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Spooky was behind me again as I headed for the rifle range, which is about five miles southwest of the city of Santa Fe. It’s a fairly complete gun-club operation and also includes facilities for pistol shooting, but at the moment I was concerned only with long guns, and only in .22 caliber. It was kind of a return to the womb. Like most ranch kids, I’d been given, as my first gun, a single-shot .22 just like the Anschutz now resting behind my seat in its fancy foam-lined case. Well, maybe not just like it. Back then, the little old Iver Johnson birthday rifle had cost my dad seventeen bucks secondhand at the local general store; the Anschutz, ordered new from an importer in the east, had recently set me back well over seven hundred. It was a special rifle made for a special kind of shooting.


The Mexicans started it, I believe, and called it Siluetas Metálicas. They set up silhouette targets cut from heavy sheet steel, gallinas, javelinas, guajalotes, and borregos, at distances ranging from two hundred to five hundred meters. The original idea was that, standing on your hind legs like a man instead of lying on your belly like a worm—most serious target shooting is done from the prone position because it’s the steadiest—you’d try to knock over these heavy metal chickens, pigs, turkeys, and sheep with one shot each, using your ordinary hunting rifle. It was a challenging sport, it caught on fast, and pretty soon it spawned some fairly specialized equipment and several variations, one being a small bore version using .22-caliber rifles at shorter ranges with smaller targets.


I love the trig guns, but in this line of business—never mind what business—I have to fire a lot of heavy stuff for practice. I don’t go out of my way to tenderize my shoulder and rattle my eardrums for pleasure. But I still enjoy all kinds of shooting, and I’d read about this small bore silhouette stuff, so when a man I met at the range while I was checking out a new .38 revolver mentioned that there was to be a match there the following Sunday, I borrowed a secondhand .22 from a friendly dealer, had him dress it up with a secondhand telescopic sight, spent a couple of hours on the range on Saturday calibrating the half-baked outfit after a fashion, and drove back out bravely on Sunday to see what it was all about.


With that inadequate gun and no experience, it was a slaughter as far as I was concerned. I only hit—hush, don’t tell anybody—five of the little steel animals out of the possible forty; but I had a lot of fun.


Now, with the proper gear, and another match under my belt, I was hoping to graduate from Class B, the cellar division, into Class A. Two scores over fourteen were required, and I’d recorded a sixteen last time out, so I only had one more to go. Maybe this seems like a small ambition for a man who’s spent most of his life using firearms for real—at least, being such a hero marksman, I should already, on my third competitive outing, be knocking off twenty-fives and thirties with my eyes shut and shooting for Triple A or even Master, right?


Well, few new sports are that easy to conquer, and that goes for new target rifles, too. My Anschutz had a special trigger mechanism with a tricky two-stage pull much lighter than I was accustomed to. Furthermore, my skull had acquired a bad bullet crease on a recent mission, and I’d also taken a slug lower down. The physical machinery had recovered pretty well, and I’d spent some time at our training and rehabilitation center in Arizona, known as the Ranch, being healthified until I could hardly stand myself; but while I’d managed to fudge enough qualifying targets with rifle and pistol to get myself sprung out of the hands of the doctors and trainers, I knew that the mental apparatus was still a bit shaky and my concentration wasn’t all it should be. The discipline of shooting offhand (our jargon for standing) at unreasonably small targets at unreasonably long distances, with a gun that produced hardly any noise or recoil to lacerate my nerves or aggravate my healing injuries—pure, basic marksmanship—was exactly what I needed.


Except for Spooky. Spooky I didn’t need at all. Actually, I’d spotted four Spookies over a period of weeks. The one escorting me around today was Spooky Three—I’d numbered them in the order I discovered them—the only female member of the crew, a sturdy, dark-haired dame in her mid-twenties, wearing a teenager costume of torn T-shirt and faded skintight jeans ragged at the knees, and driving a battered tan Volvo wagon that must have been brought over from Scandinavia by Leif Eriksson about the year 1000 for his tour of Vinland the Good. That was her image today. Last week she’d been a neatly dressed blond matron in a beige pantsuit and high heels, driving a shiny blue BMW.


The rifle range is, of course, located well out in the boonies so that if a ricochet or wild bullet should sneak over one of the bulldozed dirt backstops, which doesn’t happen often, it won’t find anybody to hurt. It’s the usual arid, rolling New Mexico landscape: stony yellow-brown earth scantily covered with tough yellow-green grass and weeds, and an occasional cactus, and dotted with widely spaced, dark green piñons and junipers not much higher than a man. Bulging up against the horizon to the north are the Sangre de Cristo peaks; to the east are the more distant Jemez Mountains; and on a good day—and we have lots of them out there—you can see Los Alamos. If you want to see Los Alamos.


Ms. Spooky was still astern when I left the pavement and headed out the gravel county road. The weather was clear and dry, and I could see the dust kicked up by the ancient Volvo a discreet distance behind me. This early on a Sunday morning there wasn’t much traffic to confuse the issue. My sturdy lady was still hanging on back there when I negotiated the steep dip where the road ran through the arroyo near the county dump; but soon after that there was no more dust behind me, and I knew that she’d taken the turnoff to the dump. Well, these double-talk days I believe I’m supposed to call it a landfill or maybe a sanitary refuse disposal area, but I’m old-fashioned and it’s still a dump to me.


If she followed their established routine—I’d been coming out here several times during the week to practice on the deserted, or almost deserted, range, and after a while they’d settled on this observation scheme—she’d park there, probably leaving the wagon open in the rear as if she’d just finished unloading the family garbage. She’d hike a hundred yards to a small hill that let her look down on the distant club grounds beyond. From there, she could keep an eye on my activities with binoculars and see me preparing to leave in time to get back to her car and pick me up again on my way home.


There were already eight or ten cars, vans, and pickup trucks in the gun club’s parking area when I drove up. Stopping at the end of the row, I turned the pup loose to run while I opened the rear of the Subaru I was driving that autumn to get my gear out. I’d owned a Mazda RX-7 for several years. It had been fast, reliable, and pleasantly flashy, and it had got the sports-car kinks out of my system, but the low-slung little two-seater had never been an ideal vehicle for a man who went in for hunting and fishing. After I acquired a young Labrador retriever and he filled out to a solid ninety pounds, the situation had become critical. When a gent with a Mazda deficiency offered me a respectable sum for my pretty car one day when I was having it serviced at the local dealership, I took his money and borrowed a company vehicle I’d used on a recent assignment to keep me rolling while I was making up my mind what personal transportation to buy next.


I got the rifle and associated gear from the rear of the station wagon. After lugging the stuff to one of the tables under the long canopy behind the firing line, I went over to be signed in by a guy named Jack, who told me I was shooting with a guy named Mark, second relay, meaning that at each distance Mark would shoot his two five-shot strings first while I scored him, after which he’d score me while I shot mine. Then we, and all the other pairs of shooters on the line, would move over one set of targets and repeat the process.


Today Mark and I were scheduled to start with the pigs—excuse me, javelinas—at sixty meters, after which we’d do the turkeys at seventy-seven, the rams at a hundred, and then crank our sights back down to handle the chickens at forty. To give you an idea of the accuracy required: the rams, also called sheep, are about six inches long, and the other targets are scaled down in proportion to the shorter ranges at which they’re shot at so they all look about the same size from the firing line. Think of trying to hit, from a wobbly standing position, a six-inch toy woolly-woolly at the far end of a football field.


Looking around for Mark, I was careful not to glance at the distant, low hill from which Spooky was presumably watching; if she was dumb enough to think herself undetected, I didn’t want to disillusion her. Mark was busy undermining the loyalty of my one-man dog; they’d got acquainted during various practice sessions when we’d happened to pick the same time of day to use our range keys. As a matter of fact, he was the man I’d encountered out here earlier in the summer, who’d got me into all this by telling me about the following Sunday’s match. He was scratching Happy’s ears expertly and laughing at the big yellow dog’s blissful reaction.


“That is truly one friendly Labrador,” he said, straightening up and giving the pup a final pat. “Well, they all are. It looks like we have a good day for it. No wind to amount to anything. How has the gun been shooting?”


A gun club like ours is an odd place: you know a lot of first names and the faces that go with them, you talk guns and hunting with the guys, but you seldom know their last names or what they do. They just kind of spring out of the woodwork once a month on match Sundays. Occasionally you say hi to one of them and chat a bit, if you happen to meet him practicing on the range between matches, or maybe you bump into one in a local sporting-goods store, but there’s no real social contact. Whether it’s the same around golf courses and tennis clubs I have no idea, since, having found a sport I like better, I don’t mess with those bat-and-ball games.


Mark was a bit of an exception to the general run of gun-club relationships, as far as I was concerned. He was a solidly built gent in his forties with thick, straight, black hair combed neatly back from his forehead. Say five nine or ten, say a hundred and seventy or eighty. He had a round face, bright brown eyes, a short snub nose, and smooth olive skin. I knew that he shot in Class AAA, and that his last name was Steiner, which had surprised me a bit when I first heard it since it had sounded like a Jewish name to me and I’d have guessed at Latin heredity, not that it mattered. I knew that he had a thin blond wife who looked considerably younger, and two little girls; and that he lived in a development at the south edge of town. I also knew that he was a helpful guy and clever with tools.


I knew all this because when I first got the Anschutz I’d been having trouble getting the big Bushnell telescopic sight properly lined up and he’d invited me to his house and solved the problem in a little workshop he had in his garage—a couple of shims cut from a Coca-Cola can had done the trick, in case you’re interested. I still didn’t know what he did for a living, and I hoped he didn’t know what I did. It’s information that’s not supposed to be available to the general public. As a matter of feet it’s not supposed to be available to anybody except on a strict, official, need-to-know basis.


“Nothing wrong with the gun,” I said. “Now it’s just the guy behind it who needs fixing. I’ve got our scorecards here; you’re shooting first.” The pup at my feet looked around sharply as a .22 cracked at the firing line; the targets are set out early to allow us to warm up our guns with a little pre-match practice. Gunfire means birds to a retriever; and birds are his business in life. I said, “I’d better put him in the car or he’ll be out there looking for some crippled tin chickens to retrieve.”


A rifle match, to an observer, must be about as exciting as watching the snow melt in the spring, although silhouette shooting is a little better in this respect than drilling holes in paper targets: at least you get to see the distant little black metal figures leap into the air at the impact of the bullets, or go spinning off to one side or the other or, heartbreaking for the shooter, turn a little at a glancing hit but remain standing firmly on the base for a big fat zero on the scorecard. Or stay totally unmoved by a miss. But there’s nothing boring about it for the shooter, who, once the match has started, has his past misses to mourn and future hits to hope for.


The one thing you must not do, if you get off to a good start, is start calculating what a wonderful score you’ll make if you can just keep it up. So I did it. I cleaned off the first five pigs without a miss. Then I left one standing out of the second five; but that was still better than I’d ever done in competition, and I began to imagine myself finishing right up there with the local experts, or maybe even beating them. So of course I tightened up like any stupid novice—you wouldn’t know I’d been shooting all my life—and blew it on the turkeys, missing all but two. Well, never mind the play-by-play. I wound up with a score of eighteen, sending me up one class, which after all was what I’d hoped for; but I couldn’t help wondering how much better I’d have shot if I hadn’t been constantly aware of the binoculars watching from the distant hilltop, and asking myself who the hell were these creeps anyway, and what the hell did they want? I was getting a little tired of constantly wearing an extra shadow.


But Mac’s original instructions had been for me to play it cool and continue to pretend the fearsome foursome didn’t exist while he had the situation investigated.


“Only four, Eric?” he’d said when I first called Washington to report that I seemed to have acquired a guard of honor. My real name is Matthew Helm, but except under special circumstances, we use the code names for official communication.


I said, “Four are all I’ve spotted so far; three men and a woman. Of course, they could be deliberately showing themselves to hold my attention while a backup crew plays it cagey and keeps out of sight, but I don’t think they’re being that clever. My instinct tells me that they don’t feel any need to get fancy because they think they’re still invisible as far as I’m concerned.”


“Clearly they haven’t determined your true occupation.”


“How do you figure that, sir?”


“If they knew you were a professional, they’d know it would take more than four watchers to keep you covered around the clock without alerting you. Apparently they’re under the impression that you’re just an innocent, freelance photojournalist who has enough of a private income that he doesn’t have to work very hard; that’s the cover you’ve always used around Santa Fe, isn’t it?”


I said, “It wasn’t a cover when I started, you’ll recall, back in the good old days when I’d escaped from your clutches, before my wife left me and you lured me back into the Washington fold—well, sheepfold is hardly the right descriptive phrase, is it? Call it a wolf den.” I grimaced at the phone, although my expression would hardly reach him two thousand miles to the east of where I stood. “You may be right, sir. I still keep a couple of cameras around and snap them occasionally for show. Anyway, these people don’t seem to know I’ve spotted them, and they certainly aren’t taking any serious precautions; I could have had each of them half a dozen times. I’d say you’re right, and they don’t know what I really do for a living, or what a truly nasty person I am.”


“Well, we do try to keep it a secret,” Mac said dryly. “Now tell me what you’ve done to deserve all this attention.”


“I haven’t the slightest idea, sir.”


“You have a lady living with you at the moment, I believe; a divorced lady. Ex-husbands have been known to do some strange things—”


“Unlikely in this case. The guy is a young doctor and I shouldn’t think he’d have enough money yet, judging by what Jo told me about him, to mount this kind of an operation even if he’s mad with jealousy, which seems unlikely since he remarried a few months ago. Besides, Jo has gone back to Tucson.”


“Permanently?”


I said, “If you practice with a golf ball on the office rug, or whack a tennis ball against the backyard fence by the hour, you’re merely an enthusiastic sportsman. The gal may think you’re kind of childish; but boys, even grown-up boys, must be allowed to play their silly games, right? But if you buy a new gun, even just a lousy little .22, and spend a few afternoons a week at the rifle range learning how to put a bullet in the right place… After the way we met down in Mexico under fairly violent circumstances, Jo was already uncertain about me. Seeing me spending considerable amounts of time and money on my shooting made up her mind the wrong way; I guess to her it seemed like watching Jack the Ripper sharpening his knife. Maybe I should have taken up golf.”


“My condolences,” Mac said. He’s not the most sympathetic man in the world; and he’s always uneasy about our amorous entanglements, although as far as I know he’s still got his own lady, a high-powered businesswoman he sees at odd intervals. “Tell me about this recreational shooting you’ve been doing. Whatever it is, I find it commendable, since I’m told that your latest scores at the Ranch, while acceptable, weren’t up to your usual standards. And we have found that just about any shooting practice carries over to all shooting.”


“Yes, sir.” I explained the basics of the small-bore silhouette game. He seemed to find it amusing that one of his sinister senior operatives was spending his convalescent leave knocking over little metal animals and birds with a .22, like a kid in a shooting gallery. I finished with: “Hell, I can’t figure out what these weirdos are up to, following me around.”


“Of course, over the years you have made a few enemies in the line of duty, but as a prelude to revenge this does seem a little overelaborate.” Mac was silent briefly. Standing by the filling-station pay phone while the attendant pumped gas into the Subaru—since I was being watched, it was highly possible that my home phone was tapped—I visualized him in his office in front of the bright window he likes to make us face, a lean, gray-haired man with black eyebrows, wearing a gray business suit, always. He went on: “In the absence of clear private motives, we’d better investigate the possibility that you’ve become involved in a government operation of some kind. The questions are, what kind, and what government? Can you think of anything you’ve been doing that would bring you to official attention?”


“No, sir.”


“Well, I’ll check here in Washington and try to find out if some other agency is operating in your area. Or if there’s a possible foreign interest. That close to Los Alamos it’s not inconceivable; they still do strange work up on that mountainside, don’t they?”


“We call it the Hill, sir, and they like people to think they’re harmless nowadays.” I laughed. “Last summer around the Fourth of July I drove up that way to visit some friends; it’s only forty miles. Coming into town I passed a big sign at the city limits: FIREWORKS PROHIBITED. The home of the atom bomb, for Christ’s sake, and they won’t let the kids shoot off a few whiz-bangs on Independence Day!” Apparently he didn’t find it amusing; I heard no laughter on the line. Well, his sense of humor isn’t very highly developed. Or maybe it wasn’t really funny. I went on: “So what do I do about this flea circus, sir?”


“Nothing, until I’ve made an investigation here. You’d better give me the descriptions; but unless they take positive action against you, continue to ignore them.”


Well, as I said earlier, those had been his original instructions.
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They gave me a little blue ribbon for my farewell performance in Class B. I’d beaten three other novices who’d made scores of ten, eleven, and thirteen; there was also a first-timer who’d managed a seven, better than I’d done on my initial venture into silhouette competition. Mark had cleaned up in AAA and was top gun for the day with a fairly spectacular score of 32x40.


At his suggestion, before taking off for our respective homes, we relaxed with a couple of beers from the cooler in his van. It’s not my favorite tipple, but beer lovers are almost as bad as teetotalers for condemning you as a hopeless alcoholic if you indicate your preference for something harder. Anyway, after standing in the bright New Mexico sun for a couple of hours, I didn’t find the idea of beer completely revolting.


“Hey, you got that new Anschutz hitting pretty good,” Mark said.


I grinned. “Your antique wasn’t doing too damn badly.”


What he was using was a home-built rig based on an old Winchester Model 52, no longer in production, but one of the best small bore target rifles ever made. (In target-shooting jargon, “small bore” stands for a .22; all other common calibers are “big bore.”) He’d cut down the barrel—within wide limits, a short gun barrel is just as accurate as a long one; and it isn’t knocked about so badly by the wind on a gusty day, important when you’re shooting offhand. He’d improved the trigger pull, mounted an enormous Leopold target scope, and set the whole thing into a sad-looking laminated stock on which he kept whittling and sanding to make it fit him better when he wasn’t adding to it elsewhere with tape and moleskin. When he got it just right, he said, he’d use it as a pattern for a really good-looking stock. As far as I could make out, he’d been getting it just right for at least two years now, the length of time he’d lived here in Santa Fe. Right or wrong, the old patchwork rifle consistently out-shot a lot of new and expensive equipment, including my Anschutz.


“Well, that is enough of this childish play,” Mark said, draining his Budweiser. “Now I must go home and take care of serious matters, like raking the dead leaves from the yard, or my wife will divorce me. Too much shooting, she says, and not enough work around the house.”


“I know how it is,” I said, thinking of Jo Beckman, who’d been very nice to have around, and wasn’t around any longer. “Well, thanks for the beer.”


I whistled for the dog and had a moment of uneasiness when he didn’t appear at once, although instant obedience is not his thing; we run a partnership of sorts, not a master-slave operation. But with Spooky constantly on the horizon I couldn’t help figuring my vulnerabilities. Jo was no longer around to be threatened; that left only Happy. And me, but I’ve lived in a state of threat most of my adult life and so far I’ve managed to cope with it, one way or another.


Then the pup came bounding over the hill and plunked himself at my feet to catch the junior-grade Milkbone biscuit I tossed him to console him for having to leave his business in deference to mine. Marie’s van was just pulling away. I frowned, watching it go. He seemed a nice enough guy, easy to get along with and comfortable to shoot with—you never had to worry that he’d let his gun muzzle wander carelessly in your direction—and he was certainly a fine marksman, but there was something lacking. Then I realized what it was: triumph. Hell, the man had won the damn match, hadn’t he? He’d beat out a dozen good local shots, and several more not-so-good ones like me, with a score that would have been nothing to be ashamed of in national competition; you’d have thought he’d be walking on air. Of course a little modesty is expected; but so is a certain happy glow, which had been conspicuously missing.


Well, I wasn’t glowing much myself, even though I’d won my stumblebum class decisively and shot my best score to date in this type of competition. I was gaining on it, which was nice; but it was, after all, just a game. When you’ve been shot at for real and have shot back and survived, you may find target games enjoyable but you’re not going to be too depressed when you lose or too elated when you win. The stakes aren’t that high; your life isn’t on the line.


It was a disturbing thought: maybe Mark Steiner wasn’t conspicuously, deliriously happy about his win today because he had, in the past, competed with firearms in other ways and in other places where the stakes had been higher. I stood there for a moment reviewing the past summer in my mind: Could the guy be something other than the simple citizen he seemed? Could he have been planted on me? The fact that we’d been assigned to shoot together today was probably of no significance, the luck of the draw, but we’d met with some frequency on the range on weekdays, apparently by accident; but was it? Well, I could think of other club members I’d encountered out here, sighting in their guns and practicing their shooting, almost as often. But he’d been very friendly and helpful and had invited me to his house and introduced me to his family. It made me feel disloyal to the guy, although we weren’t by any means bosom pals, but I found myself wondering uneasily if he could be another Spooky, Number Five, gradually moving in on me, fixing my rifle, plying me with beer, while his four associates kept watch on me from a distance… Or maybe he was just a stolid gent who didn’t ever show much emotion and I was getting paranoid after weeks of being watched.


It was still a clear, sunny, fall day, but up the Rio Grande valley white clouds were starting to form; eventually they’d pile up high and turn black, probably, and give us our usual afternoon thunderstorm. Spooky Three picked me up on the way home. Now that I’d finished shooting and the pressure was off, I felt kind of benevolent toward her; after all, I’d more or less saved her life, at least for the moment. Well, hers or one of her friends’.


“I’ve still found no government organization that will admit to employing anybody fitting the descriptions you gave me,” Mac had told me when I checked back yesterday for the third or fourth time. “Or to conducting any operations in the Santa Fe-Los Alamos area. Of course, they do not have to be telling the truth; they seldom are.”


“Some years ago we had another situation like this down in Mexico, if you’ll recall, sir,” I said. “I did my damnedest to find out if a certain dame I kept bumping into belonged to us, but nobody’d claim her, so I figured she had to be on the other side and wound up shooting her when she started waving a gun around. It turned out that she was working for a certain Washington would-be big shot who was concealing her identity for some dumb security reason; as punishment for her death, he wanted me skinned alive and roasted over a slow fire.”


“Yes, I remember,” Mac said. “I have been careful to point out during my inquiries that if nobody admits responsibility for these people, we’ll feel free to deal with them as we please; and we will entertain no complaints afterward… Oh, Eric.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Does ‘Lapis’ mean anything to you?”


He pronounced it as a Latin word: “Lahpis.” I’d more often heard it pronounced “Laypis,” and it took me a moment to make the connection. Well, Lahpis or Laypis, at least he seemed to have a lead after all; he just had to be coy about it.


I said, “Well, lapis lazuli is a semiprecious stone, kind of blue, if I remember right. I believe they used to find some in Colorado. I have a vague memory that the ancients used to grind it up to make ultramarine pigment.”


“Very good, Eric.” He sounded like a teacher commending a backward student. “Actually, the main sources of lapis lazuli are Afghanistan and Chile. However, I doubt that the man who used the word was referring to gemstones.”


Clearly, he wanted me to kick it around a bit. “A man, a woman, or perhaps a town?” I suggested. “I’ve never heard of a Lapis, Colorado—I don’t think that, unlike turquoise, the rock in question was ever found in New Mexico in significant quantities—but a lot of old southwestern mining camps with odd names have vanished from the map. I’ll check it out with one of the local historical geniuses if you like, sir.”


“I’m afraid it would be a waste of time. I doubt that we’re dealing with a treasure hunt involving a lost mine. The word may be a coded reference to a man or a woman, as you suggest, maybe even one of the men, or the woman, currently watching you, but more likely it refers to an undercover organization, or a secret project, probably the latter.”


“Operation Lapis?”


“Perhaps.” He hesitated and went on: “I recently encountered an immaculate young fashion plate of an executive assistant who was apparently quite a partygoer in his free time. At least he was suffering from a bad hangover that day. It made him less circumspect than he might normally have been. I chatted with him as he guided me to the sanctum of his superior—some of those Washington office buildings are as confusing as the Pentagon—and he had an interesting reaction when I mentioned casually that I’d been checking on current government activity in the southwest, so far without result. First he said he wasn’t aware of any, then he apologized for yawning by saying that it had been a long night and the liquor had flowed a bit too freely but the lady had been pleasantly cooperative, and finally he yawned again and said, ‘Well, there’s Lapis, of course,’ as if it were something known to everybody. Then, realizing that it hadn’t been known to me, he seemed aghast at his breach of security and delivered me to the proper office without speaking again.”


“I’ll keep my ears open,” I said.


“Eric.”


“Yes, sir.”


“It occurs to me that there is one way of determining who is responsible for these people who have you under surveillance. I have been thinking of that incident in Mexico you mentioned. It suggests a possible approach, doesn’t it?”


I’d hate to say how many years I’ve worked for him, but sometimes he still manages to startle me a little.


I said, “You mean, I knock off one of them here and you see who in Washington gets mad at the loss of a precious agent and comes roaring at you to demand my head?”


“Precisely. You don’t approve?”


He was getting bloodthirsty in his old age. Well, his humanitarian impulses had never been overwhelming. What disturbed me wasn’t the fact that he was suggesting a touch, as we call it—use “hit” if you prefer—on someone who might be a colleague of sorts in the murky world of U.S. undercover operations. We are no longer a little band of brothers and sisters, if we ever were. Today’s government is full of wild men and women ruthlessly saving the nation their own way, rabid spy catchers and fanatic drug hunters and hungry empire builders, who’ll kill you as soon as look at you, even if your office is right down the hall, if they get the notion you’re an obstacle to their ambitious campaigns. I owed the new groove in my skull and the fresh bullet and operation scars on my left midsection to just such a U.S. zealot with a shining cause. So I don’t pay much attention nowadays to birth certificates, passports, or even badges or IDs. It’s a jungle out there, man, if you’ll excuse the phrase; and you’re just as dead if you’re shot by a true-blue Yankee as by a dirty red commie. What counts is the gun. If it’s pointing my way, I’ll do my damnedest to blow away the guy behind it at the earliest opportunity, and if he happens to be a great American patriot named George Washington, it’s just too damn bad; he should have aimed his lousy musket in some other direction.


However, the survival instinct can be followed too far. While I’m no great humanitarian, either, the idea of casually eliminating people who’d merely annoyed me a bit by walking in my footsteps, didn’t appeal to me, if only because it would create more problems than it solved. I reflected that it was an odd reversal of our customary roles, for me to be the advocate of restraint and caution. I had to tread cautiously or Mac might think my recent wounds had left me in a state of mushy sentimentality, and order me back to the Ranch for toughening.


I said mildly, “It just seems a little premature, sir. Let’s wait a little longer; maybe they’ll reveal what they’re up to. Anyway, we don’t know that they’re taking orders from Washington rather than Moscow. Or Peking, whatever they call it nowadays. Or Havana, or Baghdad, or Qaddafiville, whatever the name of that dump is, and however the paranoid bastard spells his name.”


Mac said, “That is just the point. If the surveillance orders originate here in Washington, with one of his operatives dead, the person responsible will be forced to identify himself and open communications with me quickly, before I order you to wipe out the rest and send you whatever help you need to accomplish the task. I think it is fairly well known that I do not take kindly to having my people harassed, on or off duty. If we get no official complaints here, we’ve more or less eliminated Washington as a source of your problem, a considerable step forward. I’m sure you can arrange it so the local authorities will accept it as self-defense, with a small hint from me. Unless, of course, you prefer to make it an accident.”


I had it now. His professional feelings were hurt. He’d learned that somebody in Washington had a big operation going out here. Operation Lapis, for God’s sake! He knew that one of his people was under heavy surveillance, very possibly in this connection, yet nobody’d had the courtesy to tell him what it was all about even when he’d gone out of his way to ask. Okay. They’d had their warning. He’d stated clearly and repeatedly that if the operatives haunting one of his men remained unidentified and unexplained he’d take steps to have them dealt with. Having got no answers with polite questions, he intended to see what he could blast loose with a gun. My gun.


I said, “I have a hunch we’re barking up the wrong tree, sir.” Well, he was doing the barking, but it wouldn’t have been diplomatic to say so.


“What do you mean?”


“There’s something amateurish about this surveillance that makes me wonder if it isn’t an independent project with no connection to Washington or any other national capital. I’d appreciate it if you’d give me a little more time, sir. I’ve just been riding along pretending to be blind and deaf; now let me see if I can’t figure out a way of prying loose some information without cluttering up the place with dead bodies.”


There was a pause; then his voice came through the phone, with a hint of impatience: “Oh, very well. But be careful. According to the reports I’ve received, you’re not in good enough condition yet, physically or mentally, to cope with any truly demanding situations. That was quite a blow you took on the head, not to mention the other injuries.”


Which was his way of telling me that he was only yielding to my request as a concession to my temporary disabilities.


For a long time after my marriage broke up for pretty much the same reasons that had caused Jo to leave me, I’d told myself firmly that my home was now Washington, D.C., handy to our base of operations, where I had a nice little bachelor apartment; and that Santa Fe was an okay town to visit occasionally for old time’s sake but I wouldn’t want to live there. The trouble was that the crowded east gave me claustrophobia and I found myself coming back out to New Mexico more and more often for a breath of more or less unpolluted air. Finally, after years of imposing on friends or camping out in hotel and motel rooms, and each time kidding myself that this was positively my last nostalgic visit to my old hometown, I broke down and bought a small house on the east side of Santa Fe, up toward the mountains.


For a man in my line of work to support two establishments when he spent much of his time in the field, or at the Ranch being patched up between missions, wasn’t very economical, but the danger pay does tend to pile up in the bank, and I needed a place for the dog. My new domicile is an old adobe on a tight little lot surrounded by a six-foot board fence. Esthetically, I’d have preferred a traditional mud-brick wall—Santa Fe is a city of walls—but nobody asked me, and the high fence still makes it a safe haven for Happy. Fortunately he’s not a chewer. A big rolling gate lets me bring my car into the diminutive yard, necessary because the narrow street outside is a fairly busy one and drivers, particularly late at night when they’ve had a few beers, have been known to take the bend below the house too fast and clobber a car parked out front. As a matter of fact, I’d been told that they even take out the fence every few years, and that this was the reason I’d got the place at a fairly reasonable price—the previous owner had found the midnight crashes traumatic—but folks in my line of work had better be hardened to midnight crashes and so far there haven’t been any.


As I came around the last curve and saw my place up ahead on the right, I swore to myself; you can plaster a fence with no-parking signs until no wood shows and still people will put their lousy cars right in front of it and go off and leave them. This was a fancy Mercedes, and it wasn’t just taking up part of my very limited parking space, it was right in front of the gate in spite of my pitiful signs begging folks please, please not to block the driveway. Pulling up behind the chocolate-brown sedan, I saw that there was, after all, someone in the driver’s seat. I got out and started forward to request that they haul ass pronto. Then a woman got out and turned to face me.


It took me a moment to recognize her. She hadn’t changed all that much, but it had been five years. Then I exchanged my scowl for a welcoming grin and hurried forward.


“Madeleine! Damn, it’s been a long time! It’s good to see you!”


There was no answering smile on her face. “What are you trying to do to me, Matt?” she asked as I came up. “What in God’s name are you trying to do to me?”
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Looking at her, I remembered certain things, of course, the kind of things you remember about a woman to whom you’ve made love, particularly a woman to whom you’ve made love in times of peril. We’d shared some violent adventures and some tender moments; but while I’d found myself deeply involved at the time, she’d never let herself be drawn into a full commitment.


A bright and ambitious young woman from good family with a shining law career before her, not to mention a happy marriage, Madeleine Rustin Ellershaw had suffered intolerable disgrace and lengthy imprisonment for a crime involving national security of which she had not been guilty. Freed at last, and eventually exonerated, but with her career and life in ruins—her husband, a scientist employed at one of the secret government installations near Los Alamos had been murdered at the time of her troubles—she’d been determined to achieve the kind of complete social rehabilitation no gun-toting secret-agent type could give her, even if he’d been instrumental in proving her innocent.


I’d thought she’d attained her goal with her second marriage, to a very respectable young lawyer named Walter Maxon. I’d made a point of keeping away from them—no marriage needs old lovers hanging around the bride—but after a couple of years I’d read about the divorce in the newspapers and heard that she’d left town. I’d been sorry, the way you are when things don’t work out for people you like, but not sorry enough to look her up wherever she’d moved to. I mean, that hand had been played.


The autumn sun was bright and hot and I remembered that I’d left Happy in the closed station wagon with the engine, and therefore the air conditioner, turned off.


I said, “Just a minute. Let me get the dog.”


“Matt—”


“Hold everything, this is no place to talk. Lock up your car and get out of the street, they take this corner like it was Indianapolis on Memorial Day.”


I snapped the leash on Happy, grabbed the gun case, waited for an old pickup truck to roar past, and joined her at the entrance to my miniature estate. She was looking at the yellow sign indicating that the premises were protected by the Guardian Security System, known as GSS. I dealt with the padlock. Although the hasp is on the inside, a hand-sized hole lets you work the lock from outside. I rolled back the heavy gate far enough to admit us and rolled it closed again.


“Give me time to turn off the alarm,” I said, leading the way to the front door, which is actually at the side of the house. “Once the door is open, I’ve got about sixty seconds to push the right buttons or all hell breaks loose… Here, hold the dog.”


I must admit that the crazy burglar alarm has me bugged; I’m always terrified that I’m going to forget the code and run out of time trying to remember it, or punch it wrong even if I do remember it. I don’t know why I make such a big deal of it; it’s not as if the system was wired to a lethal load of plastique or TNT. If I don’t turn it off within the allotted sixty seconds, all that’ll happen is that the noisemakers will scream and disturb the neighbors a bit, and the private security outfit monitoring the system will phone to find out if I goofed or if they should really call the cops. However, I made it to the control box in time and punched the right number on the keypad, and the little red light went out.


“Okay, all clear.”


After letting Madeleine enter, I took the leash off Happy and put him out into the yard, hearing Madeleine laugh as I closed the door behind him.


“He’s kind of sweet, like a big friendly teddy bear, not at all the kind of dog I’d expect you to have,” she said as I turned back to face her.


“You think I’m more the snarling pit-bull type?”


“Or killer Doberman.” Her voice was expressionless, but there was a hint of mischief in her eyes.


I grinned. “I don’t need a dog to defend me; I can defend myself. But I’m very lousy at fetching ducks out of deep water in freezing weather, which is Happy’s specialty. Well, what do you think of my cozy domicile? Living-dining room before you. Bedroom to the left. Kitchen and bath to the right… Did I say something interesting?”


“I’ve been waiting out there for quite a while,” she said.


“Sure,” I said. “Into the kitchen and hard left. Guest towels on the top shelf. In the meantime, I’d say the sun is practically over the yardarm, wouldn’t you, ma’am? As I recall, the drink is Scotch.”


“Your recollection is accurate, sir.”


I watched her move away from me, a slender woman in her thirties, looking very competent in a severely tailored business suit, black with a fine white stripe. Nylons black, very sheer. Pumps black, with high, slim heels. Height medium. Hair brown, not too long, carefully arranged about her head. A lady who, five years ago, had made a spectacular comeback from almost total disaster with, although I wouldn’t have dreamed of reminding her, some help from me.


She’d been in bad shape, defeated and hopeless, when I’d picked her up at the prison on the day of her release, with orders to keep her alive, never mind why. There had been others around who’d had instructions that conflicted with mine. Playing bodyguard, I’d wound up having to throw myself heroically between her and a distant rifle, taking a bullet in the shoulder. After getting patched up locally, I’d had her drive me to the Ranch in Arizona for more permanent repairs. The reconstruction had taken some time, and I’d arranged for her to be put through the less classified parts of our basic training course so she could help defend herself while I was semidisabled. The experience had taught her a number of things most women don’t know, and our demanding exercise program had turned her from a soft, helpless victim into a lean female predator who’d repaid me for saving her life once by saving mine twice. I was glad to see that she’d kept the taut figure she’d attained back then. I wondered how much else of the Ranch course she retained. No one unaware of her history would associate knives and guns and unarmed combat with the handsome businesswoman in the pinstripe suit and severe silk blouse who emerged from the kitchen.


She took the glass I offered her and sipped from it while looking around the room. It was typical Santa Fe, with heavy mud-brick walls plastered smooth and painted white, a rounded kiva fireplace in the corner, and a rather low ceiling with the round exposed roof beams, natural timbers, that we call vigas. The wooden dining table and four chairs at one end of the room, and the cocktail table and the two big wooden armchairs facing the fireplace at the other, were all of local manufacture, heavy and dark and picturesque and ethnic as hell, but, I’ll admit, not remarkably comfortable.


Madeleine said, “I always thought people who went in for burglar alarms must be slightly paranoid.”


“It was already installed when I bought the house,” I said. “The lady who lived here used it as a summer home; she spent the winters in Scottsdale, Arizona. The place was ripped off twice in her absence, so she put in the alarm system; but nothing could keep the crazy drivers from knocking down her front fence occasionally, and she was getting pretty old, so she decided to live in Scottsdale full-time and sold me the property complete with furniture, kitchen appliances, and security system. Considering my line of work, I feel I’d be tempting fate if I didn’t use it; and it does make me worry a bit less when I’m away on business. These days, around here, most people feel obliged to hire house sitters for protection while they’re gone.” I grimaced. “I can remember a time in this town, not too many years ago, when we didn’t even lock our doors.”


I took the Anschutz out of its case and slipped it into its place on the five-gun rack on the wall beside the fireplace, below the two shotguns that are designed to cope with big birds and little ones, and the two hunting rifles intended for use against larger animals and smaller ones. The firearms designed to cope with people of all sizes I do not keep on display; but there was a large knife in an elaborately carved leather sheath lying on the shelf below the guns. It was a giant Bowie of presentation quality, with elaborate grips and engraved blade. At fourteen inches it was really too big to be a practical fighting knife unless you had Tarzan dreams and a tiger in mind. It had been a tongue-in-cheek Christmas present from Jo, my late lady love. I locked up the gun rack and gestured toward one of the chairs by the fireplace, picked up my drink, and settled into the other.


Madeleine sipped her drink, watching me. “Matt?”


“Yes, Madeleine?”


“Why are you having me followed?”


We’d taken the long way around, but we’d finally got to it. I regarded her for a moment, thoughtfully.


“How many people do you think I have following you?” I asked.


She glanced at me sharply, but answered the question: “I made it four at the last count, but there could be more.” Then she said, angrily, “Damn it, I thought it was all over, five years ago when my conviction was reversed and my record was cleared and full citizenship was restored to me… It didn’t make up for my lost career, or the years of my life wasted in that ghastly federal penitentiary, but goddamn it, at least it was over, or I thought it was. And then, just recently, I started seeing little men trailing me like before, when they were trying to pin all the treason in the world on me, Jesus! It was like a crazy time warp taking me back to that terrible year before the trial… What are you trying to do to me, Matt?”


“When did you first spot these people watching you?”


She glanced at me irritably, but again answered the question: “It must have been three or four weeks ago. And I shouldn’t say ‘men’; there seem to be two of each sexual persuasion—well, of the two standard sexual persuasions. An equal opportunity employer, hah! They could have been following me quite a bit longer. Denver is a big city; and it took me a while to realize that I kept seeing the same cars too often, and the same faces. I guess, after five years, I’d started to forget some of the lessons they taught me at that gruesome spy school of yours.”


“What makes you think these people are taking orders from me?”


Madeleine didn’t seem to hear the question; she drew a long breath and went on harshly: “Don’t you have any imagination at all, can’t you understand how being followed like that makes me feel? But to hell with my feelings, don’t you realize that even if my record has been cleansed, purged, completely purified, I can’t afford to be under surveillance? This new law firm has been very good to me, but if it got around that I was being tailed, as we ex-cons say… It would destroy everything I’ve built since I moved to Denver. No respectable firm can afford to employ a woman, innocent or guilty, who has teams of government agents following her around.”


“What makes you think they’re government agents, Madeleine?”


When she didn’t answer at once, I reached over to take her black purse out of her hands. I’d already noted that she handled it as if it was heavier than it should be. I looked inside and saw one of the smaller Colt revolvers, .38 caliber, with a four-inch barrel. I closed the purse and gave it back to her.


She spoke defiantly: “It’s perfectly legal. All my civil rights were restored, remember, including the right to buy a gun.”


Actually, while owning the pistol was legal enough out here in the west, where no pickup truck is properly equipped without a couple of firearms across the back window, carrying it concealed like that probably wasn’t; but it was no time for technicalities.


I repeated my question: “What makes you think they’re government agents, Madeleine? And how do you know I sent them?”


“They’ve got to be government agents if you’re involved, don’t they?” She smiled grimly. “One of them told me, Matt. Oh, not willingly, but eventually she spoke up like a good little girl and told me everything.”


I studied her face carefully and saw the burning anger she was trying to keep in check. “I see. You’re getting tough in your old age.”


She said harshly, “Remember, when we were traveling across the country together, after you picked me up at Fort Ames, that man you wanted to answer your questions who wouldn’t? Well, at first he wouldn’t. He must still be carrying the scar you gave him, unless he’s had a plastic job done. I catch on quickly, Matt; it only takes me five years or so to take a hint. So I cut the pretty one out of the herd and pistol-whipped her a little, following in the footsteps of the master.”


She was waiting for something, perhaps shocked disapproval. I said, “I had a hunch it was going to turn out to be all my fault.”


“Well, whose else? You shouldn’t have set me such a brutal example, back when I was weak and impressionable. And you shouldn’t have put me through that lethal course and then sent a bunch of wet-nosed kids after me. It didn’t take much to make the little bitch talk, just one good taste of the gun sight. I left her blubbering about her lousy face. To hell with her face, it’s my lousy life she and her friends are wrecking, damn it. What little of it I managed to save out of that other wreck!” She drew a long, shuddering breath. “Give me another drink, damn you!”


I took her glass away, refilled it, and returned it to her. She drank and sat for a moment staring into the glass.


“If you think I’m sorry for spoiling the stupid brat’s looks, think again! I’d happily mangle the whole lot of them. I didn’t fight back last time. I let them humiliate me and walk all over me and give me a farcical trial and call me a traitor to my country and lock me away; but this time it’s going to be different. Last time I was a starry-eyed young lawyer and I was naive enough to trust the law to protect me, ha! Well, I’m still a lawyer, because it’s the only way I know how to make a decent living, but I’m not starry-eyed and naive any longer. This time I know where the real protection is, right here!” She slapped the purse in her lap and lifted her head to look at me. “You see? You see what you’ve done? I was almost civilized again, almost human. I’d almost forgotten the gutless, prideless slob who crawled out of prison and the savage fighting beast you and your trainers and weapons instructors made of her. I’d almost forgotten about killing two men to save your life. But it’s coming back to me, darling! Nobody’ll ever put me behind bars again. They may kill me, but I promise you I won’t die alone, and if the bastards I take with me are wearing police badges or government IDs, so much the better. They still owe me for the years they cost me—‘Oops, just a slight mistake, ma’am, but it wasn’t really our fault, ma’am, we hear so many perpetrators claim they’ve been framed, sorry about that, ma’am.’ Well, this time, damn it, I’ll make them regret their little mistakes in spades, and that goes for you, too, Matt, if you’re trying to use me for something tricky!”
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