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      The Wilden County Library was a small affair, little more than a few rooms in an old brick lawyers' building. Quiet, subtle and homey in its own way.

      Hardly the kind of place you'd need to bring a gun.

      Perhaps four thousand square feet. Perhaps a little less. Open Tuesdays, Wednesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, according to the brass sign at the door.

      The air was cool and carried the agreeable scent of ageing books and shampooed carpeting.

      The main area involved rows of shelves filled with books in a jumble of sizes. Probably neatly ordered according to rules of subject matter. Cole Wright had visited libraries often enough to know that there were different systems. Dewey Decimal was popular, but there were variations.

      Right near the glass entry doors stood a wide central service desk, with helpful signs and racks of brochures and fliers, and a young librarian--bespectacled as if that was some kind of rule--tapping away at a computer. She was early twenties and tall. Dressed in black. She had a row of piercings along the outside of her left ear.

      Off to her right, and tucked into the far corner, a bank of six computers occupied a long bench. Locals looking at emails or social media or videos. A couple of the computers had black screens and Out of Order signs.

      Fingers ticked on keys and music bled quietly from headphones.

      In back was the staff area, behind closed swinging doors with pebbled windows. Librarians came and went. The door hinges creaked every time. Trolley wheels rattled.

      There were other rooms too. Bathrooms, a history reading room and a book sale room run by the friends of the library.

      The reason Wright was here.

      He'd read a good Grisham recently and needed a new book. Perhaps something a little more esoteric.

      All across America, Friends of the Library organizations occupied back rooms or cupboard or shelves, filled with canceled library books, donated and other bits and pieces to help raise funds to keep the library running.

      It suited Wright. He'd brought along the battered paperback to donate, and would browse for a replacement.

      What he hadn't figured, but should have really, was that the sale room opened an hour after the library itself, so he had a good fifteen minutes to wait.

      That was fine with him too. He was new to town and enjoying the peace and quiet. After the bustle and frantic hectic life of a Seattle cop, the pace of small towns was just about right.

      He wandered the shelves. They had a big section on American history, and on natural history. A wonderful huge book on buffalo, with hundreds of pages of pictures, many sepia, or the stunning beasts. Wright could just about hear the hoofbeats of the herds striding through.

      Wilden would have been right in the middle of the grazing lands. Vast prairies, horizon to horizon. Now, mostly corn and wheat and maybe a little soy.

      A librarian appeared at the end of the row as he was reshelving the book. The woman from the counter. She had dark brown eyes. A badge on her left breast read Josie and she had a black lanyard with an ID card.

      “Doing okay there?” she said.

      “Just fine,” he said. “Probably putting this back in the wrong place though.”

      Librarians could be fussy. Everything needed to be in order, but some of the numbers got pretty long, with decimal points and letters. This one had 599.643 BIS on the spine. Not too long of a number really.

      “Just leave it on the table,” Josie said. “I'll tidy it away later.”

      From the front of the library someone shouted. Followed right away by a calming voice. Another librarian?

      Josie glanced back.

      “Everything okay?” Wright said.

      “It's just Evan. He can get a bit... anxious if he's not on his meds.” She looked at Wright again. “I shouldn't have said that.”

      Wright smiled. Sometimes people talked to him. Said things they shouldn't.

      “That's okay,” Wright said. He pulled back the book on buffalo and brought it along with him to one of the tables. The place had plenty of them set up. Plain wooden things with simple steel framed chairs. There were power points and phone chargers.

      He dropped the book on the table.

      “They're opening up the book sale room now,” Josie said, just ahead of him. “They're a little early, but I figure that's better than late.”

      “I'd agree. And thank you.”

      Wright started back around the next aisle, heading toward the sale room at the back.

      Another shout came from the front of the library. It came from among the computers.

      Wright stopped near the central desk. A pen caddy stood near the librarians' computer, with some kind of sign-up sheet on a clipboard. A generic lanyard with a generic Visitor card at the end. Perhaps for electricians and plumbers who needed access to the non-public spaces.

      Josie had continued on over to the computers. A thickset guy was standing near a reedy looking guy with a fresh haircut. He was facing away from Wright, but there was a lanyard at his neck too. Another librarian.

      He had both hands up, as if preparing to deflect the thickset guy if he charged. The reedy librarian wouldn't stand a chance.

      The thickset guy's shoulders were bunched. He was wearing a heavy coat. Hands in the pockets.

      “Hey Evan,” Josie said. “What's going on?” Her voice had a sing-song friendliness to it.

      Wright stayed where he was a moment.

      He glanced deeper into the library. The book sale room door stood open. It looked bright inside, with well-ordered shelves. An old guy with a thick gray mustache and a too-tight polo shirt was putting a sign up on an easel at the door.

      Half off Today, it read. All books 50% marked price.

      The sign looked well-used, as if they put it out every other week.

      Still, Wright was never one to pass up a bargain.

      “You need to put that down,” Josie said, back at the computers.

      “Nope,” the thickset guy said.

      Wright turned.

      The guy had a gun. Held level. Aimed right at Josie.
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      Wright kicked himself.

      He should have seen the situation right away. The hunched shoulders. Hands in pockets.

      The shouting.

      But who brings a gun to a library? It's not as if they have barrels of cash on hand. No drugs. Nothing of value.

      Wright stayed where he was.

      The gun was a pistol. Short and small. Maybe a Taurus G3. The G3C. It was tough to keep up with various models.

      Over the computer area a lazy ceiling fan chugged along, blades spinning maybe once a second. Enough to turn the air, but not really doing any cooling.

      There were four other people at computers. In a straight line against the library wall. There were high windows there.

      Evan, the guy with the gun, stood about in the middle of the area. Three feet from Josie, on his right, maybe five feet from the reedy guy.

      Josie had her hands out and down. Completely different from the reedy guy.

      “Evan,” she said. “You're going to be in a whole lot of trouble if you don't put the gun down.”

      “I'll be in trouble anyway.”

      The woman at the computer at the end of the row, had a phone to her ear. She was shaking. Pale.

      From Wright's vantage, he could see across the main service desk and out through the glass doors to the street.

      Someone was heading in.

      Wright took a step. Kept one eye on Evan. One on the new arrival.

      Not just someone. A woman, maybe Josie's age, with a stroller and a kid walking along beside. Maybe four years old.

      Wright took another step. Slow. He watched Evan.

      Evan was taking deep breaths. Angry about something. Trying to hold it together.

      Wright held up his hand. Toward the woman with the stroller. Tried to wave her off without attracting Evan's attention.

      “Evan,” Josie said. “This isn't like you.”

      The woman with the stroller kept coming. Maybe reflection from the glass. Maybe too focused. Maybe Wright's gesture was too subtle.

      He couldn't jump up and wave both hands, like trying to prevent an aircraft touching down on a busted carrier.

      “It is like me,” Evan said. “This is always like me.”

      “I figured you were calmer,” Josie said. “But anyway. Since you're upset I'm going to get some of these people out of the way.”

      “Did you learn anything?” Evan said. “I know you all went on that armed hold up course. The idea is to get the gun out, right? To avoid doing anything that might antagonize me. Come one Josie.”

      “Yeah, I did that course,” Josie said. “But who brings a gun to a library? Anyway, you're not going to leave. I know that. You're a regular.”

      “Practically family,” Wright said. Quietly. Didn't want to antagonize the situation.

      But the woman was coming through the doors.

      Evan was right.

      Get the gun out.

      “Who's this guy?” Evan said, staring at Wright now.

      Better. Far better that he was focused on Wright and away from the public.

      “Just a guy,” Wright said, mimicking Josie with his hands out and low. He stepped around a little.

      The woman was about to come through the inner door. He could just see her in his peripheral vision. He wanted to keep focused on Evan.

      The woman slowed. Stared at Wright.

      He tried to indicate to her to stop. A subtle wave of his left hand.

      “I want your boss,” Evan said. “Now.”

      The woman frowned, but she came on through.

      Wright reached for the spare lanyard lying on the desk. Grabbed it up.

      Stepped forward.

      “I'm the boss,” he said, lanyard swinging from his hand.
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