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This story was written and takes place in Silver City, New Mexico, but it’s a Silver City that lives in the author’s head, not the real place. Some of the place names might be the same in both worlds, due to limits on the author’s imagination, but they aren’t the same at all. Honest. And certainly all the people are figments of his fevered thoughts. They must be. They can’t possibly be real.
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“You look a bit down,” Donna said as she put a cup of coffee in front of Matt. “With your office just about to open, I thought you’d be all excited and happy.”

Matt Cramer pulled the coffee mug close, where he could feel the steam rising. Then he smiled up at the gregarious co-owner (with her husband Mel) of Pizzaz — the newest coffee shop in Silver City, New Mexico.

“I’m not sure it’s going to happen,” he said, hearing a gloomy tone in his own voice. “The new paint hasn’t even quite dried on the walls and when I went in this morning to check... well, it looks like it will have to be repainted.”

“Did that guy you hired screw it up?”

Matt shook his head. “I don’t know what happened. It isn’t that he did a bad job putting on the paint.”

“Then what’s the matter? Did he get the color wrong?”

Matt tried to steer the conversation away from his real worry. “I guess you could say it’s the color all right. The colors, actually... not that it looks all that bad. At the moment the room has an abstract flair about it — gives the place a more vibrant look than I’d expected.”

“Well, that’s fine then. Silver City is a funky place. A strange décor will fit right in.”

“I’m not so sure. I can’t see working in a room with that much garish color. That might make it hard to concentrate. It might deter more conservative clients too.”

Donna nodded without comment. She was a good listener. “Then talk to this Josh, character. Sort him out.”

Matt let out a long breath. “Well, I thought that, before I talk to him about doing the cleaning and then repainting the walls, I need to find out whose blood it is. If it’s his, I’ll probably need to find someone else.”

“Blood?” she asked.

“I’m no expert, but it looks like blood to me. It is rapidly turning a deep brownish red, and it has that texture.”

“And you don’t know whose it is?”

Matt flinch. “Even for a detective, it’s hard to tell that sort of thing without a body.”

“Your office has nothing in it but blood?”

Matt sipped his coffee, thinking, watching Donna try to picture it. 

“Just blood, splattered all over the place. It looks like someone walked in and exploded.”

“I don’t like that picture,” she said.

“Even if that’s what happened, the remote possibility that someone or something came in and exploded, I’d expect to find some bone and tissue. But there isn’t any.”

“Then where did the blood come from?”

Matt held up a finger. “That’s the question I’ve been avoiding thinking about since I walked in there this morning and saw the mess.” He grinned. “Maybe it was some kind of magic.”

Matt noted Donna flinch. “Magic?”

“Just considering all the possibilities. That’s probably low on the list.”

She seemed relieved. “What do the police say?” she asked.

The pointed question had him squirming uncomfortably in his chair. “Nothing yet. I haven’t mentioned it to them.”

“You didn’t report it?”

“Given the amount of blood that is on the walls, I thought I should see if I could locate the body the blood came from before I made a fuss.”

“A fuss?” 

It was tough to explain, but from his perspective, Matt felt he was reasonable. Finding out what happened went hand in hand with finding out who it happened to — assuming the corpse still had hands, that is. 

“When you call the police, you need to have an idea what it was you want to report.”

“What are you two on about?” Mel asked, coming over to the table. It was a slow morning at the coffee shop so far.

“He didn’t call the police,” Donna said.

“Why would he? The coffee is good.”

“Funny,” Donna said. “It seems someone splattered blood around his office.”

Donna looked at Matt. “For real?”

“I think it’s blood. Whatever it is, there is a lot of it.”

“Wow. Whose body?”

“No body. Just blood. Or something that looks like blood.”

“Still a crime,” Donna said.

Matt scowled. “Is it?”

“Of course, Mister Private Investigator. Even if it’s paint that would be vandalism, right? And if some goof slaughtered an animal in your office, I’d think it’s at least a code violation. I was reading how hard it was to get a slaughterhouse licensed around here.”

If no one saw a crime committed in the woods and no one reported it, did the crime exist? 

“If it is, I’d probably be the one that who got cited,” Matt pointed out. “I’m not exactly on great terms with the police. I was kind of thinking I might investigate a little further before I called them. No point in getting excited about nothing.”

“What have you done so far?” Donna asked.

Matt considered the question. “I stared at the blood, if that’s what it is, for a time. Then I locked the office and came here for coffee.” To make his point, he sipped it. “Ah. That will get the brain cells ticking over.”

“You really don’t want your brain cells ticking over,” Mel said. “They aren’t designed to tick.”

“It’s a metaphor,” Matt said.

“A bad one. It conjures up the wrong image altogether.”

Fortunately, at that juncture, a small group of poets came in for their morning coffee klatch and discussions of better metaphors. 

“Catch you later,” Mel said rushing over to get their orders and freeing Matt from having to think about the implications of brain cells ticking or not ticking. 

As Donna pointed out, he had more important things to worry about.

“You need to call the cops,” she said. “Their job is to look into suspicious things.”

“Mine too.” It galled Matt to have to remind people that he was a private investigator.

“Yeah, but it’s only your job when someone pays you to do it, right? The cops are on salary. Why not let them earn their keep? They can at least decide if the crime is vandalism or a rather suspicious death, of animal or a human.”

She had a valid point. Even if Matt was a very good private investigator, he was a poor client and he couldn’t afford the expensive lab tests to determine what kind of blood it was. 

“Think of it as outsourcing,” she said.

Matt scowled. “What is?”

“Having the police get answers to those questions for you. The police need to know it happened in case it is a murder. You have to file a report. Was a window broken? The lock picked?”

Matt shook his head. His concern was about Josh. He liked the guy, as well as you can like someone you just met. Not that they had a lot in common, other than a shared interest in the history of the mines in the area, but he hoped nothing had happened to him.

“I think the first order of business is to find out where the hell Josh is,” he said.

Donna glared at him. “Make that the first thing to do after you report the crime, Matt. Let the police figure out if that is blood and, if it is, if it’s human blood. While they run tests, you can hire yourself to find the painter and see if he’s okay. It will be okay to assume that it’s just some terrible mess that will mean your walls need redoing.”

“He had the color just right, too,” Matt said. 

There was merit to her suggestion. As an investigator, he was trained not to make assumptions. You needed to investigate, but without a lab, without the money to pay a lab, he had to involve the police, get their help... even if that was distasteful.

“Rupert will love this,” he said, making a face. 

“Matt Cramer —”

“I’ll call it in,” he said. “Although, the more I think about it, the more I’m sure it can’t be blood.”

“Why?”

“If it was blood, then Josh, or whoever donated all that blood, had to somehow manage to leave. Logically, a person who left behind that much blood didn’t just stroll on home. They would have had to be hauled off, dragged away.”

“Well, maybe that’s what happened.” 

Matt shook his head. “There weren’t any scuff marks or blood trails that would suggest anything like that happened. There was not a single sign that a bloody corpse had been shoved, slid, or otherwise dragged out the door. Except for the walls and puddles on the floor, the place looks great.”

“And nothing was disturbed?”

“It’s empty. We took everything out.”

His new-to-him desk, the second-hand walnut desk he’d bought at Silver Antiques, was stored in his house, crammed in along with his filing cabinet and a few other things. 

Josh had insisted on them hauling it away before he started work. “I don’t want to be responsible for getting paint on the office things,” he said. And he was adamant enough on the point that he’d borrowed a truck from Gene Savage to haul it all out. 

“I didn’t see any clues at all,” Matt said. “Just the blood.”

“Blood, or paint, or whatever.”

“Right.”

Matt searched his memory. “You know, I read a while back about people spontaneously combusting,” Matt said. “I wonder if people can explode the same way?”

“Wouldn’t that leave bones?” Donna asked. “And clothing, and hair...”

Donna had a knack for raining on his parade. “It was a passing thought.”

“Could it be animal blood?” Donna asked.

Matt shrugged. “Without a lab and someone who knows how to test such things, I have no way of knowing. All the animal blood I’ve seen has looked a lot like human blood.”

“Maybe it smells different.” She wrinkled her nose as if she smelled something bad. 

“Why? What made you think of that?”

“You mentioned magic. Don’t some sorcerers or shaman use animal blood in their spells?”

“I think you’re right, but I’ve never heard of their spells or potions exploding. That’s more a gender reveal party thing.”

“Just a thought,” she said.

And it wasn’t a bad thought. The idea of it being an animal intrigued him. “It would have to have been a bigish animal. You couldn’t get that much blood from a cat or even a fox.”

“I was just tossing out ideas,” Donna said. “It wasn’t thought out.”

“I think someone would have noticed an elk or bear waltzing into my office. or someone dragging a carcass out. It’s right downtown, not on some back street.”

“We do get the occasional deer or black bear strolling through downtown,” she said.

“True.” It was one of the dubious benefits of a small, rural town in the great Southwest. “But people tend to notice.”

Even then, the animal theory was sketchy. It demanded believing someone had brought an animal into his freshly painted office, without breaking the lock, and butchered it, then hauled off the carcass.

Matt didn’t find it reasonable. The only reason for considering it at all was that he desperately wanted to believe the blood wasn’t human. There could be consequences from someone sacrificing an animal in his office, but it wouldn’t put him in the middle of a murder investigation.

“I hope it is from an animal,” he said.

“You do?”

“When you are opening a new business, a people business, a new detective agency, having someone slaughtered in it doesn’t make for a great start. I think the Chinese call and opening like that inauspicious.”

“On the other hand, there is a bizarre appropriateness to a murder committed in a private detective’s office. Very Raymond Chandler.”

Matt almost laughed. Part of him, his romantic nature, agreed with the cheerful Donna. He found the idea of a locked-room murder mystery in his own office intriguing. “But, from a marketing perspective, it would be better if I solved a mysterious locked-room murder that happened in someone else’s office.” 

“I suppose,” she said, sounding sad. “But you won’t be able to convince the cops that is a valid reason for not reporting a crime. Call the cops.” Then she headed off to clear the poets’ table.

Part of Matt’s reluctance was that the act of calling the cops made him feel like he was admitting he wasn’t a pro. Chief Shugart had thought it funny enough when he let Matt know that his license had been approved. 

“I was going to put it in a Crackerjack box for you. I thought that would give it the right ambiance. Unfortunately, the state wants to mail it to you.”

He thought he was a funny guy, Chief Shugart did.

Matt went over to the counter and topped up his mug from the house blend and grabbed a brownie from the jar. He put a dollar on the counter and went back to his chair where he took out his phone and put in the dreaded call.

“What’s the hold-up?” Donna said when she walked by and saw him staring at his phone.

“Trying to decide what number to call.”

“Try 911,” she said.

“Isn’t that supposed to be for emergencies? This isn’t exactly urgent.”

“It’s reporting a crime,” Donna said. “Make the damn call.”

“911,” the operator said, helpfully. “What’s your emergency?”

“I’m not sure if it is one,” he said.

“Then why did you call?”

Matt took a deep breath and explained about opening his office door and find blood splattered all over the fresh paint.

“How do you know it’s blood?” the operator asked.

“It looks like blood.”

“Is there a body?”

“Just blood.”

“Could it be paint?”

“It could be. I don’t think so. But if it’s paint, then it’s vandalism.”

“But not an emergency.”

“Whatever happened, it sure messes up my business plan. I wanted to get my office all set up by this week.”

“I’ll send someone over.”

“Where?”

“To your office.”

“It’s locked.”

“Aren’t you calling from your office?”

“No, I’m at the coffee shop.”

“Go to your office and wait. Make certain no one enters, and the officer will meet you there.”

Matt sighed and drank his coffee too fast, knowing it would churn a little in his stomach. Then he left, munching on the brownie as he walked back to his office.

Donna was right. The right thing to do was to let them determine what kind of crime this was. If it was vandalism, then he’d need to call the insurance company. They wouldn’t take his word for the damage and would insist on sending someone to take a look before paying his claim.

Thinking about the insurance company stopped Matt stop in his tracks. With a long sigh, he scratched calling the insurance company off his mental list. Getting business insurance was still an item on his to-do list. 

Not that he hadn’t tried, but none of the insurance agents he’d called had returned his calls. Or they had, but his spotty cell phone service would mean he would get the voicemail alerts in a few days.

The years he’d spent working in Santa Fe had let him forget what a small town like Silver City was like. He hadn’t given a thought to the challenges it would offer. Opening an office and doing business here wasn’t like in a city... nothing like it. Here, things moved at a different pace — much slower, almost glacial. 

Of course, he’d left for Santa Fe right after getting his BA from Western, and now he needed to readjust to this world. The process clearly would be more of a challenge and require more patience than he’d planned on.

He stopped in front of his office and stared in the window of an art gallery looking at the work. It amazed him how a person could put so many beads on a cow's skull. He liked the idea. The artist had given the bones new life.

He wondered what life had been lost in his office. More, he wondered why.
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Matt turned to watch as the police cruiser pulled up in front of the old brick building. He greeted the young officer who got out of the car and walked up the step, noting that the policeman was tall. Even though Matt was nearly six feet tall, he had to look up at him.

“Hello, officer. I’m Matt Cramer. I called in the... crime.”

“Officer Ravenwalk,” the man said.

“Is that an Indian name?” Matt asked. He didn’t care, but since he’d stalled in making the call, he wanted to be polite and develop a rapport.

“I suspect it’s Irish,” the man said as Matt unlocked the door and opened it, letting the policeman step inside. Matt let the cheap sarcasm slide. He was still in his be-polite-and-see mode.

“Fresh paint,” Matt said as he noticed the policeman wrinkle his nose. “That’s the smell.”

“What a mess! Looks like blood.”

“That’s why I called you. I opened the door to see how the work was going and found this.”

“This blood?”

Matt shrugged. “If that’s what it is. I suppose one important question is whether it’s human or animal.”

Ravenwalk gave him an incredulous look. “What kind of animal would splatter its blood over the walls?”

What kind of human would?

“If it is from an animal, I doubt it splattered its blood there deliberately.”

“What kind of exotic animal were you keeping in here?”

“I wasn’t keeping anything in here. We emptied the room to paint it.”

“So, you took the animal home?”

“No. I don’t have an animal. I’m not a caretaker; I don’t have any pets. Hell, even a cactus dies if I’m caring for it.”

“Regular nature boy.”

“Sarcasm isn’t helpful.”

“Sorry. But you gotta admit that whatever this is, it is freaking weird.”

“Is that the technical term you’ll put in your report... weird?”

“Not happening.” The officer sniggered as he heard his own words, then put his hands on his hips and stared at the walls. 

After a few minutes, he sighed and took out a notebook and pen. “Okay, Mr. Chambers...”

“Cramer.”

“Whatever.” 

So much for accuracy. 

“Any idea who did this? And why?”

“None. I don’t even know what they did yet.”

“Good point.” He looked around. “I take it you are just moving in?”

“Yeah. I started moving in a week ago and then decided the place needed painting. I hoped to open next week. I came in this morning to see if the paint was dry.”

“What kind of work do you do?”

“I’m a private detective.”

A look of surprise spread over the officer’s face. “No shit? A PI in Silver City? There’s enough stuff to investigate here?”

That was the idea. “The crime here keeps you guys pretty busy sometimes.”

“Sometimes. But we don’t have to worry about generating billable hours. Our presence is desired enough to pay us salaries. With benefits.”

“PIs provide protection too. We fill in the gaps. The police force can’t provide everything.” That was out of the handbook.

Ravenwalk started to say something, then changed his mind. “Right.” He waved the pen over the notebook. “And how many clients do you currently have?”

“That’s privileged information.”

The policeman smiled. “None, right?”

“None of your business.”

“It’s information I consider germane to the case. This could be the work, or the blood, of a disgruntled client.”

Matt reminded himself to use the word ‘germane’ when talking to his clients... when he got some clients. It sounded professional.

“I told you I hadn’t opened the office. I just got my license.”

“A newbie.” He snorted. “I’ll file a report, but I can’t promise much. It looks like vandalism.”

“Not if it’s blood.”

The policeman stared at the walls. “Unlikely. I’m thinking paint.”

“Are you going to take a sample?” he asked the policeman.

“Of what?”

Matt pointed at the sticky reddish-brown globs drying on his walls. “Of that. That paint, or blood, or whatever. Don’t we need to find out what it is?”

The officer stuck out a finger and wiped it in a gooey red mass, then brought it to his nose and sniffed it. “Smells like possum blood.”

The statement startled Matt. “You can tell that by the smell?”

“Hey, having Indian blood can be useful.”

“You are putting me on.”

The officer laughed. “Yeah. I have no idea what it is. All I smell is paint. Nice color, by the way. I like that reddish, stucco-looking shade.”

“It fits in with the locale. I figured on putting some nice landscapes on the wall.”

“Canyons and arroyos, shit like that?”

“Yeah.”

“No saguaro cactus, though. That’s Nevada.”

“I’m a New Mexico boy.”

The man nodded. “Sounds nice. Calm.”

“What about taking a sample of this stuff and finding out what it is?”

“I’ll file my report and see what the chief says. I guess I’ll have to call someone and see what we do with unknown substances.”

“You don’t know?”

He laughed. “I have no idea. I’m a new hire.”

“They sent a rookie to investigate?”

“Hey, it really doesn’t seem to be much of a crime.”

“Only if it isn’t blood.”

Officer Ravenwalk looked around uneasily. “Yeah.”

“And they did cover that in your training?”

“The protocol gives me one year to complete my training.”

“What happens if you don’t? Complete it, I mean. Do they fire you retroactively?”

He laughed again. “Hey man, that’s a good question. I just figured I’d have to go back to working in the bar. I was a good bouncer.” He rubbed his chin. “Who has keys to the office besides you?”

Finally, a good investigator-type question. Matt assumed a professional tone, wanting to encourage him. “Well, I do, of course, and the real estate company that manages the building, I lease the space, has one... and Josh has one.”

“Josh?”

“The guy who painted the walls.” He didn’t mention that Josh had picked out the color.

“No shaman?”

“What? Why would a shaman have a key to my office?”

“That would be my next question.”

Matt took a breath. “Okay, what made you ask about a shaman?”

Ravenwalk nodded, understanding. “I saw a ceremonial place that had this kind of splatter on the walls once.”

“You did?”

“I was a kid.”

“Oh.”

“But that was in a cave. And the blood had been dry for a hundred years or so.”

“So not the same at all.”

“Not that different.”

“Except for the hundred-year part. That gave them time to get rid of the body.”

“I suppose so. Tell me, where can I find this Josh now?”

“I have no idea. He was working in here yesterday. I wouldn’t expect him to come back until the paint was dry.”

The policeman scribbled furiously. “Why would he return to the scene of the crime?”

“To get paid. And to finish the trim.”

“Right. Is that normal behavior?”

Matt shook his head. “How would I know? I’ve never had an office painted before.”

“I meant for Josh.”

“I’ve never had Josh paint an office before.”

The good officer looked flustered. “What company does he work for?”

“None.”

“He’s a friend?”

“No. I was looking for someone to work cheap and the lady who runs the mission recommended him. She said he’s been out of work for some time.”

“Is he homeless?”

It bothered Matt that he’d never asked. “I don’t really know. Might be.”

“And yet you gave this person a key to your office?”

“Why wouldn’t I?”

“A guy you don’t know... he might rob you.”

Matt waved his arms around. “Of what? This is an empty room.”

Nodding thoughtfully, the policeman looked around the room, letting his eyes take in the space. 

“And this is how the room was when you gave him the key?”

“No. It needed painting then and wasn’t covered in blood.”

“Why did you give him a key?”

Matt looked at Ravenwalk. The boy was slow. “I thought if he had a key, it might make getting in and out easier.”

“It would. Good point.” Then he turned toward the door. “I’ll find out about testing this... stuff. I’ll secure your office as a crime scene until then. And please don’t leave town without letting us know.”

“Why?”

The young man stopped, thinking. “Because we might want to ask you some questions. You don’t have anything to hide, do you?”

The look the man gave Matt made him wonder if maybe he did. “No, of course not. I wouldn’t call the police if I did.”

Officer Ravenwalk gave him a relieved smile. “Good. Give me your contact information. I need to find out what is supposed to happen next.”

“After you’ve gone to the Police Academy, you’ll probably have a better idea.”

He smiled. “Exactly. For now, I’ll talk to Chief Shugart and see what we do.”

“You’ll call me when you find out who did this?”

“Don’t get ahead of things.”

“And I probably shouldn’t touch anything until your people... do whatever they will do?”

Officer Ravenwalk brightened. “Good idea. Don’t do that.”

“Should I try to find Josh?”

“Why?”

“To see if he knows anything.”

The policeman considered it. “Okay.”

Which would be after the police figured it out, which had started to sound like maybe never. “Are you going to talk to him?”

“Maybe.” He considered the idea. “Sure. When you find him, ask him to come to the station and talk to us. And tell him not to come in here until we are done investigating.”

Matt followed him outside and locked the door. It was only ten in the morning, but the weariness in his bones made it seem like it had already been a long, hard day. 

Idly, he watched the policeman plaster yellow and black ‘crime scene’ tape across the doorway, then he turned and walked along the outrageously high sidewalks of Yankee Street, heading toward Bullard. Those high sidewalks looked foolish, until the Monsoon season, that is, when the first rains would send torrents of water rushing down toward what had once been Main Street. 

Two floods — one in 1895 and another in 1903 — had sent enough water rushing down the rectilinear gridded streets that it managed to drop Main Street thirty-five feet below grade level. 

As that wasn’t exactly convenient for customers, Bullard, the next street over, took its place as the main drag. The flooded out Main Street became The Big Ditch — now a green area.

Walking to Bullard, Matt determined that a beautiful day in the great southwest, a day like this, demanded he take an early lunch. 

More than that, a day when he found blood splattered all over his freshly painted walls, required washing down his lunch with a cold, frosty beer or two. Maybe one of the local beers he could find at The Little Toad Creek.

If he felt pressed for time, he could skip the lunch.
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Matt disliked starting his days with mornings. Try as he might, he hadn’t figured a way around them. While relatively minor, they seemed rather intractable, as problems of the world went. 

His dislike centered around all the cheerfulness, beautiful sky, and so on that came with mornings. It wasn’t right that so many good things hit a person when he was barely awake and not in a position to revel in them.

The unfairness of the situation was clear on this particular morning, the day after the events of his office. Rather than soaking in every bit of cheerfulness the world offered him, he staggered around, closing up the trailer (to keep the evening cool inside and the daytime heat outside) and getting ready to go into town.

On his drive in, he got a call from Officer Ravenwalk telling him to meet him at the office. “We are going to get the sample,” he said.

When he arrived, the policeman had a young blonde woman with him. Matt found her very attractive, and when she smiled at him, he melted slightly. He hadn’t even dated since his divorce.

Emily, the officer said her name was. “Emily is a tech.”

“The Silver City police force has techs?”

Emily grinned. “I freelance when they need help. I’m a nursing student at the university.”

“That makes you a consultant,” Matt said.

“Not that fancy. Just a grad student who always needs extra cash.”

Matt unlocked the door and let them in, then he and the policeman watched Emily carefully, very professionally, scrape the goo off the walls with a tiny spatula and put it in vials that she sealed and then labeled.

“Any leads?” Matt asked Ravenwalk in a misguided attempt at being friendly.

“On what?”

“On the crime.”

“Not really. There aren’t any local open missing person reports or claims of wild animals roaming the streets, especially bloodless ones.”

“It could be a homeless person,” Matt said, thinking of Josh. There were quite a few in town, actually, not just him. If Josh was homeless.

“For now, it’s a generic mystery,” Ravenwalk said. “We can’t open a case without knowing what crime was committed.”

Unfortunately, that made sense.

“It makes sense to wait for hard facts.” He glared at Matt. 
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