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The laptop computer mounted next to
the steering wheel in my squad car beeped, and a message appeared
on the screen.

Phone Gregory Trippen @
802-555-4243.

I was near the southwest
border of the county, driving past rolling acres of plowed fields
readied for planting in the upcoming weeks. I took a right onto the
next road, a bumpy gravel leading into a small Finnish Lutheran
cemetery at the rise of a hill. I stopped my car, flanked on both
sides by headstones adorned with names full of double vowels and
consonants.

It was an unfamiliar area
code. I punched in the ten digits. It barely rang when a panicked
“Hello?” came from the other end.

“Gregory Trippen,
please.”

“That’s me.”

“Sergeant Corinne
Aleckson, Winnebago County Sheriff’s Department. I had a message to
call—”

“It’s my brother. He’s on
his way to Winnebago County to sacrifice himself on Satan’s altar.”
His words tumbled out with urgency.

I pulled the memo pad from
my breast pocket and tried to digest what he said. “Mister Trippen,
could you repeat that?”

“Jeff phoned a few minutes
ago to tell me. He even sent me a picture of the dagger he’s going
to use to my cell phone. I tried to talk to him, find out where he
is, but all he would say is he’s on his way to Winnebago County to
sacrifice himself on Satan’s altar. I don’t know what to
do.”

Sacrifice himself on Satan’s altar? In Winnebago
County?

“Mister Trippen, does that
make any sense to you? Is your brother suffering from a mental
illness?”

“Yes. To both
questions.”

“Okay, let me get some
information and we’ll take it from there. You said you don’t know
where your brother is, but he’s on his way here to Winnebago
County. Where are you? I don’t recognize the eight oh two area
code.”

“It’s Vermont, but I’m in
upstate New York right now. I’m an over-the-road truck driver. Just
dropped off a load and was on my way home when Jeff
called.”

“Okay. I’ll need your full
name and date of birth to start the report.”

“Gregory Patrick Trippen,
December thirteenth, nineteen eighty.”

“Address?” It was in
Vermont. “And your commercial license was issued there?” I
asked.

“Yes.”

I sent a message to
Winnebago County Communications requesting an out-of-state search
on Trippen.

“But what about my
brother?”

“What’s his full name,
date of birth, address?”

“Jeffrey
Leon Trippen. Ah, born April thirtieth, ah, nineteen eighty-two.”
He paused. “I only have his post office box number and
latest cell phone number, which he’s
probably thrown away by now.”

While Trippen continued, I
typed in the vital statistics and sent a second message to
Communications. “He’s moved around a lot, landed in New York last
year. He gets P.O. boxes so I can send him money, but I never
really know where he’s staying. Poor Jeff went off the deep end
years ago. I don’t know what else to do to help him except send him
money. I never expected this.” His voice cracked.

Communications found
Gregory Trippen at the address he gave and as the holder of a
commercial driver’s license. They found an identification-only
license for Jeffrey Trippen, issued in Vermont two years
prior.

“Mister Trippen, what’s
your brother’s connection to Winnebago County?”

“We grew up there, in
Wellspring. My mother got us out of there when we were still kids,
but it was too late for Jeff.”

“What do you
mean?”

“Our mother married a man
when we were little, after our dad died. It turned out he was a
hard core Satanist. When I got older I started to believe that
monster killed my dad so he could have my mom and her
boys.”

One thing at a
time.

Was Gregory Trippen a
rational man? It was difficult to determine in a few-minute phone
conversation packed with wild claims of what his brother was
planning, their involvement with a cult, and that his stepfather
had likely killed his father to marry his mother and gain control
of her sons. “Mister Trippen, we need to meet in person. When can
you get to Oak Lea, to the sheriff’s department?”

Trippen’s voice was
trembling and sounded like he was struggling to hold in his tears.
“I hadn’t thought that far. I about lost it getting that call and
seeing the picture of the dagger on top of it all. I did the only
thing I could think of. Call you guys.”

His end of the phone went
silent. “Mister Trippen?”

“Yeah, I guess I’ll have
to come to Winnebago County. I never wanted to go back there, but I
gotta do all I can to save my brother. I’ll get this rig back. I’m
four hours from home. I don’t like to fly. My brother won’t fly, so
if I drive, hopefully I’ll still make it there before he
does.”

“It’s a long drive from
Vermont.”

“About thirteen hundred
miles. Twenty hours or so in a car.”

“You’ll need to sleep
before you start off on another long drive.”

“My friend is out of work.
I’ll hire him to go with me, and he can take the first
leg.”

“What about your mother?
Where is she?”

“In Vermont, but I don’t
want to tell her about this yet. She feels she’s responsible for
Jeff’s illness, and worries all the time. I want to leave her out
of it for now.”

“All right. I’ll give you
my cell number so you can call me when you have an idea of when
you’ll get here.”

“I can trust you,
right?”

“Trust me?”

“A few
years ago when I thought they
had finally given up on us, I phoned a lieutenant
there to ask about my father’s case. He was one of the deputies who
was involved with it.”

“What happened to your
father, exactly?”

“He was
deer hunting with three other guys, and they all said they mistook
him for a deer. They all shot their shotguns, and two hit him. They
didn’t know which two it was. All
of them mistook him for a deer? I was hoping
they’d reopen the case, but the lieutenant said the detective had
determined that it was an accident.”

“Do you remember the
lieutenant’s name?”

“Armstrong. Alden
Armstrong.”

Alden Armstrong. A veteran
of many years with the department.

“And your father’s
name?”

“Harlan
Manthes.”

“Not Trippen?”

“No, my
mother legally changed our names after we got to Vermont, for
protection from them.”

“I will never give you a
reason not to trust me, Mister Trippen. At least not
intentionally.”

His voice was hesitant. “I
need to believe you.” A pause, then, “I wasn’t trying to offend you
or anything, but I’ve learned to protect myself from people who you
think are one way and then they turn out to be the
opposite.”

“I understand. To let you
know, I had Communications send me a physical description of your
brother. According to this he’s five ten, one hundred and sixty
pounds, brown hair, blue eyes. I’ll pull up his photo when I get
back to the station. He has an identification card, not a driver’s
license. Is that correct, from what you know?”

“Yeah. He had a license,
but he lost it—a drunk driving offense—and never tried to get it
back. He might weigh less than one sixty.”

“What’s his style in
clothing? How does he wear his hair?”

“I haven’t seen him in two
years. He was looking pretty unkempt at that time. Long scraggly
hair pulled back in a ponytail, long beard. He wears jeans and
whatever shirt or jacket he picks up at places like the Salvation
Army.”

With a photo to match
Trippen’s description of his brother, he’d be fairly easy to spot.
There weren’t many transients in the county. They tended to pass
through Winnebago in search of counties better equipped to handle
their needs.

“Where is your brother
headed to? Where is the altar located?”

“I don’t know for sure. We
were always blindfolded on the way there and back, plus it was dark
out. You know, nighttime. It’s in a wooded area, and by either a
river or a creek. I know that much. I’d say within fifteen minutes
of Wellspring.”

“Wellspring is near the
western border of the county. If you were blindfolded, how can you
be sure it was in Winnebago County?”

“I guess I can’t swear to
it, but I know we never drove over a bridge, which we’d have to,
right, to leave the county?”

Good
observation for a blindfolded kid. “From
Wellspring?” I mentally visualized a map
of western Winnebago County. “Yes, you’re right. So you think the
altar might be somewhere on the southern bank of the Mississippi
River, or the eastern bank of the North Fork of the Raven River? Or
was it more like a creek?”

There were many creeks
throughout the county. When rainfall was scarce, the Raven was more
like a creek than a river in some areas.

“I’d say it seemed more
like the Raven, or even a creek, than like the Mississippi. It was
a little ways from the altar area, and I never actually saw it. But
I could hear moving water not too far away.”

“If you were blindfolded,
how do you suppose your brother expects to find it? Do you have
reason to believe he has been in contact with your
stepfather?”

“No, not unless the creep
found Jeff somehow. But Jeff would have told me that, I think, but
I guess I don’t know for sure. Maybe Jeff wasn’t always
blindfolded. That monster took Jeff to the altar a lot more times
than he took me, poor guy.”

“Are you clear to write
down my number?”

“Is it the one you’re
calling on?”

“It is.”

“I got it on Caller ID. As
soon as I get to a rest station I’ll pull off and send you the
dagger photo.”

“Good. Thanks. I’ll put
out an attempt to locate on your brother.”

“Thank you, Sergeant. I’m
really scared for Jeff, and I believe I can trust you. I have to
tell you, I didn’t feel that way about Lieutenant Armstrong. It was
like he was hiding something.”

Armstrong was arrogant,
but I had never had reason not to trust him. Did Trippen know
something I didn’t?
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Cyril Bishop stepped into the
semi-sanctuary of his office and closed the door behind him. He
longed for a break from needy people. It was his job and he did it
well, but their demands were often pointless.

“He always carried a
hundred dollar bill in his pocket. Here, put this in his right
front pocket.”

“She asked to be buried
with her favorite shoes. She went square dancing every week, and
these were her favorites.”

“Here’s her confirmation
Bible to take with her.”

“He was never without his
rosary beads. We want him to keep them with him for all
eternity.”

Pointless. The unpleasant
part of his job was to keep the families of the deceased happy, and
they paid him well. His Lord and Master had provided him with an
established business, the one Cyril’s uncle had started and he had
expanded. People came from miles around, entrusting the bodies of
their loved ones to him. His makeup artistry was unmatched by any
other mortician in Winnebago County, and word had
spread.

Cyril was restless. There
were important dates around the corner, and he needed assurance
things were in place. He paused to pray. “Hail Satan, king of hell
and ruler of this world, give me continued strength and wisdom to
defeat your enemies.”

He
pulled out his cell phone and dialed the first number. No answer.
The message he left was simple. “The meeting is on for tonight.” He
left the same message on two more phones. The men would need no
other information. Tuesday was the night they kept
their calendars clear in case a meeting was
called. They would all be there at the appointed hour and location.
Their high priest had ordered it.
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I
looked around the cemetery as I thought about my
conversation with Gregory Trippen, then
opened my phone and dialed Detective Elton “Smoke”
Dawes’ cell phone number. When I’d started with
Winnebago County, Smoke was my training officer and had become my
mentor and best friend in the department. I believed our
relationship would have become more intimate if there were fewer
obstacles.

“What’s up,
Corky?”

I heard a dog barking
nearby.

“Are you in the middle of
something?”

“No, I’m home.”

“Oh, sorry, I didn’t hear
you go off-duty.”

“Just pulled up to my
garage. Hang on. Three forty, Winnebago County.”

“Go ahead, Three
forty.”

“I’m
ten-seven.”

“You’re ten-seven at
eighteen oh two. Goodnight.”

“Okay, Corky.” I heard his
door “ding ding ding” when he opened it. He slammed it
shut.

“I got a strange one for
you. One I doubt you’ve heard before.”

“Hey, Rex, buddy, you miss
me?” It sounded like his dog was panting into the phone, and I
envisioned Smoke bent over, petting him. “With all my years in, you
think so, huh?”

“A man is on his way to
Winnebago County to sacrifice himself on Satan’s altar.”

“Come
again?” I repeated the implausible sentence. “Okay,
I’ll give you that. Never heard that one before.
Give me the particulars.”

I summed up Trippen’s
phone conversation. “I put in an ATL on Jeffrey Trippen.
Communications should have it up any minute. And there was
something else he talked about. Do you remember the hunting
accident where a man named Harlan Manthes was mistaken for a deer
and shot and killed?”

“No, don’t recall hearing
about that one. Must have been when I was serving with Lake, or
Cook County, before I came back to Winnebago.”

“I’ll look up the report
later.”

“Winnebago County, Six oh
eight?” Communications officer Robin’s voice came over the
radio.

I told Smoke goodbye, shut
my phone, and depressed my radio button to reply. “Go ahead,
Winnebago County.”

“A domestic in progress at
Twenty-seven Forty-five Pleasant Avenue Southwest, Kadoka. Female
party called nine-one-one, line got disconnected, no answer on call
back.”

“Ten-four. Who’s in the
area for backup?”

“Seven ten,” Deputy Brian
Carlson answered.

“Seven fourteen will head
that way. I’m about seven miles out,” Deputy Vince Weber
added.

“Copy.”

The call information
appeared on my screen. “Collin and Nichole Jasper residence.
Unidentified female called, cried ‘Help’ into the phone. Male voice
in the background yelled ‘You,’ then the line went dead. Return
calls not picked up.”

My heart rate kept pace
with my car’s speed as I pushed the accelerator down. I activated
the lights, but kept the sirens silent. I was within a few miles of
the residence and didn’t want to alert the male offender. Domestics
were often volatile and carried a high potential for danger.
Countless officers had been injured or killed responding to those
calls. I typed Carlson and Weber a reminder, “no
sirens.”

I passed through the city
of Kadoka, drove another mile to Pleasant Avenue Southwest, and
took a right. The Jaspers’ home was the first on the left. A grove
of thick pines hid the house from the road. I parked, sent
Communications the message I had arrived, and got out.

I was walking across the
road toward the house when Carlson’s squad car pulled in behind me.
Weber came from the other direction a few seconds later. We
gathered together, pushed through a space between the trees, and
raced to the side of the house. Weber won. We crouched below the
level of the windows and quickly crept to the front
door.

Yelling and banging noises
were coming from inside the residence. In
exigent—emergency—circumstances when officers believe a person is
in danger, the law allows them to enter a building or dwelling
without either the owners’ permission or an official search
warrant.

Vince Weber was a compact
body mass of strength. I appreciated his ability to break open a
door, ramming bar or not. Without a word, he jammed his elbows into
his waist, pulled his shoulders up to stabilize his head and neck,
and rapidly sidestepped his way into the closed door. The simple
deadbolt did not keep him out. The door swung open so hard that it
hit the wall and bounced back.

The perpetrator didn’t have
time to react. Weber drew his gun and was in the house in one
movement. Carlson and I had already drawn and followed him in, a
hair behind. Weber went right, Carlson went left, and I took
center. We had our weapons trained on a young man wearing nothing
but an astounded expression. His arm stopped mid-swing, a foot or
so from a woman’s face.

“Drop to your knees. Now!”
Carlson ordered.

The man continued to stare.
“On your knees now!” he repeated.

The man finally understood
the order and complied.

“Put your hands on your
head and interlock your fingers.”

Weber holstered his Glock,
moved in, and handcuffed the naked man in under ten seconds. When
he was restrained, Carlson and I holstered our weapons.

I looked at the young
woman who was shaking and hugging herself tightly, like she was
trying to still her body’s movements.

“Is there anyone else in
the house?” I asked.

She looked around the
living room, her eyes darting from one out-of-place item to the
next. A coffee table lay on its side and magazines were strewn on
the floor. A lamp lay on the couch, its shade pushed to an unusual
angle.

She shook her head. “No,
just us.”

“Okay. Carlson, Weber, get
his information. I’ll be with her in the next room.” I waved the
young woman toward the kitchen area.

Her voice was weak,
tentative. “Should I get him some pants?”

“Good idea.” To ensure
security, I followed her into the bedroom and watched her pull a
pair of sweatpants out of a drawer. “Why don’t you grab some socks,
shoes, and a shirt. He’ll need them when he gets out of
jail.”

She
crumbled halfway to the ground. “He’s going to jail?”

“Yes.” Of course.

“I don’t
want him to go to jail. I’m not pressing
charges.”

“Ma’am, three deputies
witnessed him committing assault. It’s not up to you. We’re the
ones charging him.”

I reached for the pants,
and she handed them over. “Get the rest of his clothes, and we’ll
talk about it.” She pulled out underwear, socks, and a shirt and
gave them to me without a word.

“Let’s go talk in the
kitchen.”

She weakly nodded and
headed that direction. I handed the man’s clothes to Weber and
Carlson on my way by. “Probably good to get his pants on, at
least.”

The deputies guided him to
his feet. The man was crying and babbled incoherently while Weber
told him to lift first one foot, then the other. He helped him
dress while Carlson steadied him.

The young woman sank onto a
chair at the table. Her head was bent, her face near the table.
Tears dropped onto her folded, trembling hands.

“Your
full name and date of birth?” I pulled out my memo pad
and found a clean page.

She identified herself as
Nichole Ann Jasper. Collin James Jasper, the man in the next room,
was her husband. They were twenty-five and twenty-six years old,
respectively.

“Nichole, tell me what
happened tonight.”

“All I can say is,
sometimes my husband has these flashbacks. He gets a little crazy,
but he’s never acted like this before, yelling at me, coming after
me.”

“And tonight?”

“He didn’t hit me or
anything. I think he might have, though, and then you deputies came
in.”

“You called
nine-one-one.”

“I was scared for him. He
commutes to work with a friend. Tonight they stopped for a drink.
Collin just can’t drink. He can’t handle it. He got home and had
this scary look in his eyes, took off his clothes, and started
yelling at me, accusing me of hiding his boxers and tee
shirt—that’s what he sleeps in at night. I thought maybe he took
some kind of drug. I mean, he doesn’t take any, but maybe someone
slipped something in his drink. I don’t know.”

“We’ll check him out, run
a drug scan. What did you mean when you said he has
flashbacks?”

“It’s a long story, and I
can’t really go into it. Let’s just say he suffered a lot of abuse
as a kid. Alcohol can trigger those old memories. More than
memories. I think his mind goes back to the time when he was
powerless against some very bad people. Only now, if they tried to
hurt him, he said he would fight back. When he was young, he
couldn’t.”

“You sound like you know
your husband very well. Are you afraid of him?”

“I’m not
afraid of him, I’m afraid for
him. I worry they still have a hold on
him.”

“They?”

Nichole
shook her head. She wasn’t going to tell me who they were.

“His mother, father,
another relative?”

She shrugged and remained
silent.

“Okay, we’ll take him to
the hospital, get him checked out. He’ll spend the night in jail,
hopefully make his first appearance in court in the
morning.”

Nichole visibly shrank, her
shoulders dropping several inches. She looked frightened and
fragile, more like a young girl than a woman in her
mid-twenties.

I spoke
softly. “Minnesota law says we have to make an arrest for fifth degree domestic assault under the
circumstances. Hopefully your husband can
get the help he needs with his flashbacks.”

Nichole nodded. “He’s
working on it. We both are.”

“Good. That’s a start.
Will you be okay here tonight? You want to call anyone to come and
stay with you, or maybe go to a relative’s or a friend’s
house?”

Nichole inhaled deeply and
straightened, lifting her head and shoulders. Her spine went rigid.
“No. I’ll be all right.”

Collin Jasper’s head was
extended down as far as his neck would allow. He closed his eyes
when the deputies led him out the door and down the length of the
driveway.

Carlson followed Weber and
Collin Jasper to the hospital. Carlson phoned an hour later to
inform me Jasper’s check had revealed he was clear for drugs and
his blood alcohol level was .02 percent—a negligible
amount.

Something had triggered his
outburst, his flashback. His wife said he couldn’t drink, and if
that small amount of alcohol had sent him into fight mode, he
should never drink.

“Weber’s taking him to the
jail. He’ll be there in a few minutes,” Carlson said.

“Thanks,
Brian.”
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As night closed around
them, the four
men formed a close circle. The waxing crescent moon offered little
light through the trees, but it didn’t matter. They were at home in
the dark.

“The abduction and
preparation must take place between the twenty-first and the
twenty-third, in keeping with our calendar. The sacrifice for Saint
Mark’s Eve is the twenty-fourth,” High Priest Cyril
said.

“I’m scheduled to drive
the volunteer van for Harbor Shelter on Friday night, the
twenty-third. It works out well. The streets are filled with
homeless drunks and addicts,” Roman said.

Noris nodded. “And we know
the cops don’t have the time or the resources to try to track them
down when they go missing.”

“It’s our duty to
eliminate those people, purge them from the earth. Human sacrifice
furthers the work of our Master.”

“Try to find a female this
time,” Noris said.

“It will be the one our
Master provides, female or male. We will take who he sends. Hail
Satan!” Cyril said as he lifted a wooden rod. Its handle was in the
shape of a goat’s head.

“Hail Satan!” The others
chanted in unison.

“We’ll have the young
female sacrifice on Walpurgisnacht, Beltane’s Eve.”

Dieter looked up. “Younger
ones’ spirits send out much more energy when they
leave.”

“We will not vary from our
plan. Roman will secure our sacrificial victim on the twenty-third.
The room, the drugs, all in order?” Cyril looked at Dieter’s
shadowed face.

“All in order.”

“Good. Let’s offer our
thanks before leaving.”

The high priest began, a
guttural sound erupting from deep in his throat, “Dark angel,
archangel, your power gives us power and brings heaven to our
sight. Rise up, Lucifer, bring us your light . . .”
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My phone beeped, alerting me I had a
message. I picked it up and flipped it open. It was the dagger
photo from Gregory Trippen. There was no wonder he was concerned.
The blade looked to be about nine inches long. It tapered to a
sharp point and was silver in color. Stainless steel? The handle
appeared to be sterling with ornate designs tooled into the metal.
Six red stones formed a line down the center.

An elaborately decorated
work of art obtained for self-destruction. Self-sacrifice. I sent
the dagger photo to Communications and requested they print it on
the color copier.

A number of calls the next
few hours prevented me from returning to the sheriff’s department
until late. A waxing moon lit the clear night skies and threw
crescent shaped slices on the surfaces of lakes and ponds I passed
along the way.

Todd Mason, a good friend
of mine, was the only deputy in the squad room. He stood when I
entered. “All yours,” he said.

“I heard your call. Have
fun with that noise complaint.”

“Second one at that
apartment this month. Have to write a citation if it keeps up.
Hopefully I’ll be back to finish my reports before the end of our
shift.”

“I’ll tell you all about a
phone call I got when you get back.”

“All righty.” And he was
out the door.

I went into out-of-state
records and pulled up photos of both Gregory and Jeffrey Trippen.
Gregory resembled Vince Weber from the shoulders up: husky, no
neck, which gave the appearance his head rested directly on his
shoulders. But unlike Weber, he had a full head of brown hair.
Weber kept his head shaved. Gregory’s expression was serious,
bordering on pained. The image looked like a mug shot, not a
driver’s license photo.

Jeffrey’s features reminded
me of John Lennon from photos taken in his later years, when his
hair was long and he sported a beard. But their eyes were
different. Lennon’s revealed intelligence, hinting at defiance.
Jeffrey’s eyes conveyed a cross between wistful and fearful. The
eyes of a tormented man that still had hope. What look would they
hold now that he had given up and planned to end it all?

Jeffrey Trippen was out
there somewhere, headed for Winnebago County, carrying a very
dangerous weapon. We had to find him before he, or someone else,
got hurt.






Robin swung her slight, bony body
around in her swivel chair when I entered Communications. “Oh,
Corky, I meant to get that copy to your box, but it’s been too
busy.”

“No problem. You guys have
been getting a ton of calls all night.” I picked up the dagger
image printout lying next to the copier. Every pore in my body
prickled. The larger version was far more fearsome than the
miniature one on my phone.

“One nasty blade on that
thing,” Jerry called over from his seat in front of the
communication panel’s hundreds of buttons and switches. The ends of
his squint lines touched his graying sideburns. The 911 phone
receiver lit up, and he redirected his attention.

Robin
stood and stretched. “What’s this all about? When the reporting
person called, first he asked for the sheriff. I told him it was
after business hours, so I could put him through to the sheriff’s
voicemail. He seemed frantic and asked to speak to
the next in command. Instead of explaining how
admin was gone for the day, I told him I’d have you call as soon as
possible.”

I nodded.

“So what’s the deal?” she
persisted.

“Gregory Trippen is
worried about his brother, Jeffrey, who said he is on his way to
Winnebago County. Gregory believes he is carrying that dagger and
intends to hurt himself.”

“We got that in the ATL.
Officer extreme caution. That’s scary.”

I nodded. “I saw the ATL
when you sent it out, and you got it right. We look for him ’til we
find him.”

I wanted to do some
investigating and talk to the sheriff before I revealed the
sacrifice on Satan’s altar detail to everyone in the department. I
told Robin and Jerry “thanks”, made my way back to the still
deserted squad room, and set to work searching old files listed in
the computer records.

Manthes,
Harlan. There
were a few calls attached to his name. In 1984, he had reported a
burglary at his residence. In 1985, harassing phone calls. Also in
1985, a fender bender. 1986, a small fire in his detached garage. I
jotted them down in my memo book.

Case number 19881104.
Accidental shooting death while hunting.

I headed to the records
room where the files from the beginning of time were stored in
mammoth, horizontal file cabinets. I unlocked the door, stepped in,
and visually scanned the letters on the drawers as I walked. The M
drawers started at the end of the north wall and continued around
to the east wall. Manthes was in the third drawer from the bottom.
I stood on tiptoes while I pushed one Man-file after the next until
I found Manthes. Harlan was the fifth or sixth one
alphabetically.

I pushed more files
backward and forward curious if either Gregory or Jeffrey was in
there for any reason. Neither one was. Back to Harlan. I pulled his
file and plopped onto a nearby chair, prepared to read several
reports, but the only report in his file was the 1985 minimal
damage crash. No other reports, no photos.

I
grabbed a three-step ladder and set it in front of the open drawer
for a better vantage point while I looked. I pulled files
of the others with the same surname: Bruce,
Catherine, Eugene, Theodore, William.
Harlan’s reports were not wrongly filed in any of them. I searched
one nearby file after the next. Nothing. I opened the N drawer, but
there was no Harlan Manthes in the Na section either. It was rare,
but occasionally a missing sheet or two turned up accidentally
misfiled.

Three reports, including
the investigation of his death, were nowhere to be found in my
thirty-minute search. Very odd.

Gregory Trippen had talked
to Alden Armstrong regarding his father’s death a few years before.
There should be a report on that. I found the Tra-Tri drawer and
fingered through the back files. Tripp, Triton. No Trippen. What in
the world?

I headed
back to the squad room and searched the computer for Gregory
Trippen. There was one entry. On July second, three years earlier,
he had called with a request to speak to an officer. Alden
Armstrong made the entry: “Spoke with Gregory Trippen regarding a
question he had on a case involving his father. Question answered.
NRN.” NRN. No
report needed. When a citizen called with a legitimate concern about an
investigation, it required a report.

It was time to talk to
Alden Armstrong.

















6: The
Coven






Dieter Munden returned home from the
outdoor temple meeting and went downstairs. He stepped into the
small temple in his basement and turned on the light. The black
walls absorbed much of the illumination. The room was dimly lit and
cast in shadows. He bowed at the image of the pentagram painted on
the floor, then made his way to the small altar and lit the black
candles on it. The Black Book lay between the candleholders. Dieter
picked it up and drew it to his forehead, grateful once again for
the position of power and authority he had been granted when Royce
Sparrow left the coven to start a new one in Saint
Cloud.

Dieter had been a lonely
child, raised in the countryside of Germany outside of Bonn, the
birthplace of Beethoven. His parents worked long hours in their
gift shop, and Dieter was left to his own devices most of the time.
He loved science, especially chemistry, and spent hours with the
chemistry set he had gotten as a birthday gift. Eventually, that
had led to his decision to pursue a career in pharmacy. Studying
drugs and their families, their purpose, contraindications, and
potential side effects appealed to Dieter.

He had explored potential
universities in Germany, other European countries, and the United
States. The educational opportunities in the United States seemed
endless. Dieter was intrigued by the vast opportunities in
America.

He had researched the
geography and climate of the upper Midwest in the United States and
found it was similar to his homeland. He found a suitable college.
The School of Pharmacy at the University of Wisconsin in Madison
had been around for over a century. It was established in 1883 and
the first of its kind to offer a baccalaureate degree in pharmacy.
It was also the first in the nation to offer doctoral degrees in
pharmaceutical chemistry, pharmaceutics, the history of pharmacy,
and social studies of pharmacy.

After a
year of deliberation, he had applied at the University of
Wisconsin in Madison. His parents weren’t
thrilled with the idea of Dieter going all the way to the United
States for college when there were so many fine ones in Germany,
but they weren’t opposed to it either.

He had
met Cyril Bishop in biology class the first day at school.
Something about Cyril drew him in immediately. His
confidence, his charisma. They differed in
personality and looks. Cyril was six four,
lean and muscular, with dark hair and eyes. His roman nose was his
most prominent facial feature.

Dieter was six inches
shorter than Cyril, but weighed more. He had shied away from
athletics and physical activities as a teen and had accumulated
rolls around his middle. His eyes were a light hazel shade, and he
controlled his brown curly hair by keeping it short. His best
facial feature was his winning smile.

Cyril had chosen Dieter as
his lab partner that first day. Dieter was not a loner when Cyril
was around, because Cyril didn’t allow it. Dieter thought back to
their first conversation, when they had walked out of biology class
together.

“Dieter, huh? Any idea
what your name means?”

“Ruler of the
people.”

“I like it. Not too
different from the meaning of my name. Cyril means lordly. My
parents chose it for a reason.”

“What is that?”

“I’ll tell you all about
it someday. I don’t want to sound like a big bragger when we barely
know each other.”

Dieter had wondered if
Cyril had descended from royal ancestry.

Most
students at the university were from Wisconsin and
often went home on weekends. Dieter could not go
to Germany at the drop of a hat and spent
weekends on the deserted campus, hanging out in his dorm room or at
the library. Cyril’s family lived an hour outside of Madison, and
the second time he had gone home for a weekend, he’d invited
Dieter. He had gladly accepted, eager to meet his new friend’s
family.

Cyril’s mother was quiet
and serious, and Dieter had noted that Cyril had a similar
personality to his father. Friday night, about an hour after they
had gone to bed, Cyril’s father had come into his room and told him
it was time to go. Dieter had made some noises about time for what,
but Cyril’s father had told him to go back to sleep. Cyril had left
with his father.

Dieter was curious and a
little jealous that Cyril would be called in the middle of the
night to go somewhere with his father. When he’d asked him about it
the next day, Cyril had told him it was a power-renewing mission
and he would give him the details later. Dieter had imagined it was
some sort of magical mission. Cyril had seemed more energetic after
the outing, which made him all the more curious.

“Someday I will take you
with me, but you need to be prepared. You must be willing to give
your all. But by giving your all, you will be greatly
rewarded.”

Dieter remembered feeling
excited at the possibility of being more like Cyril.
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Todd Mason returned to the squad
room twenty minutes before our shift ended. He threw his memo pad
on the table, then sat down. “Two young guys sharing a place. Like
to play their music really loud. They’ll be deaf by the time they
get to be my age.”

“Ah, yes, the ripe old age
of thirty-two. How young are they anyway?”

He flipped open his memo
pad and looked at a sheet. “Twenty-one. Both of them. I told them
it was their final verbal warning. Next time it’s a citation. You
put out an ATL, huh?”

“Yeah, look at this.” I
pulled the dagger image from my pile and handed it over.

“What the
hell?”

“Speaking of which, the
guy we’re looking for is on his way to Winnebago County to
sacrifice himself on Satan’s altar using this.” I handed him the
printout of Jeffrey Trippen’s identification photo.

“Whoa.” Brian Carlson came
into the room and dropped his briefcase on a chair. “What are you
saying?”

Mason handed both photos
over.

“Dungeons and dragons?
What’s this about a sacrifice?” Carlson asked.

“That guy looks lost,
sad,” Mason said.

I filled the deputies in on
the details Gregory Trippen had shared regarding his brother and
their involvement in a cult, and the belief his stepfather had
killed his father to marry his mother. I didn’t tell them about the
missing reports. Mason’s hazel eyes were intense and didn’t leave
my face. Carlson’s big blue eyes stared at the dagger
photo.

“What’s your take on all
that?” Carlson asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t know.
Keep the satanic part quiet until I talk to the sheriff. You know
how the rumor mill blows things out of proportion.”

They both
agreed.

After a minute of silence
and another look at the printouts of the dagger and Jeffrey
Trippen, Carlson pointed at the training-schedule bulletin board
hanging on the squad room wall. “You guys see they finally got the
details posted for our annual team-building?”

“No. I haven’t looked
yet,” I said as I hung the sheets of Trippen and the dagger
images—with explanations—on the postings board next to photos of a
few criminals who were on the loose. Fugitives from
justice.

“Finally. They’ve had
‘save the dates’ up for a month at least,” Mason said.

We gathered in front of the
bulletin board. Carlson and Mason stood behind me, reading silently
over my shoulders.

The memo
read: “All members of the sheriff’s department, probation services,
and county attorney’s office are required to participate in a
team-building exercise April 22nd, 23rd or
24th.
Your group assignments are listed below. The first step is to
contact the other members of your group and pick a date that works
for all of you. Meet in Room 130 at your scheduled date and time.
Wear casual and weather appropriate dress. Sign up by April
19th.”

“We have to pull our teams
together to decide on a date. That’s an odd way of doing things,”
Todd said, glancing at his watch.

“No kidding. And why are
we with probation and the county attorneys anyway?” Brian
said.

I turned toward the
deputies, making them take a comfort-zone step back. “A new twist
this year, I guess. We work with the same criminals, different
aspects. It’ll give us a chance to get to know those guys outside
of the courtroom.”

“By getting down and
dirty? I hope it’s not what we did last time. It took me a whole
day to recover,” Todd complained.

The previous year we had
been divided into teams of varying abilities and had to run a
seven-mile, hilly course through Lake Pearl State Park, following
directing signs. We were required to start together as a team, stay
together as a team, and finish together as a team. Hopefully in
first place. Todd Mason and I were on the same team. He was a
faster and stronger runner than me and had pulled me, literally, up
a few of the higher hills so I could keep up. Our group had managed
to finish first in spite of my lagging.

“That was a tough one. If
you hadn’t dragged me half the way, we never would have done so
well. No question I was the weak link on that team,” I
said.

He patted my shoulder.
“Nah. You were the motivator—you just had shorter legs than the
rest of us.”

I touched the top of my
head. “True, my five five to your six one. Which is close to what
all you guys were, I think.”

“I was in a slow group. We
had Edberg, who’s getting up there in years. And Weber. For being
so stocky, Weber’s a surprisingly fast sprinter, but you can’t
sprint for seven miles. At least we didn’t come in last,” Carlson
said.

“I doubt it will be an
endurance course this year since we have the other departments with
us,” I countered.

“Yeah, one or two of those
guys would drop dead for sure. Can you imagine Collinwood—” Mason
was referring to our rotund county attorney.

I interrupted, “Be nice,
Mason.” I studied the assignments. “So I got Mandy Zubinski, Vince
Weber, Donny Nickles from probation, and Eric Stueman from the
attorneys.” I thought for a moment. “He doesn’t much care for me.
Stueman.”

Carlson crossed his arms
and rested them on his chest. “He just got here a few months ago.
What’d you do to turn him off that fast?”

“Who knows? We haven’t had
much contact, actually. I testified at a couple of DUI cases he
handled, and he was very stand-offish. I tried to make small talk,
and he wouldn’t even answer me.”

“Been pretty friendly to
me. Seems like an okay guy.”

“Like I said, I don’t
think he likes me.”

Carlson stepped closer to
the board and pointed with his pen. “I see a pattern here. Look at
the people on my team, and Mason’s. It’s like people on every team
have problems with at least one other. Doesn’t seem like the groups
were chosen by eeny meeny miny moe, does it?”

“You could be right,
Brian. People go to the chief deputy from time to time with
complaints about other deputies, if it’s something they can’t seem
to resolve themselves. He’d have the inside information if anyone
would,” Mason said.

Looking at my team
members, I had an issue, or ten, with Zubinski, and Zubinski had a
personality conflict with Weber. I wasn’t sure where Nickles and
Stueman fit in. From my end, Nickles and I got along fine. Maybe
Weber had something against him. Did Stueman have something against
me, as I suspected?

Mason looked up and rolled
his eyes back. “I hope we don’t have some weird session where we
all have to confess how we feel about each other personally. We
don’t need to know that. And we could end up with harder feelings
than we got now.”

“We don’t have a lot of
hard feelings in the department—we’ve got a good group around here.
We can’t all be best friends, can we? We’re just speculating,
anyway. Have to wait and see,” I said.

“You sergeants weren’t in
on the planning?” Brian asked.

“No, admin figures that
stuff out.”

Mandy Zubinski and I were
on the same schedule of days on and days off. She was still on
duty, so I phoned her.

“Mandy, it’s
Corky.”

“Hi, Sergeant. What’s
up?”

“Have you been to the
squad room yet, seen the memo on the team-building
exercise?”

“No, why? I do have the
dates for it penciled in my calendar, though.”

I paraphrased the memo for
her.

“No offense, but
team-building with other departments seems a little strange,” she
said.

I didn’t disagree. “They’re
expanding the range of our mandatory training requirements, that’s
for sure.”

“We don’t have to run like
a hundred miles through the state park again, I am hoping against
hope. Not with Weber on our team. He burned out faster than me last
year.”

A corporate
concern.

“Nah, I don’t think they
could expect probation and the attorneys to do that. They count on
us, not them, to chase and physically battle the bad
guys.”

“Adding those two
departments has got me a little curious, anyway.”

She couldn’t see me nod.
“Our first day off is Saturday, the twenty-fourth, so that’s the
best day for us. Unless you want to do it on the Thursday or Friday
morning before our evening shift.”

“I think we better go with
Saturday.”

“We can go with oh eight
hundred to noon, or thirteen hundred to seventeen hundred. Any
preference?”

“Let’s take the early
shift.”

“Agreed. You want to call
Weber, Nickles, or Stueman?”

“Your call.”

“Okay, you take Stueman,
I’ll talk to the other two. Let me know if he has a conflict with
the date, and I’ll do the same.”

“Will do.”
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Roman Jenkins was exhausted. His family
medicine practice had grown along with the population increases of
the Wellspring area. He started early in the morning and worked
until dinner time nearly every night. Cyril was calling late night
meetings of the coven with increased frequency, cutting further
into his already shortened sleep schedule. The meetings and rituals
used to give Roman renewed energy and strength. Now they seemed to
zap him more and more. He was exhausted and
weary.

The words of the last
paragraph of the Hippocratic Oath played through his mind. “While I
continue to keep this Oath unviolated, may it be granted to me to
enjoy life and the practice of the art and science of medicine with
the blessing of the Almighty and respected by my peers and society,
but should I trespass and violate this Oath, may the reverse be my
lot.”

He had recited the words
with his graduating class. His Almighty was Satan, and the
left-handed path was his birthright, passed down to him from one
generation to the next as far back as his family could trace. There
were the chosen and the unchosen. That was never to be questioned
or doubted. Roman was chosen, as was one of his sisters. She had
attained the honor of High Priestess in the northern Michigan coven
where they were raised. Their other siblings had been offered as
sacrifices.

Roman had attended the
University of Minnesota and was accepted into its medical school
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