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One national cemetery looks pretty much like another at burying time, from Arlington on down—this one happened to be located in Santa Fe, New Mexico. In my line of work we get accustomed to, if never quite hardened to, losing a fellow worker now and then; and since many of us have worn uniforms in the past, the final rites often take place on government ground. As a result, although appearing at such funerals isn’t very good security, we bend the rules often enough out of respect for our dead that the scene tends to become familiar if never exactly comfortable.


There are always the rows upon rows of identical white headstones marching across the green lawns in strict military formations. There’s always the sad, somber, and rather untidy little funeral party—no military formations here—almost lost in the great tidy fields of the dead. Sometimes it rains, but not always. It’s only in the movies that the scene is always misty and dismal, punctuated by picturesque black umbrellas the prop departments must obtain from a special source, since I haven’t seen that many black ones all together in years except on the screen; in real life these days they’re mostly either transparent or brightly colored.


But today, in real life, there were no umbrellas. The sun was shining brightly in spite of the fact that we were burying Bob Devine with a back full of buckshot—rather ironical considering the fact that he’d been retired a few years back, at a fairly early age, due to a heart condition, after surviving innumerable dangers that should have killed him, a few of which I’d shared. He’d married and settled down to a peaceful life in my old home town, probably because I’d painted it in such bright nostalgic colors during one of those times that come in our business, when you have nothing to do but kill time, preferably by talking about matters of no importance, since you’ve already settled everything involving the mission at hand. So Bob Devine had retired and let his guard down and the past had sneaked up behind him with a shotgun. If it was the past. That remained to be seen.


There was a little snow left on the Sangre de Cristo peaks above us; but the small wind was off the desert, warm and dry. It stirred the short dark hair of Martha Devine, beside me, and tugged at the black dress she was wearing that looked a bit too festive for the occasion, with pretty black ruffles encircling neck and wrists and hem. It was obviously a party dress but if people didn’t like it, her attitude said, to hell with people. It was black, wasn’t it? There were tears in her eyes, weren’t there? What did they want, blood?


I guessed that she had picked the dress simply because it was the only long-sleeved black dress she owned and she hadn’t seen any point in buying a new and less frivolous one. It wasn’t as if she buried husbands often enough to justify investing in a special funeral costume. She was a moderately tall girl, perhaps a bit too big for dainty, little-girl ruffles, even in black; but I remembered that Bob had liked his girls ruffly and feminine. I found myself recalling for some reason the time in a certain Colombian house of ill repute, to use the old-fashioned designation, long before he married the girl beside me. We were there together in the line of duty and it was necessary for us to behave in a manner appropriate to our surroundings or we would never, of course, have dreamed of sampling the merchandise and charging the experience to Uncle Sam. Bob had skillfully maneuvered to get himself, of the two willing ladies who’d adopted us as we came in, the rather attractive one in the fluttery summer dress, leaving me the skinny one in the skintight pants. It could have created a real problem for me since ladies in pants do very little for me and I’m not enthusiastic about the idea of sex as a business proposition anyway. Besides, at the time, I wasn’t at all certain that the dangerous characters we were tracking through that part of South America weren’t hanging around in the hope of taking advantage of our preoccupation in a rather lethal way, a consideration that also tended to inhibit my virility.


As it turned out, my girl was a bright and observant kid who was just as happy to earn her money in conversation as in copulation, laughing at my atrocious Spanish all the while; and the information she gave me led to the swift completion of the assignment that had brought Bob and me to that part of the world. Funny. I hadn’t thought of Rafaelita in years.


But this was hardly the time to be thinking of whores and whorehouses, or my sexual quirks, either. Or even Bob’s. Particularly Bob’s, now that it was time to say goodbye to a pretty nice and competent guy whose luck had not been good, bringing him first the treacherous heart and then the fatal shotgun; a guy whose wife now stood beside me registering an emotion that was only partly grief. There was anger, too; not unnatural considering the way Bob had died.


She’d apparently been willing to go along with her husband’s frilly preferences, at least where her party clothes were concerned; but that was largely, I knew, because clothes didn’t mean much to Martha Devine. Unless a few years of matrimony had changed her drastically, she was a slacks-and-jeans girl at heart. She was wearing no hat and to hell with custom and tradition. The black dress was custom and tradition enough. She even had stockings on, and high heels, for God’s sake. She was decently and respectably attired; and you had to draw the line somewhere. She’d never gone in for lady-type hats—Stetsons and fishing caps don’t count—and she wasn’t going to playact her grief now by masquerading ridiculously in some fancy black millinery complete with mourning veil. She wasn’t Scarlett O’Hara, dammit, she was Martha Devine.


“It’s… rather a private matter,” Mac had told me in his Washington office, with a hint of hesitation that was unusual for him. He wasn’t normally a hesitating man. “Well, it concerns us professionally, too, of course; the violent, unexplained death of any agent, even one who is retired, requires investigation, but… it’s impossible for me to leave Washington at the moment, and I think my daughter may need some help. At least, let us say, some support; and I don’t like to send a complete stranger. You remember my daughter, Martha, don’t you, Eric?”


Matthew Helm is the name I was born with, or at least acquired shortly after birth; but Eric is how I’m known around that office and in a number of government files, maybe because it’s a Scandinavian name and I have Scandinavian ancestors. That’s just a guess. Exactly how he picks the code names has never become clear to me, even after working for him longer than I care to remember. (Bob Devine was Amos in the files, don’t ask me why.)


Mac seemed to be looking at me a little harder than necessary; and his question was strictly rhetorical. He knew perfectly well that I remembered his daughter, Martha. His expression wasn’t clearly visible to me at the moment because of the bright window he always liked to have behind him; but I didn’t need to see him clearly. I knew what he looked like; a lean, gray-haired man with heavy black eyebrows, in a neat gray suit and conservative tie. He looked like a banker, perhaps, or an investment broker, or a highly placed business executive; and the last was close. (He’s an executive all right, and a good one, but his business isn’t making money or providing goods or services. At least the service he supplies—we supply—is not generally offered on the open market.)


His surname isn’t Mac-anything; the Mac is derived from his middle name. His real name is Arthur McGillivray Borden, but I’m not really supposed to know that, nobody is, and knowing it I’m supposed to forget it. But he was making forgetting difficult today, reminding me that he had a daughter whom I’d once known—known rather well, if only briefly—as Martha Borden. As I say, he was looking at me a little too hard, as if to let me know that he was quite aware that I’d slept with the girl, his little girl; but she hadn’t been so damn little even back then, and what the hell had he expected when he sent us on a dangerous cross-country expedition together in the service of our country? At least my goals had been simple and professional and maybe even kind of patriotic; hers as it turned out had been slightly more complex and confusing, all mixed up with youthful crusading idealism. But that had all happened several years ago. Now she was the wife, or widow, of Bob Devine.


“Yes, sir,” I said. “I remember your daughter, Martha.”


“As I say, it’s my private affair to a degree, a family affair, and I’ll understand if you prefer not to—”


“Support?” I said. He was just going through the polite motions of giving me an out we both knew I wouldn’t take. I went on, “Do you mean protection, sir? Is there any indication that the guy who got Bob may be gunning for his wife?”


Mac shook his head. “No, They were together at the time, leaving a restaurant side by side. If the assassin had wanted Martha, too, all he’d have had to do was shoot twice. And perhaps support isn’t exactly the right word. In fact, come to think of it, it’s exactly the wrong word. The word I should have used was restraint.”


I grimaced. “I’m slow today, sir. You’ll have to spell it out for me.”


He said, “My daughter is normally, as you may recall, a very gentle and humanitarian person with strongly nonviolent principles. One might say she even makes a career of it, probably as a protest against me, if I may indulge in some amateur psychology. Most children, it seems, are in rebellion against their parents these days, and everything their parents stand for.”


“Not only against you, sir,” I said. “She didn’t like any of us very much. In fact she thought we were all pretty horrid people; and, if anything, I was the horridest of the lot. She had no hesitation whatever in saying so. I’ve never figured out how she came to marry one of us in the end—not that Bob wasn’t a hell of a nice guy. Well, for somebody in this line of work.”


Mac gave me a sharp, questioning look with some impatience in it; we were wandering away from the real subject he wanted to discuss. But he answered carefully, “Amos was a sick man when they met, sick and hopeless, the way a strong man can become who has never before experienced a real illness—”


I said, startled, “Hell, Bob had put in as much hospital time as any of us.”


“For damage incurred in the line of duty.” Mac made a sharp gesture. “Irrelevant, Eric. Certainly, Amos was prepared to accept injury from without; that’s a risk any agent must face. He could have coped with the crippling result of a bullet or knife wound, or even deliberate torture. What he could not endure was the knowledge that this disabling blow had come from within; that his own body had weakly betrayed him… Martha gave him something to live for, to fight for. I suspect that, on her side, there were other considerations as well, that you should understand better than I.”


He gave me that meaningful look once more. I had an uneasy feeling that he was under the impression that his daughter and I had once achieved, if only fleetingly, a great passionate understanding… Actually, the girl had used a bed only to gain my confidence, that old Mata Hari routine, never mind her complicated, idealistic motives. When it was all over, she’d made it perfectly clear that no matter how much innocent, or guilty, fun we’d had together, no matter what clever, sexy games we’d played in pursuit of our different goals, her basic opinion of me hadn’t changed a bit. As far as she was concerned, I still belonged way out in Transylvania, somewhere on the bloody far side of Count Dracula.


But that wasn’t anything I cared to explain to her sole surviving parent, who happened to be the man I worked for. After a good many years together we understood each other pretty well, but not that well.


It was better to get away from this phase of the subject altogether, and I said, “Anyway, she did cherish some fairly sentimental notions, I agree. Up to a point.”


“Precisely,” Mac said. “Up to a point. But as we both recall, regardless of her peaceful principles, she once took rather drastic action in order to save her own life, and yours.”


We seemed to have discarded, somewhere, the notion that I might have casually erased his daughter, Martha, from my memory. As a matter of fact, I remembered very clearly the drastic action to which he referred. After all the deceit and trickery, when it had come down to a simple matter of survival, she’d fired a flare gun, the only weapon available to her, into the face of a man who was about to shoot me very dead, first, and then turn his gun on her. The results had been spectacular, ugly, and effective.


“Yes, I still owe her one for that,” I said. “Of course, it made her very sick to her stomach and she carried a load of guilt around for days, maybe for years. I wouldn’t know about that. I haven’t compared notes with her lately. In fact, I haven’t heard from her at all since I said goodbye to her down there in Florida, shortly afterwards. Except for the wedding announcement she sent me; and maybe that was Bob’s gesture toward an old comrade in arms.”


“Nevertheless,” Mac said, “guilt or no guilt, she might be capable of…” He stopped, and went on, “What I am trying to say, Eric, is that gentle theoretical principles are all very well; but as we have seen, they don’t often survive a practical, life-and-death situation. The question is: would they survive seeing a spouse practically cut in two by a shotgun blast?” He cleared his throat. “To put it differently: my daughter has demonstrated that she is capable of acting violently to save her own life, not to mention yours. Could she also do so to avenge her husband’s death? As it happens, the answer is of considerable importance at the moment.”


“I see.” I frowned. “You think she may go after the guy responsible?”


“Something like that. It’s a possibility we have to keep in mind. Of course, she has no facilities for locating the man who actually pulled the trigger, or even of determining his identity. The police are working on that. However, it is not as if he had committed a serious offense like smoking marijuana or allowing his dog to defecate on the pavement, so I am not too hopeful of their success.” He said this without expression. I wondered how, two thousand miles away, he had come to the same conclusion about the forces of law and order involved that I had reached living there for years; but maybe he was simply disillusioned about modern law enforcement in general. He went on, “But I rather doubt that my daughter’s anger—if I’m judging her correctly—is directed at the man who wielded the shotgun. She’s an intelligent girl and, for one thing, she must know that she has neither the experience nor the organization necessary to track him down. For another, she probably realizes that hating a man like that is as senseless as hating the brand of firearm he employed. At least, it seems fairly certain from what we know that the murderer, like his weapon, was merely a tool.”


I shook my head, puzzled. “As another mere tool in a different toolbox, I fail to see… Oh, you mean somebody set Bob Devine up for the man with the blaster? And Martha knows who that person is?”


“Good,” Mac said mildly. “I’m happy to see some small signs of returning cerebral activity. Yes, at the moment I think my daughter is feeling both guilty and betrayed—assuming that my information is accurate and I judge her reactions correctly. She is feeling guilty because in a way she is probably at least somewhat responsible for Amos’s death; there are clear indications that she told too much to the wrong person. And betrayed because that person was somebody she considered a friend, somebody with whom she went to college, somebody she trusted implicitly and talked with freely, as girl to girl or woman to woman. Somebody who then made profitable use of the information Martha let slip… Well, you will see how when you read the file I’m about to give you.” He patted an envelope on his desk. “You will also see why, if my daughter is considering any kind of vengeful action, she must be stopped. So get out there right away; the funeral is tomorrow. The young lady downstairs has your tickets ready.” He shoved the envelope toward me. “You can examine this on the plane. When you have read it, you will undoubtedly see further steps that should be taken to protect us, after you’ve prevented Martha from creating problems for us. Use your judgment. Good luck.”
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The grave was modestly concealed by a large plywood box covered with indoor-outdoor carpeting in a shade of green that was, I suppose, intended to blend with the grassy surroundings. But enough raw dirt showed around it to hint at the waiting hole underneath. The box was apparently designed to support a full-sized casket—it was the right size and shape—but today there was only a small receptacle placed on top of it, containing the cremains, as the funeral director had called them. It had taken me a moment to realize that by this term—cremains, for God’s sake!—he was referring to the cremated remains, ashes to you, of the dear departed, who was now being described by the minister in very flattering terms.


I did not recognize my tough, reliable, ruthless, but somewhat oversexed, partner on a number of long-ago assignments in the description I was hearing. However, I suppose this was hardly a suitable place to boast—if the minister was even aware of these facts, which I doubted—that the late Robert Devine had been acceptable with a rifle, passable with a pistol, moderately good with automatic weapons, tops with knife and club, great at unarmed combat, and hell on wheels with women. Although, come to think of it, maybe Big Bob would have liked it better that way.


I felt a hand find my arm and squeeze it hard. I glanced at the black-clad young widow beside me and saw that her head was reverently bowed. A wing of her hair had fallen between us like a curtain, but I knew her features as well as I knew her father’s, which was odd, I realized, since I saw Mac fairly often, but it had been some years since I’d last seen Martha, until this morning. But I guess I’d never really forgotten the tomboy face with the slightly upturned nose, the intelligent gray eyes and the heavy dark eyebrows.


I’d had some uneasy moments when I’d approached the house earlier—would I really recognize the damned girl after all this time?—and I’d been prepared to proceed cautiously rather than make an embarrassing mistake if one of the cars parked in front had been driven there by a helpful female of approximately the right size and age. However, when she opened the door herself, I knew her at once and was surprised that I’d had any doubt. She recognized me, too, although that was not very surprising. Mac’s office had let her know I’d be there in time for the ceremony, if only barely—the girl downstairs had had to scramble, she’d said, to get me the right connections or any connections at all—and bony gents six feet four aren’t all that common. Now Martha was gripping my arm fiercely and I realized that she was having a hard time holding back the hysterical laughter. I covered her hand with mine and pressed it in a conspiratorial way. We stood there studying our shoes soberly and listening to the man of God describing a hilariously saintly citizen named Robert Devine whom neither of us had ever known.


Then there was a moment of silence and a sudden crash of sound that caught us both by surprise: that damned military salute. I heard Martha gasp. Her fingers dug into me convulsively and I felt her sway. I knew she was remembering a time not long ago when she’d been subjected to a similar loud noise and the weapon involved had not been aimed at the sky.


“Easy,” I whispered without turning my head.


“I’m all right. Can we go now?”


“Slowly. You’re supposed to drag it out just a little for the condolences, if you can manage.”


“God! All right, coach. Gotta win this one for ole daddy in Washington, right? And… and the poor guy in that crazy can over there. Matt.”


“Yes?”


“Don’t go away, damn you. Stick around for a change.”


“I’m right here.”


Then it was over and, shortly, I drove my rental car into the driveway, now empty, that looped up to the house through a bit of tricky desert-type landscaping involving rocks and gravel and cacti, and back down to the street again—actually a gracefully curving development-type road. This was one of the new mushroom suburban heavens with which I was not acquainted, moderately expensive, set in the rolling arid ranch country outside Santa Fe, where lots were measured in acres—well, at least fractional acres—instead of square feet. We do collect substantial danger pay and apparently Bob had saved a reasonable percentage of his and spent some of it to house his young bride and himself.


The lot was okay, with a spectacular view down the Rio Grande valley. The house itself, however, was fairly small and not very imaginative; a low, brown, flat-roofed, two-bedroom, cinderblock dwelling done in the pseudo-adobe style common out here in the dry southwest where the mud-brick hut is the ancient standard of architecture by which everything else is judged. There was the usual stylistic confusion between the old-fashioned round vigas, roof timbers to you, that stuck out picturesquely in true pioneer fashion, and the big modern picture window that would have given a true pioneer the shakes—think of trying to defend a window like that in an Indian raid!


Out here there was pretty good separation between the houses; and what with the hilly terrain and the winding road, or street, only a few of the neighboring residences were visible from where I parked the car directly in front. Getting out, I was aware that a tall blond woman in a pale green, long-sleeved blouse and well-fitted green slacks was watching us from the front door of a house directly opposite that seemed to be almost a duplicate of the Devine domicile. She did not wave a greeting; she simply watched. I couldn’t quite make out her face at the distance, but her drawn-back hair was smooth and bright and her figure was adult and interesting. I went around to help Martha out. She stood for a moment beside the car, breathing deeply as if she’d just come up for air after a long dive into cold water.


“Well, I guess that’s that,” she said. “Where are your things?”


“I’ve got a suitcase in the trunk,” I said. “I figured the timing was going to be close so I wore my one dark suit and didn’t take time to find a motel.”


“Bring your bag inside.”


I glanced at her quickly. “Is that such a good idea?”


“You don’t want to spoil her whole day, do you?” Martha’s head did not turn and her voice was quite even. “If you don’t give her something to gossip about, she might bite herself and come down with rabies. Bring it in.”


I said carefully, “Sure. If you know what you’re doing.”


“I know what I’m doing; I’m doing her a favor. She’s been looking for a good reason to despise me and I’m giving it to her, okay?”


“Why should she want to despise you?” I asked as I opened the trunk of the car.


“That way she doesn’t have to despise herself.” Martha glanced across the street at last, and at me. “I thought you knew Bob pretty well.”


“Oh.”


She laughed. There was a little malice in the sound, but not enough to be disturbing; she was not really sneering at, or hating, the dead.


“Precisely, as Daddy would say. I gave him back something he’d lost. The coronary had undermined his confidence in himself, if you know what I mean. It really shook him very badly. He was afraid… afraid that since one important muscle had suddenly and inexplicably betrayed him, another might. I… I helped him determine that that did not seem to be happening at all. If you know what I mean.”


I said carefully, “It’s my impression that the organ in question isn’t basically, muscular, but I get the general idea.”


She laughed again, a wry sound now. “And then, of course, having married him and made a new man of him, I assumed that he was my new man entirely. But I was wrong. I mean, I don’t have to tell you he was a damned nice guy in many ways; but I don’t have to tell you, either, that he had a compulsive need to prove himself. In every way. And after the scare he’d had, it wasn’t enough, in the end, for him to prove himself to me. With me. He had to check it out elsewhere, too.”


I slammed the trunk and joined her, suitcase in hand. “Um,” I said. “Like across the street?”


Martha nodded. “And since she’s slept with my husband, naturally our suburban Lorelei over there wants a good reason for hating me so she doesn’t have to feel cheap and guilty about her little neighborhood affair. So bring your suitcase along like a good boy and show her what a promiscuous worthless bitch I am, beneath contempt really; a wanton young wench who hauls another man into the house almost before her husband’s cold in his grave.” She took my arm, leading me toward the front door. “Just relax. It won’t hurt a bit. You’re doing your good deed for the day, okay? You’re soothing the poor bruised conscience of Mrs. Roundheels back there; you’re making it easy for her to live with herself again after her reckless fling at passion with the wonderful, exciting, dangerous married man across the street whose young tramp of a wife never appreciated or deserved him… The door closed behind us. Martha’s voice stopped abruptly. After a moment she said in totally different tones, “Phew! How’s that for prattling vivaciously? You didn’t know I was a compulsive chatterbox, did you, Matt? Just leave your bag right there. How about a drink?”


The inside of the house was pleasant enough if you didn’t take your interior decoration seriously. I mean, the furniture made no particular statement, it was simply comfortable-looking with a sprinkling of the heavy, dark, Mexican-style pieces that are nowadays produced on both sides of the border. There were some pretty good Indian rugs on the floor and some pretty standard prints on the walls, mixed up with a few original landscape paintings by our local artists specializing in aspens. I guess in New England it’s the birch with its gleaming white trunk; here in New Mexico it’s the aspen with its golden autumn foliage. Well, I’m old-fashioned enough, artistically speaking, to prefer a good aspen or birch to a bad cube or tetrahedron. Leaving my suitcase in the front hall, I followed Martha into the living room. There was a small bar of sorts in the corner. She gestured toward it.


“Martini, right?” she asked, and when I nodded, she said, “Maybe you’d better make it yourself. I open a mean beer but I don’t guarantee my mixed drinks. And a little Scotch for me. I’ll get some ice.”


Then we were sitting down with our drinks. It seemed as if I’d been going at a dead run ever since leaving Mac’s office, but of course it was nothing to what she’d just been through. From the massive Mexican armchair I watched her settling into a corner of the husky Mexican sofa, discarding her gracious-young-widow act like a used Kleenex, letting the strain show at last, unconcerned now about the ladylike disposition of her limbs or the graceful arrangement of her dress. I noticed—her careless posture made it obvious—that she was wearing sheer black panty hose; and I realized that it was permissible for me to notice this now that Bob Devine was properly interred. Permissible but, perhaps, premature. She saw me looking, and gave me a small, amused grin. She flicked her pretty black dress down to where, propriety said, it belonged. Okay, premature.


“Thanks for the helping hand, Matt,” she said calmly. “I didn’t really know if I was going to survive today. It’s been pretty grim. I was afraid I’d make an awful spectacle of myself before it was over. Thanks for helping to preserve the brave image.” She sipped her Scotch, watching me over the glass. “But now tell me what you’re really here for.”


It was a little frightening. The girl had grown up. Not that she’d been painfully juvenile when I’d last seen her; but there had been a hint of baby-softness to her figure, and more than a hint of brash and youthful cocksureness in her attitude. Now she was a mature young woman with a calm assurance that came, not from a lot of self-righteous theoretical beliefs, but from a practical awareness of her own abilities. She’d had some tough years, but she’d used them well. She was leaner, smarter, and more experienced than the girl I’d once known; she was also considerably more attractive.


“What are friends for,” I asked, “but to rally around in times of trouble?”


She laughed. “Bullshit. You’ve acted as if Bob and I had the plague for three years—or is it four now? I forget. Bob was even kind of hurt; we’d hear you’d been in town but you never came around. What kind of a friend is that?”


“You didn’t used to be stupid, doll,” I said.


“What… oh.”


“I didn’t know the situation,” I said. “I didn’t know how much you’d told him; I didn’t know how you wanted to run this marriage of yours. When I finally heard of it. I was off somewhere when it happened. And if he’d seen us together, he’d have known, wouldn’t he? There’s no sure way of hiding that, ever, not when it happened so recently. Not from an observant guy like Bob. We’re neither of us good actors. I didn’t know all your special problems, but it just seemed better to stay the hell away.”


Martha nodded slowly. “All right. Sorry. I’ll buy that. As a matter of fact I didn’t tell him. He… we had enough to handle without comparing old loves and old lovers. So it could have become a sticky scene and you were right not to risk it. But I still don’t believe you came here today just to hold my trembling hand and wipe my runny nose.”


“Maybe not,” I said. “But before I answer the question, there’s something I’d like to know. Why the hell did you marry him in the first place?”


Her eyes wavered. “Well, he was sick—”


“Cut it out, Martha,” I said. “Your Florence Nightingale complex isn’t that strong. And even if it were, you could have found a worthy invalid to marry who hadn’t spent all those years working for your daddy in an organization whose purposes and methods you detest.”


She licked her lips. “Well, it was your fault, really. On that crazy trip we took. You turned everything upside down for me. Everything I believed in. And after you were gone I discovered a dreadful thing. All my past was filmed in dull black and white, except that part of it we’d just been through. That was recorded on my memory tapes in living, vibrant color, as they say. And it stayed that way. Am I making sense?”


I grinned. “Hell, it’s the only part of your lousy little life you’d spent alive. Hunting and being hunted. Loving and being loved, if I may dignify our tricky relationship with such an important little word. What did you expect? All the rest of your girlish existence, like everybody else, you’d spent trying to be safe and secure and comfortable the way you’d been told since childhood your beautiful life was supposed to be. Jesus! A whole damn nation brought up to do nothing but be safe! No wonder it needs a few nasty unsafe guys like Bob and me to protect it. So you got your lovely comfortable safe security back and it didn’t feel so lovely any longer. Big deal.”


She made a face at me. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe when you’ve run with the wolves—hi, wolf—you kind of lose interest in cocker spaniels, bright and docile and well-trained though they may be. I kept meeting all these wonderful spaniel-men who bored me stiff. I kept thinking, if you’ll excuse it, how every damned one of them would have shit his pants full if they’d been where you and I once were with people shooting at us.” She shook her head. “And then Daddy took me to see Bob in the hospital and he was a mess, but he was not a spaniel, dammit. And he was a nice guy and he needed me and… and I knew what he’d done in the past but that was over. He was out of it now, so I didn’t have to reconcile his lousy work with my conscience. And I was lonely and I needed him, too, I really did. So I married him and it was rough for a while, while he was getting well, but then it was very good for a while. Very good. And then he disappointed me badly, hurt me badly; badly enough that I did something I’ll spend the rest of my life wishing to God I hadn’t. I spilled it all girlishly to somebody I trusted. I was a weepy little creep with too many drinks inside her, whining because her man had gone astray. My God, I knew the kind of guy I was marrying, didn’t I? Hell, you could tell just by looking at him that he could be relied on in every way but that way. Did I expect him to turn into a goddamned monk just because… Matt.”


“Yes?”


“Did they tell you how it was?”


“You mean the shooting? Not in detail.”


She drew a long, ragged breath. “We were hating each other, you understand,” she said. “Now we both had reasons: his roving eye and my blabbing tongue. So we went out to dinner hating each other but trying to be civilized, trying to retrieve something very important to both of us that had gotten lost; but cold, cold, cold. No real give on either side. And we came out of that restaurant without touching each other—you know the place on the Trail with the parking lot in back—and, as we headed for the car, there was a sound in the alley. I saw Bob start to throw himself down and aside. He could have made it, I think, he was very quick; he could have been safe on the ground behind a parked car. But he remembered me, the wife he hated, the wife who’d tattled about things that were none of her damn business, still standing there dumb and paralyzed. I guess I was thinking of my nice slacks and my pretty blouse and how dirty the ground was and how silly I’d look if… He checked himself and took time to give me a great big sideways push that sent me sprawling. And the shotgun fired.” She cleared her throat. “When a guy does that for you, thinks of you first at a time like that, you kind of forget whom he slept with that he shouldn’t have.” She cleared her throat again. “Your turn.”


After a moment I said, “I’m here to help you if I can, of course. But I’m also here to see that you don’t take any embarrassing action.”


“Action?” She glanced at me and laughed, but her eyes were not quite candid. “You mean, like revenge? But how in the world could I?… I mean, even if I wanted to, even if I were capable of… I only caught a brief glimpse of the man in the alley. I wouldn’t have the slightest idea of how to go about finding him and I wouldn’t recognize him if I saw him. He was just something moving in the dark.”


I said, “We weren’t thinking of the man.”


She shook her head quickly. “Really, Matt, how melodramatic can you get? You know me. You know how I feel about… about guns and violence. Even now after what’s happened. You mean, little nonviolent Martha taking the law into her own hands and making some kind of a stupid vendetta? How could you, or Daddy, think I could possibly…” Her voice trailed off. I didn’t say anything. I waited. At last she licked her lips. When she spoke her voice was almost inaudible. “All right. I’m not fooling anybody, am I? But it’s necessary, Matt. You must see that it’s necessary. Nobody can be allowed to do what she did to us. To me. Nobody. Oh, publishing it, if she’d found it all out somewhere else, all right. She was supposed to be my friend, but I guess she has a job to do, so all right. But coming here and accepting our hospitality and taking what I told her in confidence when I was all broken up like that, using it like that…”


There was a little silence. A car went by outside. Daylight was fading from the picture window.


“Have you got a copy handy?” I asked. “I’ve got one in my bag but I haven’t had a chance to do more than glance through it.”


“It’s right here. I wouldn’t be without it. I’ll treasure it the rest of my life. Maybe it will teach me to keep my damned mouth shut.” Her voice was grim. She opened the little black purse she’d put on the cocktail table and took out some stapled-together and folded-up magazine pages and held them out. “Here. I don’t have to read it again, actually. I know it by heart.”


I took the pages she held out and unfolded them. There was the standard dramatic closeup picture of a giant hand holding a giant gun aimed directly at the reader, supposedly threatening; but those magazine people don’t ever know anything about guns. They don’t realize that a Colt .45 automatic isn’t really much of a threat until you cock it. The hammer was down. And the old .45 is too bulky and clumsy and noisy for our purposes, anyway. But the page had a lot of impact if you didn’t look at it too closely or think about it too hard.


THE U.S. MURDER MACHINE
by Eleanor Brand


Case History #1: He is a husky, rather handsome man with bright blue eyes. He is married to an attractive, dark-haired girl, considerably younger. They live together in a conventional home in a conventional development outside Santa Fe, New Mexico; but Robert Wilson Devine is not really a conventional man. Until he retired with a heart ailment a few years ago he was a top professional assassin in the employ of the United States of America…
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I have two culinary specialties. I’m a good guy to have around at breakfast time; I’m handy with bacon and eggs. (On the other hand, I don’t recommend my coffee to the connoisseur; I’m lazy and go the instant route. I’ve slurped down too many strange brown concoctions under conditions of considerable stress to make a religion of coffee.) At the other end of the day, if you’ve got some leftover steak or roast around, and a few boiled potatoes, and some onions, I can whip up an exotic dish my Scandinavian ancestors called pytt-i-panna. A very loose translation is put-it-in-the-pan. Put any damned thing in the pan. Hash to you.


I was in my shirtsleeves with my funeral necktie off, concentrating on the latter delicacy, when Martha entered the kitchen after a half-hour absence. It had hit her suddenly while we were discussing the Eleanor Brand article, triggered by nothing in particular: an uncontrollable case of the weeps. She hadn’t wanted any sympathy or comfort from me. She’d apologized tearfully for being so goddamned stupid and told me to have myself another drink while she retired to chastize this dumb blubbering female severely. Now her face was washed, her hair was combed and the slight misty pinkness of her eyes was almost imperceptible. She was minus her high heels and funeral dress, and plus a pair of sandals and a long, loose, striped blue-and-green garment with the irresistible sex appeal of an umbrella tent.


“You don’t have to do that!” she said quickly. “I’m perfectly capable—”


“Sure you are,” I said. “The question is, am I? Let’s see how it turns out.”


“It smells good… Matt.”


“Yes.”


She hesitated, and I saw that she was uncomfortable about something. “I hope… I mean, what I’m trying to say… I didn’t mean to give you a wrong impression, if you know what I mean, dragging you inside like that. I was just putting on an act for her. I mean—”


I grinned. Her embarrassment made it quite obvious what she meant. “You mean you don’t really want to fuck tonight.”


She gave me an honest-to-God blush. “If we have to be so goddamned explicit, yes. I mean, no. There should be a little… a little respect, shouldn’t there? A small period of… of mourning. Anyway, I’m pretty damned tired and morbid.” She giggled abruptly. “You wouldn’t want me to break into tears in the middle of it, would you?”


I said, “Actually, I wasn’t planning on laying the widow-lady right on top of the just-filled grave. But since I’m to be deprived of sex, maybe I’d better have a little more booze to console me. I think there’s some left in the martini pitcher. And then you can set the table. No heavy conversation. We’ll analyze the situation some more after we eat.”


The hash turned out quite well, if I do say so myself. The secret is a cast-iron frying pan hot enough to turn everything brown and crusty instead of merely warming the mixed-up mess; some dexterous stirring and turning helps. Martha ate hungrily and I managed a second helping myself. The last food I’d had, if you want to strain the definition of the word, had been on TWA. Martha stopped me when I started to clear the table.


“No, leave the dishes alone, damn you. And I’ll do the coffee. Whose house is this, anyway? You go out into the living room and sit.”


I followed orders and started to reread the Brand article but I found it hard to concentrate. I was very much aware, in a sexless way—well, an almost sexless way—of the quiet, comfortable, undemanding house and the starry New Mexico sky outside and the pretty girl making busy noises in the kitchen. I’d had this once, even to some offspring asleep in the rear of the house. I wondered how the kids were doing and if Beth was still happy in Nevada with her rancher-husband, a pretty nice and competent guy. I don’t check on them very often. I don’t like to leave a trail that way. There are people around who’ll use almost anything against you.


But this is a very good specimen, Mr. Helm. A little young for you, perhaps, but bright and brave, from durable and intelligent heredity, on the one side you know about, at least. Attractive to look at and, the record shows, quite, a pleasant companion in bed and elsewhere. An unfortunate compulsion to save the world, perhaps, but even that seems to be subdued nowadays. Maybe she’s outgrown it. Too bad in a way, the world certainly needs it, but more comfortable to have around. All in all, a quite acceptable candidate, already well tested under rigorous conditions. And it would be pleasant to have a place like this to come back to and somebody like this to come back to, for as long as you manage to make it back at all, which presumably won’t be forever.


But you tried it once, you gave it a good long try, and it didn’t work then, so why should it work now? And she’s a hell of a nice kid who ought to do better for herself than a sick gladiator retired from the bloody arena, or even a healthy one not yet retired. And there’s always the danger that somebody wanting to hurt you will take it out on anybody you allow to become too important to you. So you just leave her alone, hear? Anyway, he’s all right to work for, he’s very good to work for, but would you want him as a father-in-law, for God’s sake?


I watched her come in with the coffee tray, the loose striped garment swirling around her. She set the tray down on the cocktail table, poured a cup for me and one for herself, and gave me mine. Then she settled down in her sofa corner with her feet tucked under her. We’re all supposed to be perfectly equal these days, male and female, but girls’ arms still aren’t hinged quite right to throw a baseball properly, and their legs are still articulated in a manner that allows them to assume strange catlike positions that would have a man screaming in agony in a very few minutes. It makes one wonder what other built-in inequalities women’s lib has overlooked.


I said, “This Brand female must not be harmed, certainly not by us or by anybody who’s connected to us in any way. You can see why, can’t you? To have the publicity she’s giving us is bad enough, but we can probably live through that; we’ve done it before. But if there’s ever a suggestion that an American government agency or anybody associated with an American government agency—and you’re damned well associated, both by blood and by marriage—would take violent retaliatory action against a respected American lady journalist for something she’d published, then the people who believe as a matter of faith that all spook shops are evil and should be abolished would have a lever handed to them that would probably destroy us.”


“She killed my husband,” Martha said softly. “Worse, she got me to help her kill him.”


“Maybe,” I said. “We won’t know that for sure until we learn who the hit man was and who gave him his orders. If we ever do.”


“Come on, Matt! I hope you’re not trying to convince me that a man with Bob’s background got himself shot down by a casual maniac—right after the publication of an article describing his career and giving his home address almost to the street and number. How coincidental can you get?”


I said, “Everybody who matters already knew all that. I mean, we’ve got dossiers on practically everybody in the business; and everybody in the business has dossiers on us, at least those of us who’ve been around for a while. Do you think Moscow’s going to waste a good removal agent’s time on an opposition operative with a heart condition who’s obviously settled down harmlessly to spend the rest of his life working in his cactus garden and fishing for trout? Or Peking?”


“Somebody he injured in the past in the line of… of duty, then,” Martha said stubbornly. “Somebody vengeful who’d been looking for him but might never have found him if I hadn’t opened my big mouth and Elly hadn’t printed what I said. Somebody who read that lousy article and knew that the… the end of the hunt was at hand.”


“Again, maybe,” I said. “But there’s not a lot of that going around. We don’t make a practice of carrying on blood feuds, and neither does the other side, or sides. It’s the luck of the game; some live, some die. We do make a note of people outside the undercover community who interfere gratuitously. We make a point of dealing with them if and when it’s convenient. As your father once said, they have to learn not to monkey with the buzz saw when it’s busy cutting wood. But within our tight little profession, no.”


She shook her head irritably. “Pretty soon you’ll be telling me Bob didn’t die at all, I just imagined the whole thing.” She drew a long, ragged breath. “Anyway, I’m not a member of your lousy professional community; I’m just a wife wanting to get even for something awful that was done to her husband. And to her.” She grimaced. “‘Get even.’ It sounds so childish, doesn’t it? How can one ever get even? That would mean setting the clock back; and it doesn’t run, backward. But goddamn it, Matt, she can’t go around trading on friendship and hospitality like she did and not have somebody kick her ass up between her ears.”


I said, “Hell, if all you plan to do is boot her in the tail, be my guest. I thought you had something serious in mind.”


“You mean… you mean like killing her?” Martha laughed heartily. “Matt, you must be kidding! I mean, really, do you think I’d go around with a gun chasing somebody down like an animal even if…” She stopped and made a face at me. “God, I’m such a lousy actress, and I’m so damned tired. Let me go to bed and stop making a fool of myself. You can find the guest room; it’s down the hall. Second door to the left. Bathroom, first door. Leave the dishes; I’ll get them in the morning.” She rose, and I rose, and she hesitated, facing me. “If you really… I wouldn’t want to think of you suffering or anything. After all, it’s not as if we’d never done it before.”


I grinned. “Therapeutic, you mean? Thanks, I’ll survive.”


“Don’t say that so positively. I might get the idea that I’m not irresistible. Good night, Matt.”
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I carried my jacket, tie, and suitcase back to the room she’d indicated. As a pro, I like to case the terrain in advance of the operation if possible, even if the operation only involves going to bed. I laid out my pajamas for future reference and got out the file Mac had given me, for immediate study. The room was small, with a small bed, and a good-sized loom set up against one wall along with some auxiliary equipment I didn’t understand; apparently Martha had taken up weaving as a hobby. It’s a recognized Santa Fe syndrome. We’re all frustrated artists or artisans here.


I checked out the little hall bathroom on the way back to the living room, and used it. The plumbing worked. As if in answer I heard her flush another, similar device elsewhere in the house. It gave me a cozy and companionable feeling. In the living room I laid down the file, picked up my coffee cup, carried it to the picture window and parted the curtains to look out. It was a quiet night in the moderately high-class development known as Casa Glorieta. No traffic at the moment. There were lights in the house across the road but the picture window was covered and no sleek blondes were visible. A sturdy, four-wheel-drive vehicle was now parked in the wide driveway in front of the double garage: the fancy Jeep station wagon called Wagoneer. Well, most two-car families out here have at least one tough vehicle for hunting, fishing, or just taking the kids to school on a snowy day. There was probably something more civilized in the garage for the lady of the house to drive to the grocery and bridge club when the weather was good.


The sight of the husky vehicle reminded me of my own personal transportation, another hefty station wagon on a Chevy 4WD half-ton-truck chassis, known as a carryall. I told myself that for the sake of the government that was paying the bills I ought to get it out of storage and turn in the expensive rental job I’d grabbed for my dash up here from Albuquerque. The airlines don’t fly to Santa Fe; you have to drive the last sixty miles or take the bus. (Not even the Santa Fe Railroad goes to Santa Fe; the town is serviced by a spur from the main line at Lamy.) I soothed my conscience by telling it that I probably wouldn’t be staying long enough for Avis to break the expense account.


I let the window drapes fall back into place, took my cup into the kitchen and refilled it. I carried it back into the living room, sat down and dumped the contents of my big envelope onto the cocktail table. The Eleanor Brand article, my copy, was on top. I’d read the piece once, hastily, on the plane, and once more here with Martha watching me; now I settled down to give it a careful study without distractions. It was a thorough job. The girl reporter had dug up a lot of stuff, more than Martha could possibly have told her about. Active or retired, well or ill, Bob would never have confided in his wife to this extent; and Mac was certainly not one to whisper state secrets into his daughter’s ear. Obviously, Martha’s information had simply been used as a springboard for further research. Well, Freedom of Information is the name of the game these days. There was even a brief description of that ancient South American safari on which I’d made the useful acquaintance of chatty, friendly, little Rafaelita. My name was mentioned with a hint that I was an interestingly murderous chap whose gory history would be presented in detail in a later installment of this startling and revealing series.


So Miss Eleanor Brand, or Ms. Eleanor Brand as she undoubtedly called herself these liberated days, was a skillful researcher, a pretty fair writer, and an indignant lady who’d grabbed, so to speak, the torch of nonviolent idealism from Martha’s faltering hand. She was also, it seemed, a fairly ruthless bitch who didn’t give a damn whom she betrayed or hurt or got killed in pursuit of her journalistic career. Well, considering the nature of my own career, I was hardly in a position to criticize.


There was a picture of her down in one corner of the first page, and a small biographical blurb. Ms. Brand was twenty-seven years old, a graduate of Smith with a master’s in journalism from Columbia. She’d worked for a number of publications I’d heard of and some I hadn’t. She’d won some kind of a prize that meant nothing to me since it wasn’t either the Nobel or the Pulitzer. Currently she was down in the near-Caribbean acquiring a suntan and doing research on a projected article on the Bermuda Triangle.


I frowned at that. It didn’t seem in character. I’d been exposed to that Triangle legend myself in the course of one assignment, and it didn’t seem like anything for this competent and cynical young woman to get her sharp little teeth into. I mean, hell, either you proclaim breathlessly that it’s all true, true, true, and there are sinister and unearthly forces at work here beyond our comprehension—and that’s been done. Or you announce coldly that careful scientific research proves conclusively that it’s all a lot of melodramatic superstitious crap—and that’s been done, too. This was a girl who obviously liked to find shocking new grist for her typewriting mill. Why was she wasting her valuable time on a bunch of old missing ships and disappearing airplanes that had already been exploited to the puking point and beyond?


Studying the photograph, I decided that the original family name could not really be Brand or even Brandt. It was not an Anglo-Saxon or Germanic face. The head was brachycephalic rather than dolichocephalic. In other words, it was wide and short from front to back rather than long and narrow like, for instance, my own Scandinavian skull. She wore her straight darkish hair quite short, parted on one side and combed across to the other. Her face was wide and flat with a long thin mouth, a short bony chin, and a low snub nose. The eyes were set well apart but the sparse brows and lashes didn’t do much for them, and she obviously didn’t take the trouble to prettify them in any way.


There was no way to describe her and make her sound particularly attractive. Her features, at a glance, were un-spectacularly shaped and uninterestingly arranged. It was the pushed-in face of a clever and determined female monkey rather than the shining visage of an intelligent and lovely girl. Still, I had an uneasy feeling that if Ms. Brand ever came to the conclusion that you were worth it personally, or particularly if she thought you had something she wanted, or knew something she wanted to know, you might suddenly find yourself deciding that you had nothing against female monkeys after all—that, in fact, they were really rather charming creatures in an offbeat way…


Well, that was a lot to read into a photograph hardly larger than a postage stamp; and enough of Eleanor Brand. She wasn’t the only researcher around. I found a copy of the police report on Devine, Robert, deceased. The shotgun had been fired at slightly under thirty yards. A single twelve-gauge Magnum case had been found nearby—the short two-and-three-quarter-inch Magnum, not the long three-incher, which requires a specially chambered gun and is more shell than most hunters need. It had originally been loaded with Number One buckshot, a pretty good choice for a target the size of a deer or a man, although it’s Double-Ought buck that gets all the glory. Fourteen pellets of the load of twenty had struck the body. Eleven had been found in the course of the autopsy. The other three had been peripheral or glancing hits that kept on going after leaving their marks. Well, eleven solid hits with practically anything would certainly do the job. I once knew a man, hunting quail during deer season, who jumped a good-sized buck and dropped him dead with a fairly light load of fine birdshot. I frowned at the report for a while and glanced at an accompanying photograph, taken at the scene—Mac had apparently pulled strings to get total police cooperation. But it wasn’t a picture I cared to study at any length; it had nothing to do with a guy with whom I’d once visited a Colombian cathouse.


I put all the materials back into the envelope and sipped my cooling coffee thoughtfully. Martha seemed to be asleep; I’d heard nothing from her room for half an hour. I picked up the coffee tray and carried it into the kitchen and, like a good house guest, rinsed off all the dinner dishes and loaded them into the washer while she was unavailable to lodge a protest. Besides making me feel virtuous, it killed some more time. Then I went into the guest room and, with a regretful glance at my pajamas, changed my clothes. I got into jeans, a navy-blue turtle-neck and a pair of soft, rubber-soled shoes. I dug the little five-shot Smith and Wesson out of the hidden compartment of my suitcase, checked the loads, and tucked it into my waistband, letting the shirt hang down over it. The metal was cold against my skin. I checked the little knife I always carry. I turned out the guest room, weaving room light, went back to the kitchen and started the dishwasher. The rushing and rumbling sounds of the machine apparently did not disturb Martha at the other end of the house; at least she did not come running to complain about my presumption in doing her dishes in her home. I set the latch of the kitchen door so I could get back in, and slipped outside with the noise of the washer to cover my stealthy exit.


It was a damfool notion, of course. Obviously a wild-goose chase, a blind stab in the dark. Nothing could possibly come of it. I was grasping at straws, chasing ghosts, tilting at windmills. Who the hell did I think I was; Sherlock Holmes, Nero Wolfe, Hercule Poirot, Lord Peter Wimsey? I didn’t even know for sure if the man I was after existed. I’d never seen him. I didn’t know his name. Still, there had been some odd discrepancies in the accounts I’d heard and read of Bob Devine’s death. The gun wasn’t right and the behavior of the man who’d used the gun wasn’t right, not if said murderer was the kind of professional everybody seemed to assume. It was a long-odds gamble that would cost me nothing but a little sleep to check out.


It was a clear night without a moon. The stars were much brighter than they’d been in Washington, D.C. Well, we were seven thousand feet closer to them, up here in the foothills of the Sangre de Cristos, the Blood-of-Christ mountains. This was not a community of walls and fences, and I slipped over the low rise behind the Devine house and found myself at the back of somebody else’s couple of acres. I sneaked on down past the lighted house that was there, to the road. So far, so good. Once on the road, I started to jog. It used to be that a running man either created a panic or was picked up by the white-coated boys with the butterfly nets. Nowadays, the best way to turn invisible is to proceed at a steady lope, just another health nut flushing the stale air from his lungs.


I had some trouble with the gun and considerable trouble with my breathing. I’d just come up from sea level and it takes a week or two to get used to the altitude. I took the first crossroad to the right. This brought me back to the road on which Martha lived, known as Navajo Drive. I crossed this and went on to the next, labeled Ute Road, turning right again. With the last of my failing breath, I made it to a spot opposite my starting point but a block over, if this elaborate countrified community dealt in such conventional urban divisions as blocks. I stole between two of the scattered houses here and followed a fold of ground back toward Navajo Drive, finding myself at last on a hillside from which I could see the house from where I’d come, across the street. The bedroom wing where Martha slept was dark; the living room and kitchen were lighted as I’d left them. Directly below me was the house with the Wagoneer in the driveway, although the vehicle was now hidden from my vantage point on the hillside behind the house, by the garage. I sat down to catch my breath by a dark desert juniper against which, I hoped, my own dark shape would be invisible if anyone should look.


Nothing happened. A neighboring house went totally dark. An occasional car drove by. A distant yapping sound that I hoped was a coyote—we used to hear them regularly, back when I first lived in Santa Fe as a married man—turned out to be merely a yapping dog, soon answered by another. They’ll fix that soon. The noise is bad enough, but obviously no dogs must shit in our immaculate future cities, and no pigeons must crap in them, either. Clean, silent communities and empty skies. Well, deep philosophy is always a good way of making the time pass on watch; but it was getting on toward midnight now and I couldn’t see spending the whole night sitting under a bush. Apparently they weren’t about to turn out the lights below me and go to bed; and while a man or woman aroused from a sound sleep is at a useful disadvantage, I could do without that edge, I hoped.


There were two doors to cover: the kitchen door at the rear of the house, and a small door in the side of the garage. There were, of course, the big garage doors facing front, away from me, but it seemed unlikely anybody’d go to the trouble of raising those just to look out. There was also the front door, but I remembered that the light was on there, making it impossible for anybody to slip out inconspicuously that way. I made my way to an ornamental pine tree at the corner of the garage, took up station beside it, picked up a handful of small stones and started pitching them into the ornamental bushes beneath the lighted windows at the rear of the house, making interesting rustling sounds. I made a couple of them clatter lightly against the house wall.


Nothing happened to tell me whether I was playing to an empty theater or standing room only. I sighed and found a good-sized rock after groping around in the dark. I stepped away from the house and turned and pitched my missile through the nearby garage window. It made a fearful crash in the quiet night—the distant dogs had ceased their canine dialogue. I moved back into my ornamental evergreen shelter. After a while, he came.


I was kind of sorry about it. It meant I had him figured right as the kind of man who trees his own coons and stomps his own snakes; and that’s practically an endangered species these helpless days. Of course, if I had him figured right there was no chance of his calling the police. He wouldn’t want the cops around, under the circumstances. But even under other circumstances he’d feel quite capable of protecting his premises himself, thanks. It’s an attitude I admire, so I regretted what had to be done now; but unfortunately the guy had gone too far and we do have the policy of teaching outsiders, as a matter of principle, not to monkey with the buzz saw. It was too bad about blond Mrs. Roundheels, as Martha had called her, that suburban Lorelei, and Bob Devine should certainly have remained faithful to his own wife and let other people’s wives alone, but a shotgun was carrying things just a little too far.


The broken window was a help. When he stumbled over something, sneaking through the garage—probably the rock I’d thrown—and swore softly, I heard him clearly and knew where to expect him next. I was ready for him when he opened the side door and stepped outside, the long-barreled weapon he held gleaming faintly in the starlight. When, scrutinizing his property warily, he swung away from me, I stepped around the corner of the building.


“Easy, friend,” I said. “There’s a thirty-eight looking right up your backside.” He stood quite still, frozen, and I went on, “If you’re thinking of trying to swing that cannon around, don’t. You’ll never make it. Lay it down gently, now.”


“Who are you?”


“Lay it on the ground, please,” I said. It always disconcerts them when you’re polite. “We can talk afterward. No hasty movements… That’s fine, now you can straighten up, but don’t turn around. There’s nothing for you to see but a man you don’t know and don’t want to know.”


“Who the hell are you?”


I said, “Just a guy with a gun. What’s the matter, friend, are you stupid or something? You read the article, didn’t you? Hell, everybody in Casa Glorieta has read that article, I’m sure. ‘Hey, did you see the story about that new family over on Navajo Drive, the big guy with the nice young wife, did you read about him, hey?’” I paused and went on, full of menace now to see what I could shake loose. “Why’d you do it, amigo? Do you make a habit of feeling under rocks for rattlesnakes or skiing past avalanche-warning signs just for kicks? If you’ve got to shoot somebody, why pick on a man with friends and associates like that? Did it never occur to you that we might take care of our own even after they’re retired? I know, he probably had it coming in a way, but the unwritten law doesn’t work any longer, friend. Sorry. Up against the wall now, please.” I stepped forward and picked up the weapon he’d laid down. “So this is the gun.”


It was exactly what I’d expected, exactly what it had to be from what it had done: a long-barreled autoloading shotgun eminently suitable for ducks and geese, not so hot for quail, and clumsy and unwieldy for homicide. I couldn’t read the barrel markings in the dark, but I would have bet a considerable sum that it was bored full-choke to throw tight patterns for long-range shooting—the spread of the shot can be controlled, like the stream of water from a hose, by the amount of constriction in the end of the gun barrel. It had to be fully choked if I had it figured right; besides they don’t usually make thirty-inch barrels in any other configuration.


The man in front of me, call him Mister Lorelei for purposes of reference, stirred and said, “You’ll never prove…” Then he stopped.


“Sure,” I said. “A load of buckshot out of one shotgun—or birdshot for that matter—looks just like that out of another. Who can tell anything from a bunch of little round pellets? But you didn’t stop to pick up the fired case. That’s the trouble with these autoloaders from the criminal standpoint—they toss their empties from hell to breakfast. Yours is in the hands of the police; and a fired shotgun shell can be traced to the gun that fired it. The firing-pin indentation is unique, and there’ll be other markings for the ballistic geniuses to drool over. Of course, twelve-gauge shotguns are a dime a dozen out here in the Southwest. The police could hardly stage a house-to-house search of Casa Glorieta to locate the murder weapon, particularly since the crime occurred in town and it was thought to be a professional hit anyway, because of Bob Devine’s past history. But if somebody gives them the idea of checking up on local motives and they come looking…” I hesitated. “Why didn’t you get rid of it?”


Still facing the wall, he shrugged his shoulders. “I do a bit of hunting; everybody knows I have a shotgun. If it turned up missing it would be as good as a confession, wouldn’t it? At least she’d have known… But she found out anyway from the way I was acting; I couldn’t help it.”
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