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AUTHOR'S NOTE
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I've been trying to write a noir mystery since I first sat down to write ten years ago.

Half my full length novels started in the noir style. Blood & Stone, I tried to write a noir western. It turned into Plato's Republic set in 1888. With Noah Kayne, I tried to write a legit noir thriller, much like this story. It turned into a psychological thriller with an untrustworthy narrator. Each time, I ran out of noir steam halfway into the second act. I guess you could say I didn't trust the genre to carry an entire novel of 70,000 words.

Recently, I've been writing shorter stories. I finished Against Medical Advice, a horror thriller at a lean 45,000 words. Horror hits around 40k. Action thrillers (I have a lot of good ones, dig in) need the full 65k to 70k. Then I decided, against all advice, to pick up the public domain Buck Rogers and write ten 10,000 word serials. It wasn't noir, but I played with the classic serial style where the end of one chapter and the beginning of the next aren't exact. It's a liberty. You couldn't stitch all ten into a single novel. It won't tolerate that kind of misdirection.

But I learned misdirection. That was what I was missing in my toolbelt for noir.

That, and the ability to set up a 10k or 11k short story with the impact of a novel. It turns out that however I write, noir needs this shorter format. So I wrote the story you hold in your digital hands. I finally knew how to craft a short story, basically skip act two and keep it focused, plus the noir style: misdirection and a focus on mundane atmospherics.

And by golly, it worked.

I still plan these stories out as if they're novels. Buck Rogers was ten parts. The noir detective is three. I have the other two all mapped out. It's one story, but told in the 1920s magazine publication style, each installment with an extended first act and a gut punch third act. It's a lot harder to hold the noir frame than I thought. But I did it.

If you can read this and not shed a tear at the end, you're much tougher than me.

This is classic noir. If it were 1920, I'm confident the fictitious magazine Detective Stories, which I made up for these covers, would have gladly paid me twenty five bucks for it.

I hope you enjoy Undercover, and I hope we get to see what happens to Bishop next.

And Max and Ruby too.

Your Loyal Scribe, David Edward
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Chapter One
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"Hey, kid," I called to the little guy across the street on the corner.

His name was Jax.

Weird name for a kid. Seemed kind of cruel making a kid learn the whole alphabet just to figure out who he was, but what do I know.

He looked over and made a gesture.

Great, I'm being dictated terms by an eleven-year-old. He might be twelve. Or nine. I didn't know kids. Well, I knew this kid, but not his age. He was playing with a dog that looked to be his peer.

Scruffy. Thin. Had an eye for trouble.

"What kind of dog is that?" I yelled over. I didn't care, but I wasn't going to wait for a kid.

"Police dog," he yelled back, throwing a stick and heading my way.

First rule of running a kid was always make him cross the street. They got sophisticated but thought linearly. This kept us on the proper footing.

When he neared me I could see the dirt on him. He had a busted lip too. I knew it was his father.

"Don't look like no police dog," I said in my normal speaking voice when he stepped on the curb.

"He's undercover," the kid smiled.

I could see him waiting for the slap. I'd hit or kick or bite just about anything, but I wasn't going to hit some kid I ran.

"You don't say," I said.

"Just did." The kid had a smart mouth.

Maybe I should've reevaluated my boundaries.

"What'll you want?" He was legitimately not intimidated by me. "I gots places." He looked around.

This was new.

I figured it out half a second too late.

**
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WHEN I CAME TO, I WAS in a warehouse on a wharf and my pants were gone. Well, not gone, just not on me. I knew this trick. It was going to be Fish's guys. I relaxed. They had teeth but no bite. I wasn't on the wrong side of them.

My head hurt. I stood up and looked at the three goons, two behind me. The one in front had cauliflowered ears. On both sides. Meant he was ambidextrous and he had probably failed at boxing right and left.

"We understand you've been asking around about Jimmy G," the philosopher with the cauliflowered ears said.

Oh. I might be on the wrong side of Fish.

"I have been. But I meant nothing by it. Certainly didn't know he ran in your circles."

One of the goons behind me slapped my head, which kind of sounded like a bell on the inside.

"Hey." I half turned. "I didn't mean nothing by that."

"Look at me," the boxer said. He sounded mad.

I looked at him.

"Fish wants you to know this squares you."

I had done Fish a favor about six months ago. His kid was being blackmailed. I came to him with the info. He cleaned house. It didn't make his captains like me much, but a favor was a favor.

"No disrespect." I tried to show no disrespect. I wanted my pants back; it was cold on a wharf in just boxers and a sport coat. It looked suspicious as well.

"You hear that, boys?" Boxer man was talking to the goons behind me. "He means no disrespect."

Another slap to the back of my head. Now I was getting angry.

"What's your name, pal?" I asked. "This ain't how friends commiserate, and Fish and I are friends."

It was a threat. A real one. If these guys were sent by him to deliver a message, they had the whole landscape wrong.

"You ain't friends no more. Friends act friendly. You've been poking around Jimmy G."

Now I was mad. Jimmy G didn't angle to Fish. Or the wharf. And I didn't know this fella. Meant he was new, or something else.

"I don't see Arthur nowhere." Fish's first name. I put my arms out and guessed when the slap would come. When it did, I blocked it.

Hell followed, and I took a couple kidney shots. I was on my knees before I knew what was what.

"I ain't gonna do much more. Fish likes you. You need to stop being curious."

I was getting very curious, but I knew when the wind was blowing. "Sure. You should have asked. I stopped working the Jimmy G case five minutes ago. I ain't curious."

I was very curious. But I knew if I wanted to stay that way, I needed to take the path offered and go talk to Fish myself, later.

Fish ran the wharf, but that was his day job. He made his money as a land speculator. Florida in the 1920s was almost giving away land. Well, not almost, they were homesteading and selling off lots owned by the state. Prices were skyrocketing. Fish ran a conglomerate. I didn't fully understand it, but somehow he bought the land from the state for pennies, then sold it to land prospectors for dollars.

"Get him up," Ears said, and like magic, I was back on my shaky feet.

He stepped up to me and put twenty dollars in my jacket pocket. My pants materialized over my shoulder.

He stood close. His breath smelled of garlic. Italian.

"For your troubles." He smiled a shark's smile.

And then he turned and walked away. I fell back down to my knees when his goons let me go.
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FISH KNEW ME. HE WOULD never approach me like this. He knew I had a hard head and held a grudge. Not that I was a player. Not at Fish's level anyway. But this angle was all wrong. It was obtuse when Fish was all straight lines.

I got my pants on and found my way out. It was an abandoned warehouse well down the industrial district. This wasn't Fish's territory. None of this made any sense.

It was also nighttime. I'd lost half a day. I felt around the lump on my head. It hurt, but I kept putting my hand on it. There was caked blood; I'd been out for a while.

I started the long walk back to my flat. Miami City smelled like a pile of three-day-old clams in the sun. The wharf accentuated it.

I tried to get my bearings. Florida was all flat. There was no rise where I could figure out exactly where I was. I knew which side the ocean was on, which gave me a compass. So I started walking north. I'd cross First Street at some point and figure it out.
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