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Prologue

Peke County Courthouse, Kentucky
January 1, 1985

THERE WAS A SMALL TURNOUT, ABOUT FIFTY PEOPLE, TO

watch the time capsule being buried next to the flagpole in

front of the county courthouse. The first day of the new year

was cold and windy, and the leaden sky kept spitting tiny,
snowflakes down at them. A full half of the crowd was com-

posed of people who, through office, ambition, or twisted arms,
“had to be there: the mayor and councilmen, the probate judge,

four lawyers, the county commissioners, a few of the local busi-

nessmen, the sheriff, the chief of police, the high school princi-

pal, and the football coach.

Some women were also present: Mrs. Edie Proctor, the
school superintendent, and the wives of the politicians and law-
yers. A reporter from the local paper was there, taking both
notes and photographs because the paper was a small one and
couldn’t afford to have a professional photographer on staff.

Kelvin Davis, the owner of the hardware store, stood with
his fifteen-year-old son. They were there mainly because the
courthouse was directly across the street from where he and
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his son lived over the hardware store, the New Year's bowl
games hadn’t started yet, and they had nothing else to do. The
boy, Knox, tall and thin, hunched his shoulders against the
wind and studied the faces of everyone present. He was oddly
watchful and sometimes made the adults around him feel un-
comfortable, but he didn’t get into any trouble, helped Kelvin in
the store after school, kept his grades up, and was generally
well liked by his peers. All in all, Kelvin thought he was lucky
in his son.

They’d moved to Pekesville from Lexington nine years be-
fore. Kelvin was a widower and meant to stay that way. He'd
loved his wife, sure, but marriage was hard work and he didn’t
think he wanted to go through that again. He went out with dif-
ferent women now and then, though not so regularly any of
them got ideas. He figured he’d get Knox through high school
and college, then maybe he’d rethink his position on marriage,
but for right now he’d concentrate on raising his son.

“Thirteen,” Knox said suddenly, keeping his voice low. A
frown drew his dark brows together.

“Thirteen what?”

“They put thirteen items in the capsule, but the paper said
there would he twelve. I wonder what the other one was.”

“You sure it was Lhirteen?”

“I counted.”

Of course Knox had counted. Kelvin mentally sighed; he
hadn’t really doubted the number of items. Knox seemed to no-
tice and double-check everything. If the newspaper said twelve
items would be placed in the time capsule, then Knox would
count to make certain the paper was righi—or, in this case,
wrong.

“] wonder what the thirteenth one was,” Knox said again,
still frowning as he stared at the time capsule. The mayor was
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placing the capsule-actually, it was a metal box, carefully
wrapped in waterproof plastic—in the hole that had been dug
the day before.

The mayor said a few words, the crowd around him laughed,
and the football coach began shoveling dirt on the box. In just
a minute the hole had been filled and the coach was stamping
the dirt level with the surrounding ground. There was dirt left
over, of course, but the coach didn’t mound it up. The mayor
and one of the city councilmen then took a small granite slab
that had been engraved with the day’s date and the date a
century from then, when the time capsule was supposed to be
opened, and dropped it with a thud on the fresh dirt. They had
probably planned to place the granite slab just so, with the
proper gravity for the reporter to record with his flash camera,
but the weight of the slab evidently took them by surprise and
they dropped it. The slab landed a little off to the side. The coach
got down on his knees on the freezing ground and used both
hands to shove the slab into its proper place.

The newspaper reporier took photographs to record the
event for posterity.

Shivering, Knox shifted his weight restlessly back and forth.
“I'm going to ask,” he said suddenly, and left Kelvin's side to
stalk the reporter through the tangle of people as they began
dispersing.

Sighing, Kelvin followed. Sometimes he thought Knox was
more bulldog than boy, because he found it impossible to just
let something go.

“What do you mean?” Kelvin heard the reporter, Max
Browning, say as he looked at Knox with a distracted frown.

“The time capsule,” Knox explained. “The newspaper said
there are twelve ilems but there were thirteen put in it. I
counted. I wanted to know what the thirteenth thing was.”
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“There were just twelve. Just like the paper said.”

“I counted,” Knox repeated. He didn’t get surly, but he siood
his ground.

Max glanced at Kelvin. “Hey,” he said in greeting, then
shrugged at Knox. “Sorry, I can’t help you. I didn’t see anything
different.”

Knox’s head turned and he locked his attention like a hom-
ing missile on the departing mayor’s back. If Max couldn’t help
him, he’d go to the source.

Kelvin caught the back of Knox’s jacket as the kid started in
pursuit. “Don’t go dogging the mayor,” he said in a mild tone.
“It isn’t that important.”

“1 just want to know.”

“So ask the coach when school starts back next Monday.”

“That’s six days!” Knox looked horrified at having to wait
that long to find out something he could find out today.

“The time capsule isn’t going anywhere.” Kelvin checked
his watch. “The ball game’s aboul to start; let’s go on in.” Ohio
State was playing Southern Cal, and Kelvin was really rooting
for the Buckeyes because his youngest sister’s husband had
played for Southern Cal about ten years ago and Kelvin hated
the son of a bitch, so he always rooted for whomever the Tro-
jans were playing.

Knox looked around, scowling as he realized the mayor was
already out of sight and the coach was driving away. Mrs. Proc-
tor, the superintendent, was talking to a tall man Knox didn’t
recognize, and he didn’t want to approach Mrs. Proctor anyway
because she looked sour and fake, with too much makeup
caked in her frown lines, and he thought she probably smelled
as sour as she looked.

Disgruntied, he followed his dad back to the hardware
store.

He never got to ask the football coach what else had been in
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. the time capsule, because the next morning the coach, Howard
Easley, was found hanging from a tree in his backyard. There
was no note, but the cops figured suicide because the coach
had gotten divorced the year before and had been trying with-
out success to convince his ex-wife o give him another chance.
He’d been hanging there long enough that he’d gone com-
pletely cold, and snow had collected on his head and shoulders.

The coach’s suicide knocked all thoughts of the time cap-
sule out of Knox’s head. When he heard the detail about snow
on the coach’s head, he took off for the library to look up rigor
mortis and how long it took a body io cool that much. There
were a lot of variables, including if there’d been a wind that
night that would have caused the body to cool faster, but if he
figured right, the coach had been hanging there at least since
midnight.

Fascinated, he kept digging, his interest caught by first one
thing then another as he delved into investigative techniques.
This was some cool shit, he thought. He liked it. Solving puz-
zles by taking tiny pieces of evidence—that was exactly what he
enjoyed doing anyway. Forget taking over the hardware store;
he wanted to be a cop.



June 27, 2005

“HEY, KNOX, WHO DUG THAT HOLE NEXT TO THE FLAGPOLE?”

Knox looked up from the report he was writing. As chief
county investigator, he had his own office, though it was small
and crowded. Deputy Jason MacFarland was leaning in through
the open door, the expression on his freckled face only mildly
curious.

“What hole next to the flagpole?” _

“I'm telling you, there’s a hole next to the flagpole. I'd swear
it wasn’t there yesterday afternoon when my shift was over, but
one’s there now.”

“Huh.” Knox rubbed his jaw. He himself hadn’t noticed,
because he'd parked behind the courthouse when he came in
this morning at four-thirty to wade through an ass-deep pile of
paperwork. He'd been up all night, and he was so tired he might
not have noticed even if he’d walked right by the supposed hole.

Having been sitting at his desk for three hours, he figured
he needed to siretch his legs a bit. Grabbing his coffee cup, he
refilled it as he passed by the coffeemaker, and he and Deputy
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MacFarland went out the side door, then walked around the
side of the redbrick courthouse building to the front, thejr
rubber-soled shoes quiet on the sidewalk. The new day was
showing a cloudless blue sky, and the lush green grass was wet
with dew. Colorful banks of spring flowers grew in carefully
tended beds, but Knox would have been hard put to name any
of them. He knew roses, and. daffodils. Everything else was
lumped under the general designation of “flowers.”

The courthouse opened at eight, and the back parking lot
was rapidly filling with employees’ cars. The sherifl’s depart-
ment had a separate wing on the right of the courthouse, and
the county jail occupied the top two stories of the five-story
building. The prisoners used to catcall down to the female em-
ployees and visitors to the courthouse, until the county installed
slats over the windows that let in air and light but effectively
blocked the prisoners’ view of the parking lot helow.

The flagpole was on the left front corner of the courthouse
square; park benches faced the street on both sides of the cor-
ner, and there were more of the neat flower beds. Today there
wasn’t any- wind; the flags hung limply. And at the base of the
flagpole was a nice-sized hole, about three feet wide and two
deep. - _

Knox and the deputy stayed on the sidewalk; they could
easily see from there. A granite slab had been flipped upside
down and lay in the grass. The dirt was scattered more than
seemed sirictly necessary for digging a simple hole. “That was
the time capsule,” Knox said, and sighed. This was just the kind
of shit high school kids would do, but it ate at his time ]ust like
any other crime.

- “What time capsule?” MacFarland asked..

“There was a time capsule buried . . . hell, it was twenty
years ago: 1885. [ watched them bury it on New Year’s Day.”"

“What was in it?” . -
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“1 don’t remember, but nothing struck me at the time as
being valuable. Things like a copy of the newspaper, a year-
book, some music and things.” He did remember that the news-
paper hadn’t listed everything in the capsule, though, and in
retrospect he was still pissed off about it.

“Bunch of kids, most likely,” MacFarland said. “Thought
stealing a time capsule would be funny.”

“Yeah.” Out of habit, Knox surveyed the surrounding ground.
There were no footprints in the dew, which meant the van-
dals had struck hours ago. He stepped up on one of the park
benches so he could get a better view, and said, “Huh.”

“What is it?” C

“Nothing. No footprints.” The way the fresh dirt was scat-
tered around, there should have been at least a partial footprint
caught somewhere. But the dirt looked as if it had burst up out
of the groimd, rather than been dug up and tossed with a shovel.
The flagpole was no more than ten feet distant from the park
bench, so he had a very good view; there was no way he was
overlooking any prints. There simply weren’t any.

MacFarland climbed up on the bench beside him. “Don‘t
that beat all,” he said, after staring at the ground for at least
thirty seconds. “How’d they manage that? [ wonder.”

“God onljr knows.” He’d find out, though. Because the county
" jail was located at the courthouse, every corner of the building
was equipped with a security camera, tucked up high under the
eaves and painted to blend in with the building. Unless a per-
son knew the cameras were there, he’d have a tough time spot-
ting them.

He still had that report to finish, bul the lack of footpnnts
around the hole fired his curiosity. Now he had to know just
how the little bastards had managed to dig up the time capsule
with a streetlight right there on the corner shining down on
them, but with no one seeing them and without leaving any
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prints in the fresh dirt. Maybe First Avenue, the street right in
front of the courthouse, didn't have all that much traffic on it
during the wee hours, but there were always patrol cars com-
ing and going. Someone should have seen something and re-
ported it.

He looked across the sireet at the hardware store where he
and his dad had lived; alter he’d gone off to college, his dad had
finally gotten serious about someone and remarried about ten
years ago. Knox liked Lynnette just fine, and was glad Kelvin
wasn’t alone. Lynnette hadn’t wanted to {ive above the store,
though, so they'd bought a house out in the country. If Kelvin
had still lived there, Knox thought, no kids would have managed
to do anything without Kelvin noticing, because his bedroom
had looked out over the square.

“Put some tape around the scene, keep people from tromp-
ing all over it,” he instructed MacFarland,

MacFarland could have argued thal there was nothing
there but a hole, and that a missing time capsule didn’t have
any great value anyway—certainly not enough value to justify
an investigation—but he merely nodded. Telling Knox when
to back off was the sheriff’s job, not his; besides, Knox was a
source of great amusement 1o the deputies, who sometimes
made bets on how far he would go to solve a puzzle.

He and MacFarland retraced their steps around the court-
house to the sheriff’s department, where they parted company:
MacFarland to carry out his instructions, and Knox to the jail,
where the security cameras were manned,

“Manned” was a loose term, because more accurately they.
were “womanned,” by a six-fool, fierce-eyed woman named Ta-
rana Wilson, who kept fanatical watch over her domain. Her
facial features were carved and strong, her skin burnished like
dark bronze, and she had a brown-belt in martial arts. Knox
strongly suspected she could kick his ass.
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Because a smart man never approached a queen without
bearing gifts, Knox snagged a cream-filled doughnut out of the
break room and poured two fresh cups of coffee, one for him-
sell and one in a disposable cup. Gifts in hand, he went up the
stairs.

He had to stop and identify himself; then he was buzzed
into the jailor’s offices.

The actual cells were on the floors above, and access to
those floors was rigidly controlled. They hadn’t had a breakout
in at least fifteen years. Not that Peke County had any real hard
cases in the county lockup; the hard cases were in state pris-
ons.

The door to Tarana’s office was open, and she was pacing in
front of a bank of ten black-and-white monitors. She seldom
just sat; she seemed to be constantly on the move, as if too
much energy burned in her lean, long-muscled body for her to
sit still.

“Hey, T.,” Knox said as he strolled in, extending the cup of
coffee.

She eyed the cup suspiciously, then looked back at the
monitors. “What’s that?”

“Coflee.”

“What’re you bringing me coffee for?”

“To stay on your good side. Pm afraid of you.”

That brought her dark, narrow-eyed gaze swinging back to
him. “Liar.”

“Okay, so I really have the hots for you and this is my way of
softening you up.”

A faint smile curved her mouth. She took the cup of coffee
and sipped it as she studied the monitors. “It might work, 1oo, if
me and my sisters hadn’t sworn an oath to stay away from
white boys.”
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He snorted, then extended the doughnut. “This is for you,
too.”

“Now I'm gettin’ scared you really meant that about soften-
ing me up, but I got news for you: it takes more than any
doughnut to do the job.,”

“I’s cream-filled.” :

“Oh, well then, I might have to rethink my position.” She
grabbed the doughnut and took a big bite out of it, squishing
white cream out both sides of the pastry. She licked the cream
filling before it could splat to the floor, her attention never leav-
ing the monitors.

“Now then, what can I do for you?”

“See the flagpole?” he asked, pointing at the appropriate
monitor.

“Yeah, what about it?”

“There’s a hole in front of it, where the time capsule used to
be buried.”

“Used to be?”

“Somebody dug it up last night”

“Son of a bitch. Somebody stole our time capsule? I didn’t
know we had one, but never mind that.”

“I need to see the tape from last night.”

“Coming right up. That's just trashy, stealing a town’s time
capsule.” _ '

In short order Knox was sitting in front of a spare monitor,
rewinding the security tape and watching as everything went
backward. He saw himself and MacFarland, then time spooled
backward and dawn disappeared. Traffic had been light, as he
expected. What he didn’t expect, though, was to see no one ap-
proach the flagpole and spend a few minutes digging a hole.
Not a single person approached. He was all the way back to
sunset when he stopped the tape, frowning.
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“You find the low-down rotten bastard?” Tarana drawled
without looking at him, because she was still visually patrol-
ling her monitors.

“Nope.” Looking closely at the frozen image, he could
plainly see that the granite marker was in place and the ground
undisturbed at eight-thirty M. The rich green grass was neatly
irimmed around the marker.

“What do you mean, ne?”

“I mean [ didn’t see anybody.”

“Don’t tell me somebody done dug up that time capsule a
week ago, and you boys have just noticed.”

“According to your tape, it was still there at sunset yester-
day.” _

She wheeled, stared at the image. “If it was there yesterday,
then whoever took it's on that tape.” :

“f didn't see anyone,” he repeated patiently, and fast-
forwarded through to dawn to show her. When he stopped the
tape, they could see the hole at the base of the flagpole and the
granite marker flipped off to the side. A ferocious frown pulled
her brows together.

“Run it again,” she snapped, coming to stand behind him.

He did, rewinding the tape yet again, and this time doing
periodic stops of the tape to see when the vandalism first ap-
peared. At 2:30 aMm, the hole was there. When he stopped it
again, at 1:53 M, the site was undisturbed.

“Now run it ip real time,” she said, dragging a chair over.
She gave her monitors a quick look, then settled her attention
on the tape playing in front of her.

Knox punched Play and the time-counter began clicking
forward a second at a time. Seven minutes later he said, “Shit,
what was that? A brief, white flash had glared on the screen.
Then it was gone, and so was the time capsule.

He stopped the tape, hit Rewind, then almost immediately
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hit Play again. The tape had backed up three minutes. The
same thing happened. The ground was undisturbed, then came
that white flash, and when it faded, the capsule was gone.

“Somebody’s messing with my camera,” Tarana said in a
voice of doom. _

“l don’t think so.” Frowning, Knox rewound the tape over
those same few crucial minutes. “Watch the timer.”

Together they watched the seconds ticking away. At 2:00 aMm,
the white flash filled the screen. At 2:01 amM, the flash faded and
the lime capsule was gone.

“That’s not possible,” Tarana snapped, surging to her feet
and kicking her chair. She turned and glared at all the moni-
tors. “If somebody’s messing with that camera, he can mess
with all these, and that ain’t gonna happen.”

Silentiy Knox watched the sequence again. He hadn’t no-
ticed the flash when he’d been fast-forwarding or rewinding.
But it was definilely there, and the granite slab had been in
place before the flash but was pushed aside aRerward, and the
dark hole gaped at the foot of the flagpole.

He rewound the tape all the way. The time display was ex-
actly twenty-four hours before he’d come in here and Tarana
had stopped the tape. He didn’t know if anyone could tamper
with the tape without messing up the time, or if it was even pos-
sible without someone coming into this office, in which case no
way had a bunch of high school kids béen responsible.

He scratched his jaw. He supposed he could sit with his
walch in one hand and tme the tape, but that would take
twenty-four hours and be boring as hell besides. There was an
easier way to get to the bottom of this. _

Tarana was stalking back and forth behind him, breathing
fire and muttering curses. Knox felt sorry for the next person
who came through that door, because, deprived of a definite
target, she mighi just take her ire out on anyone handy.
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“I'm going over to the hardware store,” he said, sliding his
chair back and grabhing his coffee cup. .

“Hardware store? What you going to the hardware store
for? You can’t just waltz in here and show me somebody’s been
messing with my cameras, then just waltz out again to go buy
some nails. You sit back down!”

“Dad has security cameras, t0o,” Knox said. “One of them is
pointed toward the door”

“So?” she snapped, then realization dawned. “Oh, I gotcha.
Glass door, big glass storefront, right acress the street from the
flagpole.”

He winked at her as he went out the door.

The square was busy now as he crossed the street; peo-
ple were coming to the courthouse, taking care of business like
car tags, driver’s licenses, boat registrations. Some of the stores
were open, including the hardware store; the rest of them
opened at nine. MacFarland had strung a nice crime-scene
perimeter, blocking off a good twenty yards in either direction
from the flagpole, thereby blocking the sidewalk and making
people walk around.

The beil above the door dinged when Knox walked in, and
Kelvin looked up as he was checking out a customer. “Be with
you in a minute, son,” he said.

“Take your time.” Looking up, Knox located the secu-
rity camera and turned lo follow the alignment. Just as he’d
thought, the flagpole was almost dead center opposite the front
door. Whoever had done the vandalism might have somehow
blocked the courthouse securily camera, though he didn’t see
how, but this camnera was inside the store and hadn’t been tam-
pered with. _ .

The customer left and Knox went over to the checkout
counter. “I need to see your security tape,” he said to Kelvin. He
nodded out the window. “Sormebody dug up the time capsule
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last night and somehow blocked the courthouse camera. I fig-
ure your camera caught the action.”

Kelvin looked up at the camera, following the path the
same way Knox had. “Reckon so. [ wondered what all that yel-
low tape was for. That’s the time capsule we waiched them
bury, right?” ‘ .

“The same one. Unless they dug it up and buried a fresh
one that I don’t know about.”

“Nineteen eighty-five. Southern Cal won the Rose Bowl,
and I had to listen to that asshole Aaron for a whole year.”

Kelvin always referred to his brother-in-law Aaron as “ass-
hole Aaron” because he liked the alliteration; he didn’t, how-
ever, like his brother-in-law. Reaching beneath the counter, he
ejected a tape and handed it over the counter to Knox. “There
you go.”

“l don’t know when I'll get it back.”

“Don’t worry about it. I got exiras.”

Tape in hand, Knox went back to his office. He had a small
TV/YCR combo and he turned it on, then slipped in the tape.
With the remote in his hand, he rewound until he was close
to the right time, then in fits and starts until 1:59 am showed on
the clock display. The detail wasn’t as good and the glass dis-
torted the view some, but he could make out the square granite
marker right where it was supposed to be. He pressed Playand
watched. There was always some variance in clocks, so he had
no idea how long he’d actuaily have to watch.

‘At 2:03:17, there was a white flash. Knox sat up straight,
staring at the screen. At 2:03:18, the flash faded. Now the pale
square of the granite marker was lying off to the side, and the
ground had been disturbed. ' .

“Son of a bitch,” he said softly. “What in hell is going on?”





