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Chapter 1





“Calvin ...” Gertrude took a deep breath. Why wasn’t he listening to her? “If you put the Internet thingie—” 

“The router.”

“Whatever. You know what I mean. You don’t always have to be correcting me. Anyway”—she raised her voice—“if you put the router up there, the cats will knock it off. I’ve tried to teach you how to cat proof. Why are you ignoring my expertise?”

“Why would they knock the router off the desk?”

“Because they can. Because you’ve got two juicy wires hanging off the thing just begging them to help rearrange. Why can’t we just stick it in the corner like I had it?”

“Because then it won’t reach to the end of the trailer.”

“Do we really need Internet service in the bathroom?”

He opened his mouth to argue, but she didn’t let him. 

“Did you hear that?”

He looked around. “Hear what?”

A squeaking sound. She followed it to the window. “Sounds like it’s coming from the wheelchair ramp.”

“Probably one of the deputy’s kids playing on it again.”

This wasn’t unlikely. Those hellions loved to do flips over the railing. “I don’t hear cackling, though.” She pulled back a curtain left by the previous resident and gasped. “Calvin! There’s someone here.” Her eyes jumped to their driveway, where a man sat waiting in a car. Could it be? Dare she hope? “Calvin, I think it’s a client!”

“Or animal control.”

Gertrude hurried to the door and flung it open. She stepped outside to see a woman in a wheelchair had almost made it to the door. “Welcome to the Gertrude, Gumshoe Private Investigator Agency of South Dakota!” she declared. This was the first time she’d thought of the official name for her business and was pleased with how it rolled off her tongue. As if she’d been born to say it. They needed to get a sign with that name on it to hang right over her front door. And then maybe a billboard on the highway, pointing people this way.

The woman had stopped rolling. She didn’t look sufficiently impressed with the name. “Are you Gertrude?” She looked her up and down.

Gertrude nodded. “In the flesh.”

Skepticism narrowed her eyes. “You come highly recommended.”

“Wee-hoo!” Gertrude squealed in delight. “By who?”

Her eyes grew even narrower. Soon they’d be shut. “Maybe I’ve got the wrong Gertrude.”

What was wrong with this woman? It didn’t matter—she couldn’t let her get away. “Nonsense! Come on in, meet my assistant.” Gertrude stepped aside to give her a path.

“I’m some relieved to hear there’s an assistant,” she mumbled.

Well, that was rude. Gertrude didn’t defend herself, though. She needed this woman’s business. And she needed a mystery. It had been two days since she’d investigated anything, and she was suffering from withdrawals.

Calvin stepped forward and extended his hand. “I’m Calvin. How can we help you?”

“The name’s Olga.”

“Olga?” Gertrude cried. “What kind of a name is that?”

“Russian,” Olga growled in a tone that scared Gertrude a little.

“Pleasure to meet you, Olga,” Calvin said. He pulled a chair over and sat a few feet away, facing her. “Why don’t you shut the door, Gertrude?”

Terrific. Calvin was pretending to be in charge again. 

Gertrude shut the door and then hurriedly grabbed a chair. She carried it to where they were sitting and wedged herself between them, so she was facing Olga, and her fanny was facing Calvin. See how he liked that!

Within seconds, Calvin got up and moved his chair alongside Gertrude. 

Gertrude now realized she was sitting uncomfortably close to Olga. Their knees were almost touching. But she didn’t dare scoot back for fear that Calvin would steal the spot. So she tried to act naturally, as if she’d had plenty of clients before and she always sat this close to them.

Olga eyed them each suspiciously. “How much do you charge?”

Calvin jumped up. “We have a price sheet here.”

They did?

“Give me a moment.” He rifled through some papers on the desk. As Gertrude watched him, Snow approached the precariously placed router. Gertrude glared at him. Don’t you dare, she silently said.

He glared back. I will if I want.

Calvin handed the surprise price sheet to Olga, who looked it over. 

“Are you trying to rip me off?”

Calvin shrugged. “Take it or leave it.”

What? No! This was not the time to play hardball. Gertrude opened her mouth to protest, but Calvin held up a hand to shush her. She was about to tell that hand just what she thought of it when Olga said, “I suppose I’m desperate.”

Gertrude returned her attention to Olga.

“But if you don’t deliver, I don’t pay.”

“Fair enough,” Gertrude said before Calvin could mess this deal up any further.

He gave her a dirty look.

Olga nodded, apparently pacified. “Almost a month ago now, my friend was killed. The sheriff’s department is investigating, but they’re all wrong with the direction of their investigation, and they won’t listen to me. And what’s worse, because they’re not making any progress, it seems they’re giving up.”

“Sorry for your loss,” Calvin said. “What was your friend’s name?”

“Big Nose Kate.”

Gertrude laughed so hard she snorted. 

Calvin elbowed her.

“Big Nose Kate?” Gertrude squeaked out. “It’s not nice to speak dead of the ill.”

Olga frowned. “I don’t think that’s how that expression goes. And her real name is Kate Agren. Big Nose Kate was her cowboy name.”
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Chapter 2





The Wi-Fi router crashed into the wall before tumbling to the floor. Olga jumped. “What was that?” 

Snow gave Gertrude a smug look, which she passed on to Calvin. 

“Sorry, Olga,” Gertrude said. “We’re still arranging our office space, and some of us don’t know how to decorate around cats.”

Calvin rolled his eyes. “Decorate? Your idea of decoration is plastic tote towers and booby traps for animal control.”

Olga looked confused.

Calvin leaned forward. “I’m sorry, your friend had a cowboy name?”

Olga nodded. “Kate was the South Dakota Cowboy Action Shooting State Champion in the Silver Senior Division.”

Gertrude waited for that to make sense. It didn’t happen, so she said, “What?”

Olga scowled at her. “Cowboy action shooting. Don’t you know what that is?”

After a lengthy pause, Gertrude said, “I could hazard a guess. Cowboys do some actions and shoot things?”

Olga looked bewildered. “Not things. Targets.” She took a deep breath. “I don’t know how you people don’t know about this, but here’s your crash course.”

This woman was unreasonably impatient.

“All across the country, there are competitive shoots. Shooters dress in period costume and shoot historically accurate weapons at stationary targets. It’s a competition. If you’re the fastest and the most accurate, you win.”

Calvin let out a weird moan. “That sounds wonderful.”

Oh great. Just what they needed, Calvin to get caught up in Bonanza reenactments.

“It’s wonderful. It’s more fun than anything I’ve ever done in my life. I’m the South Dakota State Champ.”

“You just said Big Nose Kate was the state champ,” Gertrude said.

“She is,” Olga said testily. “In the Silver Senior Division. I’m only in the Senior Division. Kate was much older than me.”

Calvin chuckled and gave Gertrude side-eye. “Olga, you sure do remind me of someone.”

“Who?” Gertrude cried. She’d never met anyone like Olga in her life. The woman was abrupt, demanding, and rude. Did Calvin have friends Gertrude didn’t know about?

Calvin shook his head. “Never mind.” He looked at Olga. “Continue, please.”

She nodded. “She was killed at last month’s Belle Forche shoot. The sheriff’s first theory is that it was an accident and that whoever did it is afraid to come forward.” Gertrude wanted to ask her what was wrong with this theory, but Olga didn’t give her a chance. “His second theory is that one of us shot her on purpose, while all the other shooting was going on.”

“And you don’t like either of these theories?” Calvin said.

“Both those theories are crap, and I can prove it.”

“How?” Gertrude asked. If she could prove it, why did she need to hire them?

“Cowboy action shooting is the safest sport in the world. All of the targets are on one end of the range. And the only loaded weapons are the ones on stage. We have manned loading and unloading stations. Under close supervision, you load your weapon. Then you take two supervised steps to the stage. Then you compete with someone about six inches from you, watching your every move. If you so much as tried to swing your weapon in any direction other than the target, about three cowboys would knock you flat.”

“Real cowboys?” Gertrude asked. That was the most exciting part so far.

Olga glared at her. “Let me finish.”

Calvin chuckled.

Gertrude was annoyed that Calvin found this woman so entertaining.

“Then, after you shoot at the targets, your weapons are empty, but you still have to go to the supervised unloading station and prove it to someone.” She leaned back in her chair, content with having proven her case. “That’s it. There are no other bullets in guns. There is no way someone could get a shot off accidentally. We are all in love with the sport, and the only way to keep the sport alive is to keep it as safe as it is, so we are all incredibly vigilant about it. This wasn’t an accident. And it wasn’t done by one of us.”

“Wait.” Calvin held up a hand. “You said weapons. How many weapons does one of these shooters use?”

“In most competitions, two pistols, a rifle, and a shotgun.”

Calvin slapped his knee and let out a schoolgirl giggle. “That’s fantastic! And then the shooter leaves them at the unloading station?”

“No,” Olga said as if he were the stupidest man alive. “The unloading table doesn’t go to next stage. The shooter does. So he or she puts the guns in his gun cart.”

Calvin giggled again. “There are gun carts?”

“Of course there are!” She gave each of them a bewildered look. “They wear their pistols in their holsters, and they keep their rifle and their shotgun in the gun cart with the muzzles pointing at the sky. But the weapons are unloaded, and they keep them cracked open to demonstrate such.”

Calvin rubbed his chin. “So let’s say I have just finished shooting on a ... what did you call it?”

“A stage.” She looked at Gertrude. “Are you sure you two are as good as people say?”

Gertrude sat up straighter. “Better.”

“Give us a minute to get caught up,” Calvin said. “So I finish the stage, I go to the unloading station, prove my guns are empty, and then I take them to my gun cart?”

Olga nodded. “That’s right,” she said slowly.

“And then what?”

“And then you stand there and watch the other shooters in your posse until it’s time to go to the next stage.”

Calvin leaned his head back and laughed at the ceiling with giddy delight. “Posse! Oh my goodness!”

“How many people are in a posse?” Gertrude asked, trying to cover for Calvin’s lack of professionalism.

“Usually about seven.”

Calvin got control of himself. “And so while I’m watching the other shooters, couldn’t I reach into my pocket, pull out ammunition, and load my gun?”

Olga shook her head emphatically. “There are way too many people around. They would see you, and then you would be kicked out of cowboy action shooting forever.” She acted as if this were a fate worse than death.

“No, no, we wouldn’t want that,” Calvin said thoughtfully. He looked at Gertrude. “We’re taking this case.”

Obviously. She was going to take the case no matter what it was.
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Chapter 3





“Do  you have a cowboy name?” Gertrude asked.

“Of course,” Olga said.

Gertrude waited for her to share. “Do you want us to guess?”

“Certainly not. I didn’t think it was relevant.”

“I’m the PI. I’ll decide what’s relevant.”

Olga rolled her eyes. “My cowboy name is Ima Deadly.”

Calvin roared with laughter. “That’s wonderful!”

“Thank you. They haven’t found the murder weapon yet. They didn’t even take any of ours to test or whatever it is they do.”

“What caliber was it?” Calvin asked.

“.357, which is a problem.”

“Why’s that?”

“Most of us use weapons in that chamber. We shoot .38 special ammo, but they are .357 weapons.”

Gertrude had no idea what they were talking about, but she wasn’t about to admit that.

“The sheriff did check all of our carts for .357 ammo but didn’t find any.”

“Your carts?” Calvin said. “Did he check your pockets? Your vehicles?”

“Pockets, yes. Vehicles, no. But what does an empty pocket mean? If someone had brought a round to kill her with, it wouldn’t be in his pocket anymore.”

“So you think the killer was a man?” Gertrude said because she was desperate to participate in the conversation.

“I said no such thing. All I know is it wasn’t one of us. I know every single one of those shooters, and none of us are murderers. Even if we were, we care too much about the sport to murder someone at a shoot.”

Gertrude looked at Calvin. “You know what this means?”

Calvin nodded eagerly. He looked at Olga. “When’s the next shoot?”

“This weekend in Belle Forche.”

“Where’s Belle Forche?” Gertrude asked.

Olga gave her a bewildered look. “It’s pert near next door!” Her tone suggested they were idiots.

What?

“Please excuse us. We’ve just moved to the area. But I assure you, Gertrude is good at what she does.”

Gertrude raised her chin.

Olga didn’t look convinced. “If you say so. Like I said, no results, no payment.”

“And by results, you mean figure out who the killer is?” Gertrude didn’t know if she was also expected to chase the killer, knock him down, and hogtie him.

“Obviously. And clear the good name of cowboy action shooting.”

Oh sure. No big deal. Gertrude took a deep breath. “All right. Give us the address and time, and we’ll come to Belle Forche and start investigating.”

“Well ...” Olga started.

“What? Spit it out,” Gertrude said.

“If you’re going to come, you might want to fit in.”

“Under no circumstances,” Calvin said with an abrupt change of tone, “can Gertrude be allowed to fire a weapon.”

Olga startled. “Okay, okay. She doesn’t have to, but if you guys don’t dress the part, you’re going to stand out.”

“You mean we have to ...” Calvin couldn’t bring himself to utter the words.

Olga nodded. “Period dress. Civil War to turn of the century. More or less.”

Calvin trembled with excitement. 

“Calvin, get her some paper,” Gertrude ordered.

In a sort of daze, Calvin did as he was told. 

“Please give us the address and the time.”

Olga started scribbling.

“We’ll be undercover. It’s imperative that you don’t tell anyone I’m a PI.” Gertrude had been wanting to use the word imperative for some time.

Olga looked up. “It’s a little hard to be convincingly undercover if you don’t touch a gun.”

Gertrude hesitated, unsure how to answer that.

“We could say that she’s thinking of taking up the sport,” Calvin said.

Olga nodded. “Okay. What about you?”

“Is it too late for me to register to compete?”

“Calvin, no,” Gertrude said, but they both ignored her.

“Not at all. Be there by nine, sign up and pay the entry fee, and you’re good to go.”

“And I need period weapons?” Calvin’s face fell a little.

“Don’t worry about that. You can use mine.”

“Calvin, do you even know how to shoot a gun?”

“Of course! I’ve hunted.”

Gertrude rolled her eyes again. She was going to be on her own. Calvin was going to be living out his Bonanza fantasy. 

“Don’t worry, Gertrude,” Olga said. “It’s perfectly safe. I’ll keep an eye on him. As will all the other shooters. Safety is our first name.”

“I thought Ima was your first name,” Gertrude mumbled.

“What was that?”

“I said, could you please write down Kate’s full name and her home address?” As Olga scribbled, Gertrude asked, “Did Kate have any enemies?”

“Absolutely not. She was a peaceful widow, beloved by her children and grandchildren.”

“You said she was the state champ,” Gertrude said. “Could a competitor have wanted her out of the running? Make it easier for someone else to take the title?”

Her eyes widened in horror. “Of course not! It’s only a game! We love it, but we don’t take it seriously enough to kill someone over it! Are you mad?”

“Sorry,” Gertrude said defensively. “I once solved a crime where one poet murdered another so she could win a poetry slam.”

“A poetry what?”

“What?” Gertrude said melodramatically, waving her hands in the air. “A poetry slam! How could you be so clueless? How could you not know what a poetry slam is? It’s only the most popular sport in the whole wide world! It’s only—”

“All right, Gert.” Calvin reached up and put his hand over one of hers and pushed it back to her lap. “You’ve made your point.”

Olga narrowed her eyes. “Are you this rude to all your clients?”

“Rude?” Gertrude cried. “Well, isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black!”

Calvin stood up. “Can you give us your number? We’ll start researching right away and give you a call when we find something.”

Glaring at Gertrude, Olga wheeled herself back a foot and then expertly spun toward the door, which Calvin opened for her. 

“Thanks for stopping by,” he said.

Olga nodded and wheeled out of sight. 

Calvin shut the door and glared at Gertrude. “What was that?”

“What was what?”

“You! You were so rude!”

“I was nowhere near as rude as she was!”

He took a deep breath. “Gertrude, you’ve got to be more professional.”

Gertrude folded her arms across her chest and stuck her jaw out.

“I was going to ask her for a retainer, but I didn’t dare after you were that rude.”

“What? She was a hundred years old! I don’t think she still wears a retainer, and even if she did, why would you want it? That’s gross!”
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