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      Holmes. Hammer. Marlowe.

      This collection has nothing to do with them.

      Except, of course, that all the stories herein feature a PI.

      Private eye. Private investigator. One of the licensed few who can ferret out the quarry, find the truth, and otherwise solve the cases that baffle the police or other authorities.

      More or less.

      See, I have a long acquaintance with the typical fictional private eye. Arthur Conan Doyle wrote many of the bedtime stories read to me when I was but a wee lad. As I got older, I latched onto Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe. Bogart’s portrayal of Sam Spade. Poe’s Auguste Dupin. The black-suited, fedora-wearing gumshoes in a dozen films noir on late-night TV.

      Even more than the problem solving and the application of Justice’s sledgehammer, I enjoyed the feel of these stories. The way the detective moved. Spoke. Acted.

      And like so many of my story ideas, I wondered how these detectives would fare in the other types of fictional world I enjoy.

      Thus, Mick of Malvern, Seeker for Hire was born. How would a stereotypical PI handle a fairy tale world? What would the language barrier be like? How about the villains and their motives?

      The second story features a PI’s life far closer to reality than what we usually read or watch. Most PIs are 9-to-5 types, running background checks for employers, helping tie up estate issues, finding missing persons who went missing of their own free will, that sort of thing. When a PI like this gets a case, it’s usually a personal issue, not criminal.

      The Trouble with Vegans is another what-if story, this time with a PI navigating the murky waters of planetary government in a far-off science fiction setting. Great fun to write, and I’ll definitely revisit Alex one of these days.

      In Humble Moments, I play with a different sort of what-if. This story is my take on transplanting a certain type of detective story to the Wild West. I had a blast writing this one, and paying homage to two of my earliest fictional heroes.

      The collection closes with yet another case from the files of Dirk Knight, Private Eye. He’s not the cream of the PI crop, but he means well and tries hard. I’ve written several stories with this adorable goofball and his partners, and I know he’s got more to tell me down the road

      So jump inside, O Reader. Sit with us a while. See if you can reach your conclusions ahead of these five sleuths. Have a sip of wine or a shot of hypergin, check in with your own motives and check any rubies you might have. Finish up the evening with a slice of peanut butter pie.

      Most of all, have as much fun reading as I did writing.

      And if ever you need a hand solving a mystery, I have a few Private Eyes, Seekers for Hire, and Free Troubleshooters you can call.

    

  


  
    
    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      To Andy, Wagoner Extraordinaire

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, all a guy dreams of is retirement to somewhere far away.

      Not me, though. Not then, anyway.

      Springtime had come to the bustling entertainment city of Malvern. Bright sunlight poured down over shop and dwelling alike, warming the skin and highlighting the various stages of construction as old ramshackle wooden structures were slowly replaced by the brown brick and stone favored by the Sette Noni, the mob of cutthroat dwarves who now ran the whole show.

      Couldn’t hardly walk down the newly-cobbled streets anymore without falling into some construction pit or other.

      I have to admit, things were livelier in some ways than they had been back in the olden days. Bright food stalls served both excellent wines and harder spirits to fancy-dressed tourists at chintzy wrought-iron outdoor tables, as well as the exotic new dishes preferred by our new entrepreneurs. Foods with strange names like fettucine, calamari, and zabaglione graced the menus and filled the air with the scent of garlic and herbs.

      All the food and drink could be had for less than a roast wing of pigeon had once been. The restauranteurs and publicans were subsidized by the Sette Noni, since those with full bellies and a good buzz on made for easier marks in the gambling and vice dens.

      As for me, I made a decent living finding lost items and drunken husbands. Returning the occasional runaway from one of the nearby farmsteads. Sketching portraits of philandering spouses and their side-damsels. Or side-gents. Side-faeries, side-centaurs, some more disturbing side-creatures.

      Open-minded to a fault, the good folk of Malvern.

      Want to know who I am? Read the bronze plaque outside the door of the office, just down from the Royal Post.

      Mick of Malvern, Seeker for Hire is who I am. Says so right there on the sign.

      Emphasis on for Hire. Twenty silver pennies a day, plus expenses.

      Being the only licensed Seeker in Malvern meant I had no competition, but I did have problems. Among my many other charming job prospects, I was the chief troubleshooter and errand boy for Don, the leader of the Sette Noni.

      When I say “troubleshooter,” I mean in the non-fatal problem-solving way. Vinnie and Tony, along with their cousins Luigi, Lefty, Johnny, and Lucky, handle the other sort.

      I only wish they’d dig their own holes when they’re finished with the job. But my shoulders are pretty impressive now.

      Don usually left me alone, though. He only sent one of his Boys around when he needed help with stuff that couldn’t be solved simply with a few judiciously-applied crossbow bolts.

      Which brings me to how this whole sordid tale got started.

      Ye gods, I need a drink.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Ahhh…better.

      Where was I?

      Oh. Right. Malvern. Springtime. Don and the Boys.

      I was sitting at my glorious maple and rosewood desk, a fine replacement for the battered old oak job I’d liberated from an out-of-business monastery and used until my fortunes changed with that little job I ran for Queen Ealswitha a year or so ago.

      But that’s a whole different story. The only bearing it has on this one is that’s how I first met Don and the Boys.

      Outside my office door, the streets sported a never-ending stream of yokels, both local and not, all heading toward the gambling dens and bawdy houses that sprouted up after I introduced Don to the Queen, along with my ideas for certain joint business ventures.

      You’d think I’d get a piece of all that action, but no soap. I got some pretty good deals on furniture, clothes, wine, and a few other things that fell off the backs of wagons, but the inflow of hard currency was all up to yours truly.

      I watched the parade of humanity, dwarfity, elvity and so forth while Lucien, my accountant and launderer, worked his magic on his gridded scrolls.

      Hey, I may be a Seeker for Hire and therefore technically one of the good guys, but Lucien had learned certain tricks from Don’s bookkeepers that I pretend to know nothing about.

      I had just poured myself a tankard of vintage wine, bottled two long months ago and just right for my highbrow tastes, when the brass bell over my office door clanked to let me know I had a potential client.

      I chugged the wine and stashed the pewter mug below the desk, looking down to make sure I hadn’t stained yet another jerkin. Rubbed my fingers through my hair to try and wrangle it into something less like a worn-out scullery mop.

      I needn’t have bothered with all the primping.

      Instead of a blonde bombshell, or a sultry vixen, or a damsel in distress, in walked a four-foot-tall vision in pin-striped sharkskin, his white-on-white cravat barely visible below a cubit of curling beard. Beady eyes peered out below a broad-brimmed gray hat, and the reflection from his mirror-polished wingtip shoes knocked my eyes out. But not so much I couldn’t see the bulge of a palm-sized rapidfire crossbow under his left arm.

      Which is an overly-hyphenated way of saying that instead of a client, Vinnie the Dwarf had come to pay me an unwelcome visit.

      Lucien squeaked an accountantly squeak, gathered up his scrolls, and scuttled out through the back door before Vinnie got a look at any of the numbers.

      “Greetings, Vinnie,” I said, blinking against the glare from his footwear. “What excellent turn of fate brings you to my humble office this day?”

      “Cute,” came the gravelly reply. “One o’ dese days, me an’ da other Boys gotta teach you how to talk good like us.”

      Vinnie hopped up into one of my wingback visitor’s chairs and put his feet on my desk before taking a splinter from his chest pocket and sticking it in his teeth.

      Strange creatures, dwarves. I still hadn’t figured them out.

      I sighed, and matched his desked feet with my own.

      “What do you want, Vinnie? I’m kind of busy here.”

      He made a great show of looking all around my empty office before switching the splinter from one corner of his mouth to the other.

      “Geez, yeah, I see how busy y’are. I sure do hate to bust up the party, but da Boss wants to see ya.”

      “I’m sure I could find Don some time tomorrow, or maybe next—”

      “Now, Mick.”

      A two-word sentence from Vinnie meant business, so I did what I always do when one of the Don’s Boys tries to get tough with me.

      “Let me get my coat and lock up.”
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      On the half-mile walk to The Mountain of Gold, Don’s snazzy new gambling house and dance hall, I tried to get Vinnie to tell me what Don wanted me for, but the little creep didn’t say a word. Which must have been incredibly painful for a being who could normally talk a statue to sleep.

      The Mountain was truly awe-inspiring. A wide coachway swooped in broad circle before a towering pile of incredibly fake-looking stone, flanked by bright torches whose flames changed colors in a random pattern. Scantily-clad pixies flitted to and fro among the artificial trees climbing the hundred-foot-high slopes of the “mountain,” while rivers of sludge magicked to look like molten gold spilled down from the peak.

      I couldn’t be the only one who missed Old Malvern. The modern gambling houses seemed garish and cheese-like. I preferred the original vice dens, but only a few remained. More museum now than actual dens of iniquity, replaced by places like this.

      The Gumdrop. Cedric’s Palace. Maximus-Maximus.

      Winnowing machines designed to separate tourists from their silver.

      Vinnie and I bypassed a crowd of drunken monastery acolytes waiting at the roped entrance and walked around to the servant’s door.

      The front of the place might be all glitz and glamor, but we were the hired help, and made our way inside through the steam-filled kitchen, dodging what seemed like every down-on-her-luck gingerbread-baking witch.

      We left the kitchen and entered a far more welcoming environment of deep carpet, dim lighting, and the nerve-shattering racket of dice and strange machines full of spinning wheels.

      Vinnie led me up far too many flights of stairs until we reached the mountain’s peak. At the end of a long hallway stood a very plain looking door, flanked by two very un-plain looking ogres standing at parade rest, clubs thicker than my leg held loosely in their massive paws.

      No sign or pennant marked Don’s office, but the ogres were a dead giveaway.

      One of the guards made a noise like boulders smashing together, then reached out a huge arm and pushed the door open.
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