He looked at Ichabod. “Careful going home tonight, Crane. If the horseman is unable to find his own head, he might settle for yours instead!”

Later that evening as Ichabod plodded away from the farm on his borrowed plow horse, he found Brom lying dead on the path. Brom’s horse, Daredevil, stood nearby pawing the ground.

Ichabod looked around in terror and started to flee.

Brom’s death was not a part of the original story. In The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, Brom married Katrina after Ichabod was chased by the horseman and had subsequently disappeared from Sleepy Hollow. I slapped my hand onto the open book.

In doing so, I felt slightly dizzy, the world around me faded, and I was on a gray horse in the cold, damp night of Sleepy Hollow. I’d been transported to Literatia and was now Ichabod Crane.

I reined in the horse, turned him around, and returned to Brom’s side. Maybe he wasn’t dead after all. Maybe he’d merely fallen from the horse.

Knowing Brom was indeed most likely dead, I didn’t bother checking his pulse. Instead, I tethered the gray horse to a tree and took hold of Daredevil’s bridle. The horse was the fastest one around; and while according to The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, no one but Brom could ride him, I believed I could. 

I looked into the horse’s eyes. He appeared to realize I wasn’t from this world but that I was there to help. He allowed me to climb onto his back and steer him back in the direction of the Van Tassel farm.

As I rode, I began to realize that I’d done something I wasn’t supposed to do—I’d returned to Literatia. My family descended from the Gutenbergs, one of whom invented the printing press, and was tasked by the Knights Templar with keeping literature safe from the silverfish centuries ago. In Literatia, the silverfish are more than tiny bugs that eat paper. Here, they are a powerful entity that can merge and impersonate characters to rewrite the plot of a story and ultimately destroy it completely. I would have to solve Brom’s murder in order to reset The Legend of Sleepy 
Hollow to its original state.
Our family and our associates constantly read classic literature to catch the silverfish at work before they entirely destroyed a manuscript. We’d lost a few but not many. Typically, when one member of the Wellingham family was inside Literatia, there was someone waiting at home—preferably in the library—to assist in bringing them back. But no one knew I’d gone into Literatia.  I was on my own.

It didn’t worry me. I’d known since I was a child that I had a special talent for traveling into Literatia. I’d been reading Winnie-The-Pooh one afternoon, had slapped the book as I had today, and had traveled through a portal into the book to save Piglet from a silverfish-created vulture. That was how I’d learned about our family’s history and our agreement with the Knights Templar. 

Upon reaching the farm, the men still lingering in the courtyard after the party were shocked to see me riding Daredevil. I leapt from the horse.

“Something has happened to Brom! Come and help me get him to a doctor!”

“How were you able to ride Daredevil?” one asked. “No one but Brom can ride Daredevil.”

“That’s not important,” I said. “We need to go help Brom.”

“Did you steal Brom’s horse?” another man asked.

“Brom needs a doctor!” I was losing my patience. “Are you going to help him, or not?”

One of the men seemed to grasp what I was saying at last. “Yes! Come on, men! Brom needs our help!”

I tied Daredevil to the hitching post and went with the men in a wagon to where Brom lay on the road.

Little was said between us as we hurriedly picked Brom up and placed him as gently as possible into the back of the wagon and took him to the doctor’s house. Still, most of my companions surreptitiously glanced at me with a mixture of fear and suspicion.

At the doctor’s house, the man not only pronounced Brom dead, but he added that Brom didn’t die from falling from his horse—he’d died from a musket ball to the back. The ball had pierced Brom’s heart. I hadn’t seen the wound because Brom hadn’t been turned over and the ball hadn’t exited the body.

Given this news, the men from the party began throwing accusations like confetti—mostly at me.

“It was you!” An older gentleman pointed a crooked finger in my direction. “You killed him because you were jealous of him.”

“I don’t even have a gun,” I protested.

“You don’t need one,” another of the men said. “We see you reading that book on witchcraft. You used one of your spells to kill Brom.”

“It weren’t him,” yet another man declared.

“Thank you.” My gratitude took a dip when the man completed his thought.

“He’s too much of a coward to do anything of the sort. T’was the Headless Horseman who shot Brom.”

“Why would the Horseman need a gun?” the first man asked. “And if it was him, why didn’t he take Brom’s head?”

No one had a response to that. 

“There must have been a highwayman lying in wait along the road,” the doctor said. “That’s the only reasonable explanation. Can a ghost fire a musket? Have any of you ever known of a witch to cast a spell that causes someone to experience a musket wound?”

The men settled down a bit after hearing the doctor’s words, but some of them still regarded me suspiciously. I asked that they put me out along the road where the horse I’d borrowed was tethered, and they were only too glad to do so. I returned the horse to the farm and walked the rest of the way to the house where Ichabod currently resided.

In the story, part of Ichabod’s compensation as schoolmaster was to stay at different student’s homes a week at a time. This week, his accommodation was in a barn loft and consisted of a bed of straw, a few quilts, and a small shelf for his meager belongings. As I tried to make myself comfortable, I was beginning to understand why Ichabod was so greedy. Who’d want to live like this—going from place to place each week surviving on the charity of strangers?

* * *
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ON SUNDAY MORNING, I went to church and led the choir, as was Ichabod’s custom. I wasn’t much for singing myself; but then, neither was Ichabod, so that was fine. Afterward, I sat with the rest of the Sleepy Hollow congregation and listened to the preacher talk about Brom’s murder. I tried to ignore the suspicious glances shot in my direction, but I could still feel them burning into my skin.

After the service, I was approached by Mrs. Van Tassel. 

“Hello, Ichabod.” She gave me a slight smile. “We would like you to join us for lunch today. You may ride home with us in the carriage.”

“It would be my pleasure,” I said. And it would. Not only would I get a good meal, I could ask the Van Tassels who they believed might have reason to kill Brom Bones.

As we rode in the carriage to the farm, it occurred to me that I hadn’t seen any of the family when I’d returned to the farm to get help for Brom. 

“I apologize for bursting onto the grounds of your farm last night unannounced after finding Brom lying on the road,” I said. “The party was over, and it was late, but I was hoping at least some of the servants might still be about. And, of course, they were, as were a few of the partygoers who lingered.”

“You did not disturb me in the slightest,” Mr. Van Tassel said. “I had already gone to bed. I do wish I had been there to help with Brom, but from what the preacher said this morning, there was no help to be done by the time the poor young man was discovered.”

“I was speaking with the housekeeper about the menu for today immediately after the party,” Mrs. Van Tassel said. 

“And I had gone for a walk,” Katrina said.

“After midnight?” I asked. “Were you alone?”

“Katrina, that is certainly not safe,” Mrs. Van Tassel said.  

“I hadn’t gone far.” Katrina threw me a sharp stare. “The noisy crowd had given me a headache, so I’d walked to the stable to visit my favorite horse. I was not the least bit afraid.”

Shifting uncomfortably in my seat under the weight of Katrina’s glare, I realized the only person who truly had an alibi for Brom’s death was Mrs. Van Tassel. Of course, the housekeeper would say anything her employer asked her to say—as would the stable boys on Katrina’s behalf—so any of the Van Tassels could have followed Brom from the party and shot him. But what motive would they have?

* * *
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AFTER LUNCH, KATRINA asked me if I’d like to walk to the stables with her. “Unless you think it would be too dangerous.” She raised her brow mockingly.

Refusing to allow her to bait me, I said, “I’d love to meet this favorite horse of yours.”

As soon as we were far away enough from the house that she was sure her parents wouldn’t overhear, Katrina said, “I know you’re not Ichabod Crane.”

“Whatever are you talking about?” I straightened my back and lifted my chin hoping to appear insulted rather than unnerved.

“You’re Cooper Wellingham, and you aren’t supposed to be here.”

A bead of sweat trickled down my spine. “Are you ill?”

“No. My name is Josephine Pierpont, and I work for your parents.”

I still didn’t respond. She could be a silverfish trying to earn my trust.

“I was sent into the book at roughly the same time you dropped in,” she said. “This is my first job—a trial run—and you’re about to ruin it for me.”

“I’m not ruining anything. I believe you should go back inside and lie down.” I was wavering, but I wasn’t convinced. Silverfish were really tricky. Surely, I’d have known if my parents had hired this woman. “If you were indeed sent into this story to save it from destruction, then why didn’t you prevent Brom Bones’s death?”

“I couldn’t—no more than you could have. I’m almost certain the silverfish are embodying the Headless Horseman and that they killed Brom.”

I scoffed. “Brom was shot. That’s not how the silverfish operate. They transform the characters and make them act against the other characters to change the narrative.”

“I know exactly how the silverfish operate, and I know you aren’t supposed to be here.”

Shaking my head, I turned and stalked in the direction of the farmhouse where 
I was staying. I had a long way to walk, but I didn’t care. I wanted to be as far away from Josephine Pierpont as I could get. 
Maybe I should simply find a portal and leave—go back home and check on my mother. She hadn’t been feeling well.

Josephine ran after me and caught my sleeve. “Please, stop!”

I stopped but didn’t turn around. 

She moved to stand in front of me. “We’re on the same side here.”

“Are we? Any one of the Van Tassels could have followed Brom and murdered him.”

“So could Ichabod Crane.” She planted her fists on her hips. 

“There’s no point arguing. I’m going to pursue other leads.”

“Fine. I’ll also investigate, and we can compare notes tomorrow at my singing lesson.”

I stepped around her and walked on. My anger had almost cooled by the time I arrived at the farmhouse where I was spending the week. By then, I’d also realized that in addition to investigating a murder, I’d have to play
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