
  
    [image: Courting Rites]
  


  
    
      Courting Rites

    

    
      
        Kristine Kathryn Rusch

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: WMG Publishing, Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Courting Rites

          

        

      

    

    
      I should have known the case would be difficult from the start. He walked into my office, sure as you please, confident he could charm any woman within range. Maybe he could have once; he had a face that even at his age registered beauty. Problem was, the face should never have grown old. His silver hair and startling blue eyes only accented the idea that this man should have died young.

      “Miss Winters?”

      I nodded. I allowed men of his age certain liberties when it came to addressing me. Any man under forty-five would have been reminded curtly that the proper title is “Ms.”

      “How may I help you, Mr.—” I glanced at the appointment book “—Silas?”

      He smiled. “Silas is my first name.”

      “And your last?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” He took the chair in front of my desk. His clothes, dated and slightly formal, carried the faint scent of pipe smoke. It added an exotic feel to my rather staid office.

      There are, perhaps, a thousand P.I.s in LA, which is why I left. I took all my ready cash and set up shop in Nevada, where the land and rents are cheaper by hundreds—sometimes thousands—of dollars. I set up a fancy office—plush blue upholstered chairs, matching carpet, framed prints on the wall, all-important air-conditioning, and room for my part-time secretary in the months I needed her. I had hoped it would give clients the idea that I was well-off—a woman who knew what she was doing. It helped with tourists. But I got the sense that this man was not a tourist.

      “So,” I said again. “How may I help you?”

      “You may find my banjo.”

      Whatever I had expected, it wasn’t this. “Your banjo?”

      “It may sound trivial to you, Miss,” he said. “But to me, it is of the utmost importance.”

      I folded my hands on my clean desk. I hadn’t had a client in weeks, and the last had been a skip-trace out of Vegas. Certainly not the most interesting kind of case, nor the most lucrative. “What is it, a collector’s item?”

      He smiled, and I saw a flash of that once-powerful charm. “It’s one of a kind.”

      “Pictures, records, serial number?”

      “No, none.” He waved a hand, dismissing my comment. “It was made by my grandfather. The banjo looks like a normal banjo, but when you touch it, it feels warm—elastic, as if a live thing were stretched across the drum instead of dried skin. It will not play for you. In fact, it will not play for anyone except the person who owns it.”

      I scrawled notes, pleased that I also had the tape running inside my desk. I couldn’t decide if this man was a nutcase or not. He seemed rational, but then, so did Ted Bundy. “So what happened to it?”

      I expected him to shake his head. Instead, his entire expression softened. “It’s a bit of a story,” he said. “I fell in love.” He took a picture out of his wallet and slid it across the desk. A professionally done job: black wind-blown hair, wide painted eyes, and a glossy mouth. A beauty.

      “Her name is Mariah Golden. She lived at Fifth and Fremont. I had occasion to visit next door. We struck up an acquaintance, and eventually, she convinced me to stay with her. A week later, I awoke one morning to discover that she and the banjo had disappeared.”

      “Not kidnapped? No ransom?”

      “Oh, no,” he said. “And the police say they can’t do anything.”

      “I suppose not.” I tapped my pencil on the desk, then quit when I remembered the tape recorder. “I take a $500 retainer, and charge $25 per hour, plus expenses.”

      He took the money—cash—from his wallet, and set it between us. “I’m staying in her house, waiting for her. You can reach me there.”

      I nodded, knowing I should have asked a dozen more questions, but deciding that I would rather wait until later. Until I had investigated a bit on my own.

      He got up, straightened his pants legs, and nodded once.

      “Tell me,” I said. “What is the importance of this banjo?”

      He walked to the door, as if he hadn’t heard me, then paused. When he turned, he watched me for a moment, as if he were assessing me. Finally, he said, “I’ll die without it,” and then let himself out of the room.
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      No chemicals bleached the Nevada sky. The sun was pure here, hot and radiant. The highway looked like a sharp heat-vision against the desert brown. Even my new car, with its fancy air-conditioning system and loud-playing stereo, faded a little in the heat.

      I came out here once a day to view the vast emptiness. The desert reminded me of life—little patches of growth fighting against an overwhelming army of death. Death and I were constant companions. In LA, it was part of my job—always a gunshot away. And here, here my finger rested on the trigger.

      I pulled to the side of the road, and shut off the car. Whirling dirt surrounded—not a dust storm—just dust devils, playing with my mind. The way that man had, Silas, the one who wanted the banjo.

      He probably wanted the woman, too.

      I got out, stretched, and sucked in the dry air. The desert consoled me. It was the only place where I could admit my unhappiness. I had run away to this small Nevada town. I had left LA not because of those thousand other detectives, but because I got to the point where I imagined Death beside me.

      It happened late one afternoon, in an alleyway near Grauman’s Chinese. I had cornered a young pimp who wouldn’t let me take a fourteen-year-old girl—the one it had taken me nearly a month to find—because, he said, she was his best “lady.” He was mouthing off to me when I pulled out my pistol. The gun didn’t quiet him—maybe he thought a lady wouldn’t use one—so I let a shot ricochet off the wall. The second wasn’t as well timed—the pimp let out a grunt and slid to the garbage-strewn pavement.
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