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            The Sound That Shook Jasper

          

        

      

    

    
      Thin as a razor’s edge, the sun peeked over the horizon.

      Wearing a slightly wrinkled waitress outfit, Mary-Beth arrived at Sunshine’s Diner. A cheap hair tie held her greying blonde hair in a loose ponytail. Her homely look and lopsided smile could brighten any stranger’s day.

      She entered the diner and cheerfully greeted Lamar, the chef. “Good morning.”

      Through the kitchen window, Lamar, a giant of a man with broad shoulders and a bald head, grinned widely. “That it is, Miss Mary-Beth.”

      Humming, she scribbled her John Hancock on the time card.

      A logical-minded person would say there was no cause for her joy. Paid in nickels and dimes, Mary-Beth lived alone in a small trailer. She had no car, no savings, and her shifts lasted long hours. Nevertheless, the simple life satisfied her. Some people needed extravagant riches or a huge life mission. Not Mary-Beth. For the last twenty years, she’d been in the business of serving up biscuits and good cheer.

      A little gold bell jingled as the front door opened.

      James John and his seven-year-old boy entered.

      “Dad-gonnit, you are growing up on me!” Mary-Beth said, just to watch the boy smile. “What grade are you in now?”

      “First, Miss Mary-Beth,” the boy replied.

      “I won’t be surprised if you’re grey like your old man the next time I see you,” Mary-Beth teased.

      The boy made a disgusted expression toward his father’s bushy grey beard.

      The joke snapped James out of his tired gaze. He ordered the usual: smoked sausage and biscuits baptized in white gravy.

      More locals arrived. If Mary-Beth didn’t know their names, she knew their faces. As she brought out steaming plates, she overheard the Holand boy talking about breaking a new horse. The elderly Smith couple claimed their usual booth and ate in silence. Seated at the counter and smelling of cigarettes, two unfamiliar truckers hunched over their grits. Mary-Beth had seen them before, probably six years ago. Jasper was like that. Located in the midwestern part of Oklahoma, truckers came and went like Wall Street bankers through a revolving door. Some may take a decade or two, but they eventually found their way back to the small town.

      The sound of forks scraping plates and low murmurs filled the small diner. Mary-Beth spied on the gas pumps. Like clockwork, Jesse Tucker pulled up in his Toyota truck.

      After topping off the tank, the cowboy parked and entered. Wearing all black like Johnny Cash, he had a square head and a big cowboy hat. He took a seat at the counter.

      Mary-Beth put a hand on her hip. “Well?”

      Jesse let out an exaggerated grunt and pulled out the baby picture. He was a fat baby, akin to a Butterball turkey.

      A wry grin grew on Mary-Beth’s face. She snatched the photo out of his hand. “I think that’ll look mighty nice on my fridge. What do you think, Lamar?”

      A deep voice responded from inside the kitchen. “That it would, Miss Mary-Beth,”

      “Woman, you never said nothing about keeping it!” Jesse joshed. “You know what my old lady will think if that goes missing?”

      Mary-Beth slipped the picture into her apron pocket. “A bet is a bet, Jesse. Sandra will just have to deal with it.”

      Jesse conceded and asked for a cup of joe.

      Mary-Beth topped off a mug, unable to contain her smile. Jesse was ten years her senior, but a good friend. She didn’t know one person who hated him. One year, when the town was losing money, he sold his family home and gave half of the earnings to the mayor. He used the rest to buy a small house on the prairie lands and paid some of the local high school troublemakers to help fix it up as a form of rehabilitation. If Mary-Beth were to ever marry again, it would be to someone like Jesse. Maybe after his wife passes on…

      Mary-Beth stopped pouring, shocked that she’d let a thought like that pass through her mind.

      She placed the hot mug down in front of Jesse. He pinched a few sugar cubes from a ceramic crucible and dropped them in the coffee.

      Mary-Beth gave him a convicting look.

      Jesse paused briefly. “I ain’t got but a few teeth left. Might as well enjoy myself.” He flashed his gummy mouth.

      “That’s the worst excuse I’ve ever heard,” Mary-Beth replied.

      Jesse locked eyes with her and took a big, long sip.

      Mary-Beth rolled her eyes.

      Jesse spat the black coffee back into the mug. His eyes watered. “Hot.”

      “Serves you right,” Mary-Beth replied.

      The two of them shared a friendly smile.

      The gold bell jingled again.

      Jesse and Mary-Beth glanced at the front door. It slammed shut behind forty-four-year-old Ben Clawford. He wore a wrinkled shirt with dark sweat stains, scuffed jeans, and old boots. His thin brown hair was uncombed. He had a glassy-eyed gaze like a traumatized soldier.

      Jesse swiveled on his stool. “Ben! C’mon over here, boy. Coffee’s too hot, but the company’s good.”

      Ben was as stiff as a board. His sun-tanned skin looked abnormally pale.

      He was one of the few people to match Jesse’s chivalry. He was always good to help out when a tractor broke down or to lend a hand in a time of trouble. He volunteered at the soup kitchen every Thursday night and never badmouthed anyone. Years ago, he even saved the Holburg girl from being kidnapped. The stoic man had a big heart.

      The patrons glanced over at Ben, unsure why he hadn’t moved from the entrance.

      Mary-Beth sensed something strange. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. “Ben, darlin.’ You okay?”

      Ben reached behind him and drew out a massive chrome revolver from the back lip of his jeans.

      Gasps interrupted every conversation.

      Ben held the gun at his side. He mumbled to himself and stared aimlessly at the floor.

      Mary-Beth shot Jesse a tense look.

      He gave her a nervous shrug before addressing Ben. He smiled awkwardly. “Hey, buddy, maybe you should put that thing away before someone gets hurt. You nearly gave us all a heart attack.”

      Ben slowly turned to his bloodshot eyes to Jesse and lifted the revolver. He trained the sights on him. “I’m sorry,” Ben said with a slow, miserable drawl.

      No one moved.

      No one breathed.

      Jesse, turning his friendly demeanor to stern anger, slipped one cheek off the stool. “That’s enough, Ben. You need to --”

      The gun thundered.

      Jesse collapsed.

      Mary-Beth’s ears rang. She watched Jesse’s head leak across the checkered floor.

      Petrified in fear, she glazed at the other frozen patrons.

      The truckers had scrambled out of their seats. One held his hat close to his chest in awe of the dead man. The other couldn’t hold his jaw shut.

      The elderly couple dared not breathe.

      The youthful Holand boys eyed their knives but stayed seated.

      Lamar was silent in the kitchen.

      Tucked in a booth, James held his son close to his chest.

      Ben aimed at the next target. “I’m sorry.”
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      The low rumble of an engine echoed across the endless yellow plains. Burnt orange and rusted around its wheel wells, the 1970 Dodge Challenger raced down the lonely road. Dust clouds billowed out from its back tires. The dry Oklahoma air rushed into the hood scoops and across the bulky frame.

      Thirty-two-year-old Clarice Holburg kept one hand on the rippled steering wheel. Her other arm rested on the rolled-down window. She wore aviator sunglasses, a blue-and-white plaid shirt rolled up at the elbows, Levi’s jeans, and women’s cowboy boots. Her long platinum hair blew in the wind. Tan from a history outdoors, she had a rugged beauty birthed out of heartache and hardship.

      Six years ago, Clarice had left Jasper in the dust. She never said goodbye and cut off all means of communication. Now, she was running back.

      The town of twenty-seven-hundred locals was a bridge between dense woods and rolling prairies. A blip on the Oklahoma map, Jasper was a junction point between wild and tame, and was seemingly isolated from the rest of the world.

      Vaguely remembering the various crisscrossing roads around town, Clarice stuck to the “local highway,” a series of single-lane roads that were poorly marked and relatively unmonitored by cops. Cutting into the wooded area, Clarice floored the gas pedal. The engine roared. The world blurred outside the car windows, turning trees and plants into multi-colored brushstrokes. Clarice tightened her grip. The speed consumed her every thought. For a moment, the car was her heartbeat.

      She raced past a few tree-enclosed ranches. Up ahead, acres of rolling farmland grabbed her amber eyes. A portal made of skinned timber logs marked the ranch’s entrance. A piece of driftwood was nailed to the horizontal bar at the threshold’s top. It was engraved with the words, Holburg Family Ranch.

      Slowing down, she followed the snaking driveway and rolled to a stop outside the large house. After a moment of hesitation, she grabbed the heavy nylon duffel bag from the passenger seat and stepped out. Boxing her shoulders, she walked to the house’s front door and knocked.

      She scanned the breathtaking property and grand horse stable, familiarizing herself with her childhood home.

      A lock clicked.

      The knob twisted.

      A man opened the door.

      In his sixties, he was an old cowboy who took the leisure lane through life. He had snowy white hair and a handsome, clean-shaven jaw. Square glasses with magnifiers rested on his big nose. Though an avid preacher of hard work, Davis Holburg avoided confrontation like the plague. Wrinkles rippled up his forehead as he looked down at Clarice.

      She mustered a weak smile. “Hey, Dad.”

      The man wrapped his bear-like arms around her and pulled her close to his soft features. Over the years, meat had covered his lean muscles. “Oh, baby girl.”

      Clarice hugged him back tightly. “I missed you.”

      “We missed you.” Davis Holburg released Clarice and noticed her dyed hair. “Gosh, you look different. Where have you been? How have you been?”

      “How about I get settled before we play twenty questions?” Clarice deflected.

      “You’re--” Surprise raised his brows. He glanced at the clunky muscle car and Clarice’s nylon duffel bag. His expression softened. “Right. Come in.”

      He moved aside, letting Clarice step inside. Nice hardwood floors captured the ceiling light. Decorative farm equipment, paintings of horses, and expensive family portraits hung on the walls. The house’s familiar soft, earthy scent engaged her senses. A hundred childhood memories came alive and seemingly played out in front of her. The verbal sparring matches with her mother, the times she wrestled with her brothers, the way they laughed at dumb jokes and cried when they lost a horse, and the various exchange students that introduced Clarice to a world outside Jasper.

      She noticed her mother enter into the back of the room. Short hair hovered over her bony collarbones. Hannah Holburg was a skinny woman, but her age and small frame couldn’t keep her from riding. She owned a ruddy Quarter Horse. It was quick on its feet but had a short fuse.

      Davis turned to her, as giddy as a kid on Christmas. “Hannah, we have a visitor.”

      Hannah gave Clarice a deadpan stare.

      “Hi Mom,” Clarice said, feeling the tension in the air.

      Davis said. “Hannah, get the stove going. I’ll invite the boys over, and we’ll have a good meal tonight.”

      Hannah silently left the room.

      Clarice pursed her lips.

      “Don’t mind her,” Davis whispered. “You caught her off-guard. She’ll warm up.”

      Clarice nodded, knowing that wasn’t even close to the truth.

      She headed down the hall and entered her bedroom. Old posters and strung-up Christmas lights decorated the walls. Clarice grinned slightly and let the duffel bag slip from her shoulder. It plopped down at the center of the room. She walked over to the bookshelf, brushing her finger across the dusty spines of the books she used to devour. Books on metaphysics, religions, and other resources regarding spirituality packed the selves. Most of the material was hogwash, but that was back in the time when Clarice was looking for answers. She still was, but now to a different question.

      She went back to the main part of the house, overhearing her father on the phone. “…I know it’s short notice, but this is family…”

      Her mother was pulling out pots and pans in the kitchen.

      Clarice sheepishly approached her.

      “Hey,” Clarice said softly.

      Hunched over at the lower cabinet, Hannah glanced back and brushed a bang away from her face. “Yeah?”

      Clarice wanted to apologize, but the words were locked up in her mouth. She opted for something simpler. “Can I help?”

      Hannah straightened up. “Will you leave halfway through?”

      The comment was a verbal jab to Clarice’s gut. Lips pursed, she shook her head no.

      Hannah scrutinized her before extending a handbreadth of trust. “Get the potatoes from the basket over there.”

      Clarice did as she was told. She skinned, diced, and mashed the potatoes while Hannah seasoned the pork chops. Her parents always bought more than they needed. They never knew when guests would show up or how many. Their large quantities of food was also a point of pride. The Holburgs were one of the wealthiest families in Jasper, so they had to extend their hospitality. Generosity was part of their brand.

      Their property swept over dozens of acres. Over the last century and a half, the family had sold off many chunks of land and invested the money into horses. Collectors would come from every corner of the Midwest to purchase a rare breed or try out the Holburg stock. The key to their success was keeping horses strong, happy, and healthy. You couldn’t do that properly unless you loved the animal.

      Putting dinner together, Clarice and Hannah didn’t talk much. It seemed like every moment Clarice was going to speak, Hannah pointed her to a new task.

      Two hours later, the family arrived. Clarice had two older brothers, Luis and Peter.

      Luis, the firstborn, brought his wife Katie and their twin eleven-year-old sons, Jack and Bowers. The moment the kids stepped foot in the house, they started running and shooting each other with fake guns.

      Luis shared similarities with their father. He had a cowboy look to him and a strong jaw. The difference was his naturally stoic demeanor and slow drawl.

      Peter, the middle child, was tall and lean. He had devilishly handsome features and proudly held the reputation of a troublemaker since he was knee-high to a grasshopper.

      After greeting Clarice with hugs, handshakes, and a million questions she expertly redirected back to them, they all sat around the family dinner table and dug in. Seeing that they weren’t getting any answers from Clarice, they decided to tell Clarice about their lives.

      Luis had purchased his own ranch and was currently building up a nice selection of cattle. His twin boys were four the last time Clarice saw them. Unlike their father, they were rowdy and talkative. The moment they were allowed to be excused from the table, they scrambled down the hall to play the newest shoot 'em up video game in the basement theater.

      Luis’s wife, Katie, was a sweet, conservatively-dressed woman with a shy smile. She seemed intimidated by the changes Clarice had undergone since the last time they’d seen each other but tried her best to engage in a healthy conversation. Peter cut her off frequently to tell Clarice about the fish he caught last week and the shenanigans he’d been a part of at the local bar. Father was none-to-impressed that his thirty-five-year-old son was still wrapped up with the same crowd he’d rolled with since high school. None of Peter’s friends had matured past the party-all-night phase. As for Hannah, she was bitter from Clarice’s unexpected arrival. To be honest, Clarice thought that she’d have a few days of quiet before their first family dinner. As per usual, Davis had other plans.

      After dinner, Clarice volunteered to clean up. Hannah insisted that Katie help instead. Being the humble woman she was, Katie did so without complaint. Davis asked Luis about when he’d want to move his cattle back over to the family farm. Luis protested, saying that he was perfectly capable of taking care of his livestock without his father’s guidance.

      Davis replied, “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      To avoid any more needless family drama, Clarice headed outside and rested her folded arms on the balcony railing. Tall floodlights illuminated the stables and small horse track. They didn’t do much racing, but it was a good place to practice riding. Hannah taught private lessons three days a week. Davis took care of the business side of things.

      Clarice breathed in the sweet summer night air. There was something surreal about coming home after all the craziness she’d experienced over the past several years.

      “Running to something or from something?”

      Clarice looked over her shoulder and noticed Peter. He held two beers in between his fingers. He offered one to Clarice. She refused.

      Peter placed it next to her anyway and leaned on the same railing.

      “Why do you ask?” Clarice questioned.

      Peter snapped off the bottle cap and took a sip. “No one comes back home without calling unless they’re in really big trouble or they’re after something. So, which is it?”

      “Perhaps a little bit of both,” Clarice replied with a cheeky smile.

      “How so?”

      Clarice looked back to the ranch, wondering what she could tell him that he would understand.

      Peter broke the silence. “No, I get it. You have your reasons. But it’s good to have you back. Things haven’t been the same since you left. Mom and Dad fight a lot more. Luis hides out in his own ranch across town. I’ve been the same, more or less.”

      “You still working for Dad?” Clarice asked.

      Peter took another swig. “Yep. I’m herding farmhands now. We could use more help around here, honestly. We have a lot of land Dad ain’t using. We’re due for some new projects.” Peter pointed out into the darkness. “I was thinking we could plant corn there.” He pointed to another spot. “We can get another cattle pen there. We’ll treat ‘em good and sell fresh steak. People go crazy for that natural stuff.”

      “You got big plans,” Clarice commented.

      Peter finished off his beer. “Yeah, well, we’ll see if Luis doesn’t muck it up. Dad’s planning on giving him the ranch after he passes away, but he doesn’t know that Luis is more interested in starting his own legacy. I can see this land’s potential, though. With enough hard work, we could have cows and horses transported across the whole nation. Holburg Farm would be a household name within years.”

      Clarice smiled at him. “You have a lot of ambition for a guy who’d be dead before forty.”

      Disturbed, Peter’s eyes widened.

      Clarice elaborated. “You always said you wanted to die young.”

      “Oh, right,” Peter said. “Sorry. Death jokes are a little more serious around here nowadays.”

      A look of concern flushed over Clarice’s face.

      Peter changed topics. “For real, though. Tell me what happened to you.”

      “I saw the devil,” Clarice replied.

      Peter smirked nervously.

      Clarice glanced over at him and smirked back.

      Peter chuckled and sipped his beer. “Okay. Don’t tell me.”

      Clarice turned her gaze back to the tranquil ranch, but no matter how hard she tried, it couldn’t calm her spirit.

      After cleaning up dinner, Luis and his bunch decided to call it quits for the night. Clarice gave them hugs as they headed out the door and loaded into a large luxury SUV.

      As he drove away, Clarice said to her father. “He’s done well for himself.”

      Davis nodded proudly. “The boy has a good eye for investment.”

      Peter overheard the comment and was abnormally silent. He decided to head home too.

      The house got quiet when it was just the three of them. Clarice announced that she was going to bed. She grabbed clean clothes from her duffel bag and took a shower.

      As she washed, the hot water ran down the large scars on her back. Some were twelve inches long, three centimeters deep. Other were just shallow holes. It was like her back was a painting canvas that someone sent a rake through. Each groove in her flesh told a story she’d much rather forget.

      She exited the shower and put on fresh clothes. They were wrinkled from being in the travel bag for so long. She wrapped the towel around her hair and headed out into the hall. On her way back to her room, she noticed Hannah sitting in the lounge. The sixty-year-old woman had a book on her lap, but her mind was elsewhere. Clarice noticed her bloodshot eyes and puffy cheeks. She’d been crying.

      Clarice approached.

      Hannah broke from her daze and glared at Clarice.

      Clarice crossed her arms, making herself small. “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you I was coming home.”

      “But you thought I’d say no,” Hannah finished the thought.

      Clarice felt her blood pressure spike. “I never said that.”

      “Why are you back, Clarice?” Hannah asked, her face glowing red. “How long do you plan on staying?”

      “I don’t know,” Clarice replied.

      “To which question?”

      Clarice was silent.

      Hannah scoffed. She sniffled and rubbed her nose with a crinkled tissue.

      Clarice opened her mouth but made empty noises. She was over thirty, but it was still hard to talk to her mother. “What’s wrong? Apart from me being here.”

      Hannah dabbed her wet eyes. “You don’t know?”

      Clarice shook her head.

      “You remember Ben Clawford?”

      Clarice found a smile. “Yeah.”

      Ben had helped her out before. He was a good soul, perhaps someone she might want to catch up with again.

      Hannah replied. “He went into Sunshine’s Diner yesterday morning and shot Jesse Tucker.”

      Clarice felt light-headed. Ben and Jesse were as thick as thieves. Peter helped build Jesse’s house all those years ago. Jesse always treated them right.

      “Why?” Clarice asked.

      Hannah shrugged. “Just randomness, it seems. James’s boy had to watch the whole ordeal. Imagine what that child is going through?” She put aside her book and got up.

      “Did Ben shoot anyone else?”

      “Himself,” Hannah replied. “Though not until after aiming at the other person in the place.”

      “He was planning on killing everyone?” Clarice asked, disbelieving.

      “Looks that way, but he’s gone now.” Hannah went to bed without saying goodnight.

      Clarice headed to her room. She shut the door behind her and rested her back against it. She processed the news. Violent crimes like that never happen in Jasper.

      Suddenly, the Christmas lights on her walls flickered. The plug was halfway in the socket. Clarice pulled it out the rest of the way. The Christmas lights cut off.

      She lay down for a few hours, until she knew everyone in the house was asleep, then got out of bed and tiptoed down the hall. Without making a noise, she snuck out the front door. She moved quietly across the dewy grass and climbed into the car. She started it and grimaced at the low rumble of the engine. She reversed out of the long driveway and pulled onto the street.

      She turned on the radio, listening to a late-night talk show. Clarice zoned it out. In the front of her mind were memories of the murders she’d witnessed. She could still feel the hot blood running down her skin. She shuddered and shook the memories away. She needed a clear mind. It was her most valuable asset and had to be guarded completely.

      She rolled through the small main street of the town. Many of the buildings were built in the fifties and sixties when families decided to leave behind the chaotic city for a simpler lifestyle. Since then, the town hadn’t experienced much growth. Clarice reached the chrome dinner/gas station hybrid near the edge of town. It was at a crossroads. One half had empty fields, and the other pointed into the small town. Clarice pulled up in front of the diner. Police tape crisscrossed the front door. The gas pumps were covered and currently shut down.

      Clarice checked the time. It was it was 2:54am.

      She turned off her headlights and waited six minutes.

      When it was 3am, she shut off the engine and stepped outside. Her tongue mindlessly tapped the roof of her mouth as she approached the diner window. She kept her hands buried in her pockets. The nippy air bit at her cheeks. She neared the window and peeked inside. The nearby streetlight gave her dim visibility of the interior.

      Nasty burgundy stains sullied the diner’s checkered floor. One was a red blotch near a stool. The next one was a splat near the front door. Clarice’s tongue-clicking quickened as she scanned the diner. The logical part of her mind told her that it was just another case of mental illness and there was nothing to be found here. Clarice’s gut told another story. Her eyes fell upon something in the back corner of the room.

      As soon as Clarice caught sight of it, chills exploded over her body. Her heart raged.
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      Clarice’s tongue started tapping faster, soundlessly clicking on the roof of her mouth. She stared the thing down as a shadow fell upon her.

      She quickly turned back and got blasted by a bright light. Squinting, she saw a man silhouetted in front of her. He lowered the flashlight, revealing his spiffy police uniform.

      Clarice set her jaw.

      The officer stared her down. He had one brown and one grey eye. He must’ve been around Clarice’s age, but he looked a little younger with his pointed, soft chin. “What are you doing out here?”

      Clarice glanced back over her shoulder.

      The diner was empty.

      “Ma’am?” the officer asked again.

      Clarice cleared her throat and put on an awkward smile. “I just wanted to see what happened.”

      “At 3am?” the officer asked.

      Clarice shrugged. “It's the witching hour.”

      The cop wasn’t amused by the cryptic joke.

      Clarice noticed the officer’s name tag. It read L. Matthews. “Could you tell more about what happened here, Officer Matthews?”

      “Murder/suicide,” Matthews replied suspiciously. “I’m surprised you haven’t heard.”

      As he talked, a small black blob peeked over his shoulder and then quickly hid behind him. Clarice had a few guesses as to what it was. “How are the victims’ families?”

      The officer didn’t take his eyes off her. “They’re surviving.”

      “Did they say anything about the killer? Maybe something strange about the way he acted or talked?” Arden probed.

      Matthews switched the flashlight to a different hand. “Have you been drinking?”

      “No, sir.”

      The cop studied her for a moment. “It’s late. You should be going home, ma’am. You don’t want anyone to get the wrong impression.”

      “Yeah. Thanks,” Clarice replied. “Have a good night, Officer.”

      Clarice fished out her keys and unlocked her car. She closed the door and drove out of the lot.

      Matthews’s multi-colored eyes stayed locked on her until she was out of sight.

      Clarice got back home in fifteen minutes. She snuck inside, glad that no one had locked the front door behind her. She stepped into her room and saw the Christmas lights were on again.

      Clarice froze, knowing that she previously unplugged them. She did so again and crawled into bed. On her back, she stared at the ceiling. Her mind raced. There was so much more to this murder/suicide, and she planned to find the answers.

      After a night of restless sleep, Clarice dressed in her scuffed jeans, women’s cowboy boots, and button-up shirt. She brushed her hair and took a moment to spin around in the mirror. She like the rural country look. She was pretty sure that she’d never go into a city again, and that was okay with her. Too many people. Too much noise. Too many open doors.

      Clarice headed down the hall, taking a moment to acknowledge her childhood photos on the wall. Peter was three years older than her and Luis was six. Being raised with older boys meant she spent a lot of time fighting, getting muddy, and causing trouble. Growing up, Clarice was more interested in getting a G.I. Joe than a Barbie.

      She headed into the kitchen. It connected with the living room, which connected a ladder leading to the loft. Her father had gotten too old to go up and trusted Luis and Peter to keep it clean. Davis sat at the table. There was a plate of pancakes and a covered fry pan full of scrambled eggs.

      “Sleep well?” Davis asked and gestured to the food.

      “Eh.” Clarice took a seat at the table.

      Davis took a seat in front of her and watched her eat.

      Clarice stopped.

      “You’ve changed,” Davis said.

      Clarice stopped chewing. She swallowed her bite. “How so?”

      “You look more like your mother when she was your age,” Davis said.

      Clarice pursed her lips.

      Davis gave her a sympathetic grin. “She’ll come around.”

      Clarice cast down her eyes and nodded.

      “Chin up, girl!” Davis shattered the tension with overextended optimism. “You’re home.”

      After she ate, Davis took Clarice out to the stable. She walked through the stalls, taking time to acknowledge every horse. An American Paint horse stood in the last stall. It was black and white. Davis called him “Rorschach.” He was the same breed Clarice used to ride as a kid.

      “Ready to get in the saddle?” Davis asked.

      Clarice opened Rorschach’s gate. The beautiful horse nestled against her shoulder. Clarice brushed her hand down his bristly fir. “Good boy.”

      “He likes you,” Davis said. “That horse don’t like nobody.”

      Davis put a saddle on its back. Clarice took the reins and walked Rorschach out into the morning sun. A moment later, Davis exited with an old Clydesdale. They mounted up and troughed past Hannah, who was doing laps around the track. Davis waved at her. She slowed down and watched them gallop down a dirt trail. Clarice matched her father’s pace as she got used to the feel of the horse. Each horse had its own stride and rhythm. Clarice held on to it lightly and enjoyed the scenery. For a moment, none of her past or problems mattered.

      A dark cloud grew in the distance, faster than any other. The cloud was unnatural and seemingly alive. It moved like a swarm of locus and poured black across the sky like God had tipped over his inkwell and stained the atmosphere. The dark cloud stayed at bay for a moment before cruising off somewhere else.

      Clarice kept her eyes in that direction. “Tell me more about the shooting.”

      “Oh, that,” Davis said dreadfully. “Just bad all around.”

      “Was there any bad blood between Ben and Jesse?”

      “There had to have been. I didn’t notice, but what else would cause a man to kill like that?”

      “How is Mrs. Tucker holding up after Jesse’s passing?” Clarice asked.

      Davis shook his head. “It’s been hard for her. We’ve been sending our prayers.”

      “And the Clawfords?”

      Davis frowned. “Can’t say. One of their own spilled blood. That’s something Jasper can’t easily forget.”

      Clarice didn’t reply for a moment. “They still live in the same homes?”

      Davis let out a short chuckle to break the tension. “This is Jasper, Clarice. Some things never change.”

      After the ride, Clarice fed Rorschach and walked him back to his stall. She asked her father if he still a phonebook at the bottom of his nightstand.

      “It's outdated. Probably by a decade,” Davis said with a grin. “You want it?”

      “I’ll take a look.”

      Clarice waited for him to bring it out to the porch. Clarice flipped through the pages.

      “Anything else?” Davis asked kindly.

      “That’s it. I might try to see some old friends today. I’ll probably be back for dinner.”

      “Do whatever you’d like,” Davis replied.

      After he’d gone inside, Clarice flipped through the pages of the book and found the addresses she needed.

      Taking the phone book with her, she climbed into her Challenger. She took a drive through town, soaking in the rural 1950s aesthetic. The sidewalks were mostly empty at this time of day. An old farmer sat outside of the general store. His droopy eyes followed Clarice’s car the whole way down the road. She eventually turned onto a single-lane street that shot out into the prairies.

      A small home stood in the midst of the wheat fields. Clarice followed the gravel driveway to the front door. The house construction was simple and suitable for an elderly couple. It had a covered porch with rectangular pillars, and was painted sunny yellow.

      Clarice hung her aviators on the neck of her button-up shirt. She knocked on the door before burying her hands in her pocket.

      A plump, older woman in her sixties answered. She wore a flowing shirt over her flowing pants. Her hair was parted down the middle. She had a red nose and puffy eyes from crying. Her meaty hand clenched her tissue. “Yes?”

      “Hi, Mrs. Tucker. I’m Clarice Holburg. I just wanted to stop by and say how sorry I am for what happened,” Clarice said kindly.

      “Most people just call, but thank you,” Mrs. Tucker said.

      Clarice smiled softly. “You don’t remember me, do you?”

      Mrs. Tucker shook her head.

      “When Jesse built this house, he enlisted my brother’s help. I tagged along. I was a little girl at the time,” Clarice explained. “I used to sit on that fence over there while the boys worked.”

      Mrs. Tucker’s face lit up. “Oh, you’re the one who always snuck into my pantry.”

      Clarice’s grin widened. “I’m afraid I am.”

      “Well, you’ve grown into a pretty young lady,” Mrs. Tucker complimented.

      Clarice glanced past the woman and at the messy house. “It looks like you could use some company.”

      Mrs. Tucker’s mouth scrunched to one side. “That would be nice… but the place is kind of a mess. I haven’t cleaned since… well. It is what it is.”

      “Would you like a hand?”

      Mrs. Tucker brushed off the idea. “I can’t let you do that.”

      “You shouldn’t have to bear this all on your own,” Clarice kindly persisted.

      Mrs. Tucker thought about it. “I could use some help cleaning out the dishwasher and maybe washing the dishes, too…”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Tucker.”

      “No, thank you,” Mrs. Tucker said.

      Clarice entered the house. There were shelves of homemade old wooden bowls and little glass angels. Photographs of landmarks in the western United States testified of the couple’s love for travel. Two matching recliners faced the TV. Their cushions were imprinted, and the armrests were faded. The Tuckers probably slept there most nights for the last fifteen years.

      Clarice made her way to the kitchen. The dirty plates and bowls were piled in the sink. Clean dishes packed the dishwasher. She started to unload it. “Beautiful place,” she remarked.

      “Jesse always talked about adding another room,” Mrs. Tucker said.

      “For the grandkids?” Clarice found the right cupboard for the plates.

      Mrs. Tucker anxiously rubbed her meaty fingers together. “No grandkids. Jesse just wanted another project. He missed having the local boys over. Building this place was probably the best time of his life.”

      Finished with the plates, Clarice started on organizing the silverware. “How was he?”

      “What do you mean?” Mrs. Tucker.

      Clarice gave her a sympathetic smile.

      Mrs. Tucker understood the question. Her face hardened. “He was good…”

      “So, no problems with Ben?” Clarice pushed.

      “I’m glad you came to help, but if you’re here for local gossip, I think you should be going.”

      Clarice said kindly, “I just want to understand.”

      Mrs. Tucker fumed. “Are you a cop?”

      “No--”

      “Then stop asking questions,” Mrs. Tucker barked. “Or trying to blame my husband for his own murder.”

      Clarice took a step back. “I never said Jesse did anything wrong.”

      “You’re right he didn’t!” Mrs. Tucker shouted.

      The woman’s eyes were daggers.

      “Was there anything in their past—”

      “Get out,” Mrs. Tucker interrupted her.

      “Give me a second to explain,” Clarice implored.

      “You leave, or I’ll call the cops.”

      The woman wasn’t stable, and she wasn’t getting any nicer. Clarice decided it was time to go. She left the chores undone, wished the woman a good afternoon, and left.

      Mrs. Tucker watched Clarice get into her vehicle and drive off.

      As the farmhouse shrunk in her rearview, she flexed her jaw in frustration. It settled into a look of determination.

      She noticed a cop car in the rearview. Clarice slowed down, matching the speed limit. A feeling of suspicion tightened her chest. After following her a few miles, the cop eventually turned off onto another road. Clarice felt like she could breathe again.

      She arrived outside the Clawfords’ home. The house was a wide, single-story structure. Trees sprouted in the lawn. There were a few neighboring houses nearby that each owned a few acres of land. Clarice parked out front.

      After ringing the doorbell, she waited and kept an eye out for the neighbor. The blinds in the neighbor's house shimmered. Someone was watching her. Arden kept her expression neutral. She didn’t like the attention. Granted, she wasn’t doing the best job at keeping incognito, but time was of the essence. She rang the doorbell a second time.

      A woman in her mid-thirties answered. She was thin, wearing a tight shirt, jogging pants, and tennis shoes. Her brunette hair was in a loose bun. Her eyes were the color of rich black chocolate. Keeping one hand on her hip, her expression was hostile.

      “Whatever you’re selling, I’m not interested.”

      “I’m not here for that. I was in the neighborhood and just wanted to stop by to say I’m sorry about what happened to Ben. Oh, my name is Clarice, by the way.”

      “Thanks. Have a good day,” the woman replied bitterly and slammed the door.

      Clarice frowned and tried the doorbell again.

      It opened. The woman glared.

      Clarice said, “You want to talk about it?”

      “Lady, I don’t even know you.”

      “That makes two of us,” Clarice replied.

      The woman looked at Clarice like she was half-crazy.

      Clarice gave her a pursed smile. She spoke softly. “I didn’t know Ben too well, but when I heard what happened, it just felt right to stop by. You look like you can use an ally right about now.”

      “I’m okay, really. Thanks,” the woman said curtly.

      Clarice conceded. “I’m sorry to have caused you any trouble.”

      She turned to leave.

      “Wait,” the woman rubbed her brow. She released a deep sigh. “Sorry, who are you again?”

      “I’m Davis Holburg’s daughter,” Clarice replied.

      The woman nodded. “I think I remember you. Didn’t Ben help you at one point?”

      “He did,” Clarice replied. “I might not be alive if it wasn’t for him.”

      “I’m Lily,” The woman extended a hand.

      Clarice shook it.

      “Ben was my father-in-law. Mark and I have been staying with him since we had the kids. If you’re not a rancher around here, money is tight.”

      “Yeah, Jasper has that way of trapping people,” Clarice agreed.

      The conversation fell off into silence.

      Lily took some of the tension out of her shoulders. “You want something to drink?”

      “I’d love that.”

      Clarice followed her into the quaint house. Toys were scattered across the living room floor. The TV was playing middle-of-the-day soap operas. Unfolded laundry sat on the couch. Magnets and kids’ drawings hung on the refrigerator's face. The walls were a pale blue. A tall stack of newspapers stood in the corner of the room.

      Clarice waited near the door until Lily returned with two cups of tea. She gave one to Clarice and took a seat on the couch. She sat on one leg and pulled her other bent knee close to her. Clarice down next to her, leaving a cushion in between them.

      Clarice took a sip. “It’s good.”

      Lily looked down into her cup. She smirked and shook her head.

      “What?” Clarice asked.

      “You’re the only person who stopped by here since Ben died.”

      “Why is that?” Clarice asked.

      Lily shrugged. “They’ve all made a trip to the Tuckers’ house and the other witnesses, but apparently, I’m just as bad as my father-in-law.”

      “I thought Ben was a good man?” Clarice asked.

      “He is… was.” Lily put her mug on the coffee table. “He was never violent. He never bad-mouthed anyone. Yeah, he’d get a little heated when it came to politics, but it was stuff Jesse agreed with.”

      “So why did he shoot him?” Clarice asked.

      Lily gave her the evil eyes. “You’re a piece of work.”

      “Is it wrong for me to be curious? This is the first intentional homicide in Jasper in who knows how long. Something about it doesn’t add up.”

      Lily pulled her knee closer. “You’re right about that. Ben, he…” Lily teared up. “Gosh. I told myself I was done crying.” She waited until she had control of her tears. “I don’t know why Ben did what he did. He always treated the kids and me right.”

      “How was he on the days leading up to the shooting?” Clarice asked.

      “Normal,” Lily said, almost not believing her own answer. “That’s the thing about this. We ate dinner together. He played with the kids and laughed. He said he was going to take us to the park that Saturday afternoon. He was already talking about some of the plans he had next week with the church. Then, for no reason at all, he kills someone. Jesse Tucker of all people. They were friends.”

      Lily’s lower lip quivered as she battled her emotions. “I’ve known Ben since Mark and I were little, and he never showed this side of himself. Heck, he’d get the guiltiest look if he accidentally said swear word.” Lily turned to Clarice. “Have you ever heard of something like this before?”

      “Never,” Clarice lied.

      Lily sipped from her cup. She shut her eyes. “I wish I could just ask him.”

      “Does his family have a history of violence or anger?”

      “Not that I know of. I’ve been married to Mark for ten years. Yeah, he has his bad days, but the Clawfords are relatively quiet people.”

      “Where’s Mark at now?”

      “He took the kids to the park for the afternoon. He needed to clear his mind, and the funeral stuff was stressing him out. I stayed back. I’m tired of people giving me nasty looks.”

      “Small towns have a way of isolating people,” Clarice replied.

      “What do you think happened?” Lily asked.

      “Everyone says it’s just a murder/suicide.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I don’t know. The truth might be more complicated than that,” Clarice replied.

      The door opened.
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      Mark stepped into the Clawford house. His eldest son Terry, nine, and his daughter Madison, seven, followed. He seemed surprised to see Clarice. He was a bearded man with gentle eyes. His camouflage hat had a bent bill and a fishing hook on its front. His NASCAR t-shirt was tucked into his jeans. He had long legs, muddy boots, and strong arms.

      Lily introduced Clarice.

      Mark eyed her. “You look familiar. The Holburg girl, right?”

      “The one and only,” Clarice stood and shook his hand.

      Lily asked, “How was it?”

      “People avoided me. Apparently, I’m supposed to know why my dad did what he did.”

      Lily gestured for Mark to sit down. He sat between the two women.

      “We were actually just discussing it,” Lily admitted.

      Mark sent the kids to another room. Terry was a nerdy kid with glasses and short brown hair. Madison was a blonde inclined to plumpness.

      Clarice asked Mark. “Has anything like this ever happened in your family?”

      Mark stared at the wall and frowned. “No. You think the cause could be mental illness?”

      She could hear the desperation in his voice.

      “I don’t want to assume anything,” Clarice said. “But just to clarify, no one in your family has a history of violence or has committed suicide?”

      Mark thought on it. “My great-grandfather… He killed himself.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “No. He died before long before I was born.”

      Clarice nodded. “Do you know what year?”

      “1970 something.”

      “Where did he live?”

      Mark looked at her, unsure why she was asking the strangely personal question. “He had a small cabin on Faulkner Road. No one lives there anymore.”

      “Do you have any other family around here?” Clarice asked.

      “It’s just us,” Mark answered and traded looks with Lily.

      Clarice checked the time. She smiled sympathetically. “Thank you for putting up with me. It’s late. I should head out.”

      “Oh...” Mark said with confusion. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, thank you for the tea, Lily.” Clarice quickly headed out the door. “I’m sorry about what happened.”

      On her way to her next destination, the cogs in her mind turned. She mindlessly chewed her lip. Her fingers tapped on the top of the steering world. The air freshener on the rearview mirror swayed like a pendulum.

      She arrived at the public library. Its single-story building was made of brick. The exterior didn’t have any distinguishing features apart from the large library sign. Inside, rows of bookshelves formed a systematic pattern throughout the store.

      Mr. Shultz, a hefty old man with glasses like flipped orange peels and a walrus mustache, sat behind the counter. Wearing a tucked shirt with suspenders, he had a book about trout fishing opened on his lap. He glanced up and noticed Clarice.

      “Today is just full of surprises,” he said with his low, slightly gruff voice. He set aside the book.

      Clarice smiled at him. “It’s been a while.”

      A rare smile formed on Shultz’s droopy face. “The little theologian. I never thought I’d see you again.”

      Clarice rested her crossed arms on the countertop. She glanced down at the drawing of different fish lining the inside of the book.

      “You’re back. You must’ve learned something,” Shultz said.

      Clarice replied. “The last six years made me ask more questions than I thought I ever would.”

      “And there’s always another one,” Shultz agreed.

      Clarice agreed. “How about you? The place looks good.”

      “You have a strange definition of that word,” Shultz replied plainly, fully aware of the lack of customers. “Tell me your story. I’m sure you went on many great adventures.”

      “Well, I found it,” Clarice said.

      “The answer to one of your questions?” Shultz asked.

      “Yeah,” Clarice replied. “It’s bigger than we could imagine.”

      “And what is it exactly?” Shultz asked.

      “Reality,” Clarice replied.

      Shultz gave her a long look as if trying to solve her like a puzzle. “You can’t just make a blanket statement like that and leave it open-ended.”

      “If you saw it, you’d know.”

      “You are being cryptic again,” Shultz replied.

      “We’re not alone.”

      Shultz studied her for a moment.

      Clarice broke her serious face with a grin.

      Shultz replied, “You’re just going to leave the conversation like that?”

      Clarice gave him a wry grin. “Do you still have the microfilm machine?”

      “It’s in the back,” Shultz said hesitantly.

      Clarice smiled. “Thanks.”

      Shultz’s gaze followed her until she was out of sight.

      She found the dusty microfilm tucked in the far back corner. The machine sat on a wooden desk. There was an eye portal that looked down at the magnified screen. A metal filing cabinet stood next to it. Clarice clicked it on. The machine hummed as the light bulb activated inside.

      She opened the metal filing cabinet and sifted through newspapers from the 1970s. She started with January 1970 and went all the way to June 1972 before seeing Mark’s great-grandfather's obituary. His name was Sidney Clawford. He was a gaunt man with deep-set eyes and salt and pepper hair cut like a gentleman. He died at the age of forty-eight. There wasn’t much said about it apart from he was a good listener and always stayed out of people’s business. Perhaps the isolation led to his suicide. Clarice wasn’t satisfied with the answer. She started backtracking, looking for anything that talked about him or the town. So much of it was trivial information. Clarice went from year after year before she started to see a pattern. There were a number of missing children reports throughout the years. None of them appeared to be solved. The vanishings happened years apart. One happened in 1972, another in ‘68, another ‘55, and the first in ‘49. There weren’t any follow-up reports. What intrigued Clarice the most was that they occurred near Faulkner Road. Sidney would’ve been twenty-five when the first one occurred.

      Could it be a connection? Clarice decided to investigate.

      As she walked out of the library, she said goodbye to Shultz. He still seemed lost in what Clarice had said earlier.

      It was late afternoon when she headed to Faulkner Road. The sun set, casting golden rays across the sky.

      She traveled down the road, keeping an eye out for Sidney’s house. She made two passes down the street before spotting a gate with a sign that said No Trespassing. It continued down an overgrown dirt road flanked by woods on either side. Clarice pulled up to the gate. She put the car into park, opened up the glove box, and pulled out an eyeglass case. She popped it open. Inside was a small leather sleeve about the size of a pen. She took the sleeve and walked to the gate. She looked over the rusted metal gate and found the old lock sealing it to a post.

      Making sure there was no one watching, she opened the sleeve and removed her lock-picking tools. It took a few moments before she overcame the lock. She put it in her pocket, dragged open the gate, and drove through. After she’d passed, she shut the gate and continued down the dirt trail. Her vehicle bounced on the unequal terrain. She kept the lock-picking tools on her lap. She was in the midst of the forest of skinny trees. Eventually, the old cabin came into view. Its body was constructed out of dark wood. Cracks splintered across the dusty glass windows. Weeds grew up around the edges. Tall grass overtook the lawn. Birds tweeted out of sight. The breeze was slightly chillier here than elsewhere.

      Rusty wind chimes hung from the covered porch. They clinked together. Around the back was a tool shed. Clarice decided she’d check that out first.

      She marched through the long grass and around the edge of the property. Gopher holes had been dug underneath the foundation of the cabin. Clarice followed a small game trail to the shed. The door was chained over. Clarice easily unlocked it. She pulled it open, seeing old rusty tools and a massive wasp nest taking up over half of the wall. Clarice closed the door and returned to the cabin. She found the back door and tried the rust-spotted knob. After a few twists, it broke off in her hand.

      Wonderful, she thought sarcastically and put it aside. She walked around to the front of the building and picked the lock on the door. She was acutely aware of the No Trespassing sign on the door. She glanced back, noticing that the wind chimes had stopped clinking. They were perfectly still, yet a slight breeze blew.

      Clarice got the door unlocked and stepped inside. The moment she did, the chimes started clinging again.

      Junk furniture filled the place, giving her little room to navigate. Whoever owned the place now used it as a storage unit for car panels, old dressers, and desks. The furniture was heavy enough that the floor bowed underneath its weight. Her foot touched down. The floor creaked. She pulled out her phone and turned on the flashlight. The furniture cast long shadows.

      Night quickly approached.

      Clarice walked through the place. As she made it to the center of the living room, something thumped on the roof. Clarice shined her phone up into the ceiling. Multiple waffle-shaped wasp’s nests hung from the rafters. Clarice listened.

      Silence.

      She decided to continue her search. She found a small desk and pulled open the drawers. Inside were documents coated with dust. Clarice flipped through them but didn’t find anything useful. She checked every drawer thoroughly, finding a few family photos, an empty cash box, some men’s jewelry, and a small income book. She put it all back and navigated the maze of junk toward the bedroom. She had to turn sideways to shimmy through some pieces. Most of them were broken parts. A few nightstands stood on top of one another. There were two couches standing on the sides and a wardrobe. Eventually, Clarice made it to the bedroom.

      The sun was gone. It was pitch black outside.

      Clarice’s only source of light was her flashlight.

      She felt something crawl on her neck and slapped it. When she looked at her hand, there was nothing. The bedroom consisted of a rusty bedframe and mattress that had fallen into decay. Centimeters of dust gathered on a stack of pagoda lampshades.

      Clarice checked the drawers on the nightstand. She found nothing in one drawer. She tried the other stand. It was jammed. She pulled hard. It was a little too hard, and she ended up ripping the drawer out. The contents scattered across the floor. Clarice approached it. She lifted up a dusty nudie magazine and dropped it.

      An outside breeze rattled the windows.

      Clarice scanned the room with her eyes.

      Go home, Clarice, she told herself. It was problematic that she was here in the first place. She had promised herself to leave this type of stuff behind.

      There were fingernail-sized tears on the wallpaper. She noticed a black line on a wood slats behind the tear. She scratched the wallpaper, revealing more of the black line.

      Clarice scratched away another inch. There was what appeared to be a carving of a tree. It was about the size of her finger. She tried to remember if she’d seen a similar symbol. None came to mind. She scratched more, revealing another tree, but this one was flipped over. Clarice made the hole big enough to grab it with her whole hand. She peeled it back, exposing more of the wall behind it. There were more of these strange symbols along with the words, “Make it stop. Make it stop. Make it stop.”

      Heart racing, Clarice pulled away more and more of the wallpaper. Each tear was invigorating. Soon, shredded chunks of the old wallpaper littered the floor around her feet. Finished, she stepped backward, allowing her flashlight bloom to expand and illuminate more of the exposed wall.

      It was desecrated with strange symbols that looked like trees, runes, shapes, and spirals. There were phrases written, some of them upside down, that read, “Make it stop,” “I won’t obey,” “It wants them. It wants to hurt them,” and more ravings of a mad man.

      Clarice’s hunch was right. The cycle was repeating.

      She filmed video of the wall with her smartphone.

      A door opened in the living room.

      Clarice froze.

      She quickly turned off her light.

      The floor creaked in the other room.

      Clarice squatted down.

      She wasn’t alone.

      Her breathing quickened as she moved closer to the door.

      The floor groaned beneath her every step.

      She peeked out of the gap of the bedroom door. It was just blackness. Suddenly, a flashlight shined her way. It cut through the gaps of the standing furniture in front of her. The person holding it didn’t see her.

      Clarice scurried to the window and struggled to open it. She checked the latch. It was rusted in place. She attempted to twist it. Pain shot through her fingers. No luck. She turned back to the room. Hiding under the bed was stupid. The closet was packed as well. Her only other choice was to move back to the living room and try to sneak past the stranger. She stayed low and headed into the tight maze of furniture.

      The flashlight beam crossed through the gaps of furniture again. Clarice held perfectly still. She went down on her hands and knees and spotted a table she could crawl under.

      The light bobbed behind her as the man started toward the bedroom door.

      Now was Clarice’s chance.

      She scrambled under the table with minimal noise and dashed for the door.

      “Hey!” the man shouted.

      Clarice pushed out of the door and ran to her car.

      Footsteps gained on her.

      She put the key in the lock when she noticed a police cruiser parked behind her Challenger.

      Her shoulders slumped. She turned back, seeing Officer Matthews.

      Winded, she mustered a weak smile. “Good to see you, Officer.”

      The cop with multi-colored eyes kept a hand on his flashlight and the other on his holstered pistol. “Is it?”

      Clarice brushed a loose strand of hair from her cheek. “You startled me. If I had known it was you, I wouldn’t have run.”

      Matthews glanced around. “You alone?”

      Clarice didn’t like that question. “Yeah.”

      “You understand you’re trespassing?”

      Clarice opened her mouth, but no words came out. She had two choices. The first was to keep silent and hope that nothing would be admissible in the courts, but the other was to try to talk her way out of it.

      Clarice said in a joking manner. “I know this looks bad--”

      “Put your hands on the hood of the car.”

      Clarice’s heart sank. “Officer. Can’t we talk for a moment?”

      “Ma’am.”

      Deflated, Clarice placed her palms on the car’s cold metal. She couldn’t keep her face from sinking into a frown. Her eyes stared into a faraway place.

      “I’m detaining you for trespassing on private property. You have the right to remain silent…” the officer told her her rights as he briefly patted her down, taking her keys, phone, and wallet.

      Afterward, he cuffed her one hand at a time.

      “What about my car?” Clarice asked.

      “I’ll have someone take it to the impound lot.”

      He loaded her into the back of the squad car and slammed the door.
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      Clarice’s mouth formed a line on her face. She sat perfectly still in the back of the cop car. Her hands were cuffed behind her back, forcing her into an uncomfortable posture. Her body swayed every time the road took a turn.

      Beneath the surface, she boiled with anger. It was not directed toward the cop. She just couldn’t believe how stupid she was for getting caught. She’d been breaking and entering for years, and never once was she arrested. Now, three nights back home, and she was headed to the police station.

      Office Matthews kept his gaze ahead and his hands on the Three and nine o’clock position of the steering wheel. The guy was a stickler for rules.

      The quiet chatter of the police radio filled the cab.

      Matthews glanced up the rear view mirror. “What were you doing at that house anyway?”

      Clarice didn’t reply.

      “Why have you been harassing the people around town?”

      He must’ve been following Clarice the whole day. The time for amateur hour to end. She needed to start acting smart.

      Matthews asked, “Why are you here in Jasper?”

      That was a good question, Clarice replied in her mind. It was obvious that her family didn’t want her.

      Matthews kept his eyes locked on her. “You’re after something. What is it?”

      “You finished?” Clarice snapped. She instantly regretted opening her mouth.

      Matthews pursed his lips.

      He turned back to the road.

      BAM!

      Something smashed into the front of the car, splashing a little bit of blood across the windshield.

      Matthews hit the brakes.

      Clarice lurched forward.

      The squad car came to a sliding stop in the middle of the road.

      Matthews held the steering wheel tightly.

      Heart racing, Clarice sat up. “What was that?”

      Matthews looked back at her. His eyes were wide and alarmed.

      Clarice turned back as well. Looking through the back window, she saw the hump of fur in the middle of the road. It was a small deer. Its stomach rose and fell with every desperate breath. The amber glow from the taillights painted it in a red hue.

      Matthews cursed under his breath. He got out of the car, not bothering to close the driver-side door. Running one hand up his scalp, he slowly approached the dying animal. He stood over it and looked down.

      Clarice could only see the back of Matthews’s spiffy police uniform.

      The doe twitched at his feet.

      Clarice’s stomach dropped. She looked into the deer’s black eye. It captured the red hue of the taillights.

      “Hey,” she yelled.

      Matthews didn’t respond.

      “Hey!”

      He looked over his shoulder, eyes wet with tears. “I can’t save it.”

      Clarice sensed his hopelessness. “I know.”

      Matthews wiped his eyes.

      “It’s in a lot of pain…” Clarice said.

      Matthews turned his harrowing gaze back to the broken animal.

      “Matthews,” Clarice called out.

      A desperate look fell over his face.

      Clarice continued. “Make it quick.”

      Matthews sniffed. He boxed his shoulders and drew out his pistol. He aimed it at the animal.

      A moment passed.

      He didn’t shoot.

      He wiped one of his sweaty palms on his thighs. He aimed at the animal again, took a deep breath, and squeezed the trigger.

      The gunshot echoed throughout the single-lane road and surrounding wilderness.

      Much like a robot, Matthews holstered his pistol, grabbed the legs of the deer, and dragged it to the side of the road.

      His expression was distant. He walked back to the cop car and started to sit down. He stopped himself and examined the front bumper. The damage couldn’t be that bad, as he only gave it a brief glance before sitting in the driver seat.

      He shut the door and sat in silence.

      The car didn’t move.

      Clarice scooted closer to the separation plastic between the front and back seats. She spoke softly. “Are you okay?”

      Matthews kept his hand on the steering wheel, perfectly at the three and nine o'clock positions. “I’ve never killed anything before.”

      “You didn’t have a choice,” Clarice comforted him.

      Matthews put the car back in drive and headed to the station. Neither of them spoke.

      The Jasper police station was at the center of town. At full capacity, it had roughly twenty people working there. Matthews passed through the gate and escorted Clarice in through the back door.

      One lady worked dispatch, and another sat at the processing desk. Rows of desks sat in the bullpen. Most of them were empty. Clarice would’ve thought they’d put on more staff members since the Sunshine shooting, but then she remembered that to them, it was just a murder/suicide. Case closed.

      They took Clarice’s fingerprints and information. Not having her own house, she used her parents’ address. It was the same as her driver’s license. They slapped her with a humiliating five-hundred-dollar fine. Clarice only had three hundred and forty-two dollars and thirty-eight cents to her name.

      They took off the cuffs and put her in the holding cell. The one other person was a drunken old man. He was hunched over and swaying lightly. His beard was shaggy and grey. The stench of body odor radiated off of his greasy clothes. He mumbled under his breath.

      Clarice took a seat on the corner of the bench. She leaned against the wall, put her feet flat on the bench, and pulled her knees close to her chest. Air puffed up her cheeks. She would have to call her father at some point. The thought of it made her sick. Here she was, once the golden child of the family, messing up again.

      “You’ve seen it.” The drunkard's accent was thick and full of twang.

      “I’m sorry?” Clarice asked.

      The drunkard gave her a sidelong glance. “The terror.”

      Unexpected chills raced up Clarice’s body. “Who are you?”

      “It’s coming,” the drunkard said and cackled. “It’s already here.”

      The lights flickered briefly.

      She went to ask the drunkard a question.

      His head was sloped down.

      Light snores escaped his parted lips.

      He was asleep.

      Clarice walked to the door. “Excuse me.”

      The cop seated by the door turned back to her.

      Clarice said. “I’m ready for my phone call.”

      The cop opened the door and led her to the wall phone. She called her father.

      It rang and rang.

      Clarice anxiously tapped her finger against the phone’s plastic casing.

      Eventually, someone picked up.

      “Hey,” Clarice said. “It’s me. I got into some trouble and need some help.”

      The end of the line was quiet.

      “You’re in jail?” her mother asked plainly. “My caller ID seems to think so.”

      Clarice pinched the bridge of her nose. She was hoping that her father would’ve been the one to pick up. “Mom, I--”

      “You’re thirty-two years old, and this is what your life is. I knew you coming home would be nothing but trouble--”

      Clarice pulled the phone away from her ear. She fought to keep her composure. She thought back to a time when she and mother had a relationship. Something about puberty changed that. Two independent-minded people living in the same house and trying to control each other was never a good thing.

      Hannah’s lecture went for a solid four minutes. Clarice reverted back to the mindset of a helpless child. Eventually, after ignoring all the noise, Clarice put the phone back to her ear in time to hear her mother’s final statement. “... how the hell did you turn out so screwed up?”

      Clarice kept her tone flat and submissive. “Can Dad come bail me out?”

      “... Yeah. I’ll get him,” Hannah said, winded from her lecture.

      “Thanks,” Clarice replied and hung up.

      She turned back to the young cop. He had nice brows, gentle eyes, and a mustache that didn’t quite fit his face. “Family trouble?”

      “I love a good homecoming,” Clarice replied dryly.

      The cop smiled. The crow’s feet sprouted out of the corners of his eyes. “You’re that girl, ain’t cha?”

      Clarice gave him a deadpan look. “Enlighten me.”

      “Eastbrook Community College. Maybe a decade ago. You stopped the shooter.”

      Color returned to Clarice’s face. She smiled shyly. “I’m surprised anyone still remembers.”

      “I saw you on the news,” the cop said, getting excited. He glanced behind him to make sure one was watching and listening, then spoke quietly. “I remember seeing your picture on the news. I said, ‘Dang, that chick is bad-A, man!’”

      “Boyle!” A deep voice yelled.

      The cop instantly shut up.

      A burly cop, built like a minotaur, strutted into the hall. His tight uniform was like a second skin, and his hair was a series of small grey spikes with a widow’s peak. At six-foot-three, he dwarfed Clarice and Officer Boyle.

      “Put her back in the cell,” he commanded.

      “Yes, Sergeant,” Boyle said dutifully and led Clarice back to the holding cell.

      “Who's that?” Clarice whispered.

      Boyle kept his eyes ahead and his expression neutral. “Sergeant Walkens. We call him Big Walkens.”

      Boyle opened the gate to the holding cell. Clarice stepped inside. She flashed him a tiny smile. “See you around, Boyle.”

      The cop nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He walked back to his post.

      Big Walkens passed by the cell. Looking down at Clarice, he smirked and kept walking.

      Clarice reclaimed her spot on the corner of the bench. The drunk was still hunched over, but now he had drool in his beard.

      Clarice couldn’t stop her smile. It was nice to know someone remembered what happened nine years ago.

      

      She was in class at the time. It was around 2pm, and everyone was drowsy. Always a lover of nature, Clarice sat next to the window.

      She was a sophomore and taking an economics class. She might be running her father’s ranch one day, so she thought it would be smart to get a degree in business. She wasn’t passionate about managing money and resources, but it seemed like a good skill to have if she wanted to get a job in the “real” world. Her idea of the “real” had vastly changed since then, and it started with the day Dustin Wesley showed up at school with a gun. Two guns actually, and cargo pants full of ammo magazines.

      Clarice remembered seeing him around campus. He sat alone most of the time, listening to music on his headphones with his hood over his head. No one engaged him. He just had that sort of aura that kept people away. It wasn’t until he came into school that day that Clarice saw it was an issue.

      As the professor skipped through a PowerPoint presentation, Clarice rested her chin on the palm of her hand and looked out the window. Clouds brushed across the sky like pulled cotton. Tree leaves shimmered on their rich brown branch. The spring air was desirable, and Clarice missed early-morning horse rides at her family’s ranch.

      A dinky sedan pulled into the parking lot. It parked there for a moment before Dustin stepped out. He was a very skinny man with a pasty complexion and scruffy chin beard. His head was buzzed down to his scalp. An oversized black hoodie cloaked his body. His small head and long neck stuck out like an ostrich. Something His weighed down baggy cargo pants. There was nice police on his laced-up combat boots. It wasn’t his attire that drew Clarice’s suspicion, as that’s how Dustin dressed everyday. It was the thing on his back. It wasn’t human.

      Clarice’s eyes started to fall shut as she looked his way. Pressure squeezed down her forehead. Her tongue started to tapping the roof of her mouth instinctively as if an alarm was going off. The lecturer’s voice turned into hollow noise.

      Clarice shut her eyes. She’d seen similar things before, but none this big. When she felt the pressure leave her, she opened her eyes. Dustin was out of sight. Clarice heard the professor clearly.

      The student next to her asked if she was okay.

      Clarice’s face was ghastly pale. She got up, and quietly moved around the room. She headed for the door.

      “Miss Holburg,” the professor said as Clarice reached for the doorknob. “Did something I say offend you?”

      Clarice turned back with a weary smile. The whole class looked her way. Most could care less about what was going on. “No, sir. I just need to use the restroom.”

      The professor glanced up at the wall clock and then back to her. “Did you come to class to learn or drain your bladder?”

      Clarice would’ve thought of replying with a snarky remark, but she was too shaken to say it.

      “To learn,” she replied.

      “We have five minutes left on the lecture,” the professor said. “I believe you can wait that long.”

      Not voicing a reply, Clarice started back to her seat. The professor continued his lecture. Midway across the room, Clarice heard the door open.

      Dustin stepped inside.

      Clarice turned to him and froze.

      She locked eyes with the black figure hovering over Dustin’s shoulder. Its body was like an ethereal dark mist. His mouth was twisted upward into a crude, lipless smile. Its eyes were hollow black pits that stared into oblivion. Though Dustin locked on the professor, the thing had its vision directly on Clarice. It saw her just as she saw it.

      Clarice’s breathing quickened as a panic attack bubbled up inside of her.

      Guarding the only way out of the classroom, Dustin reached his hand into his hoodie pocket.

      Time seemed to slow down for Clarice as she saw the grip of a gun pull out of Dustin's hoodie.

      Something clicked inside of her. Instead of screaming or hiding, she charged right at the boy. He was too preoccupied with the professor that by the time he turned his head to Clarice, she had already slammed into him.

      They both crashed to the ground.

      Everyone gasped.

      The black thing that was on Dustin loomed over Clarice and laughed silently.

      Clarice ignored it, reached into the hoodie, and pulled out the pistol. She held it up.

      “Someone call the cops!” she shouted.

      Dustin stared at her with a stupid expression on his face. Noting another shape in the other side of his hoodie pocket, Clarice tossed aside the gun and pulled out the second firearm before Dustin could get it. She tossed that across the room too.

      The class all stood up in awe.

      “Hurry!” Clarice commanded.

      A few class members pulled out their phones.

      Clarice stayed on top of Dustin, feeling the overwhelming presence of the dark thing until authorities arrived.

      After the kid was escorted away in cuffs, the authorities asked Clarice how she knew Dustin had a gun.

      “I don’t know,” Clarice lied nervously. “Instinct maybe.”

      From that time on, the professor let her use the restroom anytime she wanted. The local news filmed a segment on the prevented shooting. The public hailed Clarice as a hero for about a week, and then the world moved on. Clarice’s school did not. Neither did Clarice.

      What she saw changed her. It wasn’t the first time either. But just like when she was a child, she had no clue what the ethereal figure was or how it got there. It left ethereal projections that followed Dustin’s path, almost like 3D footprints that only Clarice could see.

      Her search for answers began that day.

      

      The cell door opened, tearing Clarice from the memory.

      Officer Boyle stood at the threshold. “You’re free to go.”

      Clarice walked beside him, collected her things, and headed to the entrance hall. Her father waited there. He stood with his jacket folded in his arms.

      “I’m sorry, I--”

      He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close to his broad chest.

      Clarice shut her eyes and hugged him back.

      His body heat was the opposite of the icy cell. They embraced for a long moment. Davis let go and looked at her with concern. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, Dad.”

      “They didn’t manhandle you.”

      “No, Dad.”

      Davis gave Officer Boyle a curt nod. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you,” the officer replied. “Tell her she can come back anytime.”

      The joke didn’t land well, but that didn’t stop Boyle’s goofy smile.

      Davis waved to the other officers. “Be safe, y’all.”

      “You too, Mr. Holburg,” one replied.

      Davis put an arm around Clarice’s shoulder. “C’mon. Let’s get you home.”

      Clarice followed him back to his large truck.

      Davis opened the passenger side door. “We’ll get your car from the impound lot tomorrow.”

      Clarice tucked her hair behind her ear. “Thank you.”

      She sat in the car. Soft bluegrass music played on the radio.

      Davis climbed into the driver side and grunted.

      “Momma’s not happy.” Davis put the car into drive.

      “I wonder why,” Clarice replied.

      “She’s worried about you.”

      Conviction tightened Clarice’s chest. “I am sorry for what happened. I was looking at a place I shouldn’t have been.”

      “Don’t you worry about a thing,” Davis replied. “I’ll get you some hot cocoa when we get back, and we’ll let bygones be bygones.”

      Clarice leaned back and looked out the window.

      Davis drove with one hand on the steering wheel. “I’m surprised Chief Cain didn’t call after you got put in the tank.”

      “Maybe he’s still mad about that horse,” Clarice remarked.

      Davis gnashed his teeth. “Seventeen years and that man still has a stick up his butt about that whole ordeal. It wasn’t even a great horse. I was doing him a favor.”

      “You sold it to his brother-in-law, didn’t you?” Clarice asked, trying to remember all the small-town drama she used to gobble up when she lived here.

      A cocky grin curved up her father’s face. “Pew. No one could refuse that offer.”

      It was no small wonder why the chief of police wasn’t the biggest fan of Mr. Holburg.

      They got back to the ranch and Clarice had her promised hot chocolate. She took a long shower and crashed.

      The next morning, she got up at sunset. She fed Rorschach and took him out. The autumn air cut against her as she rode. Her platinum hair billowed in her wake. She let her mind become free as she focused on speed. The horse took her through the fields of yellow wheat and around the edge of the property. Every time the horse kicked off, its muscles rippled underneath its skin. Clarice got into a nice groove, but she’d forgotten about the toll riding took on her inner thighs. After three hours canvassing the property, Clarice started back home.

      She got back to the ranch and saw that Luis’s SUV was in the driveway. Clarice dismounted, led the horse to the watering trough, and patted it as it lapped up the clean water. She put him back into the stable and returned inside.

      A rubber bullet hit her between the eyes.

      Clarice rubbed her brow, unsure what just happened.

      “You’re dead!” One of Luis’s twin boys yelled from the loft above the kitchen. He reloaded his toy Nerf gun.

      The other twin ran by Clarice and shot at his brother.

      Clarice grabbed the back of his shirt, stopping him. “Let me see that.”

      He smiled widely and gave her the gun. Slightly hunched, she made her way under the loft and up the ladder. When the kid was looking over the other edge, Clarice flanked him and unloaded the entire Nerf gun into his back. “Gotcha!”

      The kid let out a dramatic cry and pretended to play dead. Clarice blew away the invisible smoke on her gun and tossed it down to the other brother.

      “I see you found the weapons,” Luis said with a slow Southern drawl. He was standing at the bottom of the ladder, dressed in a nice collared shirt and expensive jeans. A tan cowboy hat rested on his head. “I can’t separate the boys from ‘em.”

      Clarice gave him a lopsided smile. Sweat stained her forehead and underarms from the ride. She climbed down. “Good to see you, Luis.”

      “I got a real gun in the trunk I was thinking about taking down to the range. But I’m short on bullets. You should come with me to the store.”

      “Sure,” Clarice said. “Let me change into something clean first.”

      She headed to her room and swapped shirts from the open duffel bag on the floor. She rubbed a stick of deodorant under her armpits and headed back to the main room. Luis was talking quietly to his boys. One was crying.

      Clarice stopped in the hall and listened.

      Luis said. “You understand?”

      “Yes, Pa,” the crying one said.

      “Good, now go play your game.” He patted the boys on the back.

      Clarice stepped out of the hall as the boys walked on. She spoke quietly and with a small smile. “Trouble in paradise?”

      Luis didn’t reply. He just watched his boys walk on with a nasty gaze. “Ready to go?”

      Whatever was bothering him, Clarice decided it was best not to pry. She climbed into his truck. She wanted to ask him to take her to the impound lot but didn’t want to broadcast her arrest.

      They drove in silence. The A/C blasted.

      “How are things?” Clarice asked.

      “Good,” Luis replied. He wasn’t exactly the most emotive person in the world.

      “That’s good,” Clarice replied, feeling the awkwardness in the conversation. “Tell me about this famous ranch of yours.”

      “I bought another three acres past the Felcher farm. I’m looking to get some boys to mow the hay,” Luis said.

      Clarice nodded. “I’m glad to see you’re expanding.”

      “I gotta make a living somehow,” Luis replied, keeping his eyes ahead.

      Clarice acknowledged the SUV’s glossy interior. “It looks like you’re doing pretty well for yourself.”

      “Could do better,” Luis said. He pointed at some farmland. “I’ve been looking to buy that land.”

      “That’s been owned by the Holands forever,” Clarice said. “What are they asking for it?”

      “Nothing yet,” Luis replied.

      Clarice smiled. She turned to him. “Bro, you’ve gotten ambitious since I’ve been gone.”

      “It’s not ambition. It’s legacy.” Luis replied. “I gotta leave something for the kids.”

      “What about Dad’s ranch?” Clarice asked.

      Luis frowned. “It ain’t mine.”

      “It’ll probably be passed down to you,” Clarice said.

      “That won’t make it mine,” Luis replied.

      They pulled into town and headed to the local market. There were more people out the sidewalk today. They eyed Clarice with hostility. Clarice didn’t pay much mind to it. She followed Luis into the general store. They passed through the various aisles. More people eyed Clarice. They made their way to the section at the back that sold guns and bullet boxes.

      As Luis looked over the various calibers, Clarice asked, “How is Katie?”

      “She’s good,” Luis said.

      “And the boys?” Clarice said. “What grade are they in now?”

      Luis looked over a box of shotgun shells. “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Clarice’s brow wrinkled. “What happened?”

      “Nothing. But I’m sure you’ve noticed they’re a rowdy bunch.”

      “Kids are kids,” Clarice said.

      “I’ve been reading about raising ‘em, and I think it's more an environmental thing. Nurture over nature.”

      “Wow, I’m glad to hear you’re reading. I was worried about you for a while,” Clarice teased.

      Luis turned to her, sporting a serious expression.

      Clarice’s smile faded.

      Luis said, “Those boys need positive influences.”

      “Keep them away from Mom then.” Clarice joked. She didn’t know where all these zingers were coming from, but she enjoyed them. Being with her brother must’ve turned her back to her adolescent self.

      A heavy frown sank Luis’s face. “Mom’s not the problem.”

      It took Clarice a second to understand. When she did, her face became hard. “How did you hear about last night?”

      “I know you went to jail.”

      Clarice put a hand on her hip. “Yeah, but who told you?”

      Luis shrugged. “This is Jasper. Everyone knows everything --”

      “-- Was it Mom?” Clarice talked over him.

      Luis continued. “--Just like you were going from house to house, getting into everyone’s business.”

      Clarice shut up. Her eyes were daggers. She chose her next words carefully. “I made a mistake. I’m sorry.”

      “There must’ve been a lot of mistakes to have you running home, living out of that suitcase,” Luis said as he picked up his ammo box.

      Clarice gawked at him. She shut her mouth. Her jaw flexed as she felt her temperature rise. She tried to cool herself. “What’s with the attitude?”

      Luis walked over to the register.

      Clarice followed behind him.

      Luis fished out some crisp bills. “I don’t want my boys exposed to any more bad stuff. Having Peter around is bad enough as it is.”

      “So I’m the reason for your kids’ disobedience?” Clarice asked to clarify.

      Luis thanked the man at the register and counted his change. After he backed away from the counter, he said quietly, “Don’t embarrass me around these people.”

      Clarice couldn’t believe what he was saying. She let out a frustrated laugh.

      Luis walked ahead of her. “I just think it would be best if you would stay away from my boys.”

      Clarice tried to keep her cool. “What does Katie think about all this?”

      Luis paused at the car door. He glared at Clarice. “My kids. My decision.”

      Clarice was tempted to walk home, but looking at the number of people that were giving her nasty looks, that didn’t seem like an option. She got into his car and unintentionally slammed the door.

      Luis glared her. “Chill out, will ya?”

      Clarice shook her head in total disbelief.

      They returned to the ranch. The next few hours were awkward, to say the least. Luis didn’t talk to Clarice and Clarice couldn’t talk to his boys. Hannah was still unsure why Clarice was home and kept giving her the cold shoulder. Davis picked up on the tension quickly and decided to spend the day alone in his office. After Luis and his boys left, Clarice returned to her room. She crashed on the bed. Her mind raced as she thought about the strange symbols carved into that cabin’s wall. She felt in her gut that something bad was coming. She sat up, reminding herself that she needed to put aside the petty family drama and get to the bottom of this case.

      Someone knocked on her bedroom door.

      “Come in!” She called out.

      Davis opened the door enough to stick his head through. “There’s a guy at the door for you.”

      Clarice followed him to the front door, wondering if it was Officer Boyle. She couldn’t think of any other guys that had taken any interest in her.

      Dressed casually, Officer Matthews waited on the porch. He had his hands in his pockets. Sunglasses covered his multi-colored eyes.

      Clarice didn’t do well to hide her surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      Matthews replied. “I was hoping we could talk.”
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      Clarice wasn’t sure how to respond.

      Davis seemed none too pleased to see Matthews as well. “Off-duty?” he asked with a little bit of anger.

      Matthews nodded. “Until tomorrow, yeah. I was hoping I could take Clarice out for a bite to eat.”

      Davis burst into laughter. “You’re funny, boy.”

      Matthews smiled awkwardly, unsure if Davis was making fun him.

      Clarice saw a small shadow lurking on Matthews back. It hid behind his shoulder. Clarice replied to Matthews. “I’ll go with you.”

      The by-the-books cop seemed surprised at first, then quickly returned to his normal, neutral expression. “I’ll drive.”

      He hiked down the steps and to his truck.

      Clarice and Davis exchanged looks.

      Davis said, “Call me if he tries anything.”

      “Will do,” Clarice replied.

      She sat in the passenger side of the truck. Matthews put it into gear and headed toward town. Soft country music played on the radio. He kept his hands on the three and nine o'clock positions and sat with perfect posture.

      “This isn’t a ruse to arrest me, is it?” Clarice asked half-jokingly.

      “What do you think?” Matthews asked.

      Clarice was about to reply when she saw a small smile creep on the corner of his mouth.

      “Funny,” she replied, though not particularly amused.

      Matthews took her to a small mom-and-pop restaurant that had been in the town for generations. It served classic country fixings. Yellow polka-dotted tablecloth covered the wooden tables. Black and white photographs were mounted on the walls. It smelled of fried chicken, fried apples and fried orka. There weren’t many patrons this late in the afternoon.

      Matthews found a table by the window. He kindly pulled out Clarice’s chair for her. She thanked him and took a seat. She wondered if he thought this was some sort of date but decided not to assume anything until she learned what he wanted.

      Matthews seat across from her. The waitress came by asking what drinks they wanted. They both ordered water and browsed the menu.

      Matthews removed his sunglasses and hung them on the neck of his shirt. His multi-colored eyes scanned Clarice’s face as if he was trying to get a read on her or something.

      Clarice glanced around the restaurant. “Are you sure it's okay for us to be eating together? I’m not the most liked person in the town at the moment.”

      “You invaded people’s privacy,” Matthews replied.

      Clarice replied. “What’s wrong with chatting with someone who has suffered recent loss?”

      “Rumors spread fast here. It's not about what you actually said to them, it’s about the context. You visited the victims and the family of the killer, grilling them both for answers.”

      “Aren’t they both victims?” Clarice asked.

      Matthews didn’t reply.

      Their water arrived. Clarice ordered a rotisserie chicken, buttery green beans, and fried apples. Matthews went with the country fried steak with an extra side of gravy.

      Clarice asked, “Who is spread the rumor about me, anyway?”

      “That’s not my place to say,” Matthews replied.

      Clarice cocked her head slightly. “Strange. I was under the impression we were here to eat and talk.”

      Matthews frowned. “You’re difficult.”

      “Why did you bring me out here, then?”

      Matthews’s jaw flexed.

      Clarice gave him a death stare until he finally spoke up. “Chief Cain called some of the local families last night, warning them that you were stirring up trouble.”

      That was the most ridiculous thing Clarice had ever heard. She replied, “Why would I do that?”

      Matthews took a deep breath. “Frankly, Cain just has it out for your father. Anything that he can do to cause hurt to your family, he’s likely to do.”

      “We aren’t exactly the nicest people. I can’t really blame the guy,” Clarice replied.

      Matthews was shocked to hear the words come out of her mouth.

      Clarice shrugged. “Anyway, you brought me the whole way out here to talk about some family feud?”

      Matthews shook his head. “I wanted to apologize.”

      Clarice listened.

      Matthews looked at his empty platter. “I went back into that cabin you were looking at.”

      “And?”

      “I saw what was on the walls,” Matthews replied. He seemed frustrated. “I don’t know how it ties into the murder or why you’re so curious, but I’ve noticed some weird stuff too.”

      The small shadow climbed up on his back. It tucked its eyes behind his shoulder, hiding from Clarice.

      Matthews continued talking. “I was there, you know.”

      “Where?”

      “At the diner,” Matthews said.

      “I didn’t know that.”

      Matthews glanced out the window. “I was putting gas in my cruiser when I heard the gunfire.” He chewed on his thumb nail. He turned his eyes down shamefully. “I hesitated. Instead of going in, I called in back-up and waited. I finally got outside of my head space and headed for the diner door. Ben Clawford fired his last shot. I stepped aside and saw that he’d taken his own life.”

      Matthews went quiet.

      Clarice watched the thing on his back. It whispered silent words into his ear.

      Matthews said, “Two people are dead now.”

      He fell into a sobering silence. The color seemed to leach from his face as heavy dread came upon him. The whispering impish thing clawed at his ear with its long finger. Matthews’s face darkened with grief. “If I had only done more.”

      Clarice spoke to him plainly. “You’ve been thinking about killing yourself.”

      Matthews glanced up at her, unsure if she heard him correctly.

      The waitress returned with their food. “Y’all enjoy.”

      She walked off.

      Matthews asked Clarice, “What did you just say?”

      “You’ve been contemplating suicide,” Clarice answered. “It’s crawling at your thoughts, filling you with guilt, telling you to stay away from people, wanting to keep you isolated. Wanting you to end it all.”

      “Heh,” Matthews snickered nervously. “You’re crazy.”

      “You’re hearing those thoughts as I speak. I’m right, aren’t I?”

      Clarice’s words made Matthews shifted in his seat.

      “This is absurd,” he said.

      Clarice adjusted in her seat. “Get the food to go. There’s something I want to show you.”

      Matthew’s hesitantly followed her outside. Clarice led him behind the restaurant, then scanned the woods and spotted a small game trail. “This way.”

      Confused and suspicious, Matthews followed behind her.

      Clarice dipped into the tree line.

      “Where are we going?” Matthews asked. He held both of the to-go boxes in a paper bag.

      Clarice found a small clearing in the woods. The trees were thin and tall. Leaves and tangled grass made up the forest floor.

      Clarice stopped at the center. Hands on her hips, she looked around. She took in the sounds of birds.

      “Clarice --”

      She shushed him.

      He walked up behind her, completely confused about what was happening.

      She turned back and looked into his eyes. It was more just a casual glance. It was like she was searching into the root of his soul. Matthews broke eye contact. Clarice put her hand under his chin and made him look at her again.

      She watched the impish black creature burrow into Matthews’s back. He didn’t react, and no blood was spilled as it climbed its way into his spine. Matthews’s countenance suddenly shifted. His confused curiosity that was naturally on his face became glossed over and distant. Clarice mumbled a few words under her breath.

      Matthews let the food drop from his hand.

      His right arm began to shake uncontrollably.

      Clarice kept looking into Matthews’s eyes, but, in a sense, she was no longer looking at him. She placed her palm on his chest.

      “Leave him,” she commanded.

      A heavy frown sank Matthews’s face. His spasming hand reached into his pocket.

      “Leave him,” Clarice said again.

      Matthews pulled out a pocket knife and flipped out the blade. The moment the weapon’s edge caught a glimpse of the sunlight, his hand stopped tremlbing.

      Clarice watched the blade’s point in the corner of her eye. She saw it draw near. Pins and needles erupted across her body. She planted her feet and kept her hand on his chest and her eyes locked on his.

      Dark waves briefly misted around Matthews's eyes.

      “Leave him, now.”

      Matthews quickly jerked his knife upward and held it against his own neck. A tear of blood trickled down where the knife’s point pressed. He was going to cut his throat.

      Clarice had one more shot. “Leave. Now!”

      Something changed in Matthews’s eyes. The black imp shot out of his back and vanished into the sky. Black birds took flight and scattered across the golden sunset.

      Matthews’s countenance shifted back to his normal confused self. He took a step back and looked down at the knife. His expression was a mixture of shock, confusion, and fear.

      Clarice knelt down and picked up the food bag.

      Matthews felt his neck and winced. “What was that?”

      “You feel different, huh?” Clarice asked.

      Matthews looked around the woods. “What just happened?”

      “Ruah,” Clarice said.

      “What?” Matthews exclaimed.

      “It means spirit. You had one on you. I helped get it off,” Clarice replied.

      “I don’t…” Matthews squeezed his eyes shut. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It doesn’t have to. You felt it leave,” Clarice said. “You’re lighter and less foggy in your thoughts, yes?”

      “This is too weird,” Matthews replied.

      “Yes or no?”

      Matthews replied. “Yes, but… It was like something was controlling me.”

      “That was the Ruah,” Clarice said. “They latch on to certain people and convince them to do things. It starts out with a lie or reoccurring thought they whisper into your mind. After tormenting you long enough, you begin to obey the thought, which in turn is obeying them. With that in mind, it allows them to direct you to follow their current whim. It could be hurting someone, hurting yourself, or a mix of both. Some are powerful enough they can take full control immediately. Don’t’ worry. The one on you wasn’t one of those.”

      Matthews paced, trying to process what just happened.

      Clarice plopped down on a portion of the felled tree that didn’t have fungus. Putting her to-go box on her lap, she started to chow down with her plastic fork.

      Matthews paced, mumbling. “How did that… but…”

      “Take a seat,” Clarice beckoned him over. “You’ll go insane if you try to figure this stuff out by yourself.”

      Matthews hesitantly wandered over to her and sat down.

      Clarice handed him his to-go bag.

      Matthews set it aside. “So how did this thing get on me?”

      “I don’t know,” Clarice asked. “But, I’m sure there was a time when you started to entertain some dark thoughts.”

      Matthews thought on it. “I’ve wanted to make a difference. You know, show people that I was more than just some nobody. But I felt like… like I was trapped in an endless cycle of failures. This Clawford killing was the last straw. After that, I started thinking about taking my own life. Every night I would have these graphic dreams about shooting myself. I just thought it was remorse.”

      “Remorse is an open door,” Clarice said.

      “What do you mean?”

      Clarice realized that this would be a little harder than she thought. “Think of our thoughts and emotions as a portal, okay.”

      “... Okay?”

      “When we focus on something, perhaps a sad memory or a powerful childhood experience, it begins to shape and mold how we act. If I’m having a sad day, most likely you can sense it. Unless you’re really self-absorbed. Or if I’m mad, you’ll probably tell something is off and stay away. These strong emotions are gateways for Ruah. For example, when they see you lost in sorrow, it becomes an open door from them to speak lies to you. The more lies, the stronger they become, until eventually they possess you.”

      Matthews stared at her for a moment. “I still don’t understand.”

      Clarice pinched the bridge of her nose. “There is a certain type of foreknowledge you need to grasp before we touch on the deeper things. Tell what you think about life.”

      “It’s good, I guess?” Matthews said, completely missing the context of the question.

      “Life as in the universe.”

      “Big bang. Evolution. Is that what you’re talking about?” Matthews asked.

      Clarice drew in a deep breath through her nose. “Think about the wind for a moment. You can’t see it, but you know it's there.”

      “Right.”

      “Now think of the universe in the same way,” Clarice explained. “There are things that can’t be perceived by natural senses.”

      “So like ghosts?”

      Clarice shook her head. “No. Ruah been around a lot longer than us. They live in another dimension. Some might call it the spirit realm or the astral plane. They’re alive like you and me but are very different for us.”

      Matthews tried to wrap his head around the information. “Okay, let’s say this true…”

      Clarice drew up a deadpan expression. “You just witnessed it.”

      “Yeah, but…” Matthews’s voice trailed off.

      “You nearly slit your own throat,” Clarice said. “You can deny it all you want, but I’m asking you to look at the evidence.”

      Matthews shut his eyes for a moment. He opened them again. “What do they want?”

      “Many things,” Clarice replied. “It’s mostly about dominance. I don’t know their every scheme or agenda, but they are alive and active. They enjoy toying with us.”

      “Are they all evil?”

      Clarice hated that question. “I’ve not met any good ones, let’s just say that.”

      Matthews struggled to process that. “So who are the good guys?”

      Clarice had struggled to answer that for a long time. “…Humanity.”

      “You’re kidding,” Matthews replied.

      “From what I know, it’s us versus them.”

      “But if we can’t see them or hurt them, how do we win this war?” Matthews asked. “It all sounds rather hopeless to me.”

      “Is it? Look at what just happened to you,” Clarice said.

      Matthews couldn’t argue with that. “Still, how did you do it?”

      “I saw the Ruah,” Clarice said. “I can’t explain how or why, but I see them all over the place. The first step is to believe. We, as in the human race, are completely blinded. That’s just where they want us, too. How can you fight an enemy that you don’t believe exists?”

      Matthews nodded along with her wisdom. “You can’t. So what’s the solution?”

      “Some people can sense them in different ways,” Clarice replied. “As I said before, I can see them.”

      Matthews’s brows came together in deep contemplation. He shifted his eyes and whispered. “Are there any more around here?”

      “It’s quiet now,” Clarice replied. “Not every emotion or thought is from a Ruah. Sometimes we’re just obsessed with something or blinded by our own desires. However, they are much more prevalent than you think.”

      Matthews quieted down. He picked up his lunch. Not much had spilled when he had dropped it. He started eating as he stared off into nowhere.

      “It’s a lot to process, huh?” Clarice asked with a small grin.

      Matthews nodded slowly as he chewed. “Clarice, I don’t know if you’ve just introduced me to the Matrix or if you’re crazy.”

      “Time will tell,” Clarice replied.

      She started eating again. The lukewarm chicken retained its savory flavor.

      The soft breeze spoke through the trees.

      “Has it always been this way? Seeing them, I mean.” Matthews’s question broke her chain of thought.

      Clarice turned to the cop. “The first time I remember it happening was when I was eight.”

      

      The front doors of Jasper Elementary pushed open. A horde of six hundred students spilled onto the sidewalk and hurried to the buses and their parents’ cars. After forty minutes, the school was empty. Clarice sat alone on the curb. Iron clouds painted the skies. She opened a book on her lap and lazily flipped through the pages. Her brown ponytail rested on her shoulder. She had on a baby blue shirt with two buttons on top and a pleated skirt. Her little shoes were blue as well. Though she was a country girl in a country school, her mom liked to experiment with different fashion styles. It made her stand out from her peers.

      She turned another page in her book and blew upward, getting a few of bangs out of her eyes. There were no signs of cars. She checked her little wristwatch. It was nearly four o’clock. Mom and Dad were busy on the ranch today. They had promised to get her as soon as they were free, but Clarice wondered when that would be.

      She scrunched her mouth to one side as she thought about walking. Even as a kid, she wasn’t very patient. A truck rumbled down the road and pulled to a stop in front of her.

      The passenger door faced her. Her height prevented her from seeing the driver.

      “Hey,” a man called out from the inside.

      The heavy exhaust assualted Clarice’s nose. She closed her book and carefully got to her feet. She looked through the window and smiled.

      Johnny sat in the driver seat. Clarice had seen his handsome face a dozen times before. Johnny worked as a farmhand for her father. The skinny man had a large belt buckle, tight pants, a tucked-in shirt, and dark shades.

      “Hello, little missy.” Johnny smiled, wide and friendly.

      “Hi Johnny,” Clarice replied.

      Johnny glanced around at the school. “You waiting for your folks?”

      Clarice spoke with uncertainty. “They’ll be here soon.”

      Johnny glanced up at the clouds. “It’s gonna rain soon. You want me to drive you back to the ranch?”

      Clarice hugged her book close to her chest and nodded.

      She got inside the truck. Johnny drove.

      “School good?” Johnny asked, keeping his eyes on the road.

      “It was okay.”

      Johnny kept his mouth shut. They drove for another few minutes. Clarice noticed that he hadn’t looked at her the whole time. His tight shoulders gave him an awkward posture, and light perspiration dotted his forehead.

      “Are you okay?” Clarice asked.

      “Huh?” Johnny said, taken out of his daze. “Oh, don’t you worry about me. I’m always fine. Say, why don’t we pull over here for a second. There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you.”

      The truck pulled to the side of the road. In typical Jasper fashion, one side of her was woods, and the other side was an endless yellow field. Johnny put the car in park. He turned down the radio and positioned himself to face Clarice. He wore an awkward smile. Sweat stains bloomed below his pits.

      “You ever have anyone tell you how pretty you are?”

      Clarice crossed her arms. “My mom and dad sometimes do. Most of the time, Peter just makes fun of me.”

      “Well, I think you are a princess,” Johnny said.

      Clarice blushed. A shy smile grew on her face.

      Johnny unclicked his seat belt. “You know, every princess needs a prince.”

      He put his hand on her knee.

      Clarice glanced up at him, but what she saw was something else entirely.

      The human-like figure loomed over Johnny’s shoulder. Its face was pitch black with red tiger stripes. A large toothy grin grew from ear to ear. Its jaw had two layers of teeth. One was jagged, and the other was normal. Its white eyes had no pupil and were full of lust.

      Clarice’s eyes doubled in size. She screamed loud enough to make Johnny grimace.

      The thing behind him smiled wider.

      “Calm down!” Johnny yelled.

      Clarice twisted back and grabbed the door handle. She pulled it open and scrambled out. Johnny tried to grab her. His fingertips brushed against her shoe but didn’t grip her. She thumped at the bottom of the ditch. Eyes watering, she bolted into the woods.

      “Clarice! Wait!” Johnny shouted.

      Clarice ran fast and hard, feeling every muscle in her body strain and pull. A root grabbed her ankle. She spilled onto the forest floor, taking a mouthful of dirt. Winded and dry-mouthed, she looked over her shoulder.

      Her eyes scanned the trees.

      “Clarice!” Johnny shouted.

      Holding her breath, she got to her feet and ran deeper into the woods. She found a hollow tree stump that had jagged crown. Clarice hid behind it and pulled her knees close to her chest.

      Johnny cursed up a storm.  “You come out right now! I’m warning you!”

      Clarice struggled to catch her breath. She felt she was too loud. She covered her mouth with both hands. She tasted dirt on her palms. A raindrop splashed down on her nose. She glanced up. Dark clouds dripped rain on her cheeks and forehead. Clarice un-balled herself. She got to her feet as the rain started to pick up. She peered over the tree trunk.

      Woods. The sound of rain. Leaves rustling. There didn’t appear to be any sign of Johnny.

      Clarice slowly moved out of cover.

      A hand grabbed her upper arm, jolting her back.

      The air sucked out of her lungs as she twisted, seeing Johnny and the thing behind him.

      A crazed look glowed on Johnny's face. “Come on now. Don’t be running like that.”

      Rainwater rolled down his face and turned his hair into downward wet spikes. Johnny leaned in to give her a kiss. Clarice pulled away from him. She tried to yank herself away. His hand was like a vise grip. Johnny neared her face. Clarice’s fingers found a jagged part of the stump. As Johnny pulled her, the more the jagged wood bent.

      Snap!

      Clarice tumbled and fell into Johnny. Before he could make any more advances, Clarice turned around and hit him on the side of the head with the wooden edge.

      Johnny yelped. It was enough to get him to loosen his grip. Clarice slipped out of his hand and bolted.

      Rain pattered against her face as she went farther and deeper into the wilderness. She zig-zagged in an attempt to confuse Johnny. It must’ve worked as she lost track of him.

      The storm eventually let up. The wet clothes hung on her body like rags. Water sloshed with her every step. She constantly looked behind her, trying to spot the boogeyman.

      Night fell over the woods.

      Trembling, she found shelter in a natural dip between two large rocks. She curled up, attempting to keep warm. She shut her eyes.

      The sun kissed her face.

      Groggy, she sat and shook the leaves from her hair. Mud and dirt formed a layer of cracked skin on her body. Her knees buckled as she stood. The woods around her showed no signs of the intruder.

      She boxed her shoulders and started back the way she came. Or at least she thought that was the way. Her desperate escape twisted her internal compass, not that an eight-year-old had much of one.

      Teeth chattering, she walked through nature. Her eyes glossed over. Her mind raced. In her thoughts, she kept seeing the thing and its sinister smile. Even the mere memory of its milky eyes sucked the life from her chest.

      A small pain ripped across her leg.

      Clarice gasped. A vine constricted her thigh. Its thorns bit into her flesh. Grimacing, she pinched the green vine and slowly pulled it out of her skin. Crimson beads formed on the wound. Something sniffled nearby.

      Clarice froze. Her heart rate quickened as she turned to the small dog. Large chunks had been pulled from its brown, grey, and whitish fur. Its ears were pointed. Its golden eyes locked on to her. Its gums lifted, revealing its yellow fangs. She didn’t know it at the time, but it was a coyote.

      Clarice slowly pushed the thorn away.

      The coyote growled. Foaming drool built up next to its mouth.

      Clarice lifted her foot out of the gnarly vines. The thorns raked against her flesh with each movement.

      The coyote snapped its jaws. Longs lines of drool dangled on its furry chin. Next to it, Clarice saw not one, but two shadows. It was a larger dog that was morphing on to the smaller coyote. The second shadow had a mouthful of jagged fangs that seemed to have painfully burst from its gums. The shadow’s long tongue curled at the end.

      Clarice gawked at it. It seemed to have a life of its own. A tree fifteen feet away grabbed Clarice’s attention. Low branches protruded from its thin trunk.

      The coyote snapped again.

      Clarice dashed for the tree. The thorns sent painfully hot scratches down her thigh.

      The coyote bolted at her.

      Clarice leapt as she ran to the tree and grabbed ahold a few thin branches. They bent under her weight. The bark dug into her palms.

      She scrambled up, using every branch as a stepping stone.

      Her left foot was still dangling.

      The coyote snapped at it.

      Screaming, Clarice pulled her foot up, narrowly avoiding the animal’s jaws.

      She scrambled up the tree. A few branches snapped under her feet and left her hanging on by her arms. Gasping, she pulled herself up. She settled on a thick branch. Twelve feet below, the hungry coyote paced. Clarice glanced down her open palms. Splinters dug into the raw skin.

      The sun rose high, and the coyote hadn’t stopped pacing.

      Hunger made strange shapes in Clarice’s stomach. A headache pounded the inside of her forehead. Her mouth was dry as cotton. She bit into the splinters on her hands and sucked them out. Being raised on the ranch her whole life, she knew how to take care of her minor inconveniences. When her hands were clean, she wiped them on her belly.

      The coyote took a seat below her. Its slightly cocked head looked up at her. Flies crawled on the sores and gaps on its fur. The coyote bit into its own leg to stop the insects. The flies moved to another scab. It turned its snout back to Clarice. Blood stained its chin.

      “Go away!” Clarice commanded.

      The coyote didn’t move.

      “Go!”

      It snarled at her.

      Clarice’s shoulders sank. Defeat deflated her. Wearing her discontentment on her dirty face, Clarice laid down on the branch.

      Minutes turned into hours.

      The sun started to set.

      The coyote curled up and rested directly beneath Clarice.

      It hadn’t moved in a while.

      Clarice quietly sat up. She watched the animal. “Pssst.”

      It didn’t react to her.

      Heart thumping, she started to climb down the tree. Her little feet touched down and rattled a thin branch. The leaves rustled. Clarice froze, feeling every hair on her head stood.

      She made it six feet down and stopped. She hugged the tree to keep her balance. The branch below her feet bent. She stayed as close to the center of the tree as possible.

      The coyote breathed steadily. It sniffled but didn’t open its eyes.

      Clarice moved down three more feet. The tree lacked all branches below this point. Clarice bit her lip and lowered herself to a seated position.

      The coyote’s nostrils flared. The corner of its closed eye twitched. The sun cast light over its small body. It was impossible to gauge if it had one or two shadows.

      Holding her breath, Clarice slipped down from the branch. She touched down on the dirt, brushed her skirt and tiptoed away from the coyote.

      She moved ten feet away and started sprinting. She didn’t stop or look back.

      Night fell over Jasper.

      Clarice dragged her feet. Her entire body cramped, but especially her calves and the soles of her feet. About forty yards away, a car zipped down the road.

      Clarice stopped her slog. A glimmer of hope brought color back to her face. She quickened her pace.

      “Help!” Her voice cracked as she cried out.

      She flailed her arms and shouted louder.

      A truck drove past.

      “Hey!”

      The truck stopped on the shoulder of the road roughly thirty feet ahead.

      A tired smile grew on Clarice’s dirty face. A rank stench surrounded her body. Fresh scabs covered her various scrapes. As she neared the road, the driver of the truck got out. He was just a shape in the darkness.

      Clarice got closer to the road when the man started to jog her way. Clarice quickened her pace, feeling catharsis from the two-day trial.

      The man’s features revealed themselves the closer they traveled to each other.

      By the time Clarice realized it was Johnny, they were only ten feet apart.

      All hope left Clarice in a blink.

      She came to a stumbling stop. “No…”

      Johnny picked up the pace and ran right at her.

      She wasn’t fast enough.

      He scooped her up, holding her torso under his arm. She punched and kicked. All of her attempts were feeble.

      “You got me all kinds of worried,” Johnny said as he brought her back to his truck. “Your parents are worried about you, too. They think something bad happened to you.”

      “Let me go!” Clarice cried out. “Let me go!”

      Johnny lowered the tailgate with his free hand. The rest of the bed had a covering over top of it to keep it safe from the rain. Inside were garden tools of various shapes and sizes. Clumps of dirt hung on the rake and shovel. Johny violently shoved Clarice inside. “You best not be making any more noise. You almost got me in enough trouble as is.”

      Another car cruised down the road.

      Johnny cursed under his breath.

      He went to slam the tailgate when Clarice kicked against it. She screamed as loud as she could. The thing on his back watched her even though Johnny had turned the opposite way. The thing silently laughed at her and ran its snake-like tongue across its upper teeth.

      The driver in the other car noticed the commotion and pulled to a stop behind Johnny.

      Johnny pushed against the tailgate, slamming it closed. He spoke with a low growl. “If I hear a peep, I swear--”

      “Help!” Clarice hammered her fists on the metal covering. Bang bang bang. Every hit was a ruckus.

      “What’s going on?” the other driver asked.

      Johnny said desperately. “There’s been a misunderstanding. That’s all this is.”

      “Open that truck.”

      “You get back in your car and leave this alone. Understand?” Johnny replied sternly.

      Clarice kept screaming and beating on the metal covering.

      The stranger said. “You best open that gate.”

      “Screw you,” Johnny said.

      Their bickering intensified.

      A gunshot sounded.

      Clarice quieted down as she listened to a body thump on the ground. A tear rolled down her dirt-stained cheek. She listened, hearing the beat of her heart.

      The tailgate opened.

      The amber taillights cast their light over a man. At his side was a shiny .347 Magnum revolver.

      Dressed in a long-sleeved shirt, Dickies pants, and workman’s boots, Ben Clawford extended his hand.
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      “I remember that,” Matthews said. Flies crawled over his food. He was too engrossed in the story to notice. “Johnny sustained a gunshot wound in the belly. I was a year younger than you when that happened, but it’s all anyone could talk about.”

      “It was a crazy couple of days,” Clarice continued her story. “Ben brought me to the local clinic. My family met us there. They’d been searching for the last few days. They thought that I’d run away or gotten lost on my way home. It was a surprise to hear that Johnny was the culprit. He spent two years in jail and moved away the moment he got out.”

      She set aside her empty to-go box.

      “Is Ben the reason why you are so interested in this case?” Matthews asked with a genuine look on his face.

      “Yeah,” Clarice replied. “I knew Ben was a good guy. To hear that he murdered someone and shiot himself doesn’t add up. After talking to his relatives, they seem to feel the same.”

      “You knew about the murder when you arrived in town?”

      “No,” Clarice said, “But something led me here. I don’t know if it was fate, God, or coincidence. No matter what the answer, I feel I have a good grasp as to what is happening.”

      Matthews stopped chewing. All of his attention locked on Clarice. “Care to explain?”

      “I believe Ben’s grandfather opened the door to a powerful Ruah. From the news articles I read, he was possibly responsible for kidnapping and killing a few kids.”

      Matthews’s brows drew close together. “How can you be so sure?”

      “I can’t. When it comes to the spiritual, pretty much everything is theory. Nevertheless, I believe whatever Ruah was on his grandfather came upon Ben, and now that Ben is dead, it's searching for another host.”

      “Wait,” Matthews cut her off. “Their murders are nothing alike. Ben didn’t kidnap any anyone.”

      “That’s why I’m not completely certain if the two are connected. Also, it’s been decades since the last attack,” Clarice said. “Either way, I believe the Ruah that was on him was Murderous Violence. The act itself is not as important as the type of spirit.” She took a breath, realizing that she was attempting to give Matthews a crash course regarding everything she had learned over the last six years. Most of what she said wasn’t going to stick. “Ruah have names that are too ancient for us to know or understand. Instead, I classify them by their domineering trait. The one on you was Suicide. It found an insecurity in your thought life and infiltrated. I got him off you, but you could’ve vaquished him yourself if you knew your authority.” Clarice picked up her trash and stood up. “Anyway. I’ve talked enough.”

      “So what are you going to do now?” Matthews asked.

      “If this Ruah is using a generation curse, then he’s going to go after someone in Ben’s family. Let’s just pray it's not one of the kids. I’m going to keep an eye on them. If I see something happening, then I’ll move in.”

      Clarice walked on the trail. Matthews caught up.

      Clarice kept her eyes on the dirt. “Do you think I’m crazy?”

      Matthews hesitated. “No matter what you are, I want to help you. I thought I’d be trapped in Jasper my whole life and that would be that. This… I don’t know. It gives me something to hope for.”

      Clarice smiled. “Good.”

      They followed the trail back to the restaurant and tossed their empty boxes in the dumpster.

      Matthews got back into his car. Clarice followed him. They made it their plan to spy on the Clawfords. Matthews took Clarice back to the ranch. She got changed into a hoodie, purple tee, pants, and tennis shoes. A hair tie kept her platinum hair bound into a ponytail. By the time she was freshened up, it was nearly nightfall. Matthews took her back to his small house so he could get changed as well.

      “You can come on in if you want,” Matthews said as he parked.

      Clarice followed him inside. Ancient furniture decorated the interior, including a bookshelf packed with dozens of novels. Vintage table lamps sat on various small tables. Massive paintings displaying rural landscapes of foreign countries like Cambodia, Peru, and others hung on the walls. Taxidermied birds and foxes stood on top of various pieces of furniture. Clarice felt like she’d just walked into Norman Bates’s home.

      Someone wheezed in the other room.

      Clarice followed the noise, seeing an elderly woman on a hospital bed. Her skin hung on her bones like a rag snagged on a tree. Her hair was short and wiry. Her cheeks were sunken, and her mouth was scrunched. The woman looked up at the ceiling. Clarice looked up as well, seeing a second woman plastered on the ceiling. Her sickly green face was distorted, and her hands were twisted into knots of finger and bone. She stared into the eyes of the elderly woman.

      Clarice stepped into the room. Neither the spirit or the woman paid Clarice any mind. She walked over to the woman and clasped her cold, veiny hand. She looked up at the spirit. “Leave her.”

      The Ruah twisted its neck in an impossible direction. Clarice heard the sound of bone snapping. She glared at the spirit. “Right now.”

      Suddenly, the spirit flew out of the nearest exit and vanished out of sight.

      The elderly woman returned to breathing normally. She looked into Clarice’s eyes as tears trickled down her cheek. She mouthed, “Thank you.”

      Clarice gave her a reassuring smile.

      Matthews stopped at the threshold of the door. Realizing what had happened, he rushed over to the elderly woman’s aid. “Mom?”

      She put her cold hand on her son’s face. Her voice was but a whisper. “I’m alright.”

      Matthews gave her a hug. He sniffled, got her a glass of water, and let her rest. Clarice followed him out. When he closed the door, Matthews turned to her with bloodshot eyes. “She hasn’t looked at me in months. I can hardly get her to eat.”

      “She should be okay now,” Clarice said.

      “She had one, didn’t she?”

      Clarice nodded.

      “How did you get it off of her?”

      Clarice replied, “I can’t explain all my secrets to you. C’mon. We should get going.”

      Matthews stared at her.

      “What?” she asked, growing uncomfortable.

      “Nothing. It’s just… I’ve never met anyone like you,” Matthews replied.

      Clarice tucked her hair behind her ear. “C’mon. Let’s get going.”

      The drive was heavy with an awkward silence. Matthews glanced over to Clarice a few times, looking at her like she was some sort of god. The next moment, he set his jaw and kept his eyes forward. Clarice could almost see the mental war between doubt and belief in his mind. Clarice chewed on her nail, wondering if she told him too much too soon. She’d witnessed people hear the truth and start to think everyone had a spirit. Because of this, Clarice’s mentor warned her to share the truth carefully. Not everyone was stable enough to handle it.

      They parked on the opposite side of the road of the Clawford house and pulled up a little to appear more inconspicuous. In a small town like Jasper, it was a lot harder to hide out. Everyone noticed everything. Hopefully, the cover of darkness would mask their deeds. Like a picture frame, they watched the family of four eat. Mark Clawford, wearing his camouflage hat and a different NASCAR tee shirt, helped feed his family pasta. Lily poured glasses of soda for Terry and Madison. They were cute kids and looked a lot less spoiled than some people in Clarice’s family.

      “What are we looking for?” Matthews asked quietly.

      “Any unusual behavior and any signs of Ruah,” Clarice said. “I don’t see anything on them, but they could be hiding out of view.” That made Clarice nervous. These things liked to roam sometimes, even away from their prey. She wasn’t sure if it was because they were scared, curious, or had learned to hide. The Ruah that was on Ben was older and smarter than a lot of the ones she’d dealt with before. It left a small projection of itself back at the diner just to taunt her. Clarice called these projections “footprints.”

      “Wait here,” she told Matthews.

      “That might not be a smart idea,” Matthews said, but Clarice was already leaving.

      Under the shadow of her hood, she quickly scurried across the street and around the side of the Clawford house. She caught her breath and leaned into the window.

      She watched the family eat and laugh. There was something inviting about their simple lifestyle. Mark’s dad had died a few days ago, but it seemed that he was recovering well enough. Clarice couldn’t tell if that behavior was the sign of outside influence or if he was just emotionally resilient.

      Clarice leaned in further, keeping an eye on the dark corners of the room and what little of the ceiling she could see. She didn’t see any sign of movement.

      Her phone rang.

      Clarice sucked in air through her teeth and hung up. She pressed her back aginst the wall below the window. She sank lower to the lawn as she watched a shadow near the window. Clarice glanced up, seeing Lily scanning the yard from the other side of the window. On her hands and knees, Clarice swiftly crawled around the edge of the building. When she was out of view of the window, she got up and dashed. She circled around the property until she found her way back to Matthews’s car. She slipped inside. Matthews was facepalming. The Clawfords had closed their blinds.

      “That could’ve gone better,” Clarice said, trying her best to recover from the embarrassment. Whatever idea Matthews had of Clarice’s godhood had quickly left his mind. Red in the face, Clarice pulled out her cell phone and checked the number. It was Peter.

      “I should probably take this.”

      She redialed.

      Matthews watched the Clawford house.

      Peter answered. “What’s up with hanging up on me?”

      “Sorry. What’s up?” Clarice asked.

      “Well, I was hoping we could head to the bar and get a few drinks.”

      “I don’t drink,” Clarice replied.

      “Come along anyway. We need to do some catching up,” Peter said.

      Clarice’s mouth scrunched to one side as she contemplated her next move. “Alright. Just tell me where.”

      After getting the address, Clarice hung up and sighed deeply. “Can you drop me off somewhere?”

      “Already?” Matthews asked. “We just got started here.”

      “I know,” Clarice replied. “It's a family thing.”

      Matthews turned the key in the ignition. “Whatever you say.”

      He drove her to one of the only bars in town called Spiritus Pint. It was a pub and local hangout spot. Matthews informed Clarice that he would continue watching the Clawfords. She thanked him.

      She got out and walked to the double doors. Any other time she would’ve turned down the offer from her brother, but she had to make a tough choice. Right now, her family saw her as a screw-up. She didn’t want to build on that persona, and wanted to show them that she cared. She pushed in through the double doors and noticed Peter at a table. By the three empty beer bottles on the table, Clarice guessed he’d been here for a while. A grin grew on his devilishly handsome face. “Clarice!”

      His outburst alarmed a few of the other patrons in the surprisingly packed establishment. Well, it shouldn’t be that surprising as there wasn’t much to do in Jasper but drink beer or go to church.

      Clarice flashed a nervous grin at the others in the bar. They all seemed uncomfortable with her presence. It seemed that rumors about her were in every circle. Peter greeted her with a hug. He was lean, and his strength was hidden under his thin arms.

      They both took a seat. The waiter brought out onion rings. “Just in time.” He started chowing down. “So, tell me about this arrest thing last night.”

      Clarice bit into one of the onion rings. Steam exploded out of the broken crust. “I’m sure you’ve heard all about it.”

      “But that’s not your side of the story,” Peter said. “I’ll tell you something. If someone talks crap about my little sister, I’ll knock in their teeth. It's playground rules out here in the country.”

      Clarice laughed a little. “And they say chivalry is dead.”

      Peter waved her off. “Enough about that. Tell me what you did. I want to hear every detail.”

      “I was looking around in places I shouldn’t have been and got caught. There’s not much else to it,” Clarice answered.

      Peter smiled from ear to ear.

      “What?” Clarice asked.

      “I didn’t realize that my little sister would end up being such a rebel,” Peter said. “Luis certainly seems to think so.”

      Clarice smirked, suddenly losing her appetite.

      Peter frowned and shook his head. “It’s messed up, man. He told me that you weren’t allowed to see the boys anymore. I tried to talk some sense into the guy, but… you know Luis. He’ll gets an idea and  hold onto it for years.”

      “They’re his kids at the end of the day,” Clarice said, trying to find resolve in the situation. The last thing she wanted was more family drama. Honestly, there were much bigger problems, but her family wouldn’t understand. She could trust Matthews. Somewhat. People have been known to act strange when they hear about her sight. They battle with doubt, and usually after a few weeks, they tend to forget what they saw or witnessed. More accurately, they willfully forget to continue in their status quo. Clarice hoped Matthews wouldn’t end up like that.

      “Hey, chin up,” Peter said.

      Clarice put on a fake smile.

      He sipped his beer. “I’ll give Luis a piece of my mind about this whole thing.”

      Clarice’s blood pressure spiked. “Please don’t.”

      “You are just as much a part of the family as we are,” Peter replied. “Let me straighten this out.”

      “I appreciate it. Really, I do, but I think it's best if we work on damage control. I’m trying to build bridges, not burn them down,” Clarice said, trying not to sound desperate.

      Peter took a swig. “I’m not taking no for an answer. This family already has a black sheep. I can’t have you stealing my title.” He winked.

      Her bullheaded brother wouldn't bend.

      Clarice tried again. “Peter, let them do what they want to do. I’m serious.”

      “Hey!” Peter yelled at the waiter. “Bring me another Lazy Moon!” He turned back to Clarice with a smile. “God, I love this place. I’ve been coming here since I was in high school.”

      Clarice sucked in her lips. Peter was changing the topic.

      “Mom and Dad hated it,” Peter chuckled. “Man, those were good times. I still make it out here every night. Some people have church. I have Spiritus. You might say I’m Spirit-ual.”

      The pun made Clarice cringed.

      Peter smiled proudly. “You know its funny.”

      “It’s not.”

      “A little.”

      “Not even.”

      A couple of guys and their girlfriends laughed as they walked past. One of the guys, in his twenties, smirked and whispered to his friend. “It’s the crazy chick. How much you want to bet I can get her in the sack tonight?”

      As if someone flipped a switch, Peter’s joy turned to anger. He yelled out. “Hey!”

      The guys, four of them in total, were college-aged. They turned back to him.

      The ringleader, a husky fellow who was probably a lineman, said, “What’s up?”

      Peter leaned forward. He rested an elbow on the table and pointed. “Which one of you was talking about my sister?”

      The guys smirked amongst themselves. One said, “You’re delusional, man.”

      “Really?” Peter quickly pushed out of his seat and stood.

      The bar started to quiet down.

      “Say you’re sorry,” Peter demanded calmly.

      The husky leader shook his head. “Have a good night, man.”

      He turned to leave.

      Peter put a hand on his shoulder. The husky man swatted it away. “Dude. Back off.”

      Clarice started to rise from her chair. “Pete. Please.”

      Peter gave her the hand. “No.” He sized up the men. “They disrespected you. They need to apologize.”

      “Peter,” Clarice pleaded.

      He ignored her and glared at the men. “Say it.”

      The rest of the guys looked to the leader. He wavered under pressure but mustered up the courage to show he was the bigger man.

      “Sit down,” he told Peter. “I’m not going to put up with your sh--”

      Peter struck him across the jaw, sending him stumbling into his posse. Husky wiped the blood from his lip, but his compete shock remained.

      “Peter, stop.” Clarice pleaded.

      Peter glanced over to her. “Not until he apologizes.”

      He looked back at Husky just in time to see his fist. It clobbered Peter right in the eyes.

      Peter fought back, ignoring the pain and pounding on the man’s face. Husky’s friends stepped in and grabbed Peter. He fought them, too, turning the brawl into a fight for Peter’s survival. He didn’t let up.

      People at the bar were yelling, telling someone to call the cops.

      One of Husky’s friends grabbed an empty bottle and tried to sneak around Peter.

      Clarice grabbed his wrist. As a reaction, he hit it her with the bottle.

      The bottle didn’t break, but pain exploded across her forehead.

      The man’s eyes went wide. “I am so sorry.”

      Clarice drove her knee into his groin.

      He doubled over. Clarice pushed him into the table, knocking it over and spilling beer and onion rings.

      Meanwhile, Husky’s guys restrained Peter’s arms while Husky punched on his belly.

      “Stop it!” Clarice shouted, but all of them ignored her.

      Peter freed one arm and slammed his fist into Husky’s nose. Anger sparked in his watery eyes, and Husky started whaling on him.

      It looked like he was going to kill Peter.

      Husky was too big for Clarice to take down any conventional way. Clarice jumped on his back, wrapping her arms and legs.

      He proceeded to hit Peter.

      Clarice bit into his ear.

      He screamed. His friends pulled at Clarice, but she kept her teeth on the man’s ear. Blood started to fill her mouth. His friends ripped her off like a tick and slammed her back to the floor. Husky screamed. His hand hovered over his bleeding ear.

      Clarice spat out the chunk of flesh. Blood stained her chin.

      Cops pooled into the room, shouting and demanding that everyone calm down.

      Husky’s guys quickly let go.

      Peter staggered and hit the bar. He slid down. Resting against the bar, he flashed a grin, showing off his red teeth to Clarice. His nose and eyebrow were busted open. He looked like he was having the time of his life, even as the cops cuffed him.

      They pulled Clarice off the ground and put her in chains, too. Husky and his boys were treated the same. Unlike Clarice and Peter, they complained the whole time and told the authorities it was all the Holburgs’ fault.

      In the back of the cop car, Clarice tried to wrap her mind around going to the holding cell again. It was like she was living in Groundhog Day. They emptied her pockets and took her prints.

      She even had the luxury of her favorite cop, smiling Officer Boyle, seal her back in the tank. “Have you decided to take up permanent residence?” he asked jokingly.

      Clarice declined to reply. She sat on an uncomfortable wooden bench next to her violent brother. Husky and his boys were put in the other cell.

      EMTs had wiped down Clarice and Peter’s wounds but didn’t offer them stitches or bandages.

      Peter put a finger on one side of his nostril and blew out the other, launching a massive glob of blood and snot on the floor. He leaned his head back on the wall and smiled to himself.

      Clarice punched him in the arm.

      “Ow,” he recoiled and rubbed his biceps. “What was that for?”

      Clarice, full of rage, didn’t answer.

      Peter poked her in the side. “Come on.”

      “Peter, I swear--”

      Peter attempted to tickle her.

      Clarice got to her feet. She glared at him. Peter kept on grinning.

      “I nearly bit a guy’s ear off trying to save you.”

      “And it was awesome.”

      Clarice rubbed her forehead. “You’re impossible. Absolutely impossible.”

      “This town is a cage. Sometimes we need to shake it up a little.” Peter laid down on the bench. “I haven’t felt this good since I was seventeen.”

      “Good for you,” Clarice replied with cynical sarcasm. She took a deep breath. “I’ve never been in jail before. I’m back in town for less than a week and I’ve been in here twice. And now we’re gonna have to talk to Mom and Dad. They’re going to love to hear about this bar fight. I should’ve just let that guy beat you to death.”

      She glanced over at Peter. His hands were under his head. His eyes were closed. He snored lightly, completely missing out her rant.

      Clarice laughed. She didn’t know what else to do.

      She found another bench and lay down, wondering if fate was telling her she should’ve never come back. She was running, after all. This was what happens when you neglect your responsibilities and break your promises.

      The next morning, their father bailed them out. Even though Clarice and Peter never filed any claims against Husky’s guys, they weren’t as “noble.” When Clarice looked at how many assault and battery, vandalism, and disorderly conduct charges were on their list, she laughed. It seemed like every one of them had charged them with everything they could think of.

      Davis wasn’t as cheery this time when he picked up Clarice. His face was grey and somber. He didn’t say goodbye to the officers or say anything to Clarice or Peter, for that matter. When they got into his truck, he just sat there. He didn’t put the key in the ignition. He didn’t move.

      “You okay, old man?” Peter said from the back seat.

      Davis squeezed tightly on the steering wheel. “Did you have any idea who you attacked or were you just swinging your fists blindly?”

      Peter said. “You should’ve heard what he said about Clarice. I’m not going to let that slide. Family looks out for family. That’s always been the Holburg way.”

      Davis gave him a look of condemnation.

      Peter downcast his gaze.

      “Alexander Cain,” Davis said, gnashing his teeth.

      “Who’s that?” Peter asked.

      “That’s the chief of police’s youngest son,” Davis replied. “The same chief who personally told half the town to watch out for Clarice because she is a public menace.”

      All the air was sucked out of the truck.

      In complete silence, Davis turned the key in the ignition and started down the road.

      They pulled into the ranch after a long and awkward car ride. At the driveway, Clarice noticed Luis’s Escalade and other vehicles. Her Challenger was also parked there. Her father must’ve gotten it from the impound lot while she was away.

      It was 9am. Peter and Clarice got out. Davis followed them through the front door. When they stepped inside, the whole family was sitting around the living room with two dining room chairs set out in the middle.

      Davis closed and locked the door behind them.

      Katie, the precious puritan she that was, had wet eyes. One of her twin boys sat on either side of her. They played their latest handheld video game. Luis was nearby. He sat hunched over with his fingertips locked together and his legs spread. He had a stony face. Clarice’s grandparents and sleazy uncle Leroy were here, too. Of course, there was her mother, who carried the constant presence of rage and disappointment that sank Clarice’s heart.

      “Have a seat,” she said.

      Clarice thought about walking out the door right then and there, but she didn’t.

      Clarice and Peter sat down.

      Davis lowered himself next to Hannah, leaving a foot in between them.

      The Holburg house was as still as death. Clarice would’ve liked there to be a Ruah behind all this, but it was just humans here.

      Clarice opened her mouth to speak.

      “No,” her mother said. “You listen.”

      Clarice set her jaw and waited for the onslaught.

      Hannah turned to Davis, wanting him to talk first. He obviously had no interest in speaking, but he did anyway. His sad eyes found Clarice. “We’re concerned about you, Clarice. We have been for some time.”

      Clarice tried to explain.

      Hannah’s death glare shut her up quickly.

      Davis continued, fumbling over his words. “We want you to know that we love you and just want the best for you, and…”

      He glanced at Hannah, looking for direction. She nodded.

      Davis continued. “But, you’ve caused this family a lot of trouble, and we think it's best if we, uh, discuss our next steps.”

      Clarice waited for him to continue, but that was it.

      Hannah turned to Luis. “What would you like to say to Clarice?”

      Luis cleared his throat and spoke with his deep baritone voice. “I just think she’s a bad influence on the boys. I’d feel better if she stayed away from them. Maybe after she gets a job or something, I’ll let them be around her.”

      “Am I really that bad?” Clarice asked. She knew the real reason behind Luis’s distrust was the preservation of brand.

      Hannah replied with hostility. “It’s not your turn.”

      Luis leaned back. “That's all I’ve got to say anyway.”

      Katie looked at her sheepishly. “You never used to be like this. We would talk all the time when you were home. You were always talking about psychology and religion. We had such a great time. I just don’t understand what happened. Did someone…”

      Clarice raised a brow, waiting for Katie to finish.

      Katie fought to muster the courage to speak, but only managed to whisper. “Hurt you?”

      The scars on her back were proof the last few years weren’t easy, but Clarice didn’t reply.

      It was her grandparents’ turn to speak. They talked about how Clarice was such a sweet kid, they talked about the heart attack they almost endured when she went missing for a few days, and they also talked about the school shooting she prevented. They said nice things up to the point when Clarice dropped out of college to move back home.

      “And then she just left,” Grandma said. “She never said goodbye to us or anything. Why was that?”

      Her mother’s glare kept her from replying.

      Peter interrupted. “Can I say something?”

      No one protested.

      Peter said, “Last night was my fault, okay? I’m not going to put up with people disrespecting our family, and Clarice fought to defend me.”

      Hannah chimed in. “It would be a different story if this were a one-time offense, but time and time again, Clarice has shown no regard for this family.”

      “Cut her some slack,” Peter protested. “Ever since she got home, you’ve been treating her like garbage.”

      Hannah boiled. “Should I list some examples of what she’s done?” She locked eyes with Clarice. “She quit school that we paid for. She ran away from home, taking our money, I might add.”

      Clarice internally cringed with every accusation. They had context that her mother was blatantly ignoring.

      Hannah kept going. “For seven years, she doesn’t bother to communicate with us in any way. She never even tried. Then, she shows up out-of-the-blue with her luggage and moves back in without any explanation of how long she’ll be home or where she came from. To top it off, she’s stirred up drama in the town and has gotten arrested twice. Not one time has she apologized for any of this. And when she does, she goes out and screws up again.” Hannah caught her breath. Her face glowed red. She fumed.

      The rest of the family didn’t even try to make eye contact with Clarice.

      Hannah said with false calmness. “So, what is your plan, Clarice? Are you staying or going?”

      A phone rang.

      Clarice realized it was her own. She pulled it out of the lip of her pocket. It was Matthews.

      “Sorry,” Clarice mumbled and put it back in her pocket.

      She kept her legs crossed and her hands folded on her lap. “Continue.”

      Hannah frowned and said, “You need to make a choice. Today.”

      Her phone rang again.

      It was Matthews.

      Clarice’s shoulders tensed up. “I’m sorry, I need to--” She got up and answered the call.

      She headed quickly out of the door.

      “What do you want?” she barked.

      Matthews replied, taken back by Clarice’s hostility. “There’s been another murder.”
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      Urgency heightened Matthews’s voice. “Lily Clawford is dead.”

      Clarice’s heart skipped a beat.

      There was sorrow and disgust behind Matthews’s every word. “Mark shot her four times in the head. I’m outside his place right now. I couldn’t stand being in the same room as Lily. It’s horrible, Clarice.”

      Her stomach knotted. Bile climbed up her throat. She forced it down. “Where is Mark now?”

      “No one knows. He took his kids and booked it. Sergeant Walkens has more than half the force going after him.”

      Clarice shook her head. “That’s a bad idea. If they get close to Mark, he’s likely to kill the kids and then himself. The Ruah will just bounce to someone else, and the cycle will repeat.”

      Matthews’s side of the line went quiet.

      “You still there?” Clarice asked.

      Matthews replied. “What do we have to do to stop this?”

      Clarice ran her hand down her face. “Wait for me. We’re going to need to do this off the record.”

      “I can’t just leave the crime scene.”

      “You’ll think of something. I’m on my way now.” She hung up and hurried back inside.

      The family was mumbling amongst themselves. They quieted the moment Clarice entered.

      Clarice found her words. “Is there any way we can reschedule this?”

      Her mom gawked at her.

      Clarice forced a smile. “Thank you.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she grabbed her car keys and slammed the door behind her.

      Groaning, she jogged down the steps and climbed into her Challenger. She shot one look back at the house, wondering how much damage she’d just caused. She didn’t start the car. It might not be too late to repair the bridges. Perhaps she could give them a thirty-second explanation. She killed that thought. Explaining herself would only spark more questions, which would create more doubts, which would lead to Clarice in a straightjacket. Swallowing her guilt, she started the car. The engine rumbled to life. She quickly went around the circular driveway and floored the accelerator. The tires screamed, leaving behind two black tracks on the asphalt. The Challenger lurched forward and propelled Clarice down the path.

      She swiveled the steering wheel as she reached the road, drifting over both lanes. She straightened out and raced down the single lane.

      She called Matthews. Her shoulder held the phone next to her tilted neck.

      He answered. “Hey, I told Walkens I felt sick and needed to go home early. He wasn’t happy, but he believed it.”

      “Are the police still at the Clawford house?”

      “Forensics was just now cleaning up as I left. They’ve been here since seven. It's not the most complicated crime scene--”

      Clarice interrupted him. “Go back.”

      “What?”

      “The Clawfords’ house. I’ll be there shortly.” Clarice hung up. She put the phone on her lap.

      A car drove by on the other lane. The driver gawked at Clarice’s speed.

      When she got on the same road as the Clawfords, she slowed down and cruised past the house, seeing a few of the crime photographers ducking into their cars. Clarice pulled to the side of the road past the house and watched the rear view.

      A few minutes later, she saw the crime photographers reverse out of the driveway and head down the road.

      Clarice did a one-eighty and headed back to the crime scene. She parked in the drive way. She got out her leather gloves and lock-picking tools from the glove box.

      She waited until she saw Matthews’s cruiser pulling into the driveway before exiting her car. She slammed the door behind her and crossed her arms.

      Matthews parked and got out. He wore his spiffy police uniform and sunglasses. His pale face didn’t inspire confidence. “This doesn’t seem like a good idea.”

      Clarice ignored the cynicism and headed for the back door. Matthews followed behind. “Why do you need to get back in there?”

      “I need to know where Mark went.” She put her tools in the lock and started to work.

      Matthews stood by, looking around anxiously. “What makes you think you’ll find more than the police?”

      “Because I’m better than them,” Clarice replied, wanting him to shut up while she worked.

      He noticed her bruise, “Your head.”

      Pain pulsed through Clarice’s knot. It was purple and swollen. “Yep,” she replied and put up her hood. Her attire still smelled like booze and jail. In an ideal scenario, she would’ve liked to have showered and changed. Alas, she was living like a bum, just like the old days. After a few moments, she picked the lock and stepped into the kitchen. She took a few steps inside before seeing the bloodstain and body outline on the living room floor.

      Clarice turned her attention away from that and went through the house. She started with the bedroom and checked the drawers.

      “What are you looking for exactly?” Matthews asked.

      Clarice looked over the various family photos. She snapped pictures of them before turning them over and taking off the back. There were no notes inside as to where the photos had been taken.

      “Are you going to answer my question or…” Matthews’s voice trailed off.

      Clarice put the photo back on the wall. “I’m looking for someplace personal for Mark. The Ruah will lead him somewhere Mark feels safe.”

      “How will it know?”

      “That’s just how it works. The choice somewhere only Mark would know about, and settle.” Clarice opened the back of another photo.

      “What if you’re wrong?” Matthews asked.

      Clarice stopped her search and glanced over at him. “Then more people die.”

      Matthews’s face turned ghost white.

      Clarice said. “Right now I imagine Mark is warring for control.”

      “He shot his wife. I don’t think he has any.”

      “Yeah, but he didn’t shoot his kids. If the Ruah had full power over him, he wouldn’t have spared anyone. Right now, he’s scared of himself and scared of what he’s just done. He goes to hide, either the Ruah will take over or he will,” Clarice put the photo back.

      “How can you be so sure?” Matthews asked.

      “Think about your own suicidal thoughts when the Ruah was on you. The moment you had them, they didn’t take your life. Whether you knew it or not, you were battling a war in your mind.”

      Clarice gave up on the photo angle and checked Mark’s desk. She sifted through old tax returns. There was nothing useful. She went to the bedroom. Matthews followed behind like a stray dog.

      She tried to find a journal or postcard, but there was nothing. After an hour, it became evident that she had wasted her time. She checked her clock. Every minute wasted, there was a higher probability Mark would shoot his kids.

      She quickly left his house.

      “Where to next?” Matthews asked.

      “The great-grandfather’s cabin.”

      She climbed into her Challenger and Matthews climbed into his cruiser. The two of them quickly made their way to the cabin.

      Clarice’s heart raced as she broke into the old place. Dust particles danced in the beams of light streaming through the windows. She stepped into the maze of antique furniture. The floor creaked underfoot. Matthews clicked on his flashlight. He scanned the room.

      With no regard for the items’ value, Clarice tore out dresser drawers. Moth holes spotted most of the clothes. She turned over one shirt, and a spider egg broke, spilling millions of baby spiders across her gloved hand. She shook them off and shuddered.

      Matthews checked various desks.

      Clarice plowed through the dressers, finding nothing of importance. She moved to various nightstands and checked them as well. She found some old dictionaries and brochures to a small snake farm. It was a potential lead.

      They searched under the bed frame and took down various side tables with drawers. They didn’t bother keeping things pretty. When they were finished checking something, they pushed it out of the way. They moved through the living room and split up. Clarice went back into the bedroom while Matthews went for the kitchen.

      Clarice paused when she looked over the wall of symbols. Something about them hypnotized her. She caught herself staring and quickly turned her eyes away. She moved into the closet. Furniture packed it to the roof. Instead of trying to jigsaw the various pieces, she pulled out the one at the bottom and moved out of the way. The pile crashed across the wooden floor. Clarice crouched down and started checking different drawers.

      “Clarice!”

      She twisted back, alarmed.

      Matthews stood in the doorway with two dusty photographs. He held it up for her to see.

      She stood and walked that way. Leaning into him, she observed the picture. It showed of what could be assumed to be Ben as a child and his grandfather, Sidney, outside an abandoned mine. A Do-Not-Trespass sign hung above the sealed entrance. Clarice recalled seeing a similar picture of just the mineshaft at Mark’s house. Was going to the mine might be some sort of family tradition?

      “It’s called Fallow’s Mine,” Matthews said. “It's about seventeen miles away. My dad used to take me over there to look around for scraps. It was too dangerous to go inside. Apparently, it’s been around since the gold rush days.”

      Clarice chewed the inside of her cheek. Doubts and possibilities swarmed in her mind.

      “What are the chances he went here?” Matthews said.

      Connection with the great-grandfather, check. Possible childhood connection, check. Away from prying eyes, check. Clarice drew in a deep breath. Her heart pumped faster. “It’s our best shot.”

      Walking shoulder to shoulder, they headed to the exit.

      Matthew asked, “What will you do when you find him?”

      “One step at a time,” Clarice replied.

      She followed Matthews down the long road. They left behind the woods of Jasper and entered into endless prairies and fields. A few faraway mountains stood like islands in the ocean of fields. Clarice drove with one hand. Her pointer finger tapped on the top of the rippled steering wheel. Her eyes stared straight ahead. Her heartbeat picked up in great measure. Thinking of the kids made her head spin. She couldn’t afford to make any mistakes.

      She glanced over and noticed a beast-like man running on all fours toward her from the field. Bristly hair painted its shadow-black body. A white and red pattern painted its crazed face. Its milk-white eyes locked on Clarice. Its toothy grin expanded. Nearing Clarice at impossible speeds, it leapt. Its limbering arms and long claws trailed behind her as it jumped through the window, not shattering it, but passing through as if it were air, and landed on Clarice.

      Screaming, she lurched the steering wheel to one side, nearly sending her off the road. She straightened up her car as the thing painlessly burrowed its claws into the side of Clarice’s head and shoulder.

      “You’re going to fail. You’re going to get those kids killed. You are nothing.” The thoughts raced through her head at a million miles per hour.

      “Get off me!” Clarice shouted, keeping her eyes on the road. “Now!”

      The Ruah dig its claws into her deeper. “Failure, failure, failure,” it whispered into her ear countless times.

      Her agitation only made it worse.

      “Failure. Failure. You’ve failed your family, and you’ll fail this one too. Lily’s already dead. You were too slow.”

      Through the chaos and lies, Clarice shut her eyes and found her focus. She remembered she was a spiritual being like all humans and drew strength from that place. She found her voice and shouted, “Get out!”

      Suddenly, the beast was ripped off her. She felt a sweet release as the Ruah tumbled out of the back of the car and bounced across the road. She opened her eyes, seeing the tail of Matthews’s cruiser mere inches away. She slammed on the brakes. Her car fishtailed and lost ten yards before she was back in control again. Matthews didn’t stop. Clarice caught back up with him, leaving two car lengths in between.

      Clarice held in her breath. She breathed out slowly and filled her mind with peace. It was her greatest defense.

      Like a beacon, the old mine stood on the hill. It had two tier-like steps, and the mine was on the second tier.

      The road curved as it climbed the mountain. It eventually ended outside of the mine. Clarice and Matthews parked next to one another.

      Mark’s four-door station wagon was parked there as well.

      Clarice reached under her seat and pulled out her snub nose revolver. She popped out the chamber and made sure she had all the rounds. She clipped it to her belt and got out. The wind sent ripples down her hoodie. Matthews stood next to his open door. “I can still call in backup.”

      “It has to be us,” Clarice said. “Don’t shoot unless you have to.”

      Matthews nodded soberly. He closed his car door and unbuttoned the top of his pistol holster. The two of them walked to the mouth of the cave. It had a wooden door. Rust spots blemished the nearby “Danger” sign.

      There was only one way into the cave and one way out.

      Matthews took point. He kept his hand on his pistol and slowly pushed the door open.

      It creaked, eventually exposing a dark tunnel beyond.

      Wooden posts stood periodically down the dirt corridor. Some of the posts were bent, seemingly seconds away from collapsing and burying everything inside. Long strands of cobwebs hung from the roof. Like bullet holes, insect burrows spotted the wall. An old mining railway descended deeper into the shaft.

      Matthews drew out his flashlight. He kept one hand on it and the other on his holstered weapon. Clarice followed in his path. She stood about two feet to the right just in case she needed to shoot.

      The mine was hot and dry. Sweat quickly doused them. Clarice sniffled. She glanced back. The entrance was the size of a pin needle. The tunnel branched into a fork. One side had a bar guarding it that anyone could easily duck under. The other side continued like the rest of the tunnel.

      Matthews shined his light on the floor, revealing a faded set of boot prints going past the bar. He wiped the sweat from his brow and ducked under. Clarice followed behind him.

      Tears of perspiration rolled down their faces, and their clothes quickly became heavy. Coming under Matthews’s flashlight, a large centipede twisted up a dirt wall and wiggled into a burrow. The tunnel grew tighter as they proceeded. The claustrophobic corridors seemed to slowly constrict Clarice’s breath. She couldn’t afford to let fear take any stronghold in her mind.

      Matthews saw light up ahead. He cut off his flashlight and lowered himself. Clarice did likewise, trying her best to look over his shoulder. The corridor opened into a vast chamber with various rocks, pickaxes, wooden cars, and other neglected mining gear. An old wooden table sat at the center. It supported an active lantern, an empty canary cage, and some documents/maps that had long since faded away. A few wooden chairs sat around the table. Two of the chairs had been set apart. Terry and Madison were bound to them. Rope constricted their arms to the armrest and their ankles to the chair legs. Their heads were down. Sweat soaked their hair and clothes.

      Matthews froze at the entrance to the chamber. He counted four other tunnels that branched out. Mark could be in any one of them.

      Matthews moved in, keeping his gun up and his back near the wall. Clarice did likewise but went to the opposite wall. They crept around the room in complete silence.

      Clarice neared one of the tunnels. She kept her gun up.

      She peered into the darkness.

      Something moved in the far corner.

      Clarice took a step forward. Her eye looked down the sight of her weapon.

      A shadowy figure hunched in the corner. Its body trembled. It twisted its head back to Clarice. Its face was like a bear with crooked teeth and yellow eyes. Drool and black foam dripped from its jaws.

      Clarice’s finger slid over the trigger. “Mark.”

      Hunched behind the creature, Mark twisted back in the same manner. Half of a rat carcass hung from his mouth, spilling purple innards and guts down his chin.

      He charged at Clarice, moving like a blur.

      She had a chance to pull the trigger but hesitated.

      Mark jumped on her, slamming them both to the ground.

      Boom!

      A gun discharged accidentally.

      Mark, backed by the giant abomination, bit at Clarice’s face.
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      Four years ago…

      

      Shrouded in darkness, two women watched the metal factory from their corroded 1970 Dodge Challenger. In the driver’s seat, Alex fed bullets into her revolver. Her grey bangs skimmed her brow. Her alert almond eyes scanned the empty parking lot. A heavy scowl sank her long face. Sweat dampened the back of her tank top. She wore bell bottoms and tennis shoes. Her style hadn’t changed in the last forty years. It only became more rugged. She closed the cylinder and handed the double-action to Clarice.

      “Only use it if you have to,” Alex warned.

      Clarice took the weapon. The twenty-eight-year-old still hadn’t gotten used to its weight. She double-checked the safety and slipped the gun into her hoodie pocket. She wore all black. Her dyed platinum hair flowed out from her beanie. Tanned by the sun, the pretty Oklahoma farm girl was caught up in something far greater than herself.

      Her heart beat like a caged bird fighting to escape. Her distant expression masked her fear. Being swayed by emotion would get her killed. She eyed her destination.

      The unlit foundry was silhouetted against the black sky. Pipes weaved across its blocky exterior, and tall weeds sprouted from cracks in the parking lot. A gentle breeze rattled the enclosed chain-link fence. The open gate’s rusted hinges creaked.

      Alex checked the batteries in the flashlight, clicked it on and off a few times, and gave it to Clarice. She took hold of it, but Alex didn’t let go. The older woman’s wiry frame disguised her strength. “Trust your senses. If she gets the drop on you, you’re dead.”

      Clarice pursed her lips. She pocketed the flashlight.

      “And breathe, for gosh’s sake,” Alex said, lightening the mood.

      Clarice released her loaded lungs. She stepped out of the passenger side door.

      “Hey,” Alex stopped her.

      Clarice turned to her mentor.

      Alex’s expression softened. “I’m right here.”

      Clarice nodded.

      “Trial by fire. It’s the only way,” Alex reverted back to her teaching mood.

      Clarice shut the door behind her. She fixed her gaze on the industrial goliath. Clearing her mind, she boxed her shoulders and marched forward.

      Busted chains rested at the foot of the unsecured door. Clarice pulled at the large bar handle. The door screeched as it opened. The weighty gun in her pocket swayed at the simple movement. She slipped through the gap, turning back to her mentor one last time before moving into darkness.

      Debris littered the decrepit corridor. Her eyes adjusted. Her tongue involuntarily tapped the roof of her mouth. She scanned the hall. A slender shape stood in mid-walking motion a few yards away. Similar projections appeared periodically down the hall, creating a trail of sorts. Their hazy bodies were like shadows frozen in time. Alex called them “footprints.”

      Clarice kept her hand on the concealed revolver and let the “footprints” guide her. She moved one step at a time, nervous to create even the slightest noise.

      She stepped into the foundry’s main room. Massive melting pots, long tables, inactive furnaces, and towering machinery packed the large space. There were a million blind corners.

      A bead of sweat trickled down her cheek. She controlled her breathing and moved deeper into the industrial beast. Dust polluted the air. Something small scurried out of sight. Metal groaned. No natural light survived this deep in the factory. Clarice’s sweaty palm squeezed her concealed flashlight. She was tempted to use it, but it would draw attention to her.

      She saw another slender shape midway up some stairs. Using the metal railing as a guide, Clarice slowly ascended. Three-fourths up, a loose metal step scraped against its metal framing, creating a high-pitched screeching sound.

      Clarice froze. Listened. She pulled out the revolver and flashlight but didn’t use either. She clicked off the safety and drew back the hammer.

      Silence.

      No sign of movement.

      She lifted her foot off the broken step. The metal scraped again. She continued up the stairs before reaching the walkway. A railing overlooking the factory’s main floor lined one side of the walkway. Offices lined the other. Their windows were a mess of jagged glass and broken blinds.

      Clarice heard scratching inside one of the offices.

      Stopping outside one of the broken windows, Clarice raised the heavy gun and flashlight. She clicked the light on as fast as a camera strobe, revealing a swarm of rats feeding on a corpse of one of their own.

      Clarice took a breath.

      She turned back to the path, immediately facing the woman.

      Before she could react, the killer swiped her hand, knocking Clarice’s weapon over the railing.

      She punched back, but the woman tackled her onto the metal flooring, struck her face multiple times, grabbed her wrists, and dragged her into the darkness.

      Clarice’s scream echoed through the foundry, but it wasn’t loud enough for her mentor to hear.
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            Tunnel Vision

          

        

      

    

    
      Present day…

      

      The flashlight illuminated the shadowy figure hunched in the corner of the mining tunnel. It twisted back its head, revealing its bear-like face, crooked teeth, and yellow eyes. Drool and black foam leaked from its large jaw. A man hunched behind the creature. He wore a NASCAR t-shirt, tight jeans, dirty cowboy boots, and a camouflage ball cap with a severely bent bill.

      Standing in the main chamber of the abandoned gold mine, Clarice Holburg aimed down the tunnel. She steadied her revolver on top of her flashlight. Over the last several years, she had found herself in similar dangerous situations. Contrary to popular belief, the supernatural world existed. Unseen forces acted on their own will, perverting people’s minds and turning them into puppets. The man before her was one such victim, and Clarice was one of the few people that could set him free.

      “Mark,” Clarice called his name.

      Mark twisted back in the same manner as the beast. Half of a rat dangled from his mouth, spilling purple innards and guts down his chin.

      Without warning, he charged at Clarice.

      She hesitated to pull the trigger, knowing that her real target was the thing behind him.

      Mark jumped on her, slamming them both to the packed earth.

      The gun discharged accidentally.

      The bullet missed Mark and knocked a chunk of dirt from the mine’s ceiling.

      Mark, backed by the giant abomination, bit at Clarice’s face.

      She forfeited the flashlight and pushed at his neck, keeping his blood-soaked jaw from her jugular.

      The nearby lantern illuminated the shadowy creature behind him. Its sinister grin stretched from ear to ear. In an instant, it crawled into Mark’s back as if his body was air. Mark’s eyes glossed over. He raised his fists to strike her.

      In a motion, Clarice twirled her revolver, took hold of the barrel, and slammed the handle into Mark’s jaw.

      Teeth cracked. The man staggered.

      Officer Leonard Matthews rushed behind Mark, grabbed ahold of his armpits, and yanked him back.

      No longer pinned, Clarice scrambled to her feet. Dirt clung to her platinum hair. Perspiration glued her clothes to her body. The mine felt like an oven.

      Rusty rail tracks branched into multiple tunnels. Old tools and a gas lantern sat on the table located at the chamber’s center. Mark’s children were bound to the limbs of the chairs.

      The older was a nine-year-old boy named Terry. His smudged glasses sat lopsided on his button nose. Seven-year-old Madison was inclined to plumpness and had rosy cheeks. Her screams reverberated off the walls as her deranged father struggled with Officer Matthews.

      “Get the kids!” Matthews shouted, trying to bind the strong man.

      Mark’s elbow cracked Matthews’s nose, spilling blood down the cop’s lips and chin.

      Clarice rushed to the children. The rope bound the little girl’s forearms. The tight coil dug into her puffy skin and turned it snowy white. Clarice’s fingers fought the binds. She heard meat-tenderizing punches behind her. Loose hair tumbled down her worried face. She blew it aside and worked faster. Her fingernails ached. She couldn’t beat the knots. She needed something sharp.

      On the table, the lantern's amber glow danced across a metal rock chisel. Clarice snatched it up.

      “Hold still,” she commanded the girl.

      Clarice stabbed the chisel against the rope, fraying a portion of the thread.

      Terry wobbled in his chair. He tried beating the bindings on his own, but his futile efforts only exhausted him.

      A body thumped on the ground behind Clarice.

      Matthews cried out, “He’s got my gun!”

      Clarice looked over her shoulder in time to see the butt of the handgun swinging toward her.

      She lifted her arm to brace herself but was too slow. The corner of the handle slammed into her right eye. Scream-including pain exploded across the front of her skull. Her shoulder smacked the packed dirt. She rolled to her back, feeling the most intense pain of her life.

      Matthews lunged at Mark. His back banged into the table, knocking it to its side and spilling its contents across the ground. They struggled for the gun, keeping the barrel aimed upward.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Bullets hit the ceiling and rained dirt on their heads.

      Adrenaline was a balm to Clarice’s agony. Her depth perception was lacking. She touched her sealed right eye and winced. She lifted her hand into her line of sight, seeing crimson dots on her trembling fingertips.

      Matthews knocked the gun out of Mark’s hand.

      Clarice rolled to her belly and pushed up. Struggling to keep her balance, she stood. The world tilted around her. A sickening feeling turned her stomach.

      Where was she? How did she get here?

      She noticed the revolver on the dirt nearby.

      Was that her gun?

      The children in front of her cried for help.

      Were they her children?

      No. She didn’t have children.

      “Clarice, help!” the cop shouted.

      She could only see his kicking boots behind the table.

      “I can’t hold him!”

      Memory started coming back to her. She was here for a reason. Was it to save the kids? Yes, but it wasn’t just that. There was more. She needed to find their father. He was the target. He’d killed his wife and was running from the cops. If they caught him, they might kill him. Clarice couldn’t allow that. Why? He was the enemy, wasn’t he?

      Clarice doubted.

      She remembered she was back in her childhood hometown Jasper, Oklahoma. She remembered the bloodstains on the local diner’s floor. A good man had shot another without motive before eating his own bullet. Why? The killer was Mark Clawford’s father, Ben. Something possessed him to do such an action.

      The word Ruah came to mind. She tried to recall its meaning. Ruah. She had told her new cop friend Matthews about them. It came back to her. They were spirits that possessed people. They were rare, but not as rare as one would think. They were categorized by the emotion they perverted, i.e. Fear, Dread, Anger. They plagued someone’s thoughts so much that the person took on the lies as their own. Their avenues of possession were tragedies and insecurities. They also came in through sinister behavior, rituals, and family bloodlines. How did Clarice know this?

      More information about the investigation poured into her. Mark’s late great-grandfather had abducted multiple children, and they were never found again. There were strange shapes and symbols hidden behind his wallpaper. Whatever Ruah had possessed him moved to Mark’s father, Ben. With Ben dead, the Ruah had jumped to Mark. That’s why Clarice was here. She had to get rid of it. It wasn’t about killing Mark. It was about stopping the Ruah from affecting anyone else. How? Everything came back to her. Her one good eye widened.

      “Clarice!” Matthews shouted desperately.

      She rushed past the children.

      Mark was pinning Matthews to the floor.

      She wrapped her arms around Mark and pulled him off Matthews. She landed on her back with Mark crushing her. Matthews got the gun.

      “Toss it!” Clarice commanded.

      Going against his training, Matthews threw the gun aside and restrained Mark from the front.

      Assaulted by Mark’s body odor and crushed under his weight, Clarice shouted at Mark. “Leave him!”

      Mark growled and cursed. He kicked violently at Matthews.

      “Go!” Clarice shouted. She channeled her thoughts, her heart, and everything she had into the command.

      Black fingers reached out from Mark’s throat and grabbed onto the sides of his mouth.

      Clarice commanded him once again.

      The Ruah’s horrid head squeezed out of the man’s mouth, but its hands held fast.

      Clarice focused intensely. “I said, leave! Now.”

      Half of the Ruah’s body spewed forth. Mark violently trembled. Matthews, un-gifted like Clarice, was blinded to the spirit and could neither sense, feel, nor touch the Ruah.

      A few more pushes were all Clarice needed. The pain returned to her eye, and her concentration wavered.

      The things slipped back into Mark’s mouth.

      The crippling agony throbbed in Clarice’s head.

      Mark’s body weight continued to crush her. Every breath hurt her chest.

      Matthews kept Mark’s wrists bound and pinned his knee in the man’s groin. His expression was full of pain. He’d lose his grip soon. “Clarice, tell me what I need to do!”

      Clarice saw a rock within arm’s reach. Two good hits against Mark’s skull and he’d be dead. Then they’d have to exorcise the kid. Clarice put the thought to death. No more casualties. Mark was just as much a victim as the rest of them.

      She spoke through the pain. “Mark… Listen to me. You have to let it go.”

      Vile words spewed from Mark’s mouth.

      “You know what I’m talking about. You can hear it. I know you can.” The right half of her face went numb.

      “This isn’t you, Mark!” she shouted.

      Mark cursed. For a moment, his countenance shifted from irrational rage to dreadful sorrow and confusion. He realized what he was doing but couldn’t control it.

      Matthews’s grip weakened. “I can’t hold him.”

      Clarice spoke to Mark. “This isn’t you. You have the power to stop it.”

      “I can’t!” Mark cried out.

      “You are not a murderer. You’re a father. You love your children. You’re a good man.”

      Tears streamed down Mark’s face. “But my wife. Oh, Lord help me.”

      The pain forced Clarice to close her other eye. Her head pounded like a jackhammer. Her face turned purple as Mark’s body constricted more of her lungs. “Please, Mark… You have to…”

      Reality faded around her. She knew if she lost consciousness, Mark would kill them all. Every word strained, she said, “Let… go…”

      The man shrieked. He threw Matthews off of him and rolled to his side.

      Clarice gasped, taking a lungful of stuffy underground air.

      On his hands and knees, Mark’s body shivered. His teeth chattered. He mustered up the will to shout. “Get out!”

      His neck snapped back. His jaw flew open. As fast as a bolt of lightning, the Ruah shot from his mouth and through the ceiling, leaving behind no trace of its existence.

      Mark collapsed face-first on the mine’s floor.

      Winded and bloody, Matthews looked to Clarice. “Is it…”

      Clarice turned to Mark. His eyes were slightly open. Brokenness replaced his crazed look.

      “Lily,” he mumbled and then wept.

      Matthews helped Clarice to her feet. Crusted blood stained his lips, chin, and the top of his ruffled police uniform. “It won’t come back, right?”

      Clarice coughed and sniffled. “It’s gone.”

      She rested her shoulder against a support beam and shut her eyes.

      Mark’s quiet sobs filled the chamber.

      Matthews rubbed both of his hands up his scalp. “What now?”

      “Cuff him. Report it. Get the kids to the hospital.”

      As much as she wanted to rest, Clarice pushed away from the support beam and dragged her feet to the children.

      Matthews pulled out his cuffs. “The police will wonder why you are with me…”

      “I know,” Clarice grunted.

      She knelt in front of the kids. They couldn’t look away from her swollen right eye. “Is Dad gonna hurt us?”

      Clarice picked up the chisel and worked at the rope. “Not anymore. You’ve both been very brave, but I need you two to keep a secret for me, okay?”

      The children nodded.

      Clarice forced a weak smile. “When help arrives, tell them that Officer Matthews saved you by himself. You can’t tell the police or anyone that I was here, even if they insist. Okay?”

      “But you saved us,” Madison said, her voice cracking.

      Clarice’s heart sank. “You have to promise me. Please. Think of it as a trade-off for helping you.”

      “What about Dad?” Terry asked.

      “They’re going to have to take him away, but he’ll be okay,” Clarice said. She wished there was a fairytale ending to this story, but the man murdered his wife. Justice would be served. If he pled insanity, things might turn out better for him. No matter what the outcome, the generational curse was broken. Clarice had done her part.

      She freed the little girl and told her to unbind her brother.

      Clarice picked up her revolver, put on the safety, and stuck it in her hoodie pocket. It sagged down the front.

      “Ready?” she asked Matthews.

      Matthews wiped his bloody nose with the top of his hand and nodded.

      Seated on the dirt floor with his hands cuffed behind his back, Mark looked down at his lap with a hollow stare. Matthews lifted him up by the underarm and marched him ahead. The kids followed. Clarice took up the rear.

      Guided by a flashlight, the five navigated the dark corridors in silence. It was night by the time they reached the entrance. The abandoned mine stood on an island-like hill amidst an endless sea of fields.

      Finally getting phone service, Matthews called for backup.

      Clarice walked over to her 1970 Dodge Challenger. Rust spotted the wheel well. Its burnt orange paint peeled back like old skin. She climbed inside and stuck her revolver in the holster under her seat. The cushion felt like heaven. Both hands on the steering wheel, she drove toward the hospital. She had left her family intervention to stop Mark, but she obviously couldn’t tell that to her parents. At thirty-two, their disapproval shouldn’t matter. That changed when their home was all Clarice had left. She decided to blame the injuries on a hiking accident. She’d say she took a nasty fall and was passed out for a few hours. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to work.

      Her face tingled. Her chest tightened when she thought about looking at her injury. She found the courage and glanced at the rear view. Dirt smeared her face. The skin surrounding her eye was swollen like a baseball. Dark bruises and crusted blood surrounded it. Vomit climbed up her throat. She swallowed it.

      When she got to the hospital, she was immediately sent into surgery.

      They put her under.

      She awoke with her depth perception still shot to all heck. She rolled to her side, watching the nurse checking the clipboard. She noticed Clarice and smiled sympathetically. “Your family is waiting. Would you like to see them?”

      “Can I see myself first?” Clarice asked.

      The nurse pulled up a mirror. A large bandage covered a third of Clarice’s face. She touched it and winced. The wound was still tender.

      “How bad?” she asked.

      The nurse kept her sympathetic smile. “You’ll have to ask the doctor.”

      The nurse brought her a wheelchair. Clarice thought she didn’t need it until she tried to stand. Her legs felt like jelly. The pain medication numbed her body. The short distance she traveled between the bed and the wheelchair felt like she was floating. The nurse pushed her into the waiting room.

      Her whole family was there. Her mother Hannah, a short, skinny woman with a grey bob cut and angry mug, was the first to look her way. Her expression softened when she saw her daughter’s condition. She covered her mouth with her hand.

      The rest of the family shared similar responses.

      Her father Davis was a snowy-haired cowboy who’d put on weight with age. His square glasses rested on his big nose. Completely mortified by her condition, he hugged Clarice. “Oh, my baby girl.”

      Her brother Peter, a devilishly handsome thirty-five-year-old who never grew out of his adolescence phase, joined the hug. Purple bruises swelled his face from the bar fight he had started the night before.

      Their oldest brother Luis lingered a few yards away and wore a heavy frown. He had a strong-jawed, John Wayne-look, but spoke with a slower drawl and didn’t like to say much. His wife Katie, a sweet, conservatively dressed woman with a jean dress and submissive personality, stayed back with their eleven-year-old twin boys. They were bored out of their minds until they saw just how awesome Clarice’s eye bandage looked. Clarice’s grandparents were there, too, along with her creepy uncle.

      When Davis asked what had happened, she told them the hiking story and how she ended up taking a nasty fall. She kept the details vague, claiming to have a concussion. For the first time since she got home, her family wasn’t grilling her. Maybe that was the only positive thing that came out of this whole mess.

      It was going well enough until the doctor informed her that her eye was permanently damaged and she’d be blind in it for the rest of life.
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      Horse hooves thundered across the frosted fields, kicking up puffs of snow and dirt under each mighty step.

      Wearing black gloves, a steel-colored winter jacket, and a scarlet scarf, Clarice Holburg raced across her father’s land. White stretched as far as the eye could see. The wind bit her nose and made her eye water. She gave Rorschach a verbal command. The horse charged.

      She looped around the vast property. By the time she returned to the ranch home, both she and the horse were winded. Clarice slouched on the saddle. She hadn’t gone more than two days without riding a horse since she moved into her parents’ home many months ago. After the surgery on her eye had taken place, she had a cold glass ball in her head. An eye patch would’ve been less creepy, but far more noticeable. She chose the lesser of two evils.

      She reached the stable and completed her morning chores. She broke the ice on the frozen water trough, brought out fresh food for the horses, and checked them for any sores or cavities. She shoveled frozen dung from each stall and replaced it with sprinkled hay. When she finished, she climbed into the stable’s loft and opened up the window latch. Light flurries fell from overcast skies and danced in the wind. Snow painted the earth white. There was a peaceful quiet that Clarice had learned to enjoy.

      She cleared her mind, allowing herself just to be. Some might say it was a form of meditation. Clarice didn’t have a proper term for it. It was just a time to acknowledge her existence. She breathed in slowly, reminding herself that she was alive. Life was more than the air in her lungs. It was the eternal component of all humanity. The human soul was a vast and beautiful thing, capable of much more than most people understood. There was a life-giving power that must be maintained and protected. Clarice took another breath. This daily maintenance kept her soul in check. From the chill bumps dancing across her flesh to the smell of hay, it reminded her of this life-giving power.

      When the time felt right, she returned to her natural reality, closed the window, and left the stable. She headed her to family’s large ranch house. Before heading to the porch room, she tapped her boots on the hardwood, knocking off dirt and snow. She returned inside, feeling the instant rise in temperature. Grimacing, she removed her tight boots one at a time and then walked into the main room of the house.

      Gentle piano music played through the speaker system. Hannah, her mother, sat cross-legged in front of the massive Christmas tree. Shoe boxes full of ornaments flanked her on both sides. She wore a loose red sweater over her bony frame. She had white sweat pants and puffy socks. Clarice knelt down next to her mother and picked up a glass ornament.

      “Careful,” Hannah said.

      Clarice took extra caution putting it on the tree.

      Hannah handed her another ornament. “How are the horses?”

      “Healthy.” Clarice added the ornament to the tree. “It’s been a good winter for them.”

      “It’s only going to get colder,” Hannah said. “And, we’ll need them strong for the spring.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “And the job search?” Hannah asked.

      “There’s not much around here.”

      “So, you’re looking for a husband then?”

      Clarice grinned. At first, she thought her mom was joking. Her mom’s flat expression said otherwise. Clarice sobered up. “I haven’t really thought about it.”

      “You’ll want to get someone quick,” Hannah said matter-of-factly. “You’re almost past your prime.”

      Clarice opened her mouth to protest but thought better of it. In silence, she dragged a shoe box to her and sifted through more tree decorations.

      “You know you can’t live here forever,” Hannah said. “You might want to start thinking of a plan.”

      Clarice felt her temperature rise. She kept a lid on her emotions and kept working.

      The door opened. Peter entered. Light snow flurries blanketed the shoulders of his faux-fur jacket. He wore a ball cap and had a short beard. Tall and limber, he was the handsome troublemaker of the family. A few months ago, he started a bar fight with the police chief's youngest son. He got in over his head, and Clarice had to step up. She did some real damage to the chief's son and had to appear in court. They were able to settle the lawsuit, but Clarice was now indebted to her parents. At thirty-two years old, it was not a place she wanted to be. Working at the ranch was the least she could do to pay it back. At least until a better opportunity came up. Clarice didn’t see that happening. She liked the horses. She liked the ranch. She liked the quiet. Unlike the whirlwind of adventures she’d gone on with her mentor, the slow pace was a welcome adjustment. She wasn’t changing the world, but it made her happy… she thought. Spending time with her mother was often like running nails down a chalkboard.

      Peter walked over to the tree. “Is it just me, or have we been using the same ornaments since I was a kid?”

      Hannah frowned. “You get done with your work?”

      Peter nodded. “Yep. And I got Mr. Yokley interested in the Clydesdale. It took a few drinks, but things look promising.”

      “It's not even eleven o’clock,” Hannah pointed out.

      Peter said to Clarice, “You want to head to town? I need to pick up stuff for dinner. Luis is bringing his family over tonight.”

      Clarice got to her feet. “You sure? I thought they see me as a bad influence.”

      Hannah put up another ornament. “You’ve certainly not been a good one.”

      “Thanks,” Clarice said dryly.

      She told Peter that she was driving and grabbed her keys off the ring hook near the door.

      They loaded into her 1970 Dodge Challenger. It took a few turns in the ignition to start the car.

      Peter leaned back in the seat. “You never told me how you got this thing.”

      “I did,” Clarice said, driving around the roundabout and heading down the straight road.

      “There’s more to the story than just a barn find,” Peter said. “I didn’t even know you liked classic cars.”

      Clarice kept her hands on the rippled steering wheel. She drove a little over the speed limit. “The car was a gift.”

      “Secret admirer?” Peter asked with a cheeky smile.

      “Guys would become celibate before they’d give up a car like this,” Clarice said.

      Peter didn’t deny it. “Okay, well, that doesn’t tell me who gave it to you.”

      “It was from an old friend.”

      “Right,” Peter said, getting annoyed. “Let me guess, you won’t tell me their name or how you met ‘em. Or anything about the time you were away.”

      “It's complicated.”

      “The friend situation or everything that happened to you?” Peter asked.

      “A bit of both,” Clarice said but left no room for the conversation to progress.

      Peter looked out the window. Long, snow-dressed plains extended forever. As they got closer to the heart of the small town, trees became more prevalent.

      Peter sighed.

      “Something on your mind?” Clarice asked.

      “I lied to Mom,” Peter admitted.

      She waited for him to elaborate.

      Peter rubbed his hand over his mouth in thought. He said. “I didn’t make any progress with Mr. Yokley.”

      “You’ll find another client.”

      “That’s not the point,” Peter replied bitterly. “Luis stole the sale out from under me.”

      Clarice was none too surprised by this. Luis and Peter had been feuding since they were kids.

      Peter vented. “It’s like he has no regard for our family. How low do you have to go to build your own ranch on the other side of town and steal your father’s sale? Heaven forbid Dad bites the dust anytime soon. The moment Luis inherits the ranch, he’ll sell the land to build a dollar store.”

      “I don’t think that will happen,” Clarice replied.

      “Then you don’t know Luis very well,” Peter replied. “He’s only gotten more rotten since he banned you from seeing his kids. Maybe tonight will change that, but he’s probably just saving face for the holidays.”

      They stopped by the grocery store and picked up dinner supplies. Clarice turned down an aisle and bumped into someone. She looked up at the husky man. He was in his late twenties and had a chunk of his ear missing. Clarice recognized him immediately. It was Alexander Cain, the police chief’s son. He glared at Clarice. She took a step back and apologized.

      “What the hell are you still doing here?” he asked.

      Clarice didn’t reply.

      Peter rounded the corner. “Watch out, or she’ll bite off your other ear.”

      The tension between the two men was palpable.

      Clarice gently took Peter by the arm. “C’mon. Let’s keep shopping.”

      She started walking away, pulling Peter along too. Alexander self-consciously brushed his damaged ear.

      After getting home, they prepared dinner. Luis and his party arrived just as the food came out of the oven. Luis greeted Hannah with a hug and Clarice with a handshake. The moment he stepped out of the door’s threshold, his twin boys rushed into the house and headed to the downstairs theater. Luis yelled at them, telling them to come back for dinner. They ignored him. Clarice heard the pitter-patter of their feet on the steps.

      Katie hugged Clarice. “You look wonderful.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, brushing her hair behind her ear. “You do too.”

      Luis put his arm around Katie and walked her to the dining room. Once the plates were set, and the salad bowl was filled, they all gathered around the table. Davis sat at the head, taking his sweet time pouring gravy over his mashed potatoes. Hannah talked to Katie about the kids. Luis and Peter exchanged passive-aggressive verbal jabs regarding the sale today. Jack and Bowers launched small pieces of corn at each other. Clarice stayed quiet and listened. It was a typical Holburg family dinner.

      She looked out the window, watching the snow fall. Something moved out in the darkness. It was the shape of a human with a hunched back. It came and went. Prowler, she thought and continued eating. No one else could’ve seen it. No one else had the Sight.

      Granted, she never asked them about it, but she thought they’d act very different if they were aware of the secret battle that waged throughout the earth. Though she was convinced humans greatly outnumbered Ruah, Ruah were winning the war for control. As for Clarice herself, she was part of the problem. When she was with Alex, she spent years trying to free people of Ruah and taught them about how to fight. Now she lived a quiet life while the spirits tormented innocent people. She was aware of this fact, but with Alex gone, it was hard to pick up the mantle again. The loss of her eye didn’t help.

      They finished eating, cleaned up, and everyone went on their way. No one tried to engaged Clarice. Ever since she arrived, she’d been secretive about what had occurred over the last six years. Apart from Peter, the family got tired of asking her questions.

      Before heading to bed, Clarice walked by her father watching the news and heard the local news anchor said, “…In what authorities are calling the most brutal murder in Jasper’s history, a woman’s body was discovered outside of Wallaby Road…”

      Clarice stopped walking and turned to the screen.

      “…She was tied face-first to a tree. Dozens of lacerations covered her back. Her identity is still unknown…”

      Her heart skipped a beat.

      She recognized the killer’s signature.
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      Clarice pulled up to the crowded bar. It was a rinky-dink place with a cheesy neon sign and a parking lot full of big trucks and clunkers. Eddies of wind made small cyclones of snow and drifted it across the street. A semi roared by on the main road.

      Inside her car, Clarice held her hands over the heater before slipping on her gloves and stepping out. Keeping her hands buried in her pockets, she headed for the door. A strange feeling nagged at the back of her mind. Something in the air wasn’t right.

      She reached for the handle.

      The door burst open.

      A few laughing drunkards staggered out. A tipsy young woman fell into a man’s arms. A serpent-like black creature coiled around his loins. Clarice guessed it was Perversion, Lust, or Decadent Desires.

      Clarice stopped the woman, “I know this is out of left field, but I was wondering if you needed a ride tonight?”

      The woman laughed in Clarice’s face.

      The man glared at Clarice. “I can take care of her. Thanks.”

      The woman rolled her ankle walking away. The man put his arm around her and guided her to his truck. “Careful now.”

      “I am!” She laughed.

      Clarice went to open the bar’s door but drew back her hand. She turned to the truck just as the drunk woman climbed inside. Clarice headed toward it. The truck rumbled to life and rolled forward. Clarice quickened her pace, turning her power walk into a sprint. She reached out. Her gloved hand touched the driver’s side handle. It was locked. She held on the truck as it kept moving forward. Clarice planted her feet. Her heels dug trenches through the gravel. The driver glanced at her, looking ahead, and then turned to her again, finally registering what he was seeing. He hit the brakes.

      The sudden stop lurched Clarice forward, but she didn’t release the handle. Wide-eyed, the driver rolled down the window and gawked at Clarice. The woman was equally confused.

      Clarice commanded the man, “Let me see your hand.”

      “What?” the man asked.

      “Your hand,” Clarice repeated.

      “Lady, I don’t know what drugs you’re on, but I suggest you back off.”

      Clarice grabbed his wrist. She looked deep into his eyes and said, “Leave him.”

      The serpent around his loins slithered into the man’s flesh. The man’s eyes glossed over. A lustful smile twisted up the side of his face.

      “Leave him. Now,” Clarice said quietly, but with authority.

      Suddenly, the Ruah burst out of him, shot through the roof, and vanished into the night sky.

      The man’s eyes returned to a normal, confused state.

      The woman glared at Clarice. “Hey, let go of him.”

      Clarice did so and gave the man a final warning. “Be safe.”

      She nodded at the woman and walked away.

      Slack-jawed, the man stared. As Clarice walked to the bar, he put his head out the window. “What did you do to me?”

      Clarice entered the bar without replying. She’d learned that answering one question could spark a million more. There was no time for that. She was on a mission.

      The bar door fell shut behind her. A mix of college-aged drinkers and depressed middle-aged men packed the joint. The hot, stuffy air reeked of booze and body odor. Why Matthews wanted to meet her here was beyond her. She scanned the crowd. Pint glasses clinked together, a couple of patrons swarmed the pool tables, and a Ruah prowled through the crowd like rolling of mist. It slithered toward Clarice like an anaconda but quickly dispersed when it got a foot away.

      Keeping her hands in her pockets and her mind clear, she noticed Matthews hunched over the bar. Alexander Cain sat next to him. Acting casual, she approached. She recognized some more men and women around Matthews. They were the same folk Clarice had gotten into a bar fight with at Spiritus Pint. This place was like a wet dishrag compared to there, and the company left much to be desired.

      Clarice stopped a few feet away from Matthews as the bartender poured two tequila shots and slid them his way.

      “Alright, lady killer,” Alexander said. “Bottoms up.”

      Matthews puffed air into his cheeks. “Guys, c’mon. I’m on duty tomorrow.”

      An attractive blonde wrapped her arms around his back. With her sultry voice, she said, “Come on, Matty. For me.”

      Clarice saw the conflicted nature on her friend’s face. Much like his eyes, one dark and one grey, doing the right thing or submitting to the masses waged war in his soul. Clarice had confidence in his choice… That was until he slammed down two shots of tequila.

      Alexander lifted up Matthew’s fist and shouted. “Woo!”

      The rest of the friends joined the war cry. Alexander dropped Matthews’s fist. The flirtatious blonde forcefully twisted Matthews’s head up to her own and gave him a tongue-filled kiss.

      Clarice’s stomach churned. How could this be the same guy who cried after shooting a dying deer? The same guy who longed for adventure, but felt trapped in his small town? She hadn’t seen him since she got her new eye. She felt angry, and she wasn’t sure why.

      Boxing her shoulders, she approached him. “Matthews.”

      He glanced over to her with a confident smile. The woman kept her arms wrapped around him. Her eyes were daggers into Clarice’s soul.

      “Clarice,” Matthews said with joy. “I’m glad you could make it. Sit down. I’ll buy you a drink.”

      The blonde squeezed Matthews a little tighter. Alexander and his cronies stopped laughing and directed hostile looks at Clarice.

      She said carefully, “I was hoping we could talk.”

      Matthews looked to his friends for approval. They didn’t reply. He turned back to Clarice. “I’m all ears.”

      “Maybe we should do this alone,” she replied

      The blonde seemed to hate her even more. She was a woman with venomous beauty. She had sharp brows and fiery eyes. Her beauty contrasted with Matthews’s soft, pointed chin and hairy cheeks.

      Matthews gently pried away from her hands. “Sure. I, uh, I can do that.”

      The blonde put her hand on her hip. Her jaw locked to the side with her slightly open mouth.

      Clarice walked ahead of Matthews, trusting him to follow her. She pushed out the back door. There wasn’t much behind the bar apart from two dumpsters and a stack of wood pallets.

      The cold winter air was a welcoming relief from the bar’s stuffy atmosphere. Matthews looked up to the sky and let a few snow flurries land on his face.

      “It looks like you’ve been doing alright,” Clarice remarked.

      Matthews turned to her. His eyes were bloodshot from drinking. “Huh? Oh, yeah. It’s been… it's been good. I got a promotion at work. I made some new friends.”

      Clarice pursed her lips and nodded.

      “You look disappointed.”

      “Just surprised,” Clarice replied.

      Matthews cast down his eyes. He sucked in his lower lip for a moment before saying, “Sorry I’ve not been, uh, available these last few months. Ever since the Clawford situation, things have been moving pretty quickly.”

      Clarice focused on why she came here. “Tell me about the murder last night.”

      The question threw Matthews off-guard. “Oh, that. I can’t divulge too much information about the case. Chief’s order.”

      “That didn’t stop you before,” Clarice replied.

      “Yeah, but…” Matthews couldn’t think of an excuse.

      “I need you to tell me exactly how she died. Every detail.”

      The topic made Matthews uncomfortable. “Clarice, I--”

      “She was tied to a tree. Her back was flayed open. This is not your typical crime of passion,” Clarice pushed.

      Matthews shifted his weight to his other foot. “I shouldn’t say anything to you. I’m in a delicate position now. If Cain found out--”

      “You care more about your status than another string of killings? Have you forgotten everything I showed you?”

      For a moment, Clarice thought her mentor was talking through her. The hypocrisy of her own mission pressed heavy on her shoulders.

      Matthews rubbed his brows. “I’ve not.” He locked eyes with Clarice. “You really helped me through a time of need. I want to help you...” The conviction was alive in his eyes. “But I can’t.”

      Clarice set her jaw.

      The soft breeze filled the hole in the conversation.

      She drew in a deep breath. She turned her back to him and unzipped her jacket. She took it off, folded it over her arm, and placed it on the ground.

      Matthews stared. “What are you, uh… doing?”

      Back still turned to him, Clarice crossed her arm, grabbed the bottom corners of her shirt, and lifted it up, exposing her bare back and bra strap to him.

      Matthews’s jaw fell open.

      She held up her shirt, letting him take a good look.

      Matthews cursed.

      Clarice lowered her shirt, slid her jacket on, and turned back to him. She shuddered, still feeling the cold against her skin.

      Matthews was speechless.

      “You understand now?” Clarice asked with attitude.

      “I…” Matthews’s eyes watered. “What happened to you?”

      “Allow me to consult on the case and I will,” Clarice replied.

      “I can talk to Sergeant--”

      “--Tonight,” Clarice interrupted.

      “I don’t think I’m fit to be driving.”

      “I’ll drive, but we go now. Okay? Or do you want there to be another dead girl?”

      Matthews opened his mouth to protest but didn’t. His shoulders slumped. “I’ll close my tab.”

      Clarice warmed herself in her Challenger and watched the bar’s front door. After a few moments, Matthews walked out. He scanned the gravel parking lot for a moment before spotting Clarice. He got into her car.

      In silence, they drove through the town of Jasper. Clarice took the “local hallway,” a series of unlit and rarely patrolled backroads. The salt truck had dissolved most of the ice, but it was starting to reform. Occasionally Clarice’s tires lost traction, but she was able to correct.

      They arrived at the station. Neither one of them spoke. At eleven o’clock at night, the station was akin to a ghost town. There were twenty workers total, along with a few receptionists and two dispatchers, both plump middle-aged women. It was the sheriff who took care of most of the traffic violations.

      “Wait here.” Matthews approached the receptionist desk.

      Clarice nervously chewed her lip.

      After the news was spread, the receptionist contacted her superior. The next thing Clarice knew, she was inside of the briefing room after a police officer had snapped photos of her back.

      The briefing room was a series of chairs forming an arch around a projector screen, whiteboard, and corkboard decorated with crime scene photos. Any other police station and Clarice wouldn’t be allowed in here, but the officials were so shocked by Clarice’s story that they granted her access. There were only four other people in the room with her.

      Police Sergeant Al “Big” Walkens was a strong man with a crew cut. Police Chief Casey Cain looked more like a college professor than a police chief. He had a large forehead, glasses, and short, thin hair. He eyed Clarice with an air of curiosity. The last time she had seen him was when they were settling a lawsuit in court. He had never been a fan of her family, and the divide had only gotten worse.

      Officer Boyle was there, too. He had nice brows, gentle eyes, and a mustache that didn’t quite fit his face. He was the holding cell guard the last time Clarice saw him. Apparently, he’d gotten a promotion. Matthews was there, as well. His was practically shaking in his boots for showing up at the station intoxicated.

      Clarice looked over the photos of the dead woman. That first one that drew her attention was a wide-shot of the snow-covered field. A cypress tree stood in the third quadrant of the picture. The tree’s trunk leaned to one side. Its gnarled branches clawed at the white sky. Gentle snowfall gave the picture an ethereal, black-and-white quality. Like a white blob, the topless woman rested on her knees with her forehead propped against the tree bark. The only visible colors were the burgundy slashes across her back and her blue panties. It looked like she was praying, expect that her wrists were wrapped around the tree and bound together. Despite the disturbing context, the picture was like something you’d see at an exhibit hall.

      The rest of the photos were close-ups and detail shots. Snow glazed the woman’s shoulders. Her blue panties were a size too big and sagged. Her brunette hair extended past her shoulders and converged at a point on the back. The ends were glued to the lacerations on her upper back. Her half-opened eyes looked forever downward. The frost coated over her discolored pupils. Bright red lipstick painted her chapped lips.

      Clarice looked at her downcast face, wondering what final thought passed through her mind. Was it regret, a whole memory, or just pain, fear, and desperation?

      Walkens studied the picture of Clarice’s scars and compared it to the cuts on the unidentified dead woman. Some were shallow, and some were deep. A few cuts were lines, and others were the shape of crescent moons. Despite the random shapes, there was something methodical about the cuts, almost as if it were a cryptic map carved into a tapestry of flesh.

      Shaken, Big Walkens’s pale face matched the silver tint of his short spiked hair. “They match.”

      Every cut, every shallow jab, and every curl of the knife was identical to Clarice’s. It was an exact recreation.

      Officer Boyle was green around the gills. Matthews avoided eye contact. Chief Cain sat half-seated on the edge of the table. He had calculating eyes and small bifocals. “Isn’t that something.”

      Walkens looked like he would pass out. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      Cain turned his frosted eyes to Clarice. “You care to tell us what happened?”

      “Four years ago, a woman abducted me.” Clarice had brief flashes of the foundry’s dark corridors. “She knocked me out.” Clarice pulled off her beanie and brushed aside her platinum hair, revealing the small scar on the corner of her forehead. “I woke up in a tin barrel that had been loaded into the back of a pick-up.” She could smell the rust and remembered how rays of light breached through the corrosion holes on the side of the barrel. She remembered holding her knees close to her chest with a metal chain wrapped across her mouth. “She unloaded me at an old electrical tower. She tied me to the post inside and kept me like that as she ran the blade across my skin. It was a lot quicker than you would’ve thought. I stayed like that for two days. No food. No drink. Help showed up, but the woman who cut me was gone. No one ever found her.”

      The heater’s soft hum interrupted the deadly silence.

      Matthews quickly scribbled down the statement. Clarice was uncertain where he got the pen and paper.

      “A woman did this?” Walkens asked in total disbelief. “You’re sure?”

      Clarice replied. “The whole thing was a blur, but yeah, it was a woman.”

      She remembered every painstaking detail.

      Walkens cursed in disbelief.

      “Where did this happen?” Cain asked with acute curiosity.

      “Yellow Rock, Kansas.”

      “And the police didn’t apprehend anyone?”

      Clarice made a line with her mouth and shook her head. “Not to my knowledge. Other women went missing around the same time, but I was the only one who ever got away. You can look it up in the database, but you’re not going to find much information. The authorities were unable to tie the other disappearances to murder.”

      Cain nodded to himself, internally processing the information.

      “When did she take you?” Officer Boyle asked.

      “Mid-July,” Clarice said. “I’ve always had a curiosity for strange places. I found a place called William’s Steel. It was an abandoned foundry just outside Yellow Rock. I thought it would be fun to explore. I wasn’t expecting anyone to be inside,” Clarice lied again. “The woman captured me there, but transported me twenty or so miles away.”

      “Why didn’t she just kill you?” Cain asked.

      The question turned every eye to him. Cain seemed unaffected by his own cold-hearted comment.

      Clarice replied. “Maybe she felt threatened. Maybe she wanted to toy with me. I really don’t know.”

      “Did she sexually assault you?”

      It wasn’t the most comfortable question to answer from a man who had sued her.

      “No,” Clarice replied.

      Cain turned and spoke quickly to Walkens and the other cops. “Boyle, get a sketch of the possible suspect. Walkens, ready everyone. Seeing that we don’t have any other options, Matthews, you've been promoted to lead investigator. Congratulations.”

      “Uh, thank you... sir,” Matthews replied, unsure what just happened.

      Cain stood up straight. “I’m going to get search parties around the town. I want to know the name of our Jane Doe and who killed her.” Cain headed for the door. “No one else is dying in my town.”

      He didn’t know at the time, but Cain wouldn’t be able to fulfill his promise.
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      “Is this close enough?” Boyle showed Clarice the sketch pad.

      “They were thinner than that,” she replied.

      Boyle twirled the pencil around in his hand and shaved off part of the perpetrator's eyebrows. The sketch was an accurate representation of the woman. Her parted hair boxed out her snake-like face. She had strong a jaw, piercing brown eyes, and a small mouth. It was her beauty that ensnared most of her victims. Clarice recalled seeing the woman’s cocky smile and the way she licked her tongue up the side of the bloody knife after cutting Clarice. The Ruah that possessed the woman was unlike anything Clarice had ever encountered. She was much subtler and more sadistic. Unlike the normal Ruah, this one liked to stay hidden, even to the spirit world.

      After Boyle had finished, Clarice exited the briefing room and took a breath. The crime photos on the board were permanently burned into her mind. She rested her back on the hallway wall and tried to clear her thoughts. It wasn’t working. Flashbacks bombarded her. She tasted copper. She remembered standing in the radio room without any way to escape. The woman liked toying with Clarice. After she cut her up, she would pull up a chair and just stare into Clarice’s eyes. She’d do it for hours and not say a word.

      After the long sessions, the woman would ask. “You can see me, can’t you?” Her head was slightly tilted, almost playfully. She wore a yellow dress that contrasted with the sleeve tattoo of serpents and flowers.

      Clarice, feeling hot pain exploding across her back, would try to see the Ruah, but it was hidden in the woman. She didn’t have a glassy-eyed stare, but there was unexplainable darkness in her pupils. Clarice never saw the Ruah enter her or leave her, but she had seen its shadowy “footprints” in the foundry. At the time, Clarice thought the Ruah was reckless. Flash-forward a few years, Clarice knew it was really setting the bait.

      Someone called Clarice’s name.

      Matthews stood nearby, his multi-colored eyes rife with concern. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” Clarice lied.

      “You don’t sound like it.”

      Clarice didn’t reply.

      Matthews looked both ways down the hall, making sure no one was listening. He leaned in and whispered. “The killer is one of them, isn’t she?”

      “Yes,” Clarice said. “I was unable to stop her before. God knows where she’s been all these years.”

      “Has she come back for you?” Matthews asked.

      Clarice felt a cold chill up her spine. “I don’t know. But Cain is right. She needs to be stopped quickly, and putting her in cuffs won’t do it.”

      Matthews picked up on her hint.

      A police officer hurried by. Matthews gave him a curt nod. He turned back to Clarice. “I have to get to work. Tell me what you need. I’ll do what I can. Within reason, of course.”

      “Matthews!” Sergeant Walkens called out. “I need you over here.”

      “Yes, sir!” Matthews replied. He spoke quietly to Clarice. “Keep in touch.”

      He hurried into the bullpen.

      Clarice took a deep breath.

      She saw Cain approaching from the hallway. He said, “Step into my office.”

      Hesitant, she followed him to a small, tidy office. Wildlife books packed the shelf. Family photos lined his desk. He had a sweet-looking wife and four sons. Cain shut the door behind her and walked over to the mini fridge. “Water?”

      Clarice nodded.

      Cain pulled out two bottles. He gave one to her and opened the other for himself. “I wanted to thank you.”

      Clarice eyed him suspiciously.

      “You were very brave to share what you did,” Cain finished.

      “I’m glad to help,” Clarice replied.

      Cain took another sip. “How many days was the girl dead?”

      Clarice didn’t understand the context. “Which girl?”

      “The latest victim,” Cain elaborated.

      “You never told me. The news just said you just discovered the body,” The moment Clarice stopped talking, she realized that Cain might see her as the villain. Clarice would have to tread carefully. “I work at my parents' ranch pretty much all the time, so I don’t really know much about town business. Were there any other victims?”

      “I’d like us to stop playing games,” Cain replied.

      Clarice lowered her water.

      Cain continued. “Our families are not friends. We never were and never will be. But I want to avoid any more altercations. I was hoping we could put our feuds aside and work together until we deal with this issue.”

      “I’d like that,” Clarice replied, not fully trusting him.

      Cain gave her a small smile. “That means no attacking my son, no matter how much a nuisance he can be.”

      “Deal.” Clarice shook his hand.

      “We’ll reach out if we need any more information,” Cain said.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Clarice agreed.

      She headed for the door.

      Cain called her name.

      “Yeah?”

      He eyed her. “You didn’t kill that girl, did you?”

      Clarice nervously smiled, unsure if he was joking. “Not that I know of.”

      She regretted her words.

      Cain smirked. “Have a good night, Clarice.”

      Clarice gave him a small nod and exited the office.

      She left the police station and shivered in the cold. A Mustang rolled up to the station. A man in his thirties stepped out. He dressed in a heavy tan jacket, dark jeans, and boots. His champagne-colored hair peeked out of his beanie. He had a scruffy blond beard and a large nose. He sniffled and headed to the police precinct.

      He gave Clarice a brief look as he passed by her. She could pick up on his stress and sadness. Thinking he could be a potential lead, Clarice followed him inside. She found a nearby chair and pulled out her cellphone, pretending to text.

      The man approached the counter. He wiped his nose with his finger. “I’m here to see the body.”

      The receptionist stared at him in horror. “Excuse me?”

      “The dead girl. The one they found by the tree. I think I know her, but I need to see the body.”

      “Wait just a moment.” The receptionist picked up her phone.

      The man scratched his beard and looked around the precinct. He had dark circles under his eyes. His face was tired and distraught. Clarice kept watching him for any sign of Ruah, but she didn’t see any.

      Officer Matthews eventually stepped out and shook the man’s hand. “I understand you may have known the victim.”

      “She’s my girlfriend,” the man replied with hostility.

      Matthews looked over his shoulder and made brief eye contact with Clarice. They made an unspoken agreement. Maybe fate was on Clarice’s side tonight. She went outside and waited in her car.

      She closed her eyes and allowed herself to rest.

      Tap-tap-tap.

      She jolted awake, seeing Matthews standing by her window.

      She rolled it down and rubbed the sleep from one eye. “What did you learn?”

      “You’ve been out here for three hours,” Matthews said plainly.

      Clarice bent her neck to the side and felt a crick. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Matthews looked over his shoulder and then slipped her a zip drive. “Here is his statement. Make sure no one knows I gave that to you.”

      “Scout’s honor.” Clarice put the zip drive on the passenger seat. “You’ll take me to the crime scene tomorrow?”

      Matthews smirked and shook his head. “Gosh, I nearly forgot how insane you are.”

      “What time does your shift start?”

      “7am,” Matthews reluctantly replied.

      “Send me the address. We’ll meet there at 5:30.” Clarice rolled up the window.

      Matthews pinched the bridge of his nose.

      Clarice started her car. The dashboard clock read 2:44am. Good. She’d have just enough time to watch the video.

      She drove back to her parents’ ranch, parked, and headed inside. She brewed a pot of coffee, headed to the basement theater, and plugged in the zip drive. She sat down on the couch and looked at the large screen. It was one of the many perks of being the wealthiest family in Jasper. She played the video statement. The low resolution was a disappointment, especially on a big screen. The man sat with his hands folded on the table. He looked down at his knuckles. A few strands of his champagne-colored hair dangled in front of his long face.

      “State your name, age, and current date to the camera,” Matthews said off-screen.

      The man locked eyes with the camera. “Jace Moore. I’m twenty-seven. It's December 21, 2018. I am of sound mind and body.”

      “Tell us why you’re here, Mr. Moore.”

      Jace’s hands fidgeted. “My girlfriend was murdered... I was the last one to see her.” He directed his attention to Matthews. “Can you show me the photos again… I wanna…” He never finished what he was going to say.

      Matthews’s arm slid the pictures across the table. “You’ve identified her as Ashley McDowell, correct?”

      His eyes watered as he looked down at the photo. He smiled miserably. “Good photographer. Was this for his portfolio?”

      “Stay focused, Mr. Moore.”

      Jace tapped the edge of the photo against the tabletop. He scrunched his mouth as his anger rose. “Let me talk to the guy who took the picture. He’s really freaking talented.”

      “Mr. Moore,” Matthews said firmly.

      Jace stopped tapping the photo and glared. “It’s Ashley, alright. She’s twenty-four years old. We live on Riley off East Worshire. It’s a duplex. Crappy place. We’ve been dating for four years. She likes superhero movies. Her parents left her when she was ten. She has a birthmark above her navel that she’s self-conscious about.” Jace talked faster, getting angrier. “She owns a cat named Weasel. She draws when she’s bored, but she can never get the hands right. Her middle name is Shadow. Her favorite movie is Princess Bride. Every February, she paints her fingernails blue. She never told me why. The first guy she dated tried to hit her. She loved him too much to press charges. She’s been in four car accidents and has three speeding tickets. She told me I look like that guy from Frozen. Her favorite ice cream is coffee, even though she hates the drink-- Want to know more?” Jace stopped his own rant. “Is that enough to know why she died?”

      “Tell me about the last time you saw her.”

      He slammed the picture on the table. “Tell me who the hell did this to her!”

      “We’re in the process of trying to figure that out.”

      “Do you know why?”

      “No,” Matthews replied.

      “Is there anything you do know?”

      “Mr. Moore, please--”

      Jace interrupted. “Call me, Jace, okay? I’m not a criminal.”

      Matthews spoke calmly. “Jace, can you focus?”

      Jace let out an exasperated sigh. He turned the photo toward himself. The anger fell away and was replaced with deep sorrow.

      “Jace?”

      “I’m good,” he replied. “We had a fight. Ashley and I. It was over something stupid. She stormed off in the middle of it. I… I didn’t go after her. This wasn’t the first time she pulled a stunt like that. She always came back after a few days and honestly, I was tired of always chasing after her.”

      “Where does she usually go?”

      “She’ll rent a room at a hotel or sleep in her minivan off the shoulder of the road.”

      “That doesn’t sound very safe.”

      “Nah, really Sherlock?” Jace said sarcastically. He shifted back to righteous frustration. “I warned her a million times to not do that type of stuff. She didn’t listen. She said there were times when she just had to get away.”

      “What did you fight about?”

      Jace replied. “Getting married. She didn’t like the idea of being locked down. I thought it's what she needed to keep her from running off all the time. I’m not controlling, so don’t get that idea. I just want to keep her safe. I want to see her move past all those self-esteem issues. I tried to tell her that, and she said I was trapping her.” Jace sniffled. “Why, Ashley? Why did you have to be so bullheaded?”

      “Did she say where she was going?”

      “Never,” Jace replied. “And I didn’t ask.”

      “Did you see her van?”

      “No, and it's not at the house.”

      “What time did she leave your property?”

      “Two days ago. Around ten,” Jace replied.

      “How was she dressed?” Matthews asked.

      Jace thought on it. “Winter down jacket. Red. She had black pants on, I think. She wore Ugg boots.”

      “Did she ever try to contact you during her time away? Text, email, Facebook, anything?”

      “She forgot her phone on the couch,” Jace replied. “She doesn’t mess with social media. But to answer your question, she never tried to reach out.”

      “How would you describe her in the days leading up to the vanishing?”

      “Same old, same old. She has her good days and bad days. It didn’t seem like there was any big difference,” Jace replied.

      “Did she communicate with anyone during the days leading up to her vanishing?”

      Jace scratched his brow. “I don’t think so. I could be wrong.”

      Matthews slid the sketch of the woman Clarice had described.

      Jace looked it over. “Who’s this?”

      “Have you seen her before?” Matthews asked.

      “She doesn’t ring a bell.”

      Clarice deduced that the victim was probably chosen at random. Anyone and everyone in Jasper could be next.

      Matthews asked Jace about his life. He was a mechanic. He owned a motorcycle, but it was too cold now to ride. He didn’t have an alibi the night Ashley left his house. Right now, he was suspect number one. Clarice would have to pay him a visit to see if any Ruah had influenced him.

      The clock read 4am when Clarice finished the video. She shut off the television, unplugged the zip drive, and headed upstairs. She took a shower. The sudden cold water reminded her of the feeling of the knife running down her scarred skin. Moments later, she was sobbing on the shower floor.

      Never had she been closer to death than when she was captured. She remembered fighting the binds, but being unable to break them. She tried to keep a clear mind during her time in captivity, but various Ruah would swarm her like frenzied sharks. They’d poke at her, silently laughing and twisting her thoughts. Battling the physical exhaustion was hard enough. The battle of the mind had no good end. The day the door swung open, Clarice was practically begging for death. Alex, her rough-and-tumble mentor, stood in the threshold with a gun up high. She wore a tank top, bell bottoms, and old running shoes. The Ruah took a look at her and panicked. She said a few rebukes and they were gone.

      The word “help” fell from Clarice’s broken lips.

      Alex walked through the small radio room, making sure that the woman was nowhere to be found. When she finished surveying, she slipped the weapon into her holster. She left momentarily and returned with bolt cutters. She broke the metal links. The chains fell on the floor. Clarice collapsed as well. She landed on her side and gasped. Chill bumps raced across her body. Alex found a blanket nearby and put it over Clarice’s shoulders. She guided Clarice out to the Challenger and opened the door for her. Clarice sat inside, afraid to touch her back against the seat.

      Alex drove her to a small shack nearby a stream. Someone had used it for camping at one point, but they weren’t around anymore. It was a single room with one cot, one sleeping bag, and a small table. They cooked over the outside fire pit, used an outhouse to take care of their business, and would bathe in the stream. The shack was located in a small cluster of trees, away from prying eyes. To find such a place in Kansas was like finding a needle in a haystack. Nevertheless, Alex had a good eye for finding strange places and strange people. After all, she found Clarice all those years ago.

      Clarice lay down on the cot. Alex turned on the battery-powered lantern she’d jerry-rigged to the broken ceiling fan. She put on disposable gloves, grabbed disinfectant, and cleaned Clarice’s wounds.

      It hurt worse than the knife itself, but Clarice suffered through it. With a background as a surgeon, Alex made perfect stitches.

      Clarice took a sip of filtered river water.

      “You’re lucky to be alive,” Alex said sternly.

      “You didn’t come after me? In the foundry.”

      “I did, but you were already gone. You think I sat on my hands this whole time? Give me a break.”

      “She got away,” Clarice stated.

      “I realize that,” Alex said, getting frustrated.

      “I’m sorry,” Clarice said weakly. “I should’ve been faster.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re just not ready to go solo.”

      Her words offended Clarice, but she didn’t say anything. Sometimes she wondered why she stuck with Alex. She was almost as uptight as her mother. The main difference was that Alex’s hostility came from a need to challenge Clarice to test herself. Her mother’s hostility came from bitterness.

      Leaving the memory behind, Clarice stood up in the shower long after the hot water had turned cold. She got dressed, fixed her hair, and headed out to the porch to watch the sunrise. The pre-dawn indigo sky stretched over the fields of white. Dirt trails snaked through the property. Horseshoe prints and tire tracks marked the property. To preserve its beauty, much of the land wasn’t utilized.

      She checked the time on her phone. It was 5am. She climbed into her Challenger and drove to the place Matthews had told her. She made her way to a large field with a twisted tree. Getting a wider perspective of the area, she saw that there were more trees sporadically spotting the field than what the crime scene photos showed. Their leafless branches were raised to the heavens. Their skeletal twigs waved. She pulled to a stop, got out, leaned against her car, and yawned.

      Matthews arrived with coffee. It was a dark brew. Clarice took a deep whiff of it and almost passed out.

      “Nitro blend,” Matthews said.

      Clarice took a large gulp. It tasted like charred soot. She suffered it down, needing whatever boost of energy she could get. The lack of food caused the caffeine to hit her system faster, so fast that her head started throbbing.

      Matthews, dressed in his spiffy police uniform and wearing sunglasses, stretched his arms over his head until he heard his back pop. “You sleep at all last night?”

      “Nope,” Clarice replied. She gestured to the tree. “Is that where you found her?”

      Matthews’s expression sobered up. “Yep. Jack Pinkerton saw her when he was driving to work. He thought it strange to see a topless woman praying by a tree and stopped to take a look. When he saw the wounds, he called the police.”

      “Did he see any witnesses?”

      “No.”

      Matthews led Clarice to the trails of footprints leading up to the tree. She could see where every cop came and went and how frequently.

      “Were there any footprints from the killer?”

      “The snow from the night prior had buried them,” Matthews replied. “What do you hope to find out here? We’ve already canvassed the whole place.”

      Clarice focused intently. Her eye became heavy, and her spiritual senses heightened. Brights became brighter. Darks became darker. Her tongue clicked the roof of her mouth involuntarily. She glanced around, spotting dim plooms of ethereal black smoke hovering at different points across the field. As she neared one, it would vanish and appear a few yards away.

      The snow crunched beneath her feet. In her ears, it was much louder than it should be. The sun started to rise, splashing crimson rays across the sky. The smoky signature came to an end at the middle of the field. A few broken wheat stalks sprouted from the snow. Clarice paced around the area, kicking aside snow with her foot.

      Matthews checked his watch. “Find anything?”

      “Still looking,” Clarice said back. She kept an eye out for any more “footprints.” She wasn’t that lucky.

      She turned back to the tree. It was about a football field away. She couldn’t figure out why the footprint led her here. Unless…

      She got down on her knees and started to sweep aside the snow and grass.

      “I should really be getting to work,” Matthews said. “I suggest you leave with me. It might look suspicious otherwise.”

      Clarice found rivets in the dirt where someone had been clawing against the ground. It appeared to be human. She examined it, finding a broken fingernail lodged in the dirt. “Get an evidence baggie.”

      Seeing what she had discovered, he quickly jogged to the police cruiser and returned with tweezers and a little baggie. Winded from his jog, he knelt next to Clarice and pinched the fingernail with the tweezers. The fingernail was broken and dirty. Clarice couldn’t tell if it was from a male or female. Matthews dropped it into the baggie and sealed it up.

      “Ashley didn’t break any nails,” Clarice pointed out.

      “I can send this out to the lab and get a DNA test back in a few days,” Matthews said. “Thank you.”

      Clarice swept aside more of the surrounding snow, searching for more claw marks or fingernails. She didn’t find any.

      Matthews used his phone’s camera to snap a picture of the rivets in the frozen dirt. “Why would someone want to dig here?”

      “They were looking for something. Or they were trying to hide something,” Clarice guessed.

      “I’m calling it in,” Matthews said. It was his kind way of asking Clarice to leave.

      She stood up and brushed off her knees. She had a feeling there was more to find in this field, but she had to trust the police to find them. Without being a formal consultant, she couldn’t assist in the investigation in any legal way. Also, Chief Cain might already be suspicious of her.

      Leaving Matthews to his own devices, she returned home and took a horse ride. It was relaxing to take a lap around the property, but it did little to clear her head.

      She still had all her farm responsibilities she had to complete, too. She wished she had gotten sleep, but she had a feeling there would be more sleepless nights before this was all over. After all, she was the only one who could stop the Ruah. She didn’t know why she couldn’t find anything at the crime scene. Perhaps she’d have to come back later. She completed what needed to be completed and moved on.

      She felt miserable. Not being as young as she once was, the staying up all hours of the night took a toll on her. She felt weak in her joints. She had dark circles under her eyes. She was too tired to bond with the animals. She simply fed them and went to lay down.

      As soon as her head hit the pillow, another thought shot through her head. She quickly got up, got changed, and headed out just as her parents got out of bed. Clarice raced over to the only funeral home in town called “Celebration of Life.” It was a humble wooden building that was elegant in its design. Its classiness seemed out of place in a town like Jasper. But, everyone died at some point, so it probably got a steady stream of clients. Clarice entered into the sober, quiet building. She didn’t see anyone right away. She looked over the empty caskets on various display tables. One was her size. It had a quilted pattern on the inside and smooth wood outside. She brushed her hand across it, recounting all her close calls with death.

      The funeral director approached. He was tall, gaunt, and had a gentle voice. “How might I help you?”

      “I was wondering if there was a Mr. Moore here,” Clarice inquired.

      Jace stepped into the room. He wore a jacket over his hoodie. “You’re the chick from the police station.”

      “I thought I’d find you here.” Clarice gave the funeral director a slight smile. “Can you give us a moment?”

      The director stepped out of the room.

      Jace eyed Clarice.

      Clarice shook his hand. “My name is Clarice.”

      “Jace.”

      “Do you have a moment to talk?” Clarice asked politely.

      “You were the one who was acting all nosy during that diner murder a few months ago.”

      “The one and only,” Clarice reluctantly admitted. “I like to stay informed about what’s happening around town and see how I can help.”

      “Not everyone sees it that way,” Jace replied.

      “Sometimes the truth has a cost,” Clarice said. “Between you and me, I spent years tracking down people that don’t want to be found.”

      “Well, the police already found Ashley, so… what do you want from me?” Jace’s eyes were bloodshot. She could tell he was exhausted.

      “I want to know if there’s anything you didn’t tell the police,” Clarice asked.

      Jace eyed her suspiciously. “Why would I lie to them? You don’t think I want this killer caught? I was going to marry Ashley.”

      “I’m not accusing you of anything,” Clarice said calmly. “But because I’m not directly connected to law enforcement, I have a little more leeway in how I come across the truth. Think of this as an informal interview.”

      “So you’re an investigator?”

      “Not in a formal sense,” Clarice said. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t be handy.”

      Jace wiped his leaking nose. “Okay. What do you want to know?”

      “Has there been any other woman in your life. Perhaps someone who just arrived in town?”

      Jace scoffed and shook his head. “You’re worse than a tabloid.”

      “I’m not saying that you cheated. I’m asking about someone who might’ve approached you or that you’ve seen around lately.”

      “No one,” Jace replied.

      “Tell me about the night Ashley vanished.”

      “I was at home, watching movies on my computer. I needed to take my mind off things,” Jace replied.

      “Your browsing history would have timestamps then?” Clarice asked.

      “I hadn’t thought about it.” He pulled out his phone. Having all his accounts linked to one email address, he was able to see the various timestamps in the computer’s history, confirming that he was watching movies and searching the web the whole night.

      “Screenshot that,” Clarice said. “If the police start to suspect you, you’ll have evidence you weren’t involved.”

      Jace seemed pleasantly surprised by the advice. “Uh, thanks.”

      Clarice looked around to see if Ruah were oppressing him but saw no signs. From all accounts, he was an innocent man.

      “Where did Ashley work at?”

      “The Dollar General. It’s only part-time.”

      She asked him more personal questions. For her point of view, the man was innocent. She’d have to find another method of finding her answers. She gave Jace her number and told him to call if there was anything he wanted to share.

      “Why are you so concerned with this case?” Jace asked. “You didn’t know Ashley.”

      “We’ll call it human decency.”

      “Psh. If there is such thing.”

      Clarice headed to the Dollar General and asked the other workers about Ashley. They didn’t tell her any useful information.

      Unsure where to turn, she returned to the scene of the crime. The police had already come and gone. Clarice called Matthews, asking if they found anything else. He had no luck. Clarice needed some way to keep up the momentum. She headed to the tree where Ashley was found. There were imprints on the dirt where her knees had been. A small coat of snow covered the ground. Clarice circled the tree, wondering why the Ruah chose this place and why she carved into the woman’s back. Was it just for random, or was there something that pointed to a bigger picture? If the latter, what did that look like, and how did Clarice fit into the equation? She hiked through the field, staying in the footprints of the police officers. She didn’t want to raise suspicion in case they came back to canvas the field. She reached the place where she found the fingernail.

      Matthews called her.

      Clarice answered. “What’s up?”

      “I have an update,” Matthews said.

      “Good or bad?” Clarice asked.

      “Good. We’ve identified the woman you claimed was Ashley’s killer,” Matthews replied.

      Clarice’s heart rate quickened. “Who is it?”

      “Linda Grassley. I reached out to a detective who had previously worked on the various missing persons you mentioned. Anyway, he had come to the same conclusion that you had. That she was tied to multiple disappearances.”

      “Send me her picture,” Clarice suggested.

      “I already have.”

      Clarice pulled her phone away from her ear and checked the text. She clicked on the photograph of a beautiful fifty-year-old woman. She had black hair, serpentine eyes, and high cheekbones. Memories bombarded Clarice. “That’s the one.”

      “Walkens and Cain have put out an APB. I have to warn you, though. You’re still part of the suspect list.”

      “I thought as much,” Clarice replied.

      “I’ll keep you posted. If things turn out alright, I imagine that the fingernail will link back to Linda. What should I do if I find her?”

      “Call me. I’ll need to pay her a visit while she’s in captivity to make sure the Ruah doesn’t jump to someone else,” Clarice replied. “If there is some way I can reach her before she gets arrested, that would be preferred. I’d rather see her set free than in jail like Clawford.”

      “She murdered someone and attacked you,” Matthews told Clarice information she already knew. “I don’t think she’s going to get a second chance.”

      “If I can get her before the cops do, I’m going to let her walk,” Clarice said. “She’s a victim in all this too.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Matthews made his doubt known through his tone of voice. “Anyway, let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      “You’ve got it,” Clarice replied. “Keep up the good work, Matthews.”

      “Uh, thank you,” Matthews replied. “Oh, one last thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Sorry I’ve been so distant these last few months. I know it sounds cheesy, but I just wanted to let you know that I appreciate how much you’ve helped me.”

      Clarice smiled to herself. “Don’t mention it.”

      “Talk to you soon.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Clarice ended the call. She held her smile, happy to have an ally. It was good to see the case moving along, too. She only wished she was more involved with the action.

      She marched through the fields. She saw a few broken leaves of hay caught her eye. It looked as though someone had stepped on it, but it had to have been before the police investigated because there were no footprints. Curious, she followed the trail of broken leaves across the field to the point where the murder tree was hardly visible. That’s when she saw the hump of snow.

      She brushed the snow aside, revealing a mound of frozen dirt.

      It was roughly the size of a body.

      Another victim?

      Clarice’s pulse quickened. She made sure her gloves were secure before removing the dirt. She brushed away more, revealing a woman’s rotting hand. There was a gash where her middle fingernail should’ve been.
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      The police swarmed the field. Photographers snapped pictures of the body. Clarice stood off to the side and chewed her nail. Matthews took down her statement. Talking to other cops, Walkens gave Clarice the evil eye.

      “I wanted to take a look at the crime scene,” Clarice said. “I followed what appeared to be a trail and there she was.”

      She imagined finding the body wouldn’t improve her reputation. Why? Because the rotted cadaver belonged to Linda Grassley, the woman whom she blamed for killing Ashley.

      The local police exhumed the body. The woman wore a leather jacket, turtleneck, and winter pants. She had a large, self-inflicted gash in her neck, as if she stabbed herself without hesitation. Her knife was still embedded.

      The police were scratching their heads, trying to figure out how their lead suspect was not only dead, but was a cadaver over a week old. Clarice knew in her gut that the Ruah had changed hosts. Anyone and everyone was a suspect now.

      Walkens approached Clarice. “This is the woman who attacked you all those years ago?”

      “Correct,” Clarice admitted.

      “And you were the one who found her?”

      “I just told Officer Matthews that, so yes,” Clarice replied.

      “I think it would be best if you come to the station for questioning,” Walkens said.

      Clarice knew that was coming. “I’ll take my car.”

      “You’ll ride with us,” Walkens replied. “It’ll be quicker.”

      That was a BS answer, but Walkens wasn’t the person Clarice wanted to piss off. She waited in the back of his squad car for twenty minutes while he finished giving orders. He drove her back to the station. Clarice sat silently. She knew her rights and wasn’t going to have Walkens use anything against her. That being said, bringing in a lawyer would only make her appear more suspicious. If this were a big city, she’d get the lawyer right away. In a small town, any more rumors could spell her death. She imagined that the discovery of the body would be common knowledge by tomorrow.

      Walkens led Clarice into the interrogation room. She took a seat at a wooden table. Walkens sat across from her. Matthews stood behind him, silently apologizing with his sympathetic eyes. Clarice leaned back in the chair, trying to hide her nervousness behind her casual posture. Inside, her heart raced. “I could’ve answered any of your questions back at the crime scene.”

      Walkens ignored her response. “I tried to find your hospital report from four years ago when you said Linda abducted you. There was nothing there.”

      “I didn’t go to an official doctor,” Clarice said. “It cost less and saved me the paperwork.”

      “We checked the police database to see if you reported the assault charges. There was no record of that either.”

      The room started heating up. She was a toad in boiling water. Walkens cranked up the temperature.

      Clarice replied, “I assure you, Sergeant, I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “You told us less than twenty-four hours ago that you were abducted and physically assaulted by an unnamed woman, presumably Linda Grassley. But there is no way for you to prove any of it,” Walkens said.

      “I believe my scars are a pretty good reminder. You want to see them again?” Clarice wished she could take back her words. She instantly regretted giving the man lip.

      Walkens tapped his finger on the table. His glare was death.

      Matthews stepped up and spoke quietly into Walkens’s ear. “For what it's worth, I believe Clarice’s story.”

      “Duly noted, Officer.” He trained his glare back on Clarice. “Tell me where you were every night this week.”

      “At my father’s ranch. I take care of the horses and help around the house.”

      “Every night?”

      “You can ask my parents. The only two nights that were different was when I met Matthews at the Rusty Spur. Last night, I was here.”

      “And four years ago, when you were supposedly abducted, when exactly did that happen?” Walkens interrogated.

      “It was the middle of July in Yellow Rock. I held there for a couple of days.” Clarice said. “I was rescued by a woman named Alex. She stitched me up, and we went on our separate ways.”

      “Alex who?”

      “Alexandra Baker.”

      Walkens glanced over to Matthews. He quickly wrote down the name.

      Walkens directed his attention back to Clarice. “Where can we find Ms. Baker?”

      “I don’t know,” Clarice admitted. “We haven’t been in contact for a year.”

      “So let me get this straight: you were captured, abused, rescued, and treated by a woman you don’t know where to find. Even after four years, you never went to the police or a hospital. And now you show up here, claiming that a certain woman killed Ashley McDowell. The day afterward, you just happen upon her body. That’s a lot of coincidences.”

      “Should I be getting a lawyer?” Clarice asked.

      Walkens scrutinized Clarice. “I don’t know, Ms. Holburg. Should you?”

      Clarice crossed her arms. “I’d prefer not to go down that route. Officer Matthews, if you would be so kind as to contact my parents - Davis and Hannah Holburg. They’re my alibis for the last few months. You have free rein to check my Challenger’s glove box for gas receipts to see what nights I went out. You’ll be very disappointed that I don’t do much outside the family ranch.”

      Walkens directed Matthews to do so. He told Clarice to wait in the room and left as well.

      Elbows on the table, she rested her face in her palms. It felt like her world was closing in. She knew that the American justice system didn’t always honor truth, but she thought transparency was her best bet. It was a risky move, but it kept her from getting caught in a net of lies. If things got bad enough that charges were pressed against her, she’d get a lawyer. If it went to court and people started to question her, she’d tell them about the Ruah she’d been tracking and plead insanity. That was the absolute worst-case scenario. She tried her best not to think of it right now.

      Minutes of waiting turned into hours. With her nerves shot, Clarice rested her head on the table and fell asleep. She dreamed of Linda Grassley standing amidst the field. Her pale, decaying flesh had blotches of discoloration. Dirt covered her body. A chef’s knife protruded from her neck. She stared at Clarice with unblinking eyes before starting to laugh.

      “Ms. Holburg.”

      Walkens’s voice jolted her awake.

      Clarice sat up, realizing that she’d drooled on her hand. She wiped it on top of her thigh. She looked up at the sergeant and waited for him to talk.

      He seemed disappointed and angry. “You’re free to go.”

      “Oh,” Clarice said and got to her feet. Her body reacted poorly to waking up so suddenly. Her eyes were still heavy-lidded, and the lack of sleep from the previous night bore down on her. She walked out into the hall and down the corridor, noticing the wall clock. It was 9pm. She’d been in there for almost five hours. She found her parents waiting for her in the reception area. Her father showed sympathy. Her mother showed disappointment.

      She climbed into the backseat of her father’s truck, wondering how many times they’d have to pick her up from jail. She aimed to make this the last.

      “How are you?” Davis asked.

      Clarice shrugged.

      There was venom in Hannah’s voice. “You’ve caused this family a great deal of stress.”

      “Sorry,” Clarice replied, but apparently it didn’t sound sincere enough. Hannah didn’t even look at her during the rest of the car ride.

      They got home. Hannah told Clarice there were leftovers in the fridge and went to bed. Davis followed. After Clarice had microwaved and eaten her dinner, she thought about skipping town. Everything she owned fit into her duffel bag. She could easily leave. It would piss off a lot of people and raise a million red flags, but it would be better than being tormented in this invisible prison of false accusations and familial dissonance. After Alex vanished, Clarice thought she was done living dishonestly and tracking Ruah. She thought she’d spend some time laying low and enjoying the simple pleasures of life. Looking back, it was a pipe dream. The temptation to run grew stronger. She didn’t owe any of these people anything. Her work was discredited at every turn, not that she did this for fame and glory, but it would be nice to get credit where it was due. The more she thought about this, the less she cared about trying to solve this town’s problems.

      Unexpectedly, her father walked in and took a seat at the table. He was a handsome cowboy that had put on some weight since he retired. He had a soft face and strong jaw. He wore glasses with magnifiers, a long-sleeved shirt with suspenders, and light blue jeans that covered his long underwear. “Heavy night, huh?”

      Davis usually avoided deep conversations. He tended to avoid confrontations at all cost.

      Clarice shrugged. She felt like she was a teenager again. Being home had that effect on her.

      “Clare,” Davis said gently.

      She looked up at him, trying her best to mask her emotions.

      “Tell me what I can do to help you.” His request was genuine and tired.

      “I don’t know,” Clarice replied honestly.

      Davis drew in air through his nose. “You were doing so well. What happened?”

      Clarice didn’t reply.

      “Let me in, Clare,” her father pleaded. “Please. I don’t want to keep seeing this behavior repeat itself.”

      Her father’s desperation twisted her heart.

      She wanted to open up to him. Tell him about the years spent tracking killers and other vile, possessed people. She wanted to cry with him about all the victims she failed to save, and all the times she was just moments too late. She wanted to confess to the first time she took a life in self-defense or how she stood yards away from her boyfriend when he got murdered. She wanted to school him on the fundamentals of the unseen world that molded and shaped their existance. She knew he wouldn’t understand any of it. As much as it hurt her, she couldn’t speak because if she answered one question, if she opened up that door just a little bit, she wasn’t sure what would fly out. Only Alex knew the full truth of it, and she was gone. A revelation hit her; one that she thought should be more obvious: Clarice had never felt lonelier than now that she’d come back to her loved ones.

      She eventually said, “I’m tired, Dad.”

      Davis went back to his original question. “What can I do to help you?”

      Clarice wished there was something that he could do, but nothing could change the past. The words, “just be here,” fell softly from her lips.

      Davis took her hand that was on the table. He squeezed it lightly. She felt his calluses against her skin. He gave her a pitying smile. Under the dim glow of the kitchen light, they sat in silence. Though they spoke no more words, their hearts broke together.

      After Davis went to bed, Clarice washed her plate and put it on the rack. She took a long shower and climbed into bed. She lay with her front side down and looked at her bookshelf. Old philosophical books and science textbooks were crammed together. The pursuit of truth used to invigorate her. Now that she knew about the Ruah, her pursuit had shifted. Her goal was to help people, she reminded herself. Her story affected many more lives than her own. She knew she couldn’t throw in the towel. The Ruah that inhabited Linda would not have killed its host if it hadn’t found a replacement. Maybe the sole reason why it killed Ashley was to bait Clarice into its game of hide-and-seek. The only way Clarice could end the game was if she won.

      She sat up in her bed. She tugged the string on the bedside lamp and retrieved her phone. Collecting her thoughts, she dialed Matthews. He didn’t pick up. She tried again.

      He answered. Clarice could hear people talking and laughter on his end of the line.

      “Hey,” he didn’t sound comfortable.

      “Can we talk?” Clarice asked.

      Matthews didn’t reply.

      “Matthews?”

      “Yeah, yeah, just, uh, give me a sec.”

      She heard the laughter and talking diminish in the background. A door shut. Matthews asked, “What is it?”

      “Rough day, huh?” Clarice said, fishing for a conversation.

      Matthews sighed. “Yeah, I’m just trying to take a load off.”

      The conversation fell into silence.

      Clarice finally said, “We need to find out where Linda had gone while she was still alive.”

      “In town, you mean?”

      “Yeah,” Clarice replied. “The Ruah possessing her would’ve jumped to someone else. That’s what happens when the host dies.”

      “So we find the right person, you see the thing on their back, deal with it, and we all go home happy?”

      “That’s the gist of it. The one that possessed Linda is more crafty than a lot I’ve dealt with before. She’s not going to go down easily. Some Ruah like to be seen. It's their way of scaring me off. Linda’s enjoys lurking in the dark,” Clarice said. “It's going to require some digging… will you help me?”

      “You sure you want keep putting yourself out there? You’re our number one suspect now. The police are going to be watching you like a hawk,” Matthews said.

      “Who’s in charge of that?”

      “Walkens is the lead, and I’m second to him. They’re trying to leverage our relationship so I can learn the truth about you. They don’t understand our connection. Sometimes I’m not so sure I understand it either.”

      “Thanks for the transparency,” Clarice replied dryly.

      “The more we talk, the greater chance they’ll suspect our alliance. I don’t think we should call each other as often.”

      “But you’re still going to help me?”

      “It’s getting dangerous, Clarice,” Matthews said hesitantly. “We’re going to be accusing people who probably have never committed a crime in their life.”

      “We’re after the Ruah, not arrests,” Clarice said.

      “It's going to be hard to justify that to Walkens and Cain,” Matthews replied.

      Clarice heard a door open on Matthews’s end of the line. She heard the blonde hottie whom she met at the bar the other night say, “We got another round of drinks.”

      “I’ll be there in a second,” Matthews replied.

      “Are you just going to cash in on yesterday's fame forever or are you going to be the person you told me you wanted to be months ago? Someone who makes a real difference?” Clarice asked.

      The words convicted Matthews. After a few seconds of silence, he asked. “When do you want to get started?”

      Clarice glanced at the clock. “Tomorrow. Early. I’ll let you enjoy your night.”

      Matthews sighed. “Okay.” She could imagine him pinching the bridge of his nose. “You have a lead?”

      “We check the local motels. She had to have slept somewhere. The Whispers Inn and the Red Bug. There’s also Riley's Bed and Breakfast,” Clarice said.

      “We’ll start with the Red Bug. They get the most visitors.”

      “Awesome. Can you give me a ride? My car is still at the crime scene.”

      “... I’ll be there.”

      The call ended.

      After another night without sleep, Clarice brewed up a pot of coffee and waited outside for him. Her bloodshot eyes stared aimlessly into the night. Steam rose from her mug. A red scarf warmed her neck. She took a sip of her coffee and tried her best to fall into a meditative state. Her scattered thoughts prevented her from getting much progress. By the time she felt like she could abide in a state of being, Matthews arrived.

      He opened the door from the inside. Clarice carried her mug into the car. They drove away from her parents’ property, passing under the threshold that read ‘Holburg Family Ranch.’

      Matthews had a pensive look on his face. He had his hands on a three and nine o’clock position. His stiff shoulders and rigid posture exposed his discomfort.

      “It sucks, doesn’t it?” Clarice asked.

      “What?” Matthews asked, looking around the car for something to associate with her words. “My driving?”

      “No. Doing the right thing,” Clarice replied.

      Matthews frowned.

      “Having to put others first, also being the first one to step up to the plate, going against the current when no one else wants to,” Clarice smirked. “It being evil is easy. Mostly every problem we face as a people is due to selfishness and wrong motives. Sometimes I wonder why the Ruah try so hard to control us.” Clarice sipped her coffee and propped her head against the window. “I look out at the state of the world, and I try to imagine a place where we all act in love. Where people work together, building each other up and encouraging each other to be the best. Helping each other when we’re done. A world where we put aside offenses and search for a truth as a collective. Some people question if there is truth, but I’ve heard many lies, and I know that something can’t be a lie unless there is truth.”

      Matthews’s multicolored eyes were wide. “Wow, I, uh, didn’t expect to be discussing the state of man at the break of day.”

      “What better time to discuss it?”

      Matthews gave her a sideward glance. “You haven’t been getting much sleep, have you?”

      Clarice ignored his question. “Everyone is caught up in their own bubble. We seek riches and glory, but we forget that when we die, we take none of it with us. We heap our problems and debt on the next generation. We feed them the same philosophies we followed, but half the stuff we say makes us miserable. We eat. We work. We die. A lucky few get their names in history books that will get taught to a generation of kids too consumed with how they can please themselves. They get out of school, grow older, and the cycle repeats itself. Instead of changing anything, we put all the responsibilities on a system or leader who is just as caught up in the rat race as us. Is that it? Is that what this life is?”

      Clarice looked to Matthews.

      He glanced over at her. “Are you asking me?”

      “I am.”

      Matthews thought on it. “Well... some might say that’s all we have and we should make the best of it.”

      “What do you say?”

      Matthews flexed his jaw, lost in deep thought. “I don’t know. I just try to be a good person.”

      “Good according to whose definition?”

      “Just good. Good good,” Matthews said, growing frustrated. “Helping people. Making a difference.”

      “And how do you know it’s making a difference?”

      “Because you see their smile or their pain goes away,” Matthews replied.

      “What if the best way to help them is to let them fall so they learn to get up? Or it's pushing them into an uncomfortable place so they’ll have to dig for a deeper answer?”

      Matthews’s frustration grew.

      Clarice continued. “If I help a million people but kill one. Am I good? Does that evil excuse invalidate all the good?”

      “There are lawful and unlawful actions. If you break the law, you suffer the consequence. We establish these laws to preserve individual rights and liberties,” Matthews debated. “That’s why I’m a cop, so we can live in a community where people can do their business in peace. Now why are you asking me all this stuff?”

      “Is that all life is? Man-made laws?” Clarice asked.

      “Some believe God made certain laws,” Matthews replied.

      “What do you believe?”

      “That we work with what we got and try to live a happy life,” Matthews said. “That’s about all I know.”

      “Isn’t that an issue?”

      “Clarice, please… You’re making my head hurt.”

      “I want to encourage you to look deeper at yourself and the world,” Clarice said. “I’ll give you a hint: we’re spiritual beings having a natural experience. Once you unlock that truth, then you can stop Ruah.” Clarice explained. “You want to do that, right?”

      Matthews opened his mouth to speak but stopped himself. He conceded with a nod.

      “Then start digging,” Clarice said.

      “After the case,” Matthews replied. “Let’s see if we can fix our town before we try to fix the world.”

      They arrived at the first motel and inquired about Linda. The front desk worker hadn’t seen any woman that resembled Linda’s likeness over the last few weeks. Matthews was able to get a sneak peek at the guest registration but couldn’t find Linda’s name. They moved to the next hotel and had similar results. The third hotel hadn’t seen Linda either. With that lead shot, Clarice had to assume that Linda either stayed with someone or slept in her car.

      Matthews made a brilliant contribution when he asked if they should get food. Linda would’ve had to have eaten somewhere. Despite being possessed by the Ruah, she still needed sustenance, and sometimes Ruah caused people to have an even greater appetite. They visited the local restaurants, asking if they had seen Linda. They were met with dead end after dead end. Eventually, they arrived at Sunshine’s Diner.

      Its chrome body reflected the midwestern sunlight. Old gas pumps stood out front of its glass door. The last time Clarice had visited Sunshine’s was when she was investigating Ben Clawford’s murder/suicide. She could still remember the bloodstains on the floor and the shadowy “footprint” left behind by the Ruah that had possessed him. Strangely enough, that tragedy occurred the day before Clarice arrived in town. She wasn’t sure if it was fate or coincidence that brought her forth.

      Matthews parked in front of the diner. A pensive look overtook his face. He stared at the diner. Sorrow leached into his countenance. Clarice gave him a reassuring touch on his shoulder. “You’re strong. You’ve already been set free from that mistake.”

      Matthews frowned. “It doesn’t feel like it. It feels like I let a man die and let another kill himself.”

      He had been outside the diner when Ben shot Jesse Tucker and took his own life. That sorrow allowed a Ruah to attach to Matthews’s back and speak lies into his ear. The lies grew stronger and stronger to the point where he had wanted to kill himself. Clarice had exorcised the Ruah, and their friendship began.

      Clarice headed inside. Matthews trailed in her wake.

      A little golden bell jingled when Clarice opened the door. The dinner had a handful of patrons eating in silences or discussing the town’s craziness. A woman wiped down the counter. She had greying-blonde hair tied in a loose ponytail. She wore a waist apron and slightly wrinkled waitress outfit. Her slightly lopsided smile had a hint of sadness. Clarice approached the register.

      The woman’s face lit up. “How are y’all doing today?”

      “Had better days, to be honest,” Clarice replied.

      The woman grabbed two menus. “Dining in or taking out?”

      Clarice noticed her name tag. “Neither, Mary-Beth.”

      “Oh?” Mary-Beth said. “It's a strange thing to come to a diner and not want to eat.”

      “We’re looking for information,” Matthews said. He still appeared a bit shaken. His short brown hair moved slightly under the heat vent. Shades guarded his multi-colored eyes. He pulled out an older picture of Linda. “Have you seen this woman?”

      Mary-Beth gave the photograph a long look. “I think so. She stopped by here maybe ten or eleven days ago.” Mary-Beth said and gave him back the photograph. “I never forget a face.”

      Matthews cast down his eyes in shame.

      “You were a hero that day,” Mary-Beth said.

      “I appreciate the kind words,” Matthews said, though he did not truly receive the compliment.

      “I mean it,” Mary-Beth said. Her eyes watered. “Jesse was a good friend. When I saw him laying on the floor, I thought my heart would stop. And then Ben started pointing his gun at us before putting his gun in his mouth. It was like he was fighting to keep control and the moment he regained some of it, he pulled the trigger. I thought my world was falling apart, but you came in and called for backup. I never thanked you for that day, but just having an officer nearby restored my faith in some sense of order, and my word, we need it.”

      Matthews didn’t know how to take the kind woman’s words.

      Mary-Beth gave him a kind smile. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to derail your investigation. I just thought I should share that with you.”

      “Thank you,” Matthews said earnestly.

      “As for the woman,” Mary-Beth got back on task. “She ate a few meals here.”

      “Around what time of day?”

      “Morning.”

      Clarice asked. “Did you see her with anyone?”

      “She was alone. She small-talked with a few people. That was that,” Mary-Beth replied.

      Matthews jumped into the questioning. “Did she ever say why she was here or where she was staying?”

      “Never,” Mary-Beth replied. “She held her cards close to her chest, so to say.”

      “Can we look at the receipts from the days she was here?” Matthews asked.

      Mary-Beth took a breath. “Let me see what I can find.” She stepped into the back.

      Lamar, the tall chef, appeared in the kitchen window. He looked over a row of steaming plates. “You guys looking for that woman?”

      Clarice and Matthews turned to the man. He was over six and a half feet and had a bald head. The man had hands that could hold the broad side of a bowling ball and muscles to match.

      “We are,” Matthews replied.

      “You are out of luck,” Lamar said. “She left town.”

      “She said that?” Matthews asked.

      Lamar replied. “She said she was just stopping in to enjoy a short vacation. I haven’t seen her in a probably a week.”

      Clarice didn’t want to announce that she was dead yet. It would be broadcast soon enough. “Were you two close?”

      Lamar put another plate on the windowsill. “She was a nice lady. A little rough around the edges but a good heart. We became friendly after a few visits.” By the way he said it, it might have been a little more than friendly.

      “She might be in big trouble,” Matthews said.

      Lamar eyed him, unsure if he was telling the truth. “Linda can take care of herself. Like I said, she’s already left town.”

      Clarice couldn’t tell if he was just trying to throw her off. “How can you be sure?”

      “If she hadn’t, she would’ve already stopped by.”

      An oven dinged.

      Lamar returned to his kitchen dwelling.

      Clarice and Matthews exchanged looks. Perhaps the chef knew more than what he was letting on. Clarice kept an eye out for any signs of the Ruah. She didn’t see or feel anything. Either the Ruah was hiding, or Lamar was innocent. It was too early to tell.

      Mary-Beth returned with a lockbox. “All the receipts are in here.”

      Seeing the amount of food piling up in the kitchen, Matthews suggested taking pictures of the receipts in the back. Mary-Beth agreed. She unlocked the back office for them and went out to serve more food. Clarice and Matthews laid one receipt at a time, trying to find the days that Linda had purchased food. They found her name on one and snapped photos of everyone else who purchased food around that time. After about forty minutes, they had collected a number of suspects. Most surprising was their discovery of Clarice’s brother Luis. Clarice and Matthews added Mary-Beth and Lamar to their list as well. However, limiting their search just to the diner seemed too small scale. Progress was progress, and Clarice needed something to propel the investigation forward. This list was what they had to work with.

      As they were on the way out of the diner, Clarice got a call from an unknown number. Hesitant it was spam, she answered.

      “Clarice, hey. It’s Katie,” the woman on the other end of the line said.

      Matthews gave Clarice a curious look.

      Clarice mouthed. “Sister-in-law.”

      Katie asked, “Are you busy?”

      “A little bit, why?”

      “I was wondering if you’d like to stop by,” Katie said. “We can have a cup of hot choco or something.”

      Clarice looked around at the snowy landscape. “Did something bad happen?”

      “Oh gosh, no!” Katie exclaimed. “I was interested in spending time together.”

      She looked to Matthews.

      He shrugged. “Whatever you want to do.”

      Clarice thought about the progress she’d made on the case. They had a few launching points, and it would be good to do some family stuff before she got too engrossed in the case. Clarice replied, “Sure, I can stop by,”

      “Wonderful. I’ll see you soon,” Katie said cheerfully.

      Clarice ended the call.

      Matthews asked, “Isn’t she the one that wouldn’t let you see her kids?”

      “Wait until she hears I’m a suspect in these murders, too,” Clarice joked.

      Matthews took her to her own car and headed to Katie’s. She owned a ranch on the other side of town. It wasn’t as big as Clarice’s father’s ranch, but it was heavily populated with cattle. Most hid away in the large barn as snow fell from the iron sky. Across the front lawn were multiple Christmas props. There was a nativity scene. Christmas lights were strung across the edges of the house in a wonderfully artistic fashion.

      Clarice found Katie practically waiting at the door for her arrival. She was dressed in an ugly sweater with her hair down. “Come in, come in!”

      She cheerfully ushered Clarice into the heavily-decorated house. It was like she’d entered Santa’s workshop. Four perfect stockings hung over the fireplace, a massive tree dressed in ornaments, and dozens of presents under the tree. Katie led Clarice over.

      “What do you think?”

      The glass ornaments captured the light. “It’s beautiful. Did you put this together all by yourself?”

      “For the most part. I attempted to get the boys to help out, but they were more concerned with fighting imaginary wars with the glass angels than hanging them on the trees,” Katie laughed embarrassedly. “Boys will be boys.” Katie’s eyes went wide. “Oh, wait here.”

      She hurried into the kitchen.

      Clarice stayed by the tree. The wonderful pine smell took her back to her childhood. She used to wrestle with her brothers all the time before Christmas and try to steal peeks at the presents.

      Katie hurried back into the room with two mugs of hot chocolate. “Try it.”

      She put one into Clarice’s hand. A candy cane hung on the rim from the inside. Its stock was submerged in the choco. Clarice took a sip. Its decadent minty chocolate taste was wonderful. “Wow. This is something else, Katie.”

      “You like it?” Katie asked giddily. “Have a seat.”

      Clarice sat down on the sofa, afraid to spill her mug. She took a long sip to keep it from sloshing over the lip. “Is Luis home?”

      “Not right now,” Katie replied. She sat down on another recliner. “He went out to run some errands. A friend of his bought an old truck they’re trying to repair.”

      “In the dead of winter?” Clarice asked.

      “That’s what he said,” Katie replied. “I just hope he doesn’t catch a cold. Christmas is three days away.”

      “That soon?” Clarice had almost forgotten. “You have plans for the kids?”

      “Actually, I was going to invite the family over. That’s one of the reasons why I brought you here.”

      Clarice set down her mug.

      Katie shyly turned down her gaze. “I know things have been tense for a while. And after the thing with your eye and all… It’s been hard to connect.”

      “It’s okay,” Clarice said, though not as sincere as she would’ve liked.

      “But it's not, though,” Katie locked eyes with Clarice. “I want to apologize for keeping Bowers and Jack away from you.”

      Clarice chewed the inside of her cheek. Emotions stirred within her.

      Katie said, “Luis thought it would be better if they were separated from you until you got things sorted out. That first week you arrived in town was hard on everyone, and he didn’t want the drama taking a toll on the boys.”

      That’s not what Luis said, Clarice thought bitterly. If she remembered correctly, Luis said that Clarice was a bad influence and was turning the twins into troublemakers. She kept her mouth shut, not seeing the profit of her venting her bitterness.

      Katie continued. “But all of that is in the past now, and I want us all to be a family for Christmas. I guess what I’m trying to say is, you’re welcome over any time. I honestly think the boys would love to hear about your travels. A lot of us would, actually.”

      “Thank you, Katie,” Clarice said softly. “I must say that I wasn’t always a rebel of family.”

      “I know,” Katie replied with a wry grin. “I remember the nights when you would talk for hours about the psychology book you read or what secrets were held in Eastern mysticism. It doesn’t match what I believed, but you had such a passion for it. You were always learning, and you loved it. A lot of the stuff you said made me consider my faith and the world. Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t understand half of what you were talking about, but it did spark some curiosity.”

      “Back then, I didn’t understand half the stuff I said either,” Clarice replied.

      The two of them chuckled. Clarice didn’t realize how much she missed laugh with family. It was invigorating.

      Katie took another sip from her hot choco. When she finished, she set it on the coffee table and smiled widely. “Okay. Now that is out of the way, tell me about you.”

      “There’s not much to say,” Clarice replied. She talked about taking care of her father’s ranch and riding Rorschach. She talked about spending time relaxing in the barn and her meetings with the police.

      “I didn’t know you were helping the police!” Katie exclaimed.

      “Yeah, I can’t discuss much of it, but I had a few leads for the police to follow that I thought would’ve been promising,” Clarice replied.

      “Would’ve been?” Katie asked.

      “Things are a little more complicated now. The woman I thought might’ve played a role in the girl’s murder turned up to be a dead end. We’re back to square one,” Clarice replied.

      “Wow. I had no clue that you were that heavily involved in this,” Katie said. “So over the last few years were you a detective? A bond’s broker? What?”

      “I didn’t work in any formal capacity. Nevertheless, I’d play my part as a diligent citizen,” Clarice said. She felt pride swell up inside her. As much as her time with Alex was troublesome, she was still closer to that woman than anyone in the world.

      “Like a hired gun?”

      Clarice smiled to herself. “In a way, yeah. I like the sound of that.”

      “Why did you keep this a secret?” Katie asked.

      Clarice shrugged. “I guess it would raise a lot of questions. Not everything I did was by the book, let’s say.”

      “Oooh,” Katie said.

      Clarice took another sip of the hot choco. “You’re the only person in the family I’ve told since I got here.”

      “Wow, that’s so amazing,” Katie replied sincerely. “So, like, you traveled and…” She couldn’t get a good grasp of what to say.

      “Stopped bad people,” Clarice replied.

      “Like  the hero of some Western?”

      Clarice chuckled. “I wouldn’t go that far. Also, if it would be okay, I’d like to keep what I said between us. There are enough rumors circulating about me as is, and I don’t want to add more fuel for the fire.”

      Katie got serious. “You have my word. I promise.”

      Clarice thanked her. It felt good to be able to tell her, even if it was just vague surface stuff. Maybe one day, she’d even let her in on her biggest secret.

      Katie said shyly, “I know it's not my business, but why did you decide to come home?”

      Clarice thought about lying, but she stopped herself. It felt good being honest. “A friend of mine got into big trouble and went missing.”

      “Oh my,” Katie gasped. “What happened?”

      “I tried to find that out, but I didn’t turn up any leads. She was just gone. I thought coming back home would help set my head straight.”

      “It sounds like you live such an exciting life.” A trace of sadness weaved through Katie’s tone.

      “Trust me. It’s not glamorous,” Clarice said. “It's certainly not profitable.”

      “Still, you’re making a difference,” Katie replied.

      “You are too,” Clarice said. “You have two wonderful boys and a great husband who need you to keep them in line. They need someone who can raise them up in the right way that they’ll carry on for generations. And those generations will touch others and on and on,” Clarice said.

      “I needed to hear that,” Katie admitted. “The twins are getting older and are starting to go their own way. Apparently, they’ve outgrown their momma.”

      “They’ll come around,” Clarice said.

      “And Luis is so distant, too.”

      “In what way?” Clarice asked.

      “He’s just not been himself,” Katie admitted. “He works long hours. He doesn’t call as often. I know he’s busy, but it would be nice for him to check in for a little while. Or watch the kids so I can get out a little more.”

      The information quickened Clarice’s heartbeat. “When did he start acting like this?”

      “Not for long. Just a few weeks. There’s a lot of work he needs to do before taking the week off after Christmas,” Katie said. “But this last week and a half has been especially hard.”

      “Has he been violent in any way?” Clarice asked.

      “Of course not,” Katie replied with offense. “Luis would never hurt the boys or me.”

      “Sorry, that wasn’t the right way of saying that. I’m worried about Luis as much as you are, and when I hear this stuff, my mind just goes to the worst places,” Clarice explained.

      Katie nodded. “Anyway, enough of that negative stuff. I want to talk to you about this new book I’ve been reading.” Though Katie was usually as quiet as a church mouse, it was good to see her happy to talk to someone.

      Clarice listened, trying to enjoy her company. Luis kept coming to mind. Clarice glanced around the room for Ruah “footprints,” but didn’t spot any. At one point during Katie’s rambling, Clarice excused herself to use the restroom. She used that time to check her brother’s bedroom. She searched the walls and the drawers for any symbols he may have carved. She did not have any luck. She returned to Katie, but her mind stayed focused on Luis.

      When it was time to go, Clarice thought they’d bonded well, but the issue about her brother remained. She decided to head home and spend some time meditating in the barn. She checked her phone for the time, discovering that her battery had died. She checked the wall clock. It was late afternoon and would be dark soon. She didn’t want to miss the sunset.

      They decided to part ways. Katie gave Clarice a big hug and reiterated the fact that she was welcome anytime.

      Clarice got into her Challenger. Snow fell all around. She blasted the heater and cautiously drove on the backroads back to her parents’ ranch. Her windshield wipers slashed at the snow. She turned on the radio and hummed along to the Christmas songs.

      Headlights blasted in the rear view. Clarice squinted. The truck driver behind her had turned on his brights.

      Clarice sped up, distancing herself from the truck. He seemed to be matching her speed.

      Clarice glanced in the rearview mirror again.

      The massive Ford F150 inched toward her bumper. Snow cascaded onto its black paint. Across its bumper was a modified steel guard with heavy-duty lights attached, which further blinded Clarice. She scowled at the driver.

      The Ford tapped her rear bumper, jolting Clarice forward.

      “What the--” Before Clarice could finish her curse, the Ford slowed down. It left about fifteen feet between Clarice and itself. She wondered if the driver was stopping to swap insurance information. Clarice kept an eye on the Ford and pulled out her cell phone, remember it was dead. Clarice sighed. She slowed down to pull over.

      Without warning, the Ford driver stomped on his accelerator.
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      With a cringe-inducing crunch, the truck rammed into Clarice’s Challenger. Her neck snapped forward. A sharp pain shot down her spine. Her wheels slipped on black ice and lost traction. The Challenger headed for the ditch.

      Clarice’s bangs fell across her face as she twisted the steering wheel. Heart pounding mercilessly, she swerved. Her tires screamed, shaving the ditch’s edge. Chunks of frozen dirt and ice spewed out of the wheel wells. Clarice overcorrected and swerved into the opposite lane. Still processing what had happened, she regained control and glanced back in the rearview mirror.

      The truck pressed up against her bent fender and nudged her forward. Every light tap wobbled her car.

      Adrenaline-fueled, Clarice stomped on the gas pedal. Her body pushed back as her muscle car lurched forward. Black exhaust billowed out of her tailpipe, creating a small smokescreen. She raced ahead, trying to get as much distance as she could from the truck.

      The dense snowfall blinded her. She took a sharp turn onto a single-lane road. A few seconds later, the truck rounded the corner.

      Clarice used that to gain more speed as she zipped through the wooded area. She needed to get help, but was afraid to stop.

      The truck’s driver side window rolled down. A gloved hand holding a pistol reached out.

      Clarice’s eyes widened.

      Bam! Bam! Bam!

      The driver opened fire.

      Clarice swerved the car back and forth. A bullet ripped through the truck. The rest were near misses.

      The truck driver pulled his gun back inside and sped up.

      Clarice looked for a way off of the winding road. Woods flanked her on both sides. She struggled to keep focused as her anxiety increased.

      She steadied her breathing in an attempt to regain control of her mind. The Christmas music blasting from the radio didn’t help her.

      She shut it off and glanced up at the road just as a deer raced in front of her. She didn’t have time to brake. Sucking air through her teeth, she braced herself for impact. The deer ran. The light reflected its eyes like an opal in the sun. It made it to the other side of the road. Clarice had missed it by inches.

      Holding steering wheel, her knuckles turned frosty white. She maintained control of her bladder. The snowfall prevented her from seeing more than fifteen feet.

      In the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of something moving in the woods. It was the size of a bear. It ran on four legs. The blurring trees and dense snowfall masked its true shape. Clarice looked at her speedometer. She was going ninety-seven miles per hour. If the turns on the road were any tighter, she would roll her car trying to master them. Yet, somehow, this bear-like thing matched Clarice’s speed.

      Ruah, she realized. Fear coiled in her chest like a constrictor snake.

      She’d seen this one before.

      Bristly hair clothed its shadow-black body. A white and red pattern painted its crazed face. Its milk-white pupils locked on Clarice. Its mouth grew wide, exposing rows and rows of crooked teeth. It was hungry.

      She had previously encountered it when she was tracking Mark Clawford. She wasn’t ready for it then and was certainly not ready now.

      Wham!

      Clarice’s head snapped forward. She caught herself before hitting her nose on the steering wheel.

      The truck had caught up to her and rode her tail. Its steel front guard was like a battering ram against Clarice’s truck.

      Dread tightened in her core.

      Holding the truck’s nose against Clarice’s car, the driver aimed his pistol outside his window again.

      Clarice ducked her head.

      Her driver side mirror exploded.

      More bullets ripped through the back and punched holes in the car. One of them lodged in the dashboard. A few went through the back and front windshields. Through the bullet holes, jets of arctic wind punched Clarice’s face. Snow flurries burst into her car, turning it into a high-speed snow globe. The heat quickly melted them.

      The truck driver retracted his gun. Head still low, Clarice lifted her nose over the steering wheel.

      On one side of her, the Ruah gained speed. It changed directions and started running to her. It passed through a gap in the trees, spilling snow from their branches.

      She set her jaw and looked for some way to avoid both pursuers.

      Suddenly, the Ruah’s quadruple legs launched it into the air. It landed on her car. Unbound by physical matter, it easily phased through her back window and landed in the back seat.

      Its horrible smile appeared in the rearview. As quick as lightning, it reached its large hands around Clarice and stabbed its claws into her temples and cheeks. She screamed. No blood spilled out. Instead, lies flooded into her mind. You’re dead. You’re a failure. Give up. Failure. Failure. Let him kill you. You want it. You’re sick of failing. Slow down. Let him kill you. The words repeated a million miles per hour, clouding her every thought.

      Clarice let out a scream, but her eyes became heavy-lidded. The spirit blocked her from seeing the truck in the rear view.

      She passed over a patch of black ice.

      Her tires slipped. Her car glided forward at a fifteen-degree angle, sliding up the road with zero traction. The five-foot ice patch ended. Clarice swiftly straightened up the front of her car.

      The Ruah’s claws dug deeper. It felt like pins were going through her face. Failure. He’s going to kill you. You’re not going to survive. Just give up. Failure. Failure. Failure.

      “Get off me!” Her desperate scream heightened her own self-doubts. The claws dug deeper. The lies became cruder and more perverse.

      The woods flanking her ended. The street continued onward, lined by fields. She raced by a few houses but didn’t have time to stop.

      She needed a clear mind, but there was too much happening.

      Those women are dead because of you. Alex is dead too. You failed them. You failed everyone. Everything you do fails. Even your relationship with Katie will fail. Imagine how you’ll make her grieve when you die? It would’ve been better if you never mended your relationship. Now you’ll just bring her more pain. Failure. Failure. Failure.

      The horror of the words settled into her heart like barbed chains. Memories of all the people she failed to save erupted in her thoughts. When she blinked, they only intensified.

      “Leave!” she commanded the Ruah.

      Streams of cold air bombarded her face. All the heat had been sucked out of the car. Pain throbbed in her fingers from squeezing the steering wheel so hard.

      Th truck’s horn blasted as the driver attempted to punt her.

      Only relying on muscle memory, Clarice took a hard right turn. She felt the weight of the car shift to one side, and instantly the cabby started bouncing rapidly. Her tires bumped across the field’s rough terrains. The Challenger plowed through snow, spewing it off to both sides. Clarice set her bloodshot eyes on the field ahead.

      The Ruah moved its head a few centimeters and kept whispering horrible things. Its influence grew stronger in her mind that even the outside world started to seem trivial.

      The rumbling of the car, the rapid beating of her heart, the lies in her mind, and the killer on her tail was the perfect storm of chaos. The cold winter seeped into her core. Death was coming.

      “Get out! Go!” she shouted.

      The Ruah’s lies were becoming truths. It became impossible to tell the difference between its silent words and her thoughts. The Ruah’s smile widened. Two of its knuckles had vanished into Clarice’s skin. She could feel it tickling her brain. The sheer horror and defiance on her face turned into a glassy-eyed look. The noise of the world faded away. Tunnel vision kept her facing forward. The sensation of bouncing in the cab became numbing to her.

      “Breathe,” she remembered Alex say once. “Trial by fire. It's the only way.”

      Clarice drew in a deep breath that filled her lungs. The jets of wind reminded her of the upstairs breeze in her father’s stable. A strange knowing of who she was filled her innermost being. It wasn’t a thought or feeling. It was simply a fact that said she had the power to stop this. She released her breath and commanded the Ruah. “Leave. Now.”

      Failure. Failure. Failure.

      “Now!”

      The beast’s claws were violently ripped from Clarice’s head as the beast was sucked through the roof and into the sky like a swift black cloud. The feelings and thoughts of dread instantly left. Clarice’s tunnel vision ended, and the fullness of her attention was back on the truck chasing behind her.

      She plowed through corn stalks. They smacked at the windshield. A solitary farmhouse stood in the distance. Clarice headed that way.

      The truck was far better equipped to navigate the rough terrain, but it had lessened both of their speeds. Both cars created tracks through the cornfield. Clarice reached the house and drove around the front. She parked in the snow-covered lawn, got out and to the porch.

      She hammered her fist on the front door. “Hey! Hey!”

      She tried the knob. It was locked.

      The rumble of the Ford truck grew louder. Clarice hit the door. “Open up! Someone!”

      The truck rolled into view.

      Clarice picked up a porch chair and slammed it into the window.

      Before the truck came to a stop, Clarice scurried through the window. A piece of jagged glass snagged her sleeve and tore at it. She collapsed to the floor as the truck parked outside.

      Clarice scurried to her feet and rushed to the kitchen. She saw the wall-mounted phone. Thank God some people still used corded phones. She grabbed the phone and dialed 911 before it touched her ear. She heard nothing on the other side. It took her a second to realize the phone line was disconnected. She resorted to plan B. Her eyes went to the hilt of a chef’s knife. She slid it from the rack and huddled with her back against the wall that separated the living room and the kitchen. She took steady breaths, but she couldn’t stop shaking. She peered around the corner, getting at the broken window.

      The wind rustled the loose window curtains, preventing her from seeing the porch outside. Clarice fought back the fear. If the other Ruah were to return, it would be a disaster.

      Seeing no sign of the truck driver, Clarice got to her hands and knees. She stayed below the window line and quickly crawled down the hall. She checked various rooms, trying to find a place to hide or simply a better weapon. She had no such luck. She didn’t like the idea of hiding in the bedrooms. It would be too obvious. She noticed a little door on the ceiling.

      An attic!

      Clarice stood on her tiptoes and reached for the strings. She was shy six inches. She turned back to the hall, expecting to see the driver. He hadn’t come in yet. Sweat rolled down Clarice’s face. She held her knife with her teeth and jumped. Both hands grabbed the attic string and pulled it down. The hatch opened, releasing a small stepladder as well. It creaked lightly. Clarice cringed at the noise.

      The moment the ladder touched the floor, she hurried up into the dark space above.

      She grabbed the string and closed the ladder in on herself. She was completely enveloped in darkness.

      Despite the cold chill, Clarice was burning up. She wanted to do away with her many clothing layers, but knew it would be foolish. She set the knife aside. She touched her ear down the cold floor and listened.

      Footsteps sounded below her.

      Doors creaked open or close. Staying on her hands and knees, Clarice followed the noise to the various rooms of the house. Furniture was overturned in the bedroom. The shower rings scraped against the metal bar. Cabinets were opened.

      The driver moved quickly and thoroughly. She followed the sound of his footsteps. They seemed to be headed back to the front door. They stopped suddenly. Clarice heard them return and stop exactly below her. She held her breath and held the string to the attic. He wouldn’t be able to get up here because of it, but there was still a chance that he would try. Clarice waited for what felt like ten minutes. She wasn’t sure he’d left or not, and there was an itching temptation to come out of hiding and make a run for her car. Nevertheless, she held onto her patience.

      More time passed. With her phone dead, she didn’t have any way of checking the time. The cold began to seep back into her. She wondered if the driver just quietly left or if he was standing below her, biding his time. Clarice kept her ear close to the floor and listened.

      Silence.

      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      Bullets blasted holes through the floor around her.

      Clarice gasped and rolled across the floor, trying to make the least amount of noise possible. She covered her mouth. Natural light streamed through the bullet holes. She waited to see if the driver would make an attempt to breach the attic.

      Everything fell back into silence.

      Clarice got a sickening feeling that he was still waiting for her.

      She heard footsteps again. They faded away down the hall. Clarice stayed hidden and unmoving.

      A long time passed. It could’ve been an hour. It could’ve been three.

      Clarice crawled to the attic door. The natural light from the bullets had long since gone away. It was late. She cautiously peeked through the bullet holes. Her limited view of the hallway was further obscured by the darkness. Not seeing any sign of movement, she pushed against the attic latch.

      With a low creak, it opened to the hallway. The stepladder started to slide down the farther the latch opened.

      Keeping the knife close by, Clarice descended. She walked by a few shell casings and exited into the living room.

      Wind billowed the window curtains. Snow had spilled inside. Clarice carefully approached. She brushed aside the curtain and looked out into the darkness. Her Challenger was where she had parked it. There were no signs of the truck. She unlocked the front door and stepped out. There was no artificial light far out in the Oklahoma countryside. The roads didn’t have traffic lights, and whoever lived at this house was no longer here. Still holding the knife, Clarice traced the trail of smudge snow leading back to tire tracks. The driver had brushed over his own footprints to keep Clarice from following them. She fished out her car keys and headed for her car.

      She stopped walking.

      She noticed scratches on her burnt orange paint. Countless thin scratches were all over the doors, hood, and side panels. They were strange shapes, like flipped-over trees and spirals. Others matched the chaotic scars on Clarice’s back.

      Infuriated by the damage, Clarice flexed her jaw. She unlocked the car door and sat down. She immediately turned back, making sure the back seat was empty. It was. She locked her door and started the car. The heater blasted on high. Her car rolled across the lawn and onto the driveway. She followed it down to the main road and took that to the police station.

      On the way, she glanced at the rear view mirror periodically.

      Soon, she got back to a road with street lights. She parked at the police station, fixed her scarf, and headed inside.

      The lady seated at the desk quickly noticed Clarice’s slightly crazed look. Clarice said to her, “I’d like to report a crime.”

      She told the police about what had happened and where. She gave them the best explanation of the truck and showed them her own vehicle as proof. They sent her home and investigated the farmhouse.

      Clarice’s parents were eating dinner when she stepped through the door.

      Her mother said, “You’re late.”

      Clarice slung off her jacket and hung it on the post. She joined them at the table. There was a plate left out for her.

      Her father chewed with his mouth open. “How was your day?”

      The question took Clarice off-guard. “I’m going to need to call my insurance company.”

      “Fender bender?” Her father asked.

      “It’s a little more than that,” Clarice said. “Have you guys heard from Luis?”

      “Not recently,” Hannah said. She looked at Clarice suspiciously. “Why?”

      “Did he seem strange to you lately?”

      Hannah and Davis traded looks, unsure. Hannah shook her head. Davis did so after her. “He seemed okay to me.”

      “I talked to Katie today,” Clarice shifted gears. “She says I’m allowed to see the kids.”

      “Good for her,” Davis said with a mouthful.

      “Yeah, on my way back home…”

      Clarice told them about what had happened. At first they thought she was joking. After she finished talking, she asked them to keep their guard up. As she went to clean her plate off, her mother stopped her.

      “I’m fine,” Clarice replied. “I’m not hurt.”

      “But someone tried, and I’m not going to put up with it,” Hannah said. “Anyway, why did they try to attack you?”

      “I don’t know,” Clarice lied. She caught herself and decided to tell the truth. A close brush with death will make you more honest. Saving face doesn’t matter much anymore. “That’s not true, actually. I’m working with the police.”

      She told them about her scars and lifted up the back of her shirt a little. She told them about being abducted and tortured. It wasn’t an easy talk, and Clarice couldn’t look at them most of the time. By the end of it, her parents were both teary-eyed.

      Clarice didn’t know how to end her talk, so she said, “And that’s it.”

      Her father got up from the table and embraced her. Surprisingly, Hannah joined the hug.

      Hannah said, “Why didn’t you tell us?”

      “It was old news,” Clarice said. “I didn’t want you to pity me.”

      Davis was flabbergasted. “We wouldn’t do that! You’re our daughter. We love you.”

      Hannah nodded. “You should’ve called us? Why didn’t you come home then?”

      Clarice didn’t have answers for them.

      After the embrace, Clarice took a hot bath. She leaned back into the water until only her face wasn’t submerged and rested her eye. Despite it being months since she had suffered her injury, she still hadn’t gotten used to her weakened depth perception.

      The next morning, her father took over her work duties. Clarice met with Matthews at Sunshine’s Diner. They wanted to meet at an open place so they could look at their potential suspects.

      Matthews got straight to the point when he arrived. “Did you get a good look at him?”

      “No.”

      “So what makes you assume it was a man?” Matthews asked.

      Clarice shrugged. “Loud footsteps.”

      “Thankfully, the bullet shell casings will put us on his trail,” Matthews said.

      “You forget that the Ruah doesn’t care if it has to change hosts,” Clarice said.

      “What stops it from body-hopping all the time?” Matthews asked.

      “Possessing someone isn’t easy. For some Ruah, it could take decades. It's not that it cares about the host, but like all predators, it goes after the easy target.”

      “But this one is different,” Matthews said.

      Clarice nodded. “Yeah, this one is a lot stronger. I don’t know why.”

      “Do you know what the carved symbols mean? It seems to put them on whatever they can,” Matthews said.

      “I don’t know that either,” Clarice replied. “Perhaps it was the Ruah’s signature. Maybe it was a way of communicating. It could be something worth checking out.”

      “How would we figure that out?” Matthews replied.

      “We’ll play it by ear,” Clarice said. An idea came to mind. “I could try to talk to one of them.”

      Matthews’s eyes went wide. “Is that allowed?”

      “I won’t know until I try,” Clarice said.

      “But what if these spirits speak lies? How can you trust anything they’ll say?” Matthews asked

      Clarice agreed. Many Ruah were pure evil. Nevertheless, she might be able to try to trap one. She remembered talking about a similar thing with Alex. Alex told her that there was a way to bind a Ruah, but it wasn’t for the faint of heart. Clarice might just have to give it a try. After all, it was her life that was in danger now. If the Ruah was able to find her on the way back from Katie’s house, there was a good chance that he/she would try to strike again.

      Mary-Beth brought out a plate of food for Clarice and Matthews.

      “Y’all enjoy now,” she said and turned away.

      “Excuse me,” Clarice said.

      Mary-Beth turned to her with a confused expression. “Everything okay?”

      “I was just wondering how late you worked last night,” Clarice said.

      “Oh gosh,” Mary-Beth said, trying to remember. “It must’ve been till ten or eleven.”

      “Is that normal?” Clarice asked.

      “Sometimes we work later, but Lamar had to leave midway through the day. His cousin Georgie was in the kitchen. Both of them are great cooks, by the way. Georgie’s chicken livers. Mmm mmm. They’re decadent,” Mary-Beth said.

      The cogs in Clarice’s mind turned. “Why did Lamar leave?”

      “Personal reasons.”

      “Does he drive a Ford?” Clarice asked.

      Mary-Beth eyed her suspiciously. “Not that I’ve ever seen. Is Lamar in trouble?”

      Clarice put on a smile. “Of course not. I was just curious.”

      Mary-Beth glanced over to Matthews. He nodded her way.

      “I’ll be back to check up with you two shortly.” Mary-Beth walked to another table.

      Clarice waited until she was out of earshot before saying. “Doesn’t it sound a little strange that Lamar left right after we did yesterday? He also had connections with Linda.”

      “But you didn’t see any Ruah on him,” Matthews said.

      “So far I’ve not seen it on anybody,” Clarice said.

      “Any news on your brother?” Matthews asked.

      “No. Did you get a chance to look into any other names on the list of receipts?”

      “Briefly. But I didn’t see any suspicious behavior.”

      “Anyone who was home between late after and dark is not our guy,” Clarice said.

      Matthews made a plan to continue his search for a suspect while Clarice looked for a way to understand the Ruah’s strange message. The police seemed less inclined to suspect Clarice now that her car had been attacked. They were still skeptical about her role in all this, but it was hard to deny the bullet holes and bent fender.

      Matthews dropped her off back at the house. Before diving too deep into her research, Clarice patched up the bullet hole on her windshield with clear plastic. She also double-checked her rear bumper. It was crunched, but the taillights still worked. She’d need to get it fixed soon, but finding parts for a car this old would be costly. She’d just have to live with it.

      She headed to her room. She plugged in the Christmas lights that draped down her wall and unzipped her duffel bag. She removed a folded hoodie and put it on her bed. She unwrapped it, revealing the half-inch binder hidden within. The binder was held shut by a crisscrossing chain with a number lock on it. Clarice rolled the number dials until the three-digit code matched what she remembered. Seated cross-legged on the floor, she removed the lock and then opened the book. Inside were a collection of loose pages. Some were coffee-stained, and others had been wrinkled. There were a few that were written by hand and some that were typed. Other pages had graphs with symbols carefully drawn on them.

      Clarice looked through the old binder, remembering when Alex had just swept Clarice away from her home, making her promise to sever all contact with family and everyone she knew. Clarice paid the high price and was ready for adventure. Instead, she was taken to an RV covered in graffiti. It was parked on the top of a plateau that had an amazing view. The inside of the RV was modified and pretty. There were decorations on the walls and speakers that constantly played meditation music. The covers and pillows were multi-colored and very seventies. Alex was a true hippy, and what she own showed that she hadn’t changed her ways.

      Clarice remembering seeing the binder on Alex’s table. It was open to a page with star constellations that were connected by a zig-zagging line. Clarice went to explore the pages when Alex hurried to her and closed the book.

      “Don’t look at that,” she warned Clarice.

      Before Clarice could ask why, Alex said. “Not until the time is right. I will show you. Until then, no questions about this.”

      That only made Clarice want to crave the answer within more. Knowing Alex’s teaching style now, Alex did that because she wanted Clarice to know. The goal was never to make Clarice a blind follower, but to let her curiosity propel her to deeper truths. Every night, Alex would consult her binder. Some days, she took notes. Other days she’d read it. There were a few times where she would hug it to her chest with her eyes closed, like she wanted the information to imprint on her heart.

      A few months into her time with Alex, Clarice tried to steal a look at the book when she saw that Alex was away. That was when she discovered the lock and chain. That was the first time Alex had locked it, but she must’ve known that Clarice was going to try to steal a peek. Because it was a number code and not a key lock, Clarice couldn’t pick the lock. It wasn’t that she was good at lock picking anyway. Alex was still teaching her that skill and was relatively hands-off in the process. That was also frustrating.

      It wasn’t until after Clarice’s abduction and torture that Alex allowed her to look at the binder. She showed her the star constellation picture from that first day Clarice arrived and described how she saw a shooting star two nights before she got to Clarice in Jasper. Alex said that the stars had told her where Clarice would be, though both of them were strangers at the time.

      Clarice thought the whole thing was ridiculous. She wasn’t some hero born under the right star. If so, she would’ve already saved the world. Also, the stars and planets weren’t even close to being aligned in the picture Alex showed her. Nevertheless, the random configuration was not so random after all. TV and folk tales conditioned people to believe and only look for blatantly obvious signs, like blood moons and constellations. In reality, it was the seemingly random signs that foretold of things to come. Otherwise, special moments would only happen some hundreds of years as opposed to every day somewhere across the globe. All this was to say that Alex had a dream about a certain configuration of the planets and stars.

      Since Clarice was given access to the binder, much of her journey changed. Alex’s veiled approach to teaching had become much softer. After all, her only student had nearly died in her “trial by fire.” She explained that the journal was a collection of dreams and visions she’d seen in water or an open flame. It was a collection of things even she failed to understand. Seated by a campfire, Alex described it as, “Things that were. Things that are. And things that will be.” The fire’s reflection danced in her eyes, adding to the mysticism of the statement.

      “I don’t understand,” Clarice said.

      “You see the spirits,” Alex replied. “I dream of them. You follow their footprints. I dream of where they will be. My gift isn’t greater than yours, sweetheart, and yours isn’t greater than mine. They just are what they are.”

      Clarice nodded. Everyone could see Ruah differently, but they just had to learn how. That was the hard part. Since Alex’s binder was personal to her own gift, a lot of the sections had little application to Clarice’s life. Some were dreams that had already come to pass, and others were things to come. Lots of pages had hand-drawn pictures or descriptions of events that were listed with heavy symbolism. Mixed in with prophesies and musings of her mentor, there were also universal truths regarding the spirit realm, namely the Ruah.

      Clarice flipped through the pages, trying to find any information she could about binding her enemy or learning to speak its language. She found a list of Ruah: Lust, Dread, Sadistic Pleasure, and more. She flipped to another page that had different sketches of the spirits. The smallest was about the size of a rat while the biggest was the size of a school bus. Clarice had yet to see anything that big before and wondered what it would be like to be possessed by it.

      She lowered the binder and thought for a moment. What if the symbols on her back and car were not to show off, but to invite other Ruah to come to Jasper? Clarice tried to wrap her mind around a Ruah hostile takeover and what exactly that would look like. It was hard to imagine. She came up empty, but there was something inside her that really did not want to see such a horrible thing come to pass. If the past murders were just to draw in more Ruah, Clarice would be in big trouble. She wouldn’t be able to win that fight by herself.

      Clarice kept reading, but there was nothing more that really stood out. She wondered if she should even attempt to summon a Ruah.

      She decided to give Luis a call. He didn’t answer. She left a voicemail. “I was hoping we could talk. Please call me.”

      She didn’t want to suspect her own brother, but she wouldn’t disregard the option altogether. Perhaps she should spy on Lamar tonight. It would be risky, but she could just borrow her father’s truck and return it in the morning before anyone knew. Dressed warmly, she grabbed her father’s keys and headed outside.

      She made it all the way to his truck before she felt like she was being watched. She scanned the darkness. A figure stood in the distance. It was unmoving but facing toward Clarice. Feeling her heart spike, she backed away from her father’s truck and headed to the light switch under the overhang. She flipped it. Floodlights activated with a whoosh. They illuminated the horse track and stables. Clarice no longer saw the figure. She headed back inside and double-checked all the locks. She decided to stay in for the night, afraid that whoever was out there would come after her parents. She stayed in the living room and waited.

      Matthews sent her texts throughout the night, giving her updates on the various people on the list. Most of them were asleep.

      Clarice read through Alex’s binder while making sure no intruders tried to invade. After a few hours, she could barely keep her eye open. She double-checked the locks on the doors and windows before heading to bed in her room.

      She dreamed of praying in front of a large tree while Linda’s decaying corpse carved her back.

      Clarice awoke with a loud knock on the door.

      She quickly jolted up. “Yeah?”

      “Open up,” Hannah demanded. Her voice was muffled by the closed door.

      Clarice swiveled her legs out of bed, stood, and hurried to the entrance of her room. She unlocked the door and looked at her distraught mother. It looked like she’d seen a ghost.

      She spoke with strain in her voice. “Katie’s gone missing.”
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      Clarice, still trying to wake up, asked. “Gone? What do you mean?”

      “She went on a bike ride this morning and hasn’t come back home,” Hannah said. “Luis gave me a call. He found her bike in a ditch. She was nowhere to be found.”

      “Have they contacted the police?” Clarice asked.

      “That’s the first thing they did,” Hannah exclaimed. “Luis, Peter, and your father are driving around the area.”

      The drama woke Clarice up quickly. She asked about the time. It was nearly noon. She didn’t understand how she slept that long when her dream was so short. She told her mother that she’d meet her out in the kitchen in a moment. After closing the door, Clarice put on long underwear, snow pants, a heavy sweater, and a beanie. She quickly brushed her hair and headed out to the main room of the house.

      Hannah looked out of the window by the Christmas tree.

      “Who was the last person to see her?” Clarice asked.

      “Her boys. Katie told them she would be coming back in twenty minutes. After an hour, they knew something was wrong,” Hannah said. “You think the person that attacked her was the same person that attacked you?”

      “We don’t have enough information to draw that conclusion,” Clarice said.

      The response caused her mother to become closed off.

      “We’ll find her,” Clarice said with reassurance. She headed outside. Last night's snow had painted the world white. She called Matthews.

      He answered. “I’m sure you’ve heard the news.”

      “I just did,” Clarice said. “What do we know?”

      “Nothing at this point, but everyone is flipping out,” Matthews said. “Jasper can’t afford another killing.”

      “Where are you now?” Clarice asked.

      “Hiking through the woods where we found Katie’s bike. We’ve had no luck so far.”

      “I’m going to find my brother. You see if you can track Lamar,” Clarice said as she climbed into her vandalized car.

      “That’s not an option,” Matthews replied.

      “Why not?”

      “I have to be part of the official search team. Walkens isn’t letting me take time off this time,” Matthews complained.

      “Okay,” Clarice collected herself. “I’ll have to go after both of them then.”

      “You could wait,” Matthews said. “After my shift ends--”

      “-- I’m not going to leave my sister-in-law waiting for that long,” Clarice said. “I’ll call you if I make any progress.”

      She hung up and started her Challenger.

      The engine sputtered, but it drove fine. Clarice’s first stop was her brother’s ranch. She pulled in, seeing multiple vehicles parked in the driveway. She assumed they belonged to Katie and Luis’s friends. Clarice knocked on the front door. A few strangers answered. Clarice wasn’t as interested in talking to them as she was talking to her nephews. She found Jack and Bowers inside their playroom, mindlessly playing their video game. The adults had swarmed the house for reasons unknown. Maybe to watch over the kids, but they left them to their own devices while moping about Katie’s disappearance.

      Clarice shut the door behind them. She could only hear the game sound effects from the TV screen.

      She walked over and watched TV with the boys. They were playing a violent shoot-‘em-up video game. She sat next to them. They seemed lost in their game.

      “Are you winning?” Clarice asked.

      The boys shrugged.

      “Jack is,” Bowers said like an emotionless zombie.

      Clarice watched her eleven-year-old nephew blow a man’s head off. “Can you pause it?”

      “It’s online,” Jack said.

      “You’ll have to wait until the match is over,” Bowers said.

      “Your mother is a little more important than your score.”

      Jack clicked the upper right trigger on his controller “It’s called K/D.”

      “Kill/death ratio,” Bowers elaborated.

      “Ah,” Clarice said, unsure where to go from there. She wondered about the Ruah’s K/D. Not wanting to be that aunt, Clarice waited three minutes for the video game’s round to end. The twins lowered their controllers and waited for Clarice to speak.

      “Was it you two who called the police?” She asked.

      “We told Pedro. He called,” Jack replied.

      “Is Pedro one of your dad’s farmhands?” Clarice asked.

      The twins nodded simultaneously.

      “Tell me what happened with your mom.”

      Bowers said. “She said she was going on a bike ride.”

      “Did she say anything else?” Clarice asked.

      “Not really,” Jack said.

      A ten-second countdown on the screen began. The boys turned their eyes back to the screen as the next round started.

      Clarice pursed her lips, growing slowly frustrated by that dang machine. “Tell me about your dad.”

      “He’s alright,” Jack rapidly tapped the trigger.

      An enemy died onscreen.

      “Have you noticed any changes in him over the last few weeks?”

      The twins shrugged, generally ignoring the question.

      Clarice pressed them. “Stop playing for a second.”

      The twins hid their characters away in the game world and lowered their controllers. They gave Clarice their attention. She was happy she didn’t have to rip the controllers away.

      “I want you to be honest with me. You promise?”

      The boys nodded.

      Clarice eyed them for a moment, proving that she was serious. “Tell me about your father.”

      “He’s always working,” Bowers said.

      Jack’s temperature rose, “Because he has to feed your tiny butt.”

      “No!” Bowers protested.

      Clarice interrupted. “Stay focused.”

      Bowers said, “He’s always going somewhere or doing something. We only see him at dinner.”

      “How long has it been like that?”

      Bowers replied, “Forever.”

      “And has it gotten worse recently?” Clarice asked.

      Someone knocked on the door before opening it. It was a lady, one of Katie’s friends. “I just want to check on you. How are the boys doing?”

      “Good,” Clarice said politely. “Mind if you give us a minute?”

      The woman stepped out and closed the door.

      Clarice waited for the twins to answer her question.

      Jack eyed Bowers. Bowers, the meeker of the two, looked down at his twiddling hands. “He’s a lot worse now. He just yells at us.”

      Clarice didn’t want to suspect her brother, but when a spouse goes missing, the husband was always suspect number one. Ruah loved to destroy marriages, too. But what open doors did Luis have that allowed the Ruah to enter him? Clarice knew he was always a bit of a loner, which meant easy prey. Also, despite having a strong sense of right and wrong, Clarice had known him to bend the rules for himself. He was hellbent on building his own legacy as well. There was always pride before the fall. The more Clarice thought about it, the Ruah could’ve gotten in a number of ways.

      Jack returned to his game, hiding his emotions behind the controller. Bowers tossed aside his controller and went to the bathroom.

      “Is Bowers going to be okay?” Clarice asked Jack.

      “He’s just being a baby,” Jack replied spitefully. “Dad has to work. There’s nothing wrong with that. My little brother just needs to grow up.”

      Little? They were born two minutes apart. Clarice kept the remark to herself.

      “I’m going to do my best to find your mom, okay?” Clarice promised.

      “Whatever you say.”

      Clarice joined the adults in the living room. They were making calls and getting the local church involved with the search. Even though Katie had only been missing for a few hours, the people of Jasper weren’t going to wait around for their puny police force to do the job. It was a community effort now.

      One man said, “If they go after one of us, they go after all of us.”

      The rest of the people in the room agreed with him.

      Clarice asked how she could help. They told her to wait back at her family ranch in case Katie showed up. Clarice used that as an excuse to leave. When the people saw the scratches on her car, they were speechless. Now they think I’m the one who took her, Clarice thought bitterly. Driving, she called Luis.

      He answered with a grunt. “What?”

      “Where are you?”

      “Hiking in the woods. Looking for Katie,” he said stoically and with little emotion.

      “Mind if I join you?” Clarice asked.

      Luis sighed. “We’ll do better if we split up and cover more ground.”

      “Let me stick with you. Three eyes are better than two… that was a joke, by the way,” Clarice said.

      Luis didn’t reply for so long that Clarice thought he hung up. Eventually, he said. “I’m off Parker street. Look for the Escalade.”

      “On my way,” Clarice hung up.

      She texted Matthews, telling him about her plans to meet up with Luis. He texted back, saying that Lamar hadn’t been seen in the last twenty-four hours.

      As Luis had said, Clarice found his Escalade off to the side of the road. She pulled in behind it. A trail of Luis’s boot prints traveled out into the woods. Clarice followed in their trail, passing by snow-laden trees. She called Luis. “I’m here. How far down the path are you?”

      “Maybe a mile… you sure you don’t want to search somewhere else?”

      “Not at all,” Clarice said and hung up.

      She started down the trail, keeping a lookout in the woods. She didn’t have a weapon, but she didn’t plan on shooting her brother either. If he had the Ruah, she’d deal with it when it was just the two of them. Clarice knew the risks involved, but she was the only one capable of the job.

      After thirty minutes of hiking, she found Luis standing by a stream. The water cut through the snow and snaked through the woods. Clarice watched her brother, waiting to see a Ruah. She didn’t see anything. She moved in closer.

      Luis turned back to her. A pistol was clipped onto the side of his belt. He wore a red-and-black plaid jacket, dark jeans, and snow boots.

      “Have you had any luck?” Clarice asked.

      “None,” Luis replied. “I was thinking about following the river.”

      “Why come out here in the first place? I didn’t see a trail,” Clarice said.

      “Just a hunch,” Luis said. “Katie left her bike two miles east of here. She’s aware that several trails run through this part of the woods. Maybe she went hiking and got lost.”

      “Were there any tracks in the snow?” Clarice asked

      “No.”

      It didn’t seem like the strongest lead, Clarice thought silently.

      Luis started to follow the stream. Without looking back, he said. “Are you coming?”

      Clarice trailed behind him, keeping back a few paces. She kept her eye on him, waiting to see if he would reveal his possession.

      “How are you and Katie?” Clarice asked.

      “We’re fine.” Luis’s hostile tone didn’t leave much room for debate.

      “Did she tell you I stopped in yesterday?” Clarice asked.

      “Briefly,” Luis replied.

      Clarice tucked some hair behind her ear. “Yeah, she said she’ll be inviting everyone over for Christmas.”

      “Let’s see if we can find her first before we make plans for the holiday,” Luis replied.

      The conversation fell off into awkward silence.

      The crunch of snow beneath their feet and the soft rumble of water filled the void.

      Clarice tried her best to find a way to bridge into the next question. She thought of her best lie. “I saw you at Sunshine’s Diner a few weeks ago.”

      “When was that?”

      “I don’t remember the day,” Clarice replied. “I was just filling up my tank. I saw that woman, too.”

      “What woman?”

      “Long black hair. Nice jacket. She was probably in her mid-forties to early fifties… you know, the one that was found dead in the field,” Clarice replied.

      He stopped walking. “Wait, what? I didn’t know that was her.”

      “She was,” Clarice said.

      “Is this supposed to make me feel better about my missing wife?” Luis asked.

      “Sorry, I was just wondering if she spoke to you.”

      “What does she have to do with anything?” Luis said, getting frustrated.

      “Chill out, okay?” Clarice said, keeping her voice calm and level. “She was a victim. If someone took her, they might’ve taken Katie for similar reasons. So, did she approach you or what?”

      “Her name was Linda,” Luis said and kept walking. “She slipped into my booth when I was eating.”

      “What did she want?” Clarice asked.

      “She said that her old house wasn’t working for her anymore and thought that Jasper would be a nice place to start over. She just needed a couch to sleep on for a few days.”

      “I imagine you didn’t take her up on her offer,” Clarice said.

      Luis didn’t reply.

      “Bro,” Clarice said, shocked.

      “Obviously I wouldn’t let her come over, but it ain’t proper to leave a woman like that out in the cold. I gave her some cash to get her a hotel room. She said she didn’t want to put her name on the registry. The chef at Sunshine’s volunteered to help her out after his shift ended. Linda agreed, but she said that the diner made her stir crazy. I gave her a tour of the town.”

      “Does Katie know?”

      “She’d get the wrong idea,” Luis said defensively. “I wouldn’t cheat on Katie. Get that idea out of your head right now.”

      Clarice pushed the topic. “Did you see her after that?”

      Frowning, Luis shook his head. “That was the last time.”

      Clarice didn’t believe that either.

      “What was she like?”

      Luis glared at Clarice. “I forgot how nosy you are.”

      “That might be a useful skill to have when it comes to looking for your wife,” Clarice shot back.

      Luis didn’t talk about Linda anymore. Not having any luck with their search, they started to head back. If he was possessed, he would’ve attacked Clarice by now. When they arrived at their vehicles, Luis gawked at Clarice’s Challenger.

      “When did that happen?”

      “Last night,” Clarice replied. “A truck tried to ram me off the road. I escaped, but the person decided to leave behind their signature.” She gestured to the scratches.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Apart from the whiplash and protentional PTSD, I’m fine,” Clarice replied.

      Luis walked around the vehicle in awe. “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?”

      Clarice shrugged. “Wasn’t really on my mind.”

      “You were almost murdered,” Luis replied.

      That’s not a rare thing. Clarice thought to herself.

      Luis snapped pictures of her car with his phone. “Did you find the guy who did it?”

      “No. He drove a Ford F150. It had a modified front-end, like a guard you’d see on a police cruiser,” Clarice replied.

      Luis’s eyes widened. “You’re serious.”

      “No, I thought it would be a cool story so I made it up,” Clarice said sarcastically.

      “A black F150…” Luis replied. “I helped a guy out yesterday mount on a front guard. He was a friend of a friend.”

      That grabbed Clarice attention. “Why?”

      “It’s a hobby. His name was Ethan, by the way. I don’t know his last name,” Luis replied.

      Clarice contacted the police. Luis and Clarice drove to the station where they took down his statement. Whoever this Ethan guy was, he just became suspect number one. Walkens thanked Clarice for the lead. They were able to find out Ethan’s last name by going through the DMV database and sent squad cars to his address. While Matthews raided Ethan’s house, Clarice waited at the station. If Ethan was apprehended, she wanted to be there to deal with the Ruah the moment he arrived.

      After two hours, Matthews called Clarice and told her that Ethan wasn’t home. Matthews described the house as heavily trashed, like he’d destroyed everything in a fit of rage. The police put out an APB for him and his truck.

      Luis asked, “Does he have Katie?”

      “They didn’t find any trace of her. If Ethan had taken her, he didn’t bring her back to his home,” Clarice replied.

      Luis buried his face in his palms.

      Matthews told Clarice it would be a late night. He’d keep her updated as to what was happening. Without much to do, Clarice headed home. Luis headed back to his sons.

      Clarice went to the stable loft to clear her mind. She needed to be mentally ready for when she encountered the Ruah. Ten minutes into her meditation, Matthews gave her a call. “I have a lead I haven’t told the police about.”

      “What is it?” Clarice asked.

      “There is this natural spring that is not far from Ethan’s home. It would be an easy place to keep someone from prying eyes. If you think it’s worth looking into, I can pick you up, and we can head there now.”

      Clarice agreed. She armed herself with her revolver. Matthews picked her up. They drove down a dirt trail. Trees surrounded them on all sides. On the way there, they came upon a small house. Clarice and Matthews parked far away, hiding their car in the woods, and snuck up to it.

      They peeked through the window, seeing Katie tied to a chair.

      “Oh my Lord,” Matthews said.

      “Let’s get her and go. He might still be around,” Clarice replied.

      Clarice picked the lock as fast as she could. Matthews watched her back.

      There was no sign of the truck.

      Clarice unlocked the door. She rushed inside and started to undo Katie’s binds. Her sister-in-law awoke from her groggy state, unsure where she was or how she got there. Clarice noticed bloodstains on the back of Katie’s shirt. Her cuts matched Clarice’s scars. She removed Katie’s binds and helped her stand.

      She gasped in pain.

      Matthews spoke into his portal police radio. “We found Katie Holburg. She’s alive but needs immediate medical evac.”

      Tense excitement overtook his face at the taste of the victory.

      As he was talking, the F-150 approached from the road.

      “Inside.” He quickly slammed the house door closed.

      Clarice and Katie traded nervous looks.

      The driver floored the gas pedal.

      “Run!” Clarice shouted.

      The truck slammed through the front wall, stopping midway through the house while Clarice, Matthews, and Katie ran to the back door.

      Matthews pushed the girls in front of himself, allowing them to escape first. “Go! I’ll catch up!”

      Boom! Boom!

      Two bullets blew through Matthews’s head.

      His body flopped to the floor.

      Behind him, a gloved hand holding a gun stuck out of the truck’s window.

      With no time to process what just happened, Clarice took Katie by the elbow and ran into the snowy woods.

      Katie stumbled as she ran and gasped in pain. She slowed Clarice down immensely, but they couldn’t stop. Clarice looked over her shoulder as she got farther from the cabin. Lamar stepped out, holding a gun by his side. He wore his chef apron. He lifted Matthews’s gun from his body and pursued the women. Clarice was too busy running to question how it was Lamar, not Ethan.

      Like a thousand silent sentries, trees stretched in all directions.

      Katie tripped, nearly taking Clarice down too.

      “You’ve got to get up,” Clarice demanded.

      Katie sunk down further. “I can’t,” she wailed. “It hurts too much.”

      “Please, Katie!” Clarice pleaded.

      Lamar ran toward them. They had maybe fifty yards between them.

      Clarice put her arm around Katie. She screamed in pain as Clarice accidentally pressed against her wounds. They both ran, eventually coming to a drop-off into the natural spring. The drop was thirty feet. The water wasn’t iced over, but Clarice imagined it was freezing cold.

      In moments, Lamar would be at their location. Clarice didn’t have many options left.

      Katie turned her desperate eyes to Clarice, silently pleading for her to make a decision.

      Clarice pulled out her revolver. She couldn’t let the Ruah take another victim, but she needed to slow it down.

      She shot at Lamar as he dashed from tree to tree. The bullets exploded chunks of bark.

      Without fear, Lamar kept advancing.

      He had a lot more bullets and better aim.

      Clarice looked at the freezing water.

      She took Katie’s elbow.

      “Wait, we can’t -- aaah!” Katie screamed as both of them plummeted into the freezing water.

      Clarice sank to the bottom and locked eyes with a man. A cinder block and rope anchored his leg to the rocky ground. The name tag on his mechanical jumpsuit read Ethan. He had been dead for a few days.

      Clarice might just share the same fate…
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      A woman’s scream erupted from the cabin.

      Snow spilled from the sky’s black vault and blanketed the forest’s floor. Leafless trees enclosed the isolated property. The wood in the fireplace snapped and popped. Mounted fish and pictures of streams decorated the living room walls.

      The scream turned into laughter.

      “Harold!” Sarah shouted. “We’re not kids anymore.”

      Sarah’s protest didn’t stop her husband from tickling her. He climbed onto the couch, gently rested on top of her, and kissed her lips. It had been a lifetime since they’d been this playful.

      Taking a breather, a big dumb smile stretched across Harold’s face. He brushed hair away from Sarah’s cheek and said, “Let’s have another baby.”

      Blushing, Sarah looked away from him and scoffed. “Please. Like three isn’t enough.”

      “You don’t sound very convincing.” Harold kissed her again.

      A mounted elk head watched the married couple. Its beady black eyes captured the fire’s amber glow.

      Sarah turned away from Harold’s kisses.

      He stopped. A look of confusion flashed over his face. “What is it?”

      “Our children are in the other room,” Sarah said.

      “That still bothers you?” Harold asked.

      “A little,” Sarah admitted.

      Harold thought about continuing his advances but changed his mind. He sat up and took a swig of his spiked eggnog.

      Sarah brushed her loose hair from her face, sat up, and leaned into him.

      Fierce winds rattled the frosty windows.

      Harold put his arm around her and pulled her close, enjoying her warmth. The fire hypnotized him. “We need to do this more often.”

      Sarah had been trying to communicate that for years. Fighting the urge to bring up past fights, she asked, “Why don’t we?”

      Harold shrugged. “Work, I guess.”

      He was an accountant. Sarah was a full-time mother. Despite working out of the same house, it felt like they were a thousand miles apart.

      One room over, their three children played Sorry on the floor. Levi was nine. He had a mop of unruly hair and wore a matching sweater and sweatpants. A sheepish girl with square glasses and a tiny voice, twelve-year-old Kenzie sat to his right. Her sleeves were so long she had to continuously pull them up to use her hands. Megan, fifteen, sat cross-legged. She was tall and lanky, trapped in her awkward teen body. She had clear braces on her teeth.

      “Levi,” Megan barked.

      The boy stopped daydreaming and took his turn. Lying on his belly, he rested his chin on his hands. “When are we going home?”

      “We just got here,” Megan replied.

      “So?” Levi asked.

      “So we’re stuck here until Mom and Dad say otherwise,” Megan replied.

      Levi dramatically sank to the floor.

      Kenzie took her turn and won the game.

      Megan groaned.

      A small smile curled Kenzie’s lips. “Play again?”

      Megan looked around the room. “What other games do we have?”

      Face pressed on the floor, Levi said, “None.”

      Megan checked under the bunk beds and found bust bunnies. Her parents had promised snowball fights and sledding. Instead, they were trapped in their room. Maybe tomorrow would be better. She crawled back over to the Sorry board and started setting it up again.

      Kenzie’s attention was lost on the window.

      Megan loudly cleared her throat.

      Kenzie ignored her.

      Megan asked, “Are you going to help or not?”

      Face pale, Kenzie twisted back to Megan. She whispered, “There’s someone out there.”

      Megan glanced at the window, barely making out the shapes of trees in the darkness. Megan’s heart rate quickened. “Stop joking around.”

      Smack!

      The dirty hand slammed against the window.

      The children screamed and scrambled to the opposite wall.

      A moment later, Harold and Sarah burst inside.

      Harold asked, “What happened?

      “Is everyone okay?” Sarah asked, panicking.

      All talking at once, the children pointed to the window. It was near impossible to make out what they were saying.

      Harold shouted. “One at a time!”

      “There’s a man outside!” Megan yelled, louder than the rest of her siblings.

      Harold turned to Sarah. She fidgeted with her hands and waited for him to do something.

      Hesitant, Harold walked to the window and peeked out.

      An anxious silence hung heavy in the room.

      Harold backed away from the window, still keeping an eye on it. “I don’t see anyone.”

      The kids started talking at once again. “There was a man. I swear!”

      Sarah chewed her lip. “What are we going to do, Harold?”

      Harold masked his fear behind annoyance. “I’ll check outside. But if I find out that you kids are playing a game, you’re all grounded. That’s a promise.”

      The family followed him to the front door. Sarah was the last one to leave the bedroom. She drew the window curtains closed.

      Harold slipped on his fur-lined hat and grabbed a flashlight. He turned the doorknob. A large gust of wind blew the door wide open. Stepping out, Harold battled the door for control and shut it behind him.

      The family gathered around the front window and watched him brave the storm.

      Harold’s breath misted. Grumbling to himself, he encircled the house.

      The family lost sight of him.

      Levi wrapped his arms around Sarah. “Is Dad going to be okay?”

      Sarah’s voice wavered. “Yeah, baby, he’ll be fine.”

      A long minute passed without seeing Harold.

      Sarah stayed with her children. Her mind drifted. She nibbled on the inside of her cheek.

      Suddenly, the front door burst open.

      Harold stumbled inside.

      Sarah caught him before he could fall. A look of pain strained Harold’s face. Blood stained his torso.

      “Close the door,” he mumbled.

      Following the howling wind, the stranger stepped through the threshold. The Asian man wore a muscle shirt and track pants. Dirt and old blood sullied his hands, forearms, and bare feet. His greasy black hair tumbled over his slanted eyes. His fingers coiled around the handle of a rusty blade. Crimson droplets rolled down its point and plopped on the floor.

      The family froze.

      The stranger took the first step.

      Screaming, the children bolted into their room.

      Using one arm to support her husband, Sarah hastily followed. She slammed the door behind her and reached out to lock it.

      The stranger hurled himself at the door.

      It burst open.

      The impact spilled Sarah and Harold across the floor.

      Their children’s screams filled the room.

      The stranger stood in the threshold. He cocked his head to the side.

      On the floor, Harold and Sarah scooted back.

      Sarah pleaded. “Please.”

      Harold held his hand over his wound. Blood seeped through the gaps in his fingers. He clenched his eyes shut and gasped.

      The stranger walked toward him.

      Seeing a small gap between the stranger and the door, Levi broke away from the girls. He sprinted around the stranger and set one foot into the living room before the stranger yanked him back.

      Holding the boy by the neck of his shirt, the stranger lifted Levi and turned him to face forward.

      Hovering, Levi kicked and screamed.

      “Put him down!” Sarah commanded.

      Levi thrashed, failing to escape the man’s tight grip.

      The stranger showed no emotion as he looked at the boy. He raised the knife.

      Levi’s eyes widened. He caught a quick glimpse of the unfamiliar woman sneaking through the front door.

      The knife pulled back, ready to strike.

      The woman put her hand on the back of the stranger’s head and whispered something into his ear.

      In an instant, the stranger collapsed, dropping Levi.

      The family gawked.

      Dressed in heavy winter clothes, the woman withdrew a pair of old handcuffs and bound the stranger’s wrists. Her almond eyes scanned the family. “He won’t be a problem anymore.”

      The stranger curled up. A cold and broken countenance had replaced his murderous craze. His lip trembled. “Thank you.”

      Slack-jawed, the family stared.

      Harold spoke through his pain. “W-who are you?”

      The woman said, “Call the cops.”

      She only stayed long enough to suture Harold’s wound. Without giving her name, she returned to the woods and refocused on her mission: finding Clarice Holburg.
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      Sweaty, winded, and having witnessed the death of her good friend, Clarice Holburg took her sister-in-law’s arm and jumped off the thirty-foot cliff.

      Their legs kicked in the air.

      The wind slashed against their faces as the natural spring grew closer.

      Clarice closed her eyes, breaching the crystal-clear surface. She released Katie the moment the freezing water engulfed them. The sudden cold rush shocked her system. Her muscles tightened. Her fingers cramped. Leaving a trail of bubbles in her wake, she drifted to the rocky bottom. She opened her eyes, locking gazes with a swollen cadaver. His skin was pasty. A cinder block and rope anchored him to the spring’s floor. His mechanic jumpsuit’s tag read Ethan. The police were currently looking for him, but his bloated body hinted that he’d been dead for a few days. Lamar, the true killer, was approaching the cliff above. Clarice didn’t have much time.

      Battling the cold water and her heavy winter clothes, she swam to Katie.

      Her sister-in-law wore jeans, boots, and a loose shirt. Like ribbons, blood drifted out of the fresh cuts on her back. Clarice had the same scars, but hers were four years old.

      She swooped up Katie. The two of them burst forth from the water.

      Snowy tundra surrounded them on three flanks. The cliff’s shadow loomed over their backs. A forest of leafless trees extended as far as they could see.

      Teeth chattering, Clarice grabbed Katie’s underarm and pulled her to the edge of the water. Like tadpoles surfacing for the first time, they crawled across the frozen dirt.

      Katie gasped in pain. Tears and water rolled down her pink cheeks. Her little bit of make-up had been washed away. Her face was a portrait of pure agony.

      Clarice helped Katie to her feet. “You can do this.”

      Water rolled down Clarice’s platinum hair and filled her winter clothes. Diving into the water was the only way to avoid being shot.

      Katie had barely handled the pain. The stress was even worse. From the abduction this morning to watching a police officer take two bullets to the head, her mind spun in a million different directions. Being doused in freezing cold water didn’t help her situation.

      Clarice wanted to put her arm around Katie’s back, knowing it would be easier to guide her that way. However, the cuts were too painful for Clarice to touch. The wounds were only a few centimeters deep, but there were dozens. Clarice pulled Katie along by the arm.

      Bang! Bang!

      A bullet blew a hole in the dirt beside her. The second exploded bark next to her head.

      Clarice picked up her pace.

      Lamar stood on the cliff’s edge. The towering man with broad shoulders and a cue-ball head was silhouetted against the afternoon sky. He aimed the pistol at them.

      Clarice took a sudden turn.

      Bang!

      She felt a bullet zip by her.

      Her drenched clothes slowed her down. Katie moaned in pain.

      They weaved through the woods. The cold wind assaulted Clarice. Her body commanded her to give up. Her will compelled her to keep running. She glanced behind her. Through the web of branches, she watched Lamar search for a way down the cliff.

      Clarice regretted not shooting him while she had the chance. He was a victim in this whole mess, too, but if he killed more people, it might be better if he was forcibly stopped, even if it meant the Ruah possessing him would find another host elsewhere.

      Katie coughed. The guttural hack caused her to double over.

      “We can’t stop.” Clarice locked elbows with her and dragged her along.

      Her coughing fit continued.

      The chilling wind continued cutting them. If they didn’t find shelter soon, they’d get pneumonia.

      The shadow of the afternoon crept through the trees. If Clarice continued going straight, they’d get lost in the woods and would surely die.

      She thought of a better idea. She tried to find her way back to the cabin where she’d rescued Katie. Before Lamar had shown up, Officer Matthews had called in backup. The police should be there within the next few minutes.

      Bile climbed Clarice’s throat as she thought of Matthews. When she blinked, the cop’s body flickered on the back of her eyelids. Two bullets had blown through his head. His final request was for them to run. Clarice kept her eyes open, afraid of what she would imagine if she didn’t. She refused to let her head get muddled with such dark things. Dwelling on evil would attract more Ruah.

      Water sloshed in her boots. She quickened her pace.

      Katie stumbled. She caught herself on a tree and sank to the frozen ground. “I can’t… I can’t…”

      Hugging herself, she shook uncontrollably.

      Clarice was too worn out to give her a pep talk. She glanced back into the woods. The spring was no longer in sight. Neither was Lamar. He could be seconds away.

      Shadowy shapes passed through the trees. Ruah. The spirits lusted for prey.

      Remember who you are, Clarice thought to herself. She drew in a deep breath through her nose, held it for a moment, and released it through her mouth. She fought to achieve the mindset of just being alive. Completely independent of circumstances, it was an eternal perspective where she had authority over the unseen forces of the world. Like parasites, the Ruah used their hosts like puppets. Lamar was one such victim. He was fully aware of his actions, but was completely unable to stop himself. Clarice refused to allow them to violate herself or Katie in that way.

      Finding clarity of thought, Clarice watched the Ruah flee. She helped Katie to her feet. “Only a little farther. You’re doing great.”

      They hiked the inclining terrain.

      Katie’s voice was hoarse. “How are my boys? Are they okay?”

      “Safe,” Clarice replied. “They’ll be glad to see you.”

      The only warmth they felt was from each other. Katie’s feet dragged behind her. She struggled to keep her eyes open. If it wasn’t for the looming threat of death, Clarice might’ve given up, too. She refused to let this be the end.

      A cabin appeared in the distance. Multiple police cruisers lingered in the driveway. The back of a Ford F-150 truck jutted from the cabin’s front. Much of the wall had fallen onto it. No doubt the police had discovered Matthews.

      Clarice quickened her pace. When they spotted the first police officer, Katie shouted for help.

      The two women rushed to the police cruisers. A few cops met them and ushered them away from the cabin. Sergeant Al Walkens had the police secure the area. Officer Boyle scanned the woods. He traded dreadful looks with Clarice as she passed. No cop had ever been murdered in Jasper, let alone the town hero.

      An ambulance waited for Katie and Clarice.

      Teeth chattering, Clarice told the nearest cop. “I last saw him watching us from the cliff.”

      The officer ushered her along and continued scanning the woods.

      Inside the ambulance, Clarice and Katie sat on opposite gurneys. The EMTs cut off Katie’s shirt and rested a warm towel over her shoulder. They examined the scabs on her back, gave her pain medication, and had her lay down on her belly.

      After stripping off her wet clothes, Clarice covered herself with a blanket and rested on her back. The EMT asked her about her health. Apart from being a little waterlogged, she was “fine.” The dark circles under her eyes and the fatigue that cramped her body told a different story.

      Outside the ambulance’s little back window, dark clouds spilled across the sky. They were similar to what Clarice saw when she first arrived here at Jasper, Oklahoma. It wasn’t a natural phenomenon. It was a bad omen. The clouds dispersed moments after appearing.

      She arrived at the hospital. They put her in a room while Katie was taken into surgery.

      Her family showed up as soon as they heard the news. Luis, Katie’s husband, barked at the nurse, demanding to see her. His twin boys asked about her mother's condition but weren’t getting any clear answers. Clarice’s other brother Peter sat quietly in the corner. Usually, he was the bombastic one, but today he was sober. Her parents held each other's hand, unsure how to assess the disaster that was so close to home.

      Only having suffered from the cold water and lack of sleep, Clarice was allowed to return home. However, no one wanted to take her until after the surgery.

      Luis sat next to her. “How did you find her?”

      “I followed my gut,” Clarice replied.

      “Bullcrap.”

      “Officer Matthews helped me out,” Clarice admitted. “To be honest, it was a long shot. Just be happy she’s okay.” She didn’t mean to sound curt, but the loss of her good friend gnawed at her.

      A frown sank Luis’s face. “That remains to be seen.”

      After the surgery, Katie was moved to a recovery room. Luis and his boys stayed.

      Everyone else went home.

      The ranch was quiet and calm. Snow blanketed the expansive property. Clarice went to her room and locked the door.

      She slid to the floor and wept quiet, bitter tears. She had invited Matthews into her world. She was responsible for his death. She balled her fist. Not only had she lost her mentor, but she’d also lost her first student. The word failure came to mind, but this time it wasn’t from Ruah.

      Like always, her tears dried. She stayed on the floor, her expression numb. Matthews was dead, her sister-in-law would be traumatized for life, and Lamar was still out there.

      She crawled over to her travel bag and unzipped it. She set aside clean clothes and removed her mentor Alex’s binder from the bottom.

      She flipped through the pages.

      Her eyelids grew heavier. She slapped herself and kept reading about Alex’s dreams, prophesies, and things she’d learned about combating Ruah.

      About two thirds through the book, Clarice found the right page. Alex had written a small section about encountering the Ruah on its plane of existence. Instead of rebuking the spirit directly, she could kill it. It could kill her, too.

      “Screw it,” she mumbled to herself.

      The journal listed several ingredients she needed to complete the ritual. She was surprised to see most of them were household herbs and common seeds. Taking the binder with her, Clarice asked her mother if she could use her car. Hannah told her to rest, but Clarice protested. Her mother let up and gave her the keys.

      Clarice drove to town. She bought the herbs without talking or looking at anyone. When she went to pay, she realized that her money was wet. The cashier was going to make a comment, but when she saw Clarice glaring, she accepted the payment without question.

      When Clarice had everything she needed, she returned home. On the local news channel, the police chief had put out an APB on Lamar. He was able to evade them, as Clarice had suspected

      Taking what she’d bought, Clarice headed to the stables. She opened up the tool room and grabbed a machete from the back. She walked by the rows of horses and climbed the ladder to the stable loft, then made a bed out of haystacks. She smashed up the ingredients in a mortar bowl. It turned into a dense green liquid with a grassy smell. Too exhausted to second guess herself, she drank it down.

      She gagged at the horrible taste.

      The world tilted.

      The bowl fell from her hand. Her arm had gone numb, and she didn’t realize it.

      She lowered herself on the hay and shut her eyes. She kept the machete close by, hoping to take it on her journey. Her stomach lurched and made strange noises. She felt light-headed. Pins and needles pricked her back.

      She waited for something to happen. Her entire body went numb. For what seemed like an eternity, she felt wave after wave of strange sensations.

      Sick of waiting, she sat up. She didn’t feel the wind. Every sound was muddled. Clarice stood up, holding the machete. Her legs were weightless. She took a few steps and turned back, seeing herself laid out across the hay squares. Green goo trickled from the corner of her mouth. Looking at herself was strange. She touched her fleshly body’s face. Her hand phased through her skin as if it were nothing. Feeling a strange sensation on her own forehead, she decided not to do that again.

      The feeling of numbness left her, but she felt as light as a feather. She climbed down the ladder. Oddly enough, she didn’t fall through it. She decided to experiment and touched a wall. Nothing happened. She imagined herself stepping through the wall and tried again. This time, her hand passed through the wooden structure. She walked through it without feeling a thing and looked out at the snow-covered field. The orange sky moved like a lava lamp. It seemed like she was in a perpetual state of twilight.

      She had no sense of smell, but her eyesight had improved. She didn’t have a glass eye on the astral plane. She walked down the road, heading to the woods where she’d encountered Lamar. On the way there, she noticed a pack of Ruah rushing her way. Clarice hid behind a tree and waited for them to run by. They were small creatures, probably going to torment someone with extra grief and lust. When they had left her sight, she continued her long trek. She glanced behind her, noticing a gold cord, the size of a human hair extending out of her back and all the way to her physical body. At least I won’t get lost, she thought. She feared what would happen if something cut it.

      Time didn’t move on the astral plane. It felt as though she’d been walking for an hour, but it was impossible to know. Her spiritual body didn’t feel fatigue, so she decided to sprint.

      When she entered the town, she ran through buildings to save time. She saw people eating, arguing, and doing other things people do. The farther away she got from her earthly body, the more comfortable she felt on the astral plane. She knew every human was a spiritual being, but to experience it at this level was new. Without the urge for food, water, or rest, she pushed herself, running as fast as she could and never getting tired. She even tried to fly, but she found out that there were some limitations. Perhaps when I die, I’ll be able to, she thought. Then again, she had never seen ghosts. Perhaps heaven was real. Perhaps not. She stayed focused on her mission.

      She arrived outside the cabin. The property was closed off by police barricades, but there were no officers on duty. The large Ford truck was still lodged in the front of the cabin. Clarice ran through it and examined the body chalk where Matthews had died.

      A surge of emotions rushed over her. In pure agony, she doubled over and covered her mouth to keep herself from wailing. She hastily escaped the cabin and collected herself. Her emotions evened out. She needed to keep her head clear, learning the hard way that emotions had greater power in this place.

      Something moved in the distance.

      Clarice tightened her grip around the machete.

      The figure came into view.

      He stood one hundred and fifty feet from Clarice.

      It was Lamar.

      They froze when they saw each other.

      Dirt covered his body. It appeared that he’d been hiding out in the wilderness. He had his gun and the knife he used to carve Katie’s back.

      Fear shook Clarice’s body. She tried to keep it under wraps.

      Lamar, the towering black man, dared not move an inch. He locked onto Clarice's eyes with a sense of pride and sadism, just like Linda Grassley had when she tortured Clarice four years ago.

      Fighting her inner terror, Clarice took the first step.

      Suddenly, the Ruah burst from Lamar’s back.

      It was a humanoid shape, eight feet tall, with a body like a feminine shadow. Its face twisted in on itself, forming an endless cyclone where its eyes should be. Its mouth stretched from cheek to cheek and had three rows of jagged, misshapen teeth. Its knees bent inward like a goat’s hind legs. Its feet were arched knobs. Its large human hands had overly long fingers. The thing was uglier than Clarice could’ve imagined.

      Lamar dashed out of sight, somehow still under the control of the Ruah.

      It was just Clarice and the spirit now.

      Neither of them spoke.

      The Ruah charged, running thirty miles per hour.

      Clarice braced herself.

      The Ruah swiped at her.

      Clarice dove out of the way, flopping on her belly.

      The Ruah sent down its other hand, taking her by the ankle and lifting her up.

      Dangling upside down, Clarice blindly swung at the creature. The machete cut a notch into its arm. The Ruah howled and dropped Clarice.

      She rolled and quickly got back to her feet, just in time to get slapped across the face. She hit the ground before she knew what happened. The Ruah drew back its arm for another hit.

      Much to the Ruah’s surprise, Clarice flung herself at the creature, avoiding its large hands.

      She landed between its legs and chopped at them twice with the machete.

      The Ruah took a knee. Clarice scrambled out from under it and slashed it on the back.

      The Ruah fell to its hands.

      Guided by instinct, Clarice slashed three more times, hacking at its black skin. Mist drifted out of the deep wounds. Clarice saw the cord extending out of the back of its neck and towards the place where Lamar ran. The Ruah twisted around. Clarice strode backward.

      The Ruah climbed to its feet. More mist drifted out of its wounds. An angry scowl replaced its cocky smile. It extended its arm too quickly for Clarice to react and snatched her by the head. The figure’s hand completely caged her skull and squeezed.

      Clarice screamed as she felt her head being crushed. Unable to see, she slashed upward at the Ruah’s wrist.

      Its grip around Clarice’s head loosened as she fell to her bottom. She quickly tore the hand from her face, noticing that she’d removed it from the spirit’s body.

      The Ruah wasted no time swinging its other hand at Clarice. She was ready this time and successfully avoided it.

      She passed through the wall of the cabin and huddled in a corner.

      The Spirit followed after her.

      Clarice readied her surprise attack but caught a glimpse of the body chalk.

      Sorrow paralyzed her.

      The Ruah turned her way.

      Clarice, overcoming the sorrow by a strong will, rushed under the creature’s maimed arm and nicked it in the hip. The Ruah staggered to the side of the building.

      Taking the machete in both hands, Clarice jumped at the Ruah’s back and jabbed the blade through its heart.

      The Ruah cried out and fell face first on the floor. Clarice pulled out the machete and jabbed it multiple times. Mist shot into her face, but her bloodlust ignored the minor inconvenience. Before she knew it, the creature was no longer screaming or moving. Leaving the machete lodged in the creature, Clarice lifted herself, noticing that the Ruah had died on the spot where Matthews had fallen.

      Clarice removed the machete and hacked off the spirit’s head. She slashed at the head itself until it was in chunks. Believing it to be dead, she took her weapon and followed the string coming out of its back. She thought about cutting it right away, but she wanted to find Lamar. She took off into a sprint.

      Avoiding the occasional Ruah, Clarice eventually followed the thread back to her parent’s ranch.

      Panicked, she followed it down the driveway. Was Lamar going after her family? She thought as much until she saw the string leading into the horse stables. Without a second thought, she slashed it.

      The instant the cord snapped, it vanished.

      Clarice rushed into the stables and climbed up the ladder. Lamar stood over her sleeping body, holding his knife with one hand. His gun was stuffed in the lip of his pants.

      Clarice jumped back into her skin.

      She awoke to see Lamar standing over her with a knife.

      Clarice sucked air. She got ready to swing her machete.

      Lamar stared at his own weapon before taking a step back. In complete awe, he dropped his knife.

      Clarice sat up and held out her machete

      Wide-eyed, the bald chef trembled. “Lord help me.”

      “Lamar?” Clarice asked cautiously. She didn’t see any more signs of possession.

      “What have I done?” Lamar muttered. He turned his bloodshot eyes to Clarice. “It wasn’t me. You know it wasn’t me. These women. That cop. Holy hell.”

      Clarice drew in a deep breath. “Just have a seat, okay?”

      Lamar put both of his large hands on his head. “The woman said it was good. She said to just embrace it. I didn’t know what she was talking about.”

      “Who? Linda?” Clarice asked.

      Lamar nodded. “I met her at the diner. I got her a room. One thing led to another. The next thing I knew, my thoughts are exploding. I didn’t want to hurt her, but it was the only way to get the voice to stop. I thought I could knock her out and leave her someplace, maybe then it would stop, but then she woke up and kept fighting. It was like my hand couldn’t control itself. I… And there was the other girl… and then the man with the truck… I couldn’t help it. You have to believe me.”

      “You weren’t in control,” Clarice agreed. “But, the police are still looking for you.”

      “What the hell do I tell them?”

      Feeling the cold frailty of her mortal body, Clarice said, “There’s nothing that’s going to make this go away. Maybe if you leave town now, you might be able to get some distance. They will hunt you down, but hopefully, you’ll have enough time to formulate a plan.”

      Lamar shook his head. “This can’t be happening.”

      “I’m sorry,” Clarice said soberly. “This is all there is now.”

      Lamar’s voice cracked with desperation. “How was I supposed to know? No one told me. No one! I’m the victim here!”

      “I know,” Clarice replied, her eyes downcast.

      Lamar glared at her. His sorrow twisted to rage. “So it’s your fault?”

      “It’s the Ruah’s fault,” Clarice said pointedly. “And I suggest you leave before you do something stupid.”

      Lamar boiled. He balled his fists.

      Clarice stared him down like a predator threatening its prey. “Leave, Lamar. Or there will be consequences.”

      “You did this to me,” Lamar said in his low voice. “You ruined my life. Everything. You know I have a daughter, right? She’s eight years old. She lives with her mom. Who’s going to take care of her?”

      “I don’t have the answers to those questions,” Clarice said firmly. “I’m only going to ask you this one more time. Leave.”

      Lamar’s jaw flexed. Anger made the vein in his neck bulge. His nostrils flared.

      Clarice kept her hand on the lowered machete. “The Ruah’s gone. You’re free.”

      “Far from it,” Lamar said.

      He charged forward and was a lot faster than Clarice would’ve imagined.

      Clarice put up the blade to defend herself, but he swatted it out of her hand and grabbed her throat with both hands. His hands were so large the fingers overlapped. He lifted Clarice a foot off the ground.

      She kicked her feet and clawed at his muscular forearms as her throat was crushed. Lamar looked into her eyes with a look of hurt and rage. “You did this to me. You.”

      Clarice slammed the toe of her boot into his groin.

      Lamar staggered back.

      His grip loosened enough for Clarice to break out.

      She staggered into the haystacks and caught a glimpse of the knife.

      In a blind rage, Lamar rushed at her again. Clarice's fingers curled around the knife’s handle. She thrust the blade out just as Lamar went to grab her.

      She heard the gruesome sound of the blade cutting flesh. It went so deep that the hilt touched Lamar’s belly. Crying out, he staggered backward. He looked down at the hilt sticking from his barrel-like torso.

      “No. No… not like this… I’m innocent… I’m…” He stumbled backward, falling from the loft.

      There was a soft poof sound as his body hit the dirt floor.

      Clarice stayed on the bales of hay, looking down at her bloody hands. During her time with Alex, she had to kill other men in self-defense. But every time she felt numb, like part of her humanity had gotten stripped away.

      She forced herself to walk over to the loft’s edge.

      Lamar lay on his back with his arms outstretched to the side. His head was turned to the left. Blood trickled out of his mouth. A few of the horses stirred in their stalls, knowing that something was wrong.

      Clarice took a deep breath.

      It was probably time she called the police.
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      Officer Boyle and another cop, Officer Frankfort, stood around Lamar’s body. Both the officers had shot nerves. They gave Clarice a look. “He attacked you?”

      Clarice fought the urge to put her bloodied hands in her pockets. Cops hated that kind of stuff. She gestured to the loft. “Up there. That’s where he tried to stab me.”

      Before calling the police, she’d hidden away the ritual formula. The last thing she needed was more questions.

      The bleeding sunset shone outside the windows.

      Davis and Hannah were outside the stables. Neither one of them wanted to look at the body.

      Officer Frankford sighed. “What a day.”

      Staring at the body, Boyle nodded. “Lamar out of all people. I guess it goes to show you that you never really know someone.”

      Clarice was completely drained. The whole investigation, from the moment Ashley died until now, had pushed her to her limit. She sniffled, finding it hard to believe that just this morning, she watched Officer Matthews take two bullets to the head. She was done weeping. Living amidst chaos was now her new normal. She spoke with a bland tone. “What’s going to happen to Matthews’s mother?”

      “Huh? Oh.” Boyle scratched the back of his head. “Nursing home, I guess. There’s no one else to take care of her.”

      The news was salt in Clarice’s wounds.

      “Ready for my statement?” she asked, yearning for this day to end.

      Boyle pulled out his notepad and jotted down what Clarice said. No one doubted Clarice killed Lamar in self-defense.

      Clarice and her parents stood on the front porch as the mortician carted off the body.

      Wearing a brown Carhart jacket and plaid scarf, Davis had one arm around Hannah. She wore a beanie and a puffy winter jacket. Davis, the old cowboy, looked haggard. Hannah had a distant look herself. Her eyes watered.

      Davis said, “God help this town.”

      Clarice stood about a foot away from them.

      Davis continued. “And right before Christmas Eve, too.”

      Clarice had forgotten they were that close to the holiday. Without a word, she went inside. She took a long shower and climbed into bed. She shut her eyes but couldn’t sleep. A question crawled to the front of her mind. What’s next? She didn’t know. At this point, she was too fried to think of that answer.

      The next morning, Hannah made breakfast. Clarice took a seat. Hannah sat across from her and ate silently. Even after so many months together, their relationship hadn’t improved. If anything, it had stagnated.

      “Any news from Katie?” Clarice asked as she put some egg on her plate.

      “She’ll be out of the hospital today.”

      “Good,” Clarice said.

      “Luis said that the doctors were able to stitch up her wounds relatively quickly. She just can’t be very active for the next week or so…”

      “That’s about as long as it took for me too,” Clarice stated. “How are the boys holding up?”

      “Thankfully, they're out of school for winter break. That should be enough time for them to recover.”

      “Hopefully,” Clarice said.

      The conversation lulled.

      Hannah asked, “How are you?”

      Clarice took a second to think about her reply. “I’m surviving.”

      “You seem pretty well-adjusted, considering,” Hannah said.

      Clarice couldn’t tell if her mother was being testy. “Do we always have to be at each other's throat?”

      Hannah lowered her fork. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

      “What way did you mean it?”

      “You were almost killed yesterday. And there was that attack on your car. Yet you always act like nothing happened. It’s weird, that’s all,” Hannah replied.

      Dark circles had formed under Clarice’s eyes. Her lousy diet over the last few days left her cheeks sunken. She had chapped lips and didn’t bother with make-up. “Would you rather have me freaking out? What’s that going to do?”

      “You killed a man. In our stable. That doesn’t bother you?”

      “Maybe I’m a sociopath,” Clarice retorted out of frustration.

      Hannah glared at her. “I just want you to be open with me.”

      “About what?” Clarice replied.

      “About everything,” Hannah argued back. “Starting with if you need help or not. I can find you a psychologist or a priest. Both if you want.”

      Clarice chuckled.

      “And why not?” Hannah replied. “You’re not stable, Clarice.”

      I know, Clarice replied in her mind.

      Hannah’s eyes watered. Her voice was like cold steel, however. “You need help.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” Clarice replied sarcastically. “That’s so much better than hearing oh my gosh, I’m so glad you’re alive.”

      Hannah stared at her for a long moment. “I am glad you’re alive.”

      Clarice ate in silence.

      Toward the end of the meal, Hannah said, “Take the day off. I’ll get someone else to do your morning chores.”

      “I’m okay,” Clarice said. She washed her plate, put it on the dishwashing rack, and got dressed in winter clothes.

      With both her main jackets in the washer, she had to borrow one of her mother’s. It was black with large buttons down its front. She put on snow pants and snow boots and headed out to the stables. She broke the ice that had formed on the water trough, gave fresh feed to the horses, changed their back blankets to keep them warm, shoveled the dung out of their stalls, and took each horse for a quick trot around the track to keep them active. When she finished with all the horses but Rorschach, she mounted the spotted American Paint horse and started around the property. Snow flurries drifted from the steel sky. Clarice pulled her blue scarf over her mouth.

      When the house was the size of a matchbox behind them, Clarice shouted, “Rah!”

      Rorschach took off in a sprint.

      Clarice held the reins as the horse raced down the dirt path. It took her by acres of fields and eventually to the fence outlining the property. The horse took a turn and made a loop around the vast land.

      Clarice’s eyes were straight ahead. Her body rocked as the horse galloped. Snow kicked up around the horse’s hooves. The world blurred around her.

      There were no Ruah around, but dreaded thoughts bombarded her. She remembered Mark Clawford, and how she was unable to stop him from killing his wife. He was now serving a life sentence in jail. His children had been forced to move in with their distant uncle. Then there was Lamar, obviously. The kind-hearted chef usually kept to himself. She cycled through all the people she had failed to save until she finally thought of Officer Leonard Matthews.

      Clarice slowed down and slouched on the horse. He was a good man. Towards the end, he got caught up in a crowd Clarice didn’t prefer, but that didn’t negate the brief time they had together. Clarice thought she could cry again, but she felt nothing. It was worse than sorrow. There was a hole inside her. She didn’t know how she could fill it.

      She buried her guilt the best she could, knowing that Ruah would come if she was too vulnerable. She glanced up at the iron sky. Gentle snowflakes landed on her nose and brow. She shut her eyes and recalled why she came home all those months ago.

      She had been running. Her mentor had gone missing. Clarice followed her trail through the Midwest, stopping Ruah where she could, but Alex was gone. Possibly dead. Instead of continuing, Clarice retreated. For what? To bring destruction to her family? To miserably fail at saving lives? She couldn’t keep fleeing from her mission. She needed to focus on her original goal: finding Alex. Maybe her lost mentor would help her find her way again.

      By the time Clarice made it back to the stables, her mind was settled.

      She led Rorschach back into his stall. She brushed her hand up his snout and gave him a gentle hug. The horse rested its head on her shoulder. She thought she noticed something sorrowful in its eyes.

      “I’ll miss you too, buddy,” Clarice said with a soft smile.

      Rorschach brushed his head up against her, almost as if he understood her words.

      Clarice returned to her room and flipped through Alex’s binder.

      She leafed through the pages, trying to find some sort of hint as to where Alex had gone. Most of the information regarded her prophetic dreams. Unlike Clarice, Alex couldn’t see Ruah in the real world. Her gift involved dreaming about a person and what type of spirit was tormenting them. Using that information, she’d find them and exorcise the Ruah. Her final mission before going missing was to learn how the Ruah communicated.

      For years, the tough-as-nails ex-surgeon had been hunting down Ruah, but she rarely looked into how they worked or their true motive. Alex’s focus was the war. There was a battle, good versus evil, and she aimed to win. At least that’s how Alex was for the first few years her and Clarice were together. When Clarice started to ask her about the hidden machinations of the Ruah, Alex’s lack of answers convicted her to search for a deeper understanding of the Ruah. She thought her answers would come from understanding their symbols. Like all written language, there had to be a common theme. However, Clarice rarely noticed similarities between the Ruah’s carvings. Each one seemed to have its own signature.

      Alex set out one night to hunt a Greed Ruah. It was supposed to be a simple mission. Clarice, winded from her last exorcism, stayed in her cheap motel room and got some much-needed R&R. Paradoxically, rest was the best way to keep vigilant. Being sleep-deprived made her more emotionally sensitive, and unstable emotions were a gateway. She remembered falling to sleep watching TV and waking with a sickening feeling. She sensed something wrong. She walked to the window and pulled aside the curtain. Rain poured down on the parking lot. It was nearly 2am. She didn’t see Alex’s 1977 white Pontiac Firebird. Clarice called her cellphone. The number was disconnected. She grabbed her keys and headed out into the rain. She was in such a rush that she didn’t care about getting wet on her way to the Challenger. She got inside and drove to the man who was possessed by Greed. He was at his home. Alex, unafraid of a little controversy, had broken inside to exorcise the Ruah.

      Clarice pulled up front. She rushed to the door and knocked.

      A middle-aged man answered. There was a look of befuddlement on his face. “Uh, can I help you?”

      “Was there a woman here recently?” Clarice asked.

      The man’s face betrayed his answer.

      “Where is she?” Clarice pressed.

      “I don’t…” the man rubbed the back of his neck. “She did something to me. I feel… lighter.”

      Clarice completely disregarded the comment. “Where did she go?”

      “She didn’t say. She just left.”

      “Which way?”

      The man shrugged, with his mouth partly open, as if he’d start talking.

      Clarice gnashed her teeth. “Was there any hint at all as to where she might’ve gone?”

      “Not that I know of...”

      Tired of wasting time, Clarice got into her car. She drove through the small Texan town. Located on the panhandle, most people who drove through the town probably didn’t know the name of it. She spent the night stopping at every gas station to inquire about the Pontiac. No one had seen it. Clarice returned to the motel. She stayed until checkout. When the time came to surrender the key, she decided to rent the room for another night. She stayed inside and paced. She jogged her memory, trying to see if Alex had said anything about leaving. Clarice didn’t remember, so probably not. She felt her frustration rise. A few impish Ruah stepped through the door. Their shadowy bodies scurried across the floor and jumped on Clarice, climbing up her legs and trying to get to her head.

      Clarice quickly cast them out. Her frustration was doing her little good. She got on her knees before the window and meditated. She sat like that for hours. When she felt refreshed, she looked out at the parking lot. There was still no sign of Alex’s vehicle. Clarice turned around. All of Alex’s things were here. She sifted through her mentor’s clothes and items to see if she had left a note. There was nothing. Clarice even looked through her binder. She went to the last entry. It was just a generic dream about the man with the Greed Ruah. There was no other information that Clarice would use to find her.

      After much consideration, Clarice called the police. They put out a Missing Persons’ report. Clarice waited until the next morning. She checked out and moved all of Alex’s stuff to her car. She spent the day driving around aimlessly and eventually returned to the motel parking lot. After the third day without any luck, Clarice had given up on Alex’s return. She set out across the Texas panhandle and then across the entire Midwest, looking for her or her car. There was no sign of where she went. Clarice had lost hope. She focused on hunting Ruah instead, hoping they’d cross paths, but that led nowhere. Eventually, she stopped looking for Alex altogether. The search was exhausting, and Clarice found herself alone. Something needed to change. It felt cowardly, but she decided to go to the place she’d vowed to never return: home.

      It wasn’t that she disliked her family or they’d wronged her in any severe way, but Clarice thought she was done living a mundane life. When she was with Alex, she had planned on tracking Ruah until the day she died. Without Alex, Clarice felt like a sheep without a shepherd. With only a few hundred bucks and no ambitions, Clarice returned to her small hometown. It was how she had left it, but six years older.

      Part of her thought she should be glad for the people she’d helped along the way. Despite the body count, she had to wonder how bad things would’ve been if she hadn’t been around. Both the killers could still be active.

      Clarice flipped through the binder. She didn’t find any answers. She made it her mission to head back to the Texan town where Alex went missing. It would be a weak start, but it was something. Perhaps fate would lead her closer to Alex.

      Falling into a coughing spell, she decided to sleep most of the afternoon. Evening came around, and her parents celebrated a quiet Christmas Eve. They told Clarice that they would celebrate Christmas at Luis’s.

      “As long as Katie is okay with that,” Clarice said.

      Davis replied, “It was her idea.”

      “Seems like a little much after all that’s happened,” Clarice said.

      “She wanted to preserve Christmas for the kids. It's special for the twins to have the family over for the holidays,” Davis replied.

      Clarice didn’t protest.

      She didn’t have time to buy gifts. She hoped her company would be enough.

      The next morning, they headed to Luis’s ranch. Luis greeted them at the door. He gave Clarice an unexpected hug.

      Clarice was so shocked by it she nearly forgot to hug him back.

      “What was that for?” Clarice asked.

      “Everything,” Luis said.

      Katie was on the couch. She couldn’t lean her back against anything, but she was happy to sit upright. From the floor, Jack and Bowers anxiously eyed the Christmas tree. They weren’t allowed to open anything until everyone was settled. Peter was ten minutes late. He had greasy, uncombed hair, wrinkled clothes, and wore sunglasses. He smelled of last night’s booze. He also gave Clarice a tight hug.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked.

      “Better than you,” Clarice said.

      “I doubt it,” Peter replied. “Look, if there’s anything you need, ask.”

      Clarice’s grandparents and creepy uncle Leroy arrived. They all settled around the living room.

      Davis said a cliché speech about a great new year on the horizon and announced it was time to open presents.

      The twins rushed in first, tearing open their gifts before anyone could protest. They brought out the latest Nerf gun and video game. Their excitement was palpable. Clarice smiled at the spectacle.

      Luis, usually a stickler for rules, let the boys run wild. He let them enjoy the morning. The close call with his wife had softened him. Katie simply smiled at her boys. She expressed silent gratitude toward Clarice.

      It came time for Davis to give Clarice her gift. He handed her an envelope. Inside was a certificate of ownership for Rorschach.

      She lowered the envelope to her lap. “Dad, you didn’t have to.”

      “Sure I did. You spend so much time on the horse I thought it was only right that he’d be yours,” Davis said.

      Clarice got up and gave her father a hug.

      Surprisingly, Hannah gave her a gift, too. Clarice cautiously took the object and tore off the wrapping paper. She removed the scrapbook. Turning through the pages, Clarice found pictures of Clarice as a child through her college years.

      Hannah said, “I wanted you to have something to remind you of home.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” Clarice gave her a hug. She enjoyed the moment. It might be the last time she’d have it.

      Peter gave her a bottle of Jack Daniels. Clarice didn’t plan on drinking it, but she graciously accepted the gift.

      Peter sat back down. “Now where’s my gift?”

      Clarice, feeling her face go red, handed him back the Jack. “Merry Christmas.”

      Peter hugged it to his body like a poster child. “You shouldn’t have.”

      Luis and Katie gave Clarice a letter.

      She read through the contents, bringing a tear to her eye. It was an apology for the way they treated her, along with compliments on how she’d helped the family.

      Clarice took Katie’s hand. “This is very sweet.”

      “Thank you.” Katie closed her eyes to stop the tears from flowing.

      Clarice held her cold hand for a moment.

      After the presents were finished, the family socialized. Peter and Luis debated about who would take care of their father’s farm after his passing. Davis picked up the Nerf gun and shot at the twins. Katie told Hannah about her experience in captivity. Clarice listened.

      Davis approached her. Winded, he sat down on the rocking chair adjacent to her. “Those kids will wear you out.”

      A small smile curled up Clarice’s lip. “It looks like you gave them a run for their money.”

      “Old age and treachery beats youth and skill every time.” Davis took a sip of his tea. “So tell me how you got caught up in this whole serial killer thing.”

      The scars on her back told a much greater story than she could interpret with words. “The same person that attacked me a few years ago started attacking more people.”

      “Lamar was the one who attacked you all those years ago?”

      Clarice tensed up. She didn’t know how to reply to that. Should she say yes? It would make life simpler.

      Davis started talking again, allowing Clarice to keep silent. “I thought you said it was a woman that attacked you. The dead woman they found buried in the field.”

      “Linda,” Clarice said. “She was the one who did this to me.”

      “So why did Lamar come after you and Katie?” Davis asked.

      Clarice shrugged. “Maybe they were partners-in-crime.”

      “I’ve eaten at Sunshine’s Diner for years. Not once did I expect Lamar to be capable of doing… that,” Davis said. He pondered for a moment. A look of concentration brought his eyebrows together. “Speaking honestly, none of this makes sense.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you,” Clarice replied.

      Davis leaned back in his seat. He sighed in relief. “I guess what matters is that you and Katie are okay.”

      Clarice smiled softly.

      Davis rested his hands on his beer belly. “I’m just glad it's all over. Jasper could use some rest.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Clarice replied.

      After lunch, the family parted ways. Clarice was able to pick up her Challenger from the crime scene and drive it back home.

      She headed to her room and packed her duffel bag. She arrived with only a few sets of clothes, and she’d leave with the same amount. She checked her savings. She only had a hundred bucks. Working at the ranch gave her room and board, but not much spending money. It would have to last. She grabbed an extra blanket and pillow for the car, knowing that she’d be sleeping in it for the indefinite future.

      She looked through her bookshelf, seeing if there was anything she wanted to bring along.

      Someone knocked on her door.

      Clarice scooted her nylon duffel bag under the bed. “Come in!”

      Hannah entered. She wore a green sweater. Her grey hair had a part down the middle and hovered over her shoulders. She scanned Clarice’s room with her seemingly judgmental eyes.

      Clarice took a seat on her bed and waited for Hannah to say something.

      Hannah was silent for a moment.

      “Can I sit?” she asked.

      Clarice gestured to the bed beside her and scooted over. Hannah took a seat next to her.

      “I thought we should talk,” Hannah said.

      “Okay?” Clarice replied.

      “The things I said to you yesterday… weren’t what I intended. I want you to know that I’m glad you’re okay. I’m glad that no one was able to hurt you.”

      “Me too,” Clarice replied.

      “Going forward to the new year, I just wanted to set some things straight,” Hannah said.

      Clarice eyed her. “Like what?”

      Hannah replied. “It's no secret that we don’t get along.”

      You think? Clarice kept her snide comment to herself.

      “Honestly, I don’t know when our differences began—"

      “During college,” Clarice reminded her. “You didn’t know what happened to your perfect student.”

      “You dropped out without giving us an explanation. You know how much that hurt me?”

      “I was trying to find myself,” Clarice said defensively.

      “It looked like you were ruining your life. Davis and I were willing to pay as much as we needed to put you in whatever school you wanted to attend, but you refused. You spent every day reading another philosophical text or going on some hike. I could barely get you to help out around the house. One day, out of the blue, you took our money and ran away.” Hannah said.

      Clarice thought about making some defensive statement, but she fought against her emotional response. After collecting herself, she turned to her mother and said, “I’m sorry.”

      Hannah seemed shocked by her daughter's humility. “You are?”

      “Yeah. I was… I was in a different place back then. I was looking for some sort of meaning, and I wasn’t really thinking about the people around me. I know I hurt you. And I recognized how much you’ve sacrificed to take care of us kids.”

      “I just wanted you to live a successful life,” Hannah replied. “I didn’t put all this time into raising and selling horses because I wanted to profit myself. I wanted you kids to have opportunities I never had. Unlike your father, I wasn’t born on a big ranch. I had little-to-nothing. Between us, Davis wasn’t even my first choice of a husband, but even back then, I thought about having a daughter and the life I’d want to give her. After a few years, I eventually fell in love with Davis, but that didn’t change my original intention.”

      “I’m sorry I let you down,” Clarice replied.

      “It's not too late to change,” Hannah said.

      “This is who I am. Failures and all.”

      Hannah was silent for a long movement.

      Clarice could hear the clock tick. She felt relief from expressing her pent-up feelings, but it was quickly followed by regret. There was no going back after those words were spoken.

      Hannah flexed her jaw muscles. “In your search for truth, did you find what you were looking for?”

      “Part of it, yeah,” Clarice said. She knew about Ruah. She knew about the supernatural world. Her new question was what’s next?

      “Are you happy?” Hannah asked almost sheepishly.

      Clarice hesitated. She wanted to say yes, but that wouldn’t be honest. “I don’t know. The answer has cost me a lot.”

      Hannah nodded.

      Clarice expected her to ask about what truth she discovered, but Hannah never did. Without much else to say, Hannah left the room. The conversation didn’t have closure. Hannah had a lot to process, and Clarice wouldn’t be around to find out what conclusion she’d come to. The moment Hannah was out of earshot, Clarice returned to packing.

      When everything was set, she napped until dark. When she got up, she wrote a letter. It was a simple goodbye. Clarice left a phone number for her parents to call this time but said that her mind was set. She thanked her father for the horse but said that he could keep it. Perhaps she’d return one day, but until then, it was goodbye.

      She placed the letter on the bed, put her duffel bag strap on her shoulder, and headed out to her car. Scratches ruined her 1970 Dodge Challenger’s paint. Her back fender had a horrible dent, and there were bullet holes in the windshield. Looking at the car, she was swiftly reminded of its sorry condition. Without the money to fix it, she accepted her lot, climbed inside, and turned on the heater. It barely worked. Before heading out, she went to her father’s garage and grabbed a roll of clear tape. She sealed up the bullet holes with tape squares. It wasn’t ideal, but it would keep the wind from pounding her face when she drove at high speeds. She decided to keep the tape and started her engine. It took a few turns of the ignition before it rumbled to life. Clarice’s fingers coiled around the rippled steering wheel. Her heart rate quickened as she thought of what adventures lay ahead. She checked the gas tank. It was near empty. She got out of Jasper before finding a small station to fill up.

      She went inside to put twenty bucks’ worth in the tank. A few of the discount candies tempted her. Clarice didn’t know when she’d make money again and decided to hold on to her cash on her way out the gas station.

      As she went to leave, someone called her name.

      Clarice looked over her shoulder.

      The woman wore boots, bell-bottoms over long underwear, a turtleneck, and a burgundy ski jacket. Her long grey hair tumbled down her back. Her bangs made a line across her forehead. She had a long face, no make-up, and hawk-like almond eyes.

      Clarice recognized her immediately. “Alex?”

      Her lost mentor stood ten feet away from her.
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      It had been over a year since Clarice had seen her mentor. Alex still looked like the free-spirited hippie Clarice had known her to be.

      Clarice blinked twice. She let go of the door and embraced Alex.

      The woman didn’t hug her back.

      Clarice said, “I missed you. I thought you were--”

      “Save the bedroom talk,” Alex replied curtly.

      Clarice let go, quickly getting reacquainted with her mentor’s go-get-’em attitude and dry humor. She brushed down her jacket and tucked some loose hair behind her ear. “Sorry, I--”

      “No time,” Alex replied. “Jasper is going to hell in a handbasket. I plan to stop that.”

      Clarice's head spun. “I’ve already dealt with the Ruah here.”

      “That’s only the tip of the iceberg,” Alex said.

      “I think you’re mistaken,” Clarice replied.

      Alex shot a hostile glance at the cashier. “Not here. Do your folks still live nearby?”

      “Yeah--”

      “That’s where we’ll go.” Alex stepped out ahead of Clarice and went outside, stopping only briefly to say, “Oh, and Merry Christmas.”

      Clarice saw the 1987 white Firebird parked around the side of the building. She had missed it when she pulled up. The whole situation felt surreal. She led Alex down the country road. It wasn’t until she was halfway home when she remembered that she needed gas. Oh well.

      They pulled up to the Holburg ranch. Questions rushed through Clarice’s mind. The best two being: why was Alex here? Why now?

      Clarice invited her inside.

      Davis was getting a glass of water. He wore his bathrobe that curved to the shape of his beer belly. “Whoa. Good evening. Is this a friend of yours, Clarice?”

      Clarice nodded. “Is it okay if she stops in for a bit?”

      “Of course,” Davis shook Alex’s hand and smiled. “It’s good to meet you.”

      “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Alex said.

      Davis shot a playful glance Clarice’s way. “Nice things, I assume.”

      “Eh,” Alex replied.

      Davis chuckled. “I like her. I’m Davis.”

      “Alex.”

      “Welcome to our home, Alex. Feel free to eat whatever leftovers are in the fridge.” Davis smiled at Clarice. “Good night, you two.”

      “Night, Dad.”

      He walked to another room.

      Alex immediately headed for the refrigerator and started picking through the leftovers.

      Feeling overwhelmed, Clarice took a seat at the counter.

      The fully-decorated Christmas tree stood in the corner of the room. A wreath decorated the door. There were fake holly leaves weaved through the loft balcony that overlooked the room. The house smelled of cinnamon.

      Alex made a plate of ham, green beans, and mashed sweet potatoes, then nuked it in the microwave. She grabbed a water bottle out of the fridge and tossed it to Clarice. She caught it without issue. Not having her right eye hurt her depth perception, but she’d adapted.

      The microwave beeped. Alex pulled out her plate and quickly put it aside. She shook out her hand, having burned her fingers. She grabbed hand towels and used them to carry the hot plate over to the counter. They sat across from one another. Alex’s attention was lost on her food. Clarice was as stiff as a board, watching her mentor eat.

      Alex noticed and spoke with a mouthful. “Beats gas station food.”

      The woman had given up on trying to fit into the confines of society. A lifetime ago, Alex was a neurosurgeon working in Pennsylvania. She’d gotten through med school at the top of her class, earned her way to the top of her field, got married, bought a big house and two little white dogs, and then found her true calling: stopping Ruah. She pulled the rug out of everything and left her life behind. Clarice could only imagine how her husband felt. Nevertheless, he got to keep the house and their money. For the last twenty years, Alex lived to stop Ruah.

      Alex asked, “Are you going to get a plate or just watch me eat?”

      “I’m fine right now,” Clarice replied.

      Alex quickly drank her water. After she finished, she wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “Go ahead. Ask your questions. I know you have ‘em.”

      “Well, I…” Clarice cleared her throat. “I want to know everything. Where you’ve been. Why you left. What happened to you? Did someone abduct you? Were you in danger?”

      “We’re always in danger,” Alex said plainly. “But as to your question, no one abducted me. No one attacked me.”

      Clarice didn’t understand. “So, what happened? Why did you just leave?”

      “I made a decision,” Alex kept eating.

      Clarice’s anger flared, and she grabbed Alex’s wrist before her fork reached her mouth.

      Alex glared at her, giving her a look of death.

      As much as Clarice was intimidated, she didn’t let go. “Do you have any idea what I had to go through trying to find you?”

      “A lot, I’m sure.”

      “Don’t be facetious,” Clarice replied.

      “I’m not,” Alex said and yanked her arm from Clarice’s grasp. “I’ve been mentoring you for six years. You were ready to make your own decisions.”

      Clarice fumed. “So, it was some sort of test?”

      Alex locked eyes with Clarice. “It was graduation.”

      Clarice leaned back in the seat and crossed her arms. She looked at her mentor, unsure if she wanted to thank her or hit her.

      Alex pushed her empty plate away from her. She slightly tilted her head as she looked at Clarice. “Go ahead. Be mad. I understand you feel betrayed. As I said, I have no doubt you tried your best to find me. But I didn’t want to be found.”

      A frown sank Clarice's face.

      Alex said softly, “You didn’t do anything wrong,Quite the opposite. You showed me you were ready to make your own decisions.”

      “Decisions to do what?” Clarice asked, feeling naïve.

      Alex sighed. It appeared she was choosing her next words carefully but then quickly discarded them, saying. “When I discovered my gift, I had no one to show me the way. My dreams were my guide. I followed them to a fault. When I had one about you, I drove to Jasper without a second thought, told you what I needed to say, and you followed me like I was a prophet. For years, you stuck with me. You listened to me when I was right and challenged me when I was reckless. I put you in places that nearly got you killed. You saved me from situations that should’ve been the end of me. But during that whole time, you were just a product of what I was. You weren’t your own. Your gift was a weapon, and now you know how to use it. What you use it for is up to you… I left so you could live your life how you wanted to.”

      “You should’ve told me you were leaving.”

      “Did you tell your parents?” Alex asked.

      Clarice felt rage pump up into her. Her hypocrisy wasn’t hidden from herself, and that only made her angrier. “That was different. They knew I wasn’t in danger.”

      “But you were,” Alex said. “Besides, tell me what you would’ve done if we were together and I suddenly died on the field. What would you do?”

      “Avenge you.”

      “And then what?”

      “I don’t know. Go home, maybe.”

      Alex gestured to her. “There’s your answer. Don’t be upset. It's not a bad answer. I would be no less proud of you if you would’ve kept chasing Ruah.”

      Her compliment softened Clarice. She took a breath. “I’m sorry I stopped fighting.”

      “Did you?”

      Clarice gestured to the room. “I ran home with my tail between my legs.”

      “From what I heard, there were two killers stopped in this town in the last few months. Both times, the killers were most peculiar in nature.”

      “How did you know I stopped them?” Clarice countered.

      “I wasn’t born yesterday.”

      “Did you know that people died because I wasn’t fast enough?” Clarice replied.

      Alex shrugged. “We’re in a war, hun. It would be naïve to think we’d get through without casualties.”

      “One of them was a friend. I told him about the Sight. He believed it. He helped me,” Clarice said.

      “Is the Ruah gone?”

      “Yeah, but--”

      “Then you won the battle,” Alex said.

      “No one should’ve died,” Clarice said.

      “Do I need to repeat myself? Wars have casualties. Understand that; otherwise, you’ll become vulnerable and --”

      “-- vulnerability leads to death,” Clarice finished the quote.

      Their conversation fell off for a moment. Thoughts of Matthews swarmed in Clarice’s mind. She put them aside and asked. “Why did you come back?”

      “I needed your help.”

      “What about this whole argument about me making my own decisions?” Clarice replied.

      “You still can, but it's your hometown, so I thought you might be interested in keeping its inhabitants alive,” Alex said passive-aggressively.

      “Unbelievable.” Clarice shook her head.

      “You were going looking for me, weren’t you?” Alex asked. “If you didn’t want to stick with me, you wouldn’t have put aside everything to come find me. So, this is the job. Stop Ruah. Save lives. And I don’t know anyone else who knows this town better than you. Are you in or not?”

      Clarice stewed in her frustration for a long moment. Her idea of finding herself was lost the moment Alex returned. Destiny had shown up at her doorstep. She wanted to be defiant, but she knew the woman was right. Delivering people was her calling. Neglecting part of her would be like forgetting to breathe. Locking eyes with Alex, she said. “Fine. I’m in.”

      “Good,” Alex said and leaned forward. She interlocked her fingers on the table. “I guess I should tell you what I’ve been doing all this time.”

      “That would be good to know.”

      “Most of Ruah carve symbols, as you well know, and I wanted to know what they meant,” Alex explained.

      “Did you find out?” Clarice asked.

      “Somewhat, but I needed to find a Ruah that I could interrogate to learn the answers. We’re dealing with supernatural beings with a finite mind.”

      Clarice was intrigued. “What did you do?”

      “I had a dream about a cult leader a few months before I left you. The man was possessed by a powerful Ruah and wouldn’t be easy to reach. I infiltrated the cult, spending two months slaving away in the lower ranks before I was able to get within personal reach of the leader.

      “I nabbed him and drove him off the premises to a little trailer where I’d been staying. I interrogated the Ruah, rebuking it enough to get agitated but never allowing it to leave its host. Night after night of this, it taught its language to me. I exorcised it when I had enough information and repeated the cycle on two other Ruah. They all taught me the same thing. I put their words to the test by following markings left behind by a Ruah I’d failed to catch years ago. It led me to a forest in South Dakota. The Ruah had used the markings to mark its hunting ground. After searching the area, I eventually stopped the Ruah as it attacked a family. With that information, I knew I needed to tell you about the language so you could also learn it.”

      “I thought this was some pressing mission,” Clarice replied.

      “It wasn’t a rush until I deciphered a message carved by Ruah, inviting itself and some of its allies to Jasper. These four spirits are Fear, Perversion, Wrath, and Gluttony.”

      “They don’t sound like a big threat,” Clarice replied.

      “Alone, probably not. But Ruah coordinating an attack is a rare thing. To have them travel to a location hundreds of miles away means that we have a much bigger problem.”

      “But why Jasper of all places?” Clarice asked.

      “Don’t know. The markings never said.” Alex grabbed her dirty plate and cup. She headed to the sink and washed them off.

      Seated, Clarice yawned.

      Alex took notice. “We’ll start tomorrow.”

      Clarice nodded. “I’ll have to take care of some chores in the morning, but yeah, I’ll be up for it.”

      She brought down a spare pillow and covers into the basement and set it in front of the indoor theater. The basement had its own bathroom, shower and cellar door.. Alex could stay down there without bothering the family. Clarice wished her a good night as Alex brushed her teeth.

      Keeping one hand on the rail, Clarice hiked up the steps. She looked over her shoulder a final time, still shocked to believe that her mentor had returned.

      She grabbed her duffel bag and other items from her vehicle and returned to her room. She saw the envelope she had left for her parents propped up on her bed. Dropping the duffel bag on the floor, Clarice grabbed the note and tossed it into the trash can. It seemed as though Jasper had trapped her once again.

      Unable to sleep, Clarice got out of the bed the moment the sun lifted over the horizon. She got ready for the morning and put on a beanie to tame her unruly platinum hair. She wore a t-shirt, striped sweater, and a button-down winter jacket. She put on winter pants and boots. She spent a moment in front of the mirror looking at her uncanny glass eye. She decided to wear sunglasses. Aviators fit her. When she was all set, she quietly left the house and moved out into the stables. She saw her father on a horse silhouetted against the sunset. He waved at her. Clarice felt a warm feeling in her chest. She waved back. In the back of her mind, she wondered how he would’ve reacted to her going-away letter.

      Clarice headed to the water trough. She grabbed the ice pick hanging on the nearby ring and broke the frozen surface. She fed the horses and took them for a quick walk. Wearing what she wore the night before, Alex joined her. In silence, the two of them finished the chores.

      Clarice hiked up to the loft and opened the window latch. Alex sat next to her as they gazed out across the winter wonderland. The soft winter breeze brushed against Clarice’s stoic face. Years in the sun had given her a ruddy complexion. After Lamar’s demise the other day, the place didn’t carry the same peace as it once had.

      Nevertheless, Clarice was able to find fifteen minutes of inner solitude. The walk in the astral plane gave her a fresh perspective on her spirituality. It was those moments that turned theory into faith. She could close her eyes and see the amber skies. The touch of the wind wasn’t as impactful. Time, sound, and matter lost their meaning. Like a breeze through a dry valley, peace blew through her soul. Replenished, she returned to the natural world.

      She glanced over to Alex. The older woman sat cross-legged with her hands on her knees. Her relaxed expression spoke to her inner peace. Clarice smiled, knowing that she wasn’t the only one who needed time to recover.

      “Ready?” she asked softly.

      Alex opened her eyes. “Yes.”

      Clarice followed her over to the Firebird. Alex motioned to the Challenger. “Are you going to follow?”

      Clarice rubbed her cold hands together. “I’ll ride shotgun with you if that’s okay.”

      Alex noticed the scratches the Challenger. “They really messed up the paint.”

      “Any idea what it says?” Clarice asked.

      Alex walked over. She studied the hundreds of scratches that ravaged the car. She pulled out a notepad. Dozens of notes were scribbled across the pages. The handwriting was small but tidy. Alex lifted the notepad to eye level and compared it to some of the scratches.

      “I see,” she mumbled.

      “What does it say?” Clarice asked.

      Alex lowered the notepad. “It’s talking about you.”

      “That’s not alarming,” Clarice replied sarcastically.

      “It's a warning to other Ruah. It's telling them to be cautious about you.” Alex replied.

      Clarice chewed the inside of her cheek. She was uncertain if she should be glad she was a threat to them or be worried that she was marked. “What’s the exact quote?”

      Alex replied. “Ruah don’t follow conventional grammar techniques. The scratches are more like hieroglyphics. By themselves, they could mean something like a type of animal or place. By mixing with similar symbols, more complex ideas are formed.” She brushed her finger across a sequence of disjointed vertical slashes. “For example, these mean target, danger, pursuit.”

      “Who is pursuing who?” Clarice asked.

      Alex gestured to the vehicle. “It’s referring to your car. What Ruah mark indicates the formal subject of whatever they are writing about. They may mark buildings and trees to indicate their territory. They mark people to boast and brag. They mark objects to send messages to one another in subtle ways.”

      Thinking it would be best not to take her vehicle out for a while, Clarice got into Alex’s car. The comfy vinyl seats had a nice shine. Despite her uncouth attitude, Alex kept her car clean.

      Clarice put her gloved hands in front of the heater as the car warmed up. Alex clicked on her seat belt.

      Clarice asked, “Any idea how to find the Ruah?”

      “My dream didn’t show me much. It would be ideal to go after them one at a time.”

      “I imagine Wrath and Perversion are the only two real threats,” Clarice said.

      “Don’t underestimate them. Fear is the quickest to possess someone. Gluttony, if left unchecked, can lead to cannibalism.”

      Clarice’s face went pale. “Oh. How long does it take that to escalate?”

      “Depends on the host,” Alex replied.

      “The last thing Jasper need is ghouls lurking about.”

      “Agreed,” Alex replied.

      “Where do we start?”

      “Supermarket, restaurant, any place where there’s been a big purchase of food lately.”

      “And we just hope to happen upon it?”

      “When did you become so pessimistic? You’re the one who can actually see Ruah. I’m stuck interpreting dreams.”

      “True, but I’m only working at half capacity,” Clarice said, showing off her glass eye.

      “Ruah did that?”

      “You know it.”

      Alex rolled up her sleeve, showing off her freckled forearm. There was a deep scar running from the top of her wrist to her elbow. “You’re not the only one with a new badge of glory.”

      “Nice,” Clarice replied.

      Alex pulled her sleeve down. She turned on the police radio that was mounted to her dashboard and drove.

      They listened to the cops and dispatchers exchange words about Matthews’s death. Clarice tuned it out. They drove into town. The salt truck had done a good job keeping ice off the street and sidewalk. On the day after Christmas, there wasn’t much activity.

      They visited various restaurants and asked about any abnormally large purchases. This mostly got them strange looks. Alex claimed it was for an article she was writing. She claimed to be a blogger and was looking for funny food stories. The restaurant workers were confused with her response. As they got back into the car, they heard about someone vandalizing a small convenience store named Howey’s.

      They turned up the police radio and tuned into the broadcast.

      The dispatcher described, “Yeah, the owner said that some kid ran in there and started grabbing anything. The suspect is a girl below the age of ten.”

      Clarice and Alex traded looks.

      They sped to the convenience store. A police squad car was parked outside.

      “Good timing,” Clarice remarked.

      They went inside, seeing the cop talking to the store owner. Spilled drinks, candies, and other foods lined a pathway of destruction leading from the corner of the store to the front door. The cashier looked past the cop’s shoulder and said, “Sorry about the mess!”

      Clarice and Alex smiled at him. They acted like they were browsing. When the cop left, they approached the counter. The man rubbed his brow with his hairy forearm. He wore a collared shirt and slacks. He smiled awkwardly. “I was hoping no one would come in until I got this cleaned up.”

      “Tell us what happened,” said Clarice.

      “It was the strangest thing. A little girl came in here all by herself and started peeking around. She looked hungry but wasn’t starving, you know what I mean? It was like…” He searched for the right word. “She was carnivorous. She looked at every package of candy bar like it was a New York Strip. When she got to the corner over there, she started drinking soda faster than I’ve ever seen anyone before. I yelled at her. That’s when she started grabbing everything she could and ran right out the door. I was mindful to chase her, but the little she-devil was quick on her feet.”

      “Quite a story,” Clarice remarked.

      “I ain’t seen anything like it. Then again, nothing has been normal in Jasper lately. Murders, madmen, the whole town has gone downhill.” He leaned in and spoke quietly. “My personal theory: it’s the end times. The seven seals breaking and all that craziness.”

      Clarice politely nodded along.

      Alex interjected. “What did this she-devil look like?”

      The cashier looked her way, silently judging her appearance. “Just a girl. She couldn’t be over seven. Cute thing. Feral, too.”

      Alex hiked her head back to the street. “Which way did she run?”

      “To the right there,” the cashier said suspiciously. “You’re not thinking about going after her, are ya? The policeman is already on it.”

      “I’m sure he’ll do a fine job,” Clarice added. She bought a candy bar to help the man feel better. As they left, the cashier headed over to the trail of destruction and started picking up junk food.

      Clarice and Alex walked in the direction the little girl went. She must’ve walked down the road because they didn’t see any footprints in the surrounding snowy fields. Clarice and Alex drove slowly until the found a long, gravel driveway. At the far end was a small ranch house that stood in the snow. The police car was parked out front. Knowing that it would not be wise to interrupt the investigation, Alex and Clarice parked on the curb until the cop car rolled away. They didn’t spot anyone in the backseat and assumed the girl just got a scolding more than any real charges. When the cop left without the little girl, Clarice and Alex pulled up to the front door.

      They thought of a quick game plan as to how they would approach the homeowners.

      They knocked on the door. A woman answered. Her eyes had dark circles, her cheeks were sunken, and her long brown hair was in a lazy ponytail. Dressed warmly, she sniffled as she opened the door. Behind her, a man knelt next to a little girl seated at the table. The man wore a hoodie. He had a finely trimmed haircut and a beard. The little blonde girl wore a long winter jacket with two puffy balls at the end of her hood’s pull strings. She also had on purple snow pants and yellow boots. She looked like she’d been crying.

      The woman noticed Clarice watching the family and closed the door slightly. She waited for Clarice to speak.

      Alex spoke instead. “Everything alright?”

      The woman brushed a few loose hairs behind her ear. “Fine, but this isn’t a good time to talk. And I don’t really have any money for what you’re selling, so…”

      Alex smiled kindly. “We’re not selling anything. We’re missionaries.”

      “Really?” the woman said, surprised.

      Clarice replied. “Not exactly what you’d expect, huh?”

      The woman shook her head.

      “I’m Alex.” Alex extended a hand.

      “Cathy,” the woman shook.

      Clarice introduced herself as well.

      Cathy glanced back at her husband. He sent their daughter to her room. She grabbed the cat on her way there. Clarice saw a double shadow following the girl. It was ghoulish in nature.

      Preoccupied with what her family was doing, Cathy asked. “What, uh, church are you from?”

      Alex replied, “We’re not affiliated with any denomination. We heard about the trouble down at Howey’s. We thought we could speak to your daughter.”

      The man approached.

      He hovered behind his wife, resting his forearm on the door frame and holding a neutral expression on his face.

      Cathy said to him, “They’re missionaries. They said they could help Zoe.”

      “Really?” the man replied skeptically. “What are you going to do?”

      Alex said, “Zoe’s been acting strange lately, hasn’t she? Raiding the fridge late at night, eating solid objects like loose change, and not listening to authority.”

      Cathy and the man exchanged looks. The man said. “Yeah, actually. How did you…”

      Alex said. “We’ve dealt with this thing before. And if you don’t deal with it soon, it's only going to get worse.”

      The couple didn’t like the sound of that. They traded disconcerted looks before turning back to the women. “What can we do?” Cathy asked.

      “Let us see her,” Alex said.

      Clarice followed. It was strange not being the one taking the initiative during the investigations after so running solo for long. Clarice wasn’t sure she liked it. She closed the door behind her and followed Alex and the couple to the girl's room.

      “I’m Joshua, by the way,” the man said as they reached the door.

      Cathy asked, “Can we watch?”

      Alex replied. “We’d prefer if you didn’t.”

      Clarice smiled sympathetically at the couple. Though uncomfortable, they didn’t protest. Joshua opened the door for them.

      Zoe sat on the bed, holding the tabby cat close to her chest. She rocked back and forth and then opened her mouth as if she was about to bite into the cat’s neck.

      Clarice rushed in and pulled the cat from her arms before Zoe could react. The cat slipped between Alex’s legs and out the door. The parents watched in horror. Alex shut the door behind her. She didn’t lock it, knowing that would alarm the parents.

      Zoe glared at Clarice.

      “I wasn’t going to hurt her,” the little girl cried.

      Clarice looked into the little girl’s eyes. A shadow grew out behind her. Its body was ethereal mist. Its back was hunched. It had long claws and a slack jaw full of broken teeth. Its eyes were black pits, the stuff of nightmares.

      “You see it?” Alex walked up next to her.

      “Yeah,” Clarice replied. “Zoe. Let me see your hand.”

      Clarice put out her own hand as a gesture of faith.

      “I want to see my parents,” Zoe said.

      “Take my hand, Zoe,” Clarice commanded.

      Startled, the little girl obeyed. Clarice stared deeply into her eyes. She saw the shadow growing large, seven feet tall at this point. “Leave her.”

      Suddenly, the shadow bent itself like a bow and burrowed into the girl’s lower torso. It vanished inside the little girl. Her eyes rolled back into her head.

      “I said leave,” Clarice commanded.

      Zoe lurched forward, biting at Clarice’s neck.

      Alex caught her before she could make contact. “You heard her. Out. Now!”

      With a silent scream, the Ruah burst from Zoe’s back and blew through the wall, vanishing.

      Zoe slouched in Alex’s arms. Alex put her gently on the bed.

      Clarice took a breath. “Easy enough.”

      “Three more to go,” Alex said. “I’ll search her belongings for any more markings. Give the girl a minute before we get her parents.”

      Clarice sat on the bed next to Zoe. The little girl hugged her belly. “I feel funny.”

      “You ate a lot,” Clarice said.

      “Why?” Zoe asked innocently.

      “A monster had you, but it’s gone now. If you have those thoughts again, don’t listen to them. Got it?”

      Zoe nodded.

      Alex flipped through some children’s drawings. One caught her eye. She showed it to Clarice. It showed multiple spirals and slash marks.

      “It's a note to another Ruah,” Alex replied.

      “Which one?”
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      Clarice invited the couple back into the bedroom. They were grateful when they saw Zoe had returned to normal. Zoe gave them a hug. Cathy noticed the change immediately. “Thank you so much.”

      Clarice and Alex nodded humbly.

      Joshua was a little more cautious. “What was wrong with her?”

      “Nothing now,” Alex said.

      “Demon?” Joshua whispered.

      “We dealt with it,” Clarice said. “She’ll be okay.”

      Joshua beckoned Clarice to follow him out of the room. He spoke quietly while his wife and child consulted one another in the bedroom. “Is this a scam? You better tell me. The cops were just here. I can bring them back.”

      “There’s no scam,” Clarice reassured him. “Your daughter is okay, but if she starts acting strange again, and I mean really strange, like bizarre eating habits or violent outbursts, you call me. I’ll help you out.” Clarice gave him her phone number.

      “What was wrong with her?” Joshua asked again.

      “An entity was oppressing her. It was telling her to do things and manipulating her behavior. My partner and I cast it out. Your job is to keep the house clean,” Clarice said.

      “Is there like a cursed object or something?”

      Clarice smirked. “I meant keeping a healthy mindset. Treat her right. Discipline her when you need to. Keep her happy, not spoiled, and she’ll be okay. Same goes with yourself. If you keep your mindset grounded and have a strong sense of self, you’ll be okay. Not every thought that passes through your head is your own.”

      “What church did you say you were a part of?” Joshua asked.

      “Alex and I work independently. I would ask you to keep what you saw here a secret. It will keep from stirring up too much controversy.”

      “You have my word.”

      Clarice got Alex. They headed out, wishing the family the best. They drove to nearby motels and hotels for the next person on their list. They didn’t have any luck and imagined they’d have to continue their search after dark.

      Clarice and Alex drove through town. There wasn’t much to do in Jasper apart from spending time on the ranch. They headed back home and spent the day resting.

      Night time rolled around, and they circled back through various motels and hotels. They parked in the lot and walked the property, looking for any signs of Ruah or other symbols. Eventually, they got a hit in one hotel room. Clarice noticed a “footprint” left behind by a Ruah. It was a nasty thing, not very big, and shaped like a coiled snake. Clarice and Alex tried to steal a peek inside but didn’t have much luck. They circled around instead, looking for a better way to spy on the man. Going after spirits of lust always made Clarice uneasy. Most of them were commonplace, but some grew into horrible things that Clarice would rather avoid. Sometimes, she’d much rather confront Murder instead.

      Alex noticed that there were no security cameras hooked up. Small towns didn’t always offer the best protection. She picked the lock while Clarice stood guard. They opened the door. The TV was playing an adult video on mute. There was no one in the room. They looked through his travel bag and searched the room for any more markings or symbols. They found one under the table. Alex was disappointed. It just pointed back to Gluttony.

      Clarice rubbed her brow and looked around the room. “Any idea where he could’ve gone?”

      “He’s on the hunt,” Alex said.

      Clarice shuddered.

      “I’ll try to find him,” Alex said. “You wait here in case he comes back.”

      Clarice agreed. She tucked herself into the closet and closed the door. She watched through the blinds and waited. The room was hot and stuffy. She wanted to turn off the TV, but she didn’t want to show any signs that she’d broken in. She closed her eyes and waited. And waited. And waited.

      The man, a middle-aged trucker dressed the part, entered with a woman who was drunk to the point of passing out. Sweaty from leading her all this way, he put her on the bed. He glanced over at the TV and turned it off.

      He turned to the half-sleep woman and shook his head. “Don’t do this,” he said to himself. “This isn’t who you are.” He paced as his internal conflict raged on. “Just one kiss. That’s all. That’s all. That won’t hurt, right?”

      The light through the blinds cast jail bars across Clarice’s face. She watched the man, wishing that she’d brought her weapon. To explain to him why she was in his closet wasn’t going to be easy. She needed to text Alex and let her know he was here. She checked her phone, remembering that she never got Alex’s phone number.

      The trucker stopped pacing and walked over to the woman. “You awake?”

      She rolled over and groaned.

      The trucker stared at her. A lustful look entered in his eyes. He quickly turned away, took off his hat, and rubbed his hand up his greasy scalp. “Not like this. This is not who you are.”

      The tail of a shadow serpent tightened its coil around his loins. Out from the tail grew a human-like figure. Its face was pitch black with red tiger stripes. A large toothy grin grew from ear to ear. Its jaw had two layers of teeth. One was jagged, and the other was normal. Its white eyes had no pupil and were full of lust. It whispered into the trucker’s ear. He brushed the hair from the woman’s face and lowered himself for a kiss.

      Clarice burst out of the closet.

      The trucker turned to her and cursed.

      Clarice put her hand out. “Stop!”

      “What the hell are you doing in my room!?” The man reached into his jacket and pulled out a 9mm pistol.

      “Wait!” Clarice said.

      “I will call the cops,” he said, but then looked to the woman. His face went pale. “She’s my girlfriend.” His lie was horrible.

      “I’m not your enemy,” Clarice said carefully.

      The trucker kept his weapon at his side. “What the hell is wrong with your eye?”

      “It’s glass,” Clarice replied and refocused. “I know you don’t want to do anything to that girl.”

      “You’re right, I don’t!” the trucker yelled.

      “Then put away the weapon and let’s talk.”

      The trucker shook his head in panic. “You’re going to try to blackmail me. I’m… I’m not going to allow it.”

      He raised the gun. The Ruah spoke into his ear. His attention drifted down Clarice’s body. He licked his lips. “Maybe… maybe we can come to some sort of agreement.”

      “Screw off,” Clarice said with disgust. “You shoot me, and you’re as good as dead. The cops will be here in minutes.”

      The trucker moaned in frustration. The Ruah kept whispering. He took one hand off the gun and banged the side of his head. “Shut up! Shut up! I told you that’s not who I am!”

      Clarice took a step forward.

      The trucker shouted, “Don’t you move!”

      Clarice’s heart raced. Pins and needles covered her body. The Ruah’s white eyes searched her soul. It was the same type that she encountered when she was a kid. “I can make the voices go away.”

      “No, you can’t. No one can,” the trucker said.

      “Try me.”

      The trucker shook his head frantically. The Ruah extended its tongue. It slurped into his ear. The trucker said, “Why don’t you take off your clothes?”

      Clarice set her jaw. “I’m not doing this.”

      “Do it! Or I’ll shoot you,” the trucker threatened.

      Fear and anger rattled Clarice. She took a step forward. “If you keep making so much noise, everyone is going to hear. Then what?”

      Red with rage, the trucker charged forward. Clarice tried to move out of the way, but he was fast. He slammed Clarice against the wall, covering her mouth with one hand and pressing the gun barrel to her forehead with the other. Enraged, he breathed heavily out his nostrils. The rage turned into lust, and he took a whiff of Clarice’s hair.

      She didn’t move. The cold gun barrel drilled into her forehead, filling her with a fear she hadn’t felt before. One miscalculated move and her brains would paint the tacky wallpaper. The trucker kept her mouth covered.

      Both hands free, she slowly touched the man’s waist.

      He tensed up. Clarice looked him in the eyes, trying to appear as submissive as possible.

      The trucker nodded.

      Clarice slowly slid down the wall.

      The trucker removed the barrel from her forehead, leaving behind a red circle. He kept the gun aimed as Clarice squatted before him. Clarice locked eyes with the man. Keeping her hands on him, she spoke with righteous fury. “You get out of him, right now. Or I swear to--”

      The Ruah blasted off of him before she finished and disappeared into oblivion.

      The man staggered back and looked behind him, almost as if he saw it leave too.

      The door burst open, and Alex charged in with her revolver aimed. “Hands in the air!”

      Panicked, the trucker froze.

      Alex closed the door with the back of her foot and kept her gun aimed with her steady hands.

      Trembling in fear, the trucker lifted his hands above his head. He took his finger off the trigger. Alex power-walked to him and took the gun from his hand. She quickly removed the magazine and bullet in the chamber before tossing it on the table.

      Clarice stood up. She looked over the man’s shoulder and took a deep breath. “He’s good.”

      Alex told the man to get on his knees.

      He did so and started weeping. “Please. I didn’t mean it. The voice wouldn’t shut up.”

      Alex stood behind him. “You understand you’re free now?”

      “I… Yes,” he sobbed. “I felt it go. The voice. The urge. It stopped.”

      “You want it to come back?” Alex asked.

      The trucker shook his head. “No. No.”

      “You better guard your mind tighter than a chastity belt.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the trucker replied.

      “Where did you find the girl?” Clarice asked.

      “Outside Spiritus Pint. I put something in her drink, just like the voice told me to,” the trucker replied.

      Alex replied, “You can’t blame everything on the voices.You obeyed them this far. Why should I believe you’ll stop?”

      The man pleaded. “I’ll do whatever you say. I’ll turn my life around. I’ll go back to church. I never look at a woman like that again. I promise. Please, let me go.”

      Alex turned back to Clarice. “Police?”

      Clarice looked down at the broken man. She pursed her lips and shook her head.

      Together, she and Alex helped lift the drugged woman off the bed and headed to their car. They left the trucker there, hoping that he’d make better choices. The next person who came around might not be as merciful.

      They checked the woman’s ID and phone contacts. They were able to call for help. They returned back home and watched the local news. They tried to pick up any story that would cue them into the whereabouts of Wrath and Fear. Alex went to bed, hoping to find them in her dreams.

      Clarice checked the local news website, learning of Matthews’s funeral tomorrow morning. It was open to the public. Clarice asked her mother and was able to obtain a black dress. She got up at 6am, fixed her hair, zipped up the back of the black dress, put on heels, and got ready to set out. On her way out the door, Alex stopped her.

      “I had a dream last night.”

      “Which one did you see?”

      “Wrath. He’s possessing a man wearing a reflective jacket and winter cap. In my dream, he was driving a snow plow truck the whole night. He was enraged, obviously, but his anger seemed directed at the loss of his friends. That’s what I gleaned from it, anyway.”

      “What friends did he lose?” Clarice asked.

      Alex replied, “That remains to be seen.”

      “We can call up the local snow-salting companies and get their employee roster.”

      Alex seemed to just now notice Clarice’s dress. “Where are you going?”

      “Matthews’s funeral,” Clarice replied. “He’s that cop I told you about. When it's over, we can track the Ruah.”

      “Let me go with you,” Alex replied.

      “The people don’t like me that much. They don’t even know you.”

      “Are you going to make friends or say goodbye to your buddy?” Alex asked.

      “I see your point. I’ll see if my mom can loan you a dress. I don’t think she has one that will fit you. This one barely fits me,” Clarice said.

      “No dress. It’s cold enough already,” Alex said.

      Clarice pursed her lips. She let her mentor do what she wanted.

      Alex volunteered to drive.

      The graveyard was located away from the small town. Some of the tombstones were so old that their text had faded away. Most of Jasper’s lifers would end up there one day.

      When Alex and Clarice arrived, there was a turnout of about fifty people. Most of them Clarice recognized as Matthews’s bar friends. There was an attractive blonde he dated, a few local jocks, and the police’s chief’s youngest son, Alexander.

      “Tell me about Matthews,” Alex said.

      “He believed me when I told him about Ruah,” Clarice said. “He saved my life and trusted me.”

      “A rare breed.”

      Clarice nodded soberly.

      She stepped into the chilly winter air and wrapped her arms around herself. The service was already underway. Half of the town’s police force was there, along with Matthews’s elderly mother and some distant relatives. Clarice and Alex didn’t exactly blend into the crowd. They decided to slip into the back the best they could, but couldn’t escape the glances directed their way. The priest kept on reading from a book.

      Alex leaned over to Clarice and whispered in her ear. “You’ve made quite the reputation.”

      Clarice forced a smile.

      Alex took the hint not to talk anymore. She folded her hands over her lap. Together, they watched the casket being lowered into the patch of frozen dirt. Clarice sniffled. She saw impish shadowy beasts scurry by the surrounding tombstones. They scouted out the various crying relatives, looking to see who they might torment.

      Their sudden appearance enraged Clarice.

      The Ruah weaved around the graveyard, occasionally hiding from Clarice. If she tried to cast them away, it would cause a scene. If she waited, they’d find new hosts. Clarice opened her mouth to tell Alex but stopped. She knew that Alex would start to remove them right away. If she didn’t know these people, she wouldn’t care to make a fool of herself to keep them safe. To interrupt Matthews’s funeral was rude and uncalled for.

      As these thoughts ran through her mind, a truck horn blared.

      The priest's shoulders tensed, but he kept reading. The people looked in the distance as the snowplow truck roared down the nearby street. The driver slammed the car horn though there was no one else on the road.

      Police Chief Cain frowned heavily. He adjusted his rectangular glasses on his nose and started toward the driver, probably going to give him a piece of his mind.

      Clarice and Alex traded looks.

      “That’s the one,” Alex said under her breath.

      Clarice’s heart rate spiked.

      The snow plow turned down the road of the graveyard. It was going at least sixty miles per hour.

      Clarice’s stomach dropped.

      The truck was coming right at them.

      Cain stepped in the road, intent on flagging down the plow.

      Clarice glanced over her shoulder. The impish Ruah ran through the crowd of people, looking to see who they could jump on to.

      In the middle of the graveyard road, Cain put out his hand.

      The massive truck sped up. It hit a speed bump. The metal plow bounced on the asphalt, casting sparks into the air.

      “He’s not stopping!” someone shouted.

      The crowd gasped and cursed as they looked to the truck.

      Cain realized his mistake. He quickly ran back. A few of the police officers drew their concealed weapons. “Stop!”

      The truck veered off the road. It smashed through the small fence bordering the graveyard and plowed through tombstones. Chucks of rock exploded up the front shovel. It was coming right for Clarice.

      “Run!” A woman yelled.

      Time seemed to slow down.

      The truck bounced on the uneven earth.

      Chief Cain dodged him just in time.

      The police officers shouted orders and aimed their weapons, but didn’t shoot.

      Ruah jumped on people’s backs. It bit into their ears and heads, launching them into a greater panic. Though they couldn’t see the spirits, they could hear their lies.

      Clarice took a quick glance around. There was nowhere to hide. Nowhere to run where the truck wouldn’t catch her.

      Alex grabbed her arm and dashed for the hole in the ground.

      The truck raised the shovel as it sped forward, upwards of ninety miles per hour.

      The police shot at it. The bullets sparked on the shovel guard and missed the glass. They scattered as the truck bowled through chairs. Clarice was too busy running to see if there were casualties. She and Alex dove, landing on top of Matthews’s casket. Pain shot up the elbow Clarice landed on. She sucked air through her teeth. The truck raced overhead, blocking out the sunlight as it demolished the podium. Its engine roared.

      As soon as the truck had passed over, Alex was back to her feet. “Come on!”

      She quickly climbed out of the hole.

      Clarice got to her feet. She lifted her head out of the hole and watched the truck make a turn. The police shot at it. The people scattered in all directions. One lady got clipped in the shoulder by the shovel, sending her twirling to the ground.

      Faded gravestones were crushed to smithereens. The truck horn sounded like a war cry and came back for round two. Much to Clarice’s surprise, Alex was running at it.

      I’m gonna get her killed too, Clarice thought with great alarm. She looked over her shoulder, seeing the Ruah on her back.

      “Leave!” she commanded.

      It blew backward and ran away.

      As soon as the truck got near, Alex dove out of the way. The truck was too bulky to make a turn that quick. Alex attempted to grab on to the side of it but missed.

      It was coming at Clarice.

      She climbed out of the hole and moved a few feet from it.

      The truck raced at her.

      The driver slammed the car horn in one continuous noise.

      When it was about ten yards in front of her, Clarice jumped over the hole. The truck followed her path. Clarice ran, hearing it again behind her. Suddenly, she heard a loud thud.

      She twisted back, watching the truck’s front wheel dip into the six-foot hole and halt violently. The front corner of the vehicle was sucked in the ground. Smoke lifted from the hole. The horn stopped, but the wheels kept spinning.

      Alex and the scattered cops moved closer.

      Navigating the debris of broken chairs, Clarice carefully approached the truck’s door. The vehicle’s back wheel floated off the ground.

      Clarice reached for the door handle.

      The door flung open.

      Holding a tire iron up high, a man jumped out at Clarice.

      Clarice sidestepped his attack, kicking up snow.

      She heard the tire iron break the wind.

      The man turned to her. Blood poured down his forehead and nose, leaking into his lumberjack beard. His eyes were cockeyed and crazed. Behind him was an eight-foot-tall bulky shadow. It had six fingers, six toes, and chiseled biceps. Its face had a white print on it like a KISS singer. All three of its soul-eater eyes glistened like rubies.

      The man swung at Clarice. She sidestepped the attack and reached for his wrist. The man quickly moved away.

      The police encroached. “Drop the weapon!”

      The mad man ignored them. “I’m sorry,” he said with a monotone voice as he went to hit Clarice. She ducked the blow and tried to grab hold of him, but he caught her wrist. He twisted her arm. A sharp pain exploded through her muscles. Her whole body twirled. She fell back into his torso. He crushed her neck with his forearm.

      She gagged, quickly losing air.

      The cops swarmed in.

      “One step closer and I’ll break her neck!” Spittle flew from the man’s mouth as he threatened her.

      His forearms crushed Clarice’s neck. As the cops watched, Clarice grabbed the man’s forearm.

      She focused intensely and said with a croaking voice, “Leave him, now!”

      The Ruah silently screamed. It tightened the pressure on Clarice's throat. She could barely speak. She shut her eyes. She failed to push out the words. It was only empty air. The police’s warnings became more intense. The enraged man threw the tire iron at one officer. He missed.

      As Clarice started to lose consciousness, she heard Alex’s voice. “Spirit, begone!”

      The madman cried out. He released Clarice and fell to his hands and knees. Clarice rubbed her neck and caught her breath. The crisp air was like heaven to her lungs.

      The cops stared at them, dumbfounded.

      Alex was behind the man. She must’ve snuck up on him and put her hand on his head.

      The man groveled at Clarice’s feet.

      “Thank you,” he wept. “Thank you!”

      Office Boyle swiftly approached and cuffed the man. The rest of the people stared in awe at Clarice and Alex.

      Matthews’s mother pointed a finger at Clarice. “She’s the one who saved me. She’s the one I told you about.”

      The priest and the crowd could see that the man before them wasn’t the same person that drove the truck. His entire demeanor had changed.

      “What did she do?” one man asked.

      “How did she stop him?”

      More questions swarmed around Alex and Clarice.

      The police chief approached. “Tell me what just happened.”

      Alex turned to Clarice, waiting for her to answer.

      Clarice’s heart still raced from the deadly confrontation. She looked at the people hungry for answers. She drew in a deep breath through her nose. “I imagine you all are familiar with the Bible. The dark spirits, the demons that were spoken of, are real,” Clarice said. Her heart raged. She never had this big of an audience. “The man before you was a victim to such a spirit.”

      The cuffed man sobbed. He kept thanking her.

      “These things are older than time itself. If we have the right tools, we can overcome them. That’s what you saw here today.”

      The people were speechless.

      A crying woman approached. She wore a black veil and black winter coat that went down to her knees. “My sister. I think she’s possessed. You need to help her.”

      Alex wiped sweat from her brow. “What are her symptoms?”

      “A few days ago, she was okay, but now she’s terrified of everything. Please. I’ll pay whatever you need.”

      No time to enjoy the spoils of victory. “Come on. We must go quickly,” Alex said.

      Clarice looked around at the impish Ruah latching onto various people. On second thought…

      She put her hand on a man’s shoulder and whispered a command. The imp went flying. The man’s face lit up. “What did you--”

      Before he could finish, Clarice moved to the next one. She pointed a few out to Alex, and she joined the purge. After a few minutes, everyone was delivered. Most of them didn’t know how to react. Others cried. The police chief was deadly silent. He watched Clarice with steely eyes, trying to solve her like a puzzle. When the ambulance arrived, the people were telling the EMTs about what had happened.

      Clarice quickly refocused on helping the woman and left as fast as she could. She and Alex followed the woman out of the graveyard. A few people tried to ask her questions. She told them she would answer them after she got back. Though she said that, she didn’t leave them any way to reach her.

      While Alex drove, Clarice was completely silent. What had just happened. From the funeral to the truck attack, to finally preaching to the crowd about the spiritual realm. She used Christianity as her basis. It would take some of the fanfare off her and have the people seeking out a church, not a spiritual shaman. She had no plans on starting a cult or gaining fifty new disciples. Nevertheless, the more people that knew about Ruah, the better the planet would be because of it. Clarice would have to give it some thought.

      “Good work,” Alex said. “The people needed the truth.”

      Clarice noticed her pain. “You okay?”

      “Just not as young as I used to be.”

      “You could’ve fooled me,” Clarice said with a half-smile.

      “I can only push myself so much. I need to meditate,” Alex said.

      “Well, we’re coming to the last stop. After that, you’ll be able to rest as much as you want,” Clarice said optimistically.

      “I can only hope you are right.”

      The small cottage appeared in the distance. It was located at the far end of Jasper, away from civilization. It looked like a house you’d see in the dust bowl. There were stacks of bricks and wood outside where it appeared she’d started but never finished a shed. They parked outside. Snow painted the grass. Clarice’s fingers ached in the cold.

      The woman led them up the rickety porch stairs and opened the door. A cozy fire warmed the house. The cheap Christmas tree in the corner of the room had shed most of its pine needles. She followed the woman to the attic.

      The woman nervously fidgeted with her hands. “She sealed herself up there days ago.”

      Clarice asked, “Does she have any food?”

      “She brought some up there with her, but I imagine it's run out.”

      Alex traded looks with Clarice and then spoke to the woman. “Why haven’t you called the cops?”

      “My sister’s not crazy,” the woman replied sternly.

      “We never said she was,” Alex retorted

      “The police will only try to lock her up,” the woman replied. “I’m not going to allow it. God put you two in my path. He wouldn’t have done that if He didn’t think you could save her.”

      “I’m glad to be part of the divine plan,” Alex said with snark. “Do you have any idea how we can get up there?”

      Clarice said, “Before we get ahead of ourselves, tell us more about her condition.”

      The woman thought on it. Her eyes watered. “She just went to the store one afternoon and came back different.”

      “How so?”

      “She said she met someone who said something that freaked her out. The day after that, she didn’t want to leave her room. She was scared to go outside. I tried to talk some sense into her, but she looked at me like I was some sort of monster. I left her alone for a while. She snuck into the kitchen, grabbed a Tupperware container of our leftovers, and rushed up to the attic. She just stayed up there.”

      “How long exactly?” Alex asked

      “Today will be the third day,” The woman replied.

      “Did she bring any weapons?”

      The woman scrunched her mouth to one side before answering. “A kitchen knife.”

      Wonderful, Clarice thought to herself. The idea of going up to this woman in a confined space with the sharp object made her uneasy.

      Alex noticed Clarice’s discomfort and volunteered to go in first.

      “Maybe we can try the diplomatic approach before going in blindly,” Clarice suggested.

      Alex, though doubtful, gestured for Clarice to do her thing.

      Clarice stood below the attic. She went to say the woman’s name but realized she didn’t know it. She looked to the woman. The woman replied. “Natalie.”

      Clarice looked back up the closed rectangular latch. “Natalie. I’m Clarice. I’m here to help you.”

      No reply.

      Clarice continued. “I want you to know I’m not a cop. I’m going to make you better, but I need you to trust me.”

      Silence.

      “Please, Natalie. I know about the voices in your head. I know about the crippling fear. I can make it all go away. Will you at least give it a try?”

      Alex crossed her arms.

      Clarice was ready to throw in the towel.

      With a long creak, the latch opened seemingly by itself, and the ladder descended at an angle. It ended right at Clarice’s feet.

      The three women gazed up to the dark attic.

      Alex hiked up the steps first. Clarice followed behind. The homeowner stayed at the bottom and nervously chewed her fingernail.

      Alex reached the top. White sheets were draped over the furniture. There was a dirty plate and an empty water bottle set out on the floor. There was also a horrid stench, but no sign of Natalie.

      Alex entered and used her phone light to illuminate the attic.

      Clarice reached the top two rungs of the ladder.

      Alex remarked, “For someone who is filled with fear, hiding in this place doesn’t seem like the smartest idea--”

      Clarice caught a glimpse of movement in the corner of her eye. “Alex, watch out!”

      The knife slashed at Alex. Alex crashed into the furniture. Stabbed or not, Clarice couldn’t tell. Natalie ran at Clarice next. She lost her balance and fell backwards. Her back hit the hardwood, knocking the wind out of her.

      The woman dropped down, landing on Clarice. Her knee crushed Clarice’s stomach. She raised her knife above her head.

      Clarice’s heart skipped a beat.

      The Ruah seemed to have a better idea. Natalie’s head tilted to the side. Suddenly, the twisted Ruah jumped out her back and flew into Clarice’s mouth. The fear of losing her life was enough to allow the Ruah to slip into her.

      Suddenly, her eyes glossed over.

      Clarice was no longer in control.
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      Clarice felt the Ruah crawl inside her as if she’d breathed in a mouthful of dry smoke. It scratched her throat and made her gag. Her mind plunged into a dark place. From the ladder to her knife, everything around her could potentially kill her. She viewed the world as if it were through a smoke screen. All the color slowly dimmed out.

      Natalie flopped next to her. Like a dying dog, she rested on her side. The stench of body odor and urine formed a cloud around her body. Stains marked her sweater. The thread at the ends of her sleeves was frayed and damp from chewing it. The outline of her bones etched her pasty skin. Weak breath escaped her chapped lips.

      Clarice’s mighty fears gripped her heart. She needed to run. She needed to hide.

      She glanced up at the horrified homeowner standing over her. The woman was going to hurt her. Clarice didn’t know how, but it was going to happen. Alex was probably already dead upstairs, too. Clarice was next!

      She swiftly grabbed a kitchen knife and jumped to her feet. A thunderous pain rang through her bruised back. She grimaced. The fall hit her worse than she realized. Trembling, she pointed the knife at the homeowner. “Get back.”

      The woman put her hands out. “What are you --”

      Clarice couldn’t take any chances. The woman was dangerous. She swung the knife at her. The woman turned her shoulder just before the blade struck her flesh. She screamed. Hot blood ran out from her upper arm. She ran, rolled her ankles, and slammed her bleeding arm into the wall. It smeared red across the beige paint. The woman ricocheted forward like a pinball and ran out of sight.

      Clarice’s pulse pounded. Her temples squeezed the sides of her head. Blood rolled down the edge of her knife. Clarice looked at it in horror. She thought about AIDS, hepatitis, and a dozen other blood-related diseases.

      Gasping, she tossed the knife aside and rubbed her hands on her pants. Her paranoia skyrocketed. She felt like she was covered in germs. She floated her hands out, terrified to touch anything.

      A sudden realization came to her. The woman was going to tell the police. If she did that, Clarice would be arrested for attempted murder.

      “No,” she mumbled. “It was self-defense. She… She…”

      Clarice did not finish the thought. She sprinted down the hall. She rounded the corner, noticing the woman’s cellphone on the counter. A cold breeze blew through the front door. She must’ve left without grabbing it. Clarice rushed out into the snow.

      The woman was inside her hatchback, turning the ignition. The car sputtered.

      Clarice grabbed a brick from a stack nearby and hurled it.

      The woman cursed as she tried to start the car.

      Crunch!

      The woman screamed as the brick smashed against the windshield. Spiderweb cracks expanded across the front.

      The woman started the car and immediately reversed it. It slammed into Alex’s Firebird. The woman’s head lurched forward.

      She was going to get away! Clarice couldn’t allow that. She couldn’t live her life in fear, knowing that the woman had the power to have her arrested. She had to do something. She ran toward the car and grabbed the car handle. Locked.

      Horrified, the woman put the car into Drive and stomped on the gas pedal. The tires screamed on the driveway as the car bolted forward. Clarice held onto the car handle. The sides of her shoes skidded across the pavement. Seeing that Clarice wasn’t letting go, the woman quickly opened her door as she U-turned.

      Clarice’s fingers slipped. She crashed down on the pavement and rolled to her side, feeling a sharp pain in her elbow.

      The hatchback raced across the lawn, rounding the Firebird before getting back on the pavement.

      Clarice reached out her hand for the car. “No!”

      Tears streamed down her cheek.

      Her life was over.

      The cold sank into her. She’d freeze to death out here. At the very least, she’d get a cold or some other horrible disease. The sky seemed darker too. A storm was coming. She quickly got to her feet.

      “Clarice!”

      She twisted back.

      Alex rushed out of the threshold of the doorway. “What are you doing?!”

      “She’s going to tell them!” Clarice pointed down the road. “The police!”

      Alex’s eyes widened. She carefully approached Clarice. “Don’t move.”

      “What?” Clarice said. “We need to stop her. Get your keys and let’s go.”

      “This isn’t you,” Alex said.

      Clarice shook her head. A voice told her that Alex was possessed. Clarice cried out and ran in the opposite direction.

      “Wait!”

      Clarice didn’t slow down. She kept one hand on her sore elbow as she bolted down the street. She moved off the road, afraid that a car would hit her, though there currently wasn’t anyone on the road.

      You can’t trust anyone, a voice told her.

      “I know!” Clarice barked back.

      Her survival was dependent upon her now. There were probably countless Ruah hunting her down as well. She needed to find somewhere safe but didn’t know where to start. Her instincts told her to run, so that’s what she did.

      Her legs grew weary.

      Her teeth chattered.

      An engine rumbled behind her. Clarice turned her head as the Firebird matched her running speed. Alex rolled down the window. “You’ve got one in you. You need to fight it!”

      Horrified, Clarice changed her trajectory and ran across the field.

      Alex parked on the curb and quickly ran after her.

      Clarice’s body weakened. There were needles in her throat from running against the wind. Her sprint turned into a jog. She couldn’t go on anymore.

      Alex was approaching behind her.

      Clarice sobbed. She pushed herself to start running again. Her body heated up. The winter jacket was too much. She started to unzip it when she stepped into a dip in the earth. She crashed into the tall grass, kicking up a poof of snow. She spat some out of her mouth and started crawling.

      Alex called her name.

      Clarice crawled faster. Sweat rolled down her brow. Her one eye stung. Her cheeks were blushing, and her nose glowed red. She didn’t want to die.

      Footsteps crunched on the dirt behind her.

      “No…” Clarice coughed. “No.”

      Winded, Alex approached. Her expression was one of complete misery. “Stop running.”

      Clarice tried to push to her feet, but her arms gave way. The bruise on her elbow antagonized her. Her face fell in the snow. This was the end. Alex would kill her now. At least she wouldn’t be afraid anymore.

      Alex knelt behind her. She put a hand on her shoulder.

      Clarice tensed up, like a terrified caged animal.

      Alex commanded, “You leave her, right now!”

      Clarice screamed as something was ripped from her mouth and nose.

      She watched the black cloud zip into the sky.

      The cloudiness left her thoughts. She felt a million times lighter. Her focus returned. Before she could even ask herself what had happened, she knew.

      “Oh no,” she mumbled.

      “You’re okay.” Alex lifted Clarice to sit up.

      “I’m so sorry,” Clarice said. “I thought that you were gone and she was…”

      Alex hushed her.

      Clarice rested against her shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

      “They're all gone now,” Alex replied. “You can rest.”

      Police sirens sounded in the distance.

      Clarice’s stomach twisted. She asked Alex to help her up. Leaning on her shoulder, the two exhausted women approached the squad car. The police officer stepped out, keeping his hand on his shoulder pistol. Clarice put one hand up and kept the other around Alex. She didn’t recognize the cop. His uniform didn’t fit. He must’ve been a new recruit or volunteer.

      Clarice didn’t have an explanation as to what had happened. She put out her wrists to be cuffed and asked to speak with the homeowner. He put Alex in cuffs, too, for assisting with the assault. Without a word, they moved into the back of the squad car.

      Alex mumbled to herself. “I can’t keep going like this.”

      They arrived at the near-barren police station. Clarice had concluded that most of the force were out recruiting volunteers to clean up the graveyard. After going through processing, the secretaries were surprised to see Clarice back so soon after a few months. They separated Clarice and Alex in different holding cells.

      A drunk shared Clarice’s cell. He wore a ratty winter coat and a fuzzy beard that ended at the top of his chest. He rested against the wall and reeked of alcohol and bile. His rubber boot bottom peeled back, revealing his collapsing wool sock. Clarice didn’t look much better. Her hair was a mess. Her mother’s dress was stained with dirt. She had a tear in the knee of her winter leggings. Her mascara had a teardrop stain below her one functional eye. Unknown to her, she also had a small chip on her glass eye.

      Clarice took a seat on the bench. Her mouth formed a line on her face. She stared at the floor until she lost focus. She’d been oppressed by Ruah, but never possessed. Though she felt free now, the feeling of powerlessness crawled back into her thoughts. In that state of mind, every action felt justified. Her fear and emotions were pushed to the max.

      She shut her eyes and attempted to find her core. Her goal was to reset. It wouldn’t be in this environment. She reminded herself she was alive, that she had defenses, and that what had happened was outside of her control. The last point was the hardest to overcome. If she’d just spent more time meditating or didn’t immediately jump to conclusions when she saw Alex’s fall, the Ruah would not have been able to get her. The worst part of the whole thing was that Alex was barely hurt at all by the knife. Everything had happened so quickly that she didn’t have time to get down the ladder until after the homeowner had run away.

      Clarice inhaled.

      The drunk next to her coughed, breaking her concentration.

      “Hey,” he said with a gruff voice.

      Clarice kept her eyes closed.

      “Hey,” the drunk grunted.

      Frustrated, Clarice looked at him

      He smiled, showing off his mouthful of crooked, yellow teeth. “I remember you.”

      Clarice glared like an angry bull.

      The drunk chuckled. “You’re the lady.”

      “Real specific,” Clarice said sarcastically.

      The drunk grinned. “We spent the night together,”

      “You’ve got me confused with someone else,” Clarice said and returned back to her meditative state.

      “You’ve got to remember. You sat in that exact spot.” The drunk nodded to himself. “You stayed here until your pops came and got ya.”

      That was during the Clawford case. She turned to the man, remembering him now. “I guess you can say neither of us learned our lesson.”

      “Welcome back to the Hotel de Ville.”

      Clarice and the old man shared a smile.

      “I’m Clarice.”

      “Ulysses, like the famous general,” he said. “I’m sure you’ve heard about all the craziness in town.”

      “It’s hard to miss.” Especially when you’re front and center in the mess.

      The drunk nodded. “It’s only the beginning.”

      Clarice eyed him.

      “I seen ‘em,” Ulysses replied seriously. “Those black clouds brewin’.”

      The lights in the jail flickered.

      Chills danced across Clarice’s skin.

      Ulysses whispered. “See? They don’t like it when you talk about ‘em.”

      There was a fine line between madness and spirituality. Did this man know more than he was letting on? Clarice took a gamble. “Tell me what you saw.”

      “I ain’t really seen it. At least not like how you see me. But I can feel it.” Ulysses squeezed the fat on his stomach and involuntarily curled up his lip. “I know the shadows have been talking. They’re planning something big. They have been for some time. All these crazies popping up left and right. It's all been a warm-up for the storm. And we get to be alive to see it.”

      The man let out a squealing laugh that devolved into a violent coughing spell.

      “You can feel these spirits?”

      “Feel ‘em? I talk to them all the time,” Ulysses replied.

      Clarice studied the man. She was convinced that he believed what he saw, but that didn’t make it true. “What do they say?”

      “I can’t tell you that,” Ulysses said sternly. “That’s part of our deal.”

      “What deal?”

      “I let them be. They let me be. You can’t win a fight with them. If you take one down, they come back with seven more. Why bother?”

      Someone’s shadow stretched across the cell’s floor. Police Chief Cain stood at the entry. He wore a flat expression on his long face. “I heard you got into a little incident after the graveyard.”

      “Things are better now,” Clarice said.

      She could tell Cain didn’t fully believe her.

      He said, “You want to tell me what is going on here?”

      Ulysses spoke up. “We’re just talking. I never touched her, I swear.”

      Cain’s glare shut him up. He turned his attention back to Clarice, waiting for her to reply.

      “I’ll tell you everything I know… after you let me out of here.”

      “We both know that’s not how this works,” Cain replied.

      Clarice crossed her arms.

      “Very well,” Cain backed away. “I’ll call Granger Hospital. I’m sure they’ll have a nice padded room waiting for you.” He walked on.

      Clarice bolted up out of the bench and grabbed the bars. “Wait!”

      Cain stopped, keeping his back turned to her.

      “I’ll talk,” Clarice replied.

      Cain returned to the cell. He looked into Clarice’s eyes. “I’m waiting.”

      “As I said at the graveyard, the man was possessed.”

      “That’s a convenient excuse.”

      “You can’t deny seeing him change after Alex spoke to him,” Clarice replied.

      “Okay, say you’re right. There’s something there. But, I don’t buy that you and your friend are priests.”

      “We’re not,” Clarice admitted.

      “Why lie?” Cain asked.

      “To keep the people from asking questions,” Clarice said honestly. “Outside forces are working all around us. They can possess through rituals, fears, and bloodlines.”

      “Like the one that got Ben and Mark Clawford,” Cain thought aloud.

      Clarice was surprised he guessed that. “Exactly. How did you know?”

      Cain eyed her. “I’m making a leap of faith here. Whether or not I believe it remains to be seen.”

      “You think it’s coincidence I’ve been so involved in these last few cases?” Clarice asked rhetorically.

      Cain was silent.

      Clarice said, “Tracking these Ruah is how I found my sister-in-law. It’s how I found the bodies. It’s how I stopped Lamar. Matthews helped.”

      “Why Matthews?”

      “I delivered him, and he believed me. Alex and I have that ability.”

      “How?” Cain asked.

      “She dreams. I see visions,” Clarice said.

      “Was it the same spirit that controlled the Clawfords and Lamar?”

      Clarice shook her head. “No. Separate. I dealt with them one at a time. Same goes for the man at the graveyard and Natalie, the woman from the attic.”

      “But one of these got into you, didn’t it?” Cain asked.

      Clarice nervously replied. “It's not there anymore.”

      “How will I know?” Cain interrogated.

      Clarice lost her words for a moment. She replied, “You’ll just have to trust me. If not me, Alex.”

      Cain studied her for a moment. Clarice didn’t break eye contact.

      Cain said, “You are aware this will start a witch hunt.”

      Clarice’s pulse quickened. “It doesn’t have to. The Ruah are gone, Cain.”

      “But more will come back. You said these things are all around us.”

      “No place is free of them. But I can teach you how to stop them.”

      Cain smirked.

      Clarice regretted making that promise.

      “How?” Cain asked.

      “Help me out of here, and I’ll show you.”

      “I’m not going to circumvent the law.”

      “Then tell the woman who pressed charges to drop them,” Clarice said. “I won’t be much help to you in here.”

      “This is the best place for you to be. Nearby,” Cain replied.

      Clarice gave him a deadpan stare.

      “I’ll give it some thought,” Cain said plainly and walked off.

      Clarice slouched back in her seat. She looked at the buzzing tube light above her head. Wonderful, she thought sarcastically. Within the hour, Ulysses was released. He waved her goodbye. Clarice also heard that Alex was released too. The homeowner never pressed charges against her.

      More time drifted by. Boredom killed Clarice. She tried to meditate, but she was trying to figure out how she could teach the entire police force to fight Ruah. If it worked, they could transform Jasper into a paradise. Sure, people would be people, but they’d be a lot better off. If she failed, it could launch a witch hunt as Cain had thought. Police accusing people of being possessed could lead to many dangerous scenarios. Clarice would try to backpedal on the situation, but helping Cain was her only chance at getting her own friends. She could only laugh when she thought how she was a hero one minute and a villain the next. When she got out of here, she planned on leaving Jasper. However, running away from a fire didn’t help put it out. She could only speculate how the locals would treat her family if she packed up and left without notice.

      The situation had no easy answers, but she’d have to make a choice. Thankfully, in the jail cell, time was on her side.

      Bruised and fatigued, she ended up falling asleep on the bench. She dreamed of the black cloud climbing over Jasper. Someone tapping on the cell door jolted her awake. She quickly sat up, looking at Cain.

      He eyed her. “I talked to Ms. Yates.”

      Clarice rubbed the sleep from her face. Her elbow was killing her. “And?”

      “You’re going to want to look into a lawyer.”

      Clarice sighed deeply. “He better be one hell of an attorney.”

      “I could recommend my own. If you pay bail, you will get out early, but the judge won’t view it too kindly,” Cain said.

      “It’s lose/lose then?”

      “It appears that way,” Cain said, showing no sympathy.

      Clarice pinched the bridge of her nose.

      “Want something to eat?” Cain asked.

      Clarice nodded.

      He walked off.

      Clarice wanted to smash something. She wanted to cry. She wanted some sort of release. Instead, she just boiled in her seat.

      Cain returned a few moments later with a plate. Clarice wolfed down the sirloin steak and instant mashed potatoes. She drank the glass of water in a single gulp.

      Cain lingered by the door.

      Clarice said, “You don’t have to watch me eat. I’m sure you have cell guards for that.”

      “Most of my officers are out in the field, and after today, you’re my priority.”

      Something about the way he said it creeped Clarice out. She asked for her phone call. Cain obliged.

      She explained to her parents that she thought her life was being threatened, so she accidentally struck the woman she was trying to help. It was a poor lie, but more believable. She also told them about the graveyard incident but left out the supernatural implications.

      Her father paid bail and picked her up.

      Davis welcomed her into his truck. He wore a heavy brown coat with patches on the elbows along with heavy-duty jeans. His cowboy boots were stained with mud and snow. The moment he closed the door and clicked on the seat belt, he said. “The Holland brothers called me today. They said some crazy stuff about you.”

      “Like what?”

      “That you were a priest, and that you set some demon-possessed man free.”

      “What if I told you that was true?” Clarice replied.

      Davis gave her a sideward glance. “Comments like that aren’t going to help our branding. Us Holburgs are important to this town. To be getting strange phone calls and having to bail my daughter out of jail again doesn’t paint us in pretty colors.”

      “I… I know I’ve not made things easy on you. After this whole court thing wraps up, depending on if I’m still walking free, I’m thinking about moving out.”

      Davis took a deep breath. “That might just be for the best.”

      The two of them sat in silence. The radio weather woman reported on an incoming blizzard that was going hit the town tomorrow night.

      Davis grumbled to himself. “Twelve inches of snow. Just what we needed.”

      Clarice rested her head against the window. Her missing right eye prevented her from getting a clear view of her surroundings. Night had fallen over Jasper again. The wind howled. Snowflakes twirled in the air.

      “When is your court date?” Davis asked.

      “Five days from now,” Clarice replied.

      Davis nodded soberly. “That should be enough time to get your defense in order.”

      Clarice had faint memories of her father’s joy when she first arrived home. The last six months had turned everyone bitter. The cold didn’t help.

      They got home. Hannah was reading a book in the lounge. She put it aside and approached Clarice. Clarice kept her head down.

      “Gosh, you look horrible. Come on, I’ll get the bathwater running.”

      Clarice was shocked her mother wasn’t mad about the dress. Clarice supposed that she was just happy that her daughter was alive.

      Clarice took a long bath. The steaming water washed away the world’s filth. She noticed she had bruises on her knees, thighs, and elbows. She sniffled, wondering how much more she could take. Nevertheless, she planned to soldier on no matter what happened.

      The next morning, Clarice checked on Alex downstairs. She was awake but still lying on the couch. She said, “Quite the day yesterday?”

      “I could live without repeating another like it.” Clarice took a seat on a nearby recliner. “How long will you stay in town?”

      Alex shrugged. “Hard to say. Maybe until your court date. We’ll see.”

      “I was wondering if I could go with you,” Clarice said, unsure why she was so nervous.

      “You want that?” Alex said.

      “I can’t help but think this is all my fault. You said that the Ruah possessing the plow driver was because of loss. I don’t think it was because of Matthews. I believe it's because of me. I’ve stopped a lot of their schemes since I showed up. It's no wonder they want me dead.”

      “Perhaps, but for Ruah to attack this many times in the open is rare,” Alex said.

      “I guess they really hate me,” Clarice replied.

      “Good.” Alex smiled. She sat up, wincing in pain. “I was going to take my car to the mechanic today.”

      “The fender bender.”

      “That’s the one. Can you follow me over?”

      Clarice agreed. She got into her beat-up Challenger. It took a few turns of the key for it to start. She followed behind Alex to the nearest mechanic’s shop.

      On the way there, they noticed multiple cops parked around part of the sidewalk, blocking off one lane. Clarice and Alex slowed down.

      They looked past the quickly-moving cops and saw the blanket-covered body.

      She noticed Cain standing nearby. He lifted his phone to his ear. The moment he did, Clarice’s own phone started to ring.

      She answered.

      Cain said, “We need to talk.”
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      Clarice sat in Interrogation Room One. She saw movement through the fogged glass window. Jasper’s police department was busy this morning. She sipped her steaming coffee and waited.

      Sergeant Walkens entered the room with a file under his arm. The big man had broad shoulders and large muscles. He wore a heavy winter jacket over his form-fitting police uniform and sat across from Clarice. “Usually we’d have Matthews do this job, but until we find a replacement, you’re just going to have to deal with me.”

      Clarice didn’t mind. Walkens was a good man. She wouldn’t have any problems with him. “You care to tell the name of the victim?”

      “I’m sure you already know.”

      Clarice shook her head. “I imagine life would be easier if I did.”

      “Ms. Yates.”

      Clarice’s heart skipped a beat. “What happened?”

      Walkens flipped open the file. Using his fingertips, he slid a few photographs across the table. Clarice gawked at the images of Ms. Yates’s naked body. There were crude carvings all up and down her right arm, torso, and even on her forehead.

      Clarice gagged. “Who did this?”

      “That’s what we’re asking you.”

      “I was at the ranch house the whole night. You can ask my parents,” Clarice replied.

      “What about Ms. Baker?”

      “Alex was staying with me.”

      “And she’s the same woman that stitched up your back all those years ago?” Walkens asked.

      He was sharper than he looked.

      “That’s her,” Clarice replied.

      “The very one that never reported the crime when you were attacked years ago and had us chasing tail while the true killer was Lamar.”

      “I guess you could see it that way,” Clarice replied. “Look, it's obvious that you suspect Alex, but she’s innocent.”

      “It’s strange how Yates ended up dead the day after she pressed charges against you,” Walkens said.

      Clarice’s anger surged. “Have you talked to Cain about the real problem?”

      “What problem is that?”

      Someone knocked on the door before Clarice could tell him about Ruah. It was probably for the best.

      “Come in!” Walkens ordered.

      Officer Boyle opened the door a crack. “We’ve got the security camera footage. Are you ready to review it?”

      Walkens scowled at Clarice. He left the file on the table and stormed out of the room.

      Clarice reviewed the cuts on the woman’s arms. It was code for something. She needed to show them to Alex. It appeared the woman’s slit wrist was the cause of her death. By the nearby razor blade, Clarice wondered if it was self-inflicted.

      Walkens returned a few minutes later. Silent, he scooped up the pictures and held the door open for Clarice.

      Clarice stayed seated, unsure if this was a trap.

      “You’re free to go,” Walkens finally said.

      Clarice stood up. “What was on the tape?”

      Walkens had a distant stare.

      “Sir?” Clarice asked.

      Walkens broke his gaze. “The cause of death was suicide.”

      “So, all the cuts…”

      “Self-inflicted, yeah. Now go home.”

      As Clarice walked away, she heard Walkens pray under his breath. “God, help us.”

      Alex was waiting outside the station’s front door. She had her hands buried in her pockets and her hood up. Several news vans were parked outside.

      “Thanks for waiting,” Clarice said as they hiked down the steps.

      “The news is broadcasting images of Yates’s body,” Alex said.

      Clarice felt disgusted. “She hasn’t even been gone for a day, and they’re already glorifying her death.”

      “I got a chance to catch a glimpse of the symbols,” Alex replied.

      “Did you know what they mean?” Clarice opened her car door.

      Alex said, “I have an idea.”

      Door open, Clarice waited for Alex to elaborate.

      “Something big is coming,” Alex said. “Let’s head home. We’ll talk there.”

      When they returned to the ranch, they decided to talk in the stable loft. They sat on hay stacks and looked out the window at the darkening skies. The blizzard would be upon them tonight. Alex kept her watchful eyes aimed outside. The wind billowed her silver hair. “The Ruah are after revenge.”

      “Against me, I imagine,” Clarice said.

      Alex confirmed it with a sobering look. She tightly squeezed the window frame. “From what I saw, Ms. Yates’s body was an invitation.”

      Clarice got up. “We’ll leave Jasper then and go into hiding. If they come after us, we’ll deal with them.”

      Alex said soberly, “It’s not that simple.”

      “Sounds like it to me,” Clarice replied with an attitude. She did not want any more blood on her hands. Even if she had to surrender herself to the Ruah, it would be worth it. That was obviously the worst-case scenario.

      “The message they implied was that Jasper has to burn. More specifically. Ride the snow.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense,” Clarice protested. “How did the Ruah become so powerful? It should take them at least several days to possess someone.”

      “They are growing stronger, and after the damage we’ve caused them, they aren’t holding back.”

      “Yeah, but they still have to see the message before they show up,” Clarice said.

      Alex gave her a sympathetic look. “I know you’ve not had time to watch TV, but the Jasper murders are known nationwide. I wouldn’t be surprised if the broadcasters showed more of Ms. Yates’s body as the day goes on.”

      Clarice ran her hand up her scalp. “How much time do we have?”

      “It's impossible to know. If they aren’t jockeying anybody, they can be here in a snap. If they are bringing hosts, I’d imagine around twelve to twenty-four hours.”

      The information was heavy. “We need to evacuate the town.”

      “Good luck convincing twenty-seven hundred people to leave their homes.”

      “You’re not helping.” Clarice paced, trying to think of a plan. “I can talk to Cain and see if I can warn his officers. Maybe I can give them a crash course.”

      “Even if he does believe you, they won’t be ready.”

      Clarice glared at her.

      Alex replied. “I’m just being realistic. It's hard enough to cast out a Ruah when you know it's there. To someone who can’t see or can’t hear, it’s equivalent to giving a blind man a rifle.”

      “They are going to die anyway, so we might as well give them a fighting chance,” Clarice said. “Unless you want to run.”

      Alex smiled softly to herself. “This is a war, Clarice. If the Ruah take Jasper, they’ll think they can take a city. If they take a city, they might try to take a state. They will get stronger and stronger. The only thing keeping them from destroying humanity is their fear of us. If we found out who we are, as a human race, the Ruah will fail. Right now, they don’t know which one of us is gifted and who is not. Because of that, they tend to tread carefully. The fate of the world depends on who wins Jasper.”

      The wind whistled.

      Clarice headed for the ladder.

      Alex asked, “Where are you going?”

      “To warn my family.” She hiked down rung after rung.

      When she went into the house, she called for her mother and father. Concern was written on their faces.

      “I need you to get Luis and Peter over here, now.”

      Hannah scoffed. “Clarice, what is this?”

      “Get Grandma, Grandpa, and Uncle Leroy, too. Think of it like a family intervention. Please.”

      Hannah went to protest, but Davis cut her off. He saw Clarice’s sincerity. “Are you sure you can’t just call them?”

      “I need to do this in person,” Clarice said. There’s no other way they’ll believe me, she thought.

      Hesitant, Davis made the calls. Clarice set up chairs in the living room. She paced for a moment before heading to the bathroom. She stood in front of the mirror and washed her face. She looked at her glass eye for a moment, knowing she wasn’t ready for this.

      Through some act of God, the family arrived at the Holburg House within the hour. Davis felt bad for meeting on such short notice. He and Hannah prepared food for the guests.

      Clarice had kept them in suspense. She’d practiced what she was going to say in front of the mirror, but when she was face-to-face with them, she seemed to forget it all. There was no easy way to say it without sounding crazy. Alex was with her, but her words might not hold much clout.

      She sat on a chair across from the family. Peter looked at her curiously, expecting this to lead to some sort of comedic situation. Luis emoted very little. The boys were with Katie at their house. The grandparents seemed concerned. Uncle Leroy was invested in the finger food. Davis was confused mostly. Hannah seemed open, but her judgmental gaze caused Clarice to doubt. Alex was silent and observant. She was clearly going to let Clarice do the talking.

      Clarice rubbed her sweaty palms on her thighs. She couldn’t stop her leg from bouncing. She tried her best to look calm but felt she was failing miserably. “Thank you all for coming out on such short notice.”

      “How long is this going to take?” Luis asked.

      “Hopefully not too long. But I thought this was important enough that we do this in person.”

      The family waited for her to speak.

      Clarice took a deep breath. Okay. Here we go. “Do you all remember when Johnny attacked me? I was eight at the time.”

      “How could we forget?” Davis exclaimed.

      “You ever wonder how I got away?” Clarice asked.

      Luis answered. “Ben Clawford shot the pervert.”

      “Before that?”

      No one answered.

      Clarice continued. “How about nine years ago when I stopped the potential shooter in college? How did I know he had the gun when no one else did?”

      Hannah replied, “Didn’t you say it was instinct?”

      “That’s part of the truth,” Clarice replied. “Anyone else? No one? Good. What do you guys believe about the universe?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Luis asked.

      Peter hushed him. He leaned forward in his seat, engaging with Clarice. “Let her talk.”

      Clarice edged towards fringe territory. “Do you believe there’s a supernatural world outside our own?”

      Her grandmother looked at her grandfather. “I think she watches Sid Roth.”

      Her grandfather nodded soberly.

      Clarice scanned the crowd. “You’re allowed to answer these questions.”

      “I think so,” Davis said.

      Hannah replied, “God. Yeah.”

      The grandparents nodded. Uncle Leroy shook his head.

      Luis didn’t react.

      Peter seemed curious. “I don’t see a reason why it can’t be a possibility.”

      “Okay, so we have a base consensus that there may be more to reality than what we see and feel with our natural sense?”

      Most heads nodded.

      “Cool,” Clarice replied, moving on to the hard part. “Do you believe these forces can affect our natural reality, whether it be God, angels, spirits, or whatever?”

      More nods.

      Luis interrupted. “Clarice, what is your point?”

      Clarice looked him in the eyes. “When Johnny picked me up after school that day, I saw something on him.”

      “Like what?” Luis asked.

      Clarice shut her eyes for a moment, replaying the horrible experience in her mind. She looked back to the family again. “Something bad. I couldn’t explain it at the time, but I knew I had to run. This was long before he made any advancements on me. When Dustin, the school shooter, arrived at school that day, I saw something on him, too. That’s how I knew to tackle him before he drew the gun.”

      The house was silent. She had their attention, but whether they believed was a different story. Clarice kept going. “After that encounter, I dedicated all of my time into searching for what I was seeing. I got so caught up in the search that I dropped out of college. I read every religious text I could get my hands on. I studied spirituality. I dove into neurological sciences and psychology. I look everywhere, but I still didn’t have a good foundation of what I had witnessed, let alone how to deal with it. That’s when Alex showed up.”

      She turned to her mentor.

      Alex nodded for her to continue.

      The rest of the family was as still as boards.

      Clarice couldn’t back off now. “Alex dreamed about me a few days prior. I don’t know the ins and outs of it, but her study led her to Jasper. When she arrived, we talked for a few hours. She offered to help me understand my gift, but there would be a cost: I’d have to forfeit everything I thought I knew and go with her.”

      Clarice saw the disapproval on her parents’ faces. Luis looked at her like she was insane. The grandparents were just in awe of the whole thing. Peter didn’t take his eyes off her. It seemed he was drinking up every word. Leroy looked around at everyone else’s responses with a stupid smile on his face. Alex was cool and quiet.

      Clarice said. “I know it was an extreme solution, and I was terrified, but I needed answers. I couldn’t live a normal life after what I’d witnessed. I took a leap of faith, and I trusted Alex. I packed a small bag and left home. Alex mentored me over the last six years. We’ve been across the Midwest, helping as many people as we could, exterminating the negative supernatural forces and living on the road. I’ve witnessed people get shot. Others kill themselves. I’ve been beaten up, lied to, shamed, and ostracized. That was only the first year. In the five years that followed, I tracked killers, pedophile rapists, corrupt bankers, and all manner of vile things. I’ve lived on a meal a day, sometimes not even that much, and slept in places that would make you gag. I sacrificed my comfort, my friends, my relationships, a steady career, all of it. Why? Because it was real. Now, I’m convinced that something big is coming to Jasper. For your safety, I’m asking all of you to take your valuables and leave. Even a week might be enough time for this to blow over. I can hope. No matter how long you plan to stay away, it's better than being caught in the thick of it.”

      The looks and silence her family gave her made her feel like she was actually insane. Without much more she wanted to say, she waited for them to respond.

      Not making eye contact, Davis said, “Clarice, I, uh… sheesh, I don’t know. That’s a lot of information to process.”

      Rage turned Hannah’s face red. She said to Alex, “What did you do to my daughter?”

      Alex replied calmly. “I showed her the way.”

      Hannah’s jaw fell open in complete disbelief. “You--you used her. You stole her from this house. You brainwashed her.”

      “What?” Clarice exclaimed. “Calm down. She didn’t do any of that.”

      “Shut it, Clarice,” Hannah barked and directed her rage back to Alex. “You exploited her past tragedies, for what? Was it a long con to get into our house? I’m sure she’s told you we are the wealthiest family in Jasper.”

      “Mom, please,” Clarice said.

      Hannah jabbed her finger at the air. “I don’t want to hear from you!”

      Davis said softly. “Darling, maybe this isn’t the best way to deal with this...”

      Hannah’s death gaze shut him up.

      Davis kept his head and eyes forward, not wanting to get involved with this in the slightest.

      Hannah said to Alex. “I should have you arrested for what you’ve done.”

      Alex turned to Clarice. “I think I’m going to go.”

      “Don’t. Please,” Clarice pleaded.

      Alex pursed her lips. She got up and walked out the door without saying a word.

      Hannah followed her to the door and made sure she was going before slamming and locking the door. “Filthy con artist. Who does she think she is?”

      Peter said, “Mom, you’re overreacting.”

      “She turned Clarice into a lunatic!”

      Clarice crossed her arms. She said bitterly, “I’m glad you're honest about the way you feel.”

      “I feel like I’m surrounded by children,” Hannah exclaimed. “Clarice, how could you let her trick you into this fantasy?”

      Clarice replied. “I knew I’d get some blowback for telling you all, but holy crap.”

      Luis checked his watch and stood up. He looked down on Clarice. “You need help.”

      “It's because of my craziness that I saved Katie. Ever wonder why I knew where to find her? Or why Lamar tried to kill me?”

      Luis looked down at his boots. He didn’t reply.

      Clarice answered her own question. “Because he was possessed, and I was going after him. And I’ll have you know that I dealt with the Ruah, so you’re welcome. And the woman who carved symbols into herself before slitting her wrist was possessed too. Is that enough proof for you?”

      She was going to tell them about stopping Mark Clawford, but she didn’t want to ruin Matthews’s legacy. He had earned that victory.

      Luis thought on her words for a moment. “I have to secure the ranch against the storm tonight and check on Katie. I’ll call you all later.”

      Peter called out. “Luis!”

      Luis stopped. “What?”

      “What are you doing, man? You can’t just say all this is fake? You’ve watched the news. You’ve seen what’s been happening. Who is to say that Clarice is wrong?” Peter asked. He looked to the family. “Speaking for myself, I believe her.”

      No one else shared his enthusiasm.

      Luis headed for the door. “I’m out. Happy New Year,” he said dryly and left.

      Clarice turned to Davis. “Dad?”

      Davis replied, “I think I just need some time to process it.”

      “Believe me or not, all I’m asking is that you guys leave town. At least until the storm passes,” Clarice said.

      “And where will you be?” Davis asked.

      “Here,” Clarice said. “With Alex.”

      Hannah mumbled spitefully. “Of course.”

      Clarice said, “I’m going to hold my ground and see if I can’t repel the assault.”

      Davis and Hannah traded worried looks. “How do you plan to do that?” Davis asked.

      “I’m going to talk to the police and see if they’ll help,” Clarice admitted. She wished she hadn’t opened her mouth.

      “Oh my little girl,” Davis said sympathetically. “What am I going to do with you? Do you want to go to the hospital? We can take her, can’t we, Hannah?”

      With a heavy frown plastered on her face, Hannah nodded.

      Clarice stood up. “This clearly isn’t working out.”

      She looked at her grandparents and uncle. “You got anything you want to add?”

      They shook their heads.

      “Peter?” Clarice asked.

      He looked to his family and then to Clarice. “It may be the craziest story I've ever heard, but I'm with you.”

      Hannah scoffed. “I can’t believe you would put up with this madness.”

      Peter stuck up for Clarice. “I don’t know, Ma. Maybe you should believe your daughter for once.”

      Davis replied. “We’re all trying to look for answers, Peter. We just want to make sure that Clarice is okay. These recent murders have us all going a little whacko.”

      Clarice said, “If you plan on staying the night, lock the doors and seal the windows. Dad, you may want to keep your weapon handy. I hope you won't have to use it.”

      Without much else to say, Clarice left the house. The frosty air made her shudder. The wind speed had already picked up. Peter followed her out.

      They stood side by side, looking out the broad ranch. There were large floodlights stationed around the race track and the stable. Acres of rolling fields stretched as far as the eye could see. There was a single, winding driveway with a gateless threshold. A few other dirt roads and horse trails bordered the property. If the police couldn’t help, she’d have to take a stand here.

      Peter said, “You aren't making this up, right?”

      “I wish I was,” Clarice said reluctantly.

      “What can we expect?”

      “Hell on earth. If you have a gun, keep it near. I can exorcise most of the Ruah, but I imagine some will slip through the cracks. I would avoid shooting anyone you don't have to.”

      Peter smiled wearily. “That's good advice to live by. I never thought we’d actually be hurting anybody.”

      “The goal is to avoid bloodshed at all costs, but if someone runs at you with a weapon, you have to decide your next course of action.” Clarice looked at him sympathetically. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      “Sticking with me in this. I wish I could sugarcoat the situation for you, but I don’t think that will do you any good,” Clarice replied.

      Peter shrugged. “If you’re wrong about all this, nothing happens as far as I’m concerned. But if you’re right… well, I don’t want to get caught with my pants down.”

      With her new ally, Clarice walked over to the stables. Alex was petting a horse inside. She turned Clarice’s way. “You managed to convert one, at least.”

      “We can’t win them all,” Clarice replied.

      “Police station, then?” Alex asked.

      Clarice nodded. She turned to her brother. “You go out on your own and warn whoever you can. You be the judge on how much information you share with them. Even if it's something just as little as you saying you have a bad feeling about tonight. I just want people to be ready when the storm hits.”

      Peter appeared to be disappointed when he heard that he wasn’t going to be leaving with her, but he nodded and agreed to her request anyway.

      Because Alex’s car was in the shop, Clarice drove.

      They arrived at the police station. Alex checked her hair in the rearview. She made sure to look acceptable. Clarice double checked herself as well. She looked more haggard than she did before she talked to her family.

      Before going inside the station, Alex said, “You’re going to be alright.”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      Alex said, “I know how much this cost you. It’ll pay off.”

      “If it doesn’t, we all die, so…”

      Alex put her hand on Clarice's shoulder. She looked intensely into her eyes. “I’m proud of you.”

      Clarice pursed her lips and nodded. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe Alex was proud, but she felt as though everything leading up to this moment could’ve been avoided if she were more diligent.

      She walked into the station and asked to see the chief of police. After a long five minutes, Alex and Clarice were invited back into his office. The cops in the bullpen gave her strange looks. They were probably wondering how a suspect in a murder trial was able to schedule a private consultation with their superior. Officer Boyle looked at her with a strange reverence. He’d seen her at the cemetery. He knew Alex and Clarice were the real deal.

      As they neared the office, Cain parted the blinds on the inside window and then opened the door. He held it open for the two ladies, gave his officers a stern look, and shut the door. He walked around to his desk and took a seat, gesturing Alex and Clarice to do the same. Clarice knocked her elbow on the armrest and felt pain shoot up her shoulder. She winced.

      Photographs of Cain’s wife and four grown children stood on his desk. A shelf packed with survival guides and other practical information stood nearby.

      Cain brushed aside his thin grey hair with his fingers.

      “Media outlets from all over the nation have been running articles about our little town. I left you out of the stories. I’m sure you’ll enjoy not having paparazzi knocking at your door.”

      “Thank you,” Clarice said.

      Cain shrugged and said, “What are you here for?”

      “There are going to be more killings,” Alex said plainly.

      Behind his rectangular bifocals, Cain eyed her. “And what sources do you have that are telling you that?”

      “That woman that just killed herself was sending a message,” Alex said. “It’s inviting more of her friends here to Jasper.”

      Cain glanced over to Clarice. She nodded.

      Cain replied, “Thank God the blizzard will keep everyone locked in, at least for the night.”

      Clarice couldn’t tell if he was being condescending or not.

      Alex said. “The attack will likely take place during the storm.”

      Clarice piggybacked off of that point. “Remember when I told you about casting out spirits? We believe a wave of them are coming to Jasper.”

      “Of demons?” Cain asked, making sure she was serious.

      “Yes,” Clarice nodded. “And we wanted your permission to train your officers on how to combat this threat.”

      Cain let out a quick chuckle. He scratched his head. “Ms. Holburg, I appreciate your eagerness to help out the people of Jasper, but I can’t allow that.”

      Alex said directly. “You know this threat is real.”

      “I don’t, actually. Also, I’m not going to be the idiot who launched the world’s first demon police. This town has enough bad PR, wouldn’t you agree?”

      Alex replied, “Image is more important to you than human lives?”

      Cain glared at her. He turned to Clarice to speak. “I’ll be honest with you, something strange is happening, but what my officers need is to go back to their quiet lives, where their biggest challenge was escorting drunks and giving speeding tickets to old ladies.”

      Alex said, “You can want that. That doesn’t mean it will happen that way.”

      Cain willfully ignored her. He waited for Clarice to speak.

      Clarice’s eye watered. “You’re the only person that can stop this.”

      “You two are the exorcists. You two have the solutions. Do what you need to do, but keep the police out of it.”

      Alex replied, “None of you are prepared for what is about to happen.”

      Cain said, “It’s when you say things like that that makes everyone suspicious of you two.”

      Alex replied, “If you don’t want our help, say it. We’re at the point where we are sick of playing games.”

      Cain folded his hands on the table and spoke to Clarice. “I appreciate all you’ve done to help out with the investigations, but I can’t do as you ask.”

      Clarice’s heart sank. “Can you at least help warn the people?”

      “And put the town in a panic for an unseen threat? I don’t think so,” Cain said. “You’ve been capable of taking care of these problems this long, Ms. Holburg. How will this be any different?”

      And just like that, Clarice and Alex were on their own.
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      Clarice and Alex drove back home. The world had darkened around them. The wind picked up. There was something dreadful in the air.

      Clarice broke the silence by asking Alex, “How many bullets do we have?”

      She kept her eyes ahead. “Two boxes of fifty. I took them out when I dropped off my car.”

      That was more than they needed. Clarice watched the town blur by through the window. They arrived back at the ranch. Her grandparents and uncle’s vehicles were still parked out front.

      After exiting the vehicle, Clarice boxed her shoulders and marched to the front door. By the time she’d gotten halfway across the porch, she noticed that Alex wasn’t behind her. She twisted back, watching her mentor walking toward the stables.

      Clarice jogged to her. “What are you doing?”

      “I was going to get some sleep,” Alex said.

      “Out here?”

      Alex replied, “Your family isn’t going to let me back in.”

      “I’m not going to let you freeze to death,” Clarice replied. “C’mon.”

      She gestured for Alex to follow her around the house. When they got to the back, Clarice opened the cellar door. The wind caught it, nearly blowing it wide open. Clarice was fast enough to keep it from clapping against the wall. Alex descended down the rickety stairs. Clarice followed and sealed the doors behind her. She locked them and scanned the family-sized movie theater.

      Alex crashed on the couch. She folded her hands over her lap and shut her eyes. Clarice quickly walked up the indoor steps. She opened the door into the first-floor hallway. Her family was still in the living room.

      Uncle Leroy said. “She’s sick but I don’t think she’s dangerous.”

      “If you look at her track record, you’d have a different view,” Hannah added.

      Davis said uncomfortably, “I still don’t think we should take any drastic measures. She believes what she’s saying as much as every other religious person.”

      Hannah replied. “It would be one thing if it were just a belief system, but she sounds like a Jonestown cultist. She told us to get our guns ready. That’s not normal.”

      Hearing enough, Clarice shut the door to the basement. She took a seat on the top step and buried her face in her palms. She sat like that for a while before returning downstairs. Alex had already fallen asleep. Clarice sat back in one of the recliners and relaxed her muscles. She battled to clear her mind. Eventually, she was able to fall into a state of being. She controlled her breathing. The problems of the world slowly faded.

      Her phone rang, ripping her out of her tranquil state. She quickly answered, not wanting to disturb Alex.

      “What’s up?” she asked as she distanced herself from the couch.

      Peter replied, “I was able to talk to some of my buddies.”

      “And?” Clarice said quietly.

      “Nada. It looks like it’s just going to be the three of us. How about the police?”

      “No luck on that front, either,” Clarice admitted.

      “Well, if people could survive the Alamo, we can survive this,” Peter said.

      “Only the helpless made it out of the Alamo,” Clarice said.

      “We stand a pretty good chance then,” Peter replied. “Hey, I’m on the way back. Do I need to pick up anything?”

      “Fortification for the windows and doors,” Clarice said.

      “I’ll swing around to the hardware store. See you soon.”

      “You too,” Clarice replied. “And be careful out there. The storm is starting to pick up.”

      “Will do.”

      Clarice hung up. She craned her head back and noticed that Alex had sat up. “Sorry to wake you,” Clarice apologized.

      Alex's face was pale white. Something was wrong.

      “What happened?” Clarice asked.

      “I saw it,” Alex said.

      Clarice’s heart quickened.

      Alex looked down at her lap. “It was like a black cloud coming across the sky. There were hundreds of Ruah. At the center, there was one I have never seen before. It was attached to the storm, if that makes sense.”

      The information shook Clarice. “What did it look like?”

      “Death,” Alex said soberly.

      The word struck Clarice with fear. She swallowed her emotions. “How long do we have?”

      “Hours maybe,” Alex said. “The attack will be tonight. I’m sure of it.”

      “What do you think our odds are?” Clarice replied.

      “Don’t ask questions you don’t want to know the answers to,” Alex said.

      Clarice paced. If she went back out the street now, there was a good chance that she’d be trapped in the blizzard on the way back home. She snuck up to her bedroom. Without making a noise, she checked under the bed for a baggie full of herbal supplies. It was the same batch that she had used to astral project. She had it just in case.

      Hundreds of Ruah. She repeated it to herself, almost disbelieving. If she could just survive the night, that would be a victory in itself. Stopping all of them was a lost cause. Maybe other people with gifts would hear about the assault and come to Jasper’s aid. The carnage and destruction would make international news. Even if she died, it could be a turning point in man’s history. That gave her some hope. She thought about projecting in the astral plane now, but one woman against an army would stand no chance.

      She snuck back downstairs, realizing that her family still hadn’t left. Everyone was here but Luis and his family. When she got to the basement, she called Katie. It was her last-ditch effort to convince her to come over.

      Katie answered. “Clarice, is everything okay? I heard from Luis that you were feeling sick.”

      “I’m sure that’s not the exact words he used,” Clarice replied.

      “There may have been something about you being clinically insane and possibly brainwashed.”

      “There’s one in every family,” Clarice joked to lighten the mood.

      She got a small chuckle out of her sister-in-law.

      The simple moment did miracles to Clarice’s morale. “Listen, I have a feeling that something bad is going to happen tonight. I want to make sure you and the boys are safe. Can you bring the boys over to the ranch?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Can you trust me on this?”

      “Clarice. I --”

      The lights flickered briefly, and the call ended.

      Clarice checked her phone screen. No service. She said to Alex. “Phone lines are dead.”

      “The blizzard must’ve knocked them out,” Alex replied.

      Clarice jogged upstairs. As she approached the living room, she noticed that most of her family had dispersed. Davis was in his office, double-checking the internet modem. Hannah read a book in the lounge. Uncle Leroy raided the refrigerator. The grandparents stayed put in the living room, watching the storm rage outside.

      Clarice looked out the window. The snowfall wasn’t very dense, but the wind violently battered the building.

      The front door flung open.

      Peter stood in the threshold. He carried a stack of rippled aluminum sheets and leaned them on a nearby wall. “I have more in the back of the truck. Give me a hand.”

      Arms crossed, Clarice followed him out into the storm. Peter climbed into the back of his truck and handed Clarice a stack of aluminum sheets. They were roughly four feet across and six feet tall. Most importantly, they could cover almost every window in the house. After three trips through the frigid cold, they had all they needed to cover the windows.

      The family waited for them in the living room. Peter tapped his boots on the entrance mat, knocking off snow and clumps of dirt. “It's really picking up out there.”

      Davis bounced his eyes from the aluminum sheets to his two offspring. “What are you doing?”

      “Fortifying,” Peter replied. “The winds are strong enough to blow out these windows.”

      Hannah asked, “Is it going to be that bad?”

      “Better safe than sorry.” Peter lifted one of the sheets and placed it over the window. It was tall enough to stand on the floor. Clarice propped a chair against it to keep it in place.

      Peter and Clarice grabbed the next sheet and headed to the nearest unguarded window.

      Davis scratched his head. “I guess it couldn’t hurt.”

      The lights cut off.

      The house went silent.

      The Holburgs waited a moment, expecting the power to return.

      Nothing happened.

      The darkness was here to stay.

      “Son of a gun,” Davis mumbled.

      Hannah walked over to the lampstand drawer. She removed a few cheap flashlights, turned them on, and gave the first to the grandparents. “Find a place to sit down. Leroy, head down the hall and check the closet for blankets. I’ll go look for candles.”

      Peter proposed, “Why don’t we launch the generator?”

      “It can only work for a few hours at a time,” Davis replied. “I’d rather save it in case the blackout lasts more than a night.”

      Clarice grabbed one of the flashlights. She patted her pant pocket, feeling her car keys inside. “I’m going to get Luis, Katie, and the boys.”

      Her father gawked. “In this weather?”

      “Things will be a lot safer if we’re all together,” Clarice replied, leaving no room for argument.

      Peter continued to board the windows. She expected he would be finished by the time she returned.

      Clarice headed out of the front door and traveled around the back of the house. She entered through the cellar. Alex was still on the couch. “I need you to come with me.”

      Alex stood up. She looked around the pitch-black basement. “Are you sure you want to go out there?”

      “I’m not going to leave my family behind.”

      Alex took a deep breath. “What if they don’t listen to you?”

      Clarice’s chest tightened. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

      Fighting against the wind, they climbed into the Challenger. Clarice started the car and let the heater run. The headlights cut through the raining snow, revealing fifteen feet ahead. Clarice’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel as she curved around the driveway and headed to town. She knew time was running out. Alex stayed in the front seat with a pensive look on her face. The woman seemed to have aged in the last twenty-four hours. Nevertheless, her eyes were alert and ready. Neither of them spoke on their way down the country roads.

      Clarice turned the radio on. She kept the volume low as she listened to it crackle. Cold wind seeped through the cracks in her windshield. The radio picked up fragments of the news. The weather reporter warned everyone to stay indoors until the storm passed.

      As Clarice neared Jasper’s main street, she caught a glimpse of a dump truck trailing behind her. Its headlights flickered. The driver was signaling her to pull over. Clarice kept going, not wanting any more distractions. The dump truck’s lights cut off. It swerved into a side street.

      Alex turned, looking through the gap of the driver and passenger seat to see the outside window. “What was that?”

      Clarice kept driving, upping her speed to forty-five miles per hour. Going any faster would be a hazard. She chewed on her lower lip. Rows of dark buildings flanked her on both sides. Being the only person on the road, it seemed like she was driving through a ghost town.

      “Thank you for staying with me,” Alex said.

      Clarice replied, “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Our chances of survival are dismal at best, yet here you are.”

      “I didn’t realize I had a choice,” Clarice replied.

      Alex smirked. “You can leave right now if you wanted.”

      “And lose the war? Not gonna happen,” Clarice replied.

      Alex grinned. “You’ve always been a fighter. Fate was right when it chose you.”

      Wearing a small smile, Clarice glanced at Alex. “It’s funny that it will end where it started--”

      The dump truck slammed into her before she could finish talking. In a matter of seconds, the truck crunched the back-quarter panel on Alex’s side, shattering the glass on both windows and sending the Challenger rolling three times.

      Total darkness.

      Clarice returned to reality with a painful gasp.

      Her head throbbed. Blood stained her deflated airbag. She hung upside down. Her seat belt kept her from falling but left a diagonal bruise from her left shoulder to her right hip. She coughed and spit blood. Her swollen tongue had two gashes where she’d bitten into it. The howling wind jostled her platinum hair. With half-open eyes and a foggy mind, Clarice cried out. “Alex?”

      There was no reply.

      She glanced over, noticing that her mentor was gone.

      Clarice reached down. Her fingers lazily coiled around the flashlight and clicked it on. She illuminated the large skid marks etched in the snow outside Alex’s window.

      “Alex?” Clarice’s voice cracked. She swallowed a glob of spit and blood.

      Bracing herself with her hand, she undid the seat belt. Her weak arm failed to soften the fall. Her head slammed against the metal roofing. Still upside down, she felt the knot forming on her head. Eyes watering, she patted herself down. No broken bones. Good.

      She reached under her seat and removed her revolver. Holding the flashlight in one hand and the firearm in the other, she crawled out the passanger side door.

      Total darkness shrouded the world. The snowstorm raged in all directions. Clarice’s breath misted out in front of her. The cold sliced at the thin gap between her jacket and pants. She clambered to her feet. A wave of vertigo hit her. She staggered back a step, bumping into her flipped car.

      “Alex?” she called out again, this time noticing footprints alongside the drag marks.

      Keeping her trembling hand around the weapon, she followed the trail. Her balance returned to her, but her neck, forehead, and torso pulsated endlessly. Blood stained her chin. Her tongue had stopped leaking. The drag marks came to an end. Only a single set of footprints remained. They appeared to be size ten men’s. The stranger had carried Alex.

      Clarice’s teeth chattered. The footprints carved around the back of the general store. On the front porch, the rocking chairs teetered. Heart racing, she neared the back of the building. Snow flew into her eyes, forcing her to walk with a permanent squint. Being blind in one eye didn’t help her situation. She sniffled. Her snot rolled endlessly out of her left nostril. Clicking off her flashlight, she tucked herself against the corner of the store and peered around back.

      A man dressed in heavy winter clothes stood over Alex’s silhouetted limp body. He spoke in a tongue that was brutish, guttural, and completely alien to any human languages. Four shapes stood around him. They were bitterly ugly, black and ethereal in nature. One had teeth like a man and a missing eye. Its right arm was twisted and coiled into itself. He was a perverse Ruah known for necrophilia. The mere sight of him made Clarice gag. The other three were just as twisted and disturbing as the first. Wrath. Violence. Murder.

      Seeing her mentor caused disgust and courage to rise in Clarice. Before she had time to think, she was around the corner with her gun and flashlight up, rebuking the dark spirits.

      Wrath blasted away almost immediately. Violence was blasted back and gone after two commands. Murder and Necrophilia jumped into the man’s body. He lifted his baseball bat, threatening to smash in Alex’s skull.

      A primal fire sparked in Clarice. As she shouted, her entire body shook. “Leave him  now!”

      The man’s head fell back. The two black Ruah blew out of his open mouth and into the night sky.

      The man collapsed face first in the snow.

      Lowering her gun, Clarice rushed over to Alex. She took a knee beside her and rolled her over. Blood leaked from a gash on her forehead. Misted breath escaped her lips. Clarice shook her, desperately pleading for her to wake up.

      She patted her cheek.

      Alex failed to respond.

      Clarice felt something off about the atmosphere. She stopped pleading and looked up. Over two dozen Ruah encircled her, leaving fifteen feet of dead space between them.

      The spirits were of different shapes and sizes, mimicking the nature of the vice that defined them. Snow fell through their ghastly bodies. There was something hungry and vengeful about their twisted gazes.

      Clarice lowered Alex’s head gently to the snow. Body still cramping from the crash, Clarice stood up and faced the enemies that outnumbered her. Their mouths moved, but no words came out. Dozens of thoughts crawled into Clarice’s mind. Murderer. Killer. Failure. Surrender. Kill yourself. You lost. End it all. Submit.

      Stone-faced, Clarice spoke in a low growl. “You won’t win this.”

      At the snap of a finger, all of them rushed at Clarice. Knowing her gun would do nothing, Clarice dropped it and started shouting. Three Ruah were gone by the time the rest of them dog-piled her.

      Their claws and teeth ripped into her skin. She dropped to a knee. A million horrendous suggestions bombarded her thoughts. Instinctively, she covered her ears, but that only made the noise worse. She shut her eyes, fighting to get into a meditative state. She practiced steadying her breathing. Amidst the pain, mental noise, and frigid cold, it was near impossible to find peace.

      “I know who I am. You have no right to touch me,” Clarice said through her teeth.

      A few of the lesser Ruah blasted away. The rest pressed in harder. Though she couldn’t feel their claws or teeth, knowing that they were devouring her spiritual flesh mortified her.

      Clarice fell to her other knee. The oppression was so heavy she couldn’t open her eyes. The cloudiness on her forehead strengthened. The idea of biting a bullet started sounding like a good idea. Anything she could do to make the voices stop…

      “I command you to leave!” Clarice’s voice cracked.

      Only one Ruah left this time.

      The lack of result allowed the Ruah to gain a stronger hold on her thoughts.

      Clarice felt her arm extend and reach for the gun. Crying out, she tried to stop her body. Her possessed hand took the gun and started to turn it toward her.

      Suddenly, a voice spoke a command, forcing the Ruah to scatter.

      Clarice dropped the gun. She opened her eye, seeing Alex sitting up next to her.

      “Your airbag is garbage, by the way,” Alex said, her voice strained.

      “Here,” Clarice gave Alex a hand. “Can you walk?”

      Alex took a few weak steps. “Well enough. How many were on you?”

      “A lot,” Clarice said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Alex replied. “I’ve been doing this for a long time. The concussion will just have to wait.”

      The two of them walked back to the main street and followed the icy sidewalk through town.

      Clarice asked. “Why did they take you and not me?”

      “Because I was still moving at the time. They wanted to get into my head. Killing me would’ve been too unsatisfying.”

      Judging by the variety of Ruah that surrounded her, Clarice believed that killing her was their primary goal. She kept her mouth shut.

      A few people watched them from a window. The moment Clarice and Alex passed by the house’s front door, it burst open, and a possessed woman rushed out. Clarice rebuked the Ruah and told the woman to hide inside.

      Clarice and Alex heard shouting and hid in an alley. They peeked around a corner, watching an old man smashing windows with bricks. He was wearing a nightgown in the middle of the blizzard and howling like a mad man. Clarice and Alex snuck by. The longer they lingered, the greater chance more would show up. Glancing back at the man, Clarice noticed the presence of seven Ruah attached to him. Anyone who submitted their thoughts was open to being possessed. Anyone who didn’t submit was liable to be killed by one who did.

      After witnessing a burning building and a heap of crashed cars without drivers, Clarice and Alex made it out of the town’s main street and started to travel down the long country road to her brother’s ranch.

      As their adrenaline dropped, the pain from the crash worsened. Alex was a lot worse for wear than she’d said. She limped. A distant expression plastered her face. Clarice wrapped her arm around her back to keep her steady.

      Forty-five minutes passed before they reached her brother’s ranch.

      Gunshots sounded.

      Muzzle flashes flickered inside.

      Keeping her arm around Alex, Clarice moved as fast as she could up the slippery driveway.

      More gunshots.

      Fear gripped her heart. Alex slowed her down, but she couldn’t leave her.

      They reached the front of the house.

      Three people lay dead at the front door. A woman with an ax snuck around the side of the house. She raised the ax, ready to hit a window, when it opened. Clarice saw the barrel of the shotgun appear from inside and the woman was blown away. The Ruah inside of her vanished into the darkness.

      Clarice and Alex hid behind a tree.

      The window closed.

      “Are you sure you want to go in there?” Alex asked.

      “Wait here,” Clarice said and dashed toward the front door. She stayed low, quietly stepping over the dead bodies. She recognized them as Luis’s farmhands. Bile climbed up her throat. She swallowed it down and peeked through the window. The curtains were closed. She saw a small candle lit from within. She wished she had some brilliant plan on how to sneak inside, but her emotions drove her to the front door without a clue as to what to do next. The door had some notches in it from where the ax had hit it multiple times.

      Clarice checked her phone service. It was still down. She took a deep breath and then shouted out, “Luis, Katie. It’s me, Clarice. Don’t shoot.”

      The wind filled the void of silence. Clarice saw one of the windows open a crack and a gun barrel slide through.

      Clarice kept out of sight from it. “Listen to me. I’m not one of them. Please. Let me in.”

      The door unlocked.

      Keeping her weapon concealed in the back lip of her pants, Clarice hesitantly took the invitation to enter. She stepped inside, seeing a few candles flickering in the darkness. The moment she got two feet inside, she felt a cold barrel press against the back of her neck. The gunman closed the door with his foot. “How the hell did you get here?”

      “Luis,” Clarice said cautiously. “I know you’re confused, and I want to help you.”

      He pulled the gun from the back of her pants and commanded her to sit down. She walked to the couch and slowly turned around as she sat. She looked up the silhouette of her brother, not seeing any Ruah on him. He aimed his shotgun at her.

      “Luis. It’s me.”

      “Start talking!” He hovered his finger over the trigger.

      “I warned you about the attack, but killing these people isn’t going to change anything.”

      “They came after my family. You expect me to sit around?” Luis barked.

      Clarice spoke slowly. “Where are Katie and the boys?”

      “Why do you want to know? Huh?”

      “So I can get the four of you back home,” Clarice said. “We’ll be a lot better off if we stick together. Now, where are the kids?”

      Luis didn’t reply.

      Clarice asked carefully, “Did you hurt them?”

      “I didn’t do nothing!” Luis barked.

      His tone caused Clarice to flinch.

      The two of them stood off for a moment.

      Clarice broke the silence. “Shoot me or let me talk, but I’m not going to do anything until you remove that gun from my face.”

      Luis glared. He lowered the weapon and took his finger off the trigger.

      Filled with immense relief, Clarice stayed seated.

      Luis asked, “What’s happening out there?”

      “Ruah, or you can call them spirits, have a launched a full-blown attack on Jasper.”

      Luis rubbed his hand down his face. “This is unbelievable.”

      “You shot four people, Luis,” Clarice said plainly. “They were not killers. Something turned them into that. I’m not going to spend fifty hours trying to explain this stuff. All you need to know is that they plan to plunge this entire town into chaos, and we’re caught in the crosshairs.”

      “How do we win?”

      “Not by killing them,” Clarice replied. “These spirits can be cast out. Alex and I know how to do that. I can keep you and your family safe, but I need to be within close proximity to be effective. Come with me. If not, stay here and keep shooting people, but it won’t help Katie or the boys.”

      Luis was reluctant to reply. “They’re upstairs. I’ll go get them.”

      Clarice waited for him to leave the room before standing up. She pinched the bridge of her nose. She had a feeling the body count would increase as the night went on. After not hearing back from Luis, Clarice decided to check upstairs. Her mind went to the worst-case scenario.

      Anxious, she opened the door.

      Katie was in bed. Luis was pinning Jack to the floor. He thrashed about in a rage. Bowers stood petrified, watching in horror. Clarice dashed to the possessed boy, put her hand on his forehead, and commanded the spirit out.

      It took three rebukes before the spirit left and the boy deflated. The family was in awe of her.

      “Thank me later,” Clarice said.

      Without wasting any more time, they got Alex and loaded into Luis’s truck. It was a lot quicker to drive from Luis’s house back to the ranch. By the time they arrived, Peter had boarded up the windows. They parked out front and had Peter unlock the door for them.

      The family bombarded Clarice with questions. She told them about the crash and led Alex to a chair.

      Concerned for his own family’s survival, Luis took Katie and the boys to the basement.

      “Hold still,” Davis said as he brought a first-aid kit over to Alex.

      “I’m not fighting,” Alex said weakly.

      Hannah’s face turned sickly pale. “Tell me what’s happening out there.”

      Clarice gave her a deadpan stare.

      The revelation that Clarice was right caused Hannah to sit down.

      “Dad, get the generator going,” Clarice said.

      As she spoke, a few Ruah came through the walls. She said, “You have no power in this house!”

      The spirits fled.

      Her family looked at her like she was crazy.

      Clarice shouted, “What are you waiting for? We need power.”

      Davis hurried downstairs.

      Peter looked out through a small hole he’d drilled into the aluminum sheeting, watching for anyone coming.

      Clarice’s bruises left her feeling numb. “Alex, maybe we should tell them how to fight.”

      She glanced over, noticing Alex wasn’t moving on her recliner.

      “Alex?”

      The woman opened her tired eyes. “Yeah, I’m listening.”

      “Leroy, get her some water!” Clarice commanded.

      Her uncle did as she said.

      Alex took a sip. “Let me rest for a moment, will ya?”

      The idea of Alex going to sleep after the concussion made Clarice nervous.

      Alex saw the fear on Clarice's face. She smiled weakly, “Let an old woman dream.”

      Though feeling sick, Clarice didn’t protest.

      The power flickered back on.

      Davis returned a few moments later. The heater powered to life.

      Clarice asked him to turn on the outdoor floodlights.

      Davis turned the order over to Peter, who was closer to the switch.

      He flipped it and returned to his peephole.

      The grandparents headed downstairs to check on Katie and the boys. Clarice gave her parents a crash course in spirituality. “Guard your thoughts,” she reminded them frequently. “I’ll help keep them off you.”

      Leroy said, “We should just leave.”

      “In this weather?” Peter exclaimed. “You won’t get five miles.”

      Leroy stood off by himself.

      Davis put a comforting arm around Hannah and kissed her on the side of the head. He spoke to Alex. “Do you think I should get my gun?”

      Clarice shook her head. “Not yet. If they get through the front door though… that’s when you can start shooting.”

      To save power, they turned off any excess lights. Peter kept a lookout. Clarice kept an eye on Alex, hoping she’d wake up soon.

      A few hours passed. Clarice took care of the Ruah that had managed to get inside. She hadn’t seen one in an hour.

      Peter chewed on his nails as he looked out the peephole and cursed.

      “What is it?” Davis asked.

      “We’ve got a few cars driving up,” Peter replied.

      Davis approached the window. He peeked through the hole. “I’ll be.”

      Clarice got off the couch. She moved over to the window. Amidst the snow, she saw multiple vehicles pulling into the front of the house. It started with three, and then more just kept coming. Through the dense snowfall, Clarice saw a dozen headlights in the distance.

      They pulled to a stop, got out, and stared out the house. Some of them had guns. Others had sharp tools.

      “What are they doing?” Hannah asked.

      Clarice saw Ruah standing behind each person. Many of them had five or more spirits attached to their back. The librarian, the barber, the sweet lady from Sunshine’s Diner, Boyle, Cain, various law enforcement officers, and more familiar faces were among the horde. The entire town of Jasper had come to see her.

      Clarice’s heart sank. There was no way they would survive this. She knew it in her gut. It was like she was living a nightmare.

      Leroy watched the back of the house. “They’re out here, too!”

      Hannah turned to Clarice, desperate for answers.

      Clarice opened her mouth, but no words came out.

      One of the strangers lifted his AR-15.

      Peter cursed.

      Bam! Bam! Bam!

      The bullets ripped through the walls and aluminum sheets. Clarice dropped down alongside her brother. Davis and Hannah went down as well.

      Clarice turned to Leroy just as a bullet hit his neck. Blood spurted out from the hole. He stumbled into the Christmas tree and brought it down with him.

      Hannah’s scream deafened Clarice’s ear.

      Clarice nudged Alex awake and pulled her to the floor.

      The rest of the strangers outside started shooting.

      Hundreds of bullets peppered the walls of the old ranch house.

      “To the cellar. Now!” Clarice shouted.

      Crawling on their bellies, they successfully made it to the basement. Clarice was the last one in and locked the door behind her.

      Surrounded by her family, Clarice knew there wouldn’t be much time before the horde swarmed inside.

      Her family’s desperate cries and prayers surrounded her. Davis ran for his gun cabinet. Grandfather helped him get it open.

      Seated at the foot of the couch, Luis kept his arm around Jack, his other hand holding his shotgun. “It’s judgment day. Lord have mercy on our souls.”

      Katie stayed on the couch, holding Bowers. Despite wearing a strong face, her lip quivered and tears rolled down her cheeks.

      In the midst of all of it, Peter barricaded the cellar door with all the furniture he could find. Hannah helped him.

      Alex, still drowsy, pulled Clarice aside and said quietly, “I saw it in my dream. We won’t last more than an hour.”

      “If that,” Clarice replied.

      She paced. A thought came to mind. “What about that big one you saw in the storm?”

      “Death?”

      “Yeah. What if I can stop that one?”

      “How would you do that?”

      “I don’t know,” Clarice replied honestly.

      “It’ll kill you,” Alex said sternly.

      “We’re already dead,” Clarice replied.

      Alex’s sorrow turned into determination.

      With Alex’s help, they mashed up roots and plants, recreating the green goo. She had her father give her an old hunting knife. He didn’t ask why.

      Clarice sat next to Katie on the couch. Her family looked at her, unsure what to do.

      “I love you all,” Clarice said. She turned to Alex. “Protect me.”

      Alex nodded.

      Clarice drank down the formula and took hold of the knife. She felt her body going numb.

      Davis handed weapons to each of his family members and started passing out boxes of ammo. They heard footsteps upstairs. Other people banged on the cellar door.

      “Sure you don’t want a gun?” Alex asked.

      Clarice blinked. She felt her pain leave her. She stood and looked back at herself. Her head was down. Her body appeared to be lifeless.

      Holding the knife in her teeth, she ran toward the basement wall. She passed through it, entering into an endless sea of dirt.

      Darkness was all around her. She realized how easy it would be to get lost underground. She took a moment, recalling the layout of the ranch to her mind.

      Thinking she had a plan, she dashed toward the stables. After counting out her steps, she imagined her hands and feet were solid. Immediately, the dirt had matter again. She changed her thought process constantly, allowing her to slowly climb her way out of the ground. Her head popped up in Rorschach’s pen. The horse, along with the rest of them, whinnied.

      There were no Ruah in here. When Clarice was fully out of the ground, Rorschach stopped crying. He looked at her, completely calm.

      Clarice didn’t have time to question it.

      She scrambled up the ladder and looked outside the window.

      A few people knocked down the ranch’s front doors. Then, as a horde, they swarmed inside. Great fear gripped Clarice. She looked away from the house, trying to keep her emotions from overtaking her.

      She scouted the horde and spotted a thirty-foot giant standing in the back.

      A black hole spun at the center of its face. Twisted, jagged bones branched out from the back of the giant’s legs to the back of his head. The mere appearance of him filled Clarice with palpable dread. She broke her gaze away from him and looked down at her knife.

      “God, if you’re real, I could use a hand with this one,” she mumbled.

      When she saw that the bulk of the Ruah’s forces were focused on her home, she made her move. Jumping out of the barn, she ran toward Death. She dashed through the snow-covered field, feeling none of the cold. She flanked around the back of the giant.

      Not sure if it saw her, she kept her knife clenched in her teeth and climbed up the bones bursting from the back of his leg. As quick as she could, she scaled the giant up to its back. Just as she had hoped, there was a small black string linking the giant to the eye of the storm.

      Taking the knife in her hand, she climbed the final stretch of the giant’s back.

      Death looked over his shoulder.

      Knowing her time was up, Clarice held on with one hand and flung the knife at the cord.

      The blade spun in the air.

      Death reached for Clarice faster than she could’ve ever imagined.

      The knife severed the string.

      The giant let out a ground-shaking roar.

      Clarice fell, slamming on the ground.

      The possessed people twisted back, watching in horror as their lord got sucked into the clouds. Death reached out before vanishing into the swirling tempest.

      The black clouds broke apart. Hints of the orange sky breached the darkness.

      In terror, the Ruah evacuated their hosts and scattered in every direction.

      Clarice stayed on her back, watching dozens of them rush past her, screaming silently at a simple glance.

      The dark clouds faded.

      The snow died down.

      The battle was over.

      Clarice got to her feet. She looked up in awe, shocked that her plan had worked. She grabbed the knife from the field and twirled it in her hand as she traveled back to the cellar.

      Dazed people staggered like drunks around the house. Clarice passed by old childhood friends, familiar locals, and the police force she’d gotten acquainted with over the last investigation. Some of them dropped their weapons in revulsion. Others crumbled to their knees and wept. Sergeant Al Walkens stood unmoving, in total disbelief. Chief of Police Cain embraced his son and wept. Officer Boyle and Mary-Beth rushed to help others.

      Clarice walked through the house, seeing the strangers stopped on the stairs they had breached. At the bottom, the Holburgs were silent. Peter pushed off the fat man that crushed him. Luis and his family had retreated to a corner, quietly praying for mercy. With tear-streaked faces, Davis and Hannah stood back-to-back aiming their weapons. The grandparents cowered against the far wall.

      Clarice was lying at the center of it all. Alex held her hand and kept her eyes closed, anticipating the end. A nearby man had a hatchet raised, about to strike her. He dropped the weapon.

      A part of the astral plane tugged at Clarice to stay, but these broken people needed answers.

      She stepped back into her mortal body.

      Letting go of the knife, she put her other hand on top of Alex’s.

      Her mentor looked down at her, motherly pride swelling in her eyes.

      Clarice said, “We have work to do.”
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