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Author’s Note: This tale,
although entirely fiction, is based on a real crossroads grave. The
burial site is located on the moors at the junction of a lonely
country lane and a cart track. The burial plot is that of a young
woman, Kitty Jay. A suicide, she has lain there for just over two
hundred years now. And according to numerous and reliable
witnesses, a hooded figure sometimes haunts her grave at night.
Nobody is sure who it is, or why it appears there, but this seems
to be a true haunting, by many reliable accounts…
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Chapter
1—Madison’s Encounter




Dark,
sinister, it came at Madison from out of the blackness. The
thing came swooping toward her from off the measureless moors. She
gave one loud squeak of fear, barely had time to raise her arms to
fend off whatever nightmarish creature had come for her.

With a shrill
little cry, and darting around her, the short-eared owl flew on
past. It was still screeching its indignation as it sailed away
into the misty darkness. Judging by its behaviour, it had been as
startled by her presence, as she had been by its sudden
appearance.

Dropping her
arms now, Madison just stood there a moment. She felt incredibly
foolish. How embarrassing! An owl—that was it? In the seconds
before it had materialized, the bird had sounded more like the
Hound of the Baskervilles galloping full speed at her. How could a
mere bird be so noisy? Or was it her being alone so late at night,
in the midst of such a desolate place, that had caused her
imagination to magnify the sounds, make them seem so unnaturally
loud? Probably, now she thought about it in a more rational way,
this indeed, must have been the case.

And rather
than being afraid of a rarely seen owl, she should have prized the
opportunity of viewing one at such close quarters. Even if this
time, it had been just a little too close for her comfort. Wild
animals, she’d always felt, were best observed from a reasonable
(meaning “safe”) distance. Still, this had been one of her purposes
in coming to the moors this spring. Yes, she had desperately needed
a sabbatical, desired an escape from her life in London. But
Madison also wanted to learn more about the moors. She wished to
experience them on an intimate level, rather than just read about
them in gothic romance novels.

Was she still
alone? Mortified, she might not be, Madison covertly glanced about
to see if anyone had caught her in such an awkward moment. Nobody,
thank the stars! The narrow country lane stretched empty ahead and
behind her, the pavement deserted of both cars and pedestrians
alike, just as it should be at this late hour. And on either side
of the road was only the shadowed emptiness of the barren moors,
vast reaches of stark wilderness enveloped by a thick blanket of
night. Well, at least, there had been no witnesses to her silly
behaviour.

Madison
resumed her walk toward the cottage, the little thatched one she
temporarily called home. Her torch lit the way ahead of her,
pushing back the moonless night, creating a short tunnel of haloed
amber illumination along the highway for her to walk through. But
all about, as if crouching in constant readiness, the outer
darkness lay, hiding its mysteries. It lurked there, seeming to
wait with an eternal patience for a chance to gain complete
ascendancy once more.

Now there’s
a disturbing thought! Madison shook her head at this odd
notion. She prayed the torch’s batteries didn’t fail her. She
certainly didn’t need that, not feeling as tense and rattled as she
did. But the cause of her unsettled state was more her frightened
response to her confrontation with the owl, rather than the actual
encounter itself. Madison always thought of herself as brave. She
prided herself on not being some simpering city girl, as she judged
so many of her acquaintances back in town to be. Yet, at her first
faint brush with some of the harmless local fauna, she’d absolutely
panicked. This was not a good omen for her prospects here. Nor was
it a particularly kind comment on her personal fortitude and
courage.

She walked
more quickly now, heading down the lane, looking for the faint
outlines of the intersecting cart track. She tried not to think
about what identified the location for her. Such a subject did
nothing to help settle her jittery nerves. Quite the opposite, for
it was a small headstone that acted as her dubious signpost. Placed
right near the centre of the junction was a young woman’s grave.
She’d died of suicide some centuries ago, or so the locals said.
Madison was hazy about the details. But forbidden a burial in the
sanctified ground of a churchyard for the sin of suicide, the
tradition at the time was to lay such poor souls to rest at a
crossroads. For legend had it, devils were powerless there. It was
as unlikely a spot to rest in peace, as Madison could imagine.
Still, the grave’s position was a help in her finding her way
home.

In the
daytime, she’d seen this site as such a quaint thing, a local
curiosity. The marker was just the right sort of gothic-like
signpost one would expect to see out here on the moors. However,
coming home from the nearest pub so close to closing time, late on
a chilly night, and with no moon visible, Madison wasn’t nearly so
sanguine about having to pass by the final resting place of a dead
girl. If only it wasn’t so dark.

There, at
last, she saw the rough-hewn headstone sticking up at an angle from
a raised mound. The little cenotaph stood out, cast in an austere,
black-and-white relief by the shifting light of her torch. Madison
sighed with relief. Almost home. A turn to the right and then it
was only a short ways to the cottage, its cosy warmth, and
comforting safety. A nice hot toddy and then a good night’s sleep
would suit her perfectly.

Madison knew
she’d think twice about attempting such a long walk at night again.
Heading out had been fine, just a casual sunset stroll, and an
enjoyable walk. But coming home was no picnic, she’d discovered. It
really had been much darker than she’d anticipated. And she felt so
alone. It was so deathly quiet! The absolute silence pressed down
upon her like a physical thing, an oppressive mantle crushing her
spirits beneath its unrelenting weight.

She approached
the plot and her turn. The torch now picked out the protective
bordering stones. They acted as a kerb against cars accidentally
going over the grave. Was it her imagination, or was the mound
higher than she remembered it being? Perhaps the harsh shadows made
by her light accounted for this optical illusion?

Within just
yards of the dead girl’s plot, Madison quickened her pace even
more, her uneasiness growing along with her desire to hurry past
this last forbidding obstacle.

Then it
happened.

The top of the
mound suddenly shifted, heaved, lifted upward. It was as if the
ground had somehow abruptly animated itself, manifested into some
black and hideous shape. Madison froze where she stood. She was too
frightened even to scream. She was unsure if what she was seeing
was even real, could possibly be so. The shape resolved itself into
a robed figure, a hunched and hooded one, the face completely
hidden by the enveloping cowl. Then, slowly, the thing turned
toward her, as if just noticing she was there. Its arms uplifted,
as if in praise, or in preparation to reach out for her.

The
ghost! Madison thought, frantically. She’d heard tales about a
hooded figure who sometimes appeared, seen kneeling over the grave,
late at night.

The shape took
a single threatening step toward her, even as it emitted a
blood-freezing, low moan.

In a pure,
visceral response to such an impossible thing, Madison dropped her
torch. It rolled across the ground, creating a strobing effect with
the light. Her hands flew to her face. She screamed. She screamed
as loudly as she could, in sheer hysterical terror.

Then, like a
flash, she was off, running at top speed, not pausing even long
enough to retrieve her light. Heart pumping wildly, gasping for
breath, she just ran for all she was worth. She fled down the dark
cart trail. Her one desperate goal was to obtain the safety of the
cottage.


 


Chapter 2—A
Practical Joke?




She heard the
sound of pounding feet behind her. The thing was coming after
her!

And then,
“Wait!” shouted a perfectly normal, if slightly breathless, male
voice. “Don’t go!”

She didn’t
stop, didn’t even slow down. Madison was in full panic mode
now.

“Please!”
called the voice after her. “I’m sorry. I meant it to be a joke, a
joke on my brother, not you. I’m so sorry.”

A joke?
Madison slowed, her reason beginning to reassert itself. And even
as her fear retreated, her heartbeat to slow, her anger began to
rise.

“Please wait!”
called the voice again. “You dropped your torch. Honestly, this was
a terrible mistake.”

She stopped in
her tracks. She turned around.

“Who are you?”
she challenged loudly.

The hooded
figure walked slowly toward her, one hand holding out her still-lit
torch. “I’m so sorry about all this,” he said. “You see, I’m the
brother of the barkeep, Barton Hartwell, at the Hound and Grouse,
and well, I—”

“The Hound and
Grouse? I was just there. I met Barton only this evening. What the
devil does he have to do with any of this?”

He came up to
her, and flipped back the monk-like cowl of his costume, revealing
a lean and handsome face, one with a slight, five-o’clock shadow of
dark beard smudging his jaw line.

“I’m so sorry.
Sorry, for everything, actually” he added, ruefully. “I didn’t mean
to scare you. I thought you were Barton, you see. I was laying in
wait to scare him. Then I saw the light and thought—”
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