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	The Stargazer   

	Los Angeles, 1930s. She looked like an angel gazing absently at the heavens through the telescope’s eyepiece. But it was doubtful she saw anything. She appeared to have been dead for hours.

	She was slender, in her mid-twenties, with long blonde hair done in a French braid and wearing a delicate white dress that fell to her bare feet. 

	She was slumped forward on a worn bentwood chair atop a metal viewing platform thirty feet in the air, her face pressed against the eyepiece, her right hand holding a seeming death grip on the focusing wheel.

	She’d been posed … and lovingly … but why? 

	That was Detective Theo Mathieu’s first thought as he observed the victim. 

	A sudden blast of wind smacked against the dome’s outer shell, sending a gust of chill air into the space. Mathieu flipped the collar on his overcoat, then, craning his neck, gazed through the open shutter at a cluster of cirrus clouds floating in the azure sky.

	The interior of the dome was cavernous, over 100 feet high at its apex. Exposed steel girders supported the shell. In the center, a light-blue steel lattice tube encased the 100-inch telescope mounted on a massive, equatorial fork.

	It was a helluva place to die, Mathieu thought, on top of Mt. Wilson at over 5,700 feet, just this side of heaven.

	“I wonder if she caught a glimpse of the pearly gates before they killed her,” Stuart Thomas, the crime scene photographer, said in a somber tone.

	Mathieu turned to Stuart with a smile from his intense dark eyes and said, “That’s what I like about you, Stuart. You’re forever the optimist.”

	“Why are we even here, Detective? Mount Wilson is way out of our jurisdiction.”

	“Chief Braden got a call from the Mayor, who told him that Harry Chandler requested I take the case as a favor to George Hale, the founder of the observatory.”

	“You mean Harry Chandler, publisher of the LA Times, who just happens to be your godfather.”

	“One and the same,” Mathieu said with a chagrined expression. “Who found the body?”

	“That young woman on the mezzanine,” Stuart said, pointing toward a tall, slender woman seated near the control panel on the level above.

	“What’s her name?” Mathieu asked as he looked at her.

	“Edna Walters.”

	“What’s she doing here?” 

	“She’s in the Mt. Wilson Computing Division. She came up to do some telescope calibrations for her boss.”

	“On a Sunday?” Mathieu asked with raised eyebrows.

	“Yes, her boss is doing an important experiment tomorrow night, and she was preparing the telescope for him.”

	“Who’s her boss?” Mathieu asked.

	“Edwin Hubble.”

	Mathieu had heard of Hubble. He was famous. Miss Walters must be talented if she was his assistant. Hubble was the first to discover that the universe extended beyond our solar system, and he made the discovery using this telescope. 

	“Does Miss Walters recognize the victim?” Mathieu asked.

	“Yes,” Stuart said, nodding his head. “Apparently, she was a cook and waitress at the ‘Monastery.’”

	“What’s the Monastery?”

	“It’s where the astronomers eat and sleep when they’re doing research up here.”

	“What’s the victim’s name?”

	“Nikki Olsen.”

	Mathieu jotted the name down. “Do you know when the medical examiner is arriving?”

	“He should be here soon,” Stuart said, checking his watch.

	“Is it Dr. Marsh?”

	“I think so. Fred Wilson told me the ‘Walrus’ was coming.”

	“Great, we’re going to need someone good. When Fred finishes dusting the telescope for prints, I’d like you to get some close-up photos of the victim before Dr. Marsh arrives. There’s something odd about the way the victim is posed, especially her right hand. It should have fallen off the focusing wheel when she died, but it’s still gripping it.” 

	“Will do, sir,” Stuart said as he strode toward the ladder leading up to the viewing platform. 

	When Stuart left, Mathieu climbed the metal staircase to the mezzanine level, then crossed the concrete floor toward Miss Walters. She was sitting on a wooden chair next to the control panel, snacking on sunflower seeds from the pocket of her dark brown tweed polo coat. 

	Miss Walters appeared to be in her late twenties, tall, with a straight nose, angular features, and a pile of lush, light brown hair haphazardly pinned on top of her head. 

	She looked like she might have a nice smile, but from her stern expression, Mathieu doubted she used it much. And given her erect posture, he guessed she’d probably attended elite boarding schools her entire life.

	Stopping in front of her, Mathieu showed his badge and said, “Miss Walters, I’m Detective Mathieu from the LAPD. I understand you discovered the body.”

	Miss Walters glared at him through piercing blue eyes. “Are you the best the LAPD could supply?” she asked in a dismissive New England accent. “Why did they send a junior detective for a case like this?” 

	Used to that kind of remark, Mathieu said, “I was requested.”

	“By whom?” she scoffed.

	“George Hale, the founder of the observatory,” Mathieu said evenly. 

	“Ah,” she said as her eyes widened, and her jaw dropped in surprise. “I assumed by your youth you were a junior officer.”

	“Assumptions without facts are dangerous.  Don’t you think, Miss Walters?” Mathieu asked with a level gaze. “Especially for a scientist.” 

	“Fair point,” she said in a still haughty tone. “What do you want to know?”

	“Tell me how you discovered the victim.”

	Miss Walters spread her palms, seemingly flustered, and said, “I don’t know where to begin.”

	“What time did you arrive?” Mathieu asked, hoping to give her some structure as he took out his notepad.

	“Around noon,” she said with a sigh. “I left Pasadena at nine. I wanted to have plenty of daylight when I drove up here. The road terrifies me.”

	“Where did you park?” Mathieu asked. 

	“Where the lane splits between the 60-inch and the 100-inch telescopes. I parked beside the staff cottage just before the footbridge leading here.”

	“Is that green Lincoln KB coupe with the white wall tires yours?” Mathieu asked, tilting his head.

	“Yes,” she said.

	“Sporty car,” Mathieu said, even more convinced she came from money.

	Miss Walters shrugged. “It handles the treacherous curves admirably on the Mt. Wilson toll road. That’s why I bought it.”

	“Were any other cars parked beside the cottage when you arrived?”

	“No,” she said, shaking her head. “And I wasn’t expecting there to be.”

	“Why not?”

	“The staff was given the weekend off in honor of Andrew Carnegie’s birthday.”

	“Why is that?” Mathieu asked with a quizzical look.

	“Because the Carnegie Institution for Science runs the observatory,” Miss Walters said. “And more than that, without the generosity of the Carnegie Institution and Andrew Carnegie himself, these telescopes wouldn’t exist.”

	“I see,” Mathieu said with a nod. “What did you do next?”

	“I put my luggage in the staff cottage because I intended to sleep over tonight.”

	“Was anyone in the cottage when you arrived?”

	“No.”

	“And after settling into the cottage, what did you do?”

	“I grabbed my briefcase containing my research notes and crossed the footbridge beside the reservoir. Then, I walked to the rear entrance of the dome and took the stairs up to the observatory floor.”

	“Was the door unlocked?”

	“No,” Miss Walters said, shaking her head. “I had to use my key.”

	“Were the lights on when you arrived at the observatory floor?”

	“No,” she said. “But the dome’s shutter was open, which startled me.”

	“Why?”

	“I wasn’t expecting it to be open.”

	“Why not?”

	“Because it’s supposed to be closed when it’s not in use. And no one was scheduled to use it over the weekend.”

	“I see,” Mathieu said, taking a note. “Then what happened?”

	“I flipped the light switch next to the door and looked up. That’s when I saw Nikki sitting in Professor Hubble’s chair.”

	“You mean that old bentwood chair?”

	“Yes,” she said. “It’s known as the ‘Hubble chair’ because it’s where Professor Hubble was sitting when he discovered the variable star that led him to conclude the universe extends beyond our galaxy.”

	Mathieu nodded. “What did you do when you saw her?”

	“I called out to her. I said, ‘Nikki, what are you doing up there?’ When she didn’t respond, I walked closer to the platform and looked up at her. That’s when I realized she was dead.”

	“Then what did you do?”

	“I picked up the receiver on the wall telephone next to the light switch and rang the guard shack. No one answered. So, I left and went in search of him. I found the guard near the Solar Telescope checking the doors. I brought him back here to show him Nikki’s body. The guard was more shocked than I was. He told me to stay here while he went to the guard shack and called our offices in Pasadena. I guess someone there got a hold of George Hale, and he called the police.”

	“Did you touch anything besides the light switch and the telephone?” Mathieu asked, glancing at her slender hands.

	“No,” Miss Walters said, shaking her head. “I’ve read enough mysteries to know not to.”

	“Did you wait in here until the police arrived?”

	“No. I went outside but stayed near the door to make sure no one entered. When the police came, they asked me to sit here until you arrived, but not to touch anything.”

	Mathieu nodded. “You did well, Miss Walters. Did you notice anything else unusual?”

	“Yes, the way Nikki is posed reminds me of something.” 

	“What’s that?” 

	“It reminds me of the famous photograph taken of Professor Hubble after he discovered that the universe is larger than our Milky Way. In the photo, he’s sitting on the same chair on the same viewing platform, staring into the 100-inch telescope’s eyepiece and holding the focusing wheel with his right hand, just like Nikki is.” 
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	The Photograph

	“Is the photograph of Professor Hubble well-known?” Mathieu asked.

	“Yes, it’s iconic,” Miss Walters said, “one of the most famous in modern astronomy. The 100-inch observatory is often referred to as the ‘Sistine Chapel of Astronomy’ because of Hubble’s discovery.”

	“It’s awe-inspiring,” Mathieu said in agreement, gazing up at the dome’s vaulted shell. 

	“It’s our connection to the universe,” she said with quiet reverence.

	Mathieu nodded and asked, “Besides setting up the telescope for Professor Hubble, what else do you do for him?

	“I’m his primary ‘computer.’”

	“His ‘computer?’” Mathieu asked with a confused look. 

	“I do the mathematical calculations for his observations. That’s all most women in Astrophysics are allowed to do. The men observe the planets with telescopes and get all the glory while the women crunch the numbers in the background,” she said with a hint of bitterness. “Even a woman as brilliant as Henrietta Leavitt barely got her due for Hubble’s discovery.”   

	“Who’s Henrietta Leavitt?” Mathieu asked.

	“She was one of Edward Pickering’s ‘ladies’ at the Harvard College Observatory. She discovered the relationship between the brightness of variable stars and their distance from us. 

	“By observing the differences in a star’s brightness over time and using her formulas, Professor Hubble was able to prove two things. One, that the star he was observing was outside our galaxy, and two, that it was moving away from us over time.”

	“So, Miss Leavitt was the ‘hidden woman’ behind Professor Hubble’s discovery.’”

	“Yes. A common occurrence in science that’s not unique to astronomy,” Miss Walters said, seemingly annoyed. “Although, to be fair, Professor Hubble has always said Henrietta should have received a Nobel prize for her discovery.”

	“Are your offices in Pasadena?” Mathieu asked with his pencil poised to jot it down.

	“Yes, at 813 Santa Barbara Street, a half block west of North Lake.” 

	“Thanks,” Mathieu said. Then, changing the subject, asked, “Can you tell what the telescope is currently pointing to?” 

	“Yes. I looked at the settings while I was waiting. It appears to be pointing to the same nebula Professor Hubble studied in his landmark discovery.”

	“Which nebula is that?”

	“Andromeda.”

	“That can hardly be a coincidence.” 

	“I agree,” Miss Walters said.

	“Is it difficult to position the dome and set up the telescope?”

	Miss Walters shrugged. “It depends.”

	“On what?”

	“Well, I don’t think an amateur could do it, but it would be fairly easy for anyone who has worked at another large observatory.”

	“Is the setup done from here?” Mathieu asked, pointing at the waist-high teak control desk next to them.

	“Yes, for the dome,” Miss Walters said. “I can show you if you’d like.”

	“Can you show me without touching the control panel? The forensic team still has to dust it for fingerprints.”

	“Certainly,” Miss Walters said as she stood and lightly brushed against Mathieu’s body. He took a step back to give her more room. 

	Miss Walters pointed with her long, delicate fingers at an array of pill-shaped brass buttons mounted on a square metal plate. “These buttons control all the operations of the dome.” 

	“How do you open and close it?”

	“By pressing one of these two buttons on the right-hand side.” 

	Mathieu nodded. “And what are these brass eyepieces in front of the buttons used for?” 

	“Those are periscopes, which allow the operator to see the setting circles, to adjust the Right Ascension and Declination for the celestial object you’re studying. You can think of them like Latitude and Longitude settings for the cosmos.”

	“And how do you rotate the dome itself?” 

	“By using these buttons in the center to rotate it clockwise or counterclockwise.”

	“I see,” Mathieu said, “so when you press one of them, the dome begins to turn.”

	“Actually,” Miss Walters said, “when you press one of them, the dome and the mezzanine floor we’re standing on begin to turn.”

	“Really?” Mathieu asked, surprised. 

	“Yes, the dome and the floor rotate together on steel wheels set on tracks.” 

	 “When the dome is being repositioned, does it make a lot of noise?” Mathieu asked. “Would the guard have heard it?” 

	“I doubt it,” Miss Walters said, shaking her head. “You can barely hear it inside the dome. And the guard shack is a half a mile away.”

	“Do you also use this control panel to align the telescope with the dome’s opening?”

	“Yes.”

	“And I presume you sight and focus on a star using the eyepiece and focusing wheel on the telescope.”

	“Yes,” Miss Walters said, nodding her head.

	“So, either the victim or her assailant knew how to align the dome and the telescope using this control panel and how to sight and focus the telescope,” Mathieu said, thinking out loud.

	“Yes, but I doubt Nikki knew how,” Miss Walters said dismissively. “She was only a waitress.”

	“Perhaps one of the astronomers showed her how in her spare time.”

	“That seems unlikely to me,” Miss Walters said with a stubborn look.

	“Do you happen to know how old Miss Olsen was?” Mathieu asked.

	“Mid-twenties, I think,” she said with a shrug.

	“Do you know where Professor Hubble was this weekend?”

	“Yes, he’s at a symposium in San Francisco along with the rest of the staff astronomers. They’re returning by train tomorrow morning.” 

	Changing tack, Mathieu asked, “Is astronomy a competitive field?”

	Miss Walters scoffed. “Of course it is, Detective. All scientific research is competitive and always has been, and that’s a good thing. Competition fuels new discoveries. 

	“Astronomers compete with each other for grant funding, telescope time, and, most importantly, publication in prestigious journals like the Astrophysical Journal. But I’ve never heard of anyone killing another astronomer.”

	Fred Wilson joined them at that moment. “Excuse me, Detective, I’ve finished dusting the ladder, platform, chair, and telescope for prints, and Dr. Marsh has arrived and is ready to examine the body. He’s waiting for you to join him downstairs.”

	“Thanks, Fred,” Mathieu said. “I’d like you to take Miss Walters’s fingerprints, then dust this control panel for prints.”

	“Is it really necessary to take my fingerprints?” Miss Walters asked in an indignant tone.

	Mathieu smiled at her. “It’s just routine, Miss Walters, so that we can eliminate your prints from consideration. It’s nothing to worry about. After Fred takes your prints, I’d appreciate it if you’d go back to the staff cottage. I may have some additional questions for you later.”

	Seemingly mollified, Miss Walters said, “As you wish.”

	When Mathieu arrived on the observatory floor, Dr. Marsh was already on the viewing platform, examining the victim. 

	“Would you like me to join you?” Mathieu asked, looking up at him. 

	Marsh turned and smiled down at Mathieu. “Yes, please do, Theo. We have an interesting situation up here.”

	Mathieu grabbed the ladder rails and climbed up to the viewing platform, where he hopped onto it and walked toward the edge. He stopped behind Dr. Marsh, who was bent over the victim.

	“What do we have, Doctor?” Mathieu asked.

	Marsh straightened up and did a half-turn on the cramped platform to face Mathieu. “I think the killer strangled her.”

	“How?”

	“By hand,” Marsh said.

	“From the front or behind?”

	“From the front.”

	“Standing or lying down?” Mathieu asked.

	“I can’t tell yet,” Marsh said. “But I think they killed her somewhere else and brought her here.”

	“What about the time of death?”

	“I’d guess around midnight. But with this chill mountain air, it’s hard to be precise. I’ll know more when I get her on the table.”

	“Why does her hand appear to be gripping the focus wheel?” Mathieu asked. “It doesn’t make any sense. It should have fallen off.”

	“That’s a bit of theatre, Theo,” Marsh said with an ironic smile. “The killer tied her hand to the focusing wheel with cooking twine.”

	Mathieu nodded. “They could have got the twine from the Monastery.”

	“What’s that?” Dr. Marsh asked, confused.

	“It’s where the astronomers sleep when they’re on the mountain doing research. The victim was a cook and waitress there. Her name is Nikki Olsen.” 

	“Do you think one of the observatory’s astronomers could have killed her?” Marsh asked with a shocked look.

	“No,” Mathieu said, shaking his head. “All the staff astronomers were at a symposium in San Francisco this weekend. So, it couldn’t have been any of them.”

	“I see,” Marsh said. “It’s pretty cramped up here, Theo. Let’s have the stretcher-bearers bring her down so I can finish the examination on the observatory floor.” 

	“I can do it myself, Doctor,” Mathieu said, stepping aside so Marsh could pass. 

	Mathieu reached over the victim and cut the twine that held her right hand to the focusing wheel with his folding knife. Then, he rotated the chair so she was perpendicular to him.

	Up close, she seemed even more bird-like and vulnerable with her large hazel eyes, small nose, and delicate features beneath a smooth, broad forehead. 

	Mathieu bent over, cradled her body like a baby, then stood. She was surprisingly light, probably no more than a hundred pounds. He carried her to the end of the platform, where he turned around, grabbed the ladder rails with both arms as he hugged her to his chest, and slowly descended to the observatory floor.

	Reaching it, the attendants took her body from him and laid it on the stretcher face up, then carried the stretcher to the center of the floor. 

	Dr. Marsh knelt beside the victim and continued his examination. There was bruising on her neck, consistent with strangulation. The same kind of bruising was evident on her wrists and upper arms. 

	Moving down her body, Dr. Marsh checked her limbs for rigor. When he got to the ankles, he carefully lifted the hem of her dress and pulled it back. She was naked underneath, with purple and red bruises visible on her upper thighs. 

	Mathieu asked, “Does that imply what I think it does, Doctor?”

	“Yes. I fear so,” Marsh said. “It appears she was raped.”

	Mathieu nodded with a troubled look as Dr. Marsh turned the victim over and checked her back and buttocks for bruising. When he finished examining her, he turned her face up again, stood, and signaled to the stretcher-bearers to take her body away.

	Dr. Marsh turned to Mathieu and said, “Based on the types of bruising and the locations, I believe the killer forcibly held her down, raped her, and then strangled her.

	“He killed her on a soft surface, like a bed or a couch, not a hard surface like this concrete floor. Afterward, he or someone else washed her body, brought her here, and posed her on the chair in front of the telescope.”
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	The Monastery

	As Marsh turned to leave, Mathieu said, “Thank you, Doctor. Let me know if there’s any change to the time of death estimate after the autopsy.” 

	“I will, Theo.”

	“Do you need any help going down the mountain? I can have one of the patrolmen drive you if you wish.” 

	Dr. Marsh shook his head no and said, “Thanks for your concern, Theo, but I came prepared. My driver chauffeured me up, and we’ll follow the ambulance down on the return trip.”

	“As you wish,” Mathieu said. Then, catching himself, asked, “Do you and the ambulance crew mind waiting until I check the Monastery? Just in case there are any surprises there.”

	“Not at all, Theo,” Dr. Marsh said. “I’ll take a look around the grounds while I wait.”

	“Thanks, I appreciate it,” Mathieu said, then took the stairs up to the mezzanine level to talk to Fred Wilson. 

	He told Fred he was heading for the Monastery, asked him to join him after he finished dusting for prints, and suggested getting directions from the guard. Then he took the stairs down to the exit.

	Emerging from the dark stairwell, Mathieu briefly shielded his eyes from the sun, then cinched his overcoat against the chill and went in search of Miss Walters. 

	He crossed the narrow footbridge spanning the gully between the observatory and the staff cottage, glancing to the left at a huge covered circular water reservoir in a depression to the east.

	Stepping off the footbridge, Mathieu walked past a line of weathered oaks before arriving at the staff cottage, where he took the steps to the porch and knocked.

	A few seconds later, Miss Walters opened the door, still wearing her tweed coat. “Do you want to come in for some tea, Detective?” she asked, gesturing to the cup in her hand.

	“Thank you, no,” Mathieu said. “But I could use your help finding the Monastery.”

	“Sure,” Miss Walters said without hesitation. “Let me turn off the kettle.” She disappeared for a moment, then reappeared sporting a plaid wool beret set at a stylish angle. 

	She led the way as they climbed a slight rise to the 60-inch observatory, its white steel-clad dome gleaming in the midday sun, then took a cart-width dirt lane on the left that headed south through the trees toward the plateau’s edge.

	The afternoon shadows rested on the dusty lane like napping giants as the sun played hide-and-seek in the dense canopy above. They walked in silence, except for the sound of pine needles and leaves crunching under their footsteps as they made their way through a forest of oaks, conifers, and red-barked pines. 

	The tree cover and sloping terrain restricted their view to twenty yards or less in most directions, which Mathieu found ironic. With the 100-inch telescope, you could see beyond the Milky Way, but on foot, you could barely see around the next bend. 

	Cresting a knoll, Mathieu asked, “Did the Monastery staff have the weekend off, also?”

	“Yes.”

	“So, Miss Olsen shouldn’t have been here?”

	“That’s correct.”

	“Have you ever stayed at the Monastery?”

	“No, it’s only for the male scientists,” she said. “Ergo the name.”

	“I see,” Mathieu said. “How many does it sleep?”

	“There are fourteen bedrooms, divided into day and night sections depending on whether the scientists are observing the sun or the stars.”

	“Is the Monastery only used by the institute’s staff scientists?”

	“No, visiting scientists stay there also,” Miss Walters said. “Albert Einstein stayed there several times in 1931.”

	“Really, why?” Mathieu asked, surprised.

	“To discuss the implications of his theory of relativity in relation to Hubble’s discovery of an expanding universe.”

	“Did you get to meet Einstein?”

	“Only briefly at our offices in Pasadena,” Miss Walters said, “but I’ll never forget it.”

	“I can imagine,” Mathieu said with a nod. “Where do the cooks sleep?”

	“In an adjoining cottage that houses the kitchen and dining room. The cook’s cottage and the dormitory are connected by a library that looks out over the south rim.”

	“How long has Miss Olsen worked there?”

	Miss Walters scrunched her face and said, “About a year, I think.”

	“Did you know her well?”

	“No, not at all,” Miss Walters said. “The scientific staff doesn’t fraternize with the help.”

	Mathieu noted her haughty tone.

	After a third of a mile, the plateau narrowed as they approached a thumb-shaped peninsula protruding from the cliff’s edge. It was there that Mathieu got his first view of the Monastery.

	It sat perched at the tip of the peninsula, with steep drop-offs on three sides, like an island in the sky.

	The Monastery’s tin-roofed buildings, arranged in an inverted J, looked like a cheap motel, but with a helluva view.

	The dormitory occupied a long, narrow building on the west rim. The cook’s cottage sat across from it on the east rim. On the south rim, a one-story structure housing the library connected the two buildings. Between them lay a narrow courtyard where a rusted Model A pickup truck stood silent. 

	“Do you recognize the pickup?” Mathieu asked.

	“Yes, it’s used to deliver supplies to the Monastery. But I don’t see Solar,” Miss Walters said with concern as they approached the deserted courtyard.

	“Who’s Solar?” Mathieu asked.

	“The Monastery’s dog.” 

	“What kind of dog is it?”

	“A collie.”

	“Who takes care of him?” 

	“The cooks do when they’re here,” Miss Walters said, “or the guard.”

	“Are those the cooks’ quarters on the left?” Mathieu asked.

	“Yes.”

	“Wait here while I check it.” 

	Nodding her assent, Miss Walters took a few steps back.

	Mathieu walked to the cottage porch and tried the door handle. It was locked. He backtracked to the courtyard, glanced into the pickup, and spotted a key in the ignition. Then, he continued to the library, where he grasped the doorknob. It turned easily in his hand. 

	Once inside, Mathieu paused for a moment. The room was quiet, the only sound the clicking of a wall clock. In front of him, a row of windows provided a cloud-high view of the Los Angeles Basin. He felt like he was standing at the edge of the world. 

	He wished Lillian, his girlfriend, could be here to see it. He’d had a lot of similar thoughts recently since she’d left to play a three-month-long engagement with the Chicago Philharmonic. 

	Coming back to the present, Mathieu looked around the room. There was a floor-to-ceiling bookcase to his left and an identical one to his right flanking a stone fireplace. 

	Above the hearth, portraits of George Hale and Andrew Carnegie hung on either side of a pair of cross-country skis. In the middle of the room, five Mission-style chairs sat in a semicircle on a thin gray carpet facing the magnificent view over the south rim.

	Mathieu turned to his right and walked toward an open door at the west end of the room. He peered into a cramped office with a small desk, high-back chair, and wall shelving stuffed with reference books. He assumed it was Hale’s office.

	Returning to the east end of the library, Mathieu entered the dining room. A large oak table with a school bell on its surface and ten chairs dominated the room. Windows on the east and south walls provided ample light, and photos of visiting scientists, including several of Albert Einstein, hung on the white walls.

	Mathieu pushed open the swinging door to the kitchen. The air smelled of bacon fat and ground coffee. But the countertops and workspaces were spotless, as were the cooktop grates on the hooded gas stove and the decorative tile behind them.

	He continued through the kitchen to a corridor on the left that ran the length of the cottage and looked out at the courtyard. The first room he came to on his right looked like the head cook’s bedroom. It was spacious, with a double bed, bureau, and nightstand. 

	The next room down was a cozy sitting room with a view to the east, and after it, a compact bathroom with a sink, toilet, and clawfoot tub. 

	The last room on the right must have been Nikki’s bedroom. It was barely larger than a closet with an iron-frame bed against the north wall, a squat bureau under the east-facing window, and a wall-mounted luggage rack with coat hangers beside the door. 

	A table lamp lay broken on the floor. The bedding was crumpled and blood-stained. The amount of blood didn’t make any sense to Mathieu. Had Nikki injured her attacker before he strangled her?

	Mathieu noticed a faint blood trail on the dark wood floor and followed it. The blood spots went out of the bedroom, then curved to the right toward the porch door he had initially tried to open. 

	Stepping onto the porch, Mathieu lost the blood trail for a moment, then picked it up in the loose dirt on the east rim, where a narrow patch of ground lay between the cottage and the cliff’s edge. 

	A waist-high pipe railing ran the length of the cliff to prevent falls. Mathieu followed the blood trail as it paralleled the railing for about twenty yards, where it stopped, and he spotted a blood smear on the handrail. 

	He ducked under the pipe rail and put the tip of his soles on the lip of the precipice. Then, reaching behind himself, he grabbed the metal handrail and leaned his whole body weight out over the edge. 

	He felt like a masthead as he slanted forward over the cliff face. The heavily forested slope went almost straight down at a forty-degree angle. The terrain was a mix of dried brush, oaks, and pines. Mathieu forced himself to remain calm as he hung above the abyss. 

	On his first pass, he scanned left to right but saw nothing. So, he reversed and went right to left. Midway through, he spotted a glint of light, perhaps from a watch face. He stopped and squinted his eyes. Lying about fifty yards down in a cluster of pine trees was a crumpled, motionless body. 

	 

	
4

	A Second Victim 

	After discovering the body, Mathieu went in search of Miss Walters. He found her in the courtyard, sitting patiently on the pickup’s running board with her back against the cab. 

	“There’s another victim,” Mathieu said, looking at her. 

	“Who?” she asked, sitting up straight. 

	“I don’t know.  I may need your help identifying the body later. It’s about fifty yards down the cliff on the east side of the cottage.”

	“Man or woman?” 

	“It’s too far away to tell. I’ll have to rappel down the cliff to retrieve it,” Mathieu said. “What’s the extension number for the control desk in the observatory?”

	“Seven-three-one.”

	Mathieu went to Hale’s office off the library and called Wilson. He explained to Fred what he’d found and asked him to bring the entire team to the Monastery. He also asked Fred to drive his Buick Phaeton down. It had his climbing gear in the trunk. 

	While he waited, Mathieu opened the connecting door to the men’s sleeping quarters and entered a long, narrow corridor covered in black and white linoleum tiles and illuminated by light from the courtyard-facing windows. 

	Cheap brass-knobbed doors opened to the bedrooms on the left. Mathieu peered into each room as he proceeded down the cramped hallway. 

	The rooms were basic, with a bed, chair, wall-mounted desk, and lamp. Each room had its own west-facing window with a thick black roller shade to block out the light. All the rooms were neat and tidy and seemingly devoid of personal items.

	When Mathieu reached the end of the day section, he saw a door on the left marked “Bathroom.” As he grabbed the knob, he heard a whimpering sound behind the door. Opening it, he spotted a sable-and-white collie cowering behind the toilet.

	Remaining in the doorway, Mathieu dropped to his knees and spoke in a gentle voice to the dog, “It’s okay, Solar. The bad man is gone. You can come out now … everything is okay.”

	Solar took his own good time deciding if that was true, then after some more encouragement, slowly rose, shook himself, and crossed the room toward Mathieu. 

	The dog’s hair was matted, and there was a puddle of water on the floor, but he appeared unhurt. Mathieu talked to him in a soothing voice while petting him, then led him out the closest door to the courtyard.

	Once outside, Solar sprinted straight toward Miss Walters, licking her face and wagging his tail excitedly when he reached her. Miss Walters returned the affection by scratching his ears and hugging him. 

	Watching the two of them, Mathieu decided his initial judgment of Miss Walters had been a bit harsh.

	A few minutes later, the convoy of police vehicles arrived in the courtyard, with Wilson in the lead, driving Mathieu’s Buick Phaeton. Mathieu opened the Phaeton’s black metal trunk box and took out his hiking boots, a pair of leather gloves, and a couple of hundred feet of coiled climbing rope. 

	He changed into his boots on the running board, then led the team to the pipe railing. He ducked under the railing, looped the rope around the top handrail to anchor it, then dropped the two parallel stands down the slope. They just barely made it to the victim.

	Straddling the double rope, Mathieu brought it under and around his left thigh, then across his chest to his right shoulder, looped it over his head, and across his back to his left armpit, where he grabbed it with his left hand, creating a classic body abseil.  The friction on his right shoulder would slow the dissent. And hurt like hell, which was why he wore gloves and kept his wool overcoat on.

	Before beginning the rappel, Mathieu explained to the stretcher-bearers what they needed to do once he had secured the victim’s body to the rope. 

	Then, facing the pipe railing, Mathieu grabbed the secured part of the double rope with his right hand and the hanging part with his left. He pointed his left arm down the slope to release friction, sat back in the rope, bounced on his toes, and pushed off from the cliff’s edge as he slid backward down the rope.

	On the first attempt, he dropped almost ten feet. Feeling he was falling too fast, Mathieu slowed the descent by pulling his left arm across his chest to create friction on his right shoulder, wincing in pain as he did. 

	He repeated the sequence of releasing friction and applying it as he descended, each time landing with his outstretched legs against the slope. After his seventh drop, he came to a stop near the body. 

	Mathieu crab-walked to the left to the closest pine and leaned against the trunk to catch his breath. After a few seconds, he undid the rope harness around his body and knelt beside the victim.

	The victim was male, in his mid-twenties, lying face down on the taproots of a ponderosa pine. His thick brown hair was matted and blood-soaked from a massive blow to the back of the head. He wore a brown leather coat, hiking boots, and sturdy pants. Mathieu checked his pockets for ID but found none. 

	Mathieu turned him over. He was a nice-looking young man about Nikki’s age, medium height, and clean-shaven. But who was he? Mathieu wondered. Nikki’s lover or attacker? And if so, who killed him?

	Mathieu positioned the young man’s body so that he was face up with his head pointing toward the top of the cliff. Then, using a single strand of rope, he created an X-shaped harness around the victim’s shoulders and torso and secured it with a bowline.

	He stood, took hold of the remaining rope strand with his right hand, and waved to the stretcher-bearers. Then, Mathieu pulled his strand toward him with a hand-over-hand action, as the stretcher bearers did likewise at their end. Their combined action slowly dragged the body up the slope. 

	After the stretcher-bearers secured the body at the top of the cliff, they untied the rope and dropped their end of the rope back down to Mathieu. 

	Mathieu wrapped one end around his waist, tied it off, then grabbed the other end and signaled to the men on the cliff to pull him up. As they did, he climbed and pulled himself up hand over hand with the other strand. 

	Arriving at the cliff’s edge, Mathieu rolled under the pipe railing and lay on his back for a moment to rest. Then, he stood, untied the rope around his waist, and motioned for Doctor Marsh to join him next to the victim.

	Dr. Marsh knelt beside the body and began his examination. He checked the victim’s limbs for rigor and pulled his shirt up to look for wounds to the torso. Then Marsh turned the body over and leaned in close to examine the head wound, using his fingers to push the victim’s blood-matted hair to the side. After several minutes, Marsh stood, motioned to the stretcher-bearers to take the body away, and turned to Mathieu. 

	“The cause of death is probably what you guessed—the blow to the head. I didn’t find any other wounds on his body.”

	“Care to speculate on the murder weapon?” Mathieu asked.

	Dr. Marsh ran his hand across his face and shrugged. “Well, it’s too smooth to be a rock, Theo. When I get him on the table and examine the head wound more carefully, I should be able to tell you more.”

	“What about the time of death?”

	“Based on the amount of rigor, similar to that of the young woman. But I can’t tell which of them died first.”

	Mathieu nodded. “I understand. But if you can determine what kind of weapon the killer used later on, that would be a big help to me.”

	“I’ll do my best,” Marsh said. “Do you have any more victims for me today, Theo?”

	“I hope not, Doctor,” Mathieu said with a sigh. “But let me do a quick check of the rest of the Monastery before you leave.”

	“Certainly, I’ll wait for you by my car.”

	When Mathieu reached the courtyard, he asked Miss Walters to take a quick look at the victim to see if she recognized him. She was reluctant at first, but agreed after Mathieu stressed he needed her help. He led her to the ambulance, where the stretcher-bearers were about to put the body inside. 

	They removed the sheet at Mathieu’s request. Miss Walters took a step forward and stood motionless as she gazed at the victim’s face. After a long moment, she turned to Mathieu and said, “I’m sorry, I don’t recognize him.”

	“I apologize for putting you through this, Miss Walters. The ambulance drivers can give you a ride back to the observatory if you’d like.”

	“No, thank you,” she said, shaking her head. “I’d prefer to walk. I need to clear my head.”

	“I understand. You have my card if you need to talk later. Don’t hesitate to call.”

	After she left, Mathieu went into the night side of the Monastery and checked both floors. Finding nothing of interest, he returned to the courtyard, said his goodbyes to Dr. Marsh, then took Fred and Stuart to Nikki’s bedroom to photograph it and check for prints.

	They took turns in the cramped space. First, Stuart went in and documented everything with his camera. Mathieu had learned from previous cases how important crime scene photographs can be. In the confusion of the moment, it’s easy to miss an important detail. But the photos would allow him to calmly study the scene later without all the frenetic activity around him.

	Fred went in next and dusted the door, bed, chair, desk, and other hard surfaces for prints. He also bagged the bedding, clothing, and personal objects in the room.

	When Fred finished, Mathieu said, “I’d like you to dust the pickup in the courtyard, just in case the killer used it to transport Nikki’s body to the observatory.  And do the same thing with the dormitory bathroom where I found the dog.” 

	“Will do, sir.”

	After Fred and Stuart left, Mathieu leaned against the wall and studied the space. It was a small room. It was hard to believe that the killer, Nikki, and the young male victim could have been in the room at the same time. 

	It argued for a more complicated sequence of events; perhaps the killer raped and killed Nikki first, then the young man came in, and the killer murdered him also. Or maybe the young man raped and killed Nikki, and he was subsequently killed by a third person who later staged Nikki’s body in the observatory. 

	Either way, there were too many permutations to think about now, so Mathieu put it aside for later.

	As he leaned against the wall, he glanced at the wall-mounted luggage rack beside the door. Above it was a framed photograph he hadn’t noticed before. He walked closer to examine it. 

	It was the iconic photo of Professor Hubble that Edna Walters had mentioned. Hubble was sitting on the bentwood chair, staring into the 100-inch telescope’s eyepiece with his right hand on the focusing ring, exactly how the killer had posed Nikki’s body. 

	But what struck Mathieu was where the photo was hanging. It was above the foot of her bed. It would have been the last thing Nikki would have seen every night before she fell asleep. She had hung it with the same kind of reverence religious people reserve for paintings of Jesus. Perhaps Nikki had a more profound interest in astronomy than anyone imagined. 

	Pondering that, Mathieu left and went outside to the courtyard, where Fred was finishing up with the pickup truck.

	“I’m going to interview the guard before I leave,” Mathieu said. “When you’re done with the dormitory bathroom, be careful going down the mountain. I’ll see you at headquarters in the morning.”

	“Yes, sir.”

	Then, Mathieu got into his vehicle, backed out of the courtyard, and drove away from the Monastery. When he reached the junction between the 60-inch and 100-inch observatories, he turned left and curved down a narrow, hard-packed lane for half a mile toward the guard shack. 

	The guard shack sat in a clearing at the southwestern edge of the ridgeline, a black Model A parked beside it, near a red gate pole that stood open. 

	Mathieu parked next to the shack, got out, and stepped onto the porch. Before he could knock, a stocky middle-aged man in a rumpled uniform opened the door. He looked as nervous as a schoolboy in front of the principal. His name tag read, “Owen Hardy.”

	Mathieu introduced himself and asked if he could come in. Hardy nodded his assent, then retreated to a small desk near the front window and sat down.

	The shack had a shotgun house design. From where he stood, Mathieu could see through a series of open doors all the way to the back of the cabin.

	The tiny room he’d entered was the office, the next room the kitchen, and the last a bedroom with an unmade bed. Mathieu assumed there was a closet-sized bathroom off of it in the back.

	Mathieu let the guard stew nervously in his chair while he walked to the kitchen door and peered in. The kitchen was surprisingly tidy except for a stack of unwashed dishes in the sink and an overflowing ashtray on the small dining table. 

	He looked at the waste basket just inside the doorway and spotted an empty bottle of Gordon’s gin unsuccessfully hidden beneath several cans of B&M Baked Beans.

	Remaining in the kitchen doorway, Mathieu turned toward Hardy, took out his notepad, and said, “Tell me what you remember about yesterday evening, Mr. Hardy.”

	Hardy looked like he’d been asked to solve an advanced calculus problem. “I don’t … I don’t understand what you mean, Detective.” 

	Attempting to throw him a lifeline, Mathieu asked, “Did you see or hear any vehicles come up the road after dark?”

	“No, sir.”

	“What was the last thing you did before you went off duty yesterday evening?”

	“I’m always on duty,” Hardy said defensively. 

	“Then what was the last thing you did before going to bed last night?”

	“Same thing I do every night,” Hardy said.

	“And what is that?”

	“I drove my truck up to the observatory area and checked that all the doors were locked.”

	“And were they?”

	“Yes.”

	“What did you do next?”

	“I drove out to the Monastery and checked the doors.”

	“Did you see any lights on or hear anyone inside?”

	“No.”

	“Did you see Solar?”

	“No,” Hardy said, shaking his head, “but I filled his water bowl on the porch.”

	“Then what?”

	“I came back here.”

	“Did you put the gate pole down?” Mathieu asked.

	“It was already down.”

	“Did you lock it?”

	“Of course … I always do,” Hardy said, but looked unsure when he said it.

	“And after that?”

	“I came inside, washed up, made some dinner, smoked a few cigarettes, and went to bed early.”

	“What time?”

	“Around ten.”

	“Are you a heavy sleeper?”

	“No.”

	“So, you would have heard any vehicles or voices coming up the road during the night?”

	“Of course,” Hardy said, not too convincingly.

	“Did Miss Olsen have her own car?”

	“I don’t know,” Hardy said with a shrug. “She usually came up with the cook.”

	“Is there any way up the mountain besides the Mt. Wilson toll road?” Mathieu asked.

	“There are some trails that come up from Sierra Madre and Chantry Flat. We sometimes get hikers up here during the day.”

	“And what about at night?”

	“No, sir,” Hardy said, shaking his head vigorously. “That would be a damn fool thing to do in the dark. You could fall off the cliff or, worse yet, get attacked by a coyote or a mountain lion.”
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	Enemies or Lovers

	The next morning, Enya Kelly, the department secretary, leaned on Mathieu’s desk like an excited teenager, eyes wide, mouth open, and asked, “Did you meet Einstein on Mt. Wilson?” 

	Mathieu studied her freckled face with a bemused look and said, “I think it was his day off.”

	“But Fred told me he saw photos of Einstein at the observatory,” Enya said, pouting as she slumped into the guest chair.

	Mathieu shrugged. “So did I, but alas, he wasn’t there.”

	“Shame,” Enya said as if Mathieu had just missed him. “By the way, there weren’t any rose-colored envelopes in the mail for you this morning.”

	Enya’s last comment was more upsetting to him than not meeting Einstein, but he didn’t say anything. He’d been hoping for a letter from Lillian.

	“It’s been over two weeks since you got one,” Enya added.

	Mathieu was painfully aware of that but changed the subject. “Do you know when Bull will be in?” he asked, referring to her uncle and his boss, Chief Detective Inspector William “Bull” Braden.

	“He should be here soon,” Enya said, twirling her long red hair around a slender finger. “He had to go to the dentist this morning.”

	Terrific, Mathieu thought. Briefing Bull was a challenge in the best of times; now, he’d have to deal with him with a toothache. Looking at Enya, Mathieu said, “I need you to do some research for me.”

	“Sure, what is it?” Enya said, sitting up.

	“I need some background information on the female victim.”

	“What’s her name?” 

	“The staff calls her Nikki Olsen, but her legal name is probably Nicola Olsen.”

	“Got it,” Enya said, writing the name down on the notepad she always carried with her. “Should I go to the Hall of Records and look her up?”

	“No, try her employer, the Carnegie Observatories, first,” Mathieu said, shaking his head. “Their offices are on Santa Barbara Street in Pasadena. I don’t know the telephone number.”

	“That’s okay. I’ll look it up in the directory.” 

	“Find out where she lived and anything else you can about her. I also need contact information for whoever hired her at the observatory.”

	“I’ll try to get everything today,” Enya said as she stood to leave.

	“Thanks,” Mathieu said.

	A few minutes later, Mathieu saw Bull enter the detective’s room and head to his office while massaging his jaw. 

	Mathieu stood, gathered his notes, and steeled himself for the encounter. Knocking on the doorway, Bull motioned him in without saying anything. 

	Bull’s normally ruddy complexion was pale, but his short temper seemed intact. Before Mathieu could sit down, Bull blurted out, “Tell me it wasn’t Edwin Hubble or any of the staff that killed that young woman!” 

	“Don’t worry, Chief, Professor Hubble and the rest of the staff were at a symposium in San Francisco when it happened.” 

	“Thank god for that!” Bull said, glancing at the ceiling
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