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      One

      Medicine Creek, Kansas. Early August. Sunset.
      

      The great sea of yellow corn stretches from horizon to horizon under an angry sky. When the wind rises the corn stirs and
         rustles as if alive, and when the wind dies down again the corn falls silent. The heat wave is now in its third week, and
         dead air hovers over the corn in shimmering curtains.
      

      One road cuts through the corn from north to south; another from east to west. Where the two roads cross lies the town. Sad
         gray buildings huddle together at the intersection, gradually thinning along both roads into separate houses, then scattered
         farms, and then nothing. A creek, edged by scraggly trees, wanders in from the northwest, loops lazily around the town, and
         disappears in the southeast. It is the only curved thing in this landscape of straight lines. To the northeast rises a cluster
         of mounds surrounded by trees.
      

      A giant slaughterhouse stands south of the town, lost in the corn, its metal sides scoured by years of dust storms. The faint
         odor of blood and disinfectant drifts in a plume southward from the plant, riding the fitful currents of air. Beyond, just
         over the horizon, stand three gigantic grain silos, like a tall-masted ship lost at sea.
      

      The temperature is exactly one hundred degrees. Heat lightning flickers silently along the distant northern horizon. The corn
         is seven feet high, the fat cobs clustered on the stalks. Harvest is two weeks away.
      

      Twilight is falling over the landscape. The orange sky bleeds away into red. A handful of streetlights blink on in the town.

      A black-and-white police cruiser passes along the main street, heading east into the great nothingness of corn, its headlights
         stabbing into the rising darkness. Some three miles ahead of the cruiser, a column of slow-circling turkey vultures rides
         a thermal above the corn. They wheel down, then rise up again, circling endlessly, uneasily, rising and falling in a regular
         cadence.
      

      Sheriff Dent Hazen fiddled with the dashboard knobs and cursed at the tepid air that streamed from the vents. He felt the
         vent with the back of his hand but it wasn’t getting any cooler: the AC had finally bit the dust. He muttered another imprecation
         and cranked down the window, tossing out his cigarette butt. Furnacelike air boiled in, and the cruiser filled with the smell
         of late-summer Kansas: earth, cornstalks. He could see the circling turkey buzzards rise and dip, rise and dip above the dying
         smear of sunset along the horizon. One ugly motherfucker of a bird, thought Hazen, and he glanced over at the long-barreled Winchester Defender lying on the seat beside him. With any luck,
         he’d get close enough to assist two or three of them into the next world.
      

      He slowed and glanced once again at the dark birds silhouetted against the sky. Why the hell aren’t any of them landing? Turning off the main road, he eased the cruiser onto one of the many rutted dirt lanes that cut their way through the thousand
         square miles of corn surrounding Medicine Creek. He moved forward, keeping a watch on the sky, until the birds were almost
         directly overhead. This was as close as he was going to get by car. From here, he’d have to walk.
      

      He threw the cruiser into park and, more out of habit than necessity, snapped on the lightbar flashers. He eased his frame
         out of the cruiser and stood for a moment facing the wall of corn, drawing a rough hand across his stubbled chin. The rows
         went in the wrong direction and it was going to be a bitch getting through them. Just the thought of shouldering through all
         those rows made him weary, and for a moment he thought about putting the cruiser in reverse and getting the hell back to town.
         But it was too late for that now: the neighbor’s call had already been logged. Old Wilma Lowry had nothing better to do but
         look out her window and report the location of dead animals. But this was his last call of the day, and a few extra hours
         on Friday evening at least guaranteed him a long, lazy, boozy Sunday fishing at Hamilton Lake State Park.
      

      Hazen lit another cigarette, coughed, and scratched himself, looking at the dry ranks of corn. He wondered if it was somebody’s
         cow who’d wandered into the corn and was now dead of bloat and greed. Since when was it a sheriff’s responsibility to check
         on dead livestock? But he already knew the answer: ever since the livestock inspector retired. There was nobody to take his
         place and no longer a need for one. Every year there were fewer family farms, fewer livestock, fewer people. Most people only
         kept cows and horses for nostalgic reasons. The whole county was going to hell.
      

      Realizing he’d put off the task long enough, Hazen sighed, hiked up his jangling service belt, slipped his flashlight out
         of its scabbard, shouldered the shotgun, and pushed his way into the corn.
      

      Despite the lateness of the hour, the sultry air refused to lift. The beam of his light flashed through the cornstalks stretching
         before him like endless rows of prison bars. His nose filled with the smell of dry stalks, that peculiar rusty smell so familiar
         it was part of his very being. His feet crunched dry clods of earth, kicking up dust. It had been a wet spring, and until
         the heat wave kicked in a few weeks back the summer sun had been benevolent. The stalks were as high as Hazen could ever remember,
         at least a foot or more over his head. Amazing how fast the black earth could turn to dust without rain. Once, as a kid, he’d
         run into a cornfield to escape his older brother and gotten lost. For two hours. The disorientation he’d felt then came back
         to him now. Inside the corn rows, the air felt trapped: hot, fetid, itchy.
      

      Hazen took a deep drag on the cigarette and continued forward, knocking the fat cobs aside with irritation. The field belonged
         to Buswell Agricon of Atlanta, and Sheriff Hazen could not have cared less if they lost a few ears because of his rough passage.
         Within two weeks Agricon’s huge combine harvesters would appear on the horizon, mowing down the corn, each feeding half a
         dozen streams of kernels into their hoppers. The corn would be trucked to the cluster of huge grain silos just over the northern
         horizon and from there railed to feed lots from Nebraska to Missouri, to disappear down the throats of mindless castrated
         cattle, which would in turn be transformed into big fat marbled sirloins for rich assholes in New York and Tokyo. Or maybe
         this was one of those gasohol fields, where the corn wasn’t eaten by man or even beast but burned up in the engines of cars
         instead. What a world.
      

      Hazen bullied his way through row after row. Already his nose was running. He tossed his cigarette away, then realized he
         should probably have pinched it off first. Hell with it. A thousand acres of the damn corn could burn and Buswell Agricon
         wouldn’t even notice. They should take care of their own fields, pick up their own dead animals. Of course, the executives
         had probably never set foot in a real cornfield in their lives.
      

      Like almost everyone else in Medicine Creek, Hazen came from a farming family that no longer farmed. They had sold their land
         to companies like Buswell Agricon. The population of Medicine Creek had been dropping for more than half a century and the
         great industrial cornfields were now dotted with abandoned houses, their empty window frames staring like dead eyes over the
         billowy main of crops. But Hazen had stayed. Not that he liked Medicine Creek particularly; what he liked was wearing a uniform
         and being respected. He liked the town because he knew the town, every last person, every dark corner, every nasty secret.
         Truth was, he simply couldn’t imagine himself anywhere else. He was as much a part of Medicine Creek as Medicine Creek was
         a part of him.
      

      Hazen stopped suddenly. He swept his beam through the stalks ahead. The air, full of dust, now carried another smell: the
         perfume of decay. He glanced up. The buzzards were far above now, directly over his head. Another fifty yards and he would
         be there. The air was still, the silence complete. He unshouldered his shotgun and moved forward more cautiously.
      

      The smell of decay drifted through the rows, sweeter by the moment. Now Hazen could make out a gap in the corn, a clearing
         directly ahead of him. Odd. The sky had flamed its red farewell and was now dark.
      

      The sheriff raised his gun, eased off the safety with his thumb, and broke through the last corn row into the clearing. For
         a moment he looked around in wild incomprehension. And then, rather suddenly, he realized what he was looking at.
      

      The gun went off when it hit the ground and the load of double-ought buckshot blew by Hazen’s ear. But the sheriff barely
         noticed.
      

   
      Two

      Two hours later, Sheriff Dent Hazen stood in approximately the same spot. But now, the cornfield had been transformed into
         a gigantic crime scene. The clearing was ringed with portable sodium vapor lights that bathed the scene in a harsh white glow,
         and a generator growled somewhere out in the corn. The Staties had bulldozed an access road in to the site, and now almost
         a dozen state cruisers, SOC trucks, ambulances, and other vehicles sat in an instant parking lot carved out of the corn. Two
         photographers were taking pictures, their flashes punctuating the night, while a lone evidence gatherer crouched nearby, picking
         at the ground with a pair of tweezers.
      

      Hazen stared at the victim, sickness rising in his gut. This was the first homicide in Medicine Creek in his lifetime. The
         last killing had been during Prohibition, when Rocker Manning had been shot at by the creek while buying a load of moonshine
         … that was back in, when, ’31? His granddaddy had handled the case, made the arrest. But that was nothing like this. This
         was something else entirely. This was fucking madness.
      

      Hazen turned from the corpse and stared at the makeshift road through the corn, cut to save the troopers a quarter-mile hike.
         There was a good possibility the road had destroyed evidence. He wondered if it was standard Statie procedure, or if they
         even had a procedure for this kind of situation. All the activity had an ad hoc air about it, as if the troopers were so shocked
         by the crime that they were just making it up as they went along.
      

      Sheriff Hazen didn’t hold Staties in particularly high regard. When you got down to it they were basically a bunch of tight-jawed
         assholes in shiny boots. But he could sympathize. This was something beyond anyone’s experience. He lit a fresh Camel off
         the stub of his last one and reminded himself that it wasn’t really his first homicide. It wasn’t his case at all. He may
         have found the body, but it was outside the township and therefore outside his jurisdiction. This was a Statie job, and thank
         the risen Lord for that.
      

      “Sheriff Hazen?” The towering Kansas state trooper captain came crunching over the corn stubble, his black boots shining,
         his hand outstretched, mouth tensed in what was supposed to pass for a smile. Hazen took the hand and shook it, annoyed by
         the man’s height. It was the third time the captain had offered him his hand. Hazen wondered if the man had a bad memory or
         if he was just so agitated that the handshaking was a nervous reaction. Probably the latter.
      

      “The M.E.’s coming down from Garden City,” the captain said. “Should be here in ten minutes.”

      Sheriff Hazen wished to hell he’d sent Tad out on this one. He would’ve gladly given up his weekend fishing—Christ, he would’ve
         even stayed sober—to miss this. On the other hand, he thought, perhaps this would have been too much for Tad. In so many ways
         he was still only a kid.
      

      “We’ve got ourselves an artist here,” said the trooper, shaking his head. “A real artist. You think this’ll make the Kansas City Star?”
      

      Hazen didn’t reply. This was a new thought to him. He thought of his picture in the paper and found the idea displeasing.
         Someone walking past with a fluoroscope bumped into him. Christ, the crime scene was getting to be more crowded than a Baptist
         wedding.
      

      He filled his lungs with tobacco, then forced himself to look out over the scene yet again. It seemed important that he should
         see it one more time, before it was all disassembled and put into bags and taken away. His eyes played over it, automatically
         committing every hideous little detail to memory.
      

      It had been set up almost like a scene in a play. A circular clearing had been made in the heart of the cornfield, the broken
         stalks carefully stacked to one side, leaving an area of dirt clods and stubble perhaps forty feet in diameter. Even in the
         terrible unreality of the moment, Hazen found himself marveling at the geometrical precision with which the circle had been
         formed. At one end of the clearing stood a miniature forest of sharpened sticks, two to three feet high, pushed into the earth,
         their cruel-looking ends pointing upward. At the precise middle of the clearing stood a circle of dead crows spitted on stakes.
         Only they weren’t stakes but Indian arrows, each topped by a flaked point. There were at least a couple dozen of the birds,
         maybe more, their vacant eyes staring, yellow beaks pointing inward.
      

      And in the center of this circle of crows lay the corpse of a woman.

      At least Sheriff Hazen thought it was a woman: her lips, nose, and ears were missing.

      The corpse lay on its back, its mouth wide open, looking like the entrance to a pink cave. It had bleached-blonde hair, a
         clump of it ripped away and missing; the clothes had been shredded in countless small, neat, parallel lines. There was no
         sense of disorder. The relationship between the head and the shoulders looked wrong: Hazen thought her neck was probably broken.
         But there was no bruising on the neck indicating strangulation. If it had been broken, the act had been done by a single hard
         twist.
      

      The killing, Hazen concluded, had taken place elsewhere. He could see marks in the earth going back not quite to the edge
         of the clearing, indicating the body had been dragged; extrapolating the line, he saw a gap in the corn rows where a stalk
         had been broken off. The troopers hadn’t seen it. In fact, some of the marks were being obscured by the comings and goings
         of the Staties themselves. He turned toward the captain to point this out. Then he stopped himself. What was wrong with him?
         This was not his case. Not his responsibility. When the shit hit, the fan would be blowing in someone else’s direction. The
         minute he opened his mouth the wind would shift his way. If he said, “Captain, you’ve destroyed evidence,” on the witness
         stand two months from now he’d be forced to repeat it to some asshole of a defense lawyer. Because whatever he said now would
         come up at the trial of the maniac who did this. And there would be a trial. A guy this crazy couldn’t get away with it for
         long.
      

      He inhaled a lungful of acrid smoke. Keep it zipped. Let them make the mistakes. It’s not your case.

      He dropped the butt, ground it beneath one foot. Yet another car was now bumping carefully along the access road, its headlights
         stabbing up and down through the corn. It came to a stop in the makeshift lot and a man in white got out, carrying a black
         bag. McHyde, the M.E.
      

      Sheriff Hazen watched as the man gingerly picked his way among the dry clods, not wanting to soil his wingtips. He spoke to
         the captain and then went over to the body. He stared at it for a moment from this angle and that, then knelt and carefully
         tied plastic bags around the hands and feet of the victim. Then he drew some kind of device out of his black bag—it was called
         an anal probe, Sheriff Hazen remembered abruptly. And now the M.E. was doing something intimate to the corpse. Measuring its
         temperature. Jesus. Now there was a job for you.
      

      Sheriff Hazen glanced up into the dark sky, but the turkey vultures were long gone. They, at least, knew when to leave well
         enough alone.
      

      The M.E. and the paramedics now began packing up the corpse for removal. A Statie was pulling up the arrows with the crows,
         labeling them, and packing them into refrigerated evidence lockers. And Sheriff Hazen realized he had to take a leak. All
         that damn coffee. But it wasn’t just that; acid was starting to boil up from his stomach. He hoped to hell his ulcer wasn’t
         coming back. He sure didn’t want to toss his cookies in front of these characters.
      

      He glanced around, made sure he was not being noticed, and slipped into the dark corn. He walked down a row, inhaling deeply,
         trying to get far enough away that his own piss wouldn’t be found and marked as evidence. He wouldn’t have to go far; these
         Staties were not showing much curiosity about anything beyond the immediate crime scene.
      

      He stopped just outside the circle of lights. Here, buried in the sea of corn, the murmur of the voices, the faint hum of
         the generator, and the bizarre violence of the crime scene seemed far away. A breeze came drifting past, only a slight movement
         of the muggy air, but it set the corn around him swaying and rustling. Hazen paused a minute, filling his nostrils. Then he
         unzipped, grunted, and urinated loudly on the dry ground. Finally, with a big noisy shake that set his gun, cuffs, club, and
         keys rattling, he put everything back in and patted it into place.
      

      As he turned, he saw something in the reflected glow of the lights. He stopped, shining his flashlight across the corn rows.
         There it was, in the next row over. He looked more closely. A piece of cloth, caught high up on one of the dry husks. It appeared
         to be the same as the material the victim was wearing. He shone his light up and down the row, but he saw nothing else.
      

      He straightened up. He was doing it again. This wasn’t his case. Maybe he’d mention it; maybe he’d let the Staties find it
         on their own. If it really meant anything, anyway.
      

      When he pushed his way back into the clearing, the trooper captain came forward at once. “Sheriff Hazen, I was just looking
         for you,” he said. He was carrying a handheld GPS unit in one hand and a USGS topographical map in the other, and his face
         was wearing a very different expression than it had just moments before. “Congratulations.”
      

      “What’s that?” asked Hazen.

      The captain pointed to the GPS device. “According to this reading, we’re inside the boundary of the township of Medicine Creek.
         Twelve feet inside the boundary, to be exact. Which means it’s your case, Sheriff. We’re here to help, of course, but it’s
         your case. So let me be the first to offer my congratulations.”
      

      He beamed and held out his hand.

      Sheriff Dent Hazen ignored the hand. Instead he plucked the pack of cigarettes from his breast pocket, shook one out, pushed
         it between his lips, and lit it. He inhaled and then spoke, the smoke puffing out with his words. “Twelve feet?” he repeated.
         “Jesus Christ.”
      

      The captain let his hand fall to his side.

      Hazen began to talk. “The victim was murdered somewhere else and carried here. The murderer came through the corn over there,
         dragged her the last twenty feet or so. If you follow the row backwards from that broken stalk, you’ll come to a piece of
         caught fabric. The fabric matches that of the victim, but it’s caught too high on the stalk for her to have been walking,
         so he must’ve been lugging her on his back. You may see my footprints and the place where I took a piss in the adjoining row;
         don’t bother with that. And for God’s sake, Captain, do we really need all these people? This is a crime scene, not a Wal-Mart
         parking lot. I want only the M.E., the photographer, and the evidence gatherer on site. Tell the rest to back off.”
      

      “Sheriff, we do have our procedures to follow—”

      “My procedures are now your procedures.”

      The captain swallowed.

      “I want a pair of certified, trained AKC police bloodhounds here ASAP to get on the trail. And I want you to get the forensic
         evidence team down from Dodge.”
      

      “Right.”

      “And one other thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I want your boys to pull over any arriving press. Especially television trucks. Tie them up while we complete work here.”

      “Pull them over for what?”

      “Give ’em all speeding tickets. That’s what you boys are good at, right?”

      The captain’s tight jaw grew even tighter. “And if they’re not speeding?”

      Sheriff Hazen grinned. “Oh, they’ll be speeding, all right. You can bet your ass on it.”

   
      Three

      Deputy Sheriff Tad Franklin sat hunched over his desk, filling out reams of unfamiliar paperwork and trying to pretend that
         the unruly knot of television and newspaper reporters just outside the plate glass window of the Medicine Creek Sheriff’s
         Department didn’t exist. Tad had always liked the fact that the sheriff’s HQ was located in a former five-and-ten-cent storefront,
         where he could wave to passersby, chat with friends, keep tabs on who was coming or going. But now the disadvantages of the
         office had suddenly become obvious.
      

      The fiery light of yet another hot August sunrise had begun spilling down the street, stretching long shadows from the news
         trucks and gilding the unhappy faces of the reporters. They had been up all night and things were beginning to look ugly.
         A steady stream came and went from Maisie’s Diner across the street, but the plain food only seemed to make them grumpier.
      

      Tad Franklin tried to concentrate on the paperwork, but he found himself unable to ignore the tapping on the window, the questions,
         the occasional shouted vulgarity. This was getting intolerable. If they woke Sheriff Hazen, who was grabbing a few winks in
         the back cell, things might get even uglier. Tad rose, tried to put on as stern a look as possible, and cracked open a window.
      

      “I’ll ask you once again to step back from the glass,” he said.

      This was greeted with a muffled chorus of disrespectful comments, shouted questions, a general undercurrent of irritation.
         Tad knew from the call letters on the vans that the reporters weren’t local; they were from Topeka, Kansas City, Tulsa, Amarillo,
         and Denver. Well, they could just ride on back home and—
      

      Behind him, Tad heard a door thump, a cough. He turned to see Sheriff Hazen, yawning and rubbing his stubbly chin, the hair
         on one side of his head sticking out horizontally. The sheriff smoothed it down, then fitted on his hat with both hands.
      

      Tad closed the window. “Sorry, Sheriff, but these people just won’t go away—”

      The sheriff yawned, waved his hand casually, turned his back on the crowd. A particularly angry reporter in the rear of the
         crowd shouted out a stream of invective, in which the words “redneck in miniature” could be heard. Hazen went to the coffee
         pot, poured a cup. He sipped it, made a face, spat the coffee back into the cup, hawked up a loogie, deposited it in the cup
         as well, and then poured everything back into the pot.
      

      “Want me to get a fresh pot?” asked Tad.

      “No thanks, Tad,” the sheriff replied, giving his deputy’s shoulder a gruff pat. Then he turned back to face the group through
         the glass once more. “These folks need something for the six o’clock news, don’t you think?” he said. “Time for a press conference.”
      

      “A press conference?” Tad had never attended a press conference in his life, let alone been part of one. “How do you do that?”

      Sheriff Hazen barked a laugh, briefly displaying a rack of yellow teeth. “We go outside and answer questions.” He went to
         the old glass door, unlocked it, and stuck his head out.
      

      “How you folks all doing?”

      This was greeted by a surge and an incomprehensible welter of shouted questions.

      Sheriff Hazen held up an arm, palm toward the crowd. He was still wearing his short-sleeved uniform from the night before,
         and the gesture exposed a half-moon of sweat that reached halfway to his waist. He was short, but short like a bulldog, and
         there was something about him that commanded respect. Tad had seen the sheriff loosen the teeth of a suspect almost twice
         his size. Never get in a fight with anyone under five foot six, he told himself. The crowd fell silent.
      

      The sheriff dropped his arm. “My deputy, Tad Franklin, and myself will give a statement and answer questions. Let’s all behave
         like civilized people. What say?”
      

      The crowd shuffled in place. Lights went on, mikes were boomed forward; there was the clicking of cassette recorders, the
         fluttering of camera shutters.
      

      “Tad, let’s give these good folks some fresh coffee.”

      Tad looked at Hazen. Hazen winked.

      Tad grabbed the pot, peered in, gave it a quick shake. Then he reached for a stack of styrofoam cups, stepped out the door,
         and began doling out the coffee. There were some sips, a few furtive sniffs.
      

      “Drink up!” Hazen cried good-naturedly. “Never let it be said we’re not hospitable folks here in Medicine Creek!”

      There was a general shuffling, more sipping, a few covert glances into the cups. The coffee seemed to have subdued, if not
         broken, the spirit of the group. Though it was barely dawn, the heat was already oppressive. There was no place to put down
         the cups, no trash can to drop them in. And a sign outside the door to the sheriff’s office read NO LITTERING: $100 FINE.
      

      Hazen adjusted his hat, then stepped out onto the sidewalk. He looked around, his shoulders squared to the crowd as the cameras
         rolled. He then addressed the group. He told in dry police language of finding the body; he described the clearing, the body,
         and the spitted birds. It was pretty vivid stuff, but the sheriff managed to handle it matter-of-factly, throwing in a folksy
         comment here and there, in a way that neutralized most of the gruesome aspects. It amazed Tad how easygoing, even charming,
         his boss could be when he wanted to.
      

      In the space of two minutes he was finished. A flurry of shouted questions followed Hazen’s speech.

      “One at a time; raise your hands,” the sheriff said. “It’s just like in school. Anyone who shouts goes last. You begin.” And
         he pointed to a reporter in shirtsleeves who was enormously, spectacularly fat.
      

      “Are there any leads or suspects?”

      “We’ve got some very interesting things we’re following up. I can’t say any more than that.”

      Tad looked at him with surprise. What things? So far, they had nothing.

      “You,” said Hazen, pointing to another.

      “Was the murder victim local?”

      “No. We’re working on identification, but she wasn’t a local. I know everyone around these parts, I can vouch for that myself.”

      “Do you know how the woman was killed?”

      “Hopefully, the medical examiner will tell us that. The body was sent up to Garden City. When we get the autopsy results,
         you’ll be the first to know.”
      

      The early morning Greyhound, northbound from Amarillo, came rumbling up the main street, stopping in front of Maisie’s Diner
         with a chuff of brakes. Tad was surprised: the bus almost never stopped. Whoever came or went from Medicine Creek, Kansas,
         anymore? Maybe it was more reporters, too cheap to provide their own transportation.
      

      “The lady, you, there. Your question, ma’am?”

      A tough-looking redhead poked a shotgun mike at Hazen. “What law enforcement agencies are involved?”

      “The state police have been a big help, but since the body was found in Medicine Creek township, it’s our case.”

      “FBI?”

      “The FBI doesn’t get involved in local murder cases and we don’t expect them to take an interest in this one. We’ve put some
         pretty heavy-duty police resources on the case, including the special crime lab and homicide squad up in Dodge City, who spent
         the whole night at the site. Don’t you all worry that just Tad and me are going to try to solve this on our own. We’re good
         at hollering, and we’re going to holler loud enough to get what we need to solve this case, and quick, too.” He smiled and
         winked.
      

      There was a roar as the bus pulled away in a cloud of dust and diesel fumes. The sound temporarily drowned out the press conference.
         As the fumes cleared, they revealed a lone figure standing on the sidewalk, small leather valise sitting on the ground next
         to him. He was tall and thin, dressed in dead black, and in the early morning light he cast a shadow that stretched halfway
         across downtown Medicine Creek.
      

      Tad glanced at the sheriff and noticed that he’d seen the man, too.

      The man was staring across the street at them.

      Hazen roused himself. “Next question,” he said briskly. “Smitty?” He pointed to the well-lined face of Smit Ludwig, the owner-reporter
         of the Cry County Courier, the local paper.
      

      “Any explanation for the, ah, the strange tableau? You got any theory on the arrangement of the body and the various appurtenances?”

      “Appurtenances?”

      “Yeah. You know, the stuff around it.”

      “Not yet.”

      “Could this be some kind of satanic cult?”

      Tad glanced involuntarily across the street. The black-clad figure had lifted his bag but was still standing there, motionless.

      “That’s a possibility we’ll be looking into, for sure,” said Hazen. “We’re obviously dealing with a very sick individual.”

      Now Tad noticed the man in black taking a step into the street, strolling nonchalantly toward them. Who could he be? He certainly
         didn’t look like a reporter, policeman, or traveling salesman. In fact, what he most looked like to Tad Franklin was a murderer.
         Maybe the murderer.
      

      He noticed that the sheriff was also staring, and even some members of the press had turned around.

      Hazen fished a pack of cigarettes out of his shirt pocket. He resumed talking. “Whether it’s a cult, or a lunatic, or whatever,
         I just want to emphasize—and Smitty, this will be important for your readers—that we’re dealing with out-of-town, perhaps
         out-of-state, elements.”
      

      Hazen’s voice faltered as the figure in black stopped at the edge of the crowd. It was already well into the nineties but
         the man was dressed in black worsted wool, with a starched white shirt and a silk tie knotted tightly at his neck. Yet he
         looked as cool and crisp as a cucumber. The gaze from his silvery eyes was directed piercingly at Hazen.
      

      A hush fell.

      The black-clad figure now spoke. The voice wasn’t loud, but somehow it seemed to dominate the crowd. “An unwarranted assumption,”
         the figure said.
      

      There was a silence.

      Hazen took his time to open the pack, shake out a butt, and slide it into his mouth. He said nothing.

      Tad stared at the man. He seemed so thin—his skin almost transparent, his blue-gray eyes so light they looked luminous—that
         he could have been a reanimated corpse, a vampire fresh from the grave. If he wasn’t the walking dead he could just as easily
         have passed for an undertaker: either way, there was definitely the look of death about the man. Tad felt uneasy.
      

      His cigarette lit, Hazen finally spoke. “I don’t recall asking your opinion, mister.”

      The man strolled into the crowd, which parted silently, and halted ten feet from the sheriff. The man spoke again, in the
         mellifluous accent of the deepest South. “The killer works in the blackest night with no moon. He appears and disappears without
         a trace. Are you really so sure, Sheriff Hazen, that he is not from Medicine Creek?”
      

      Hazen took a long drag, blew a stream of blue smoke in the general direction of the man, and said, “And what makes you such
         an expert?”
      

      “That is a question best answered in your office, Sheriff.” The man held out his hand, indicating that the sheriff and Tad
         should precede him into the little headquarters.
      

      “Who the hell are you, inviting me into my own damn office?” Hazen said, beginning to lose his temper.

      The man looked mildly at him and answered in the same low, honeyed voice. “May I suggest, Sheriff Hazen, that that equally
         excellent question is also best answered in private? I mean, for your sake.”
      

      Before Sheriff Hazen could respond, the man turned to the reporters. “I regret to inform you this press conference is now
         over.”
      

      To Tad’s absolute amazement, they turned and began shuffling away.

   
      Four

      The sheriff took up position behind his battered Formica desk. Tad sat down in his usual chair with a tingling sense of anticipation.
         The stranger in black placed his bag by the door and the sheriff offered him the hard wooden visitor’s chair that he claimed
         would break any suspect in five minutes. The man settled into it with one smooth elegant motion, flung one leg over the other,
         leaned back, and looked at the sheriff.
      

      “Get our guest a cup of coffee,” said Hazen, with a faint smile.

      There was enough left in the pot for half a cup, which was quickly passed.

      The man accepted it, glanced at it, set it down on the table, and smiled. “You are most kind, but I am a tea drinker myself.
         Green tea.”
      

      Tad wondered if the man was weird, or possibly a faggot.

      Hazen cleared his throat, frowned, shifted his squat body. “Okay, mister, this better be good.”

      Almost languidly, the man removed a leather wallet from his jacket pocket, let it fall open. Hazen leaned forward, scrutinized
         it, sat back with a sigh.
      

      “FBI. Shit-fire. Might have known.” He glanced over at Tad. “We’re running with the big boys now.”

      “Yes, sir,” said Tad. Although he’d never actually met an FBI agent before, this guy looked exactly the opposite of what he
         thought an FBI agent should look like.
      

      “All right, Mr., ah—”

      “Special Agent Pendergast.”

      “Pendergast. Pendergast. I’m bad with names.” Hazen lit another cigarette, sucked on it hard. “You here on the crows murder?”
         The words came out with a cloud of smoke.
      

      “Yes.”

      “And is this official?”

      “No.”

      “So it’s just you.”

      “So far.”

      “What office are you out of?”

      “Technically, I’m with the New Orleans office. But I operate under, shall we say, a special arrangement.” He smiled pleasantly.

      Hazen grunted. “How long will you be staying?”

      “For the duration.”

      Tad wondered, For the duration of what?

      Pendergast turned his pale eyes on Tad and smiled. “Of my vacation.”

      Tad was speechless. Did the guy read his mind?

      “Your vacation?” Hazen shifted again. “Pendergast, this is irregular. I’m going to need some kind of official authorization from the local
         field office. We’re not running a Club Med for Quantico here.”
      

      There was a silence. Then the man named Pendergast said, “Surely you don’t want me here officially, Sheriff Hazen?”
      

      When this was greeted with silence, Pendergast continued pleasantly. “I will not interfere with your investigation. I will
         operate independently. I will consult with you regularly and share information with you when appropriate. Any, ah, ‘collars’
         will be yours. I neither seek nor will I accept credit. All I ask are the usual law enforcement courtesies.”
      

      Sheriff Hazen frowned, scratched, frowned again. “As for the collar, frankly I don’t give a damn who gets the credit. I just
         want to catch the son of a bitch.”
      

      Pendergast nodded approvingly.

      Hazen took a drag, exhaled, took another. He was thinking. “All right, then, Pendergast, take your busman’s holiday here.
         Just keep a low profile and don’t talk to the press.”
      

      “Naturally not.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “I was hoping to receive the benefit of your advice.”

      The sheriff barked a laugh. “There’s only one place in town, and that’s the Kraus place. Kraus’s Kaverns. You passed it on
         the way in, big old house set out in the corn about a mile west of town. Old Winifred Kraus rents out rooms on the top floor.
         Not that she has many takers these days. And she’ll talk you into a tour of her cave. You’ll probably be the first visitor
         she’s had in a year.”
      

      “Thank you,” said Pendergast, rising and picking up his bag.

      Hazen’s eyes followed the movement. “Got a car?”

      “No.”

      The sheriff’s lip curled slightly. “I’ll give you a lift.”

      “I enjoy walking.”

      “You sure? It’s almost a hundred degrees out there. And I wouldn’t exactly call that suit of yours appropriate dress for these
         parts.” Hazen was grinning now.
      

      “Is it indeed that hot?” The FBI agent turned and reached for the door, but Hazen had one more question.

      “How did you learn about the murder so quick?”

      Pendergast paused. “By arrangement, I have someone at the Bureau watching the cable and e-mail traffic of local law enforcement
         agencies. Whenever a crime within a certain category occurs, I’m notified of it immediately. But as I said, I’m here for personal
         reasons, having recently concluded a rather strenuous investigation back east. It’s simply that I’m intrigued by the rather,
         ah, interesting nature of this particular case.”
      

      Something in the way the man said “interesting” raised the hairs on the back of Tad’s neck.

      “And just what ‘certain category’ are we talking about here?” The sarcasm was creeping back into the sheriff’s voice.

      “Serial homicide.”

      “Funny, I’ve only seen one murder so far.”

      The figure gradually turned back. His cool gray eyes settled on Sheriff Hazen. In a very low voice he said, “So far.”

   


End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/9780759528093.jpg
DOUGLAS PRESTON
MLINCOINCHILD

nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnnn

~STILL LIFE
WITH CROWS





