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Bruce Bonnington-Thoms is a publisher. He's not the Head Man in the organisation - though he might like to be one day - but he's tough, young, headstrong and ambitious. In the normal course of events I might stand by and watch him get himself into a real mess, but for one thing: his uncle was a friend of mine, a good friend in the Services, and when he asked me to go and help young Brucie out of a hole, I went.

It was a mild, midsummer day when I got to his office. I'd been in London a couple of weeks, house-sitting for a friend while he was over in Hong Kong, and it was a short bus ride from Docklands to the publishing house, back west along the river, and almost into the City. It was a plush office, in an old, imposing building. The publishers had the whole of the second floor. Bruce had for himself the whole of a hundred square feet. When I got there he looked as though he'd been pacing it for a while. I guess if he'd lost any hair I would have thought he'd been tearing it out, he was that agitated.

"Where is it?" he was snapping at his secretary. "Where in God's name -" He spotted me and paused in mid-blaspheme.

"I'm -" I volunteered.

"I know who you are," he said brusquely. He turned to the attractive young woman. "Janine, find us some coffee."

The young girl was past being a teenager, and was thin but attractive, in a capable sort of way. Her pretty pink face was screwed up in exasperation.

"Best of luck 'finding' the coffee," I told her, then turned to Bruce. "You've 'lost' the coffee? Does it happen often?"

She squeezed past on her way out and gave a grateful little grin, partly for making a fairly feeble kind of joke and maybe for taking up the attention of her grumpy boss, and getting her off the hook. 

"Things go missing round this office, yes," Bruce said tersely. "Too often." He kept turning over papers on his desk, then looked in the waste-paper bin. Then he started on a low table up against the window. When he couldn't find what he was looking for, he turned angrily back to his desk.

It was a large desk, from what I could see of it, and would have been impressive if it hadn't been covered completely in wodges of paper. Piles of it toppled in all directions. It looked a completely disorganised mess. I took the seat opposite his, folded my knees, leaned back and waited for him to give me some attention.

In the meantime, I watched him curiously. He was a fine specimen, early twenties, fit, (but then his uncle had introduced him to his gym, the best,) tanned from foreign holidays and rich - from his family, not from the pittance he earned as a new and inexperienced publisher. The only thing that spoiled his whole act was his damn arrogance:

His uncle had briefed me on that. I could only smile.

"Family trait, Sam," I told him meaningfully. We'd served together; I knew him better than most.

Bruce sat down, flustered, temporarily defeated.

"Something I can help you with?" I prompted.

"What CAN you do for me?" he asked, a sarcastic, lazy smile flitting unflatteringly across his handsome features. 

"For you, nothing," I said honestly. "Look, your uncle is a good friend of mine. We don't see each other often, but I owe him something. I'm quite happy to help out. We've had a good chat. He tells me that you've been targeted, nothing very serious, but threatening letters, phone calls maybe. There's the though that you may have been followed, right? But nobody has ever got close...."

He frowned. "Someone must have got into this office," he declared. "My papers are all upside down, and I can't find my star manuscript. I'm in trouble, but then, that's probably the point, isn't it? Someone is out to get me, there's no doubt in my mind."

"And the reason?"

There was a soft rap on the door. Janine entered with a tray. She came over and offered me a cup. There was no space on the desk, or the table, or the top of the filing cabinet, so she had to hover while I took the coffee and added cream and sugar. It gave me a good chance to admire her pretty face and admire her trim figure in the gingham summer dress. She didn't seem to mind the attention; she seemed to be acting as though it was a welcome break from Mr Bruce here. I grinned at her. She seemed fairly capable; I had little doubt that if called on, she could have taken over, and probably done a better job than our little, bright Prima Donna. Well, there was no justice. If publishers are no good at recognising talent - and they aren't - then it should be no surprise that Janine was doing the typing and Bruce doing the bossing, when it should have been the other way round.

"Nice perfume," I said admiringly, after the door was safely shut.

"I don't know," Bruce told me. "I've got no sense of smell."

His voice was muffled: he was under the desk. Evidently he had found nowhere to place his own cup of coffee and had put it on the floor. While bending over, he had seen another few piles of paper under his desk, stretching back against the window, and had seen fit to check them out too.

I looked around, my nose twitching. There was another aroma too, beyond Janine's. I hadn't noticed it before, because when I arrived the door was open and the smells of the building had all wafted in. But now, after a while of the door being shut, I was getting the authentic whiffs of the office itself, and it wasn't pleasant.

Did Bruce leave his dirty socks in his desk drawer?

I stood up and walked to the window. No, getting fainter. I walked back to the other side. Door on the right, window ahead of me. Where was it coming from?

"You looking too?" Bruce said sarcastically, head poking over the top of the desk. I looked over: I liked him on his knees.

"You keep looking for what you want," I told him, "then we'll have a good talk and I'll see if there's anything I can do for you. Or Uncle Sam - HE'S the one whose paying me, after all."

"What CAN you do?" his voice said, muffled again, behind the desk.

"If someone really is gunning for you, I could find out who. I'm sure I could. I've done this sort of thing before. We find out who it is and then we scare them off. I can do that. I'm good at that sort of thing." While I was talking, mumbling really, I was walking forward. The smell of the coffee was masking whatever it was now, but then my eyes took over.

"You always keep jam in the filing cabinet?" I asked quietly. There was something sticky dripping from one of the lower drawers. It didn't look very pleasant.

"What? What's that?"

I walked over to the filing cabinet and gingerly took hold of the handle to the drawer. It was heavy, but wasn't locked. Bruce looked over, saw something of what I was trying to do, and got up off his knees. He came over and stood, looking over my shoulder.

I pulled again, harder, then harder. It was stiff, too heavy to be merely files. Then all of a sudden it popped, sliding along its tracks and coming completely open, all in a rush.

"What is it?" Bruce gasped. Even if the smell hadn't hit him, the gruesome sight did. It was awful.

'It's a warning, Brucie," I said. "Somebody is definitely trying to tell you something. And I don't think they like you very much." 

It was a horse's head.
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I left about half an hour later. It wasn't worth waiting around.

After we'd found the piece of equestrian figure, he came over faint. At one point he looked as if he might faint dead away; luckily, it didn't develop that far. Janine came in and sort of took over. She hustled Brucie out into her office, shut the door firmly on his and got to work on the phone. She went through the Yellow Pages and eventually found a cleaning firm that wasn't put off by the task offered - in fact it was the first one to take job seriously enough not to laugh outright. They got the commission. Then she sent me and Laughing Boy down to the Coffee Shop on the ground floor, where we could fight the gorge rising over coffee and croissants. She was left in charge. Fine. It was what she was good at.

I got little else from Bruce. Basically, he wasn't sure what day it was, let alone be a convincing witness on the campaign against him. Sure, the filing cabinet filler was pretty convincing, but the other 'incidents' didn't add up to as much as the memory of an alien abduction. The same: there were no witnesses, no photos, no tapes. He had had threatening calls on his answering machine, he alleged, but of course he wiped them. What a testimony! None of it would stand up in court.

Basically I agreed to look into it, because what else could
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