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PROLOGUE

Unfriendly eyes
watched from the balcony as the woman tucked her bulky purse under
her arm and started toward the library's rear door. The woman,
although well into middle age, was more attractive than the watcher
had expected. A little younger, too. The full cheeks of her ass
shifted beneath the tight sheath dress she wore, first to one side
and then the other as she walked away from him. Did women practice
that walk? Or was it the high heels that made them walk that way?
Her dark hair, probably dyed, was trimmed tightly against her head,
almost a man's haircut. The watcher savored the view. If the
watcher delayed much longer, though, she would be out of the
library.

Down on the main floor, assistant librarian
Eloise Weldon reached the exit that led to an employee parking area
in the rear of the building. She stopped and turned to make a final
visual inspection before locking up for the night. She mentally
cataloged the list of things that she should have already done. The
computers were turned off in the student computer room on the
balcony. The library's main computer system had been powered down.
The basement doors should still be locked since she had never
unlocked them for the brief Sunday shift. She hadn't overlooked
anything important. The library was silent, not just people-quiet
as it was always supposed to be but rather empty-quiet . . .
closing-time quiet.

She reached for the main light switch and
flipped it. The library went dark.

Upstairs, the watcher quickly kicked the
bottom of a metal bookshelf. The boots he wore were black and
heavy, and in the hushed gloom of the library the act produced a
sound not unlike a gunshot. It echoed twice.

The startled librarian wheeled around and
fumbled for the light switch. She clicked it back on.

"Who's up there?" she cried, glaring at the
railings that circled the balcony wing of the Milbrook College
Library. The student computer room was located on that part of the
balcony floor just above her head. It wasn't unusual for kids to
try to hide in the library at closing time so they could play
computer games late into the night.

Eloise, her purse still clutched under her
arm, backed up until she could see the door to the computer room.
It was closed, just as she had left it moments before when she had
made her final check of all three library floors.

"Stop playing games," she shouted. "Come down
this instant."

The volume of her voice made her cringe.
Eloise despised jarring sounds in the tranquility of the
library.

She listened for a response. When she
received none, she said, "If you come down now, I won't report you
to the dean of men." She didn't know why she assumed the
after-hours trespassers were male, except for the fact that they
always were.

"Damn," she muttered. There was a movie on
cable at nine. Eloise had hoped to be home just a few short minutes
after it started. Tossing her compact purse onto a nearby table,
she started toward the other end of the library and the marble
steps that ascended to the balcony floor. As she climbed, her heels
clicked sharply on the stone surface. She made no effort to soften
the sound, intending that it convey the angry frustration she felt.
It hadn't even been her regular night to work. The head librarian,
Julia Pynchon, had asked Eloise to substitute for her on the
normally serene Sunday night shift. Julia had had a dinner to
attend with members of one of the several garden clubs to which she
belonged. Eloise hadn't minded at all, except that she wanted to be
home as soon as possible because of the movie.

At the top of the steps she paused to listen.
The library was once again empty-quiet. She marched around the
balcony until she reached the door to the computer room. She flung
it open. The seats in front of the dozen machines were all empty,
the screens black. She went to each and touched the top of the
terminal. None of them was warm.

Perhaps the sound had been nothing more than
a pipe popping. In the cold Appalachian winter, the plumbing
hammered and rattled with a distracting vengeance. The racket was
intolerable. How could one expect students to study or research
quietly when the building itself made its own din? To her credit,
Julia Pynchon twice had sent notes to the college maintenance
department. Both times the head of the department had returned a
memo saying that nothing could be done short of installing a new
heating system. That wasn't likely to happen anytime soon. Still,
an uncharacteristic warmth had settled over the central
Appalachians that spring, and the heat had not been on for at least
a week. As much as she wanted to believe that the sound came from
the pipes, Eloise knew better.

She exited the computer room and started into
the rows of bookcases. The shelves in the balcony level housed the
library's collection on science and technology. She peered down
each aisle and saw nothing in the shadows thrown by the high stacks
of books. As she searched, she worked her way back toward the
steps.

She said nothing else until she reached them.
"If you're here, you had best come out now. If I have to call
security – " She left the threat unspoken. In truth, there was
little more she could do than report the offender to the dean of
men. If the Dean ran true to form, he would let the student off
with a stern father-to-son talk, especially since it was so close
to the end of the year.

She peered over the railing at the
table-cluttered main floor of the library. Nothing stirred. Eloise
shrugged to herself and started back down the steps. She was
halfway down, her heels this time making hardly any noise as she
descended on the balls of her feet, when a book sailed down from
the balcony. It smacked flat and loud on one of the highly polished
tables. The sharp crack made Eloise yelp.

She heard footsteps, certainly not her own,
and glanced back over her shoulder. Out of the corner of her eye,
she thought she saw the silhouette of a human form vanish into one
of the aisles between the bookshelves. For the first time, she felt
apprehensive, perhaps even a little afraid.

"That's not funny!" she shouted. I’m calling
security."

She trotted down to the bottom of the steps
and was heading for the main desk and its telephone when the
shower of books started. The first exploded on the floor just in
front of her, its yellowed pages ripping free from its aged
binding. She stopped. The second book struck a glancing blow to her
thigh.

Anxiety blossomed into fear. "Stop it," she
cried, this time her tone of command displaced by the whining of a
plea.

But the books didn't stop. They pelted down
on the floor all around her. She started moving backward. A small
volume collided with the back of her neck. She lifted her hands to
cover her head.

"For God's sakes, please stop," she cried.
Tears, produced as much by her fear as her pain, rolled down her
cheeks.

An exhaustive study on organic chemistry,
fully two inches thick, crashed against the left side of her
clavicle. The pain, intense and immediate, paralyzed her upper
torso. Her hands dropped down from her head, and she collapsed to
the floor, her hips writhing against the agony. Another book, this
one on gas chromatography, struck spine first on her nose. Blood
splattered the floor around her. On her back as she was, the gush
of crimson fluid poured into her eyes, blinding her.

"Oh, God, please," she wailed. In her
pain-clouded mind she realized that she might actually die. Fear
ballooned into a muscle-tightening terror.

Then the storm of books stopped.

With her right hand she tried to wipe the
blood from her eyes. Her face itself was numbed by the sudden shock
of agony.

This really isn't happening, she
thought. I'm going to wake up, she told herself. Find out
this is just a bad, bad dream.

That's when she heard the heavy feet on the
marble steps. She turned her head to the side so that she could
see. Bone grated against bone. She squealed in pain.

The dark figure, his head round with a shiny
mirrored face, towered above her. She tried to blink away the
blood—tried to see what this strange and terrible creature was.

"Sorry, Mrs. Pynchon."

She squinted upward. The black, melon-headed
intruder blocked out much of the light. "But I'm not—"

Before she finished her sentence, she saw a
flash of silver and felt the initial brain-rocking concussion as
something metal-heavy impacted against the side of her head.
Several more blows softened the left side of her skull. They didn't
matter, though. With that very first whipping blow, her eyes had
opened wide. Her dilated pupils had locked into position. It had
ended for her then—the fear and the pain. The rush of blood from
her ruptured skull diminished to an ominous dribble as her heart
stopped pumping. She drifted down into the comforting clutch of
forever.

 



Chapter One

Monday mornings were
no worse than any other workday for Whit Pynchon. He felt just as
trapped on Fridays as he did at the beginning of a work week. At
least it was a warm and sunny Monday. That was more than a little
consolation. His job at the prosecuting attorney's office could
wait. The morning was just too summer-like. He was tempted not to
show up for work at all, but there were a few things he had to do.
Those official chores, however, could wait until a little later in
the morning.

With acid fertilizer in hand, he went out
into his backyard and prepared to feed the towering rhododendrons
lining the rear of his property. The swollen buds were just
beginning to show tiny slits of purple color. Whit considered
himself something of an expert on the shrubs, and he always fed
them as soon as he noticed the first hints of color. Several years
before he had applied the water and fertilizer mixture much earlier
in the spring. The blooms had been sparse and underdeveloped that
year. The plants had used the extra strength to produce new growth
rather than large, sprawling blooms.

Even after completing that task, which only
took about fifteen minutes, he didn't feel any compulsion to rush
to the office. Instead, he returned to the kitchen and poured
himself a cup of coffee, which he carried out to the wide deck that
graced the back of his small house. The wind was almost calm, and
the temperature hovered in the low sixties. Not quite as warm as
Whit preferred his mornings, but it was about the best one could
expect for early May in southern West Virginia, especially since
the region was still due—at least historically—for one more killing
frost. In one corner of his yard, the fronds of his pale green
ferns swayed sensuously in the gentle morning breeze. A fat
bumblebee buzzed about the large rhododendron, just as anxious as
Whit for the gravid buds to burst open.

He was just finishing the coffee when Anna
Tyree, her eyes still heavy from sleep, padded out to join him. A
turquoise velour robe covered her shapely body. Balancing her cup
of coffee, she settled into a deck chair beside him and started to
sneeze.

"Bless you," Whit said.

"This pollen's about to kill me."

"It's probably a cold," Whit said.

She shook her head. "It's an allergy, dammit.
Aren't you going to be late for work?"

He shrugged. "What's Tony gonna do? Fire
me?"

Tony Danton was the prosecuting attorney of
Raven County. He had held the position for nearly twenty years. For
more than three-fourths of those years, Whit had served as the
office's special investigator.

"You shouldn't take advantage of Tony's
friendship," she said.

He chuckled. "Who's taking advantage of
who?"

She sneezed again.

"There's some antihistamine in the medicine
cabinet."

She pulled a tissue from the pocket of her
robe and blew her nose. "It makes me sleepy," she said.

"Things are kinda quiet right now," he said,
staring up at the deep azure sky. "Why don't we head down to Myrtle
Beach for a few days? They've gone through their pollen season
already, and the salty air will cleanse your system."

She shook her head. "The election's less than
two weeks away."

"So what? I'm not running for anything.
Neither are you."

"But Gil Dickerson is. Or have you
forgotten?"

"How can I? It's become your current crusade.
Besides, we can get back in time for the election."

"I want to be here until the election—just in
case the other side tries to pull something."

"Jesus, Anna. Gil's either gonna win or lose,
and there's not much that you're gonna do to change that."

She looked at him, shocked by his suggestion.
"We're going to endorse him."

Anna Tyree was editor of the Milbrook
Daily Journal. When she had first met Whit, she had been a
reporter for the paper. The two had clashed immediately. Whit
Pynchon had made it clear that, in his estimation, reporters were
one step below pond scum on the scale of evolution. Anna, who was
then burdened with the horrendous byline of Annie Tyson-Tyree,
hadn't cared much for cops. In spite of their mutual dislike for
each other's occupation, the two had somehow fallen in love. She
had moved into Whit's home during the winter.

"So, you can write the endorsement now. You
already know what you're going to say. Kathy can see that it gets
in the paper. After all, she is the publisher, and her interest in
Gil is probably stronger than yours."

But Anna continued to shake her head. "I
don't intend to miss this election. I can't wait to see Jake
Brimm's face when Gil whips his ass."

"Aw, c'mon, Anna. If we wait much longer, the
damned kids will take over the beach. You know I always go down in
the spring."

Anna finished her coffee. "Go on down then.
I'm staying here, at least until the election is over."

"What if Gil loses?"

"No way," Anna snapped.

"Brimm's a master of Raven County politics,
Anna. Half the damned officeholders in the county can thank him for
their jobs."

She stifled another sneeze, then said, "All
except Tony Danton, and he's on Gil's side."

Whit had to grant her that, but he said,
"Sure, but Tony got elected before Brimm became so powerful."

Anna rose to get another cup of coffee.
"Well, I'll tell you this. If Gil loses by one vote, then he oughta
kick your narrow-minded ass all over this county."

"Don't start that again, Anna. I've been
registered as an independent for years. I can't help it if this
crummy state refuses to allow us to vote in their primaries."

"You just like to be a horse's ass, Whit. You
of all people should want to keep Brimm out of office. You're the
one that says he'd make such a lousy sheriff."

Whit rolled his eyes. "He killed a man, Anna.
Murdered him in cold blood when he was sheriff before."

"Which," Anna said quickly, "you couldn't
prove."

"He's guilty just the same."

"But you won't lift a finger to see that he
doesn't get back into office."

"I won't change my registration."

"It's too late now anyway. The deadline's
past." She vanished into the kitchen. He rose and flung the dregs
from his coffee cup out into the thick stand of grass below the
deck. From inside the house he heard the ringing of the phone.

"I'm already gone," he shouted to Anna.

Too late, though. She handed the cordless
phone out the back door. "It's Tony," she said.

"Gee, thanks." He accepted it. "Morning,
boss."

"I didn't realize today was a holiday," Tony
Danton said. Whit glanced at his watch and saw that it was almost
nine fifteen. As a rule he was in the office by eight-thirty.
"I was enjoying this beautiful morning."

"Well, enough of that," the prosecutor said.
"Don't bother coming by the office."

Whit smiled. "Are you firing me, I hope?"

"Not today. You've got a crime scene to
visit. Pronto!"

"A crime scene?"

"Yeah, hotshot. A homicide. And you're gonna
love the circumstances."

The smile was gone from Whit's face. "Why do
I get the feeling that you are just about to shove one up my
ass?"

"Because I am, pal. One of the assistant
librarians at Milbrook College was murdered sometime last night.
Your ex-wife discovered the body when she came in for work this
morning."

"Sweet Jesus, no!"

"Yeah, and right now the campus security
force is securing the scene. Need I say more?"

"I'm on my way," Whit said.

"Step on it. They called in the complaint
about eight-twenty. I kept waiting, thinking that you would honor
us with your presence. The president of the college just called
back. They'd like to remove the body from the middle of their
library."

"I said I was on my way—just as soon as you
stop yapping at me."

"Bye." The prosecutor hung up.

Whit carried the phone back into the
kitchen.

"What's going on?" Anna asked.

After living with the woman for several
months, Whit had learned the futility of trying to withhold such
things as homicides. He still kept a lot to himself, but only when
it was necessary. "There was a murder at the college library last
night. Julia—of all people—found the body."

"A student?"

"No, one of the assistant librarians."

"Who would wanna kill a librarian?"

"As soon as I know, you'll know." Whit had
gone to his closet and was pulling down the small .357 that he
carried. He slipped the holster inside his belt. In deference to
the warmth, he selected a lightweight tan sports coat instead of
the tan corduroy that he usually wore.

"Can I tag along?" Anna asked.

Whit glared at her. "No way."

"I can be ready in five minutes." That was
true. Anna Tyree woke up beautiful. Blessed with skin that appeared
to always sport a tan, she used hardly any makeup. Her eyelashes
and eyebrows were a shade darker than her auburn hair. "All I have
to do is dress. I can do the rest in the car."

"I'm out of here," Whit said, not giving her
a chance to say anything.

"You son of a—"

He slammed the door on
her epithet.

Norman Meeks was
mad. As captain of Milbrook College's five-man security force, he
figured he could handle a homicide case as well as the next cop.
After all, college security officers had the same authority on
campus as a deputy sheriff. Like most police officers in the
state, he had attended the West Virginia State Police Academy near
Charleston. None of that, though, had made the slightest impression
on the sniveling wimp who served as president of the college. The
guy had called the sheriff's department anyway. They in turn had
called the prosecuting attorney, who was sending out some special
investigator.

The body remained on the floor, the books
scattered around it. A plastic trash bag covered her upper torso.
The president had ordered that, too. Meeks sat on a library table
with Bill Conners, one of the county deputies who had stopped by to
see if the college officers needed any help.

"Who is this guy, anyway?" Meeks asked.
"Pynchon?"

"Yeah—if that's his name."

Conners, one of the veteran county officers,
smiled. "If you ain't met Whit Pynchon, then I feel sorry for
you."

"Our head librarian is named Pynchon."

"She's his ex, I hear."

"No shittin'," Meeks said. "Talk about a
tight-assed bitch. What's the story on him?"

"Not for me to say, Norm."

"Why?"

"Just best I don't say much," Conners
said.

An ambulance crew waited beside a stretcher.
They had already unrolled a coal-black body bag.

"C'mon, Bill, what's the deal? If that
bastard of a president didn't want me handling this, what was
wrong with you guys doing it?"

Conners shook his head. "Don't ask me.
Pynchon investigates all homicides in the county. That's the way
the prosecutor wants it, and what the prosecutor wants he
gets."

"Sounds like a lotta bullshit to me."

The deputy glanced around to be certain no
one was within hearing distance. "Pynchon's the prosecutor's
fair-haired boy. He also likes giving us regular cops a hard
time."

"The prosecutor?" Meeks asked.

"I meant Pynchon. If somebody claims we
roughed them up, or if someone accuses us of something wrong,
Pynchon handles the investigation. He's got no love for us guys in
uniform. I haven't had much contact with him myself, but I hear
he's a real bastard. Fact is, several years ago he tried to pin a
murder rap on the guy who was sheriff then. Most of the guys at the
department hate his guts."

"Which sheriff?"

"Jake Brimm."

"Oh yea, the one running for sheriff."

We gotta watch what we say because Dickerson,
the newly appointed sheriff, and Pynchon are asshole buddies."

"Sounds like I oughta vote for Brimm," Meeks
said.

Bill Conners smiled. "Yeah, you sure
oughta."

Meeks shoved his hefty body off the library
table and pulled the Sam Browne belt up around his ample midriff.
"Well, if this Pynchon thinks he's gonna come marching in here and
give us a hard way to go, he's got another think comin'. I'm state
civil service, and I don't hafta take crap off nobody."

A tall, stately man, dressed in a light gray
pin-stripe suit, stuck his head out of the office of the head
librarian. "That's Hardison," Meeks whispered.

Conners squinted at the approaching figure.
"Who?"

"The college president," Meeks said
quickly.

Willard Hardison made a wide circle to avoid
the body. He kept his eyes averted from it as he walked up to the
head of his security department. "Has Investigator Pynchon arrived
yet?"

Meeks, still very much irritated, just shook
his head.

"Where on earth can he be? I've called twice.
We need to get . . . uh, to put things back in some semblance of
order. It's exam time, and students require access to the
library."

The county deputy, who was still seated on
the library table, eased himself off and offered his hand to the
college president. "I'm Deputy Conners."

Hardison, his own hand trembling, weakly
grasped the deputy's. "Thank you for coming."

"From what I know about Pynchon, I suspect
your library will be tied up most of the day."

The president had thick wavy gray hair and
bushy gray eyebrows, the latter so long that they tended to curl up
toward his low forehead. When he knitted them, as he was doing at
that moment, the ends almost reached his hairline. "I can't
understand what's keeping him."

"Pynchon operates on his own schedule," the
deputy said.

Hardison nodded back toward the office of the
librarian. "Mrs. Pynchon was just telling me the same thing.
Perhaps I erred in phoning the sheriff's department, Captain."

"I told you we could take care of it."

Hardison kept glancing toward the front door.
"Please understand, Captain. I'm not accustomed to dealing with . .
. with—" He was waving his hand at the body.

"We've been trained by the state, sir. Me and
the boys coulda handled it."

The president glanced at the Rolex on his
wrist. "Perhaps I should phone the prosecutor's office and advise
them that I do wish this to be handled in-house, so to speak."

The deputy sheriff laughed. "Don't mean to
butt in, sir, but you'd be wastin' your time. The prosecutor'll
want Pynchon to take charge of the investigation. That's his
policy."

"Then he should be here!" the president
snapped. He wheeled and marched back toward the library office.

"Kinda tense, ain't he?" Conners said.

Meeks glared at the back of the official.
"He's a spineless son of a bitch," he whispered.

Conners grinned. "I get the idea you don't
like the guy."

"Bastard," Meeks said, still under his
breath. He waited for the president to vanish into Mrs. Pynchon's
office. "Last year, a bunch of students showed their asses."

The deputy nodded. "I remember, something to
do with some building the college was gonna tear down."

"Yeah, the old dorm. Hell, they stopped usin'
that building when these kids were still pissin' in their diapers.
Nothing but a gawdamned eyesore, so the state decided to take it
down. Well, you remember—the students started raising hell. They
gave my guys fits, but Mr. Wimp there—the president?"

Conners was nodding that he knew who Mr. Wimp
was.

"Well, he tells us just to let the little
bastards get it outta their system. The dean of men ain’t no
better. He sided with Hardison."

"What did you wanna do, Norm?"

"I thought we oughta busted heads. Kicked ass
and took names. You know what I mean. You guys do it all the
time."

"Shit!" Conners pulled a pouch of chewing
tobacco from his hip pocket. With practiced ease he gathered a plug
in his fingers and jammed it into his mouth.

"What's that mean?"

"It means shit, Norm. We don't do that kinda
stuff no more. Haven't for eight years. Not since Jake Brimm was
sheriff." The wad of tobacco formed a knot on one side of his face.
"Those days are over. All we do is serve civil papers and play like
taxi drivers for the damned courts. Hell, the state boys don't do
much head knocking anymore. Even if Jake does get elected, and he's
gonna, we still won't be doing that stuff anymore."

One of the members of the ambulance crew
moved over to the captain. "Cripes, Meeks, we don't move her soon
she's gonna start to smell. What's the holdup?"

Conners beat Meeks to the answer. "Waiting on
Pynchon."

The kid beamed and wheeled back to his buddy.
"Told ya, didn't I? It is Pynchon."

"So you know him, too," Meeks said.

The kid turned and nodded. "He reamed my ass
one time for trying to revive a murder victim."

Meeks's mouth dropped. "You're shittin'
me?"

The ambulance attendant held up his right
hand. "Swear to God. Said I was fuckin' up his evidence."

"Was the guy dead?" Conners asked.

The question appeared to stun the kid. "Hell,
yes. What does that have to do with it? We're s'posed to try.
Leastways we were s'posed to. Nowadays, we just stand back when we
answer somethin' like this. Makes us look pretty damned sorry, too,
but none of us wanna put up with Pynchon's crap."

The door to the librarian's office opened
once again, and Hardison stepped out. He didn't bother crossing the
thirty feet to the head of his security. Instead, he simply
motioned for Meeks.

"Gawdamn it to hell," the captain muttered.
But he moved quickly toward his boss.

Conners glanced to the ambulance attendant.
"I got a five-spot that says he and Pynchon are into it five
minutes after the asshole gets here."

But the kid knew better. "No thanks. I bet it
won't be five minutes."

The captain rejoined them. "Pynchon's on his
way. The wimp called the prosecutor again. Just like you said, he
insisted that Pynchon do it."

At that moment the front door to the library
opened. For a second time, Meeks hoisted the gun belt up over his
belly. "That him?"

They all knew it had to be someone official.
Two of Meeks's officers were stationed outside the front door to
keep out sightseers.

"Yep," Conners said.

The ambulance attendant said, "I'm gettin'
out of his way."

The man stopped just inside the door. He
studied the scene. "Don't look like such hot shit to me," Meeks
said.

In fact, to the captain of the Milbrook
College Security Force, Whit Pynchon looked the part of a wacko
college professor. He wore a tan sports coat over jeans. He stood
maybe an inch or so taller than Meeks. That would make him six-two
or six-three. His hair was gray, still streaked with a few wedges
of darker color. His face was tan, like maybe he didn't have so
much to do and he could sit out in the sun when other guys had to
work.

What's he doin’ just standing there? Meeks
asked.

"Knowin' Pynchon,
lookin' for somebody's ass to rag."

Whit didn't know
what to expect at the crime scene. The security officers outside
were college employees. Whit hadn't known either of them. At first
they had blocked his way, but he flashed his I.D. "Who's in
charge?" he'd asked.

The older of the two college cops had nodded
toward the door into the library. "He's in there."

"Who?" Whit had asked.

"Captain Meeks."

Once inside, Whit had paused to get an idea
of the layout. From the corner of his eye, he had noticed the
pear-shaped figure standing near the body. Since he was the only
one dressed in the same dark brown uniform as the guards outside,
Whit figured him for Meeks. Deputy Bill Conners stood with him.

He moved toward the man. "You Meeks?"

The captain nodded. "Yes, sir . . . in charge
of campus security."

Whit glanced down at the body, its face
concealed by glistening black plastic. "What's her name?"

"Weldon," Meeks said. "Eloise Weldon."

"She married? Got a family?"

Meeks shrugged. "Damned if I know."

"If you don't, who does?"

"The lady in there," the captain said,
nodding toward Julia Pynchon's office.

Whit didn't even allow himself to blink.
"What time was she found?"

"A little before eight."

"How come the sheriff's department wasn't
called until eight-twenty?"

"We were discussing how we should handle
it—and trying to calm Mrs. Pynchon down. Hardison didn't get here
until eight-fifteen. He took one look at the body and dashed into
Mrs. Pynchon's office. Next thing I knew he'd called you guys. To
tell you the truth, Pynchon, we coulda handled this. I've been
trained at the academy."

Whit had been staring down at the body. He
allowed his eyes to roll up at the college cop. "Obviously, the
president doesn't share your opinion. Where can I find him?"

Meeks felt his face warm up. "Still in
there." He was nodding back toward Julia Pynchon's office.

Whit knelt down and lifted the trash bag. He
grimaced, both as a result of the sight and the smell. She didn't
reek of corruption yet. Not enough time for that, but the odor of
dried blood, going rapidly sour, was pungent. Her nose wasn't there
anymore. It had been splattered back against the face. Her eyes
gazed upward, milky and dry. Dark brown clots of blood matted her
short hair. Whit leaned closer to her, his experienced eyes noting
the long dark slash on the left side of her head. The wound was
nearly concealed by her hair and the sticky crust of blood.

"Anybody touch her?" he asked, not looking
up.

"We know better," Meeks said. "Kinda ironic,
huh?"

Whit glanced up at the security officer.
"What's that?"

"A librarian killed by books."

"Why do you think that?"

"'Cause I got two eyes," Meeks said.

"So does a monkey." Whit turned his attention
back to the victim.

"What the hell does that mean?" Meeks
asked.

"It means, Captain, that a good cop shouldn't
judge a book by its cover—if you'll pardon the pun."

Meeks looked over at the deputy sheriff.
"What the hell's he talking about?"

"Got me," Conners said.

Whit ignored the comment. "Deputy?"

Conners knelt down by Whit, who was fishing
in his pocket. "Yes, sir."

"Would you go out to my car?" he asked,
handing the officer his keys. "In the trunk there's a package of
paper bags and some string. Bring them in here."

Conners frowned. "What for?"

"Just do it, please."

Conners shrugged. "If you say so."

The college president once again emerged from
the library's private office. He sagged with relief when he saw
the man dressed in plainclothes bending down with the body.

"Are you Investigator Pynchon?" he asked as
he approached.

"I am," Whit said. "You must be
Hardison."

"President Hardison," the man said. "Mrs.
Pynchon would like to see you."

"All in good time."

"She's very upset, Mr. Pynchon."

Whit had permitted the plastic bag to fall
back over the woman's face. With a flourish he pulled it away.
Hardison flinched and turned away.

"This lady comes first, Hardison. I'll talk
to Julia when I'm finished with her."

The president's jaw tensed. "Which will be
soon, I hope. Miss Weldon has lain there quite long enough."

"Has anyone arranged for a photographer?"
Whit asked. Hardison shook his head. "Not that I know of."

Whit was looking at Meeks. "Does your
department have a camera?"

"I guess so. Maybe somewhere."

"It might be nice to have some crime-scene
photos," Whit said. "Juries like to see that kind of thing if we
ever end up going to trial in this case."

"Go see if you can find it," Hardison said.
"If you can't, I'm certain someone around this campus has one."

"Black and white," Whit said as Meeks started
off.

The campus cop turned. "Black and white?"

"Color, too, Captain. But definitely black
and white. I thought maybe they had taught you that at the
academy."

"Look here, Pynchon—"

But Hardison, too, was puzzled. "No one uses
black and white these days, Mr. Pynchon."

"Professional police departments do,
Hardison. The courts don't like showing color photos to juries.
They say it tends to inflame jurors and undermine their
impartiality."

"That's ludicrous."

"Be that as it may," Whit said, "I do require
black-and white photos."

Conners was returning with the items Whit had
requested.

"Do you happen to have a camera with you and
some black-and-white film?" Whit asked.

The deputy handed Whit the paper bags and
small ball of string. "Not with me. We got one back at the
department."

"How about asking them to bring it over
here?"

Conners glanced at Meeks. "Don't they have
one?"

"They're still debating the point," Whit
said. "I'd say we'll all be out of here a little faster if your
department can provide one."

"Ten four." Conners looked at Hardison. "Got
a phone I can use?"

"It's located at the main desk," Hardison
said.

Whit had knelt back down beside the body. He
took two paper bags from the pack.

"Of what use are those?" Hardison asked.

"They go over the hands," Whit said, breaking
off two short lengths of string. "Just in case there's evidence
adhering to the hands."

"Evidence?" the president said.

Whit carefully lifted one of the hands. The
muscles were rigid with rigor mortis. "Maybe she scratched her
attacker and has bits of his flesh or blood beneath her
fingernails. Whatever's there should be preserved for the M.E."

The college president made a face. "You have
an unpleasant job, Mr. Pynchon."

Whit smiled. "Yeah, tell me about it."

"You took your sweet time, Whitley."

He recognized the voice at once. When he
glanced up, Julia Pynchon was standing beside Hardison. Her eyes
were swollen and red, her face gray and strained.

"Got here as soon as I could, Julia. I'm told
you found her."

"Can we talk back in the office?" she
asked.

"Just as soon as I'm finished here." He
secured the bag to the woman's marble-cold wrist with one of the
pieces of the string.

"I need to talk to you now!" she snapped.

The sharp edge to her voice startled
Hardison. "Mrs. Pynchon—"

"Can't you understand?" she said, her voice
trembling. "It was supposed to be me. That's who he meant to
kill."

 



Chapter
Two

Deputy Marsha Via
wanted to scream. She was on the phone with the judge's secretary,
who was telling her that one of the jail's inmates was late for an
appointment with a local psychiatrist. She had another line on
hold—a call from Conners who was at the scene of a homicide. Two
other lines were ringing.

"Damn," she said aloud.

"What on earth's wrong?" the judge's
secretary asked.

"This place is crazy. Why in the hell do they
put four lines into this place and then only have one person to
answer them?"

The secretary chuckled. "I'll hold if you
wanna grab the calls. The judge is down in the probation
department."

"Thanks. I won't be a second."

She jabbed the hold button and switched to
one of the flashing lines. "Sheriff's department."

"It's me, Marsha."

"Oh, Bill." She had meant to key into one of
the incoming calls.

"I need—"

"Please hold, Bill . . . just a few more
moments."

She punched the hold button again and then
jabbed a second flashing line. "Sheriff's department."

"Can I speak to the sheriff?"

"Hold please," Marsha said.

"But this is an emergency!"

The woman caught Marsha just before she was
placed on hold.

"What's the nature of the emergency?"

"There's a spaceman prowling—"

"Please hold," Marsha said. A
spaceman! That caller would be last on her list.

The fourth line stopped ringing.

Marsha sighed with relief and quickly tried
to remember which button connected her with the judge's secretary.
She picked the middle one. "Linda?"

"It's Bill, Marsha. Dammit, don't put me on
hold again."

"Sorry, Bill . . . just a few more
minutes."

"Marsha!"

She heard him, but she still put him back on
hold—for the third time. Christ, she hoped she didn't get the nut
case this time, the one with the spaceman. Timidly she keyed into
another line. "Linda?"

"This is Judge O'Brien, Deputy Via."

"Oh, good morning, Your Honor."

"It's a busy morning, Marsha. My secretary
hasn't time to be left on hold."

"I'm sorry, sir, but—"

"No 'buts.' Please tell me why that prisoner
hasn't been delivered to Dr. Punjabi's office."

"My units are tied up, sir. We have a wreck
just outside of town . . . a murder—"

"A murder?" the judge said.

"Yes, sir. At the college."

"Who's the victim?"

"An employee of the library from what I
understand. I don't have her name yet."

"Well, I'm sorry to hear that, but the inmate
still needs to be at the psychiatrist's office at once. I need that
report before your people can move him to the penitentiary. I'm
certain the sheriff wants him on his way as soon as possible."

I'm sure the sheriff doesn't give a
shit. That was what Marsha thought. She said, "I'll ask the
chief to take him."

"You tell the chief to take him," the
judge said. "If he doesn't, I'll want to know why."

"Yes, sir."

The phone went dead.

Marsha quickly jumped over to the line on
which Conners waited. "Sorry, Bill, but it's been a madhouse
here."

"Jesus, Marsha. We've got a corpse here. Do
you know how long you've kept me waiting?"

"Screw you, too," she snapped. "I just got
reamed by the judge for keeping him waiting. I'm not gonna take any
crap off you. What do you want?"

"Don't get your blood pressure up."

"Me?" she said. "It's you—"

"Okay . . . okay. Look, just send someone out
with the department's camera."

"Who?"

"Whaddaya mean?"

"I mean, everyone's tied up. If you want it
anytime soon, you'd best come after it."

"What about the chief?"

"He doesn't know it yet, but, the judge just
gave him a medical transport."

"Where the hell is everyone?"

"There's a wreck on Tabernacle Mountain Road.
The other two guys are out there."

"Why two?" Conners asked.

"Because it's a bad wreck, dammit. Traffic's
snarled."

"Forget it," Conners said.

"Are you coming in?"

The deputy laughed. "Not too soon, Marsha.
I'm gonna stay here where it’s reasonably quiet."

"You bastard."

This time, he hung up on her.

One button continued to blink. The woman
calling about the spaceman was still on the line. For a moment she
considered forgetting about it. After all, she did need to track
down the chief deputy.

But she decided against that, took a deep
breath, and jabbed the button. "Sheriff's department . . . sorry to
keep you waiting."

"I could be dead by now," the woman
shouted.

"I'm sorry, ma'am, but—"

"I demand to talk to the sheriff."

"He's out," Marsha said. "Can I help
you?"

"I need a policeman."

"I'm a deputy sheriff," Marsha countered.

"I mean a real deputy."

"I am a real deputy. Listen, if you have a
complaint to file, I'll take it. Otherwise, I'm going to hang
up."

"You mean I complain about you to you?"

"Lady, why did you call?"

Marsha heard a sharp intake of breath. "I
told you! Before you cut me off!"

"I put you on hold."

"Same difference."

"Ma'am, you mentioned something about a
spaceman?"

"He's been prowling on my property."

Marsha didn't even have a standard complaint
form in front of her, and she doubted this would be one worth
writing up anyway. She made notes on the desk pad. "How do you know
he's from space?"

"He's got one of those space suits on. It's
all black and shiny. The face mask is like a mirror."

"Can you describe him?"

"I just did."

"I mean, height . . . weight—"

"Heaven help us! I could barely see him
sneakin' across the yard just outside my house. He went into the
woods."

"We'll send a deputy just as soon as we can,
ma'am. Please stay inside. It might be a little while before he can
get there."

"What if he tries something?"

"Just stay inside," Marsha said. "I'm sure
you'll be safe."

"My husband's due home any minute."

"Well, just stay inside until your husband
arrives. A deputy will be there as soon as he can."

"Hold on a minute," the woman said. There was
a hint of panic in her voice.

"Is something happening right now?" Marsha
asked.

"No, it's . . . well,
you didn't even ask me my name or where I live."

"Just try to calm
down," Whit said to his former wife. They were seated in her office
with the college president.

"Calm down? You might be accustomed to dead
bodies. I'm not, especially when it's a friend and fellow worker.
That was intended to be me, Whitley."

Whit looked at the college president.
Hardison looked off to the side, staring down at the floor. He
obviously planned to remain neutral on that issue.

"Julia, it certainly could have been you,"
Whit said. "—if you had been working. You weren't."

"I said it was intended to be me. That's what
I meant."

"How can you be certain?"

"I feel it," she said.

"Well, I don't. Now, please try to cooperate
with me, Julia. I know this is difficult."

"I have been cooperating," she countered.

"Tell me about the victim."

"Eloise Weldon. She does have a name,
Whitley."

Whit sighed. "Yes, Julia. I know. What do you
know about her?"

"Volumes, Whitley. Precisely what do you want
to know?"

"Jesus, Julia—"

"I mean it, Whitley. I know a great deal
about her. It would take a long time to relate it all to you.
Please ask me specific questions."

Whit clinched his teeth. "If that's how you
want it, Julia, that's fine by me. Was she married?"

"Divorced."

"And
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