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Coming Home    

HOLLY PRESCOTT WAS SEATED ON THE CORNER OF HER BED. HER ELBOWS rested on her knees, her gaze was locked on the wall across from her. Her apartment was nothing spectacular but also nicer than most. A spot that would easily fit two people and a couple pets. Not that Holly had either of those; it had been just her for quite a while now. Aside from some flings and a couple short-term relationships, this habitat belonged only to Holly.

The walls are a dark olive, providing a cool living quarters that would easily be plunged in darkness had it not been for the morning sunlight streaming through the windows. Sunlight bouncing off the walls and couch. Sunlight reflecting off the rinsed dishes in the sink. Sunlight shining upon the brown couch and bookcase in the middle of the room.

Holly turned to the couch, her mind wandering down memory lane. The couch made her think of Cassie, the most recent romance in her life. A fun, passionate six months that seemed to be leaning toward something serious. Cassie was one of the few joys Holly had at that time. Someone who Holly could quickly become open and comfortable with. Someone who defended her and loved her with all her heart. Someone who always made her smile .

That couch was where they first watched Us together. Holly could still feel Cassie’s arms wrap around hers when the scary scenes popped up. That couch was where they first made love—returning home from a New Year’s &2345678901234567890123456789& party, unable to contain themselves long enough to reach the bed. Holly could still feel Cassie’s hands passionately gripping her hips. That couch is also where Holly drowned herself in tears when Cassie broke it off. Holly could still feel Cassie’s last hug before she walked out the door.

On the bed next to Holly was her suitcase, filled to the rim with clothes. On top of her folded wardrobe is a shiny, brass piece of hardware; a hardware   that   symbolizes   an   institution   that   Holly   is   questioning   her allegiance to. Holly turned her head and looked at the badge, the initials SFPD glimmering in the sunlight. Next to the badge was her iPhone, which had just been continuously vibrating a moment ago. An incoming call Holly was aware of. A call from someone she once considered trustworthy. Now, she was in no hurry to speak to them.

With the phone quiet now, Holly reached over the suitcase and grabbed it. She looked at the Home Screen, which lit up and featured a message:

CAPT. SMITH - VOICEMAIL

Holly swiped up, causing the facial recognition software to read her face and unlock the home screen. She clicked on the phone app, chose Capt. Smith’s voicemail, and pressed the speaker option. The silence inside her apartment was now disrupted by the voice of Capt. Michael Smith, the head of the local San Francisco Police Department precinct—her boss.

“Hey there, Prescott,” Capt. Smith said. “Hope you’re doing alright.”

Holly exhaled, already assuming that what the captain had to say wasn’t going to be good.

“Listen, I know you’re not going to like this, but I wanted you to hear it from   me  first.   Internal   Affairs   has   decided   not   to   proceed   with   the investigation on Officer Rogers. They appreciate your concern regarding unethical tactics taken by officers and while they believe what you say you witnessed, they do not have enough evidence to pursue further action. With that, Officer Rogers will return to duty starting Monday of next week.”

A look of disgust appeared on Holly’s face. A look that encapsulates the &2345678901234567890123456789& utter disappointment in having wasted months of investigation into a dirty cop that won’t amount to anything. A look that reads Yeah, sure. No evidence —or   maybe   you’re   just   protecting   your   white   boy   cop   from   the   legitimate accusations presented by a Black woman who dared to speak up.

“Now, Holly,” Smith continued, “You’re free to continue to stay on your leave of absence. Totally understandable. Just know that it will no longer be covered. Plus, we’d really love to get you ba–“

Holly aggressively pressed the trash button. Capt. Smith’s words didn’t mean shit to her now. The man who once said to her I’m on your side. Trust me was nothing more than another fake ally who tucked their tail between their legs and ran. Holly stood up and slid her phone in her pocket. She removed the badge from the suitcase and placed it in her back pocket. She then zipped up the suitcase, picked it up, and made her way to the door.

The San Francisco Police Department Tenderloin Station on Eddy Street was bustling. Detectives were at their desks, filling out paperwork. Some were making their way through the precinct, while others were chatting by the water cooler. Once in a while, the crackle of a radio would blend in with the office noise followed by an officer’s voice.

The main doors to the office swing open and Holly bursts into the precinct. Her presence is felt by many as she cuts through the rows of desks. Most eyes in the area are on her, word having got around that she was working with an Internal Affairs investigation. One would think given the amount of attention she garnered that Holly was over six feet tall, but that wasn’t the case. No, this woman in her early 30’s was a five foot seven inches, but she carried an aura about her that towered over others. A confidence   that   screamed  not   to   be   fucked   with  wherever   she   went— especially.

Straight ahead of her, she could see the door to Capt. Smith’s office. As she approached it, the office door opened and out walked Officer Rogers with a slight smile on his face.

What the hell happened to returning next week? she thought to herself. Her &2345678901234567890123456789& anger boiled slightly, but her face remained calm. Rogers head slightly raised and he made eye contact with Holly. His smile disappeared and before he could say a word, Holly cut him off.

“Back so soon, Rogers? Have a good trip?” Holly uttered as she brushed past him and into Capt. Smith’s office. Before Smith could utter a word, Holly reached into her back pocket, pulled out the brass object and slammed it hard on Smith’s desk.

“You are a lying sack of shit,” Holly said. Her eyes staring into the soul of Smith.

“What the hell, Prescott?” Smith uttered. It was all he could conjure up. He looked at his desk in time to see Holly’s hand pull back from the object. Her badge was staring up at him. 

“Now, look here. Don’t do anything—“

“Rash? Like what? Make a scene. Seems you’ve already done that by allowing that racist ass shitbag back on the force!”

With the office door open, the entire precinct heard Holly’s thunderous voice echoing throughout. Everybody stopped what they were doing and had their collective gazes upon Smith’s office.

“Damn it, Prescott. I told you that an investigation was conducted,” Smith fired back.

“Oh, I’m sure it was,” Holly responded. “And knowing how that thin blue line works here, I’m sure all protocol was followed.”

“Is this how you want to end it? Your career? You want to end it over this?”

“You ended it, when you stopped giving a fuck about law and cared more about your own ass.”

Holly slid the badge across the desk onto the floor. Her eyes were locked on   Smith’s.   Then,   she   turned   and   made   her   way   to   the   door.   Smith attempted one last appeal. “Wait. Holly,” he said under his breath.

“Don’t!” She fired off as she turned back to him. “I’m not Holly to you. I don’t know you.” And with that, Holly exited his office. She continued &2345678901234567890123456789& through the office as every eye remained locked on her and exited the building.

Holly knew this route by heart. If she wanted to, she could close her eyes with one hand on the wheel and know every curve and bend up ahead. The long lines of Highway 104’s pavement carving through the open hills. The vast stretches of green grass canvassing the earth. The occasional farms with groups of cows resting under the shade of centuries-old oak trees. It was a highway she had driven since she was sixteen years old, back when she had just passed her driver’s test. A proud high schooler driving around town in her father’s 1991 navy blue Chevy Blazer. 

She loved that Blazer. The classic Chevy look to it. A blend of sleek and strength. Every turn of the ignition would lead to quick cranking of the engine followed by a lion’s roar of an engine firing up. An intimidating, two-door beast of a machine with cloth driver and passenger bucket seats and a cloth bench row seat for three in the back. A cozy ride provided by a workhorse of a truck.

A year later, Holly’s dad would pass the Blazer down to her and the first thing she did was remove the hatch back, turning it into a convertible and exposing the passenger row seat. It was the greatest addition to her senior year of high school, picking up her friends and riding to school or the football game on Friday night.

Nearly ten years had passed since those days. The Blazer went with her when she left for San Francisco State. The country girl yearned for the city life. Of course, being the product of an interracial couple and inheriting her father’s melanin, some ignorant types in the city never assumed she came from   a   small   town   in   the   hills   of   Central   California.   She   worked   at restaurants and fast food joints while studying criminal justice. It was tough, but she made it work. Night life would find its way in every so often. The need to remain sane and attempt to have a personal life while balancing work, college, and her future career was a necessity.

Romantic   relationships   were   never   longer   than   a   few   months. &2345678901234567890123456789& 

Sometimes, only a few weeks. Being in the city on her own allowed her to try new things without any judgement from the small town peers she grew up with. One of those new things was the desire to try new experiences with new people. Her first night with another woman opened her up to new possibilities and feelings she didn’t know existed. A one night stand after a night of club-hopping fueled by what seemed like endless shots and Long Island Iced Teas. Holly couldn’t remember her name if her life depended on it. What she remembered were those piercing blue eyes, long blonde hair, mischievous smile, and perky breasts that barely remained in their tube top. It was not the romantic first time with a woman she had envisioned in her fantasies, but to say it was a disappointment would be far from the truth.

Everything   about   that   moment   felt   right.   Never   mind   the   drunken stumble the two had when they entered Holly’s apartment. Never mind that their laughter was so loud coming up the stairs they most likely woke every neighbor. From the second her unnamed lover placed her hands on the sides of Holly’s face and passionately kissed her, electricity cycled through Holly’s entire   body.   Their   hands   ran   over   each   other’s   bodies.   Their   tongues caressed. Holly’s heart raced and the warmth between her thighs was greater than   anything   she   ever   experienced   with   the   opposite   sex.   Whatever curiosity Holly had before became a reality from that night forward, and there would be more of those nights after that. Nights that would eventually lead her to Cassie...

Holly eventually graduated, quickly completed the cadet training, and became an officer with the San Francisco Police Department, spending a few years as a beat cop before reaching detective and working homicide. The big city provided some unique works of mayhem and murder for the country girl, but she never wavered. Sure, there were nights where a higher amount of alcohol was required to dull the senses. An extra glass of whiskey to ease the vision of a 5-year old beaten to death. Another glass of scotch to forget the sight of a stillborn baby in the arms of its mother who at the time was high off her ass on meth. Some nights, there just wasn’t enough alcohol. The &2345678901234567890123456789& combination of the cases and questionable actions by members of the force, she had begun to question whether she even wanted to remain a cop; that maybe this blue line wasn’t all it was cracked out to be.

The final straw came within the last month. She witnessed firsthand racist language by white officers towards civilians, and what seemed to be plans to place evidence on an informant. She sought the assistance of Internal Affairs. She told Captain Barton. She did everything by the book. Yet, it didn’t matter. Aside from a couple of weeks of paid suspension, the officers were back on duty. A slap on the wrist. No further action taken. Given the current events of police brutality and the protests in response— coupled with her internal feelings of being of mixed race in a police force allowing bigots to wear the badge—she was done. She didn’t know what she would do next. The thoughts of being a private investigator or teaching criminal justice at a community college floated in her mind, but nothing was set. At the moment she was lost with only one things for certain: her time as a cop was over.

This was only the latest emotional step in Holly’s life, and as heavy as it was, it wasn’t the worst. Two years ago, Holly’s father passed away. William Prescott was a tough but caring man. He was born and raised in the Deep South, just barely a teenager when Elizabeth Eckford and the Little Rock Nine attended their first day of school at Central High School. He wasn’t there in Little Rock, but young Will faced his share of racism all the same. Rocks were thrown at him, threats were made, and there were many times where Will had no choice but to fight. He may not have won them all, but he made sure he left a lasting mark.

However, even with all that stress and hate thrown his way, Will found a way to progress forward. He was drafted and served in Vietnam. After his service, he left the South and headed for California. He met a young Irish woman, Ava, and the two were married within a couple of years. The two had Holly and raised their family in the mountains of Northern California. &2345678901234567890123456789& 

As Holly began her career with SFPD, Will began to have complications with his breathing. Within months, Will suffered from a rare and aggressive form of lung cancer and passed away. The loss hit them hard and Holly promised her mother that she would be there for her whenever she needed. She eventually carved out a block of time every year to go on leave and be with her mother during their family’s favorite time of the year: the month of October. Halloween.

Holly’s mother Ava was fully invested in the old Celtic traditions. She originated from a long line of Irish who didn’t conform to Catholics like many did. True to their pagan roots, they would honor the old calendar and celebrate Sabbats and the turning of seasons; a large Celtic wheel of the year hanging on a wall was common in Ava’s lineage.

When Will met Ava, he quickly learned of how important her heritage was to her. While Will had grown up with a light Christian upbringing, it wasn’t one of deep allegiance. His family would initially go to church every other Sunday, but even that commitment began to wane. He believed there was something up there; he just was not dead set on the specifics of certain holy books. As his love grew for Ava, so did his interest in her cultural practices. Through courtship and their eventual marriage, Will became a fellow pagan. Honoring the solstice and equinox dates was standard, and Halloween became just as important as Christmas—or Yule.

Because of this history, Holly grew up knowing about Samhain, the annual Celtic celebration referred to as the grandfather of Halloween. The night when the veil between the living world and the world of those passed is at its thinnest in the old country, allowing spirits to walk our world for one night. The living dressing in robes and wearing masks in an attempt to blend in with the spirits and not be noticed. The carving of turnips made to look like ghoulish faces. The candles lit inside them and placed along walkways to direct the spirits back to their world. How colonized America’s lack of turnips but abundance of pumpkins created the tradition of the now modern Jack-o-Lantern. Holly didn’t need a degree in anthropology of &2345678901234567890123456789& history to know all this. Her upbringing gave her all the education on the topic she needed.

* * *

ON HER DRIVE, HOLLY PASSED THROUGH THE TOWN OF IONE. SHE GLANCED off to the left, knowing full well what would catch her eyes in the distance. A brownish-red Romanesque structure built upon a hill looming over the town. With the sun setting behind her, the dark compound gave an ominous feel over the horizon. She was looking at what was once called the Preston School of Industry until its closure in 1960, but it was better known for its nickname: Preston Castle. Now a tourist attraction primarily for ghost hunters, Preston Castle had obtained a haunting folklore filled with stories of child abuse and the murder of its head housekeeper, Anna Corbin. Yet, for Holly, the Castle held a more personal memory. A memory from her senior year of high school, when she lied to her parents about where she was going. The memory was nearly twenty years ago, but she can still hear the sounds.

The laughing.

The screaming.

The unforgettable sound of flesh hitting bricks.

Holly shook her head and returned her eyes to the road. Feeling the shadow of Preston falling on her shoulders, she refused to look back at the building again.

Within  fifteen   minutes,   Holly   was   home.   Sutter   Creek   was   a   small community just a few miles north of Jackson. With a population of just over 2,500, it was one of those hill towns where everyone knew each other one way or another. Lying just over two hours northeast from San Francisco and an hour east of Sacramento, the town was far away from the hustle and bustle of big cities, yet welcomed occasional tourism. Nestled in the hills and trees of California countryside were two story farmhouses and country &2345678901234567890123456789& homes. Outside Old Route 49 where all the restaurants, hotels, and shops are settled, neighbors had an average of half an acre between each other if not more.

Holly turned on to Gopher Flat Road, passing a number of these homes before pulling in to a driveway. At the end of it was a two story country home, painted brown with white trim. A garage able to fit two vehicles, one of which was her father’s Blazer, which she returned to them years ago when she bought her new Jeep Cherokee. Holly parked her Cherokee in front of the house and exited from the driver’s side just in time to lock eyes with Sandy Jenkins, who was leaning with both arms on the other side of the property fence. She was wearing a hooded sweater and jeans. Sandy had a smirk on her face and Holly was already dreading this conversation.

“Well, look who’s back home again,” Sandy said.

Holly displayed her best fake smile. “Hi, Sandy. Good to see you.”

“Holly Prescott’s annual October visit.” Sandy asked.

“That’s right.”

“I swear, y’all are so weird. Who takes vacation time to celebrate Fall?”

“We do, Sandy. That’s just what we do.” Holly went to the back of the Cherokee, opened it, grabbed her bag and began to walk toward the house.

Sandy shook her head, then turned away and looked across the street. “You know, with how fast you got up and left this town, I’m surprised you ever came back. You were in such an a hurry.”

Holly stopped and turned back to Sandy. “You know why I left, Sandy.”

Sandy’s smirk transformed into a frown. She presses off from the fence and walks back to her home. Holly watched Sandy walk across her entire yard and enter inside her home. Holly glanced toward the street and saw a lone individual with a hood over his head walking along the sidewalk. It wasn’t uncommon to see transients and hikers along the road, so Holly shrugged it off and climbed the front door steps. Before she could knock, the door swung open and there was Holly’s mother.

“To think, you were once friends with that bitch.”

The two of them laugh loudly as they gently embrace.   Ava slowly &2345678901234567890123456789& separates from Holly enough to see her eye to eye. “It’s good to have you home, sweetheart,” she said to her daughter.

“It’s good to be home, mom.”

“I never thought I’d see you operate one of those,” Holly said to her mother. Ava had just placed a small cup of ground coffee into her new single cup coffee maker. Holly was holding her freshly brewed cup in her hands as she sat on one of the stools next to the kitchen counter. Ava pressed the button labeled BREW and turned to face her daughter. “I have to catch up with the times, hun,” she said. “I need to keep myself feeling a little young from time to time.”

“I don’t think you have to worry about being perceived as old between the two of us,” Holly responded. “It’s almost six in the evening and I’m drinking coffee. I’m officially the oldest thirty-five year old in the town.” Ava let out a soft chuckle. She grabbed her mug and sat across from Holly at the counter. The two took a sip from their respective mugs. Across from them was the sliding glass door that lead to the ground level patio, where the darkening skyline can be seen in the distance. The sun had long set behind the tree-covered mountains and tiny streaks of light were spread out across the dark blue sky. Holly took in the scenery, a sight that was once a daily occurrence many years ago when she lived there.

“How was your drive?” Ava asked, breaking the silence.

“The usual,” Holly responded, still looking at the horizon. “Two hours of flat road, half an hour of curves.” Holly turned to her mother, who was looking down at her coffee. Holly studied her a bit. A woman in her early sixties who could easily pull off fifty. Short auburn hair that just passed her ears, ears that were still wearing the diamond earrings her father gave her on Christmas many years ago. A grey thermal and jeans that revealed her mother   has   kept   up   on   her   daily   cardio.   As   far   back   as   Holly   could remember, her parents were big on fitness. The focus wasn’t on looking good for others, but keeping both mind and body at top shape. It was their belief that the better they treated themselves, they would get the most out of &2345678901234567890123456789& 

life.

Holly noticed her mother was still staring into the mug.

“How’ve you been, mom?” Holly asked.

Ava broke her trance from the dark liquid in her mug and locked eyes with her daughter. Holly’s eyes were locked on, practically piercing into Ava’s soul. Lying to her wasn’t an option at this point. Her daughter had been able to crack a poker face ever since her freshman year. Add on her years wearing a badge and the idea of attempting to cover up her true feelings would be of no use. There’s no keeping the truth from Holly.

“I miss your father, hun,” Ava responded. “It goes in waves. Some years are easier. Some years are harder. This is a tough year. We loved this time of year so much.”

“You two and your Halloween adoration,” Holly chuckled.

“It’s true,” Ava said. “That random date in October when we both discover we’re Halloween nuts. If I didn’t seal the deal for him, my family definitely did it. His excitement this time of year was like a virus. We’d start decorating in early September. Then, we passed it on to you. And here you are,   vacationing   in   your   hometown,   and   visiting   your   mother   who surrounds herself with Jack-O-Lanterns.”

“Fact,” Holly said. She turned her head to one of the large ceramic Jack-O-Lanterns near them. The light bulb inside created a shining light exuding from the jagged mouth and eyes of the decoration. As Holly kept her eyes on   the   bright   orange   light,   she   could   hear   a   faint   high   pitch   in   the background. The sound didn’t click with Holly at first. She raised her head, looking toward the sliding glass door when the high pitch came again. She turned to her mother, whose eyes widened at the sound. The two finally realized what it was they were hearing.

A woman was screaming.

* * *

HOLLY JUMPED UP FROM THE COUNTER AND RAN TO THE DOOR. SHE SWUNG IT &2345678901234567890123456789& open and stepped outside onto the front porch. The street light on the driveway provided enough light to see out to the fence on all sides of the property. Holly turned her head toward Sandy’s house. Sandy’s home had lights on nearly every corner of the structure, and each one was on, giving Holly a clear visual of the property. She thought she saw a figure run through the surrounding brush, but she couldn’t be sure. What she was able to see was the front door to Sandy’s house was wide open.

Holly turned back to her mother and said “Call 9-1-1. Lock the door behind me.”

“Where are you going?” Ava asked, worried for her daughter. Holly responded, “Just stay inside and send them to Sandy’s house. Go now.”

Ava went back inside and closed the door behind her. Holly jumped down the stairs and ran to her car. She opened the driver’s side door and reached under her seat, pulling out her personal Springfield XP .40 caliber handgun. She slightly pulled back on the slide to verify a round was in the barrel. She slid it back and began to run toward Sandy’s home. In one motion, Holly placed her left hand on the property fence and leapt over it, easily clearing it, landing on her feet and continuing to run. Her years of softball and track, along with her training at the department, kept her in great shape.

Holly sprinted across the property until she got within fifty feet of the front door. She raised her gun and began to slowly scan the property. From where she was , she had a forty-five degree view of the front door. At the moment, the property was silent. The screaming Holly had initially heard at her mother’s had not been heard since.

“Sandy?!” Holly yelled.

No response.

“Sandy, it’s Holly! Can you hear me?”

No response.

Holly slowly made her way to the front steps of Sandy’s home. Before she could take a step forward, a loud snap was heard in the distance. Holly &2345678901234567890123456789& turned with lightening speed and pointed her firearm at the sound. In her sights was a deer, its hooves having just snapped a thick twig on the ground. Holly exhaled and turned back to the door. As she slowly took each step, she could hear what seemed like a gurgling sound. A sound comparable to air escaping as water flows through a hole. Holly took a few slow steps and made it to the front door entrance. She was now aware of what was making that sound and it took a moment for her to take in the entire scene.

Lying on the ground, covered head to toe in her own blood, was Sandy. She had multiple stab wounds to her abdomen and her throat was viciously slit. The sound was coming from Sandy’s attempts to talk while the air escaped through her neck. Holly took a quick glimpse around the house and then dropped to the floor and attempted to stop the bleeding.

“Sandy, Look at me,” Holly said. “I need you to stay calm. Don’t try to talk. We’ve called 9-1-1. Keep your eyes on me.”

Sandy tried to focus on her, but she continued to open and close her mouth. Holly looked her in the eyes. “Sandy,” Holly said. “Did you see who did this?”

Sandy nodded, but she couldn’t put together any words.

“Was it a man? Blink once if it was a man.”

Sandy blinked.

“Okay, that’s good. Now, did you recognize the man? Have you seen him before?”

Sandy tried to say something, but suddenly her motions began to slow down. Her mouth movements had stopped. Her eyes were becoming fixed. She was fading away.

“No, no, no. Stick with me, Sandy,” Holly exclaimed.

It was no use. Sandy’s body had gone limp and her chest was no longer rising or lowering.

“Sandy?... Sandy?...”

Sandy was gone. A single tear streamed down Holly’s cheek. She and Sandy had a history. They were friends once. They had shared so much &2345678901234567890123456789& together. They were both at Preston Castle that Halloween night so many years ago; a night that changed their relationship forever.

Now, Holly held Sandy’s lifeless body in her arms, sitting in a pool of Sandy’s blood, as the flashing lights of the town Sheriff’s car danced along the walls of Sandy’s home.
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Welcome Home 

 

HOLLY STOOD IN THE MIDDLE OF THE HARDWOOD FLOOR. THE FRONT DOOR to the house was still wide open. Outside, parked in Sandy’s driveway were numerous vehicles with the word “Sheriff” displayed on either side. The red and blue lights on top of each vehicle were swirling at a quick pace. Streaks of red and blue streamed their way into Sandy’s home, bouncing off the family pictures hanging on the walls. Men in uniform were moving about the house and around Holly. One of them approached Holly and appeared to be talking, but Holly wasn’t paying attention to the words coming out of his mouth. She was still staring outside when she finally turned to the young officer. Unlike before, she was able to comprehend what the officer was saying to her.

“I can take that from you now, Miss?” said the officer. The officer had his hand extended close to Holly’s right hand. Holly looked down at the blood soaked towel she gripped firmly. After a moment, Holly placed the towel in the officer’s hands. As the officer left her, Holly’s eyes focused on the now deceased body of Sandy Jenkins, sprawled out on the hardwood floor. Around the body was the ring of blood that had escaped her body just minutes ago. Sandy’s lifeless eyes were open, her eyes fixed on the ceiling above. Just a couple of hours ago, Sandy was outside, giving Holly a hard time about returning to Sutter Creek. Now, she was dead.

Slowly walking up the front door steps of the house was Sheriff Sam &2345678901234567890123456789& 

Pleasence. Pleasence was in his late 50s and had an average build for a man his age. He was out of uniform, wearing jeans, brown boots, a black t-shirt, brown Carhartt jacket, glasses and baseball cap. He took each step slowly as his eyes fixed on Sandy’s body, his face pained at the sight.

“Jesus Christ,” he uttered under his breath. He looked up from the body and locked eyes with Holly. He recognized her, as Holly did him.

“Holly?” he said out loud.

“She was stabbed multiple times.” Holly wasn’t looking to exchange greetings. Her mind was already ticking through the chain of events. “My mom and I heard loud screaming. I had her call 9-1-1. Before I ran over here, I thought I saw a figure run from the house, into the nearby brush, but I can’t be sure. I ran to my car and grabbed my firearm, which is currently tucked in the back of my pants. I ran here, entered the home and located the victim. She was breathing heavily and in shock. I attempted to keep her calm, but she eventually expired.”

Holly paused at that part, taking into consideration the weight of her words. Sheriff Pleasence stood quietly during Holly’s rundown. When she paused, he seized the moment to ask his questions.

“B and E?” He asked.

“No, sir.” Holly walked to the front door and pointed at the door frame. “No sign of damage to the door or the frame. The victim opened the door herself. It’s possible she may have known the suspect or at the very least greeted the suspect face to face before the attack.”

Sheriff Pleasence grabbed Holly’s arm, catching her off guard. Holly looked at his hand as he spoke. “Holly, it’s Sandy,” he said to her. Holly looked at the Sheriff eye to eye.

“I know, Sheriff.” She responded.

Two officers deeper in the home walked down a set of stairs. As they reach the bottom, one of them shouted, “House is clear, Sheriff.” Holly turned toward them, then back to the Sheriff.

“Does she have family?” Holly asked.

“Divorced,” Pleasence responded. “Two boys. They’re at their father’s this &2345678901234567890123456789& 

weekend.”

Holly nodded and turned away from the Sheriff. She examined the scene in front of her. The house was well kept and maintained. Sandy had decorated her home in the style of a mountain cabin. The walls were made of wood and agriculture tools which were hung up as decoration. A wagon wheel was hung up by the staircase. An old saw resting high near where the ceiling meets the wall. Below the saw was the fireplace, where the fire was now dying out. As Holly’s eyes followed the saw down to the fireplace, she focused on an object that sat right in front of her on the kitchen counter. Her eyes remained fixated on the object, realizing that due to the stress of the moment she had not paid attention to this object.

“Sheriff,” Holly said. “You see that?”

Sheriff Pleasence looks up in the direction that Holly is facing. Resting on the counter was a carved Jack-O-Lanern pumpkin. “Looks like a carved pumpkin to me, Holly,” he said. “It’s getting close to Halloween.”

Holly turned her head back to face the Sheriff. “Do you see any other decorations in this house?” Holly asked.

Sheriff Pleasence looks around the house. Throughout the area, there was not one piece of Halloween decor. Nothing except the carved pumpkin, which now stood out to the Sheriff. He looked at Holly and shook his head. Holly turned back to the Jack-O-Lantern. She slowly approached the carved gourd, looking around it, trying to spot any possible clues or evidence. Nothing stood out to her. She removed the carved top of the pumpkin and looked inside it. There was no lit candle or small light. Instead, there was only what seemed to be a piece of folded paper. She slowly pulled it out and unraveled it. She noticed that there was a lot of red ink used on this paper as she unfolded it. At one point, she touched the ink and realized it was still wet, leaving a residue on her hands. The ink had a specific smell to it. A scent that creeped into Holly’s nose only a few moments earlier. A chill ran down her spine as she read the one, simple word that was written using this ink.

“Sheriff...” Holly said. &2345678901234567890123456789& 

“What is it?” Sheriff asked.

Holly turned around and held the note up for the Sheriff to see. On the note, sloppily written, was the word “Trick”. The word was written in blood.

“Son of a bitch,” Sheriff Pleasence uttered.

It was just past midnight. Holly stood in the center of the shower, motionless, looking directly at the shower head as the water sprayed across her face and down her body. Holly bent her elbows, making her forearms parallel to the floor and the palms of her hands facing up. She watched as Sandy’s blood slowly rinsed off of her palms, dripping to the floor and disappearing down the shower drain. Holly thought of her last interaction with Sandy. The snide comments made by her at the fence. The antagonism toward each other. That would forever be Holly’s last conversation with Sandy Jenkins, someone who was once her close high school friend.

Holly turned off the water and stepped out of the shower stall. She dried off her body with her towel and walked over to her bed where her clothes were laid out. She dressed herself in a SFSU t-shirt and flannel pajama pants. She walked out of the guest room, which was once her old room, and walked down the hall toward the living room. Her mother was fast asleep on the large recliner chair that was attached to the couch. A thick blanket was around her waist and the television remote was resting in her left hand. The glow of the television lit up the room as local new anchors were reporting on the activity at Sandy’s house. Holly removed the remote from her mother’s hand and turned the television off. She pulled the blanket up to her mother’s neck and kissed her forehead. Holly then walked to the kitchen counter and placed the remote there. With the television turned off, the only light in the living room was the light glow from the full moon in the night sky and the occasional streak of red and blue police lights from Sandy’s house shooting through the windows of the home.

Holly walked back down the hallway and into the guest room. She pulled back the sheets of the bed, turned off the lights and laid herself in the &2345678901234567890123456789& middle of the mattress. She pulled the sheets up to her neck, rolled to her side, and stared at the wall across from her. Holly felt the drowsiness of sleep draping over her and just before she closed her eyes, an image popped into her mind. The image was of that brownish-red Romanesque structure on a hill that she drove by earlier that day. The location where Holly and Sandy’s friendship ended.

Preston Castle.

* * *

HOLLY   WAS   INSIDE  PRESTON  CASTLE.  IT   WAS   LATE   IN   THE   EVENING   ON Halloween night. She didn’t remember how she got there, but she knew she was inside the main floor of the building that once housed troubled boys. She wasn’t alone either.

With her was two boys and two girls, one of which was Sandy Jenkins. The others were Mary Roth, Ben Reilly and Ryan Williams. They were all seniors in high school. Ryan had found a way for them to sneak into Preston Castle on Halloween night and now the five were walking down the main hallway of the structure. Ryan had started making comments about the haunted stories of the building to Mary and Ben.

“Dude, right there is where they killed the head nurse, then rolled her body up in a rug and shoved her in the closet,” Ryan said.

“Really, Ryan?” Mary asked with a cynical tone.

“For real! I read the story!” Ryan answered.

As they continued, Sandy leaned in close to Holly and whispered, “Ryan likes you.”

“What?” Holly asked.

“Ryan’s been talking about you all week. He wanted to bring you here,” Sandy said. “Don’t act like you don’t have a crush on him.”

Holly smiled and shrugged. The two continued walking. Then, there was a flash of light. When the light flash passed, Holly had her back against a &2345678901234567890123456789& wall and was facing Ryan, who had his arm against the wall above her. He was smiling at her. Holly nervously smiled back, but attempted to slowly lean away from him. Ryan then lowered his head and kissed Holly on the lips. He kept kissing her, slowly sliding his left hand behind her neck and griping   it.   Holly   began   to   feel   uncomfortable   with   the   situation.   She attempted to slowly pull away, but Ryan’s hand kept her in that position. Ryan then took his right hand and began to slide it under her top. Holly groaned in protest and was able to pull her head away from his mouth.

“No,” Holly let out.

“I don’t think so,” Ryan replied, pulling her back in and kissing her. His right hand went back under her top and reached for her bra.

“I said no,” she said loudly.

Ryan pulled her hair violently. “Bitch, you don’t say no to me,” he said with a grin. As he attempted to kiss her again, Holly spit in his face. Enraged, Ryan slapped her across the face. Holly hunched over from the hit. Her right cheek was stinging from his heavy hand. Ryan pushed her back against the wall and ripped her blouse down the middle, nearly to the very bottom. Just as Ryan groped her breasts, Holly quickly grabbed both his hands and performed a reverse wrist lock on both hands, followed by a quick kick to Ryan’s groin.

“You fuckin’ trick,” Ryan uttered as he hunched over in pain.

“Fuck you,” Holly exclaimed, pushing him away. Her voice filled with fear and anger. Her face was filled with rage as a few tears streamed down her eyes. As Ryan stumbled back, Ben, Mary and Sandy appeared from the bottom of a stair well. The three stopped to take in the scene. Ben saw Holly’s ripped top and red cheek. He quickly turned to Ryan and pushed him against the wall.

“What the fuck, Ryan?!” Ben yelled. He then turned to Holly and offered his hand. “Are you okay?”

Holly slapped away his hand, her wide open eyes staring a hole in Ben’s face.

“Don’t fucking touch me!” Holly yelled. “Is this what you do?” She &2345678901234567890123456789& looked and Sandy and Mary as well. “Hook Ryan up with chicks he can have his way with?”

Ben stepped forward toward Holly. “Holly, I swear it’s not like that.”

“Back away!” She yelled again. “I don’t want any of you near me!” Holly looked directly at Sandy, who was speechless. Holly turned away and walked down the hallway toward the exit of the building.

“Holly! Holly, wait!” Ben yelled, but Holly didn’t stop. Before he could shout again, Ben felt a blinding pain in the back of his head. He bent over from the force he felt and grabbed the back of his head. He was able to turn around and straiten up just in time to see Ryan swing a 2x4 across his face.

Holly opened her eyes. She was no longer in Preston Castle. She was back at her parents’ home, lying in the guest bed under the sheets. She shifted her gaze from the wall to the window, where the sky was a dark blue as the sun began to slowly rise. At that moment, her phone rang. She quickly grabbed it, catching a glimpse of the time and who was calling her. The time said 6:15am and the call was coming from a number she hadn’t recognized, but it was local as Sutter Creek, CA appeared below the phone number. She pressed the answer button and brought the phone to her face.

“Hello?” Holly said with a groggy voice.

“Prescott. It’s Sheriff Pleasence,” he said on the other end.

“Yes, Sheriff?” She asked. Holly had given the Sheriff her phone number before leaving Sandy’s home. In her tired state, she slightly regretted having done so.

“Hey, we, uh... well, we could use your help.” He said.

“What’s wrong?” She asked, with a bit of worry. Pleasence sighed and then responded. “We’ve got another one.”

Holly’s eyes widened as she laid in bed. After a pause, she asked the Sheriff, “where are you right now? I’ll head on over.”

The Sheriff took another breath and answered her question. “I’m at Mary Roth’s home.”

 &2345678901234567890123456789& 

Holly walked through the home of Mary Roth. A simple one story home that she lived in by herself. No husband. No kids. Just she and her two cats, who were walking around now, meowing loudly as if they were missing something. Holly walked down the hallway of the home, staying to the right in order to avoid the long trail of blood on the ground. As she walked, she looked down the hall toward the open doorway, where Sheriff Pleasence was standing. As she approached him, the Sheriff began to speak.

“I’m going to warn you. It’s a tough scene,” he said.

Holly nodded and entered the room. On the bed was the body of Mary Roth. She had only been wearing a long t-shirt and underwear. The shirt was covered in blood. Mary had been stabbed multiple times in the chest. Holly panned up and saw the wound across her neck. A long gash that stretched across the entire front of her neck. The blood had spilled out over the sheets of her bed.

“It’s looking like whoever did this stabbed her at the door—“

“And dragged her down the hall to her own bed,” Holly interrupted. The Sheriff  nodded.   Holly   approached   the   bed   to   get   a   closer   look   at   the wounds. At that point, Holly noticed Mary’s left hand. The hand had been taped in a way to make it seem like it was pointing. Holly followed the direction the finger was pointing and noticed that it lined up to a plastic Jack-O-Lantern in the corner of the room, placed on the ground next to the television stand. She slowly walked over and looked inside the object. She sighed loudly, reached inside it and pulled out a piece of paper.

“Sheriff,” Holly said.

Sheriff Pleasence looked up at Holly, who was facing him with an unraveled piece of paper with the word “Trick” spelled out in blood.

“Well,” the Sheriff exhaled. “Seems we have a serial killer.”

Holly walked over and handed him the paper. “He must’ve come here when we were still at Sandy’s house,” she said. “We were there while he was here killing Mary.”

“I’ll see if we can run fingerprints on this and the one before, but I’m &2345678901234567890123456789& guessing whoever did this covered their tracks well. We found nothing at Sandy’s. Got any theories?” Sheriff Pleasence asked.

“Possibly,” she answered. “This hits close to home.”

“How so?”

“Sandy Jenkins. Mary Roth. I went to school with them. We were friends.”

“You think this is connected to you?”

Holly took a moment. “I can’t prove it,” she said. “Just a feeling.”

Sheriff Pleasence took a deep breath and exhaled. “Alright. What do you want to do next?”

“Me?” She asked.

“I may be the Sheriff, but you’re the pro when it comes to this stuff. I’m following your lead.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Sheriff,” Holly said.

“Why is that?” He asked.

“I’m not the person you think I am anymore.”

“How so?”

“I’m not a cop anymore.”

“Since when?”

“Since yesterday.”

“Well,” Sheriff Pleasence said looking around the room, “I’m going to go out on limb and say that you haven’t lost those detective skills of yours in the last twenty four hours. Am I right?”

Holly did not have a response. She kept her gaze on the Sheriff. Sheriff Pleasence looks back at her. “Listen,” he said after that brief silence, “this town has never seen this type of shit. Small town like this, people are going to be scared. On top of that, my unit is full of young bloods who are more akin to writing traffic tickets and helping local drunks get home. They could use someone who not grew up here but also worked big city homicide.”

“I’m not a cop anymore, Sheriff,” Holly answered.

“Then I’ll deputize you,” He shot back. “ Or I’ll call you a temporary &2345678901234567890123456789& liaison that I’ve requested due to your special skills. I don’t care what it is, but I need you. Aside from your talents, you are one of the best kids this town ever produced. I need someone I trust who knows this shit.”

Holly considered the Sheriff’s words. She was done with police work. Her recent experience in San Francisco crushed her law enforcement spirits and she had washed her hands of the thin blue line. However, deep down, Holly had wished her career ended on better terms and maybe this was her chance to do so. Given the personal connection to the two victims and the town, Holly had her answer for Sheriff Pleasence.

Holly slowly nodded and looked around the room. The last thing she planned on doing being back in Sutter Creek was investigate a potential serial killer case, but she also wasn’t the type to refuse a plea for help. Her father instilled that in her.

Holly was already weighing whether or not to pursue the one theory that was settling in her brain. She didn’t want to say it. The idea of asking the question she had been pondering brought up a rage inside her. An anger she had kept under control for so many years. However, there was no way around it. If this case was going the route she was envisioning, he would be a primary person of interest. Holly turned around, looked at the Sheriff, and asked her question. “Where does Ryan Williams live?”
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No Place Like Home

HOLLY WAS IN HER JEEP HEADING SOUTH ON OLD ROUTE 49 IN THE HEART OF Sutter Creek. She drove past the stretch of local small businesses on either side. On her left, she passed up places like Sina’s Backroads Cafe, Old Hotel Antiques, The Clothes Mine and the Sutter Creek Theatre. On the right was Cozy Collectibles, Le Mulet Rouge Wine Tasting, and Hotel Sutter. These shops, local staples for the citizens of Sutter Creek, were nothing but a blur to Holly now. She had only one focus on her mind. All she could think of was Ryan Williams.

Holly’s brain kept replaying that night back in high school. The night she felt betrayed by people she considered friends. How Sandy had planned for these two to meet. How her friends left her alone with him. How Ryan, the cute guy she had a slight crush on, attempted to have his way with her. Holly was starting to feel his hands on her again. The sting on her cheek where he hit her. His hands groping her. The rage was boiling up again. She punched the steering wheel with her right hand, making a loud thud that echoed throughout the vehicle.

It still stung Holly deep in her chest that she never told anyone about that   night,   not   even   her   parents.   William   and   Ava   Prescott   were   not judgmental parents. Holly had grown up in a household where everything was on the table. Health, emotions, relationships, sex. Holly was comfortable &2345678901234567890123456789& with talking to her parents about anything. Holly didn’t hesitate about coming out to her parents about the feelings she was having for women. Her parents listened and comforted Holly. To them, all that mattered was their daughter’s happiness. She came to them when her relationship ended and again when she jumped into another relationship with another officer, Tom Martins. Holly and Tom became so close that she introduced her parents to him. Even after their breakup, Tom remained a friend of the family and Holly would vent to him on anything, even her current conflict with   her   department.   Tom,   having   turned   over   his   badge   after   being disillusioned with his department, gave her advice and supported her in whatever she chose to do. Seeing Tom step away from law enforcement and instead pursue a career in education may have provided some inspiration for Holly’s recent decision.

Thinking about how close she was with Tom made Holly angrier about her decision to stay quiet about Ryan’s assault. She wasn’t afraid of what her parents thought. She was afraid of what people in the community would think of her. Ryan was one of the popular kids and while Holly wasn’t an outsider by any means, she felt that outside of her family, no one would believe her. Ryan was liked by faculty and parents. He was a star in the community. He played baseball and the spotlight was always on him at all public functions. The Prescotts were known, but they were nowhere near the Williams level. So she kept it to herself. Everything about that night was locked up inside her mind, including the echo of those choice words Ryan uttered.

“Bitch, you don’t say no to me.”

“You fuckin’ trick!”

How many other girls in school had to go through that? How many weren’t able to push him away? How many did he assault before her? After her?

Holly took deep breathes as she turned right on Nickerson Street and took the road down to the end, where Ryan Williams’ home was located. It &2345678901234567890123456789& was reaching six o’clock and the sun was making its descent in the Western sky when Holly parked her car on the sidewalk. She opened her door and stepped out, keeping her eyes focused on the house. The building was two stories and blended in with most of the houses in town. Given how well known Ryan was, she expected something grander. The lawn seemed like it hadn’t been mowed in weeks. Paint was peeling in numerous corners of the home. Random tools were scattered around the ground. For someone who was the star of the town, the appearance of the property screamed of someone who only succeeded in peaking in high school.

Holly placed her hand on her pistol, which was strapped into its holster that she had attached to her belt. She mentally reminded herself to stay calm. She was only there to ask questions, but at the same time make it known that she was not to be fucked around with.

As Holly walked up the garage driveway, she did a quick scan of the property. Nothing stood out aside from its messy, unkept status. It was quiet in the area, aside from the sounds of birds chirping in nearby trees. As Holly locked her eyes on the front door, she noticed there was a thin gap between the door frame and the door itself where a thin light could be seen between the dark wood of the structures. The door was open.

Holly stopped ten feet away from the door. She took a moment, then shouted out “Ryan Williams!” There was no response. Holly waited a few seconds, then tried again.

“Ryan Williams, this is officer Prescott of the San Francisco Police Department. I’m here on special assignment with the San Joaquin County Sheriff’s Office. Can you respond?”

Saying those words left a bad taste in her mouth. None of what she said applied to her anymore. Holly thought to herself, Actually, not anymore, Holly. You’re full of shit, The words came out naturally though, having been engrained in her psyche for years. And while her “special assignment” was not technically official, Sheriff Pleasence said he’d fill out the necessary paperwork when the time arrived. So, for the most part, what she said was &2345678901234567890123456789& true. If the chief back in San Francisco found out about this, that was something she would have to worry about later.

There was still no response from inside the house. Holly took a deep breath, her hand still on her pistol, and slowly nudged the door open with her foot, entering the home of Ryan Williams.

It was silent inside. No music or television on in the background. There was a long hallway that connected the front door to the living room. The hallway was a good twenty feet long and as Holly looked down it, she could make out hints of sunlight coming through side slots of drape-covered windows at the end of it. She slowly took her time walking down the hall, her hand was clinched tight around the grip of her Beretta. The security strap of her holster was already off. Holly had an above average pistol draw, so she wasn’t worried about not pulling her sidearm out in time.

Her eyes jumped from wall to wall, looking for possible openings and additional hallways, but there weren’t any. Just a simple, lengthy trail that leads to the back. A few photos lined the hallway from high school, but otherwise,   the   house   was   rather   bare.   She   expected   more   from   the egotistical Ryan Williams.

“Ryan?” Holly shouted. Her voice echoed but still there was no response.

“Ryan, it’s Holly Prescott. I need to ask you a few questions.” Still nothing. As she approached the end of the hallway, there was a faint musical tone that played from behind her. She quickly turned, pulling her gun out and keeping it pointed out at her side, like a quick draw from the Wild West days. She saw nothing in front of her, but noticed a flashing light on the entry way table by the front door. As she focused on it, the flashing light and musical chime was coming from a cell phone. With her back turned to the rest of the house and her focus on the cell phone, Holly didn’t notice the shadowy figure that had come up behind her and placed a cloth over her nose and mouth. Within seconds, Holly’s world went black.

* * *

HOLLY’S RIGHT CHEEK FELT COLD. SHE COULD NOT EXPLAIN WHY, BUT FOR some reason it was. The rest of her body had a slight chill to it, but not as cold as her cheek felt. She was slowly regaining consciousness. With her eyes still closed, Holly’s mind registered that she was lying on the ground with her head turned to the left. She remained motionless, keeping her eyes closed and concentrating on whatever sounds her ears could pick up. From what she could tell, she was inside a building with an open door, because she could faintly make out the sound of a breeze and outdoor creatures making sounds.

After she was able to regain all her senses, Holly began to slowly open her eyes. She had expected to see the thin rays of sunlight trying to peek their way through the window shades in Ryan’s home, but instead saw the opposite. With her head still on the cold ground, Holly saw a hallway leading to an open door which displayed a starry night sky. The ground was a wood floor made up of separate beams heading vertically to the doorway. The walls on either side were a mix of wood and cement with breaks in between, leading to different rooms. The area was dark, but Holly’s eyes were adapting to it. She could make out the peeling paint on the nearby walls.

Holly began to push herself up off the ground slowly. As she moved, she felt the slight pain of a headache. She raised up to her knees and looked down the hall toward the door, she turned her head slowly and looked behind her. The hallway lead to stairs and darkness. She was now fully aware of where she was. She was inside the main corridor of Preston Castle.

Holly rose to her feet, placed her left hand on the wall and her right hand on her head. It was a dull pain that gave her sight nausea, but otherwise she was fine. She didn't feel any pain on her body and nothing &2345678901234567890123456789& felt broken. It was not until her hand went to her right hip where a sickening feeling set in: her gun was gone.

“Fuck,” she said under her breath. Holly examined the area, her eyes now fully dilated. She could make out the entire hallway that lead to the stairs, but all the other rooms were enveloped in darkness. She was starting to think of the haunted stories she had heard about Preston. Stories she had read about and watched on television. The story Ryan had told.

Ryan.

Holly   tightened   up,   a   chill   shooting   up   her   spine.   There   was   no questioning it now. The murders of Sandy and Mary, then attacking and kidnapping Holly. Ryan Williams was behind it all. Now, it was only the two of them, inside the same building where their lives crossed those many years ago. Did he bring her here to finish what he attempted back in high school?

Not a fucking chance, she thought to herself. Holly would die before he even attempted to touch her. Then a sickening feeling came over her.

Did he already do it?

Holly ran her hands across her shirt and pants, then checked her belt buckle to confirm it was still clasped the way she had it before. She took a moment to examine herself, physically and emotionally. She was sure he hadn’t violated her in that manner, but the idea of him even carrying her and placing her here disgusted her all the same.

Holly kept her back against the wall. There was a heavy mix of fear and rage inside her. All she could think of was different ways to put Ryan down, lethally if need be. However, there was a problem: he had the upper hand. In a structure this big, aided by the darkness inside and out, Ryan was in control of the situation. Moreover, he most likely had her gun. She needed to find a way to place the odds in her favor. That was when she noticed something her eyes did not pick up on before.

Holly caught a flicker of light in the corner of her left eye. She turned her head and noticed a dim light shooting out from a room. It was too low to be electricity, but enough to light up the small portion of hallway floor in &2345678901234567890123456789& front of it. She slowly moved against the wall toward the room. Each step was making light creaking sounds in the wood. Holly moved as slowly as she could, spending what felt like an eternity sliding against the wall. As she moved, she remembered what room she was approaching. It was the office of head housekeeper Anna Corbin, the woman who was murdered by the wards of Preston Castle and allegedly stuffed in her own closet. Holly reached the edge of the door frame of the room. She took a few breathes and turned the corner.

She was stunned by what she saw in that room.

Dozens of candles were lit and placed in different areas of the office. There were enough to light up the entire room, which was very warm. It was a known fact that the doorway of Anna Corbin’s office was the coldest area in Preston Castle, lending to the paranormal attributes of the structure. The cold spot was more apparent after Holly passed through it into the warm   room.   Yet,   Holly   couldn’t   care   less   about   the   cold   spot   or   the numerous candles lighting up the office. Holly remained wide-eyed toward the center of the office. Her heart rate ramped up and her breathing was heavier. She could not take her eyes off of what was in front of her.

In the center of the office, completely nude and tied to a chair with his mouth duck-taped shut, was an unconscious Ryan Williams.
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Home to Roost

HOLLY WAS CONFUSED. &2345678901234567890123456789& 

The man she had been looking for, the one she felt was a person of interest-turned-primary suspect, was seated in front of her. The high school senior who attempted to have his way with her was unconscious, his wrists and ankles tied together and around the chair he was seated in. His head hung low and his legs were slightly apart, giving Holly a complete view of Ryan’s exposed crotch. While Holly wasn’t the type to body shame anyone, given that this was the guy who once attempted to rape her, she couldn’t help but mock his shortcomings in her mind. It also seemed as if he had a dark bruise on the side of his neck that may have extended to his back.

In front of Ryan’s feet was a Jack-O-Lantern. Its eyes, nose, and jagged mouth flickered with light by the lit candle inside it. Holly stood in silence, examining the room. There were candles everywhere, positioned throughout the room on shelves, tables, old filing cabinets, and the large desk in the corner behind Ryan. Holly noticed that the candles on the desk made a circle with something placed in the middle of the circle. As Holly focused on the center, she realized what she was looking at: her gun and cell phone.

Holly walked quickly to the desk and collected her phone and gun. She attempted to wake her phone from sleep, but the screen remained black. As she held down the power button, an empty battery icon appeared on the dark screen. She cursed under her breath and placed the phone in her pocket. Just then, a new sound entered the room. The sound of slight static over a small intercom.

“Hi, Holly,” the voice said. “I know it’s a few days early, but... Happy Halloween.”

Holly looked around the room, looking for the source of the voice. She returned to the section of the office in front of Ryan and scanned again.

“Looking for me, are you? I’m right in front of you, staring at you.”

She returned her gaze to the unconscious Ryan, still motionless.

“No, not him. Lower.”

Holly lowered her eyes to the carved pumpkin on the ground.

“There you go. Take a look inside.”

Holly slowly crouched down, glancing occasionally at Ryan, then back to &2345678901234567890123456789& the pumpkin. She opened the carved top and lying inside of the hollow gourd next to the candle was a two-way radio.

“Hi there. Good to see you,” the voice said. “Go ahead and pull me out.”

Holly pulled the radio out and stood up. She pressed the side button to speak. “Who is this?” She asked. Holly felt she had heard this voice before.

“I know it’s been a while, but I didn’t think my voice changed that much,” the voice responded. Hearing the voice once again allowed her to pinpoint it. She was fully aware of who she was talking to. Before she could speak, the voice chimed in.

“That’s it. You’ve put two and two together. Sandy’s dead, Mary’s dead, Ryan is taking a snooze and we’re nice and cozy here at Preston. Only one person missing from this equation.”

Holly raised the radio to her mouth. “Ben?” she said. The voice answered back, “Well done, Detective.”

Holly was taken a back. Of all people, for Ben to be the one behind all of this.

“Ben, why are you doing this?” She asked.

“I thought you’d be happy,” he responded. “Ever since that night, you never talked to any of us again. You closed up. We were shut out of Ms. Holly Prescott’s life. Hell, I never even got a thank you.”

“A thank you?” Holly asked.

“Am I not deserving of one? Did I not come running to your side?”

Holly   shakes   her   head   slowly.   “You   and   I   remember   that   night differently, Ben.”

“Well, here’s what I remember,” Ben said. “I tried everything I could to help you. To reach you. To love you. I’m one of the good guys, Holly. I was nice to you. I was your friend. And in one moment, something I had nothing to do with, ends up being the reason you cast me aside.”

Holly’s head drops in disbelief at what she hears. “This is all over you not getting recognized,” she said.

“Don’t belittle me!” Ben screams back, taking Holly by surprise. “I was &2345678901234567890123456789& good to you. I would’ve been perfect for you. But no, just a friend that you could brush off for whatever reason. You left me alone with nothing, Holly. Nothing. In the end, you were too focused on yourself to ever give me a chance”

Holly thought to herself, Spare me the male loneliness epidemic bullshit.

“But,” Ben continued, “I found a way to get you to finally show me appreciation. You may have noticed your gun feels a little light.”

Holly had noticed, but didn’t want to take her eyes off of the room in case there was something she was missing.

“Yeah, I noticed,” she answered.

As she spoke those words, Ryan was awakening from his unconscious state. He opened his eyes and brought his head up. Noticing he was naked, he quickly pressed his knees together. His eyes widened as he noticed who was standing before him. He tried to move, but there was no use.

“There’s only two rounds in your gun, Holly. One is already chambered,” Ben said over the radio. “They’re both for Ryan.”

Ryan looked at her radio. He began to shake his head quickly. Panic filled his eyes as Holly stared at him. A part of her reveled in the fear he was now experiencing. She thought to herself, how does it feel to be on the other end, you piece of shit?

“C’mon, Holly,” Ben said. “Think about that night. Think about what he wanted to do to you; what he would have done if you weren’t able to fight back. How many other girls did he pull that move on? How many tried to fight but weren’t as lucky as you? How many girls had to hear his laughing and breathing while he was on top of them?”

Holly listened to every word Ben said. Her blood was on fire. Her heart raced. Everything she had felt for years was now being said out in the open. Her eyes were locked on Ryan’s. His eyes were wide with terror. Sweat was running down his face, a mixture of the candle heat and the fear building inside. Holly took a few steps toward Ryan and hunched over, her nose just inches from his.

“How   does   it   feel,   Ryan?”   She   asked   him.

Ryan said nothing. He just stared back. Ben spoke over her radio. “That’s it, Holly. End him. He deserves it. He’s a jock who bullied or fucked whatever he felt was beneath him. It was his way of owning this town. He tried to own you. Now, you own him.”

Holly looked deep in Ryan’s blue eyes. There were moments in her past where she dreamed about having a moment like this. A moment where she would have the opportunity to face Ryan. Most of those dreams featured her confronting   him   in   public   and   revealing   everything   that   happened   at Preston. How likely it was that she was only one of several who were victimized by one Ryan Williams. Leaving him speechless as the entire town witnesses the downfall of their golden boy. Some of those dreams were even violent, with Holly exorcizing herself from his stranglehold by pummeling the living shit out of him. Leaving him a bloody, broken mess of a small man. The thought of ending him even crossed her mind once.

Who could blame her? Occurrences of men getting away with harassing, raping,   and   murdering   women   without   receiving   the   punishment   they deserve were frighteningly common, even today. A society will be given all the evidence in the world that a man is a serial assaulting fuck, yet a couple flaws in the woman’s character, flaws that have nothing to do with the case, results in the man skating away clean. There were so many Ryan Williams’ in this country, on this earth, and each day they were allowed to live their lives as they please, no matter how many women they shatter and destroy. As a cop, Holly saw this frequently. And as a cop, there was nothing she could do when the judges let them free. Now, she had the opportunity to put one of those fucking creeps in the dirt for good. One less little rapist in the world...

Then, she stepped back, straightening out. Looking down at Ryan now, she no longer saw the attacker her plagued her past. Instead, she saw a weak little boy who never grew up past high school. A pitiful excuse for a man who was so filled with fear, he had just urinated on the floor in front of her. Holly realized at that moment she had broken whatever hold Ryan had of &2345678901234567890123456789& her. The high school senior who tried to violate her was now riddled with fear, tears streaming down his scared frightened face. That was enough for her.

Holly took a deep breath, exhaled, and brought the radio up to her mouth. “Nobody owns me, Ben,” she said. “Especially you.”

“What?” Ben asked.

“Was this your plan? Get me to kill Ryan? Why? Because you’re too afraid to kill him yourself? You sure as hell took the time to strip him down. Were you too afraid to finish the job?” Holly looked around the office again and this time she noticed a small, black device strapped in the corner of the ceiling to the right. It was a video camera. She fixed her gaze on the camera. “If that was your plan, why kill Sandy and Mary?”

“You think those two were my first?” He answered over the radio. “When you live up in this area, it ain’t that difficult to hide a few bodies.”

Holly slowly nodded. She then turned to the doorway and walked out of Anna Corbin’s office.

“Where are you going, Holly?!” Ben asked loudly, the speaker of the radio distorted due to the volume. Holly was back in the main hallway, walking away from the office. She brought the radio to her mouth.

“So you’re saying if I open some cold cases tied to this area, they’d eventually lead to you?” She asked.

“What makes you think you’ll get out of here alive?” He responded.

“Oh, so now you want to kill me, Ben? What about all that love talk?” Holly kept moving as she spoke, making her way down the hallway.

“You... You had your chance. I loved you. I would think about you all the time. Every moment, Holly. I wanted you that night, if only you’d allow me in. I had hoped this special gift I’ve given you would have won you over. A final attempt to open your eyes to my love. Don’t you get it?”

“Get what?” Holly asked.

“My trick-r-treat,” he responded. “My tricks of making you see Sandy and Mary dead, followed by my treat of giving you Ryan on a silver platter. &2345678901234567890123456789& 

But you fucked it up and now I’m all out of love for you.”

Holly noticed a difference in his voice during his response. She stood still in the hallway.

“You have a fucked up way of trying to impress a girl, Ben,” she said.

“It’s what makes me unique, Holly,” he answered.

Holly gave a slight smile. Her plan had worked. She played the odds that the only camera Ben had set up was in the office. She walked down the hallway while keeping Ben on the radio in an attempt to locate him. At her current location, during Ben’s response, she could hear his voice echo and a second of feedback to her right. As she turned her head, there was a closed door. As quick as the feedback was, it may have been long enough to warn Ben. His last word on the radio was “bitch” before he cut off.

Holly didn’t waste time after that. She squared up with the door, brought her right leg up, and delivered a kick with all her force. The door swung open, leaving a few cracks in the middle of the old wood. Holly brought the gun up and examined the room. It was empty. In the far corner, there was a desk with a television screen. On the screen, two rooms were displayed. One was Anna Corbin’s office, with Ryan seated in the middle. Her eyes went to the other view, which displayed a hallway. The hallway she had just walked down.

She guessed wrong. Ben was watching.

There was a loud slam as Ben came flying out of the closet to the right of Holly. A knife was clutched in his right hand. As she turned, she took his full force and the two flew together through the weakened wall behind them. All that was heard was the loud cracking and breaking of wood and a round fired from Holly’s gun.

Holly opened her eyes. She was lying on her back, looking up at the first floor ceiling of Preston Castle. She felt a sudden pain in her left shoulder and turned her head to it. Ben’s knife was sticking out of her shoulder. She took her right hand and gripped the handle, but before she could pull it out, &2345678901234567890123456789& 

Ben grabbed the knife and kept it in.

“No, leave it in longer, baby,” Ben said with a psychotic smile. Holly let out a yell as she tried to push back against Ben. She looked away briefly to look for her gun, which was just out of arm’s reach.

“This is so magical, Holly. Why end it?” He said. Out of an instant rage, Holly brought up her knee hard into Ben’s crotch. He groaned loudly and released the knife. Holly shuffled just enough to grip her pistol. Just as Ben made one more attempt to pounce on her, Holly brought the barrel of the gun to Ben’s forehead and pulled the trigger.

Holly   remained   still.   Her   arm   was   still   extended,   her   hand   tightly gripping the pistol. There were smears of blood and brain fragments across the walls of the corridor in front of her. Holly lowered the gun and placed it on the ground next to her. She gripped the knife, still sticking out of her shoulder,  and slowly pulled it out, letting out a groan followed by heavy breathing. As the blade exited her body, her eyes focused on Ben. He was lying on his back, facing upward. His eyes were wide open and his mouth slightly a gape. Blood poured from the large gunshot wound in his forehead. Behind his head, blood flowed across the floor. Holly slowly rolled to her left side, placed her right hand on the ground, brought up her knees, and slowly pushed herself up. She took another glimpse at Ben. She looked at his now lifeless face and tried to comprehend what went wrong in his mind. How could he think this was the route to take? Holly had seen firsthand how dark humanity can be, but that was in the city. She never expected this type of warped mentality to be from her hometown.

Holly slowly stood up, keeping her eyes on Ben. While this was not her first time discharging her firearm, this was her first kill. The first death by her own hands was an old high school friend. Someone who since their last meeting, had warped his mind in a way that made him a serial killer. Someone who killed two old high school friends and then claimed that he had killed before. How many unsolved murders in the area could have been &2345678901234567890123456789& committed by Ben? How many did he get away with before tonight?

Holly closed her eyes and shook her head. There would be a time, with the Sheriff’s permission, where she could look into those old cases and determine if there’s a connection. That time wasn’t now. Holly’s body ached and she was emotionally drained. All that mattered now was Ben was dead and she needed to call the Sheriff. She bent over and checked Ben’s pockets, locating his cell phone. She looked at the main screen and noticed it was at 56% charged. She turned and slowly walked away from Ben, cringing at the pain in her back and shoulder. She could feel blood draining from her wound. She reached the point of the hallway outside of Anna Corbin’s office and caught a glimpse of Ryan, still tied to the chair. Ryan mumbled at her, his mouth still taped shut.

“Shut the fuck up, asshole,” Holly shouted at him. Ryan went silent and turned away. Holly slid down the wall and seated herself on the floor across from the room, where she can keep an eye on him. Ryan sat quietly, lowering his head in shame. Holly wasn’t going to let him free until she had backup with her. He may be the victim in this particular case, but Holly was in no rush to make him feel comfortable.

Sit there in your own piss, where you belong.

Holly looked at the phone and dialed the number for Sheriff Pleasence. She brought the phone to her ear and listened to the ringing. As she waited for the Sheriff to answer, she fixed her gaze on the Jack-O-Lantern at Ryan’s feet. The flickering candle dancing inside the hollow gourd. The sight made her think of her parents. The symbol of the holiday they loved so much. The image of the two of them carving pumpkins together. She thought of her mom, alone now without her dad. She thought of her visit, and how the recent events ruined the trip. As the Jack-O-Lantern displayed its lit up grin, Holly also wondered if she’d ever look at a pumpkin the same way again after tonight.

On the other end, Holly heard the sound of a person answering the phone.

“This         is         Sheriff         Pleasence,”         he         said.

Holly took a moment, still staring at the Jack-O-Lantern. Given the scene inside Preston and the time of year, Holly could only think of one thing to say to him.

“Trick-r-treat, Sheriff.”

Holly sat in a rocking chair on the porch of her family’s home. She wore a black hoodie with an orange Jack-O-Lantern graphic on the front, grey sweats, and black slippers. While she slowly rocked her chair, she enjoyed the cool breeze and watching children in their costumes travel from house to house. It was Halloween, and the town was buzzing with the sounds of doorbells ringing, children yelling “trick-or-treat,” and candy falling into small buckets.

To her left, a group of children were making their way to the Prescott home. As they climbed the porch steps, Holly attempted to reach down for the bucket of candy at her feet, but stopped halfway. She winced in pain as the now bandaged stab wound in her left shoulder sent a lighting strike of pain through her body. Before she could try again, Holly’s mother Ava appeared through the front door.

“I’ve got it, sweetheart,” she said. “We don’t need you reopening that wound.”

Holly sat back and exhaled, smiling at her mother as Ava grabbed the bucket and handed out handfuls of candy to the trick-or-treaters. The kids waived and quickly exited the porch. Ava, hanging on to the bucket, kissed her daughter on the forehead. She then walked to the rocking chair on the other side of the front door and sat in it.

“How’s the pain?” Ava asked.

It had been a few days since the recent event at Preston Castle. Holly’s pain was at a ten the day after, but since then had slowly lessened.

“A little better,” Holly answered. “I’ll survive.”

Ava smiled and shook her head. “I need you to do more than survive, baby girl.”

Holly turned to face her mother, whose eyes were welling up. “Mom, &2345678901234567890123456789& what’s wrong?” She asked.

“Holly, I just...” Ava sighed and looked into her daughter’s eyes. The same eyes that slowly opened and looked at her and William only minutes after being born. The eyes that were wide with joy when she successfully rode her bike for the first time. The eyes that filled with tears when she suffered her first heartbreak. The eyes that were filled with relief when she and William supported her after coming out.

“I need you to stick around much longer,” Ava said. “You have your father’s courage and determination, I know that. But with everything that happened this week and not having him around anymore... I just need you to be safe, because I can’t lose you, too.”

Holly watched the single tear stream down her mom’s left cheek. Holly reached out her right hand for Ava. Ava extended her left hand and grasped it as Holly squeezed her’s tight.

“I’m not going anywhere, mama,” Holly said. “You’re going to be stuck with me for quite a while.”

Ava let out a relieved chuckle as Holly smiled.

“Good,” Ava said, “because I might need some help with yard work here and there.”

“Oh, did I forget to mention that the doctor said at least two months of no strenuous movements?” Holly said.

“Two months? For a stab to the shoulder?”

“Ballpark figure. It was something like that, I’m not sure.”

Ava laughed loudly. “That’s definitely my smart ass humor you have,” she said.

Holly smiled. She looked off into the distance as the sun slowly began to set. She turned to the left and glanced at Sandy’s house. Cars were parked in the driveway and the lights were on inside. Her family had arrived and were dealing with life without her. Holly thought about the pain her kids were going through. Her parents having to bury their own daughter after such a tragedy. She felt both empathy for Sandy’s family and a relief that she did &2345678901234567890123456789& not end up doing the same to her mother.

“So,” Ava said, “are you going to take the Sheriff up on his offer?”

Holly swung her head back to face her mother.

“Teaching these youngens your skills?”

A   day   earlier,   Sheriff  Pleasence   had   called   Holly   thanking   her   for everything she had done. He then made her an offer: to help him with his young police force by training them in proper investigation tactics. Holly told him she would think about it, to which the Sheriff said to take however long she needed.

“I’m thinking about it,” Holly answered.

“Teaching job would be nice,” Ava said. “And safer.”

“Yes, it would, mom.”

“I’ll leave it at that.”

Ava winked at Holly, then rose up from her chair to greet the new arrival of trick-or-treaters. As Holly pondered the offer, she felt a vibration in the right pocket of her sweats. It was her phone; she had just received a text. She reached into her pocket, pulled out the phone, and glanced at the screen.

The message read “Hey, I just heard! How’re you holding up? Can you talk?” The message was from Tom Martins.

Holly smiled, tapped the reply bar on her phone, and started typing.

The End.
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