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To my champion, Keith.

A Matchmaker’s Case Files books do not need to be read chronologically. The detective agency has several gay detectives who get to know each other, and each pairing forms independently of the other.
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Tristan Monroe, private investigator, slipped into the cool dimness of the Rainbow Star Club, but not to follow a lead or perform surveillance. He needed basic first aid. For a Wednesday night, the club was packed, and an Ariana Grande song blasted over the speakers, which made his headache worse. To the right, several gay and lesbian couples danced by the stage, where on the weekends a live band played. A classic disco ball hung overhead, along with strings of golden lights, and cast racing white and gold patches on the polished wooden floor. However, dancing was the last thing Tristan could handle right now.

Tables and chairs filled the left side of the room, and a metal staircase led upstairs to a balcony seating area. Directly ahead was the bar, and Tristan groaned as he eased himself onto a stool. The club belonged to his former Army buddies Regan Wade and Calvin Todd, and he came here when one of his cases went bust. This time he’d ended up in a fist fight. He was a tall guy—6’3”—and had a muscular build, but he’d still had a hard time of it.

“One black eye, on the rocks,” Regan said, stepping behind the bar to greet him. He reached for the ice.

“Very funny.”

“Seriously, Tristan, I never seen anyone like gettin’ their ass handed to ‘em as much as you.” Regan was in his mid-thirties, like Tristan, with dark blond hair and hazel eyes. He wasn’t bad looking, but Tristan and Regan were just friends and intended to stay that way.

Regan looked him over, and Tristan knew he was a sight with scraped knuckles, a swelling cheek, a split lip, and a black eye forming. Tristan scowled and accepted the ice wrapped in a towel that Regan offered him. He pressed it to his cheek and winced.

“Any fetishes ya wanna disclose?” Regan asked. “‘Cuz I could fix ya up with someone who’d be a hell of a lot more considerate about aftercare.”

Tristan transferred the ice pack to his eye and winced again. “No. It was a job. Just a job.”

“Then you need better clients,” Regan said.

“The client didn’t do this to me. Her ex did. I didn’t have time to pull my gun. He was just on me like—like Cujo.”

“Well, I sure hope he doesn’t have rabies.”

Tristan’s other old Army buddy, Calvin, appeared through the crowd of dancing, mingling, young and fashionable LGBTQIA+ folks and strode to the bar. Calvin stood six feet tall, a Black man with closely cropped hair, a mustache, and thick, muscular biceps that bulged from the black T-shirt he wore. He looked Tristan up and down and made disapproving humming noises. “What happened to you, boy? You taking those dumb jobs again, get to thinking you’re He-Man or something, gonna pull a magic sword outta your ass and transform at the last second before you die?”

“She told me about her ex, but how was I supposed to know he was swole enough to be Dwayne Johnson’s stunt double?” Tristan grumbled.

Regan’s expression turned serious. “Tristan, ya gotta join an agency and stop taking these shit jobs.”

Tristan’s instinctive snarl at the idea reopened his split lip. He accepted a napkin from Regan and dabbed his lip, hoping the bleeding would stop again soon. “What good would that do me? Same lousy jobs, less pay, more rules, and annoying co-workers. No, thanks.”

“Not if ya joined the right agency,” Regan insisted. “Real quality. A class act.”

Tristan scoffed. “What ‘class act’ is going to hire me?”

Regan appraised him all over again and raised an eyebrow. “Yer an idiot, but yer good at what ya do. If you’ve ever failed to solve a case, I don’t know it. If ya were in baseball, you’d be batting five-hundred.”

“More like you let five-hundred guys hit you,” Calvin put in.

“Kissinger-Mann,” Regan said.

“What?” Tristan checked the napkin and discovered his lip had, in fact, stopped bleeding. Thank God for little miracles.

“Kissinger, Mann, Quillen, and Weissinger, Ltd.,” Regan said, a little impatiently. “They’re hiring.”

“They’re also the best agency in Tennessee!” Tristan’s voice cracked a little in his sheer shock that Regan would suggest he just blithely drop a resume off at the kind of place that probably wouldn’t even let him in the door as a delivery man for Door Dash.

Regan was persistent and stone cold, his voice low and with that dangerous edge it got when he was unshakably serious. “They’re lookin’ for a man who handles stalking and intimate partner violence and infidelity. I’ve got connections. I can get ya in the door as a favor to me. You do the rest. And wear some fancy clothes like ya hate to do. Just say as little as possible and let your Army record do the talkin’ for ya. Tristan, this could be the opportunity of a lifetime. In fact, I know it is. And since yer thirty-six now, it’s time to stop doing the dumb shit ya do and pull yerself together. Would Maria wanna see ya like this?”

Tristan bristled. Regan had to know mentioning Maria was a fifty/fifty shot. Half the time it worked to guilt-trip Tristan into something, and the other half all it did was piss him off. Maria had died only five years into their marriage. But, damn it, his ribs ached, his back hurt, and he was lucky he hadn’t broken his hand on the guy’s face. What do you think, Dad? he silently asked the spirit of his father, who’d died when he was a kid. Sometimes he thought his dad was really there, cheering him on, and other times it was like he’d just imagined it. However, he tried reaching out anyway. It was the closest he got to praying.

He felt as if his dad was patting him on the shoulder and telling him to go for it.

“Fine,” Tristan grumbled. “How do I apply?”

Regan looked smug, a small smile turning up the corner of his mouth. “Trust me, Tristan. This’ll be the best thing you’ve ever done. Er—besides marrying Maria, that is.” He knew when to tread lightly and be a graceful winner.

* * * *
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On Tuesday, July 1st, Tristan pulled into a parallel parking spot in front of the old Victorian brownstone house that served as the office for the detective agency known as Kissinger, Mann, Quillen, and Weissinger, Ltd. Tristan’s gaze raked the three story brownstone and the ivy racing up the side of the chimney as if he were planning to scale a mountain while terrorists shot at him with machine guns. “Right,” he muttered. He adjusted his tie.

Regan had helped him pick out an outfit, and he felt a little costumey, even though he knew he looked good: a dark brown suit with pale brown pinstripes, a dark pink tie, and a lighter pink Oxford shirt, and brown dress shoes. He’d tamed his curly hair with styling product, but not too much, and trimmed his mustache while measuring with a ruler, he was so paranoid about making a mistake. In short, he felt like a show pony. He couldn’t help imagining senior partner Richard Quillen asking him to trot around the office for a few laps, then measuring his flanks and looking at his teeth.

He shut off the engine and climbed out of his Ford Bronco, unfolding his tall frame into the free sauna that any summer day in Tennessee could offer. He squinted in the blaring morning sunlight. It was 8:13 A.M. and eighty-eight degrees. “The glory of the South,” he quipped, not to himself but to the spirit of his father.

The memory of his father’s words easily played in his mind: Shoulders back. Chin up. Don’t look nervous.

“Thanks, Dad.” With another deep breath and a toss of his head, he marched in.

Beyond the white tile of the foyer, a thick, chocolate brown carpet stretched like a velvet stripe to an elevator. A combined waiting and reception room beckoned guests to the left, and it carried an oppressive, hoity-toity air worse than the main branch of a bank. To the right, also bank-like, an office closed off by a paneled wooden door bore the brass nameplate Milton Kissinger.

Tristan braced himself and walked up to the sleek, handsome man behind the secretary’s desk. He looked like a recent college graduate, twenty-three or twenty-four, of East Asian descent, with black hair and brown eyes. He wore stylish rectangular glasses that looked good on him and a dark, tailored suit with a navy- and silver-pinstriped tie. Tristan glanced at the nameplate on the desk: Tatsuya Suda. Then he made eye contact and tried to look like a private detective without doing a bad Sam Spade impression. “Good morning. I’m Tristan Monroe. I have an interview with Mr. Quillen this morning.”

“Mr. Quillen has been called away, but Mr. Mann has agreed to take over the interview process,” Suda said in a smooth, lightly accented voice.

Tristan gave an insincere little smile he hoped covered up his nerves. “That’s great. I’m glad we don’t have to reschedule.”

Footsteps to Tristan’s right drew his attention to the doorway, where a gentleman he recognized from the agency’s website appeared. Jonathan Mann was dressed in a sharp black suit with gray pinstripes. A brick red tie with silver stripes made the outfit snappy. Mann specialized in theft, property damage, and insurance fraud, according to the bio on the website. He was one of four senior partners in the agency.

Tristan had always been magnetized to shorter, smaller men. Jonathan was slim, fine-boned, and around five foot six or seven. He was the kind of gracefully aging White guy who looked like the male celebrities on the covers of magazines planted along the check-outs of grocery stores. With silver-streaked, dark brown hair, deep brown eyes, high cheekbones, and a firm James-Bond-ish chin, Jonathan easily won the award for hottest prospective boss on the planet. His posture and the way he moved screamed British upper middle class. The suave yet regimented grace turned the reception room into a Hollywood set. “Good morning. Tristan Monroe, I presume?”

Tristan suppressed a
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