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      In a web of secret societies, two scholars find something worth fighting for.

      

      When Professor Jackson Wilde and museum curator Iris Drake uncover a mysterious Revolutionary War artifact with astonishing powers, they’re thrown into a centuries-old conspiracy that threatens America’s very foundations. When the mysterious Seal is stolen, two shadowy organizations will stop at nothing to control it. Now Iris and Jackson must race against time to prevent forces from reshaping America’s destiny.

      

      With help from Jackson’s long-lost father and a brilliant young cryptographer, they dive deep into a world where academic rivalries can have deadly consequences. But when their investigation reveals a plot that reaches far beyond ordinary understanding, Jackson and Iris discover that the greatest threat isn’t just to history—it’s to their future together.

      

      Shadow of the Horseman delivers pulse-pounding suspense, a touch of romance, and a twist of supernatural mystery in a story readers are calling National Treasure meets The Da Vinci Code. Don’t miss this thrilling adventure where nothing is quite what it seems!
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      “So, there they are. They’ve just won the war—their independence! And they’re thinking, ‘Now what?’” Professor Jackson Wilde’s voice carried through the lecture hall at Columbia University, his enthusiasm palpable. “The Articles of Confederation, hastily drafted during the war, are proving woefully inadequate. The states are squabbling, the economy is in shambles, and there’s a genuine fear that this grand experiment in democracy might fail before it truly begins.”

      As Jackson clicked to the next slide, a portrait of James Madison appeared on the screen. A male student who always chose the front row leaned toward the pretty young blonde woman beside him. “Madison kind of looks like Mike Pence,” he whispered, his attempt at humor carrying an undercurrent of nervousness.

      The blonde shifted slightly away in an almost imperceptible motion. Her chin rested on her hand while her gaze remained fixed on Professor Wilde with an intensity that made the young man’s joke wither in the air between them. A faint flush crept up his neck as he registered her deliberate non-response and resumed typing notes on his laptop.

      Jackson raised an eyebrow at the pair. “Enter James Madison, the ‘Father of the Constitution.’ He and other leaders realize they need a stronger central government, but how do they do that without becoming the very thing they’ve just fought against?

      “Many resisted the idea of a stronger federal government. They feared it would lead to tyranny, the very thing they had just overthrown. This tension between state and federal power would become a defining feature of American politics for generations to come.”

      As Jackson delved deeper into the Constitutional Convention, a familiar figure slipped quietly into the back of the lecture hall. Arjun, his research assistant, looked unusually agitated. Before Jackson could give thought to why, his phone buzzed in his pocket. With only a few minutes of the class period left, he ignored it and continued his lecture.

      “The debates were intense,” Jackson said, clicking to a new slide showing the interior of Independence Hall. “Should there be a single executive or a council? How should we apportion representatives? What about the thorny issue of slavery?”

      Another buzz came from his phone. Jackson frowned slightly but pressed on. “The compromise that eventually emerged—our current system of a House of Representatives based on population, and a Senate with equal representation for each state—resulted from intense negotiation and, some might even argue, divine inspiration.”

      Jackson’s phone buzzed again. Unable to ignore it anymore, he pulled out his phone and glanced down. Frowning, he read the message from Arjun. The Seal has been stolen.

      His heart raced, but years of experience helped him maintain his composure. He looked up to see Arjun nodding gravely.

      Jackson took a deep breath. His mind raced. “All right, class, I think this is a good place to stop for today. For next time, read chapters seventeen and eighteen in your textbook, focusing on the ratification debates in the various states. Come prepared to discuss how these debates shaped our early national identity.”

      As the students packed up, Jackson added, “And don’t forget, your final papers are due Thursday. My office hours are posted if anyone needs to discuss their topics.”

      The lecture hall emptied quickly, leaving Jackson alone with Arjun.

      “Tell me everything,” Jackson said, his voice low as Arjun approached.

      Arjun’s face was pale, his usual easygoing demeanor replaced by tense worry. “Iris discovered it this morning.” He glanced around to ensure they were alone. “She’s been trying to reach you, but your phone must have been on silent.”

      Jackson took out his phone and saw a series of missed calls and texts from Iris. “How did it happen?” he muttered, more to himself than to Arjun. “With all the security measures we put in place?”

      “That’s the thing,” Arjun said, lowering his voice further. “There were no signs of forced entry. Whoever did this knew exactly what they were doing.”

      Jackson’s mind raced through the possibilities. The number of people who knew about the Seal’s location was extremely limited. “Have you told anyone else?” he asked sharply.

      Arjun shook his head. “Just you. I came straight here after Iris called.”

      “Good,” Jackson said as he moved toward the door. “Let’s keep it that way for now. We need to figure out what happened before we involve anyone else.”

      Snow was beginning to fall, the first flurries of winter dusting the campus. They rushed outside, their breaths visible in the cold winter air. Jackson’s car was parked in a nearby faculty lot. As they walked, Arjun filled him in on the few details they had.

      “Iris went to check on the Seal this morning as part of the regular security routine we set up,” Arjun explained. “Everything looked normal at first, but when she opened the hidden compartment…”

      “It was gone,” Jackson finished, his jaw clenched.

      Arjun nodded. “She immediately initiated lockdown procedures and started going through the security logs. But so far, nothing’s turned up.”

      They reached the car and brushed off the light dusting of snow before they climbed in. As Jackson started the engine, his phone buzzed again. He glanced at it, his frown deepening.

      “Grice,” he said grimly. “He wants to meet. Says he has information about the theft.”

      Arjun’s eyes widened. “So, the Cassandra Collective is involved? But if that’s so, why would Grice reach out? It doesn’t make sense.”

      Jackson’s grip tightened on the steering wheel as he pulled out of the parking lot. “Maybe they’re not involved. But if they know about the theft, who else does? And more importantly, who actually has the Seal?”

      As they crossed the Henry Hudson Bridge toward Sleepy Hollow, the snow began to fall more heavily, coating the landscape in white. But all Jackson could think of was the Seal. The artifact they had fought so hard to protect was now in unknown hands. Given its power, the consequences could be catastrophic.

      “If it’s not the Collective, who else could it be?” Arjun mused, breaking the tense silence.

      Jackson nodded grimly. “Yeah, good question.”

      “There were rumors about a group that splintered off from the Wardens,” Arjun said.

      Jackson nodded. “The Horsemen.”

      “Horsemen?”

      “I know of them, but we’ll need to find out more. We know one thing. If they’ve stolen the Seal, it can’t be good.”

      The Cassandra Collective was dangerous enough, but a group of rogue Wardens with intimate knowledge of the Seal’s power? That could be even worse.

      “Call Iris,” Jackson instructed his car’s hands-free system. The phone rang twice before Iris’s voice filled the car.

      “Iris?”

      “Jackson! Thank God. Did Arjun find you?”

      “He did,” Jackson confirmed. “We’re on our way now. Are you okay?”

      There was a pause, and when Iris spoke again, her voice was strained. “I’m fine. Just…shaken. I don’t understand how this could have happened. We were so careful.”

      “I know,” Jackson said softly. “We’ll figure it out. What about the security logs?”

      “Nothing there.” Iris sighed. “It’s like they were ghosts. There were no alarms and nothing unusual on the cameras.”

      Jackson exchanged a worried glance with Arjun. “All right, we’ll be there soon. In the meantime, don’t touch anything else. We need to preserve any evidence that’s there.”

      “Of course,” Iris agreed. “And Jackson? There’s something else. Margaret has been acting strangely.” Iris hesitated. “I haven’t told you this, but I mentioned to her I was thinking of resigning. I’ve applied for a few university jobs. But even if those don’t pan out, with everything going on, it felt like the right time. Anyway, to be honest, her reaction surprised me. She was understanding to a point, but she seemed preoccupied.”

      “How so?” Jackson asked.

      Iris took a breath. “I mean, I didn’t expect her to be devastated, but I thought we had a good professional relationship—that she respected my work. I guess I thought she might be disappointed. But she practically dismissed it after barely a moment of thought and then changed the subject.”

      “To what?” Jackson looked as confused as Iris felt.

      “Well, she did say the Center would miss me, but there were enough volunteers to cover my tours. Then she launched into some, well, pointed questions about our security protocols for the Seal.”

      Jackson’s grip on the steering wheel tightened. “When was this?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “What questions?” Jackson asked, his voice tense. Margaret Verplanck, the head of the Heritage Center, had witnessed the Seal’s power firsthand during a hostage situation. While they hadn’t shared all the Seal’s details with her, she knew enough to be a suspect—a dangerous one.

      “She said she was updating the Center’s security protocol manual—our vault security, access logs, that sort of thing. It seemed odd at the time because she was more of a curator and manager. An outside company handles our security. Anyway, it could be nothing, but after what happened…” Iris said.

      Jackson nodded grimly. “Keep a close eye on her until we get there.”

      As they ended the call, Jackson’s phone buzzed again with another message from Grice. Time is running out. Meet me at the old lighthouse. Come alone.

      “You can’t seriously be considering meeting him,” Arjun protested.

      Jackson’s expression was grim. “At this point, we don’t have much choice. If Grice knows something about the Seal, we need that information. If it means walking into a trap, I’m willing to risk it.”

      The snow was falling heavily now, reducing visibility on the road. Jackson slowed the car and peered through the windshield at the white-shrouded landscape. The familiar sights of Sleepy Hollow seemed somehow different, as if the theft of the Seal had cast a shadow over everything. The Old Dutch Church loomed in the distance, a silent reminder of all that had happened—and might be still to come.

      As they approached the town, Jackson made a decision. “Arjun, I’m going to drop you off at the Heritage Center. Help Iris go through the security logs again. Look for anything out of the ordinary, no matter how small. I’ll meet Grice.”

      “Alone? That’s not a good idea,” Arjun argued. “What if it’s an ambush?”

      “That’s exactly why I need you with Iris,” Jackson countered. “If something goes wrong, you two need to be ready to act. And if this meeting with Grice is legitimate, we might get the lead we need.”

      Arjun didn’t look convinced, but he nodded reluctantly. “Just…be careful, okay? We don’t know who we can trust, but he’s not even on the shortlist.”

      Jackson’s jaw tightened as he pulled up to the Heritage Center. “I know. That’s what worries me.”

      As Arjun got out of the car, Jackson caught his arm. “One more thing. See if you can discreetly look into Margaret’s recent activities. Phone records, emails, anything. If she’s involved in this somehow…”

      Arjun nodded, understanding the implication. “I’m on it.”

      As Arjun disappeared into the building, Jackson turned the car around and headed toward the old lighthouse. The snow flurries thickened, obscuring the road ahead.

      While Jackson navigated the winding roads now blanketed with snow, his thoughts lingered on Grice’s possible role in the theft. The Wardens of Liberty had safeguarded the Seal for generations. Its disappearance now wasn’t just a breach of security—it was a ticking time bomb. In the wrong hands, the Seal could destroy the principles underpinning American democracy—and God knew what else.

      And Grice was somehow involved—Grice, a man who had once been their enemy. The weight of responsibility pressed down on Jackson. The Seal was out there—its power poised to be unleashed. And they were the only ones who could stop it.

      Through the snowy haze, the lighthouse beam came into view. Jackson steeled himself. The answers they needed were out there, hidden in the shadows of history and the machinations of secret societies. It was up to him to uncover the truth, no matter the cost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The old lighthouse loomed before Jackson, its weathered facade barely discernible through the swirling snow. He parked his car at the base of the structure, the engine’s rumble fading into the howling wind. For a moment, he sat still with his hand on the door handle, weighing his options one last time.

      Meeting Grice here alone was risky, but the promise of answers—of something that could finally piece it all together—was too tempting to turn back. With a deep breath, Jackson stepped into the biting cold. Snow crunched beneath his feet as he made his way to the lighthouse entrance.

      The door creaked open before he could knock and revealed Grice’s silhouette against the dim interior light. “Professor Wilde,” Grice said, his voice as cold as the air outside. “I was starting to think you wouldn’t come.”

      Jackson stepped inside and shook off the snow. The interior of the lighthouse was chilly, but at least it provided shelter from the howling wind. “Well, I’m here. You said you had information about the Seal.”

      Grice nodded and gestured for Jackson to follow him up the winding staircase. “It’s not just about the Seal anymore. There’s a new player, and they’re more dangerous than you can imagine.”

      As they climbed, Jackson’s mind raced. The worn stone steps felt treacherous underfoot, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was walking into a trap. “The Horsemen?” He carefully watched Grice’s reaction.

      Grice paused on the stairs for a moment but quickly regained his composure and proceeded. “So, you’ve heard of them. Yes, the Horsemen. A splinter group from the Wardens with a very different agenda.”

      They reached the top of the lighthouse, where a small room offered a panoramic view of the snow-covered landscape. Wind battered the structure and rattled the windows in their frames. Grice approached a table and spread out a map.

      “The Cassandra Collective has been monitoring their movements,” Grice explained as he traced a path across the map that connected seemingly random points. “They’re gathering resources and recruiting members from both the Wardens and other organizations. And now, they’ve got the Seal.”

      Jackson leaned in and studied the map. The locations covered several states. If there was a pattern, he couldn’t quite make it out. “How long have you been aware of them?”

      Grice’s expression grew tense. “We’ve had suspicions for months, but nothing solid until recently. They’re skilled at covering their tracks.”

      Jackson clenched his fists at his sides. “And why should I believe you? For all I know, the Collective could be behind the theft.”

      Grice’s bitter laugh echoed through the cramped room. “Believe me, Wilde, if we had the Seal, I wouldn’t be here talking to you. The Horsemen pose a threat to everyone—the Wardens, the Collective, and your precious democracy.”

      “What do they want?” Jackson asked, his eyes still fixed on the map.

      “Power, of course. But not just any power.” Grice lowered his voice as if he feared being overheard. “They believe the Seal is the key to unlocking something far more significant.”

      “Such as…?”

      Grice fixed his grim eyes on Jackson. “The power to reshape reality itself.”

      Jackson’s blood ran cold. “That’s impossible. The Seal is powerful, but it can’t⁠—”

      “Can’t it?” Grice interrupted, his eyes glinting in the dim light. “You’ve seen what it can do. But that’s just the surface. The Horsemen have uncovered documents that reveal the Seal’s true potential. And they intend to use it.”

      Outside, the wind howled with renewed fury. Jackson paced the small room, overwhelmed by this new information. The wooden floorboards creaked beneath his feet, a counterpoint to the storm’s rage. “What documents?”

      “Copies of Warden texts, ” Grice said with a knowing look.

      “But how? The Wardens have guarded the Seal’s secrets for generations.”

      Grice’s expression grew grim. “That’s the unsettling part. We suspect they have a mole, someone high up in the Warden hierarchy—someone with access to the most closely guarded secrets.”

      The revelation was daunting. The situation was even more serious than Jackson had imagined. “Who could it be?”

      Grice shook his head. “We don’t know, but we’re working on it. That’s why I reached out to you. Your connections and insight into the Wardens could be crucial.”

      Jackson stopped pacing and fixed a hard stare on Grice. “Why are you telling me this? What’s in it for the Collective?”

      Grice’s expression hardened as a flash of something—perhaps fear—crossed his face. “Self-preservation. The Horsemen won’t stop at merely reshaping America. They’ll target everyone who knows about the Seal. Our knowledge poses a threat. So, they’ll come for me, for you—and for your lovely Dr. Drake.”

      Jackson tamped down his instinctive reaction. “So, you want to work together?” He swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth. The thought of joining forces with Grice and the Collective, after everything they had done, felt like betraying everything he stood for.

      “A temporary alliance,” Grice corrected, his tone businesslike. “To stop the Horsemen and retrieve the Seal. After that…well, we can resume our usual animosity.”

      Jackson considered his options. Trusting Grice was risky, but if his claims about the Horsemen were accurate, they needed all the assistance they could find. The fate of the nation—and perhaps the world—was at stake.

      “I need to talk about this with my team,” Jackson said at last, his voice strained with the gravity of the decision.

      “Your team,” Grice said with a hint of condescension, “had better not take too long.” He reached into his coat and pulled out a small, leather-bound book. Its cover was worn, and the pages were yellowed with age. “Take this. It contains some of what we’ve uncovered about the Horsemen and their plans. But be careful
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