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      Science fiction and mysteries have always had a close relationship.

      From Isaac Asimov’s Wendell Urth, who has always reminded me of Nero Wolfe, to Robert J. Sawyer, and Kristine Kathryn Rusch’s Retrieval Artist series, you can find every mystery sub-genre from soft-boiled to noir.

      A year or so ago, I wrote the opening of a science fiction short story. The opening was about six-hundred words, and it wasn’t a mystery. At that point I didn’t know what sort of story it was, and I got distracted by some other shiny object project that was probably another story. The opening languished, untouched, in a file on my hard drive.

      Recently, I came back to that opening, read through it a few times, made some edits, and started typing. A while later I had Forbidden Colors, and Rhys joined the illustrious company of science fiction private investigators.

      Over the past few years, I’ve written several groups of stories about the same character, or group of characters. The stories usually have developed over a long period, and with other, different stories, in between. My historical mystery collection, Jacob the Exile (available here), is an excellent example.

      This is the first time I’ve written stories about the same character back-to-back. It was great fun to do, and while writing each story, several questions inevitably came up. Some questions provided the inspiration for another story in the collection.

      For example, Death of an Artifact Collector came about because I wanted to see Rhys from another point of view, and it provided a good change of pace between A Walk in the Marsh and Hunting the Heiress in the middle of the collection

      I originally intended The Balmain Bronze as an homage to the 1941 classic movie The Maltese Falcon, the Bronze taking the place of the Falcon. I watched the movie again, wanting to get a feel for the secondary characters like Gutman and Joel Cairo. Sometimes research is so easy! I was pleased with how the Gutman character, renamed Goodman, developed, and I really liked the way the opening scene came across.

      Except that was as far as it got.

      I beat my head against the keyboard for a day or so, then stepped back, went for a walk, and remembered there were some loose ends from previous stories. Once I focused on those loose ends, everything flowed much better.

      Earlier, I mentioned the questions that came to me as I wrote these stories. Some of those questions are answered. Others are still out there.

      
        	How and why did Rhys become a private investigator?

        	What caused those relationships to end?

        	Will the Gutman/Goodman character ever make an appearance?

        	Does Rhys have another name?

      

      Look out for more from Rhys. He’s just getting started.
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      The smaller of Juno’s two moons was still above the horizon as Rhys walked carefully down the crumbling stone steps from his second-floor apartment. A light mist covered the street and buildings, and the light of the early morning sun infused the mist with a soft peach colored hue.

      Rhys paused as he often did when it was like this, struck by the way the light softened the ugly angular lines of the plascrete apartment buildings. The mist had also muted the grumble of traffic two blocks away on the main highway from the spaceport and Marine base into the city. He breathed deeply, then wished he hadn’t. Out here, marsh gas still tainted the air.

      He turned to his left and pushed open the door of Mick’s Coffee Shop, letting the rich coffee aroma flow out and cleanse his nostrils. Inside, there were four booths against the far wall and seven or eight tables bolted to the floor.

      Mick was leaning against the doorway into the back room, watching the newsfeed on the holo projecting against the wall above the booths. Rhys knew him well enough that despite the apparent nonchalance, Mick was keeping a close eye on his new barista.

      The kid’s face was pale and pimply, and his arms moved in that awkward, spasmodic way all teenagers have until they grow into their bodies. The pitch of his voice cycled from man to boy to man as he attempted to explain the difference between espresso and macchiato to the alien before him.

      The alien was short and blocky, wearing a shapeless pale-green robe, and looking more like one of the plascrete blocks used to build the apartments than a sentient being. Rhys hadn’t seen that color of clothing on a Molinari before, and was about to ask the meaning when he saw Mick smirking. Rhys took pity on the kid, stepping forward and addressing the Molinari in its own language.

      “Tell him to give you a quadruple espresso in a small glass. Everything else will have the flavor of water for you.”

      After the alien had left, Rhys had to explain his own order twice, then suffer the kid’s scowl when he presented cash instead of a credit chip.

      “Get used to it, son,” Mick said without taking his eyes off the news feed. “Hardly any of the aliens are linked into the data Stream and coverage outside the city is unreliable. Many people like it that way; it’s what brings some of them to Juno.”

      The teenager frowned. “Mick told me you’re a private detective,” he said to Rhys. “How do you solve cases without the Stream?”

      “Talk to people and ask questions. If it’s a missing person, a lot of them are unlinked, so the Stream’s useless.” Rhys lifted the coffee container. “I’ll be back for another one in about an hour.”

      Outside, the mist had burned off and the surrounding buildings had returned to their ugly angular profile. Rhys punched the code into the electronic lock and let himself into the office suite beside the coffee shop.

      There was an outer office that Rhys had reconfigured into a waiting room with a kitchenette against the wall common with the coffee shop. One of the two doors led to a bathroom, the other to the inner office. He’d painted everything a pale sand color when he moved in a year ago and by chance it matched the furniture he’d picked up at a foreclosure auction in the city: a love seat, two chairs, a coffee table and a mirror for the reception room. He avoided the mirror because the sight of the scar still bothered him. In the inner office there was a partner’s desk, three chairs, and a credenza where he kept a bottle and glasses. The furniture was all good quality but showed the scuffs and scratches of regular hard use.

      The terminals were top of the range, and he’d bought two: one was linked. The other never had been and was his favorite.

      Rhys opened the blinds part way to let light in and settled into the heavy swivel chair behind the desk. It was angled so he could see the windows and the door without moving. He sipped at the coffee. The kid had done a good job with it, and started the monitor connected to the Stream.

      There were two final reports to prepare, which would take him about an hour, then it was chasing some invoices. It had the potential to be a quiet day, and he liked that possibility.

      He’d just submitted the last report when he heard the front door creak open, and bang closed. Rhys pushed back from the desk, slid the top drawer open a few inches. He wasn’t expecting anyone, and walk-in business was almost non-existent in his line of work.

      There was the scuff of feet on the tile in the outer office, then a hesitant tap on his door.

      Rhys called for the person to come in, and sat back as the handle turned, letting the fantasy play out in his mind. The door opened, and a blonde walked in, her heels tapping on the tile, a black pencil skirt hugging her hips and thighs, the blonde hair curled over her shoulders and the ivory silk blouse, her smoky gray eyes promising everything if only he’d help her.

      The rich aroma of coffee brewed just the way he liked brought Rhys back to reality.

      At least his visitor was blond.

      It was the kid from the coffee shop. He offered the to-go mug, and Rhys gestured toward the top of the desk.

      “I usually come and get my refills.”

      “Mick said that,” then more hesitantly. “He said I should talk to you, Mister,” his voice trailed away.

      Rhys suppressed a sigh and reached for the refill to give himself a moment to get his thoughts in order. Mick didn’t offer delivery service, so the kid had a problem, and Mick thought Rhys could, or should, help.

      The coffee was very good, which meant the kid learned fast.

      “Just call me Rhys, everyone else does. What’s your name, and what does Mick believe we need to talk about?”

      “Dylan. Dylan Wilson,” he stood straighter, blond hair flopping down across his forehead as he tried to straighten the awkward angles around his knees and elbows. “My Mom’s disappeared.”

      Rhys had an idea why Mick had sent the kid to him. “Where’s your Mom deployed?”

      “What?”

      “Your Mom. She’s a Marine, isn’t she? That’s why Mick sent you here.”

      Dylan shook his head, his dirty blond hair bouncing at the movement. “She’s an archeologist. She was researching the artifacts they found up in the northern mountains.”

      “Your father’s a Marine though.”

      Rhys felt like he was clutching desperately at straws.

      Another shake of the head and a deep breath as Dylan attempted to keep his voice controlled. “Dad was an archeologist as well. He died in a rock fall on Cardath two years ago.”

      Rhys sipped at the coffee. It had cooled enough now that he could take a longer drink. That gave him the time to consider Mick’s motives. The only charity cases Mick ever sent Rhys were military, and there was no military connection here that Rhys could see.

      Or a payday at the end if he took the case.

      “Head back to the coffee shop,” Rhys said. “I’ll be along in a few minutes.”

      Dylan looked like he was about to argue, then shrugged and went out, head down and shoulders slumped.

      When he heard the front door bang shut, Rhys swiveled in his chair and logged into the terminal connected to the Stream. He ran three searches that appeared random and got him the information he wanted and leaving no traces.

      With the background information about Dr. Denise Wilson, Rhys disconnected the terminal. He sat for a moment staring at the featureless sand-colored wall opposite, breathing in a soft slow rhythm to contain and control the anger building inside him. Finally, he pushed to his feet, grabbed the empty coffee containers, and followed Dylan’s path to the door.

      The temperature had risen substantially in the past hour or so as the sun climbed higher. It was only a few paces back to the coffee store, but Rhys still squinted, his eyes mostly closed against the glare, and held his breath to protect his stomach from the methane stink boiling off the marsh.

      There were no customers in the coffee shop, or Dylan, for which Rhys was grateful. Mick looked up at the sound of the door, saw the expression on Rhys’s face, and stepped round the counter so the two men met in the middle of the store.

      “Want to tell me what’s going on, and your connection to Denise Wilson? I know she isn’t military so you can’t use that excuse, Mick.”

      Mick sighed and reached for the empty containers in Rhys’s hand. “Flip the sign to closed and I’ll make more. This will take a while.”

      Rhys turned the sign on the door, leaned against the wall and watched the latest news feeds slide by on the holo while Mick made two large coffees. He placed the coffees on a table directly under the holo, so the burbling commentary made a white noise background that would garble their conversation if there were any listening devices. Rhys appreciated the gesture, pulled the lid off his coffee, blowing the steam to one side so he could take a careful sip.

      “I’m listening.”

      Mick ran a big, meaty hand over his face. “Dylan was to stay with me while Denise went up country. She was due back last week, but I guess he’s staying a little longer now.”

      “How do you know her?”

      “Her husband, David was my cousin. She’s been trying to get here ever since a survey team found the ruins last year.”

      “Did she know the area is restricted? The Council put a ban on expeditions after they learned it used to be a Molinari religious site.”

      “You think that’s why the Molinari was in here earlier?”

      Rhys shrugged. “No idea. He didn’t look official, but with the Molinari you can’t always tell.”

      Not exactly true, Rhys
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