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Rain hammered against the smoke-hazed
windows of my fourth floor office, the wind driving the giant drops
against the cracked glass like machine gun fire. The rapping noise
aggravated my already pounding headache. I wondered, not for the
first time that morning, why I had bothered to come into the office
at all. I would rather have been in my apartment curled up on my
ratty cot with a bottle of hooch. I compromised by opening a bottle
of cheap Scotch that I had squirreled away in a desk drawer.

After I poured myself a generous portion, I
faced the window once again and smiled at my reflection. The office
might be a mess, but I took pride in my appearance. I brushed a
loose strand of dark-brown hair off of my forehead and checked the
closeness of my shaving job. Satisfied, I looked into my
reflection’s brown eyes and grinned. “Cheers.”

The alcohol took the edge off of my
headache, but it lurked in the background, thumping like a bass
drum. Turning back to my desk, I glared at the mountain of paper in
front of me, wishing the alcohol would do something about it as
well. It was a mixture of unpaid bills and junk mail. Mostly bills.
Sick of looking at it, I swept it all into a wire waste basket
beside my scuffed and scratched desk. I could remove "clean my
desk" from my to-do list, which came right after “write a to-do
list”.

Reaching for a smoke, my fingers encountered
a sadly empty shirt pocket. A sigh escaped my lips as I realized I
was down to one pack and no green to buy any more. I pulled the
final pack out of my cluttered desk drawer, opened the seal, drew
out a cigarette with the reverence that a dying man would give to
his final meal, and slid it between my lips. A flicker of flame
appeared at the end of my index finger and I lit the tip of the cig
with it. I shook my hand to put out the flame and took a long,
steady drag.

The smoke blasted back out of my lungs as a
knock at my door startled the daylights out of me. I had three
guesses as to who it could be. One, it was the landlord, a gnarled
old man with a high-pitched voice who would be asking for this
month’s rent. And last month’s. Two, it was the fuzz, looking for
answers to questions about “unethical behavior” on my last case. In
my defense, I did solve the case, and anyway, I was just helping
the client’s daughter celebrate her becoming of legal age. Three,
the long shot, was that it was a new client.

If I was a gambling man, I’d have been
kissing the horse with the gimp leg.

After downing the rest of
my liquid breakfast, stashing the bottle of Scotch beneath my desk,
and setting the burning cigarette on the edge of the ash tray, I
called to my unexpected guest. Turned out to be guests. Two figures walked in,
backlit by the sick yellow lights of the hallway. One was a
well-dressed man with a closely-trimmed goatee, cropped black hair,
and the smell of financial well-being. The other was a gorgeous
pair of legs in silk stockings framed between the hem of a short
black skirt and shiny black high-heels. I looked up to see the rest
of her and wasn’t disappointed - hourglass figure, silky midnight
hair, full candy-apple-red lips. Her sea-green eyes caught mine and
for a moment I was lost in their waters, until the voice of her
companion pulled me to shore.

“You’re Rick Walker?” he
asked, making a face as if he smelled something terrible. I figured
it was just disappointment with me, until I remembered I still
hadn't taken care of that rat behind the bookshelf.

I picked up my still-burning cigarette and
pointed it at the guy. “Depends on who’s asking and why. If you’re
here to give me money, I am. If you’re here to collect it, my name
is Manuel Ortega.”

In my periphery, I caught the dame smirking,
but the man narrowed his eyes and continued on. “My name is
Billingsly. Frederick Billingsly. My brother was murdered.”

Shit on me, I knew that name. Word on the
street was that Frederick Billingsly was a wealthy man with rich
tastes. His menu usually listed rare magical treasures, and the
wine list was chock full of illegal items. High-priced antiques,
one-of-a-kind objects, unsanctioned enchanted artifacts. Things had
just gotten very interesting.

“My condolences on your
loss,” I said with as much sympathy as I could fake.

“The police think it was
suicide, but I knew my brother. There’s just no way he’d take his
own life.”

“And I’m inclined to
believe your word over the police’s,” I said, gesturing for the two
of them to sit down in front my desk, “as the cops don’t know their
blowholes from their assholes.” I took a drag on my cig and leaned
over the desk. “So why me?”

The two glanced at each other briefly before
Freddy answered. “We think magic was involved.”

My right eyebrow shot up. “Magic, huh?” I
reclined in my seat, tucked the cigarette between my lips, and
folded my arms over my chest. “All right, you got my
attention.”

“Henry, my brother, lived
with us on our estate. Two days ago one of our servants found him
dead with a gun in his hand. A gun out of my own collection, I'm
afraid.” Freddy’s resolve wavered a bit, but he marched on like a
trooper. “He had been shot in the head. There was a note in his
handwriting that said, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t live this lie anymore.’
The police chalked it up as a suicide, and I very nearly did, too.
Except that there was no motivation for him to do it. And because I
know for a fact that magic was involved in some way. You see, I
happen to own a thaumotector.” I drew in a sharp breath, which
Freddy noticed. “So you know what it is?”

“Yeah, and I know there are
less than a hundred of them in the entire world.”

“Yes, well, I checked the
thaumotector on a hunch and it registered a small trace of magical
residue in the room. Unfortunately, I lack the knowledge and skills
necessary to do a thorough examination with the device. It’s merely
a part of my collection. But regardless, I don’t practice magic, my
wife doesn’t practice magic, and my brother certainly didn’t. So
where did that residue come from?”

I didn’t answer. The only thing that had
gotten my attention was the revelation that this woman was Freddy’s
wife. I had figured on that, but there had been the hope that she
was a sister or daughter. I had already been in enough trouble
involving clients’ wives in the past, so common sense dictated
keeping myself away from her. But after a covert glance of her
plunging neckline and the scenery peeking over it, I told my common
sense to pack its bags and take a vacation.

Through great effort, I managed to shift my
focus back to the case and asked, “Did the fuzz bring in any
diviners to the crime scene?”

Freddy shook his head. “No. They took one
look and declared it suicide. Open and shut.”

After a final drag, I stubbed out my
cigarette and dropped the remains into the ashtray, picking up my
pack without thinking about it. “Not a surprise. Cops don’t like
divvies. You can’t hide anything from ‘em, and cops always have
something to hide.”

I offered a smoke to Freddy, who politely
declined. His wife, however, pulled one from the pack with
beautifully slender fingers decorated with dark red nails. I lit
the tip of it for her with my finger, at which her eyes sparkled
with amusement, and she took a slow, sensual drag from it with her
luscious lips. What I wouldn’t have given to be that cigarette.

“Can you ease my mind on
this, Mr. Walker?” Freddy spoke, scattering my lustful thoughts.
“Can you figure out if it was truly suicide or a
murder?”

I leaned as far back in my chair as I could
and took a drag, holding it a moment with a look of thought on my
face. There were no thoughts to be had; I needed the money, so I
needed the case. With a deliberately slow exhalation, I watched the
smoke rise into the air and dissipate before I answered.

“Mr. Billingsly, this
office may not look like much, and I may not look like much -
outside of my good looks of course - but my talents are top notch.
I can give you an answer. But I’m going to need time and I’m going
to need resources.”

“Resources?”

“Money. I ask for half my
fee in advance to cover possible expenses of the case. Any expenses
incurred will be added to the final half of the fee.”
Expenses was a fancy way
of saying pay-offs and
bribes. Freddy caught on and nodded
eagerly.

“Whatever it takes, Mr.
Walker.”

“Please, call me Rick. For
a case like this I ask for twenty-five and double-ohs up front.
Give me a week to get back to you. If you don’t hear from me in a
week, it means I’m dead. I wouldn’t worry, though, since that
doesn’t happen very often.”

Freddy gave me a nervous half-smile and then
began writing out a check. As his pen scribbled away, I stole
another glance at his wife. She took a drag, pursed her lips, blew
the smoke upwards, and smiled at me. I returned it. God, those lips
were like fruit and I wanted to taste them.

“Two thousand five hundred
dollars, Mr. Walker. Rick.” Freddy handed the check to me.
I stared at it for a moment despite myself; it had been a while
since I had seen a number that big on a check. Payment for spying
on cheating spouses just isn’t the same, though the job itself can
be fun. But fun doesn't pay the bills. “If you get back to me in
less than a week, you’ll get the other half plus another five
grand.” My head snapped up. There was no trace of humor or
deception on Freddy’s face. I nodded, excited at the prospect of a
ten-k job.

Pocketing the check, I switched myself to
business mode. “Before you leave, I have a few questions for you.”
I leaned over the desk, hands folded in front of me. “First, where
is your brother’s body?”

“It’s in the downtown
morgue.”

I resisted the urge to sigh in frustration
as I realized what that meant, and I continued with the
questioning. “Who else knew your brother well? Character witnesses,
if you will.”

“Well, besides myself, my
wife Evangeline.” Finally, she had a name. “He also had a business
partner, Danny Coleman. He was Henry’s best friend. Any one of us
could answer questions for you.”

“Good. Do the cops have the
suicide note and the gun?”

“Yes, they took them as
evidence of course.”

Nothing like a dangerous challenge. “Lastly,
can I stop over to look at your thaumotector?”

“Do you know how to use
it?” the man asked, his eyes lighting up.

"I know enough to get by," I shrugged.
"Enough to get a little more information from it."

"Excellent! Yes, please, come by and have a
look. Anything you need." My eyes darted to Mrs. Billingsly on
their own accord. She caught the look and winked.

The two of them stood up and I
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