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      Kari:

      Mystery is one of the most wide-ranging genres, which is one of the many reasons it’s so much fun to read and write.

      It can be bloody and violent, especially if your tastes range to noir. It can be thrilling and fast-paced, going from suspense all the way up to thrillers, which truly do stand by themselves as a separate genre these days.

      Cozy mysteries can be almost gentle, with incredible settings and characters that pull you right down into the fascinating worlds they inhabit. Just in that subgenre alone, the range is amazing. You can find cozies that focus on cooking, holidays, pets, and all kinds of careers and hobbies.

      That’s all before you consider the many cross-genre mystery and crime fiction categories. Romantic suspense, fantasy, science fiction, humor, and more play well with crime.

      The misdeeds might be huge, affecting a whole town, a city, or potentially the world when you get into thrillers. Some are vast or painful enough that a whole culture or generation can be affected, often for many years.

      Or they might seem tiny from the outside, confined within one family or between two people. Barely worth noticing or worrying about, unless you happen to be one of those affected.

      A frequent feature in all the wonderful and varied tales of mystery and crime is some sort of partnership or team. There are lone wolf tales, of course, but even those crime-solvers and risk-takers pick up temporary assistance along the way.

      My stories in Partnership in Crime: Six Journeys to Justice are definitely on the personal side, where the crime isn’t as big as a thriller, as gentle as a cozy, or as dark as noir.

      None of that means the victims are any less upset or heartbroken about the situations they find themselves in. Or that they’re less likely to do something about it, especially when the typical authorities don’t seem to hold any answers.

      I’m drawn to these kinds of stories every bit as much as bigger tales, because I’m fascinated by how individuals respond under pressures large and small.

      One person might try to destroy everything and everybody in sight over what another would consider a minor inconvenience. While another might tolerate what seems to be an impossible amount of abuse before they finally react.

      And of course there are as many definitions of—and justifications for—revenge as there are crimes.

      One of the more common responses to crime that I understand in my bones is getting more upset when the bad thing happens to someone you care about rather than to yourself.

      The ways people partner together to solve the crime or right the wrong prove just as interesting to me.

      The Last Twist in the Game takes place during one of the most stressful times for anyone: dealing with the estate of a loved one. Even for those who understand the procedure and know what to expect, getting hit with grief and often surprise on top of everything else can turn an already difficult experience into misery.

      Sadly, this is one of the times when relationships with family can fall under enormous strain, too. Everyone is upset, of course, and someone is often disappointed with how the will and estate turns out.

      Mismanagement or actual cold-hearted theft can turn up at the worst possible moment.

      The question then isn’t what the deceased might have wanted.

      It’s how those left behind will respond when none of the choices are good.

      In this case, the partnership and understanding of a long marriage faces up to the challenge.

      I’ve always been fascinated with Westerns, and they certainly lend themselves to crime fiction of all kinds. But my favorite thing about Cora Robertson’s Proper Southern Sitting Porch was getting the chance to dig into one of the most amazing places I’ve visited as the setting.

      A few years ago—after a writing workshop—I took my chance to grab a rental car and drive from Las Vegas to Death Valley National Park for the day. Since I’ve lived my life in humid parts of the country in the Midwest, the Pacific Northwest, and the Southeast, the desert setting was absolutely spectacular and truly alien on the drive and all through the park.

      But I was especially struck by the ghost town of Rhyolite, right outside the park boundaries. I couldn’t resist taking the side trip and the opportunity to walk around in the space where so many hopes and dreams created a bustling community in a remarkably harsh landscape.

      Not much is left of Rhyolite these days. The now-dirt-and-gravel road. A few ruined buildings. A train depot, and an abandoned railcar that has a fascinating and melancholy history all its own from many years after the boomtown went bust.

      Being there, especially by myself, was eerie and haunting and such an inspiration. I found myself imagining what things were like at the height of the town’s population, and what might have drawn someone there. And what would have eventually led them to finally give up that dream and depart.

      For this story, I went back to Rhyolite’s boomtown days, not long before a sadly quick decline. And I turned to a widow, and what she would do to protect her family.

      Cora’s partnership with her husband and children might seem to be the most ordinary and common one of all, but underestimating the strength of that bond is never a good idea.

      From the tight focus on one family, the scope of the crime expands in The Keys to a Better New Year. Each of the main characters is directly affected, but the crime itself has caught many victims, all while drawing in several people as accomplices.

      So this misconduct drags an entire coal mining community into its snare of wrongdoing.

      I’m from the Appalachian Mountains in Virginia, where coal mining provided good paying jobs in the past. Those barely exist as echoes now, while the damage to bodies, communities, and the landscape is still painfully real. My father worked as a coal miner during the boom years of the 1970s and 1980s, and suffered physical consequences that forced him out of the industry years before the current decline.

      I’ve often wondered how I’d behave if I uncovered evidence of lawbreaking in such a dangerous line of work. Thankfully I never had the opportunity to find out.

      This story considers that question from the point of view of a young woman who aspires to study as an attorney, and a good friend of hers who’s suffered through a disastrous turn in his family’s fortunes.

      And this story explores a topic I frequently return to. One of the most basic and vital connections two people form is friendship, and I never tire of the endless ways friends do their best to look out for each other.

      I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      Check out all kinds of mysterious tales at www.KariKilgore.com/Mystery.

      You can also visit www.KariKilgore.com to learn more about me and find other short stories, along with novellas, novels, and more collections.

      If you want to keep up with what I’m doing next, get free stories, read exclusive content not available anywhere else, and see adorable pet photos, check out  www.ConfidentialAdventureClub.com. Hope to see you there!

      For more anthologies that feature tales from both me and Jason, head over to www.SpiralPublishing.net/Anthologies.

      And last but certainly not least, thank you for your support of me and my writing. It means the world to me and keeps me coming back to tell the next tale.

      
        
        March 2022

      

      

      

      Jason:

      Who doesn’t love a good crime story?

      Whether a light-hearted caper where we get to root for the criminals, a gentle cozy set in some sweet old dear’s tea nook, a suspenseful race-against-the-clock thriller, or a gritty hard-boiled trip down all the dark alleys, mysteries and crime stories have always been part of our literary escapes.

      I cut my mystery teeth on heroes like Encyclopedia Brown, the Hardy Boys, the Great Brain, and (of course) on that classic pair of Victorian crime-stoppers, Holmes and Watson. These days, I still love those stories, dated as they are. I wanted to be those people, using my vast intellect and knowledge of esoteric minutia to thwart the villains, solve the puzzle, and generally save the day.

      Since the vastness of my intellect is a matter of debate, and I certainly can’t flag down a hansom cab to dash off with my loyal Dr. Watson, I stick to the written word.

      I’ve written shoot-em-ups, ticking clock stories, and crimes that involve less-than-human antagonists, but for these stories, I went a different route. One great thing about my favorite mysteries is the partnerships. Whether Holmes and Watson, Frank and Joe Hardy, or Eve Dallas and Roarke, detectives of the pro or am variety often work better when they have a team, or at least a rational pal to bounce theories off of.

      With my stories here, I wanted to explore that aspect. What makes a partnership? Is it always obvious, or are partners sometimes who we least expect?

      In The Hanged Man, I decided to revisit the dynamic Victorian duo, but decided to play with the idea. Instead of two bachelors sharing a flat in 1890s London, Sarah Holt and Dr. Jane Walton live and work in Two Snake Junction, a boom town in the Old West. Like her inspiration, Dr. Walton spends more time trying to solve the puzzle of her peculiar roommate than Sarah does solving the mystery at hand.

      I adore writing these two, and you can follow their next adventure in Humble Moments, part of my collection On the Case!

      I see many more adventures in Jane and Sarah’s hot and dusty future.

      The Death of Secrets takes place in the modern day, in the Appalachian Coalfields of far southwest Virginia. Many of my stories are set around my home counties, where interesting characters, odd goings-on, and strange occurrences aren’t nearly as uncommon as they should be in a place with such a small population. This is a side-story to my set of tales featuring Sheriff Larry Crabtree, which you can find in various other collections.

      While I’ve lived a large part of my life here, I grew up in military towns and cities, coming back to visit grandparents, aunts, and uncles every year. I’m fascinated by both the similarities and differences in culture between urban and rural life, especially when it comes to societal change.

      Many here believe that same-sex relationships are a big-city thing, never realizing that people in their families or among their school mates don’t fit the mold.

      One thing they do know, is that even a deputy sheriff can count on the local librarian for help.

      Finally, Fresh Blood and Old Music takes us back out west again, this time to modern-day Las Vegas where a pair of LVMPD homicide detectives are faced with a crime whose only witness can’t tell them much.

      Fortunately, like all good detectives, a wide breadth of knowledge that has nothing to do with policing comes in handy, giving Detective Jim Evans a clue even a far more experienced  partner could never decipher.

      I hope you enjoy meeting these mystery-solving pairs as much as I did. A lot of people seem to think we writers sit down at the keyboard with everything already in our heads and ready to go, but most of the time we’re getting to know these characters a sentence at a time, just like our readers.

      So put on your thinking cap, polish your magnifying glass, and keep an eye out for the next villain.

      The game’s afoot!

      
        
        March 2022
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      For Dad, who first invited me to 221B Baker Street.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      What can one say about some people?

      There are those who pass through our lives like so much dust wafting down an empty street, leaving nothing much behind but a vague residue, unrecognizable after only a short time.

      And there are those who by force of personality and peculiarity of character leave their imprint deep upon our memory, after decades as fresh as the golden mask upon some ancient pharaoh’s desiccated head.

      I write of course of that amazing woman I had the joy to know for over half my life.

      The one and only Sarah Holt.
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      I first met Sarah in the spring of 1887. I had just arrived in a bustling collection of tents and clapboard known as Two Snake Junction. Named, as I later learned, because a man had died at the well after being bitten by two rattlesnakes, who he had disturbed in their quest for offspring. I would soon learn that many of the townsfolk shared that level of creativity, with one notable exception.

      The town was nearly hidden against the foothills of the Highgate Mountains, being made mostly of inferior lumber, local stone, and canvas: all of which had been stained by the constantly blowing sand, leaving both town and environs a uniform shade of ocher.

      The sun had disappeared behind the mountains as I stepped down from the Alamogordo stagecoach, grateful that my skirts appeared to have survived all the tobacco spitting and vomit of the long journey. I regretfully realized I had traded the stink of travel effluvia for that of a frontier town in full boom.

      The main street, nearly wide enough for three good-sized wagons to travel abreast, was so dark that I at first thought it might be oiled. My nose quickly disabused me of the notion, however, as I saw many a tradesman hauling out pails of swill from kitchen and chamberpot, dumping all and sundry onto the packed and gummy road, where the constant traffic of horse, buckboard, and human slowly tamped the foul stuff into a dry organic pavement, forcing me to swallow the sour gorge attempting to add itself from my stomach to the street.

      The stench of the people competed strongly with the offal. In those dry climes, regular bathing was reserved for the short rainy spells at summer’s end. And far too many of the menfolk especially failed to see why more than one bath a season would be necessary, even were they to find themselves transported to the Great Lakes in a barrel of soap.

      Even though the air was filled with the raucous cacophony of a thousand would-be millionaire silver strikers, and the assorted shopkeepers and charlatans determined to keep them from their goal with every overpriced pickaxe and fraudulent metal-divining apparatus, my ears still relaxed in the relative silence.

      A fully-loaded Concord carries nine, and the rumble of the iron-shod wheels and the clatter of the hooves from four great coach horses left my ears feeling as though they were stuffed with cotton wool.

      Worse by far was the constant moaning of the other passengers as the stage swayed like a ship in a tempest, and the coarse shouts of the driver and his guard which the Devil himself might blush to hear.

      So I collected my bag, arranged to have my trunk delivered to the Silverman Hotel, and made my way up the plank sidewalk, blessing the relatively dust-free air and lack of blasphemy, bumped and jostled by threadbare prospectors and those ladies and gentlemen in the latest Parisian fashions.

      My first order of business was to secure a room for myself, and then a proper space where I might practice my trade. Perhaps I suffer the sin of Pride, but I was the first woman to ever graduate from Savannah’s finest College of Dentistry, and I was eager to begin plying my pliers upon the gentry, easing the pain of decay and restoring their smiles to full brilliance.
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      As I entered the hotel, a sturdy fellow was tacking a piece of paper to a section of wall seemingly reserved for notices and bulletins. I couldn’t help but glance over as I went by, with a sigh for the missed opportunity.

      The notice, held to the wall with four small nails driven with economic precision exactly a quarter inch from each corner, was to seek a lodging partner for a pair of rooms above the dry goods store. Fifty cents a week, applicant must not object to strange visitors or unusual habits.

      How curious, thought I, heading to the desk with my bag securely in hand.

      “Excuse me, miss.”

      The voice, a contralto hum that could have belonged to a very young man or a very robust woman, came from behind me. As I turned, I recognized the poster of the notice I had just observed.

      She, for it was indeed a she, wore the wide-brimmed hat, plain gray canvas trousers, cloth suspenders, and rough cotton shirt of a field hand or one who works with stock. But the swell between belly and neck was not that of a man. Nor were the jolly green eyes or the curly wisps of raven hair which escaped under the brim of her chapeaux.

      “Yes?” I was not entirely sure how to address a member of my own sex who came dressed as the other, although I had heard stories of the liberties taken with gender so far from the judgmental eyes of the cityfolk back East.

      “You fresh in town, Doc? Lookin’ for a place to park your gear and your fanny?”

      “I…well, yes indeed. I was just about to take a room here, and begin my search for proper lodging tomorrow.”

      She smiled, and stuck out a hand just as a genteel merchant might do upon meeting a prospective goose to pluck.

      “Name’s Holt. Sarah Holt. I’m on the hunt for someone to take the other room in the digs I got. Had to kick the last jackass out.”

      “Kicked?” I said. “Out?”

      She grinned, showing nearly perfect teeth. Only the lower canine on the right had any crookedness, but not enough to affect her bite.

      “Yep. Kicked him right out. Right out the window. Good thing the rooms are over the downstairs porch. Ol’ Lyle didn’t get a broke neck, but he’ll limp a while. You here to start fixin’ teeth, Doc?”

      Had news of my arrival preceded me?

      “How do you know I’m a dentist?”

      She shrugged shoulders more broad than those of most women, and quite a few men.

      “Shucks, gal. Ain’t nothin’ to it. You got little scars all over your fingertips, and your hands are too soft to have done much field or mill work. Those scars say bite marks to me, and unless you been stealin’ candy from babes, only means one thing.”

      Now that she said it, it seemed perfectly simple, although I doubt I would have drawn the same conclusion on such small evidence.

      “Why yes. Yes I am.” I couldn’t help but laugh as I took her offered hand. “I’m Dr. Jane Walton, newly arrived from the Savannah College of Dental Surgery, with my shingle freshly dry and ready to hang.”

      “Well all right, Doc Walton! Let’s you and me go check out my little slice of Paradise. I think old Hausmann, the dutchie that owns the dry goods, has a room downstairs he ain’t using. Might make a good spot for a fancy chair.”
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