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The woman ran.

The school’s hallway was long, and each footstep echoed loudly as she ran.  Her breathing was heavy and strained.

She had been running for several minutes, and the school was huge.

The woman needed a place to hide, and she needed it quickly.

The biology lab was just ahead!  She could hide there!

The woman opened the door to the lab, ducked inside, and quietly pulled the door closed.  She looked around the lab, but there were no cabinets that she could hide behind.  There were some lab desks, designed for two students to work together.  She hid behind the farthest one, in front of a double-doored storage closet.

As the woman’s breathing gradually eased, her heartbeat slowed to its normal rhythm.  She listened carefully, but heard nothing.  No steps betrayed the stalker...no breathing gave away a position.

The woman had heard about the Sardis Slasher the way she heard about everything in this rural place...by rumor and whispers.  Things like, “My cousin heard it from her mother-in-law...” or “Somebody at Mackie’s was saying that...”  Unsubstantiated things.

Or so she thought.

Now, she knew better.

I’ve lost him! she thought.

The left closet door burst open, and the stalker jumped out.  The stalker grabbed her by the hair, and then pulled her to her feet.  The stalker then pulled her hair so that her face was looking up, eye to eye.  Her heartbeat seemed to want to burst through her chest, and her fear was a living thing.

In a guttural, gravelly voice, the stalker said, “I’m your boogie man, honey, and you’re going to turn me on!”

The Slasher then went to work.

***
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SARDIS COUNTY SHERIFF William “Billy” Napier turned his car into the Nathaniel Sardis Community College parking lot.  Several Perry city policemen, the county medical examiner, and two ambulances with paramedics had already arrived.  All he had to do was follow the flashing red and blue lights to find the crime scene.

In Sardis County (Where YOU Make The Magic!), the county seat is Perry.  Of the three official “cities” within Sardis County, Perry was the only one that had a police force.  But, by decree of the county commissioners, the Sheriff was in charge of all law enforcement within the county, including the city of Perry.  Billy was content to allow the Perry Police Department handle most things within the city limits, but a murder was too big for the alcoholic Chief of Police, Godfrey Malcolm.

Godfrey Malcolm was an inefficient, drunken slob.  He often issued conflicting orders, and then didn’t remember what orders he had given.  He often told his city jail inmates to call him “God”, which would have been pretentious enough, but he then grew an ego big enough to fit the nickname.  It chafed Malcolm to have to answer to Napier.  Napier was an honest cop, and treated everyone fairly, including prisoners.  On the contrary, Malcolm often held his hand out for any stray cash that criminals may have had, and often took whatever cash city jail inmates might have in their wallets or pockets or purses, then dared them to say anything.  There had been rumors of late night beatings of inmates, but no inmate had ever pressed charges, or admitted that Malcolm had anything to do with any of it.

Some did say something...to Billy.  But, as the nature of cash is fleeting, Billy could never find any evidence other than the word of the person lodging the complaint.  Whatever rock was sitting over the spot that Malcolm had buried his stolen treasure had not yet revealed itself to the world, but Billy was a patient man.  And since the city of Perry had hired Malcolm, Billy could not fire the man, and that chafed Billy.  There was little he hated more than a dishonest, brutal, drunken cop.

Billy didn’t see Malcolm’s car parked on campus.  Probably sleeping one off somewhere.

Billy got out of his car and adjusted his gun belt.  He closed his door and locked it.  Can’t be too careful.  Damned thieves are everywhere.

Billy walked to the entrance door.  Two city policemen were guarding the door.

“Morning, boys,” said the sheriff, as he nodded to them.

“Good morning, Sheriff,” said the two cops, almost in unison.

One of the cops opened the door for Billy.

“Thanks,” said the sheriff, as he walked into the building.

As Billy walked down the long hallway, he noted how hollow his footsteps sounded.  As he got closer to the scene, the sound of voices overpowered the sound of his steps.  Two more cops were standing guard outside the biology lab.

“Morning, Sheriff,” said one cop.  The other nodded his head in greeting.

“Morning,” Billy replied.  He stopped just before the door. “Bad?”

The cop that had spoken nodded.  “It is.  Another slice and dice by the Sardis Slasher.”

“Hey, none of that!  I don’t want the press to get wind of some nickname, especially if it came from law enforcement!  You guys copy that?”

The silent cop nodded, and the other said sheepishly, “Yes, Sheriff.”

“Thank you.”  Billy passed through the door into the biology lab.

The scene that greeted him was grotesque, but with a kind of order to it.  The victim had been impaled on a series of coat hooks that were mounted on one wall, probably by the killer.  Her hands had been spread out, and also impaled on the coat hooks, and her feet had been impaled onto the brick wall with a rock climbing piton.  The victim’s feet were bare, and had been impaled one on top of the other, so that she resembled a crucifixion.  The victim’s head had been duct-taped to the wall, with the tape across her forehead. Thorns had been glued or otherwise attached to the duct tape, further enhancing the crucifixion image.  Her throat had been cut, and it had been obviously done across the room, next to a double-doored closet, although the amount of blood in front of the doors wasn’t a lot.  It appeared that once the victim had been impaled onto the coat hooks, her stomach and chest cavity had been cut open.  Her internal organs had been laid out in a circular pattern on the floor.  Her intestines had been shaped to form a heart that surrounded her organs.  Written above her head, on the bare wall, were the words, “I’m you’re bogie man.”  The misspelled words and bad grammar were written in what appeared to be the victim’s blood.  The victim’s blood loss was so severe that her body appeared to be a ghostly gray.  The heart, however, was missing.

The photographer that worked for the Sardis County Medical Examiner, Ted Baker, also worked as the staff photographer for the Sardis County Sentinel.  Billy had long ago cautioned him about the dual role.

“Teddy, if you’re going to do both jobs, you’re going to have to learn to keep your mouth shut from time to time.  Just because you take police photographs and photographs for the county newspaper doesn’t mean that you have exclusives.  Most of the time, there won’t be an issue.  But, once in a while, you’ll be privy to information that will not be intended for the general public...until I give the say-so.  Deal?”

“Deal,” Ted had replied.  Ted quietly kept to himself his intention that he would break that deal, if it meant that he could further his journalistic career.

Ted was now taking photos of the crime scene.  The medical examiner, Kenneth Pirtle, was instructing Baker on which angles he wanted.  The forensics team was waiting for the go-ahead from Pirtle, but Billy didn’t have a lot of confidence in them.  This was the third murder attributed to the Slasher, and the sheriff still had nothing to go on.  In all three of the murders, each of the victims had been displayed in the same manner, with the organs in the center of a heart made from the victim’s intestines.  Most of each victim’s blood had been drained almost completely, and each victim’s heart had been missing.

And, in all three of the murders, the same misspelled words, written on the wall in the victim’s blood.

Billy wondered if the misspelling was intentional.

Billy called to Pirtle.  “Hey, Kenny!”

Pirtle acknowledged the sheriff with a wave as he told the photographer the final angles he wanted for the crime scene photos.  When he was through explaining, Pirtle came over to Billy.

“Pretty grim, Billy,” said Pirtle.

“I don’t suppose you have anything for me yet?”

“Sure, Billy, we got a great big bag full of zilch for you.  No DNA, no hair, no skin under the victim’s nails, no nothing.  Maybe the lab will come up with something, but if it’s like the last two...”  Pirtle shrugged.

Billy shook his head, with his lips pressed together.  “Kenny, you have to find something for me to use.  Word will circulate, and people will start wanting my head if I don’t find out who’s doing this.”

“You don’t think I know that?  There has been nothing on a forensic level for us to give you, and I mean nothing.  I’ve even had the state lab people here, and still no luck.”  He shook his head in disgust.  “It’s almost like the killer’s a ghost, or something like that.”

Billy kept his mouth shut.  He knew only too well that it could be something magical or supernatural, but he was keeping his options open.  And his mouth shut.

Billy had seen firsthand what happens when magic becomes involved, and it wasn’t always pretty.  His stepdaughter, Mary, and his best friend Alan’s stepdaughter, Carol Grace, had some kind of mystical power about them, and Alan had married Katie Ballantine Montgomery.  Katie was descended from the Sardis family, and was a witch.  Her great aunt, Margo Sardis, was an equally strong witch.  Katie had told Alan that Margo had sold a summoning spell to old Ricky Jackson, and that spell had summoned a Hellhound.  The pentagram that restrained the Hellhound had been accidentally broken, and the Hellhound had gotten loose...and left an open doorway to Hell.  According to what Margo had passed on to Katie, many residents of Hell had come through that doorway, and now made their homes in Sardis County.

And no one had seen old Ricky Jackson since.

Billy had seen Mary and Carol Grace join their powers against the gangsters from the Giambini crime family when they invaded Junior Ballantine’s farm, and he was amazed that such things existed in this world...and that no one knew about it.

No one that would be believed, anyway.

But, Billy believed.  He believed big time.  He had to, since he lived with it.

Phoebe had insisted that Mary would take Margo Sardis’ teachings on how to control the magic that resided inside of his stepdaughter and inside Carol Grace Montgomery, and Bill couldn’t disagree.  Mary needed to know how to keep a lid on the magic within her.

Now, it seemed he was maybe living with magic again...this time, in his job.

And it wasn’t a good thing.  Not this time.  People were dying.  Honest people that didn’t deserve this kind of death.

As his thoughts jumped from one thing to another, Billy realized that he might as well call Alan now, and tell him to come in.  He was needed.

***
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“CAROL Grace!  You are going to miss the bus, young lady!”

“Yes, Mom!”

“Get down here, young lady!”

Alan sat at the kitchen table, and smiled at his new wife’s frustration.

“As sure as my name is Katie Blake, I’m going to ground that girl if we have to take her to school one more time this month!”

“Katie Blake.  I sure like the sound of that name.”  Alan smiled.  “Where did you find it, Katie?”

Katie smiled as she looked at her husband.  “Some cop gave it to me.  He said it wasn’t being used properly, and he wanted to see if I could take care of it.”  She sat down at her place at the table.

“Hmmm...and are you taking good care of it?”

Katie smirked.  “I haven’t had any complaints yet.”

Alan leaned over into Katie’s face.  “Not a single one.”  He began kissing her.  As their tongues touched, he could taste a slight hint of the tiny piece of bacon Katie had munched as she cooked, and he could taste the peppermint flavor of toothpaste.  Mostly, he tasted Katie, and they lost track of time.

“Oh, my God, will you two stop making out in the kitchen?  It’s so gross!”

Alan pulled away, and looked into Katie’s eyes again.

“Well, maybe one...”  He glanced at Carol Grace.

Carol Grace’s father, Mark Montgomery, had died several years ago of a brain aneurism.  He had left some insurance money, and the interest from that money had helped Katie take care of Carol Grace.  But, when Katie’s company had laid her off, her mind turned to the farm left to her by her Gram, or grandmother, Nebbie Ballantine.  Her Grampy was named Arthur “Junior” Ballantine, and the farm was named after him.  She had kept Junior’s Farm all these years, and paid all taxes.  It was hers free and clear.  So, when the layoff happened, Katie had packed herself and Carol Grace up, and moved back to Sardis County.

After the move, Alan Blake, Katie’s old high school quarterback, had moved back to Sardis County, too.  His was a “have-to” case, however...he was a cop back in the city, and he had arrested the man in charge of illegal poker games for the Giambini crime family, Moses Turley, and his men, for attempted murder of himself and another cop.  Mickey Giambini wanted no links to him going to trial, so he sent Turley and his men to find both cops and eliminate them.  Giambini’s men found Alan’s partner, James Winstead, and killed him...but not before the man told the criminals that Alan might be found in Sardis County.

Alan’s old friend, Sheriff Billy Napier, had also been on the Perry High School football team, and had talked Katie into giving Alan a place to hide in exchange for farmhand work.

Meanwhile, Katie had met the old witch, Margo Sardis. Margo said that Katie and Carol Grace were descended from the Sardis family, and that they held magic inside them.  Katie began learning how to use her magic.

Carol Grace also was showing signs of burgeoning magic powers as well, but the powers were multiplied when she was in close proximity to her best friend and schoolmate, Mary Smalls.  Mary apparently had magic inside her, too...but no one knew where it came from.  Her mother, Katie’s old school friend Phoebe Smalls, had no magic of her own...but no one, including Phoebe, had any inkling who Mary’s father might be.  Phoebe was a recovering alcoholic.

Katie and Alan fell deeply in love, and, together, rekindled the love once held by Billy Napier and Phoebe Smalls.

During a gathering of the two families, Moses Turley had taken the farmhouse through a tunnel that ran underneath the length of the farm.  Carol Grace and Mary had arrived just in time to stop the Giambini criminals from killing Alan and everyone else.  They had instinctively clasped hands, and seemed to be overtaken by some otherworldly power.  They used mental magic to throw the bad men out of the house. Demons had been waiting outside to devour the four criminals, and the earth had opened up and swallowed the criminals’ car.  After that, the two girls had collapsed onto the floor, either unconscious or soundly sleeping.

The next day, a double wedding occurred.  Sheriff Napier and Phoebe Smalls had gotten married, and so did Katie and Alan.

Since then, old Margo Sardis had been teaching Katie more and more about her magic, and had been teaching the two girls as well.  Margo was very wary about the two girls, and didn’t talk to Katie much about them...but Katie could tell that something was troubling Margo about them.  Katie thought about asking her old aunt, but realized that Margo would tell her when she was ready...and not before.

Alan had already been in touch with an attorney in Perry about adopting Carol Grace.  Katie had given her blessing, Carol Grace loved Alan very much, and Alan loved Carol Grace.  It seemed like the thing to do.

The adoption hearing would be at the end of the month, just a week away.

Katie turned to her daughter.  “Where is the ‘Carol Grace approved’ place to make out?  Alan and I will go there, if it will make you happy.”

“Ewww!”  Carol Grace spooned scrambled eggs onto her plate, and topped them with a pat of butter and some pepper.  She snagged a piece of toast and two slices of bacon.  “Maybe out by the hog pen?” She giggled.

“I don’t think so.”  Alan wrinkled his nose.  “It smells almost as bad out there as the smell from Carol Grace’s closet.”  He made retching noises.

Little Bit, the Boston terrier that Billy Napier had given to Carol Grace, came bounding down the stairs and into the kitchen.  She barked once, and Carol Grace threw the dog a piece of bacon.

Carol Grace wolfed down her breakfast, and wiped her mouth with her napkin.  She jumped up abruptly, and announced, “Gotta run.  Bus’ll be her in a minute.”  She kissed her mother’s cheek and kissed the top of Alan’s head
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