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Introduction
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What you are about to read is a journey into darkness, an awakening. I originally wrote each book separately, because I wrote them as they were experienced. I know that may be hard to understand, because this is a work of fiction, right? Well, although this is a work of fiction, my own personal path lead me to research more and more on the subject of mortal vampyrism. And this lead me to awaken to new facts, new peoples, and a whole new world.

Without getting into too much personal detail, I will tell you there are entire worlds existing within our world that most people never delve into. Some of these are scary and some not so scary. But these worlds contain different unique and fascinating people and some of these same people are part of our everyday lives. They are doctors, lawyers, and even the man who bags your groceries at the supermarket. They appear professional and shall we say “normal”, but have hidden secrets, dark desires, and buried personalities.

While writing, I have been lucky enough to explore these worlds. Lydia helped me through this. She grew as I grew. Then she became what she became.

What follows is all three books in their entirety. I was but a fledgling writer when they were written As I read them I realize I could have written them better, or “polished” them. But they are now audiobooks as well, so in an effort to keep things original and “the same”, I left them as they were written.  

I hope you enjoy my “tale” of blood and lust as you sit in your bed curled up with your book and turn the pages while you are lost in another part of a very close and socially distanced universe. For me it was truly a labor of love, and I hope you enjoy this labor of love, this journey, as much as I did.

––––––––
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MT Hart  

Prologue

––––––––
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Welcome to Lydia’s world. Even though this is new to the world, this book has a long history. I first wrote of Lydia years ago. Back when most things were hand written. And then of course typewriters with correction tape became popular. I was very excited when I got my first typewriter with correction capabilities! I was quickly picked up by a publisher, they unfortunately went bankrupt and Lydia never saw the light of day. 

Years later I tried an agent and after a couple years with no movement I fired them and again, no light of day. Finally I tried a large publish on demand firm. And although I do have fans from this endeavor I really feel like publish on demand is a bit of a farce. They did not help with Lydia’s coming out and all of the promotion was left to me. I figure, if that is the case, I will self publish. So here she is! Big as life! Welcome to her world.

M.T Hart

Author of “Mortal.”

Book one of The Mortal Series

Mortal.

By MT Hart

Chapter One

––––––––
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Father Murphy—ha ha—that’s me. A typical, yet almost unreal title to hold. Father Murphy. I am a priest in a small town. One they look up to, for guidance, for healing. One that let them down and can no more offer that guidance. Father Murphy! Now I laugh at my own name. Ha ha.

It sounds like the name of a character on television or found in some fictional book. Yet, they come to talk to me, because I should have all the answers. As if I should be able to fix their shattered broken lives. They say, “Forgive me Father, for I have sinned." Ha ha ha. After all, everyone sins. Were we not born in sin? Raised in sin? Taught to sin? Now I question my religion, my values, and wonder why I question myself.

After all, it was the hand of God who struck her down.  She sinned, not me. SHE committed these ungodly sins, so God took her life. This, I know to be true. No, it has to be true! It has to be true to let me maintain my sanity!

Now, I am left to wonder, am I sane? How did this happen? Why did God choose me to be the one? Why was I chosen as the hand of our God Almighty? So, I come to this conclusion. That I must write this down—I must try and understand, and if not me, maybe so one of God’s children may understand. They must learn from my actions, for it was I who was the chosen one. Being that as it may, with God’s helping hand, that I stopped the sinning.

Chapter Two

––––––––
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“Forgive me Father, for I have sinned.” It was Lydia.

“How long has it been since your last confession, my child?” Asked Father Murphy.

“It has been three weeks,” answered Lydia in a shameful, raspy voice that the priest immediately recognized. 

“Go on, tell me your sins,” the concerned voice continued.

“Father," crying now, “I am so ashamed, I cannot believe what I have done.”

The Father knew Lydia Hansen. She was sweet, innocent, and petite. Lydia, A home maker and lovely wife to her family. What could she have done? What could she possibly say? Perhaps, she had slapped one of her two children, or pulled too hard on the dog’s leash. He almost smiled, trying to anticipate what sin she could have been capable of doing. Then he did smile, as he awaited her next words.

“Father, I have committed adultery.”

Father Murphy was completely taken aback. This was not at all expected. For others, this is an act taken lightly, almost too lightly. In today's society it was in fact part of what society has become. But for Lydia, infidelity was so far fetched that it was almost laughable. Father Murphy could not conceive the notion that Lydia had committed the sin. He started to reply when Lydia interrupted.

“Father, it is worse. I have had sex with a minor,” she kept on.  “It was all so innocent at first. He is so handsome, bright...and when he is doing the yard work, without his shirt on...Oh Father, I just...”

“That is enough, my child.” 

Father Murphy knew who the young man was that worked on the Hansen yard. Never had he dreamed that this could occur. Especially between these two people. Jeremy was the boy. Well a boy's age but hardly a boy's body. As with most young men today, he had been growing up far beyond his years. And like so many teens, he was in such a hurry to leave youth behind.  

Lydia Hansen was the perfect role model. She was a perfect mother with two children and a loving husband. And Jeremy Jorgensen was an "A" student on the honor role with aspirations of becoming a lawyer. At age seventeen he already knew he had been accepted at numerous colleges in the nation.

“I can’t tell my husband!” She said, still sobbing.

“Please Father, you must help me! What am I to do?”   

Suddenly the crying stopped. It was almost too sudden. There was just the silence of the booth and the old wood of the church. He could almost hear the wooden floors creak in the deafening silence. It gave Father Murphy an eerie chill making him wonder if Lydia had come in the church at all that day. Had he just imagined what had happened? Still he responded.

“You must stop this at once and pray for forgiveness. Say 10 ‘Our Father’s’ and 10 ‘Hail Mary’s’. But above all, you must immediately end this activity."  

The priest again heard only silence as a response. He was wondering if she was still there. So silent that again he almost wondered if he had imagined the entire conversation. He listened, then tilted his head trying to even hear her breathing. Again there was the unnatural feeling that he was alone. He could feel the hairs rising on the back of his neck as he leaned forward to try and hear any sign of life coming from the other side of the thin wall separating the two. Finally he leaned forward and hesitantly asked, “Do you hear me?”

“Yes, Father,” came back at him. The voice was odd, not crying, and seemingly strange. It seemed as if the voice were mocking the priest; calling him, taunting him, drawing him closer. He could smell her perfume now. The odor was so sweet, and warm. He thought that he could almost see her smiling as he heard her rise to leave. He imagined he heard her dress lift. He could almost see her skin separate from the wooden bench in the cubicle. He sat in silence and listened to her high heeled footsteps fading as she walked over the hardwood floors that carpeted St. Michael’s. He breathed a sigh of relief. He knew she was the last confession of the day. And he knew that the church would now be empty.

Father Murphy leaned back against the wooden wall of the small, square booth. His rubbed the back of his head into the old wood. He was perplexed by the experience. He was perplexed because of the way Lydia had responded and confused because he couldn't shake the feeling of wanting to know more of what just happened. And he also wanted to know more, a lot more, about her and Jeremy. He wanted details about Lydia and her teen landscaper, her seventeen year old lover. Just how had they united? How did one cross the line from pruning her shrubbery to an act of infidelity? He longed to hear just how Jeremy was able to actually work while Lydia sashayed past the sliding glass doors in only her robe. He imagined the satin robe. It would be a sleek robe, sexy and short, but not too short. He imagined her showing just the right amount of leg, without revealing what would be considered heaven to a seventeen year old boy. A boy, who if given the chance, would fall deeply within those experienced thighs to taste the aged beauty within. Obviously, Jeremy had been given that chance.

The Father stopped himself, and he prayed. How was he to feel this way? Here he was, just a priest. And he was fantasizing about a married woman! He looked up as if to ask God for forgiveness. 

Then he realized he could still smell her perfume. The scent of "White Shoulders". Yes, he knew the brand. He had had many perfumed scents left on him on Sundays. Many women hugged him as they left the church, leaving behind their faint scents. He had begun to become a connoisseur of sorts. He did not know the names of all the perfumes. But he could smell them on the street. And just as a young woman was passing him on the street he would think, "Oh, Mrs. Steiner was wearing that on Sunday". He had even caught other women wearing that same brand before, “White Shoulders”. But no one smelled quite like Lydia. For, even though women can wear the same perfume, the scent was always a little different on each one. And he could always catch the scent of Lydia Hansen. Because Lydia was as sexy as she was innocent. She was even more incredibly sexy to a man forbidden to have sex. He could smell her clean body mixed with her own sweet scent coming out to him on the aroma of “White Shoulders”, now his favorite perfume.

Father Murphy stopped his thoughts. How was he able to think of her in this way? He was a man of the cloth, well-respected and loved in this small town. Father Murphy left the confessional ashamed, but yet, at the same time, relieved to be wearing his long robe, which hid his inner longings from public view.  

This was, of course, not the first time that Father Murphy had been told so much. Adultery, masturbation, sexual attractions, encounters, and many other thoughts were all revealed to him from time to time within the sacred walls of the confessional. 

Or sometimes the men and women of this small town would ask for private consultations. They were private consultations where they asked for help. They asked for help or forgiveness, or at least a means to feel better about their wrongdoings for having sought out help. Or maybe some were seeking a way to justify what they did, or how they lived. A priest soon learned how humans love to be deviant. How they love to cross the line and break the laws of human kind and sometimes even of nature.

But today, in walked Lydia. She was lovely, soft, and so beautiful. Yes his Lydia. He thought of her. She was a petite, raven-haired, athletic package, just waiting to be unwrapped. He could not help thinking of her body, showing no signs of having ever had a child; yet she had two. Her breasts were perfect handfuls, always seeming to be at attention twenty-four hours a day. Her waist, toned from many years as a gymnast, tapered down magically to hips sculpted by God’s own hands. And, just like those that the good Father had himself viewed in movies no priest should see, she had a perfect, heart-shaped ass. 

He got up and walked from the booth. Now it was only his footsteps he could hear as he walked from the booth to his quarters located in the back of the church. Now again he wondered if this the encounter had even really happened. Was this all his imagination? If it was his imagination he needed to control these thoughts. He walked out of the old building and headed for his quarters.

St. Michael’s was built in 1893 when the area began to see the influx of European immigrants. It was the first Catholic church of its size, built in the heart of Forum, North Dakota, a sleepy mid-western town.  It was built of stone, with a high granite steeple and two large statues of the Virgin Mary setting way up high over the entrance, St. Michael’s was the pride of the town’s religious community. The church was always full for Sunday services. And the church tended to be overflowing on Christmas and Easter, the two holidays when everyone seems to “find” God.  

Father Murphy was overjoyed when he received his letter of call, asking him to preside over the small church. Any priest would be proud to have been given this congregation. It was a church to be reckoned with, with colorful glass windows, beautifully hand-crafted woodwork, and hardwood floors. This old structure was more than a building, it truly was one of God’s homes. The generosity of the people of Forum made his job all the more pleasant. Simply put, the Father was at peace with his church, his surroundings, and his congregation. He was at peace until this happened and she came to him. Now he really wasn’t sure how he was feeling and most importantly, he was afraid that the encounter would happen again.

Chapter Three

––––––––
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St. Michael’s was situated right in the center of Forum. Forum was a friendly North Dakota county seat where everybody knew everybody and everyone stayed abreast of everyone’s business. There were more than enough children for the three high schools, two movie theaters, and mini-outlet mall. Yet, the city was still large enough to attract tourists and immigrants from nearby smaller towns. 

During the fall months the population increased considerably due to the sugar beet production. People came from miles around to drive the big trucks from the farmer's field to the sugar processing plant. Trucks ran day and night, night and day, with drivers working 18 hour shifts. The overwhelming rank smell of the sugar plants working overtime was the only thing you could smell on the west side of town during this time of year. 

And down the road from the sugar plant was where the beef processing plant took over with the stench of blood and guts in the summer. It was a stench Forum put up with for being centrally located and accessible to the cattle farmers in the area. Even with this, the town was considered a clean and generally pleasant place to live. The town needed the income that both facilities attracted. This had been proven over and over as the beef plant continuously broke numerous environmental laws with not so much as a slap on the wrists for its contempt of the environment. The plant stayed open despite complaints from the citizens on the west side of town. Of course the older citizens of the west side didn't mind. With their noses immune from years of the odor, they just told people they didn't even smell it once they got used to it. 

Recently, there had seemed to be a trend of the big-city folk to move to Forum, and return to the small-town, country life. They came from as far away as the twin cities in Minnesota, Minneapolis and St. Paul. Forum offered less crime, people, and cheaper property. For this community was not yet overrun with gangs and drive-by shootings. The most that ever happened here was the occasional domestic dispute or shoplifting at Walker’s drug store.

Forum had even attracted some financial institutions making customer service centers part of the city’s outskirts also. These companies had attracted some more residents to Forum, coming to work as professionals in the small town. Professionals making $6.50 an hour, but they were professionals non-the-less.

The town was quiet and carefree. It was a small outpost on the long lost bison roaming prairie of North Dakota. There were no trees, just miles and miles of prairie for as far as the eyes could see. No trees shaded the area during the few months of summer, and every day was a breezy one with dust or snow blowing across the vast acreage. Forum offered a quiet recluse for those who could handle the change of humid summer to frost bitten winter. It was quiet and pretty much major crime free.  

And that is exactly the way that Sheriff Bigelow liked it. He wanted things quiet, but with just enough action within city limits to keep his deputies busy, and not bored. Besides, he had a whole county to patrol, and the less action, the better.

The light blue patrol car rolled up to a stop at a crosswalk. 

“Light blue and friendly, just like our city,” the sheriff always said.  

A jogger, protecting herself from the elements with layers of clothing and a scarf around her face, ran in front of the car. She waved as she ran past and her eyes greeted him with a friendly “hello." Most people waved  when they saw him, and they knew they would get a wave right back. Fact is, most people knew Sheriff Bigelow by name and had contacted him at one time or another throughout the sheriff’s thirty-five year career in Forum.  

“Crazy,” said Sheriff Bigelow.

“What’s that?” Deputy Chase asked.

“Jogging in this weather? You wouldn’t catch me out there runnin’ around. That’s what I call crazy.”

“Don’t think we’d catch you joggin’ in any kind of weather,” Deputy Chase smirked and laughed under his breath...

“Hey, watch it,” warned the sheriff, raising his hand in the air as if to hit his deputy.

“Sorry, Sheriff,” and the laughing stopped immediately.

Deputy Chase had the utmost respect for Sheriff Bigelow. It was Bigelow who agreed to appoint Chase to a deputy's position. And it was Bigelow who had given the nerdy Chase a chance to belong to the macho crowd of police officers for the first time in his life. And once again it was Bigelow who had acted as his training officer since the start of his law enforcement career. 

The two had become a pretty common sight, riding around the town together. They were kind of inseparable. And as some residents joked, like “Laurel and Hardy”. Chase obviously the “Laurel” half of the comedic comment. And Bigelow obviously the “Hardy”, overweight from a diet rich in red meat and donuts. Chase was being brave this afternoon. Rarely did he ever comment on his superior’s weight, as he just had, but what he said was true. Sheriff Bigelow would never go jogging or exercise. 

Many years had passed since the Sheriff’s successful days as a high school football hero. The Sheriff still bragged about those days, never missing a chance to tell the story of how he scored the winning touchdown against Colshaw High in the final seconds of play. That was his favorite story to tell, and he would tell it to any open ear that would listen, whether they wanted to hear it or not. 

Now Sheriff Bigelow was a good hundred pounds heavier and so slow that he couldn’t even catch that jogger even if he was running at full speed.

Bigelow was exactly the opposite of Deputy Chase. “Laurel” he was to his superior’s “Hardy” character, standing easily six feet tall and weighing in at a measly one hundred fifty pounds dripping wet. He was thin as a bean pole and he was a far cry from the football hero sitting next to him. He found himself remembering back to those high school days, 

Chase recalled the regular beatings and prodding from those jock types who were not so different from Bigelow. They laughed back then, when Chase was the classic computer geek. But who was laughing now? The information superhighway was a walk in the park for the deputy and the jocks were now looking for a road map that was being provided by those nerds from high school. But, with his inclusion into the Forum Police force, he was now a full-fledged member in what he thought was a masculine jock club. Now he was protecting the public and rescuing damsels in distress. And just like any real hero, he knew someday, he would get the girl. Though, for right now, he was satisfied just getting the occasional wave from the women which he fantasized about nightly.  

Chase remembered the night he got the call to respond to some vandalism at the North Forum High School. Some punk kid had, so eloquently spray-painted, “What do you call someone who gets beat up in school and grows up to fuck the rest of the world...A Forum cop". That kind of kid needed one of those good whippings that used to be legal. Of course that would have been back before Miranda warnings and lawsuits. That was back when a cop was free to be judge, jury, and executioner. That was also back when a cop could give a good beating to someone who had a smart mouth. Those days were gone now.

And even if it was illegal, Chase vowed, that if he ever found that loser kid, he would show him what a fucking a Forum cop could do. He’d show him, all right. And with a little creative police report writing it would be a legal beating. After all, as a cop you do have to subdue someone who is trying to escape or resist arrest.

Snow began falling on the windshield of the clean police cruiser. “Damn and I just cleaned this thing, too,” said the Sheriff. His face was scowling an all too familiar scowl as he looked at the white overcast sky with contempt.

The truth was, that the Sheriff had always “just cleaned” the car. He cleaned the car just about every day. Well, sort of, in reality Chase cleaned the car just about every day. But because Sheriff Bigelow dictated the task, the car was cleaned just about everyday. It was washed twice a day even on those nasty days full of blowing snow that were so common in North Dakota. And really neither one of them really ever cleaned it. They would just pull it into Dave's Full Service Car Wash and let him do the work. 

Forum was built like so many North Dakota towns, in the middle of the prairie. This means there no trees and no break from the winds. The double edge of this sword was that there were no hills either. For on the eastern side of the Dakotas, before the badlands were the flat lands. And in winter the corn and wheat fields of the summer turned to the frozen tundra of the north. 

And like any other small town, the town folk joked about the Sheriffs clean car too. That and the fact that the lounge at Dave’s Car Wash served free coffee and doughnuts made the kidding even worse. It wasn’t that the Sheriff wasn’t respected, because he was respected and most people spoke of him fondly. It was just that Forum was like any other small, mid-western town. And in many small towns, nothing much happens, save for the weather, so the citizens needed something to talk about. And of course, like any other town, cops make for easy targets, being scrutinized for their position of power.

The radio crackled to life, “Forum to 101."

Deputy Chase picked up the call. “Go ahead to 101."

“101, can you take a call at 1512 Morningside? Mrs. Jorgenson reports her son, Jeremy, is missing."

“10-4,” answered Chase, putting the microphone back to the stand. “That’s odd.”

“Why’s that?” asked the Sheriff.

“He’s a good kid, yanno?”

"Who's a good kid?" Said Bigelow as if he hadn't even heard the call.

"Jeremy Jorgensen. He's a good kid." Answered Chase.

“Ya know him?” Bigelow knew everyone in town and prided himself on that fact. While he knew that his deputy was no idiot, he didn’t give Chase the credit to have enough brain power to remember more than his own name and address. He did however give Chase credit for remembering what it was that Bigelow had taught him. Often joking that he had taught Chase everything he knew.

“Yeah,” Chase replied. “He does yard work for me sometimes. Kid is trying to save money for college, I guess. His parents just don’t got enough, I s’pose. He don’t seem like the kind to be running away or nothin’”.

Chase was referring to the fact that most missing kids that are runaways these days haven't really run away. It's just that, thought Chase, kids and their parents, for one reason or another, butt heads and the kid takes off. Too bad the kid can't see about ten more years into the future, when you have to apologize for all the ignorant things done wrong as a teenager. The kid doesn’t usually go far, just to a friend’s house to cool off and make the parents sweat for a day or two. Chase expected this to be another routine call.

“Now, you know as good as me,” joked the Sheriff, “once puberty hits, we all become the type. And if'en there's a little girl involved we can become the type even quicker,” he cackled with a allergy type congestion in his overweight voice.

“I guess you’re right,” laughed the deputy.  He always laughed when his boss joked. Kissing up? Maybe, but it made things a hell of a lot easier for Chase to deal with. And his laugh had come to be expected when the sheriff laughed.

The patrol car rolled casually down the road as the winter flakes began to fall faster and heavier.

Chapter Four

––––––––
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As Chase went into the house, Sheriff Bigelow took a bag of Sugar Babies from his coat pocket. He always chewed on something sweet while he let Chase take those routine calls. And in Forum, almost all of the calls were routine. God forbid, they ever have a real emergency like those big city cops had to take all of the time.  

Needless to say, routine calls and sweets made for a sheriff doing a helluva lot of chewing. Usually something sticky and sugary, like taffy or those Slo-Pokes on a stick. Chase was constantly pulling those half-chewed sticks off of the carpet of the cruiser. This was another reason to have to clean the car so often. Sugar Babies were his favorite. A handful here, a bag poured right into the mouth, either way, the sugar and caramel made it right where it was intended. His mouth welcomed the rush that the sugar provided, dissolving in his saliva and warming his body like an addict snorting cocaine. Just like those slimy druggies he talked about, he needed that fix. And if he ever had to stop eating candy, he would go through drug type withdrawals just the same.  

His dentist loved Bigelow's habit just as much. After all policemen had great health coverage and the sheriff was more than happy to let a dentist take care of tooth aches so he could go on with his sugar addiction. Bigelow had been having the dentist fill every tooth in his mouth for many years. And he wasn't far away from a full set of false teeth.

He smiled to himself and looked up from his candy stash in the glove box  just in time to see Chase returning down the snow-covered driveway. His footprints from walking up to the house had already been covered with the falling flakes. He made new footprints as he sauntered back to the car. He got into the car, he was shivering from the blowing cold.

“Gonna be lots of snow tonight,” he said.

“Yeah,” responded the Sheriff. “Which means there’s gonna be tons of idiots driving like assholes, making a helluva mess outta their cars, and themselves.”

“Yep,” sighed Chase. It would be a long night of pulling old folks from the ditch and writing up stupid teens for sliding through stoplights, or others for plowing into oncoming cars. He hated that. Why couldn’t people just realize that snow makes it slippery? Nope, he thought to himself. They gotta get to that movie before that cute girl from seventh period gets there and sits by someone else. Kids! Another sigh escaped the deputy.  

“So, where’s the boy?” said Bigelow, breaking Chase from his daydream. Bigelow asked this question as if the case were already solved.  

“I dunno, Sheriff.  Something’s just not right, though, that’s for sure.”

“What d’ya mean?”

“Well, like I said before,” continued Chase, “I don’t think that Jeremy’s the kind to just up and run away.  He...”

Bigelow interrupted, “What’d I tell ya?”

“I know, I know. Puberty comes and they’re all the type.  But I told ya, I know him. Plus, there was no fight. No bad behavior leading up to his being reported gone. Nothing. His parents even said that they were never getting along better with the kid.”

“Then for sure it's a girl," Bigelow stated as a matter of fact, "Well, where was he last?”

“His mom said that he had been over at the Hansen’s house, doing some painting for Lydia.”

––––––––
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“Good. You go over and ask her if she’s seen him. He’ll probably be back here ‘fore you finish up there.  Give it a shot anyway.  Meanwhile, drop me off at the diner.”  Smiling, “I’ll see what Shirl’s got cooking up tonight.”

––––––––
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Deputy Chase smiled, “Right.”

Chase knew that Bigelow and Shirley Moore had been an item for some time now. In fact, the whole town knew, but they still tried to keep things under wraps. At first, it was flirting between the two while Chase and the Sheriff ate lunch. After a while, the sheriff was eating there alone, and for all three meals. Rumor even had it that he was seen going into the back room of the cafe after hours. Bigelow thought that no one knew, but he just wasn’t as good at hiding his real intentions for going to the diner as he was at eating there.

Chase dropped off Bigelow at the diner. He watched as Bigelow 's massively fat frame got out of the car. The car shifted as always and as was usual Chase tried to avoid the inevitable, a sideways glance allowing him to see Bigelow's butt crack exiting the vehicle. It seemed no matter how hard he tried he would end up looking over. He knew he didn't want to see the sight again. But over and over again it would happen. He would forget to ask the sheriff about something, or just plain forget. He'd turn his head and sure enough he'd see it. A big plumber's crack sticking out of tan pants. The worst part was the mole at the top. That dark brown dime - sized mole at the very top of the crack topped off with two slabs of fat bursting over each side of the khaki uniform.

Sometimes Chase would wonder how such a fat man could have sex with such a thin woman. Shirley was not at all fat. She was downright thin as a rail. She had long brown hair, he was flat chested and had a big set of crooked buck teeth. He had thought about this one often without even trying. Sometimes he figured she must just give him a blow job. No, there had to be more to it than that. So, after imagining the many positions he knew of, he settled on the thought of Shirl being on top. Any other position would surely squish the poor woman flat as a pancake. The picture of her on top of him in that dingy backroom, concrete floor thick with dirt and slime from years of restaurant use, made him shudder. “Yuck,” he thought to himself.  

Then,  thinking of his boss with no clothes on, he uttered a “Yuck!”. 

He pushed the thought out of this mind and dropped Bigelow off at the diner and turned the cruiser around to head toward the Hansen home.

––––––––
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Deputy Chase had grown up with Lydia Hansen. Only then, she was Lydia Trifleman. She was two years his senior, and he had watched her grow from a tomboy cutie into a living, breathing, walking around Forum type goddess. He couldn’t remember ever not having a crush on her. Almost everybody in Forum had a crush on Lydia at one time or another. 

Chase remembered seeing her for the first time at a gymnast meet that he’d attended his first year at North Forum. She had worn the school’s blue and gold leotard, but none of the other girls seemed to fill it out like a woman as did Lydia. The lycra appeared to be painted on her taught, muscular body; molding to every curve, muscle, and groove. Chase thought back to the hundreds of wet dreams that the image of those strong, defined legs had produced. These legs were legs, that when wrapped around his neck, would drive him harder and deeper into her.  

Even now, as he drove to the Hansen home on official business, he could feel his groin swell with this ancient image. Knowing that he could actually speak to Lydia, face to face brought on a nervous excitement in his most private of regions. He didn't care if she was married or not. He really never did care for Lydia's husband. He remembered him from school also. Only then he was picking on Chase just like everyone else at the school. His mind continued dreaming of a fantasy meeting with Lydia. Maybe she would ask him in for coffee, which might lead to so much more. Yes, he thought, I could stand there and nonchalantly accept some coffee while Lydia ripped off her clothing. He drove on, ignoring the pup tent growing in his pants, knowing these things would only happen in his dreams.

Lydia Hansen lived on the south side of town. The south side of town was the newest addition to the city of Forum. Lydia and her family had settled into a three-bedroom rambler, painted teal blue with mauve and dark pink trim. This was framed with a perfect attached two-car garage, and with the snow falling slowly around the perfectly trimmed hedges, the house looked just like one of those built into those little shake-globes found in tourist traps. The scene looked just like a gift  you could buy at the Flying K truck stop off interstate 94.

The hedges had been perfectly trimmed by Jeremy Jorgenson, thought Chase as he pulled up in front of the house. Lydia Hansen had just gotten home, and the tire tracks from her brand-new Pontiac were still fresh. As Chase pulled the cruiser into the driveway, he saw Lydia walking to close the door to the garage. He slowed the patrol car to a stop just in time to hear the inside door slam.  

Chase walked up the driveway. The snow made the short walk much more difficult than it was, and soon the deputy found himself losing his step and sliding to the ground. Not just sliding, but losing his footing and thumping right flat on his ass.  

“Damn!” breathed Chase, he was embarrassed like the school-aged nerd that he used to be. “I really hope she wasn’t looking,” he muttered as he saw the front curtains close. Yes, she had seen the whole disastrous accident. 

"What a klutz I am," Chase said aloud. Not more than one second later, Lydia appeared in the garage doorway, peeking out at the officer.

He got up and quickly brushed himself off. One good thing about this mess was that the embarrassment of falling had taken the edge off of his having to talk to Lydia. She was laughing, which made him laugh too. “Damn snow covers up the stankin’ ice,” he managed to eke out between laughs.

“Oh, I am so sorry, Deputy. I really didn't mean to laugh. Are you okay? Did you hurt yourself?” She asked with concern, and at the same time, she was trying to hold back the giggles.

“Yes, ma’am, I’m fine. It’s not your fault. Just the mid-western snow gods showing off their sense of humor again,” he replied.

“Well, just as soon as the snow stops, I’ll give Jeremy a call and have him come on over and clear the drive. He is such a good boy, that Jeremy.”

“Actually, ma’am, that’s exactly why I am here,” said Chase.

“Oh?” responded Lydia with surprise.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Oh, Deputy, you can call me Lydia. After all, we did go to school together and all,” said Lydia, reassuringly.

“Yes, ma’am, er, I mean Lydia,” smiling, “you remember way back then?"

“Why, of course I do,” she said, making the deputy blush even brighter than he already was from the fall.

Chase could hardly believe that she would remember him. He was more than flattered, even though their graduation class consisted of only 127 students. Lost in this reverie, the two walked slowly up to the garage together, both continuing to giggle at the fall.

“Now, as you were saying, Deputy,” Lydia asked.

“Leon.  Please call me Leon,” said Chase, unable to withstand showing how pleased he was to be on a first name basis and half blushing again.

“Yes, of course, Leon. You were saying?”

“Oh yeah,” he said clearing his throat and trying to sound official again. “I just wanted to ask you if you had, by any chance, possibly seen Jeremy Jorgenson. His parents gave us a call a while ago, saying that he ain’t been seen in a day or so. They thought that you might have seen or talked to him, yanno, since he is always doing odd jobs for you.”

Lydia looked worried. “That’s odd.  It’s just not like Jeremy to not let anyone know where he is. His parents should have just called me. They didn't have to send you all the way over here.”

Smiling proud and thinking back to his conversation with Bigelow, the Deputy said, “That’s exactly what I said. About it being odd that he was missing that is.”

“Great minds think alike, eh, Leon?” Grinned Lydia.

“Yeah,” blushed Chase like a school boy, “so, you haven’t seen him?”

“Not today, but if I do hear something, I’ll give his parents a holler. Or, if you have a card, I could surely call you,” Lydia said, staring into his eyes and flirting with her own.

“Sure,” said Chase nervously, not sure if she was implying anything more. He tried hard to sound official, but the possibility of her flirting wouldn't let him. He handed her his card.  “Just call the number there,” as he pointed out his desk phone number, “and they will let me know on the radio,” pointing to the patrol car, “that you have called.”

“So,” nervously, “where is Mr. Hansen this snowy evening?” Chase had decided to see if she really was flirting with him.

“He’s out of town. He does that, travels a lot,” she said, smiling.

Chase took that as a positive response, saying, “Well, good thing that you told me. Maybe I could provide you with some extra patrol ‘til he gets back? Yanno, drive by more often, keep an eye on the place for you?”

“Why, Leon Chase! How sweet!”

Chase smiled, “No problem." Now authoritatively, "all part of the service of the Forum P.D.," his voice was a little deeper as he playfully tugged up his service belt. They shared a laugh as he turned to head back to the patrol car. Turning toward the garage, he noticed a reflection glowing off of a metal object leaning against the garage wall. He stepped closer to get a better look. Even with the snowfall growing heavier and the daylight looming, he noticed that it was a machete. It was a very large machete.

“Wow!  What’s this for?” Chase asked Lydia.

“Oh,” said Lydia nervously, and innocently for Chase’s ears, “a little yard work. Weeds, branches, whatever it is that needs some trimming down. You know...”

“Have to be some pretty nasty weeds,” said Chase, jokingly.

He picked up the machete and noticed something dry and red in the shape of a drops on the sharp blade.  Looking down on the garage floor, he noticed what appeared to be a small spot of blood. The weight of the machete was heavy in his hands. Looking up at Lydia, he asked, “Blood?”

“Now, that could look scary, huh?”  She laughed as she took the machete from Chase’s hands and set it out of reach on the other side of the work bench. “I cut up a huge turkey this afternoon. Had to darn near cut it in half! One crack with that thing," pointing to the machete, “and smack!” She hit her hand into the other with a karate chop, startling Chase. “Was like slicing through butter! Now I am going to be making soup, hot dish, and sandwiches ‘til the cows come home!”

“Yeah, sure,” said Chase, slightly laughing while still recovering from his being startled.

“Leon?  I sure hope that you are still going to give me that extra patrol now. Don’t be letting a big knife stop you from coming on by, now.” She was definitely flirting now.  “You never know, you could come in for some hot turkey noodle soup.”

Chase was blushing hot now, excitedly bowing his head up and down to avoid eye contact.  

“No, I mean, yes ma’am, I mean, Lydia. I'd like that. I will still be coming ‘round a little more. Could sure use some of that soup on a blustery night like tonight. You are in safe hands, Lydia.”

Chase walked away, he was still nervous and awkwardly slipping and nearly falling a second time. He turned back to wave good bye to Lydia as he got into his patrol car, still blushing. Lydia waved back, smiling, and pulled the big garage door shut. 

Once inside the car, Chase took two deep breaths, trying to regain his composure. “Damn,” he said to himself as he hit the palm of his hand to his forehead. “Could I make a bigger fool outta myself?” His gloating was interrupted by the all too familiar crackle of the police radio.

“Forum to 101.”

“Go ahead,” Chase answered back.

“Chase, you got the Sheriff with you?” asked a female voice from headquarters.

“That’s a negative, Forum. He stopped off for a bite at the diner.”

“Well, you might want to swing on by and pick him up.  I’ve got a call of a possible dead body in a drainage pipe down by the river. You copy, 101?”

“10-4, I copy that,” said Chase. “He’s probably still eating,” thinking Bigelow might want some more time with Shirley.  “I’ll check it out.  Probably just some animal, crawled in there and died," he said confidently trying to show his dispatcher that, contrary to popular belief, he did have some authority as the town's deputy.

“10-4,” answered dispatch.

This was all that Chase needed. Some snoop seeing dead bodies on a cold, snowy night. Now he’d have to crawl through the snow and freeze his ass off to look at some stupid animal carcass.Chase figured it was most likely a raccoon or some stray dog decaying away in the pipe. Yep, he thought, it’s always something. A cop’s work is never done. He was also thinking of how this meant that he would probably miss out on the turkey noodle soup, as if that could really happen! He drove off, grumbling to himself.

Chapter Five

––––––––
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Nancy Herald ran the path by the river every night, just as she had for the last five years. Jogging alongside of her was her faithful partner, Smoky. She had bought Smoky, a black lab, for protection while running, when she still lived in Chicago. She picked him up at the animal shelter just hours before the playful one year old was to be put to sleep. After moving to Forum, she quickly realized that she no longer needed him along for security purposes, but she did like having someone, even a dog, along for company. 

Rarely did she ever see anyone along the path, save for the partying teens or the lovers in search of a private spot for a rendezvous. And in the winter, she really saw no one, not even the rare jogger like herself. “Must not need to run for exercise around here, with all the snow to shovel all the time”, she thought to herself. 

Sure, occasionally one of the town drunks would be sprawled across the path, but Nancy always considered them as harmless as the rest of the local population.

And if one ever did prove to be more than harmless, he'd find that her playful smoky was one damned protective dog. Actually she really didn't know if Smoky would ever really attack someone if it came right down to it. But it sure made her feel better to believe the dog would.

Smoky was always by her side when she ran the path, always that is, until tonight. Tonight, something down by the river had caught Smoky's attention and he had left her side to investigate. Nancy had called to him, but the lab was obviously too preoccupied with other dog business to respond.  

Nancy hated having her run interrupted, it was bad enough stopping the two or three times while Smoky stopped to mark his territory or for Smoky to be off smelling another dog’s piss spot. Or even worse she would find the dog rolling in another animals waste. Then it was bath time for the big lab. She could never understand that one. How could a dog find enjoyment rolling around in another dog's dog shit? Then again, he was a male, she thought to herself, smiling.

She became even more upset after she had trekked down toward the drainage ditch to see what her friend was doing. Smoky, his black tail waving in the air, was head first in the pipe with his tail sticking out of the drainage pipe. Now he would be all full of shit, and she would have to give him a bath when they made it home. It was just as she had feared. Or maybe just let him sleep out in the garage. It would serve him right for interrupting her run, as well as making her stumble down the bank to look at a drainage ditch. 

“Get over here, NOW!” Nancy yelled to her dog.

At this range, there was no pretending that he didn’t hear her, so Smoky reluctantly backed out of the pipe. He was galloping over to her, when Nancy noticed that Smoky had something in his mouth.  “No! Drop that!” she shouted.  

As the big lab came closer, she could see that the object in his mouth appeared to be a part of some animal. Although she recognized that a dog eating meat is part of the natural food chain, she herself was a vegetarian. And it was hard for her to bring herself to admit, that the same animal that slept on her bed, sometimes ate other animals.  

Smoky was probably the only dog in Forum eating vegetarian dog food. It was expensive and had to be special ordered through the only natural foods store in town. But it was worth it to her. She felt that at least this made him a healthy dog and he wouldn’t be dying of cancer from eating too much rotted flesh. Just as she was getting nauseous imagining the demise of the small animal, Smoky dropped it from his mouth and ran up to her.  Nancy made her dog stay while she looked at the bloody remains.

Sometimes, Smoky just played with a critter without actually harming it, so she wanted to make sure that if this was an animal, that all was okay. She picked up a nearby stick and poked at the bloody stub. It was covered with dirt and leaves, so she poked at it to try and determine what it was. She turned it over and gasped. It was a foot. Not just a foot but it was a human foot!  At first, she hadn’t been sure, but the sight of two little toes had convinced her. She vomited as she realized Smoky must have eaten the other three.

That is when she called the police. Chase arrived and climbed down the bank as Nancy sat, dumbfounded, on the top of the hill. Chase pulled out his pocket knife and stabbed at the foot to get a closer look. He lifted it to the moonlight for a clearer view, he saw, and confirmed Nancy’s fear, that it could be a human foot. Although as mangled as it was he could not be absolutely sure.

“What do you think?” yelled Nancy from her perch up high. She had been waiting and shivering for twenty minutes now.

“Hard to say,” said Chase, even though he knew what it looked like. “I’m going to look down here and see what else might be hangin’ around.” 

He was thinking he might find the other toes of the stub, if that was what they were. Although he pretty much knew that if the dog had time, the toes were in the dog's stomach.

"Do I have to stay? I'm freezing!" yelled Nancy.

"Nah, I know who you are, It'll be okay," he yelled reassuring her and referring to the fact he had taken her information down when he arrived. This way if it is nothing, he could give her a call. If it was from a human and the first body he had ever found, he didn't want her all excited  and talking to everyone and then this would be all over the news. 
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Chase got to the mouth of the pipe and shined his light inside. He could see a large lump that blocked his light from reaching in any farther than a few feet. Hoping to avoid going in, he reached in to try and pull the mass aside. After a few unsuccessful tries, he realized he would have to, unfortunately, venture in to investigate. He put his flashlight away and took out his tiny mag light, placing it between his teeth. His hands were now free to crawl along, through the sludge and shit that lived in the pipe. 

Crawling along, his gloves and knees immediately were soaked with what he figured was  God only knows what. “Dammit," he muttered. “Now I am gonna smell like sewer all night.”

He could already hear Sheriff Bigelow  teasing him about crawling into a pipe. He could hear the funning already. Bigelow would be letting Chase know that he always got the shit jobs. Bigelow always let him know that. It was during his first week as a cop that he even let him know that, should it ever happen that the two have to perform CPR, that Chase would be the one to take the mouth, while Bigelow compressed the chest.  It was a favorite of the Sheriff's sayings. "Just remember, You got the mouth" he'd say.

Just once he wished he'd say "But you can't have the chest, you'll squash'em!"

Once he reached the mass, Chase lifted his hand to remove the light for closer examination.  He found himself losing his balance and slipping on the icy ridges that coated the ribbed metal tunnel. He was falling forward, and he placed his hands out to brace himself.  When his hand landed on the lump, he quickly moved it to the side of the pipe hitting, then his hand hit ice. He  fell forward, his face going first into the bulky heap.  

He panicked at the thought of what his face had just landed in and he sat up abruptly, all too abruptly, all too quickly. His head slammed right into the top of the pipe, and blood began to immediately run down his forehead. He could already feel the warm trickle starting to stream over his forehead and into his eyes. He struggled to again sit up and breathing hard, he shined his light to see this mysterious form. It was a body all right! He could tell that much. 

It was a butchered body, hands, arms everything was there, but mashed together. Chase couldn’t control his reactions as the vomit spewed from his mouth to cover the front of his jacket. 

He saw his first dead body ever as a police officer and it had been mutilated beyond recognition. then he saw the brown hair. He saw the head. And although it was puffed, white, and lifeless he saw the side of the face. It was the unmistakable outline of a teenager he knew.It was the unmistakable face of what used to be Jeremy Jorgenson.

Deputy Chase threw himself backwards, panicking and kicking! He was trying to get himself out of that pipe as fast as possible. Tunnel vision took over as he saw only black kicking and flailing backwards until he went straight out the pipe and landed hard on his back on the bank of the river. He struggled to gain his breath back after the fall knocked the wind temporarily from his lungs. He got to his feet wheezing, bending over and breathing deep trying to gain some composure.

Even though he had only viewed the carnage for only a brief few seconds, he knew that he would forever be able to replay the scene in his mind.  Every joint on that body looked to have been severed, thought Chase. The boy had been cut into little pieces by something that had cut clean and hard. Not too many things can cut that neatly through bone and flesh. There must have been some power behind it, thought the deputy. The hit must have been clean and hard. The weapon must be very sharp. It had to be able to break bone and Flesh. It looked like it must have been... the thought came to him slowly. And try as he might to stop those thoughts,  he knew what could cut through the bone and flesh. It looked like it had been cut with a...a machete. Chase looked down at his coat, covered in puke and his own blood from his head wound.  

“What a pro I am. Barfing on a crime scene,” he muttered.

Throwing the coat off, he looked up toward the sky in wonder. There is a machete. But Lydia Hansen, a killer? He shook his head in disbelief. But, if it was true, Chase had to get over there to get that machete. He had to get to it before she had a chance to get rid of the evidence. He needed to rush to her house and find out what really happened!

He had to find out what happened to the boy! He had to solve the crime. He’d be a hero, he thought. The first murder he had heard of in his 32 years growing up in Forum, and he could be the one to solve it. That was of course “IF” Lydia was in fact a cold blooded killer. Maybe it was her husband? And that is why she took the machete from him? She was protecting her husband? That made more sense. Chase never cared for Lydia's husband anyway. But why kill a boy? There had to be a reason. Chase ran up the bank toward the path slipping and falling as he ran almost blindly to the patrol car. 

Chase got in his car and right on the radio. “101 to Forum.  It’s a body, all right!” He was out of breath and almost screaming into the mike. “Send backup right away!”

Chase slammed the door on the police car put the police cruiser to work spinning his tires and nearly sliding out of control out of the parkway. Heading toward the Hansen home, he ran through ideas in his head. What would be the best way to do this? He had to remember that, as a hero, every move he made would end up on the front page.He couldn’t risk anything on this one.  
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