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For my Father





PART I





1

November 1, 1996 

4:30 a.m.

Ted Polanski poured himself another glass of milk. 4:30 
a.m., and he’d been up since 3:00 preparing for the 
hunt, gathering his gear, cleaning his rifle…and waiting. 
Tim’s always late.

This was an important occasion, after all. Because 
they were finally seniors, ready to blow their little town. 
Next fall, he’d be in Ann Arbor without a firearm, or a 
forest, or the deer he loved to hunt. Since he had begun 
hunting at twelve, it was all about a successful outing. 
But this year, for some reason, it seemed more about 
relishing the experience. Give themselves something 
to remember years later when they took their own 
sons hunting.

An hour ago, Ted had been furious; now he was just 
irritated. Perspective, that’s what I need. He could work 
himself up to a foot-stomping, spittle-flying rage, or he 
could try not to let it spoil his day.
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At last, the beam from a pair of headlights arced 
across Ted’s dimly lit kitchen. The garage door hummed 
and clacked.

“Hey. All set?” Tim Scanlan, laden with an enormous 
box of donuts—a peace offering—looked apprehensive.

“I’ve been set for over an hour,” Ted grumbled. 
“Late night, y’know?”

“Oh right,” Ted scoffed. “Sheila wouldn’t let go. Tim 
offered in ribaldry, eyebrows arched in lame appeal. Ted 
could smell last night, strong on his buddy’s breath. It 
seemed Tim always reserved his tardiness for the express 
aggravation of his closest friends. Hell, maybe in its way 
it’s even a compliment. “Forget it,” Ted said.

Ten minutes later all the gear was packed into Ted’s 
pickup. Beneath the star-splashed dome of November 
sky, the early morning air was bracing, tainted only by 
exhaust from the warming truck. Inside, the vehicle 
was suffused with reassuring aromas: strong java, dewy 
gravel, sodden leaves, the baked-in sweat of old hunting 
jackets, and a hint of bourbon. Mugs of coffee, balanced 
precariously on the dash, fogged the windshield. The 
now-endangered stash of donuts lay open between them.

Tension defused; Ted grinned at Tim. “Let’s get on 
the goddamn road.”

All forgiven, the two boys chattered like squirrels 
as the truck crunched down the slag driveway. Its low 
beams swung along a field of unharvested corn, reaching 
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through the morning mist. Minutes later, lulled to 
slumber by the highway, Tim began snoring.

On the back-road access to their favorite campsite 
it was still inky dark. Old man Stickle had graduated 
high school with Ted’s grandpa and had always allowed 
him to stray onto his property after deer, just so long 
as he didn’t abuse the privilege. He parked the truck 
as close as possible to the level spot where they usu-
ally pitched their tent and shook Tim’s shoulder. Tim 
finally roused himself enough to un-rack his 30-06 rifle; 
then he nodded off again with the pickup door open. 
Purposefully, Ted started to unload by the light of the 
headlights, grousing to himself. Tim, like always, could 
sleep through the Second Coming.

Then, shining from somewhere deep in the forest, 
a glint of light caught Ted’s peripheral eye. He returned 
to the truck and doused the lights. There it is again. He 
blinked, rubbing the corner of his right eye with a meaty 
fist. Presently, his vision cleared. The forest was thick, 
but not so dense as to blot out dancing wisps of what 
appeared to be flame. About 200 yards in the distance, 
a fire—or maybe even scores of fires—flickered like fire-
flies through a filigree of beech, maple, and oak. Forest 
fire? Not likely during this wet season. But neither did the 
many random movements he saw suggest campers.

Ted squinted hard. Shadows danced among the 
trees. Torches? Lanterns? He couldn’t be certain.



6

“What the hell do you make of that?” He looked 
over at his friend, but Tim was still dozing, loosely 
embracing his rifle. Ted prodded him hard in the ribs.

Groggily, Tim brought his rifle to the ready, as if by 
instinct, scanning for a target.

“No, goddamn it!” Ted pointed, “Over there!” 
“Christ Almighty!” Tim stretched as he yawned. 

“That ain’t gonna help our chances much. Maybe we 
better move.”

“Yeah?” Ted scowled. “Well, if I’m gonna be forced 
to leave our best spot, I want to know why.”

“Whaddya mean?”
“What do you think?” Ted clambered out of the 

truck, grabbed his rifle from the window rack and 
heaved the backpack with the spare ammo out of the 
truck bed. Tim followed reluctantly. “Shit fire and save 
matches, Ted, forget it! Let’s find another spot. Maybe 
just follow the ridge south.”

Suddenly, the two boys froze. Something very strange 
was going on in that glade. Eerie sounds. Ted turned his 
ear toward the distant noises: Cymbals? Castanets? 
Mournful chants. Drums thumping out vaguely sin-
ister tempos. He shivered despite himself and thought 
aloud: “What the hell could be going on over there this 
time of day?” Overwhelmed by curiosity, Ted signaled 
Tim toward the voices and bobbing lights. Clutching 
their guns with white knuckles, they closed to within 
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50 yards of the commotion and took cover behind two 
large oaks. In the wind, Ted got a passing whiff of some-
thing exotic, pungent. Some sort of incense? In the back 
of his mind, frames from the latest horror movie he’d 
seen danced for attention. The Craft, maybe.

Scores of torches lit the scene: maybe a hundred 
people milling in a clearing, muttering incantations 
Ted couldn’t decipher, depositing nondescript bundles 
onto the bare earth. Robed women flitted, wailing eerie 
lamentations. In the center of a clearing stood an ele-
vated stage festooned with flowers and overhung by a 
silk canopy, atop a pyramid of interlocked logs about 
seven feet high. Some kinda ceremony. Most striking of 
all, Ted noted as he sat hunched, shivering: The crowd 
was almost… captive, hypnotized, transfixed—chanting, 
pulsating as if by one will.

From the west, where the wooded path opened onto 
another expanse of corn stubble, some sort of procession 
wended its way toward the crude platform, led by dark 
figures decked in long lace robes beneath headdresses 
like Ted had never seen.

A young girl, perhaps 10-12 years of age, seemed 
to be the focus of the crowd’s fixation. She was clad in 
a flowing red robe embroidered with gold; a decorative 
ornament gathered her black, silken hair; her ears, 
ankles and wrists were adorned with an assortment of 
gold earrings, jewels, anklets, and bangles, looking for 
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all the world like a character from ‘Aladdin’. Her lower 
face was obscured by a scarlet veil, her coal-dark eyes 
were clearly fixed straight ahead of her. Ted gaped in 
astonishment at the top of the structure where a man’s 
body lay, wrapped in what he took to be a burial shroud, 
leaving only its waxen face exposed to the sky.

As the company approached, the chants grew 
louder, more distinct, cadenced. Ted made out the syl-
lables: “Sati… ki. Sati… ki;

One by one, people approached the girl and gen-
uflected before her. Ted picked up on a couple more 
utterances: “Sati mata ki. Sati mata ki…”

Individuals bent half-crouched, trembling as they 
approached, and deposited flowers, sheaves of grain and 
bolts of embroidered cloth at the girl’s tiny feet, then 
scuttled back.

“Sati mata ki… Sati mata ki…”
The flow of the procession split into two pulsing chan-

nels on either side of the rude edifice, and the chanting 
changed. Ted detected two more words being repeated:

“Job… Roop… Job… Roop.”
Slowly, as if deliberately, the girl turned toward the 

platform. She removed her jewels and gold ornaments, 
handed them to a slight matron, and stood utterly still. 
A stocky man in a red headdress emerged from the 
crowd and leaned close to her, prompting movement 
suggestive of juvenile ballet: Once, twice, three times she 
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circled the structure. The priestly figures poured some-
thing over her hands. She clambered up the ascending 
tiers of logs to the top, where the body lay, placed herself 
on it “Indian style” and gently rested the corpse’s head at 
her immature left breast.

Ted looked at Tim who, like himself, was staring, 
stunned, terrified.

The child began to rotate her head on her slender 
shoulders. Her eyeballs disappeared under drooping 
lids. In a disconcerting monotone, she muttered, “Ram, 
Ram, Ram, Ram…”

Several men advanced from the crowd with fire-
brands and lit tinder bundles on the fringe of the struc-
ture; others poured a viscous fluid on the kindling. In 
seconds, the blaze whooshed into an inferno as eager 
tongues of flame lapped up the fuel. Still, the child 
chanted, louder and louder, and Ted heard above the 
droning throng: “Om sati, om sati, om sati…” The girl 
cradled the corpse as if she were a Madonna, succumb-
ing to a rhythmic rocking, back and forth.

Smoke coiled into bluish columns that sometimes 
masked the bier from the hunters. Ted saw Tim signal 
him, visibly quaking; but with his attention riveted on 
the girl, Ted ignored him. Yet the huge tree that shielded 
him from view afforded little real comfort.

Abruptly, amid the searing heat and choking smoke, 
the child’s seeming trance gave way to something else: 
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first, mounting awareness then, finally, panic. She flung 
aside her macabre companion, rising to tear at the veil, 
her face now contorted by stark, looming terror. Stum-
bling, she scurried frantically across the top of the pile, 
flailing at the canopy, grasping for escape.

But what had seemed a worshipful host below, 
now soured into a clamoring mob. Dark, menacing, it 
screamed unintelligibly and raised clenched fists aloft, 
throbbing in unison. The girl whimpered, pressed her 
palms together as if to implore mercy, then tripped over 
the body to sprawl piteously over the corpse. Now, a 
forest of knotted arms stretched from below, pinning 
her to the pile with long staves of bamboo. Then, just 
as suddenly, the pyre collapsed into the conflagration 
beneath. The girl’s hideous shrieks diminished to dull 
wails, which were soon lost amid the ululations of the 
enraptured throng.

As if on cue, the stupefied boys turned at once to 
stare, saucer-eyed, at each other, struggling to process 
the events unfolding before them. “We gotta do some-
thing,” Ted mouthed inaudibly, pointing first at his rifle, 
then at the fire. Tim responded only with a mute, wide-
eyed, but definitive, shake of his head, then a gesture 
hinting at immediate retreat. They were armed, it was 
true, but badly outnumbered for all that. Unbidden, an 
old saying popped into Ted’s head having to do with 
valor’s link to discretion, as he tried to backtrack slowly 
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from the glade. His legs felt rubbery, unresponsive, 
hampered by the disconcerting dread that he would be 
nailed by fear to that tree.

Ted’s paralysis was broken when Tim grabbed his 
arm, and crouching, tripping, inching backwards, they 
dumbly, gingerly picked their way through the edge of 
the forest. Then a loud snap as Tim stepped on a tinder 
dry limb of Jack Pine. At once, the boys heard shouts 
behind them, then the unmistakable commotion of 
panic. They picked up their pace, breaking into a dead 
run toward their campsite once they emerged from the 
concealment of the woods. Ted couldn’t help but steal 
one last backward glance at the glade. Crackling fire, 
but no torches, no shadowy forms, no frenzied movement. 
Did I hallucinate all that? Tim’s panicked gait suggested 
otherwise.

The boys shot through the boggy brush on the 
other side of the clearing and into their camp. “Leave 
the gear!” Ted shouted, his pulse racing like an Indy 
car pulling out of the pit. Through the undergrowth 
the boys careened toward the pickup and scrambled 
into the cab, not even bothering to fasten their guns 
to the window rack. Slamming and hurriedly locking 
the doors, Ted gunned the engine to life. The groaning 
vehicle lurched forward, squealed into a U-turn, spat 
gravel from the shoulder, and sped off down the asphalt 
in a blue fog of oily exhaust.
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November 1 
5:20 a.m. 
Allen Southworth’s home, town of Principia, Indiana

Allen Southworth sat in his dimly lit kitchen, drinking 
his first cup of coffee. His wife Jan and his two small 
children were upstairs still snug in their beds and would 
be for a couple of hours yet.

He was contemplating the large changes that had 
recently taken place in his life. Though he and Jan had 
been married for fifteen years, they’d only recently had 
the children, a boy, and a girl. Once the babies arrived, 
Jan insisted Allen find a way to cut back his practice 
and spend more time with the family. Now District 
Attorney for Pope County, up until a year ago he’d been 
a high-powered attorney in private practice with a part-
ner, working 80 hours a week and bringing in the kind 
of money such devoted labor could accrue.

And it hadn’t been for nothing. Glamorous romantic 
getaways to Ann Arbor, Chicago and New York whenever 
their busy schedules permitted. They’d been to Europe. 
Allen had learned much from her over the years whether 
in the spiral of the Pantheon or the endless corridors of 
the Louvre. He never would have looked twice at the 
Winged Victory had it not been for the animated narra-
tion of his brilliant wife.

But once the children arrived, his preoccupation 
with work became an issue for Jan, who wanted both 
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help with the kids along with a father who’d be present. 
Not just for important events but for all the minutiae 
of daily family life. Yet, much as Allen loved his kids, 
he struggled to reconcile himself to this new, duller 
routine. His wife was well-acquainted with the feeling.

She’d abandoned her life as a globe-trotting graduate 
student in cultural anthropology for the unanticipated 
confinement of small-town domesticity. Their shared 
passion for golf didn’t quite compensate for those forays 
into the Argentine Andes trailing San Juan peasants and 
cranky llamas. And while her serious work had begun 
in Argentina, Jan had crossed Europe in all directions 
sandwiched between a year of philosophy at the Sor-
bonne, easily picking up passing Italian and French with 
which to complement her Spanish. She’d always had a 
facility for languages. A fat lot of good all that did her 
now, she often groused, as she pondered her domestic 
confinement with her adorable, but high-maintenance 
children. As Allen sat brooding, he heard footsteps on 
the stairs. Jan had risen early. He cringed automatically, 
anticipating the inevitable conversation. Already plot-
ting an escape, he stood quickly.

Jan entered the kitchen, yawning, “You’re up with 
the birds.”

“Have to get to work early this morning,” he dead-
panned, avoiding her gaze. “I’ll call if I’m going to be late.”

“Uh-huh,” Jan grunted.
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Yeah, she’d heard that one before.

November 1 
6:00 a.m. 
Stickle’s Farm, outside Principia, Indiana

“Aw-r-OOOOOoooo!”
Danged mutt! Abner Stickle grimaced, squinted, 

and slowly opened his right eyelid to the blackness of 
the farmhouse bedroom. Beside him, his wife Gertie 
seemed to be snoring contentedly. But she’s faking, for 
sure. This was hardly the first time they’d played this 
game: one outwaiting the other to avoid bringing in 
Chance, Abner’s aging Lab retriever.

“Aw-r-OOooo!”
Damned dog. Oughta shoot ‘im.
Tossing the down comforter aside, Abner groped 

for his robe and slippers and stumbled downstairs in 
a fog. He shuffled toward the kitchen counter to start 
the coffee, in no hurry to silence the howling outside. 
Serve her right to hear a little more of it, he thought. As 
he absently rinsed and filled the pot, Abner tried to stare 
through his reflection in the still-dark window above the 
sink, he winced at the old man who stared back.

Then he saw what appeared to be fleeting move-
ment in the woods on the other side of his bean field.

He’d sold the woodlot recently, in a rather strange 
transaction. Conducted through a local bank, the buyer 
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had insisted on anonymity. Ordinarily, such a condition 
would’ve queered the deal for Abner. But the money! The 
old farmer marveled. Ten grand an acre – for nothin’ but 
marshy woods! He supposed it had some development 
potential, what with the stream that converged from 
two rivulet branches near the edge of the trees. And the 
timber might bring in a few bucks. But none of those 
20 acres was tillable. Buyer obviously knows squat about 
land values. The money, though, would ensure him and 
Gertie a comfortable retirement. Their one extravagance 
with the money so far had been a big-screen TV for 
Gertie. Larger than bloody life, her soaps, the Oprahs, the 
Jerry Springers, her precious Regis and Kathy Lee—Gertie does 
love her TV.

In a way, Abner was glad to be shuck of the piece of 
property; it’d always been a magnet to local teenagers in 
search of a good time, to guzzle beer, smoke pot, screw 
their girlfriends and vent adolescent emotions around a 
campfire. But now it looked as if they’d made one hell of 
a blaze last night, bigger than usual. He’d first noticed 
the flame from the bathroom window two hours before, 
when he got up for one of his ever-so-frequent visits to 
the toilet. Damn prostate.

Proprietary instincts die hard, though. Sonuvabitchin’ 
goddamn kids! Even now, from inside the house he could 
hear a dozen or more cars roaring to life. They’ll have the 
access road all churned up into a bog…           
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Something about this commotion didn’t seem quite 
right, though. Timing’s wrong: Even teens rarely hang out 
till almost dawn.

He opened the screen door and stepped onto the 
porch. Strange. The last of the string of vehicles was stop-
ping intermittently to replace the logs and the brush 
Abner’d placed there to discourage such intrusions. Not 
the way kids normally behave. Hell, kids letting me know 
they’ve been there by leaving a mess seems to be half their fun.

It was awfully goddamn early, but the old farmer 
felt he’d better investigate the damage. And the fire. 
Old Chance was already way ahead of him, scrambling 
toward the intruders. The warped driver-side door of 
Abner’s rusting Dodge pickup creaked tinnily as he 
swung it open. He carefully laid his shotgun and a flash-
light on the mouse-eaten seat and tossed a shovel into 
the bed, followed by a clanking, rusty pitchfork.

With the small of his back screaming from a recent 
muscle pull, Abner winced, eased himself gingerly 
behind the wheel, shifted into first gear and chugged 
out the driveway onto Griffis Road. He strained to see 
through the clear crescent the Dodge’s indifferent fan 
was melting into the hoarfrost on the windshield. The 
truck sounded like a Sherman tank, but the crumbling 
muffler and deafening exhaust were like allies to Stickle, 
enough to scare hell out of any stragglers.

The countryside around the Stickle’s house beckoned 
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like a painter’s canvas, splashed with a glorious impend-
ing dawn, the surrounding woods serving as backdrops 
to the recently clipped corn and bean fields. Well past 
their peak season, bronzed oaks still shone. Brazenly, 
given the season, whitetail deer nuzzled the fields for 
leftovers. Forgetting his irritation for a moment, Abner 
grew reflective: Great to be up and about on such a fine 
day. Might as well enjoy it; probably won’t arrive in time to 
catch anyone, anyhow.

He pulled the truck into the grassy lane that sep-
arated two of his fields and stopped short of the first 
tangle of brush. Useless. Abner didn’t feel up to removing 
all those debris piles. Gotta build me a proper gate. He 
grabbed his shotgun and cradled it in the crook of his 
right arm. Then, with the shovel slung onto his left 
shoulder, he began the quarter-mile trudge to the woods 
at lane’s end, his progress signaled clearly by puffs of 
short breath in the tingling November morning.

As he’d figured, the lane—with which Abner shared 
an easement with the woods’ buyers—was wrecked. 
Crisscrossed with deep, greasy ruts etched in the sod, 
it made for rough walking. He abandoned it for the 
corn-field edge. Wary of ambush, he laid his shovel at 
the woods’ entrance, to free his hands for the shotgun.

Under the twisted sinews of beech that lined the 
field, he could see that both the earth and corn stubble 
on its surface had been tortured by scores of vehicles. 
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The area was littered with muddy flower petals, inter-

spersed with what appeared to be burnt sparklers. Great, 

something else to puncture his tires in the spring.

His anger now tempered by caution; the old farmer 

penetrated the lingering darkness of the woods. To his 

surprise, he found the glade itself in a miraculous state. 

It almost had a pleasing, park-like aspect, belying the 

usual jetsam of beer cans left behind in the wake of 

partying kids. The forest floor was cleared and neatly 

tamped down; the usual slash of rotting trunks and 

grasping undergrowth had been swept away. Abner 

couldn’t, at first, even glimpse the remains of the old 

farm dump. A jumble of rusty stoves, water heaters, 

batteries and pesticide cans. Begun decades ago, it now 

lay blanketed by brush pruned and gathered from the 

clearing. Abner sniffed the bracing air. A strange odor, 

sickeningly sweet, vaguely putrid, hung over the site.

The glade was eerily still, save for the chug of 

Abner’s breath, his dog’s snuff-snuffing, and the gurgling 

stream ahead. About midway between the vanishing 

cornfield and the steaming creek spread a circular glen, 

perhaps fifty feet in diameter, from which several large 

trees had been cut away, giving him a spectacular view of 

the brightening sky. They must have been cut by hand, 

for otherwise he certainly would have heard chainsaw 

screams, which could carry for miles in the country.
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In the middle of the circle lay the obvious origin of 
the fire he’d seen: a large pit about 30 feet across, set off 
by stones and a skirt of golden straw. A smoldering heap 
of charred logs had collapsed in upon itself, teepee-like. 

Satisfied that he and his dog were alone, Abner 
leaned his shotgun against a large oak, retrieved the 
shovel and returned to the pit. Instinctively, he began to 
turn the dirt—starting at the pit’s edge and working in—
scattering and burying whatever bits of fuel remained 
along the periphery. He made another trip to the truck 
for the large water jug he kept there to replenish a slow, 
time-to-time radiator leak. Carefully, he splashed the 
fringes of the pit, flinching from the smoky steam that 
occasionally spat back at him. Within twenty minutes 
he’d cooled all but the center of the charred circle, where 
the largest of the log remnants lay.

Chance inched forward near him to investigate, 
sniffing, whining. The dog circled the blackened ruin, 
hackles bristling, pawing and nuzzling the wreckage. He 
started to dig. Then, whining, he strained his haunches 
trying to snap off a branch from the edge of the heap. 
He ricocheted backwards as it gave way, and then began 
to chew on his prize.

“C’mon, Chance, goddamn it,” the old farmer 
scolded. “You’re gonna plug yourself up again.” The last 
thing I need, especially with a dog this long in the tooth, is 
another vet bill.
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Sullen, reluctant, the dog skulked over and submit-
ted to having his muzzle groped by his master. Gingerly, 
the old man fingered the inside of the Lab’s mouth, 
trying to pry his jaws apart. Nothing. Then, along the 
ridged roof of the dog’s snout, Abner felt a stick tightly 
wedged between Chase’s back teeth. Curling his index 
finger around it, Abner levered the piece loose and 
extracted it; Chance whimpered in protest.

Abner almost cast the stick back into the pile, but 
then noticed something odd about it. Halfway up it was 
a distinctly un-woody, metallic-like knot. He pushed his 
glasses further up his nose and peered more closely. That’s 
no stick! Recoiling in disgust, he dropped the object into 
the powdery ash.

He squatted stiffly to confirm his find. The metallic 
object? A ring. The stick? Could that thing be a severed 
human finger? Concentrating his attention on the black-
ened heart of the pit, Abner recoiled at the charred, 
shrunken little head that stared back at him slack-jawed, 
as if in a frightful plea. Reflexively, he had dropped the 
finger, which landed portentously on its end in the 
ash, the encrusted, sooty nail tapered neatly, pointing 
upward to the hole in the forest canopy—and heaven.
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November 2 
12:30 p.m. 
Pope County Sheriff’s Office, Principia, Indiana

“In you go, George.” Sheriff Carl Peters slammed the 
cell door shut on George Foster, patriarch of a local clan 
of white-trash, inbred rednecks. Peters sighed. “With 
any luck at all, Lucifer himself will take this job from 
me one of these days.”

“Hell’s bells, Carl,” George said, “I ain’t done nothin’ 
my own daddy didn’t do.” Then he added, “That is, if I 
really done it.” He flashed a mouthful of stained gums 
and jaundiced teeth.

Foster was being charged yet again with statutory 
rape: in this case, of his 12-year-old niece.

“Just do me a favor,” Carl growled. “At least show 
you’re really sorry next time. Deep throat a shotgun. 
Aim your pick-up at a tree. Get plastered and take a 
snooze on the Grand Trunk. I don’t much care, so long 
as the result’s the same.”

George spat, “I want my lawyer, Carl.”
“Don’t worry,” Carl said. “Perry Mason’ll be here 

toot sweet.”
“At least he understands my… problems,” George 

whined.           
Carl’s stomach churned. “I can tell you what your 

problem is, George. And it won’t cost the taxpayers a 
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goddamn dime.” Carl always had to struggle to main-
tain his professional demeanor with this guy. And 
always failed. “You’re a degenerate pervert. And an ugly 
one at that.”

“Fuck you.”
“No thanks, buddy.” Carl chuckled, turning the 

key with satisfaction. “Maybe somebody else, some 
other time.”

Carl paused as he turned the lock of the cell, unable 
to suppress a leonine yawn, as he casually scratched his 
backside. Following a late-night meltdown at the poker 
table, he had been called out early that morning for 
an 11-50—car wreck. Some deer hunter, from Illinois 
of course, couldn’t manage to snag his quarry in the 
traditional manner, at the appointed time. Yet his aim 
proved better behind the wheel than with the crosshairs 
of his scope. The width of Highway 26 lay splattered 
with what was left of the doe, entangled with the grill 
of the Wrangler’s front-end. After Carl cleaned the mess 
up, he had to check on another report of mailbox van-
dalism in Hochunk township. That made ten of those 
in two weeks.

Finally, he could get to the office, and the very dubi-
ous company of George Foster.

The Sheriff strode down the cellblock and buzzed 
through the heavy steel door to the anteroom. The broad 
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back of his longtime deputy, Jonas Clevenger, loomed 
before him, all shirt, sweat and love handles.

The deputy turned as his boss entered the room and 
cradled the telephone receiver under his fleshy cheek. 
One sec.” Jonas punched the “hold” button. “Candy 
Spencer,” he told Carl, “up at the elementary school.”

Carl groaned. “Not another civics class tour.” Jonas 
shook his head. “Somethin’ about a kid. Sounds wor-
ried. Want me to handle it?”

Carl knew the fourth-grade teacher was a dedicated, 
democracy-in-action type, and no alarmist. “I’ll take it 
in my office.” He settled his girth at his desk and got a 
pen and notepad handy. “Miz Spencer?”

Professional and personable, the woman apologized 
for taking up his time. “I wouldn’t trouble you, except 
this child has always had perfect attendance. And I’m 
not getting satisfactory answers from her parents.”

“How so?”
“On Friday when I called, her father was very eva-

sive,” the teacher said. “Today—” she paused and then 
said, “I’m afraid I might have put words in his mouth. 
When I asked if she was sick, he seized on it, almost 
gratefully: He said, ‘Sick! Yes, she is very sick!’”

Amateurs. Carl shook his head a little. “Tell me 
about her.”

The child’s name was Roop Kumar. She was only 
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ten and had only been in Candy’s class for three months, 
a late transfer. Despite the fact that her father spoke 
heavily accented English and her mother little at all, 
the girl had extraordinary diction, especially for one so 
young, “With a cultured accent, Candy said, “almost 
a class apart.” Roop was a wonderful student—bright, 
even precocious—and advanced compared to the rest of 
the class. Otherwise, she was a normal kid in most ways 
and got along well with the other children.

Carl said, “When did you last see her?”
“Tuesday, but she wasn’t at all herself. She was 

uncharacteristically quiet and inattentive to her work. 
She kept staring out the windows at one place: toward 
the woods on the other side of the ball field.

“We were having a Halloween party and she didn’t 
have a costume, and at first I thought that might account 
for her aloofness.” So, Candy dug out items for Roop 
from the cache of tramp hats, fake cigars, and Groucho 
glasses she kept in reserve, for just those kids whose 
parents were too busy or apathetic to care whether their 
children were left out of the fun. The effect on the child 
seemed electric: She jumped into the sweet stuff and 
revelry the way any child her age might. At the end of 
the day, as the other kids lined up for the bus, Candy 
poured extra caramel corn into a plastic pumpkin and 
handed it to Roop, who rewarded her teacher with a 
clutching hug and a toothy smile that lit up her dark 
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little face like a beacon. Then, her glistening braid 
flouncing down her back, Roop dashed out the door for 
the bike rack.

Candy said, “None of us have seen her since. The 
principal’s office had no more luck with her parents than 
I have. It just doesn’t feel right. So, I called you.”

“Trusting your instincts,” Carl nodded. “Anything 
special about the bike?”

“Oh, yes; I watched her ride away. So proud! Roop 
loves that bike; it’s quite exotic: the basket is ornately 
decorated – woven straw, with colored raffia flowers 
embroidered on it. Green streamers…”

“From the handlebars?” Carl scribbled down details.     
“And the seat.”
He underlined a word: Gaudy. “Roop’s address?”
The teacher gave it, then said: “It might be just a 

failure to communicate with immigrant parents… I-I’d 
hate to waste your time on a kid with the flu.”

The Sheriff thanked the woman for her concern and 
promised to check into it. “Believe me, I hope it does 
turn out to be just a kid with the flu.” He hung up the 
phone and tore the address from his notepad.

Carl got up and passed through the office; Jonas 
looked up; Carl said, “Going out.” He gave his destina-
tion, ‘Victory Park’, a low-rent subdivision on the south 
edge of town. Carl detoured through the cell block and 
saw George Foster was dozing on his bunk. “George!” 
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Carl rattled the bars on his way by. “You better be able 
to account for your whereabouts last weekend!”

Foster jumped up, clearly startled. Frightened for 
a change, Carl noted. Whatever his pathologies, the 
scum-sucking maggot-muncher tended to reserve them 
for his own family. Cold comfort, he thought.

Roop Kumar’s home was a small ranch house on a large 
lot. An old Chevy truck and a rusting Ford Escort were 
parked in the driveway. Th e hulk of a Camaro lay vis-
ible in the backyard, on cinder blocks; a mongrel dog 
cowered underneath it. As Carl awaited response from 
within, he scanned the porch and noted the dwelling’s 
general state of disrepair.

A chubby, 50-ish man, to all appearances of Asian 
descent, opened the door dressed in a stained white 
tunic and loose-fi tting pants, his head wrapped in what 
looked to be a red headdress beneath which wisps of 
graying hair struggled to reveal themselves. His face was 
mustachioed, salt-and-pepper.

Carl said: “Good afternoon.”
“Good day to you, sir,” the man replied softly.
Carl looked at his notepad. “Are you Sirkar Swaraj?” 

Th e man nodded. “I’m the County Sheriff , Mr. Swaraj. 
My name is Carl Peters.” Without asking, he advanced 
casually through the doorway, eyes scanning laterally. “I 
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don’t mean to bother you, but I’m here to inquire about 
your daughter, Roop.”

Swaraj backed away. “I… I… hope there is n-no 
t-trouble, Sheriff…”

Carl noted the thick, distinctive, almost sing-song-
cadenced accent Candy Spencer had mentioned and 
tried to wrap his ear around it. He said, “It may simply 
be a misunderstanding, sir. Is she sick? She’s been absent 
from school for close to a week and calls from the prin-
cipal haven’t been returned.”

“Oh, yes, Sheriff.” The man seemed suddenly 
agitated. “I-I was going to call you today, to help me. 
My daughter went to the market several days ago. But 
she never came home. Her mother and I are very, very 
worried. We have notified all the neighbors and have 
searched all around. But no Roop!” He threw up his 
hands. “So, that you have come, is a blessing indeed.” He 
seemed much calmer.

“Well, that is surely a coincidence, Mr. Swaraj.” 
Carl edged out of the vestibule, craning his neck into 
the living room as he spoke. “Is her mother here?”

“No…ugh…Yes,” Swaraj said. “She is here but very, 
very upset. She is very, very worried about little Roop. 
But I am looking for her, very hard.”

“Why didn’t you call us sooner, Mr. Swaraj?” Carl’s 
tone telegraphed skepticism.

“I greatly apologize, Mr. Sheriff. But I thought our 
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friends would help me find Roop-Roop. They have been 
helping me look very hard. We have looked everywhere.” 
Civilians, thundering around the neighborhood, destroying 
whatever evidence there might be… Carl suppressed his 
irritation. “Do you have any photographs we might use, 
Mr. Swaraj? Perhaps a worn piece of her clothing? Socks 
are best. A toothbrush would also be helpful. We’ll 
bring in a tracker dog and our own search team as soon 
as we can.” Now that the scent’s old. And the rain! Carl 
cursed silently.

“Oh, yes-yes, Sheriff.” The man seemed eager to 
accommodate. “Just a moment, please.” He padded 
toward a back bedroom.

The living room was in shadows, the drapes pulled 
tight. Swaraj’s new, outward serenity was a bit unnerv-
ing; his shift to equanimity, his carefully scripted con-
cern, the conspicuous apparent absence of panic or fear.

Geez!  Carl started as a shadow shifted in his periph-
eral vision.  Focusing his eyes, he realized an old man 
was sitting in the midday gloom—legs crossed, impec-
cably dressed, the butt of an unfiltered cigarette glowing 
between his fingers—staring at him. A grandparent, 
maybe? “Excuse me, sir; I didn’t see you there.”

The old man volunteered neither information nor 
introduction, nor even any sign that he’d heard and 
understood the Sheriff ’s greeting. Rather, he lit another 
cigarette from the embers of the one he’d been smoking. 
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Carl then spied an older woman in a sari, peeking 
from behind what he assumed to be a bedroom door. 
He doffed his hat and nodded deferentially. “Afternoon, 
ma’am. Would you be Mrs. Swaraj? There was no 
reply. Swaraj returned with a photograph and a lightly 
soiled pair of pink socks. Immediately, he noticed the 
exchange, and beckoned for the woman to come out of 
the room. “Please for you to meet my wife Sushmita, 
Sheriff. She is also very glad that you have come.”

Tentatively, her head slightly bowed, the woman 
emerged, and smiled guardedly at Carl. She had the 
appearance of a matron who’d been beautiful once, and 
still of striking visage. Then she shot a glance at the old 
man on the couch, as if anticipating rebuke. “Good day 
sir,” she replied, limply shaking his proffered hand, her 
gaze directed downward.

“I’m sorry about all of this ma’am,” Carl offered. But 
you have no idea where your daughter may have gone?”

“No, Sir,” she whispered, shaking her head deter-
minedly. “My fault,” she pointed at her bosom. “I 
should have gone to the chemist.”

“Chemist?” Carl asked.
Her husband broke in. “She means a pharmacist, 

Sheriff. It is how the British say it.”
Carl cocked an eyebrow. “But I thought she had 

been sent to the market.”
“There is a pharmacy at the Martin’s supermarket 
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down the road,” he clarifi ed. “Th at is why she was 
confused.”

Carl donned his hat again. “I see,” he said, scratch-
ing the back of his neck absently. Th en he bagged the 
socks, exchanged a perfunctory good-bye and left the 
house. Striding past an open garage at the end of the 
driveway, he glanced inside. Th ere, on the north wall, 
leaning against a sawhorse, he saw a child’s bicycle, just 
like the one Candy Spencer had described: ornately dec-
orated basket, green streamers…

Troubled, Carl brooded all the way back to his 
offi  ce. Have to strategize a more thorough search…

Th e Sheriff  belched from the sausage McMuffi  n with 
egg he’d wolfed down on the way back to the offi  ce. 
Th at had been a mistake. Didn’t want his diverticulitis 
to fl are-up again. Especially now.

A sheaf of pink message slips impaled on his desk 
spike greeted the Sheriff . Jonas, on the phone again, 
looked up at Carl. “You’d better get this one, boss.”

Is the man incapable of acting on his own? Carl sighed and 
grabbed the phone from his deputy. “Peters.”

 “Sheriff ? Th at you, Sheriff ?”
Th e high voice was urgent, and Carl sensed both 

youth and terror in it. “Th is is the Sheriff . Who’m I 
talking to?”
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“I… uh. That is, me an’ my buddy... We might be 

in real trouble.”

Carl tried to sound businesslike and reassuring. 

“Why don’t you let me be the judge of that…”

“But… oh, man, you see, I think somebody may 

be after us. We saw a ceremony or somethin’ last night. 

A… sacrifice, sort of. I think.”

“Of what, sir?” Carl leaned forward, frowning. 

“What do you think you saw?”

The voice sounded more panicky. “Listen, maybe 

we should just—”

“No!” Carl realized he’d sounded harsh. “I’m sorry. 

Would you please try to be more specific? Why don’t 

you start at the beginning? Where did this event take 

place?” He drew out and clicked open his pen.

He heard mumbling at the other end of the line, 

background argument and whispered expletives. “It was 

in the woods. Way out in the woods. We were hunting. 

God, it was awful.”

“Listen, slow down.” Carl motioned to Jonas to 

check the caller ID. “Let’s take this one step at a time. 

Give me your name. Then you and your friend can 

come down here to the department, where it’s safe, so 

we can talk, OK?” The line went dead. “Hello?”

“Sorry,” Jonas shrugged. “It was from the mini-mart 

out on Division. Want me to check it out?”
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“I suppose,” Carl muttered, “for all the good it’ll 
do. But maybe somebody saw someone on the phone.”

“A prank, you think?” the deputy asked.
“Hell, I don’t know. Maybe. It’s just past Halloween 

and the moon’s full.” Carl drew his palms down his face 
in frustration. “Any other reports of trouble?”

“Nope.”
“Then file it and keep your eyes peeled for a couple 

of days. And just in case we don’t hear from this joker 
again, keep it to yourself.” Carl handed Jonas the photo 
of Roop Kumar and issued preliminary orders for the 
search of her suburban neighborhood. But something 
niggled at his consciousness. “That guy at the mini mart. 
Did he say where they’d been hunting – maybe off that 
public access road into Palmer Forest?”

“Maybe,” Jonas replied. “If you don’t have anywhere 
else to go, it’s better than nothing.”

Carl left the office for the parking garage. He’d no 
sooner started his car than the radio squawked. Christ, 
some days you can’t even leave the building. “WHAT?”

Jonas’ voice crackled: “Abner Stickle just called. 
Been some weird kind of disturbance in the woods 
behind his house…”

“You mean right now?”
“No, the other night. He said his phone had been 

knocked out by the thunderstorm.”
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Carl’s pulse revved. Stickle’s farm backs onto Palmer 
Forest. “Check it out Jonas…NOW!”

Carl and Howie kept their thoughts to themselves 
as the black-and-white crunched down the gravel sur-
face of Griffis Road. Perfunctorily, the Sheriff groaned 
as he eased his torso out of the passenger’s side and 
hitched-up his trousers. Then the two men addressed 
the rutted path through the beanfield leading to the dis-
tant glade. They split up, each man taking a circuitous 
route through the field, lest they disturb any residual 
clues on the path itself. The sucking of their boots in the 
thawing mud provided the only ambient sound. Carl 
made note of the time. It was 2:00 p.m.

He and Howie entered the glade from opposite 
sides at about the same instant, having reflexively fixed 
their gaze on the ground as they progressed, scanning 
for clues. Having told the old farmer to stay put at the 
house, the Sheriff didn’t wish to be disturbed before he 
could have a look.

Wisps of smoke wended their way up toward the 
aperture above the trees, undisturbed by the windless 
morning. The two men stepped around the pit from 
opposite directions, taking note and carefully photo-
graphing the detritus: garment remnants, charred stakes 
lying across the scorched physical remains, lotus blos-
soms and dead or smoldering torches. The putridly sweet 
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miasma lingering over the pit made Carl want to retch. 
Abruptly covering his mouth in time, he forced himself 
to swallow back. Had to avoid setting a bad example.

Gingerly, Howie donned gloves and bagged as much 
as possible himself, pending the arrival of larger evidence 
vessels. He was careful about keeping items separately, 
in molded plastic containers, or paper bindles for any 
organic items. The remains would have to wait on the 
Medical Examiner. Then he and Carl began wrapping 
crime-scene tape around the entire glade to ward-off the 
inescapably curious onlookers to follow.

The rutted path from the road was given the same 
treatment, meticulously photographed and set aside 
with crime scene tape in anticipation of technicians who 
would form tire molds on the tracks.

Then, Carl phoned the Indiana State Police for 
backup.      

November 3 
4:30 p.m.

If Abner Stickle had been bothered by the damage done 
to his farm the night of the disturbance, he was horrified 
now. He’d argued for hours with Gertie over whether 
to call the cops and risk trouble from whoever was 
responsible for that fire. Hell, this is Principia, he kept 
reminding himself. There had to be some reasonable explanation 
for that damn fire pit, maybe a gang initiation or somethin’. His 
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stomach roiled as he struggled to keep breakfast down 

as he recollected. But Abner couldn’t shake the image in 

his mind’s eye: the charred skull beyond the finger, the 

gaping mouth locked in an eternally silent scream.

Eventually, Gertie Stickle’s gossip-meter over-loaded. 

Unable to contain herself any longer, she took to the tele-

phone to inform the neighbors, leaving Abner no choice 

but to call Carl Peters.

Rumors had spread from Gertie like corn borer 

over the countryside, and now both cornfields swarmed 

with law enforcement activity: squad cars, ambulances, 

satellite vans and various other locals’ vehicles.

Gertie, drawn irresistibly to the hubbub, stalked the 

woods surrounding the fire pit. A matronly Columbo 

in tattered housecoat and black rubber boots, her gray 

hair sprouted randomly from her scalp like dandelion 

fluff. She’d appointed herself unofficial liaison with the 

neighbors, though she knew nothing beyond Abner’s 

breathless initial description of his bizarre discovery. 

With no option but to improvise, she spun lurid spec-

ulation involving satanic sacrifice and teenage cults. 

They’d do for her gossip, that is until actual facts turned 

up to contradict her.

Carl Peters brooded over the spectacle. In just a few 

hours, his job had gone from the mundanely predictable 

to this weird, un-Principia-like fever: a media circus in 



36

the woods and a couple of search teams with tracking 
dogs deployed across town, looking for a lost kid.

He glowered as the medical examiner’s assistants 
moved gingerly, painstakingly picking through the 
ashes for clues, plucking out remnants of clothing, 
bone, and charred flesh. Meanwhile, deputies combed 
the woodlot. Meticulously, they isolated footprints and 
tire tracks, shot still photos and made relief impressions. 
Carl congratulated himself on having secured search 
warrants: on the Swaraj house, their two cars. Nothing 
found would be excluded. He’d also got Jonas to track 
down the child’s medical and dental records.

Tom Stivers, Carl’s chief detective ambled over, his 
London Fog trench coat buttoned up to his neck. His 
sartorial profile was deliberate, often drawing affection-
ate drollery from his colleagues. “Helluva thing here, 
isn’t it? Any leads yet? I’ve been ramping up the search 
for the Kumar girl.”

“Hard to say, Bogie” Carl answered laconically, 
then with a knowing grin, “at least until the ME does 
his thing. We have some tire molds to go on, but that’s 
about it. Nothing new on the girl?”

“I’m headed over to interview the parents this after-
noon. Hoping to get some clarification on when and 
where she disappeared. They seemed all over the place 
from your initial interview.”

“Good,” Carl said. “Something’s giving me the 
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creeps about them. Then there’s this mess on top of it. 
Goddam papers are going to be all over this.”

“Comes with the territory, Carl,” Stivers toed the 
dirt with this shoe. “But I’ll try my best not to make 
things worse for you. Mum’s the word until we’ve got 
a grip on things.” Then he strode languidly toward his 
town car, clutching his fedora against the gusting after-
noon breeze.

To avoid talking with reporters, Carl exerted what 
authority he could. He folded muscular arms over his 
ample middle; his tree-trunk legs straddled a small 
stump. All for show.

Medical Examiner Rick Jaansen edged his way 
around the pit to Carl, handed a plastic bag to one of 
his assistants and then peeled off his latex gloves.

Carl said, “What’ve you got that I can use?” 
Deftly, the ME popped a cigarette into his mouth, 

opened a matchbook one-handed and lit up. “Won’t 
know much for sure till I get back to the lab.” He sighed 
in smoky exhalation. “About all I can tell you is, we’ve 
got some human remains here, probably male, judging 
from a partial femur and skull. At least there’s a medial 
ridge present on the backside of the latter.”

“Probably male?” Carl asked. Not much to go on. But 
Jaansen was a pro and had bailed him out of tight spots 
before. If there was evidence to be found, he’d find it.

Clutches of reporters and gawkers had sprouted 
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like mushrooms just beyond the squad cars at the far 
edge of the field, emitting a detectable buzz. Carl set 
his jaw. Jesus, I hate this part of the job, dealing with the 
press. Rumors must’ve spread wide already. Best hope to squelch 
the wackiest of ‘em and shift attention from the rest.

Determined, Carl jammed three sticks of Juicy Fruit 
gum into his mouth and repositioned his sunglasses 
on the bridge of his dripping nose. Then, with all the 
enthusiasm of a condemned prisoner trodding his last 
mile, he futilely sucked in his gut and stepped behind a 
thicket of microphones on a small open trailer near the 
entrance to the glade. Two black-and-whites flashed like 
pinball machines nearby. The trail entrance behind him 
was a sinister portal to mystery: a great backdrop for the 
six o’clock news.

He opened: “Good afternoon, ladies and gentle-
men,” and relaxed a little. His intestines roiled from the 
stress, but at least his bulk was concealed by the podium 
his deputies had erected. “I have a short statement to 
make regarding the circumstances that have brought 
us all here today. I don’t expect it will satisfy you com-
pletely. But as my own curiosity has yet to be satisfied, 
that should come as no surprise.”

Anxious laughter coursed through the crowd of 
about 150 people: local farmers, reporters, a smattering 
of the cryptically ghoulish and the simply curious.

The Sheriff squirmed and went on. “In any case, I’ll 
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tell you all we know definitively, at least at this initial 
stage of the investigation.” With emphasis, he added: 
“Beyond that qualification, I will not go. Once the state-
ment’s been read, I’ll answer a few questions on it, and 
it alone. Now then, let’s proceed.”

With a well-timed shirttail adjustment, he snuck a 
quick scratch of his backside. Then he held forth. “What 
we know for sure at this point, is that there was quite 
a bonfire in these woods last night, and it was set and 
attended by an as yet undetermined number of people. 
And it appears that a… cremation of some sort took 
place as well.”

An anonymous voice rang out: “What do you mean 
by a cremation, Carl? Like a secret rite?”

Before he could reply, more scattershot questions 
peppered the Sheriff: “What kind of cremation takes 
place in the woods in the middle of the night? Is some 
sort of satanic cult involved?”

Carl continued warily, “Preliminary indications sug-
gest human remains were among the ashes of the fire.”

“Are you sure, Carl? Couldn’ta been a pig or calf, or 
somethin’…?”

“Of course, I’m sure,” he snapped, “I wouldn’t’ve 
told you if I wasn’t.” Under his breath, but loud enough 
for the microphone to pick up, he muttered to Jonas, 
“sons of bitches…”

“What was that, Carl? Did you say witches? You 
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know for sure there were witches mixed up in this? How 
do you mean...?”

“I didn’t say that!” The usefulness of this exercise is 
evaporating, Carl thought, as he preempted the reporter’s 
dopey thought. Eager to end it, he took a deep breath. 
“Let me assure you, and all the citizens of Pope County, 
that forensic experts are checking the site to determine 
whether a crime has been committed, here or elsewhere. 
But as in all cases involving fire, painstaking analysis 
will be required. Therefore, the patience of the press, 
at this time, would be greatly appreciated. Thank you 
very much.” 

“Hey, Carl! What about Q-and-A? Can’t we ask 
questions?”

Carl stepped down from the trailer. “You’ve asked 
some already. I don’t have anything else to give you. 
Besides, I’ve got a job to do.” He made a beeline for a 
squad car.

“But you didn’t give us any answers! What about 
suspects? What about reports of satanic cults in the 
schools? Mrs. Stickle told us kids party in these woods 
all the time. Any truth to that?”

Carl brushed away three camcorders with his beefy 
fist, leaned back toward the mic and reminded them 
that the Stickles didn’t even own the property. Not that 
it helped.

With touching fidelity, Jonas interposed himself 
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between his boss and the mob of reporters long enough 
for the Sheriff  to squeeze into the cruiser. Carl slammed 
the door, at some risk to the grasping fi ngers of his 
tormentors.

Th e deputy backed around the car and shoehorned 
his massive body inside. “Get the hell out of the way!” 
Flashguns and live cams blanketed the windshield.

Christ.” Carl patted his shirt for a smoke. “Th anks 
a million, Jonas; I owe you one.”

“No problem, boss.” Th e deputy smiled broadly; 
then he jammed the car into reverse, pulled a 90-degree 
turn, and peeled off  through the bean stubble—spat-
tering his pursuers with loam fl ung from the spinning 
Michelins.

“Beautiful, Jonas.” Carl adjusted the seat to con-
form to his bulk, then fi nally relaxed with a deep draw 
of his Kool as he turned to watch the scattering report-
ers. “Freakin’ beautiful.”

Th e local press harpies next swooped down next on 
Gertie Stickle who, oblivious to taste or prudence, 
was holding court next to a vintage manure spreader, 
giving her rendition of events. Yes, come to think of 
it, she’d noticed animal carcasses in unusual numbers 
lately, mostly near the woods. Th ere’d been possums, 
raccoons, woodchucks, the occasional muskrat—and 
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yes, some appeared to have been savagely mutilated, as 
if from some ghoulish rite. And now that you mention 
it, she’d heard eerie satanic music emanating from the 
glade at unusual hours.

Abner leaned against the old truck, sucking on his 
pipe. He’d had quite enough. If these idiots wanted 
to waste their time listening to Gertie, he guessed he 
couldn’t stop them. That so many of his neighbors could 
be gulled by stories of eviscerated varmints astonished 
him, especially since the real culprit for those ‘atrocities’ 
watched from the truck, his muzzle resting on Abner’s 
shoulder. Mightily bored by this point, Chance was 
hankering for his favorite spot: curled around the wood 
stove in the kitchen, absorbing the convective heat of 
the warm tile. Abner smiled. Gertie was an old war-
horse, but she sure had her moments.

“Come on, Chance, let’s go get some dinner,” Abner 
said. He shoved the dog over, eased himself behind 
the wheel and slammed the rusting door hard. As he 
bounced down the lane on lifeless shocks, he could still 
see Gertie in the rearview mirror, channeling Ma Kettle, 
seizing her moment on a manure spreader, ready for 
prime time.
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November 3 
5:00p.m. 
The Morgue, Heartland Hospital Principia, Indiana

Well before he’d puffed it all, Carl Peters threw his 
cigarette down into the slush pile of the large parking 
lot. In the old days, when doctors and most nurses all 
smoked like chimneys, the atmosphere had been more 
convivial between medical personnel and law enforce-
ment officers when they came to Heartland Hospital 
on a case. These days, by contrast, it was almost like 
entering hostile territory. Even the smell of tobacco on 
one’s clothes could elicit icy stares and cold shoulders.

But the morgue was different. Maybe the people 
at work in the bowels of this old Depression-era build-
ing clung to a more fatalistic conception of mortality, 
which enabled them to do their jobs routinely, profes-
sionally. In any case, Rick Jaansen smoked and didn’t 
give a shit who knew. Perhaps one of those twig-eating, 
asphalt-slapping joggers, who hankered to live for-
ever, would judge him unworthy and try to have him 
fired. Somehow Carl didn’t think so. They mostly left 
Rick alone.

Rick’s curious call to Carl earlier that afternoon had 
caught the Sheriff at the makeshift command post he’d 
set up in the missing girl’s neighborhood, from which 
to oversee the search. Mentally, he re-traced all the 
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steps he’d already taken: registering Roop in the Law 
Enforcement Education Network database of missing 
persons; notifying the local media of her disappearance 
and last known whereabouts; signaling surrounding 
jurisdictions for logistical support.

Within eight hours, the small development had 
become a hive of activity: mounted deputies fanned 
out into the local farm fields. Teams of civilians had 
mustered, along with canine units from the state police; 
search and rescue teams had deployed from surrounding 
fire departments; even a helicopter flew in from Gris-
som Air Force Base in Kokomo, equipped with thermal 
imaging scanners. Little Roop’s movements could be 
traced to school last Tuesday morning, and to the school 
yard that afternoon, but not beyond. After that, she’d 
simply vanished.

Efforts had concentrated, so far, on the area between 
the school and her home, with especial scrutiny paid 
to the derelict pickle factory next to the rail line—a 
sometime flophouse for transients. Tips were coming 
in steadily, as they always did in this sort of case: from 
assorted psychos, law enforcement wannabes and local 
eccentrics. Madame Cleo, a radio psychic from Gary, 
had even charted the child’s astral movements. Nothing 
usable, but they all had to be checked out and elim-
inated. The Sheriff was hopeful that implementation 
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of the new ‘Amber Alert’ would bring in more useful 
leads as well.

Carl felt discouraged. The girl’s abduction—for 
he’d resigned himself to that description—was already 
“officially” 48 hours old and unofficially, a lot older than 
that. This cremation thing was an unwelcome diversion; 
Carl hoped Rick had news that would put that to bed 
at least, so the Sheriff could concentrate on the kid-
napping. From the frosted glass door to Rick’s office, 
Carl could see the ME’s silhouette, feet up on the desk, 
phone mashed between hairy cheek and shoulder—flip-
ping through papers on a clipboard. He entered without 
knocking, as always.

Jaansen motioned for Carl to sit down. A cigarette, 
mostly ash, dangled tenuously from the M.E.’s lips, 
bobbing as he spoke, then tumbled onto his stained 
smock. A glass of vodka sat in a glistening ring on his 
once-expensive oak desk. Rick’s restless fingers tapped 
the lip of the glass, his eyes seeking assent. At Carl’s nod, 
he reached around to grab a tumbler from the cabinet 
on the wall behind and poured a hefty measure. Impa-
tient to  end the call, he made yakking motions with 
his hand, finally succeeded with goodbyes and hung up.

The ME turned his full attention to Carl. “Well, old 
buddy, I’ve got some good news and some bad news. 
Which do you want first?”
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“It’s been a long day; I’m dead on my feet.” Carl 
tapped out a Kool, inserted it into the corner of his 
mouth and reflexively sheltered the flame of his butane 
lighter from a nonexistent draft. “So, give me the most 
interesting news first.”

“It looks like,” Rick began, picking up his clipboard 
and riffling through the pages, “we have a homicide on 
our hands here.” He flicked his cigarette into what was 
left of his drink.

“Just my luck.” Carl cursed and spat. “Now every 
crazy sonofabitchin’ reporter within a hundred miles is 
gonna be riding my ass about satanic cults. And just 
when I’ve got more pressing matters on my mind.”

Jaansen’s eyebrows lifted. “You mean the little girl? 
Well, you can call off your search.” 

Carl came to full attention.
“I think I may have found her for you.” Jaansen 

grimaced. “Or, at least what’s left of her.”
“Goddamn it, Jaansen,” Carl said. “Don’t screw 

with my head.”
“You found her the other day, Carl; you just didn’t 

know it.” Rick let the clipboard drop to his side. “She 
was in the fire pit.”

“What? Are you sure?”
“I sent the remains up to Indy’s chief forensic pathol-

ogist. He quick-matched some of the girl’s dental pulp 
with a toothbrush from her house. I knew how busy 
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you were, so I just asked Jonas whether you’d picked one 
up from the girl’s house.” Rick picked his cigarette butt 
from his tumbler, refilled it and shook the ash fragments 
around. “And an odontologist has matched her jaw with 
dental records.”

“That’s not good news.” Carl slumped in his chair. It 
was never good news when a missing person turned up 
as a corpse. His stomach gurgled the mounting tension.

The ME was somber. “I didn’t say it was.”
With an edge of accusation in his voice Carl per-

sisted. “But you told me on Monday the remains were 
male.” As if the girl could possibly be resurrected by 
reverse logic.

“She was there, all right, directly on top of the John 
Doe, almost melted to him by the heat. Luckily, the 
body wasn’t completely incinerated.” The ME directed 
smoke rings at Carl. “Maybe something, or somebody 
interrupted the proceedings. I suspected as much at the 
time, but the media circus seemed stressful enough. I 
didn’t want to add to it with my own speculation, so I 
decided to wait on the lab work.”

“Thanks.” Fighting nausea, Carl mopped his brow 
with his handkerchief. “Who the hell was the John 
Doe?” he asked.

“Working on that,” Jaansen replied. “But the remains 
were probably also South Asian; I can tell you that 
much.”         
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“Asian, huh?” Carl shook his head. Forensics. Never 
ceased to amaze him. “How in hell do you know that?” 

“Like I said,” Jaansen took another long drag and 
exhaled, “at this point, it’s only a guess. But it looks like 
the corpse was wearing a turban. Or what’s left of one.” 

“A turban? No shit.” Carl’s eyebrows arched. “So, 
what’ve we got—double homicide? Suicide? What?”

“Nope.” Rick’s fingers thrummed the desk. “The 
male was already dead when the fire began—from what, 
I can’t say conclusively. Not enough tissue left. But the 
child was killed by the fire and smoke. Residue from 
her lungs and nasal membranes were saturated. Besides 
that, the carbon monoxide level in her blood was off the 
chart: near 90%.”

“Jesus.” Carl belched.
“And that’s not all,” Rick added. “We got a little 

break with the remains of one of the girl’s fingers. 
Enough was left to test her blood. She was drugged. 
Looks like an opiate, apparently a dose insufficient to 
knock her out. Adrenaline trumped it.”

“How’s that?”
Jaansen threw back his head and downed what was 

left of the booze and ashes. “Judging from the rib frac-
tures she sustained, I’d say she was restrained—pinned 
to the corpse—probably by those poles we saw at the 
site. The kid was murdered, Carl. I’d stake my reputa-
tion on it.”
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Carl rested his head against a cradle of knit fingers, 
eyes transfixed on the yellowed ceiling tiles. Fantastic 
as Rick’s assessment seemed, it made a perverse kind of 
sense. Carl rose from the chair and grabbed for his coat. 
“Fine job, as usual, Doc. I owe you another one. And 
thank the Quincys down in Indy for me.”

“That’s what I’m here for, Carl.” Jaansen leaned over 
his desk and looked up intently. “I just hope it helps you 
nail the bastards.”

“A goddamn little girl. Who in the hell would do 
that? And in that way? Got something I can take to the 
prosecutor?”

Jaansen tossed him a stapled set of papers. “Here’s 
a copy of my preliminary notes. I’ll try to wrap up my 
report in the next couple of hours and fax it to you right 
away. If something dramatic comes up in the meantime, 
I’ll give you a ring.”

A ring. The word sent a sudden reflexive shudder 
up Carl’s spine. “Christ Almighty,” he gasped. At once, 
he remembered the weird phone call he and Howie had 
gotten at the department on Monday afternoon. The 
trajectories of these two unusual cases had converged. 
And while he was no nearer a solution, at least it seemed 
not all the alleys were blind ones.
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November 3 
6:15 p.m.

Is this day never gonna end? Carl let out a weary sigh as 
he left the hospital morgue. Much as he wanted to wait 
until morning with the news, he’d rather break the news 
to the prosecutor that night than wait until morning. 
Southworth had an inviolable early morning ritual 
involving coffee, The New York Times, and a bran muffin 
that nothing short of a nuclear blast could break. This 
rite unfolded in Southworth’s private office, which had 
an extra phone line installed in it, with a number given 
to only a select few in his life. Carl had the number, 
but no inclination to justify an early-morning intru-
sion; he hated to be on defense when talking in person 
to his boss.

Carl dialed the prosecutor’s direct line, praying—
despite his fatigue—that Southworth was working late. 
The prosecutor answered on the second ring.
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Carl said, “I’m on my way over with import-
ant news.” 

Th e prosecutor off ered no argument.

Th e receptionist and paralegals had long since departed 
by the time Carl arrived at Southworth’s offi  ce. Allen 
looked up from a sheaf of papers and pointed Carl 
to a chair.

Carl said, “Hey, Allen, sorry to keep you away from 
another family dinner.”

A faint fl ush showed in the prosecutor’s long lean 
face. “I already called Jan and told her to put a plate in 
the oven and go ahead without me.”

Carl inwardly winced at his own runaway mouth. 
He’d momentarily forgotten the local rumor that Jan 
Southworth had threatened to leave Allen over the 
amount of time he spent at the offi  ce, away from her 
and their children. He looked away for a second, then 
returned to the matter at hand. “Listen, before I tell you 
what I suspect, you gotta know that I’ll need some extra 
help on this one.”

“You’re the professional, Carl,” Allen yawned. “Just 
make sure that your paperwork is in order. But what’s 
up here?”        

“Not sure,” Carl answered. “I almost feel like I’m 



53

following a trail of breadcrumbs…like someone is lead-
ing me to a particular conclusion.”

“I’m confused,” confessed Allen. “Looks pretty 
straight-forward to me. Gotta be some connection 
between the perpetrators of whatever this was and a cult 
of some sort, right?”       

“That’s been my suspicion too,” Carl said. “But this 
is too pat for comfort. The father couldn’t lie his way 
out of a wet paper bag and the crime scene was just 
abandoned in a hurry, almost like they wanted it to be 
discovered.”

“And the parents are either the worst liars in cre-
ation or baiting us toward a conclusion.” Carl took a 
gulp of coffee.

“Cults, particularly the satanic variety, typically don’t 
want to draw attention to themselves. That’s how they 
manage to survive on the margins. You sound as if 
someone’s trying to get caught.” Allen looked quizzically 
at the Sheriff.

“Nevertheless,” Carl deadpanned. “Trouble is, Allen, 
that I don’t know much about the world outside of this 
part of Indiana. Anything east of Detroit may as well 
be the dark side of the moon. Might have to talk to 
someone out at the College.”

“You mean intellectuals, don’t you?” the prosecutor 
corrected, absently riffling papers on his desk before 
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looking up. “What could those eggheads teach an old 
sweat like you?”

“Maybe plenty.” Carl tossed the ME’s draft report 
onto the desk and recapped its contents, his initial inter-
views with family members and the telephone call he’d 
failed to give any credence. The events seemed to defy 
mere coincidence.

Allen slumped and massaged his forehead, the 
fingers of his right hand making circular kneading 
motions. At last, he looked at Carl with concentrated 
intent. “Isn’t cremation preferred to burial in places 
like India? Something to do with reincarnation, isn’t it?”

Carl shrugged. “No clue.”
“Mmmm, funeral sacrifice of women—strikes a 

vaguely familiar chord,” Allen said. “Out of some novel 
I read… somewhere.” He paged absently through the 
ME’s report, then started suddenly. “First and foremost, 
I want discretion, Sheriff.” He tapped his desk hard. 
“That’s all we need: the notoriety of a satanic cult case. 
Have you shared any of this with your people?”

“Not the sacrificial angle, no.” Carl shook his head. 
“It’s beyond what little they might know from that circus 
the other day in the woods. I have a couple of men still 
on the kid’s disappearance. Sort of a misdirection play.” 

“What about the ME’s office? Can they be trusted 
to keep this to themselves for now?”

“Jaansen’s never let me down before, and I’ve already 
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given him a heads-up,” Carl said. “Anyhow, aside from 
those policing the crime scene, he anticipated the prob-
lem and limited his help on the remains to one assistant 
he swears can be trusted.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way.” Allen made a few 
quick notes. “What about Magdalene?”

Carl stroked his chin as if to summon a strategy. 
Need a shave, he decided. “There’s this woman,” he read 
from his notepad, “a Dr. Lata Besant. Got her name from 
the head of security over there who used to work for me. 
She’s chairman of the Women’s Studies Program there. 
And she’s Indian, so there’s that.” He winced reflexively. 
“Magdalene is a pretty small college,” Carl added. “Not 
a whole lot to choose from, at least with experts on India 
there’s not. But she seems to have published quite a bit, 
mostly on women’s stuff.”

Allen grunted as he jotted notes. “Anything else?”         
“Well, there is another guy who, at least the students 

say, knows his onions. But he’s kind of a weirdo, I guess. 
Odd duck. Who knows with these types anyhow?” 

“Good,” Allen nodded grimly. “I care more about 
his expertise than his savoir-faire. We could probably 
use his input anyhow.”

He tapped his desk again sharply with the blunt 
end of his pen. He felt uncomfortable dealing with 
intellectuals, whatever their métier. “Meet me here 
mid-morning to talk strategy. I’ll check out that fellow 
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at Magdalene and bring him along. He’s bound to know 
more than we do. Say, eleven-thirty.”

“Right.” Carl stood. “I’ll be here.”

Allen reached for the ME’s report as the Sheriff  let 
himself out. He put his feet up on his cluttered desk, 
propped the report against his knees and began reading.

Speeding through the fi ve-page summary, he soon 
grew troubled: Th e fi rst problem he saw was motive. 
Why would anyone want to murder a little girl this way? 
Th e whole thing was obviously too ritualistic for your 
run-of-the-mill child abuse. Some fi nancial incentive, 
insurance perhaps? But then, why risk discovery by doing 
something conspicuous like this?

Less mundane explanations were also unsatisfying. 
If this girl had been off ered as some sort of sacrifi ce, why 
not kill her fi rst to avoid resistance? Or if that somehow 
wasn’t enough to propitiate whatever deity the perpe-
trators were trying to appease, why not drug her into 
unconsciousness? Th en again, maybe that was the point: 
for the victim to be both conscious and tormented? Perhaps 
that was the object after all: a requirement… some sort 
of catharsis.

And what was the connection between the victim 
and the adult corpse? Was the adult a brother? Th e ME’s 
report set the man’s age at around 32, the girl, ten. What 



should the next move involving the family be? And why did Roop 
have a different surname?

Whatever was going on here, Allen sensed it was 
big—and he had a nose for big cases. He’d developed it 
while growing rich as a prominent local law firm’s ‘King 
of Malpractice’, winning huge settlements for victims 
of medical negligence. Principia’s modest size had 
proved no hindrance at all to the consequent growth of 
his reputation. Now, just a year into his role of public 
prosecutor—underpaid champion of justice and due 
process—he was smelling another variety of ‘mega-case’ 
in the wind.


