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      A noise like someone knocking on a door.

      
      Knocking hard.

      
      It came from the direction of the den.

      
      At the same instant Buffy let out a squeal of fright.

	  Connie and Lara turned to the sound. Growling, ‘Now what?’ Hardhouse
         started towards the den. Even Sam raised his head. He looked confused, as if he’d forgotten what he was doing.
      

      
      Ginny twisted over on to her side. ‘Brew.’ Her right hand clamped on to my wrist. ‘Stay close,’ she whispered. ‘I need to
         talk to you.’
      

      
      Then she added, ‘Find my gun. I dropped it.’

      
      Somehow I hadn’t realized that I was kneeling virtually on top of her .357.

      
      I picked it up. With her hand on my wrist and my arm across her back, we climbed to our feet. I wanted to stop there, put
         both arms around her, let the acid burn through me. But my fists were full of weapons, and the pounding hadn’t stopped.
      

      
      Leaning on each other, we stumbled into motion.

      
      ‘I’m not done,’ Sam remarked as if he didn’t expect either of us to care.

      
      ‘Come on,’ I told him over my shoulder. I didn’t want him left alone. But Ginny and I kept moving.

      
      By the time we reached the den, Hardhouse had already taken it on himself to open the door.

      
      Arthur Reeson stood outside

      
      He looked like he’d just completed a forty-mile trek through four feet of snow.
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      CHAPTER ONE

      
      OF COURSE, I lost weight. People do that after they’ve been shot in the gut. But I could afford a little weight. Cooking for Ginny had
         given me more pounds than it did her. My real problem was movement.
      

      
      Muy Estobal’s bullet had torn me up pretty good inside, even if it did leave my vital organs alone. And I hadn’t done myself
         any favours with all that hiking around the night after I got shot. The doctor told me that if I walked to the bathroom with
         my IVs nailed to my arms every hour or so until he started hearing ‘bowel sounds’, he would maybe consider removing my catheter.
         As a special reward for being such a good patient.
      

      
      That was easy for him to say. El Señor didn’t want him dead. It wasn’t his problem I might die because of the simple fact
         that I couldn’t get out of bed.
      

      
      I needed to move. To escape from the hospital. Before el Señor sent Estobal’s replacement after me.

      
      So far I’d only been stuck here for forty-eight hours, and it was already driving me crackers. If they hadn’t given me so
         many pills, I wouldn’t have been able to sleep at night. I would’ve stayed awake the whole time, watching the door. Expecting
         to see some goon with at least an Uzi come in to blow me away.
      

      
      Ginny hadn’t been much help. She kept telling me that there wasn’t any danger, there was too much heat on el Señor, he couldn’t
         afford to risk having me hit so soon. Which should’ve been true, I suppose. And I should’ve believed her. I’d believed her when she first said it.
      

      
      Hadn’t I?

      
      But after that, unfortunately, I got a phone call.

      
      It came during the day, when the hospital switchboard was on automatic, and the winter sunlight and the blue sky outside my
         window made everything I could see look safe. But I must not have been feeling particularly safe, because I believed my caller
         right away.
      

      
      When the phone rang, I picked it up and said, ‘Huh’ because that’s easier than ‘hello’ when your whole torso is strapped with
         bandages and you don’t feel much like breathing deeply anyway.
      

      
      A voice I almost knew said, ‘Get out of there. He wants you. You’re a sitting duck.’

      
      Then the line went dead.

      
      Cheered me right up, that did.

      
      When I told Ginny about it, she looked just for a second like she believed it, too. Her grey eyes sharpened, and the lines
         around her broken nose went tight. But after that she grinned. ‘Probably somebody’s idea of a joke.’
      

      
      Oh, sure. I’d killed Muy Estobal, el Señor’s favourite muscle. Together, Ginny and I had disrupted el Señor’s revenge on
         a man who’d ripped him off and murdered one of his people. Everyone around him probably laughed out loud whenever my name
         came up.
      

      
      But my caller wasn’t finished.

      
      The next day, the doctor heard gurgling in my guts – bowel function struggling back to life – and took out the catheter. I
         got the thrill of starting to feed myself hospital gruel, which tasted like puréed dogfood. And I was encouraged to get out
         of bed and actually stand until pain made my head ring like a gong and my famous bowels hurt like they’d been shredded.
      

      
      I was horizontal again, holding on to the bed and doing my best not to gasp, when the phone rang.

      
      
      This time my caller said, ‘I mean it. You haven’t got much time. He wants you dead.’

      
      I felt like I was inches away from recognizing that voice, but I couldn’t pull it in. Gremlins in spiked boots raced up and
         down my intestines, distracting me.
      

      
      ‘Who?’ I asked. At the moment I didn’t care how much it hurt to breathe so hard. ‘Who wants me dead? Who are you? Why are
         you warning me?’
      

      
      The line switched to a dial tone.

      
      So when Ginny stopped by for her daily visit, I made her get the .45 out of my locker and leave it where I could reach it.

      
      ‘You’re taking this too seriously.’ She sounded bored. ‘El Señor is practically paralysed right now. The cops are watching
         everything he does. Even crooked cops are going to be honest for a while, with this much heat on. The commissioner is talking
         about “wiping out organized crime in Puerta del Sol”. The newspapers are jumping up and down. I get interviewed at least once
         a day. Fistoulari Investigations never had so much publicity. I’m actually having to turn clients away.
      

      
      ‘Brew, you’re safe. Just relax. Get well.’

      
      Just relax. Why didn’t I think of that? ‘If this is supposed to be a joke,’ I muttered past my bandages, ‘I’d hate to meet
         whoever’s doing it when he’s in a bad mood.’
      

      
      ‘You sure you can’t identify the voice?’

      
      I shrugged. It wasn’t very comfortable, but it was better than arguing.

      
      ‘I’ll check with the switchboard on my way out.’ Now she was humouring me. ‘Maybe they can take your line out of the automatic
         circuit. If we screen your calls, maybe we’ll find out who’s calling.’
      

      
      I wanted to say, Don’t screen my calls. Get me out of here. But I didn’t. I let her go. She and I had too many problems, and
         the worst of them was that we were afraid of each other. We hadn’t had a straight conversation in months because we were both
         too busy trying to control each other’s reactions. She was afraid that if she said or did the wrong thing I’d go get drunk and never be sober again.
         And I feared that I might push her back into being the lost woman she’d become after she lost her hand.
      

      
      She wore her ‘prosthetic device’ now, the mechanical claw that took the place of her left hand. Which was an improvement.
         But she still wore it like a handicap instead of something familiar, something she trusted. I figured that the only reason
         she wore it was to appease me. She was afraid of what I might do if she didn’t. She had it on to protect me. Or to protect
         herself against me.
      

      
      I loved her. I used to think she loved me. But it didn’t show. Everything was twisted. We might as well have been chained
         together by our various fears. So I didn’t tell her that I was too scared to stay in the hospital by myself. I didn’t want
         to add to her worries.
      

      
      Unfortunately the switchboard couldn’t take just one line off automatic. The next day, I got another call.

      
      By then I’d spent twenty-four hours expecting it. I was just a touch jumpy when I reached for the phone. Ol’ nerves-of-steel
         Axbrewder. Weak as spaghetti in that damn bed, I fumbled the receiver on to the floor and had to pull it up by the cord to
         answer it.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I said.

      
      ‘Don’t hang up,’ I said.

      
      ‘Tell me what’s going on,’ I said.

      
      Impressive, no?

      
      The silence on the line sounded like snickering.

      
      ‘How did you get my number?’

      
      ‘Hospital information,’ the voice I almost knew replied. ‘Anybody in Puerta del Sol can find out what room you’re in just
         by asking. You’re a dead man.’
      

      
      Leaving me with that cheery thought, my caller put down the phone.

      
      A couple of hours later, Ginny showed up. I told her about the call, but she didn’t seem particularly interested. Instead
         she studied me as if I were exhibiting strange side effects to a new medication. ‘This has really got you going,’ she commented. Observant as all hell.
      

      
      ‘Think about it,’ I snarled as well as I could. ‘How many people hate me enough to consider this kind of joke funny?’

      
      But my vehemence didn’t ruffle her. ‘Think about it yourself, Brew,’ she replied calmly. ‘How many people love you enough
         to give you this kind of warning?’
      

      
      That stopped me. Who would know that el Señor actively wanted me dead? Only someone close to him. And who in that group would
         give a good goddamn what happened to me? Which one of his people would risk warning me?
      

      
      No one fitted that description.

      
      I made an effort to look more relaxed. ‘I guess you’re right. It must be a practical joke. Some minor sociopath dialled the
         number and liked my reaction. Maybe he even dialled it at random.’ I was trying to play along with her. Defuse anxiety. But
         the idea that I wasn’t worried was pure bullshit and moonshine, and I couldn’t keep it going. ‘It’s just a coincidence that
         I’ve actually got enemies.’
      

      
      ‘No, you don’t,’ she retorted, grinning. Maybe she found it funny when I sounded so pitiful. Or maybe she was just keeping
         her guard up. ‘That’s what I keep trying to tell you. El Señor is paralysed. There isn’t anybody else.’
      

      
      I liked her grin, no matter what it meant. But it didn’t cheer me up. Things like immobility and helplessness put too much
         pressure on my morale.
      

      
      I was recovering too slowly. Where the hell were my recuperative powers when I needed them? Movement is life. I was running
         out of time.
      

      
      I waited until Ginny left. Then I climbed vertical and practised lugging the tight lump of fire I called my stomach around
         the room. Unfortunately that just aggravated my discouragement. About the time that pain and exhaustion got bad enough to
         make me sob, I decided to lie down and just let el Señor kill me.
      

      
      Teach her a lesson, that would.

      
      
      Self-pity may not be my most attractive quality, but I’m damn good at it.

      
      So she took me completely by surprise when she came in early the next morning, before any phone calls, and asked, ‘Can you
         walk out of here?’
      

      
      I stared at her.

      
      ‘Well, can you?’

      
      I stared at her some more.

      
      She sighed. ‘If you can get out of bed,’ she explained with elaborate patience, ‘put your clothes on, and walk out of here,
         we’re leaving. I’ve got a job for us.’
      

      
      That early in the morning, I was still muzzy with sleeping pills. Nevertheless a few dopey synapses in my head went click.
         Before I could question them, I said, ‘You believe those phone calls.’
      

      
      She nodded sharply.

      
      ‘I can’t talk the cops into protective custody, but hospital security is watching your room most of the time. And the nurses
         here remember you.’ She gestured with her left arm, and her claw gave me a flash of stainless steel. She’d lost her hand to
         a bomb in this hospital. ‘They’re doing what they can to keep an eye on you.’
      

      
      She didn’t let me interrupt. ‘It isn’t enough. If you don’t get out of here today, I’m going to move in with you.’

      
      I shook my head without realizing it. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? Why did you try to make me think you were laughing at me?’

      
      ‘I didn’t want you to worry,’ she snapped. ‘You’re supposed to be recuperating, not lying there in a muck sweat.’

      
      ‘Aye, aye, Captain Fistoulari, ma’am, sir,’ I muttered.

      
      In a fine display of moral fortitude and physical courage, I closed my eyes.

      
      ‘Brew.’ Her patience slipped a notch. ‘I’m serious.’

      
      ‘So am I,’ I said through a haze of drugs and fear. ‘Go away. This stinks.’

      
      
      ‘What’s the matter? Those calls obviously bother you. Don’t you want to get away from them?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I admitted. ‘But not like this.’ In fact the whole idea made me cringe. I was tired of being protected. Not to mention
         being protected against. ‘If it’s a real job, the last thing you need is a half-ambulatory cripple on your hands. And if it’s
         a nursemaid exercise for my benefit, just to keep me out of trouble, I don’t want it.’ For a few months now I’d believed in
         myself enough to stop drinking – but that, as they say, was tenuous at best. The last thing I needed was one less reason for self-respect.
         ‘You said you’re turning clients away. Pick a job you can do by yourself. Leave me alone.’
      

      
      Unfortunately that shut her up. She didn’t say anything for so long that I finally had to open my eyes to see if she was still
         in the room.
      

      
      She was.

      
      She stood at the window with her back to me, hiding her face against the morning. Something about the line of her back, the
         way she held her shoulders, told me that I’d hurt her.
      

      
      ‘Ginny–’ I wanted to explain somehow, if I could just think of the words. But nothing came out of my mouth.

      
      After a while she asked the glass, ‘Why is this so hard?’

      
      ‘I don’t know.’ My usual frightened contribution to our relationship. ‘Everything we do to each other matters too much.’

      
      She turned.

      
      With the sunlight behind her, I almost missed the fighting light in her eyes. Wearing the conservative suits she preferred,
         her respected-private-investigator clothes, her blonde hair tidy around her fine face and her mouth under control, she looked
         like nothing so much as an up-and-coming businesswoman, lean and ready. Except for her broken nose, and that light in her
         eyes, and her claw. The punk who broke her nose was long dead. She’d shot him more than once, just in case he missed the point the first time.
      

      
      ‘It’s a nursemaid job,’ she said straight at me, ‘a piece of cake. You may remember the commission suspended my licence.’
         Her tone dripped pure acid. ‘It’s temporary, but for the time being there are only certain kinds of jobs I’m allowed to take.
         And the fee is real. You know I can’t afford to ignore that. And it’s out of town. Up in the mountains, where el Señor isn’t
         likely to find you. It’ll give you a week where you don’t have to do anything worse than walk around.’
      

      
      I did my best to shake my head in a way that would make her believe me. ‘I don’t care about that. I–’

      
      She cut me off.

      
      ‘Listen. Just once, listen to me. I suppose I could take what money I’ve got and borrow the rest and just buy you a plane ticket.
         You could disappear. Make it hard for el Señor to find you.
      

      
      ‘But that won’t work. We’ve tried it before, and it never works. You end up drunk somewhere, and eventually I have to come
         get you.
      

      
      ‘Or I could go with you. I could sit around watching you until we both went wall-eyed or my money ran out. That won’t work
         either. You know it won’t.
      

      
      ‘The only thing that ever does you any good is a job. As far as I can tell, you only stay away from alcohol when you’ve got people depending on you.
      

      
      ‘Well, this job isn’t exactly hard. We can’t take on anything difficult with you in this condition. But it’s still a job. It’ll give you something to do, people to take care of. I don’t have anything else to offer.
      

      
      ‘I don’t care whether you want it or not. We’re going to accept that job if you can just stand.’
      

      
      For a second there I felt so sick that I wanted to throw up. Absolutely puke my life away. I had an existential knife in my
         guts. She was protecting me again. Protecting against me again.
      

      
      
      But then, all of a sudden, it occurred to me that knives cut both ways. Whether she intended it or not, she was offering me
         a chance to take care of myself. A chance to get up on my feet and make some of my own decisions.
      

      
      So I relented. I wasn’t exactly gracious about it. In fact, I was angry as hornets. But I said, ‘I don’t know why I bother
         arguing with you. I don’t like nursemaid operations. I don’t like being nursemaided. But I haven’t got any better ideas. In
         any case, you’re going to take care of me no matter what I do. I don’t have the strength or the will power to stop you. This
         way I can at least try to return the favour.’
      

      
      Ginny glared at me. The flash of her claw in the light reminded me that she had her own reasons to hate being taken care of.
         She’d been dependent on me for six months after she lost her hand – and she was only just now starting to get over it. Sounding
         bitter, she rasped, ‘Is it the sleeping pills, or are you always this perceptive?’
      

      
      I ignored her irritation. The pain in my stomach lost its metaphysical significance. A job. Something to do. I wanted that, no question about it. As soon as I agreed to go back to work, I forgot that knives do only one thing, and
         it isn’t called healing.
      

      
      Helping myself up with both hands, I got out of bed.

   



      
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      I REMEMBERED GETTING dressed. I’d done it once before, when the hole in my gut was more recent. But that time I’d been too full of drugs and panic
         to have much rational grasp on what I did to myself. This time I knew where every single suture inside me was, and I could
         feel it pulling.
      

      
      One thing you’ve got to say for us private investigators. We know how to have a good time.

      
      Technically, of course, Ginny is the private investigator. She’s Fistoulari Investigations. I’m just the hired help. I haven’t
         had a licence for this kind of work for years – not since I tried to help a cop who happened to be my brother apprehend a
         purse-snatcher and accidentally shot him. Under the influence of alcohol. Amazing how the things we love best are the things
         that hurt us most. I couldn’t remember the last time I had one entire day where the idea of a drink didn’t sound like heaven.
      

      
      But I didn’t drink when I was working. In fact, I hadn’t had a drink since the day I figured out that Ginny needed me as badly
         as I needed her – since the day she lost her hand. But that was starting to change. She wore her claw now, did things for
         herself. Every time I saw her, she was more the woman I used to know, the Ginny Fistoulari who could go after Satan Himself
         and not take any prisoners.
      

      
      Which was a good thing, as far as it went. The only problem was, it left me with fewer ways to protect her. Or to protect
         myself against her.
      

      
      On the other hand, getting dressed was work, no question about it. And we had a job to do. That was at least useful as a distraction.
      

      
      She watched me have fun with my shirt for a minute or two. Then she said, ‘Why don’t I go get your paperwork done? That way
         we won’t have to wait around for discharge.’ She knew how I felt about having an audience while I suffered.
      

      
      I shook my head. I wanted her to go away, that was a fact. But I also wanted her to watch me struggle into my clothes. I wanted
         her to have no illusions about my physical condition. And if she stayed, she could talk to me. Help me through the peculiar
         ordeal of putting on my underpants.
      

      
      For no particularly good reason, I said, ‘That doctor’s going to have a spasm when he hears about this.’

      
      ‘No, he won’t.’ She was sure. ‘I talked to him earlier. If you’re well enough to get dressed, you’re well enough to go home.
         All we have to do is keep an eye on you – take your temperature, watch for infection, that sort of thing. I already have your
         pills.’ Gazing innocently at the ceiling, she finished, ‘I didn’t tell him about the job.’
      

      
      Well enough to get dressed. At the moment, that was debatable. Also trivial. She’d obviously spent some time getting ready
         for this case. That held my interest.
      

      
      ‘Tell me about the job,’ I asked to keep her talking. ‘Who are we nursemaiding besides me?’

      
      ‘You’ll love it.’ She made a studious effort not to wince every time my face twisted. ‘For once I’ve got us something easy.
         Might as well be a vacation.
      

      
      ‘Does the name, Murder On Cue, Inc. mean anything to you?’

      
      I shook my head again. If Murder On Cue, Inc. was a company that arranged assassinations, I planned to send them after the
         bastard who invented underpants.
      

      
      ‘It’s a small outfit, only two people as far as I can tell. Unless they have a secretary hidden away somewhere. Roderick Altar
         and his wife. They run what they call “mystery camps”. They get people who like to try to solve crimes, play at being Sherlock Holmes for a few days. Then they hire actors and plan a scenario and take the whole crowd
         to some secluded place where the real world won’t get in their way, and they stage a murder or two for these people to puzzle
         over. Nobody except Altar and his wife knows the difference between the actors and the guests. Whoever solves the murder wins.’
      

      
      ‘Be the first kid on your block to catch a killer,’ I muttered. With my underpants on, I had to rest for a while. I couldn’t
         look at Ginny. I didn’t want to see whatever was in her eyes. ‘Don’t these people have anything better to do?’
      

      
      ‘Apparently not.’ As a matter of policy, Fistoulari Investigations doesn’t sneer at people with money. They tend to pay better
         than people without. But I could tell that Ginny shared my visceral reaction to Murder On Cue, Inc.
      

      
      ‘So what do they need us for?’ I asked to deflect myself from my socks. ‘Don’t they want to catch their own killers?’

      
      ‘Security,’ she answered.

      
      She didn’t elaborate.

      
      At last I had to look up at her. ‘What the hell do people who think killing is some kind of game need “security” for?’

      
      She shrugged. She was studying me intently, trying to see into my wounds – trying to understand them. ‘According to Altar,
         he’s just the organizer, the guy who pulls the practical details together, like where these people stay, how they get there,
         what they eat, who feeds them. His wife’s the murder enthusiast. She hires the actors, plans the scenario. She even screens
         the guests. I guess Murder On Cue is her hobby.
      

      
      ‘He says he wants security for the insurance. Supplying protection for his guests and their belongings, he gets better rates.
         But his wife has different ideas – he says. She wants security because – how did he put it? – “the presence of private investigators
         makes the ambience more credible.” And it gives the guests some extra competition. Solve the crime before the professionals
         do.’
      

      
      My brain must’ve been in worse shape than I realized. I actually got both socks on before I thought to ask, ‘You mean she isn’t going to tell us who the actors are? What the scenario is? We’re supposed to play the same game they’re playing?’
      

      
      Ginny gave me a tight little smile. ‘Playing along is part of the job. Mrs Altar won’t tell the guests who we are, and we aren’t supposed to either. The only thing they’ll
         know is that two of them are investigators. But we don’t really have to try to solve the crime. In fact, we don’t really have
         to do much of anything.
      

      
      ‘Our main job is just to keep an eye on the general safety of the situation. Apply a little common sense. Keep the guests
         from getting carried away. According to Altar, they’ve never had any trouble. He doesn’t want to start now.’
      

      
      Maybe I’d finally grown accustomed to the pain. I closed my eyes, lifted one foot into my pants – and was amazed to discover
         that I’d survived the experience. I still felt like I was performing an appendectomy on myself with an apple corer, but aside
         from the usual lightheadedness and agony I was doing fine.
      

      
      Trying not to pant – trying to prove that I really did have a wit or two inside my skull – I produced another question. ‘What
         do you know about this Altar? And his wife.’
      

      
      ‘Do you want help?’

      
      She meant with my pants.

      
      I ignored her offer. After a moment she pretended that she hadn’t said anything.

      
      ‘Roderick and Sue-Rose Altar. I haven’t met her. He’s in his early fifties. Not exactly fat, but he likes food more than exercise.
         Used to be a venture capitalist, until he made too much money to justify working. Now he manages his investments. And takes
         care of Sue-Rose and her enthusiasms.
      

      
      ‘I don’t have your talent for snap judgements’ – a reference to my ingrained preference for intuition over reason – ‘but if
         you pushed me I’d say he’s just a bit bored with Sue-Rose and her enthusiasms and his whole life.’
      

      
      
      That settled it. A nursemaid job if ever there was one. If Murder On Cue had ever put on a mystery camp where anything actually
         happened, Roderick Altar probably wouldn’t have been bored. I should’ve gone back to rejecting the whole idea. Unfortunately
         I’d thought of another reason why I couldn’t do that. Ginny wouldn’t abandon me – and the harder I made it for her to protect
         me, the more likely she was to get hurt herself. So I kept my opinion of useless work to myself.
      

      
      Almost like I’d done this sort of thing before, I put my other foot into my pants and pulled them up.

      
      Someone should’ve applauded, but my audience didn’t bother.

      
      Get off the bed. Tuck in my shirt. Thread a belt through the loops. Buckle it. Keep your breathing shallow and act like you
         aren’t about to fall on your face. A dazzling performance, Axbrewder. So maybe it was just a nursemaid job. If it required
         me to stand and walk and possibly even shake hands, it was going to be as much as I could manage.
      

      
      ‘What about your coat?’ Ginny asked. ‘You want help with that?’

      
      I wavered and wobbled in front of her. For some reason, she looked taller than I was – which should’ve been impossible, considering
         that I’m six five and she isn’t. Maybe it was déjà vu, a reminder of all the times she’d come looking for me, looking for a way to rescue me from myself, and I’d stood there unsteady
         with drink and let her pretend that she needed me. Whatever the explanation, I didn’t like it. So I asked the kind of question
         that usually got me in trouble.
      

      
      ‘Why us?’

      
      I’d caught her with her mind somewhere else. Probably still trying to guess how far I’d be able to walk. ‘Why us what?’

      
      ‘Why does Roderick Altar want Fistoulari Investigations?’ Speaking distinctly was as close as I could get to sarcasm. ‘You
         don’t usually do this kind of work.’
      

      
      
      ‘I asked him that.’ She still wasn’t thinking about my question. A frown knotted the bridge of her nose, and her eyes kept
         flicking away from me as if she didn’t enjoy what she saw. ‘He said he must’ve heard my name somewhere. Or read it in the
         paper. I told you I’ve been doing interviews.’
      

      
      Which finally struck me as odd. She ordinarily didn’t have much patience for the media. So I put in, ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Trying to keep a high profile,’ she explained absently. ‘As long as we’re news, we’ll be harder to hit. But I don’t think
         he actually cares who we are, or whether we’re any good. He isn’t that interested.’
      

      
      What she said made perfect sense, of course. But I still hated it. I suppose the truth was that I’d been angry at her for
         a long time. She should’ve let me drink myself into my grave, instead of rescuing me over and over again. And she should’ve
         been stronger when she lost her hand, instead of putting the burden on me – refusing to wear her claw, requiring me to take
         care of her for six months because she felt so crippled, so much less than a human being, not to mention less than a woman,
         that she didn’t have the courage to do anything except hurt.
      

      
      Now that she’d returned to being herself – put on her claw and taken control of the situation – I was even madder. Her vulnerability
         had been my only defence against my own weaknesses. It had compelled me when nothing else worked. The less she needed me,
         the more helpless I felt.
      

      
      Our feelings for each other had gotten pretty twisted over the years.

      
      If there was one true clear thing hidden away inside me anywhere, it was that I wanted to get those feelings untwisted. And
         as far as I could see, work was my only way to untwist them. A nursemaid operation was a lousy opportunity, but I didn’t have
         any others at the moment.
      

      
      I stuck to the point of my questions.

      
      ‘You still haven’t answered me. Didn’t you tell me Murder On Cue has been doing mystery camps for a while now?’
      

      
      Ginny made an effort to come back from wherever her head was. ‘So?’

      
      ‘So Roderick Altar has hired security before, too, and it wasn’t us. So what went wrong? Why wasn’t he satisfied with whoever
         it was? Or has he really had some trouble he isn’t telling us about?
      

      
      ‘Why have we got a nice safe job like this right now, just when we happen to need it, and it’s the only thing the commission
         will let us handle?’
      

      
      I had her attention now. ‘Are you serious?’ she asked, staring at me. ‘Is this really the way your mind works? Axbrewder,
         you’re sick. Or they’re giving you too much medication. Coincidences do happen, you know. Every event in life isn’t aimed
         at you.’
      

      
      But that wasn’t my point. ‘In other words,’ I countered, ‘you didn’t ask him. You let him offer you this job, and you didn’t
         even ask him why.’
      

      
      The tip of her nose had gone white, which usually happens when she’s furious. Ominously quiet, she said, ‘All right, Brew.
         Spit it out. What’s your problem now?’
      

      
      Luckily I knew her well enough not to take this anger personally. She wasn’t mad at me. She was mad because I’d touched a
         nerve.
      

      
      I looked at her straight. ‘You don’t usually miss that kind of question. You aren’t thinking hard enough about this job. You’re
         thinking too much about me.’
      

      
      ‘It’s a nursemaid operation,’ she snapped back. ‘How much thought do you think it requires?’

      
      I didn’t try to answer. I didn’t have to. As soon as she heard what came out of her mouth, she caught herself, and her eyes
         dropped. ‘All right,’ she said again. ‘I get the message. I do worry about you too much. There’s no job so simple it can’t
         get messy if you don’t pay attention to it.
      

      
      ‘Put on your coat. Call a nurse when you’re ready to go.’ Without waiting for my opinion, she headed towards the door. ‘I’ll meet you at the discharge exit.’
      

      
      In some way I’d shaken her self-confidence. Maybe I’d just reminded her that she had as many reasons to be angry as I did.
         Or maybe she was still more vulnerable than she liked. Disgusted at herself, afraid for me, and more desirable than any other
         woman I knew, she left me to figure out the pain in my gut for myself.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      THE COAT WAS too much for me. Ginny had unearthed a thick and somewhat ratty three-quarter-length sheepskin from my closet – a relic of
         more prosperous times – and I couldn’t face hauling it up my arms and over my shoulders. Instead I pushed the buzzer to call
         a nurse. Then, while I waited, I retrieved the .45 and hid it in one of the pockets of the coat. The coat was pretty heavy
         anyway. Maybe no one would notice the extra weight.
      

      
      The hospital staff must’ve had orders to get rid of me as soon as possible. A nurse arrived with a wheelchair almost right
         away. Without any discernible sense of loss over my departure, she put my coat on for me, helped me sit down, and gave me
         a ride to the discharge exit. By then Ginny had finished swearing on her soul to pay every conceivable penny of my bill. She
         and the nurse manoeuvred me into the passenger seat of her creaky Olds. The nurse slammed the door.
      

      
      Ginny fired up the Olds. To distract myself from the many pleasures of sitting in this position with miles of tape strapped
         around my ribs and every suture straining, I asked, ‘Now what?’
      

      
      Spinning the wheel one-handed, Ginny took us out of the parking lot. Instead of looking at me, she watched the traffic for
         ambushes or tails. Her purse lay open beside her so that she could reach her .357. Just in case.
      

      
      ‘The camp doesn’t start until tomorrow,’ she said, ‘but today we have an appointment with Mrs Altar. Look the place over, find out what she wants us to do. I told you it’s up in the mountains. I gather Murder On Cue is renting an entire
         hunting lodge for the week, complete with staff. A place called Deerskin Lodge.’ She tried not to sneer when she said the
         name, but she couldn’t help herself. Then she added in a different tone, ‘It’s a good three-hour drive. Can you stand it?’
      

      
      I didn’t answer that. I was too busy showing off my heman private investigator stoicism. ‘The Altars like isolation.’

      
      Ginny nodded. ‘Adds to the appeal of the situation. Makes the guests feel like they really do have to solve the crime, or
         else they might get killed themselves. Also prevents intrusion from the real world.’
      

      
      Leaning on the accelerator, she took the Olds up the access ramp on to the freeway and began the long climb out of the valley
         where Puerta del Sol sprawls along the Flat River. The sky was grey with winter, and a temperature inversion trapped a pall
         of wood smoke and exhaust fumes over us. Nevertheless the San Reno Mountains reared up ahead like they didn’t give a damn
         about such things, filling the whole eastern horizon of the city.
      

      
      ‘According to Roderick Altar,’ Ginny concluded, ‘they’ve used this lodge several times now, very successfully. The setting
         is perfect, and the staff know what to do.’
      

      
      ‘Duck,’ I snorted.

      
      ‘Huh?’

      
      ‘The staff know what to do. Which is duck. They don’t want to get hit by flying bullets when all those amateur sleuths start
         apprehending each other.’
      

      
      ‘My, my.’ Ginny Fistoulari making polite social conversation. ‘You’re in a good mood this morning.’

      
      With an effort, I swallowed more sarcasm. Her comment had the effect of making me realize that I had one more reason to dread
         this job, one I hadn’t admitted yet. I hated nursemaiding and being nursemaided. I hated the things she and I did to each
         other. And I also – this came as a surprise – didn’t want to make a fool of myself in front of eight or ten crime buffs. After all, ‘detection’ and ‘investigation’ aren’t the same thing. The guests probably knew a hell
         of a lot more about ‘detection’ than I did. ‘Mystery’ camp was their game, and I wasn’t likely to be good at it.
      

      
      What fun.

      
      Hunkered down into my pain, I concentrated on surviving the drive up to Deerskin Lodge.

      
      The freeway ran through Pico Canyon and across the high plains to the east of the San Renos, but we turned off while we were
         still in the mountains. For half an hour or forty-five minutes, we had good clear road. It went in the direction of Puerta
         del Sol’s ski resorts, and no one is more willing to invest in good clear roads than ski resorts. After the resort turnoff,
         however, the driving conditions deteriorated. We’d had an unusual amount of snow Tuesday night, and today was the next Monday.
         At this elevation, at this time of year, the temperature extremes chew hell out of the roads.
      

      
      We slogged up into thick pine forests and unexpected meadows, but I was in no condition to appreciate your basic winter wonderland
         scenery, sunshine glistening everywhere, white draped over the trees, nothing on the ground except snow and game-tracks. I
         was too busy hurting every time the Olds lurched into a pothole or skidded over a patch of glaze.
      

      
      But eventually I got tired of stoicism. ‘Why do they start on Tuesday?’ I asked Ginny, just to break the silence.

      
      By now she must’ve been sure we weren’t being followed. Instead of watching the rear-view mirror, she concentrated with a
         kind of aimless ferocity on her driving. ‘A group of hunters left the lodge yesterday. The staff won’t be ready for more guests
         until tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘And how long does our job run?’

      
      ‘Seven days, counting today. Everybody’s supposed to go home Sunday night.’

      
      How nice. A week of keeping amateur Sherlocks from shooting each other. There was just one problem. ‘What do we do after that?’
      

      
      Obviously she wasn’t on my wavelength. ‘After what?’

      
      ‘After this week. El Señor won’t give up on me that fast. We’ll still have the problem this job is supposed to solve.’

      
      Ginny flicked a glance at me, then turned her eyes back to the road. Carefully she ruddered the Olds around a shiny curve.
         ‘By then you should be stronger. According to your doctor. The more you move around, the faster you’ll recover – as long as
         you don’t do anything crazy. And the commission probably won’t keep me suspended much longer. We can find a job that’ll get
         us out of town. We won’t be restricted to hand-holding operations.’
      

      
      I didn’t like the sound of that. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my life hiding. But there was no point in complaining
         about it. The rational vestiges of my mind understood that Ginny was just trying to keep me safe. One job at a time, one decision
         at a time. That was all anyone could do.
      

      
      At the moment, however, I didn’t feel equal to it. I wanted to get away and never come back. Some problems you can’t do anything
         with except run.
      

      
      I made Ginny stop the car and help me into the back seat. Getting in was tough, but once I’d stretched out on my back my insides
         hurt less. As long as I didn’t get car-sick, I’d probably survive the rest of the trip.
      

      
      ‘Take a nap,’ Ginny said over her shoulder. ‘I’ll wake you up before we get there.’

      
      ‘Fine,’ I murmured as if I had that much common sense. But I didn’t sleep. I spent the time trying to figure out what was
         wrong between us.
      

      
      I didn’t regret the bodyguard job that ended up with Muy Estobal’s bullet in my gut and Estobal himself dead and el Señor
         angry at me. We’d needed that job. Without it, Ginny might not have recovered her essential self-esteem, her ability to function.
         Now she’d resumed being the woman I liked and desired and trusted.
      

      
      
      So what was wrong? Why did I get the impression that we didn’t love each other any more? Why were we still afraid of each
         other, angry at each other?
      

      
      Actually, her feelings weren’t hard to understand. She was angry at me because I’d pushed her into opposing el Señor. I’d
         forced her into the position of having to wear her claw or quit altogether. And because after all this time I still wanted
         a drink. I’d been a drunk for too long, and I wanted a drink for the same reason every drunk wants one. To prove I deserved
         it. Confirm my world-view, as they say. Reassure myself with the certainty of my own unworth. Which didn’t exactly make me
         an easy man to trust.
      

      
      But why was I angry at her? Was it simply because she kept me away from alcohol? Was it because nothing she did ever solved
         any of my problems?
      

      
      On some level, I knew that being angry at her and being angry at myself were the same thing. But at the moment I couldn’t
         pin down why.
      

      
      She didn’t break the silence until she stopped. Then she said, ‘Time to shift. I told Altar you’re injured, but I don’t want
         anybody to think you’re incapacitated.’
      

      
      Oh, well. I was about as ready as I was likely to get. While she opened the door, I rolled off the seat to get my arms and
         legs under me. Then I crawled backwards out into the snow and stood up.
      

      
      Sort of. My posture wasn’t notably upright. But at least I could breathe the sharp winter and look around.

      
      The air tasted cold and clean, like someone had just invented it for the first time. On the other hand, the wood smoke over
         the lodge reminded me that there was usually nothing new or even particularly clean about the things people did indoors.
      

      
      Nevertheless I had to admit that Deerskin Lodge was a good place for a mystery camp – isolated, self-contained, and beautiful.
         We stood on a rise at the front gate, with the lodge and its outbuildings below us at the end of a driveway at least a hundred
         yards long, in the bottom of a hollow with mountains on three sides, a barbed-wire fence around the whole spread, and the next phone a good hour or so away by
         car. The real world sure as hell wasn’t going to intrude here – which, when I thought about it, struck me as a mixed blessing.
      

      
      Most of the hollow had been cleared, but the people who built the camp had obviously tried to preserve as many of the original
         trees as possible. In fact, the middle of the lodge roof had a particularly patriarchal long-needle pine growing out of it.
         And a dozen or so evergreens still occupied the hollow, most of them down near the buildings.
      

      
      Aside from the lodge itself, I counted six outbuildings. Most of them looked like cottages, and I jumped to the brilliant
         conclusion that they housed the staff. I couldn’t tell how many of them were occupied, but two had smoke whispering from their
         chimneys and vehicles parked outside, a battered old sedan, a stretch pickup truck, and a Land Rover.
      

      
      At a guess, the lodge looked big enough to feed, shelter, and recreate twenty people or so, with room left over for plenty
         of closets, complete with skeletons. It had been built in a haphazard – i.e. rustic – way around its central tree, but one
         wing plainly included a kitchen, and the others probably held bedrooms. Unlike the trees, the pitched roofs had shed the snow,
         baring their shingles. Small vent windows under the eaves let air in and out of the attics.
      

      
      Out front stood a van that could’ve carried ten people and their living-room furniture. If that was Sue-Rose Altar’s idea
         of transportation, you had to admit she at least knew how to take her hobbies seriously.
      

      
      Ginny studied the terrain with a wistful look on her face. After a minute she murmured, ‘Kind of makes you wish we really
         were on vacation, doesn’t it. This would be a good place to relax.’
      

      
      For absolutely no good reason at all, I suddenly wanted to burst into tears. The joys of convalescence. I would’ve been willing
         to sacrifice actual body-parts to make our relationship into one where we could take vacations together.
      

      
      The expression on my face must’ve revealed more than I wanted. Holding me with her grey stare, she asked carefully, ‘You all
         right?’
      

      
      I wasn’t equal to answering that question. Instead I told her one of my usual lies. ‘I don’t like feeling this weak, that’s
         all. Don’t worry about it.’
      

      
      Like the rest of my lies, this one wasn’t a lie because it was untrue. It was a lie because it wasn’t enough.

      
      She went on studying me. ‘We’ll have to spend some time with Mrs Altar. Hang on as long as you can. But if you need a break,
         let me know. I’ll arrange something.’
      

      
      Still taking care of me.

      
      When I nodded, we got back into the Olds. With pain throbbing in my chest, and my skull full of something that felt like grief,
         I concentrated on the road while she drove us down to the lodge.
      

      
      Sue-Rose Altar must’ve seen us coming. She emerged on to the porch, a wide wooden structure that covered the front of the
         building, and waved at us while Ginny parked beside the van.
      

      
      She was a tidy little woman, older than she appeared at first glance, with perfectly waved grey hair and a sparkle of child-like
         enthusiasm in her eyes. She wore a sable fur coat so lustrous that it may still have been alive, and her boots were clearly
         designed for feeling pretty indoors instead of for sloshing around in the slush.
      

      
      For Ginny’s sake, I took a deep breath and tried to get out of the Olds as if I did that kind of thing every day.

      
      Mrs Altar greeted us delightedly. ‘Ms Fistoulari. Mr Axbrewder. How wonderful.’ I noticed right away, however, that she didn’t
         risk her boots in the snow. Nothing gets past the hardened private investigator.
      

      
      Leaning over the rail of the porch, she continued, ‘Did you have any trouble finding this place? I hope so. I love being so
         isolated. It’s just perfect. I get so excited before one of my mysteries, Rock can hardly stand me. Come up, come inside. Let’s get to know each other.’
      

      
      Ginny gave me a look, just checking that I was still ambulatory. Then she put on her professional smile and led the way up
         half a dozen steps to the porch.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Altar.’ She didn’t make any effort to hide her claw as she shook Sue-Rose’s hand. ‘Pleased to meet you. I’m Ginny Fistoulari.
         This is Mick Axbrewder.’
      

      
      I lagged behind, doing my utter damnedest to pretend that I knew how to get up steps.

      
      ‘Your husband,’ Ginny added, ‘said you would help us get oriented, let us know what to expect, that sort of thing.’

      
      ‘Buffy,’ Mrs Altar burbled. ‘Call me Buffy. Rock is so formal, but I don’t let him get away with it.’ She didn’t seem to be
         aware that I hadn’t caught up with Ginny yet. ‘I’ll call you Ginny and Mick. We’ll all be on a first-name basis by supper-time
         tomorrow. It’s going to be great fun.’
      

      
      That did it. Nobody calls me Mick. My friends have better sense, and my enemies don’t like the results. Before Sue-Rose ‘Buffy’
         Altar could go on, I surged up the stairs and said almost politely, ‘Call me Brew. I prefer Brew.’
      

      
      Just for a second everything seemed to stop. Mrs Altar blinked at me uncertainly. Ginny ignored me in a way that suggested
         she’d done this on purpose for some reason. I stood motionless with pain thudding in my guts and sweat creeping past my hair-line
         despite the cold.
      

      
      Then Mrs Altar recovered her composure. ‘Well, of course. Brew. How nice. Rock told me you’ve been hurt. I think it’s very
         brave of you to come out and work for us so soon after your injury. But this will be just like a vacation. We’ll all have
         loads of fun. Come inside, and I’ll show you around.’
      

      
      Her fur positively gleamed as she turned and moved briskly towards the door.

      
      I gave Ginny my usual look of blood-curdling happiness. She continued retailing her professional smile, no discounts for personal
         friends. Softly, as if she weren’t sure I could follow the conversation, she murmured, ‘ “Rock” must be her husband.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ I said intelligently.

      
      She went after Mrs Altar. I shambled along behind her as well as I could.

      
      Inside the air was warmer – but not as much warmer as I’d expected. Apparently Deerskin Lodge relied on fireplaces for a lot
         of its heat. The large room we entered had three of them, but they weren’t lit.
      

      
      Built around the tree trunk, the room itself was a high-ceilinged lounge with waxed wooden floors, knotty pine panelling,
         rough-cut beams, any number of stuffed animal heads for décor, and sturdy furniture sprawling everywhere. The atmosphere had
         a faint tang of ashes, the kind of smell you get when a chimney isn’t working right and the fireplace has a minor back-draft.
      

      
      ‘This is the den,’ Mrs Altar announced. I wasn’t sure she’d ever stopped talking. ‘This is where we gather to reveal how we
         solved the crime. If we solved it. That’s my favourite part of the whole week. Don’t you just love those scenes in books,
         where the famous detective explains his reasoning and takes everyone by surprise? I like to see how people react to the mysteries
         I’ve cooked up for them.
      

      
      ‘This time we have eight guests. That makes fourteen people altogether, eight of them, me and Rock, you two, and our two actors.
         But remember, I want you to act like guests as much as you can. That’s part of the fun, not knowing who the real detectives
         are. You can make up any cover you want, I don’t mind, I like surprises.’
      

      
      ‘What can you tell us about the guests?’ Ginny put in when Mrs Altar paused for breath. ‘The more we know, the better we’ll
         do our job. And the better cover we can figure out.’
      

      
      Buffy gave her an arch glance. ‘I’m sure that Rock told you we don’t want to reveal who the actors are – or what the mystery
         is. That’s part of the fun, too. We’ll all be on the same footing.’ All of us, of course, except Rock and Buffy. ‘But I’ll be glad to give you the names.’
      

      
      ‘Please,’ Ginny replied with just a hint of asperity.

      
      ‘Well, let’s see.’ Mrs Altar made a show of consulting her memory. ‘There’s Mac Westward and Constance Bebb. They’re famous
         – they’re “Thornton Foal”, the novelist. They like to come to camps like this for ideas and atmosphere. Then there’s Houston
         Mile and Maryanne Green. Houston has been to two of my camps before, but I’ve never met Maryanne. He always brings a different
         woman with him.
      

      
      ‘There’s Joseph Hardhouse and his wife, Lara – and Sam Drayton and his wife, Queenie. One of them is a doctor. Sam, I think. Yes, that’s right. Joseph owns a chain of restaurants. Oh, and Catherine
         Reverie and Simon Abel. They’re from back east. They want to try running a mystery camp of their own, and they’re coming to
         see what it’s like – see how Rock and I do it.’
      

      
      Yep, that was it. Counting on my fingers, I got up to ten. Eight guests and two actors. Just enough suspects to be a challenge.
         Not enough to be realistic. I thought it would be a good idea to sit down, but I couldn’t find an excuse, so I stayed on my
         feet and tried not to sway too much.
      

      
      ‘Why do the rest of them come?’ Ginny asked. She meant, Why do grown people waste time on something like this? ‘You explained
         Mac Westward and Constance Bebb, Simon Abel and Catherine Reverie. What about the others?’
      

      
      ‘Why, for the same reason I’m here,’ Mrs Altar replied with polite astonishment. ‘They love mysteries. They like to be involved.’

      
      Oh, naturally. Why didn’t I think of that?

      
      I could tell from the shape of Ginny’s smile and the tightness around her eyes that she shared my reaction. She wanted a better
         explanation.
      

      
      The truth probably had something to do with liking excitement and safety at the same time. Thrills without risk. Like riding the roller-coaster in an amusement park instead of, say, tackling white-water rapids in an open canoe.
      

      
      No doubt about it. I was going to have a wonderful time.

      
      ‘Come on,’ Mrs Altar continued. ‘Let me show you around.’

      
      As we crossed the den, I was vaguely surprised that the floorboards didn’t creak. Wooden floors usually don’t like me much.
         But Deerskin Lodge had been built to last.
      

      
      The next big room was the dining room. It had a fireplace at either end, massive wrought-iron lighting fixtures, and one long
         table of polished pine, with enough heavy chairs to seat at least fourteen people. But I ignored details like that. Instead
         I focused on the fact that the walls were decorated mainly in gun cabinets.
      

      
      Rifles on one wall. Shotguns on the other. Handguns interspersed here and there. I recognized a Winchester .30-.30 carbine,
         a Purdy that looked powerful enough to buckle plate steel, even a General Patton Commemorative six-shooter. They were all
         mounted for show instead of use, all closed behind glass doors. But when I touched the latch on the nearest door, I found
         that it wasn’t locked.
      

      
      Under each of the cabinets were rows of drawers. Mrs Altar had already moved out of the room, still talking, but Ginny paused
         to watch while I pulled a drawer open.
      

      
      It was full of ammunition. In this case, rounds for the .30-.06 Remington mounted level with my nose.

      
      I checked three or four drawers. Each held ammunition for the guns in the cabinet above it.

      
      Murder On Cue might as well hold its mystery camps in an arsenal. Rock and Buffy had enough firepower at their disposal to
         slaughter an entire regiment of paying guests.
      

      
      Ginny wheeled away from me and cut into our guide’s monologue. ‘Mrs Altar.’

      
      Sue-Rose stopped. ‘Please, call me Buffy. I mean it. I really can’t abide formality.’

      
      ‘Mrs Altar.’ Ginny put a snap in the name. ‘I want all these guns taken down and locked away. Somewhere where your guests can’t get at them.’
      

      
      Mrs Altar positively gaped in surprise. ‘Whatever for?’

      
      ‘You’ve hired Fistoulari Investigations for security. Those guns are a security risk. Your guests could shoot up half the
         county before we realized they have that little common sense.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, really.’ Mrs Altar frowned in vexation. ‘You can’t be serious. What kind of people do you think come to my mystery camps?
         Rapists? Child molesters? This is recreation, fun. Our guests have always been responsible members of society. We’ve never
         had the least trouble.
      

      
      ‘We only need security for the insurance. Rock must have explained that to you. You don’t have anything vital to do. The job
         you’re really being paid for is to play along with our mystery, help us enjoy it.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know anything about that,’ Ginny retorted, ‘and I don’t care.’ She wasn’t actually angry. She just sounded angry
         to make her point. ‘You hired me for security, and I mean to take it seriously. That includes routine safety precautions.
         Locking those guns away is definitely a routine safety precaution.’
      

      
      Of course, she could’ve suggesting locking up the ammunition instead. But that idea had a couple of problems. For one thing,
         it made her look like the kind of woman who backed down – which could make her job a lot harder later on. And for another,
         she knew as well as I did that a gun without ammunition is more dangerous than ammunition without a gun. If nothing else,
         people can hit each other with guns. They don’t usually throw ammunition at each other.
      

      
      But Mrs Altar didn’t care about things like that. Unlike Ginny, she was angry. ‘I’ve never heard anything so ridiculous. What good is a hunting lodge full of empty gun cabinets? What kind of atmosphere
         is that?’ If she kept this up, she’d scorch the hair on her coat. ‘If we expected trouble, any trouble at all, do you think we would have hired you?’
      

      
      When she heard what she said, however, she had the good grace to look a bit embarrassed. ‘I mean, Brew just got out of the
         hospital. Knowing you aren’t at your best, we would never have hired you if we weren’t sure there would be no trouble.’
      

      
      ‘I appreciate that, Buffy,’ I put in. ‘But guns are dangerous anyway. People want to touch them. You say your guests aren’t
         the kind of people who shoot each other. That makes the situation even more dangerous. People who don’t know much about guns
         are the ones who have accidents.
      

      
      ‘We aren’t criticizing anyone. We aren’t even complaining.’ Axbrewder’s best imitation of sweet reason. Sometimes when Ginny
         acts fierce I back her up by acting soft. ‘The whole point of a precaution is to prevent trouble, not cause it.’
      

      
      ‘Humour me on this one,’ Ginny put in, sarcastic now instead of angry. ‘I’m the only security you’ve got. If I walk out, you
         won’t have time to hire anybody else. Locking up the guns won’t ruin your mystery. But without two professionals to play against,
         your guests might not have anywhere near as much fun.’
      

      
      Obviously Mrs Altar was accustomed to getting her own way. On the other hand, she must’ve been able to see that Ginny wasn’t
         bluffing. Frowning her irritation, she said, ‘Oh, very well. You can talk to Art about it. He should be around here somewhere.
         But Rock will be very displeased by your uncooperative attitude.’
      

      
      Still fuming to herself, she led us out of the dining room towards the kitchen wing.

      
      Ginny cocked an eyebrow at me.

      
      ‘Makes you wonder,’ I whispered, getting even with her for encouraging Buffy to call me Mick, ‘who used to do security for them.’
      

      
      She snorted. ‘All right,’ she whispered back. ‘I admit it. I should’ve found out more about how we got this job. I should’ve asked who used to do it, and why they aren’t doing it now.
         You satisfied?’
      

      
      I wanted to say something about just how satisfied I was, but we were already entering the kitchen, and Mrs Altar had stopped
         to introduce us to the two people there.
      

      
      Speaking as someone who probably should’ve spent his life being a short-order cook instead of prying into other people’s misery,
         I was impressed by the kitchen. Deerskin Lodge had the equipment to take first-class care of its guests. The room was nearly
         as spacious as the den, with gleaming stainless steel food lockers built into the walls, massive conventional, convection,
         and microwave ovens, plus two huge gas cook tops and more appliances than I could count on short notice – can openers, coffee
         mills, Cuisinarts, blenders, knife sharpeners, the lot. Not to mention utensils and pots and pans, most of them hanging from
         racks bolted to the beams. Also a Hobart dishwasher big enough to double as a car-wash.
      

      
      With a kitchen like that, Christ wouldn’t have needed a miracle to feed the five thousand. I could’ve done it myself, if I
         were healthy.
      

      
      Both people in the kitchen were working. The woman sorted what looked like a few hundred bags of groceries – supplies for
         Murder On Cue, Inc. She was exceptionally pretty in an exceptionally pale sort of way. Her long wavy hair was so blonde it
         was almost white, and her skin seemed outright translucent, letting all the light around her shine in to her bones. Somehow
         her eyes managed to appear deep without having any colour. She didn’t wear rings or bracelets, but from her neck a small silver
         crucifix hung on a fine chain.
      

      
      She met Mrs Altar’s greeting soberly, without a smile. The depth of her eyes and the lines of her face gave the impression
         that she was a woman who never smiled at anyone.
      

      
      
      ‘Brew, Ginny,’ Mrs Altar said, still sounding miffed, ‘this is Faith Jerrick. She’s the cook for the Lodge.’

      
      Instinctively I distrusted Faith Jerrick’s cooking. She was too thin to have much appreciation for food.

      
      ‘That’s Art over there,’ Mrs Altar continued, pointing at the man. ‘Arthur Reeson. He’s the manager.’

      
      At first all we could see of Reeson were his legs. The rest of him was buried under one of the cook tops. The noises he made
         suggested that he was repairing the stove’s innards. But when he heard his name mentioned, he disimmured himself and stood
         up.
      

      
      His dark good looks contrasted strangely with Faith Jerrick’s paleness – black eyes, black hair, swarthy skin made even darker
         by a premature five-o’clock shadow, grease stains, and pipe-dope. He was nearly as tall as I am, and his tight work-shirt
         betrayed an indecent amount of muscle. Like the cook, he didn’t smile, but his expression only resembled a glower because
         his skin and brows were so dark. It was nothing personal.
      

      
      ‘Art,’ said Mrs Altar, ‘this is Ginny Fistoulari and Mick Axbrewder. They’ll be with us for the rest of the week.’ Deliberately
         disavowing us, she added, ‘Ginny wants to ask you something.’
      

      
      When he heard our names, Reeson’s eyebrows went up. But they didn’t stay up. Instead he showed us his stains to apologize
         for not shaking hands. Then he nodded unnecessarily at the cook top.
      

      
      ‘Pilot-less ignitions are a great idea.’ His voice sounded permanently hoarse, as if he’d done too much shouting in his life.
         ‘If you get a gas leak, they don’t blow up the kitchen. But they’re a sonofabitch to fix. What did you want?’
      

      
      As a general rule, Ginny wasn’t what you could call reluctant to assert herself with strangers. But she knew how to be civil
         about it. ‘Mr Reeson,’ she replied evenly, ‘Mr Axbrewder and I are private investigators. Mr Altar hired us to keep an eye
         on the safety and security of his guests for the next week. I’m concerned about the guns in the dining room. They’re a hazard, especially around inexperienced people.
         I’d like them locked up somewhere. I don’t care where, as long as you can keep the key to yourself.’
      

      
      Art Reeson’s eyebrows went up again. Maybe they were on automatic, went up and down by themselves. ‘That’s unusual,’ he said,
         almost croaking. ‘I’ve never been asked to do that before. What’s changed?’
      

      
      ‘I can’t answer that,’ Ginny said without a flicker. ‘I don’t know who did security for Murder On Cue in the past. I have
         no idea why they didn’t object to the accessibility of those guns. But I object, Mr Reeson. I’d object in the same way if Deerskin Lodge kept cases of gelignite lying around.’
      

      
      Reeson didn’t exactly avoid her eyes, but he didn’t precisely meet them, either. ‘I’ll have to ask the owners. They make the
         rules around here. I can’t touch the guns myself without permission.’
      

      
      In a tone that didn’t invite discussion, Ginny said, ‘Please. As soon as possible.’

      
      Brightly Mrs Altar remarked, ‘Well, that’s taken care of, then,’ as if a particularly thorny dispute had been successfully
         negotiated. At once she started talking to Faith Jerrick.
      

      
      ‘Now, Faith, I hope you have some truly special meals planned for my guests. You’ve done wonderful things for us in the past.
         I expect you to surpass yourself.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ the cook replied distantly.

      
      Mrs Altar looked Faith up and down, and sighed. ‘And please call me Buffy. You know I prefer that.’

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Faith repeated. Unlike Reeson, she had the gift of avoiding people’s eyes without making a point of it. Apparently
         she was a woman who didn’t argue much – and didn’t pay much attention to arguments.
      

      
      With a sable shrug, Mrs Altar turned back to Ginny and me. ‘I don’t know why I bother,’ she admitted. ‘I’ve never been able
         to get her to use my name. Shall we go?’ She gestured us out of the kitchen. As soon as we reached the relative privacy of
         the hall, she added, ‘In fact, I don’t think I’ve heard her say more than four words. Yes, no, ma’am, and sir. I think she isn’t, you know’ – Buffy tapped her forehead
         – ‘all there.’
      

      
      Inspired by my usual instinct to come over all manly and protective in the presence of frail women, I muttered, ‘Maybe she
         just doesn’t have anything she wants to say.’ But Mrs Altar ignored me, and Ginny had the decency not to laugh out loud.
      

      
      All this moving around had just about finished me. At the moment I wasn’t especially conscious of pain. My guts had taken
         on a generalized throbbing that felt bearable simply because it was diffuse. But the strain of convalescence and movement
         and concentration had used up my strength. And I couldn’t imagine what contribution I was making. Nobody would miss me if
         I took a little rest somewhere.
      

      
      I managed to catch Mrs Altar before she launched another monologue. ‘Buffy, is there a phone I can use? I should check in
         with our office.’ Which was patent bullshit, but maybe Mrs Altar wouldn’t know that. ‘You can show Ginny the rest of the lodge
         while I’m on the phone.’
      

      
      Fortunately Ginny could take a hint when she’s in the mood. ‘That’s right,’ she said promptly. ‘Your husband gave me the impression
         that Deerskin Lodge has more staff than just Faith and Art. You can introduce me to them and finish showing me around while
         Brew makes his calls.’
      

      
      ‘All right.’ Unlike the matter of the guns, this request didn’t trouble Mrs Altar. ‘There’s only one phone. Our guests aren’t
         supposed to spend their time talking to the rest of the world. But naturally a phone is a necessity. It’s in the manager’s
         office. This way.’
      

      
      She steered us down a hall away from the den. In a moment she stopped in front of a door with a mail-slot. ‘Of course,’ she
         was saying, ‘the lodge doesn’t need a formal manager. The owners have an office back in Puerta del Sol. And the staff has
         been here for a long time. They know what to do. But Art uses this room to do his paperwork – bills and files, registrations, reservations, I don’t know what all.’
      

      
      The door wasn’t locked, so she had no trouble letting us in.

      
      It was an office, all right. I recognized it right away by the filing cabinets and desk, the adding machine and phone. Everything
         possible was made of wood – rustic as all hell – but the oak of the desk and chairs didn’t quite match the blond pine panelling
         and floorboards. Which probably didn’t matter because the lodge’s paying guests weren’t expected to come in here.
      

      
      Ginny stayed outside. After a quick glance around the room, she told me, ‘We’ll come back for you when we’re done,’ and set
         Mrs Altar into motion again with a touch on her arm. Together they receded down the hall.
      

      
      I heard Mrs Altar say, ‘There are only two other people here. Petruchio and Amalia Carbone. Truchi and Ama. He works with
         Art and takes care of the grounds. She’s the housekeeper. They’ll be around somewhere, but they’ll be busy. I don’t think
         I’ve ever seen either of them when they weren’t busy.’
      

      
      Left to myself, I went into the office and closed the door.

      
      I wanted to lie down, but the room lacked a couch, and I didn’t think I could come up with a decent excuse for sprawling on
         the floor, so I sat in the chair behind the desk. It was the biggest one in the room, and it had solid armrests. Also it tilted,
         so that I could adjust my guts into a somewhat more comfortable position. All I wanted was to hurt less and go to sleep for
         a while.
      

      
      But there’s something about sitting at someone else’s desk that makes you feel like looking in the drawers. I resisted the
         impulse briefly. Then I decided what the hell. I was a private investigator. Poking my nose in where it didn’t belong came
         with the territory.
      

      
      Of course, I didn’t find anything interesting. The drawers held perfectly ordinary files and supplies – grocery receipts,
         boxes of paper clips, stuff like that. But my knees didn’t quite fit the desk, and my position while I looked through the drawers shoved them high up under the writing surface.
      

      
      One knee bumped something.

      
      Probably one of the supports. So what? And this was my first day out of bed. I had no business hunching forward and twisting
         the sin out of my stomach to look under the desk.
      

      
      I did it anyway.

      
      I found a pistol in a holster glued to the wood where the person at the desk could reach it easily. I unsnapped the holster,
         pulled out the gun.
      

      
      It was a Smith & Wesson .44 with a long, underlugged barrel, the kind of gun you use when you want to hit something small
         and far away and make sure it stays dead.
      

      
      For no special reason except I’m an intuitive fool and can’t resist the impulse to jump to conclusions in all directions,
         I suddenly felt sure that Art Reeson liked guns. The owners didn’t use this desk, he did. He liked being surrounded by weaponry.
      

      
      He probably didn’t want to do what Ginny had asked him.

      
      I hesitated. Apparently he’d worked for Deerskin Lodge for a long time – and the owners certainly wouldn’t keep a manager
         who made a regular practice of waving guns around. Murder On Cue had never had any trouble. Maybe he was just indulging an
         innocent fetish.
      

      
      Nevertheless where I come from people who like guns that much are always trouble. No exceptions.

      
      Sometimes being intuitive helps. And sometimes it makes you look like an idiot. But I was too tired and sore and possibly
         even feverish to be reasonable, so I made a snap decision. Swinging open the cylinder, I poured out the shells and dropped
         them into the bottom of one of the drawers. Then I put the .44 back where I found it.
      

      
      After that, like a man with a job well done, I leaned back in the chair, closed my eyes, and napped the nap of the just.
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