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About 25 years ago I had an idea for a story: a noir
mystery with a female detective, in a world where magic was real.
The setting sounded cool, but what would the story be about? I did
some reading and pondering. The idea turned into the first story in
this collection, “Something About The Vegetables.”

I liked the setting so much that I kept writing
stories for my detective, Gwen Conner. I wrote a handful in the
late 1990s, and then a second batch a few years ago. Most of the
plots were original, though a couple were inspired by other mystery
stories I knew about.

You’ll notice that not as many stories in this
collection were published as have others in other collections of
mine. That’s largely because fantasy/mysteries are a hard sell.

Before releasing the first collection of Gwen’s
stories, I put out the short stories as single ebooks. Doing so got
me familiar with Gwen again. That inspired me to write more
stories. This volume assembles all the Gwen Conner
fantasy/mysteries I’ve written.

Thanks to those of you who have bought these
stories, and thanks to those who buy this book. I hope you enjoy
it!
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As a private investigator I make it my policy not to
interfere with active police cases. On occasion circumstances force
me to bend that rule. Even then, I don’t try to bend it too far.
There was a case early in my career that convinced me I’m right, on
both counts.

One morning I was going to my old office. I was met
by two policemen at the door. One said he was Detective Mike
Paulsen; the other, also in plain clothes, kept quiet.

I unlocked the office door. “What can I do for
you?”

They followed me into my office. “Do you know Adam
Harper?” Paulsen asked.

“Only by reputation.
Why?”

“He was found dead last night.
Shot.”

“I didn’t have anything to do with
it.”

“We didn’t think so. That’s not why
we’re here.”

“Why are you here?”

“Harper was working when he was
shot. His expense book and notepad were on him when his body was
found.”

“And?”

“We expect you to report anything
or anyone suspicious, Miss Conner. That includes suspicious
clients.” Paulsen nodded once. “Good day.” He and the other cop
left my office.

Adam Harper had been a mediocre policeman who had
become an average investigator. There were only two interesting
facts about the man. One was that he liked chasing skirts. The
other was that he always kept his pistol handy. That meant Harper
had to have been ambushed.

The fact that the police didn’t give me any
specifics told me that either Harper’s notes weren’t helpful, or he
hadn’t written anything about the case he was on. I wasn’t sure I
wanted to get involved in Harper’s murder. But I didn’t want to end
up like him. I called the newspaper and asked the reporter covering
the murder where Harper’s body had been found.

I went to that part of the city. It was a business
district near downtown, a mile or so from where my old office was.
The buildings had small shops on the ground floor and apartments on
the top floor. I asked the business owners if they’d seen anything
the previous night. Only one man, the owner of a laundry, told me
he had.

“I saw the man with a woman,” he
said. “I heard a shot. The man was dead. The woman was
gone.”

“Did the police speak to
you?”

“Not yet, no. I was the only place
open, but I closed after the shot.”

“In that case, don’t go to them,
but if they come here, tell them what you told me.” I handed him a
twenty-dollar coin. “I was never here.” He nodded; I
left.

When I returned to my office, a young woman was
waiting for me. She was fair-haired, average height, and had a
slender build. Her blouse and dress were pricey and stylish. I
caught a glance at her shoes: they seemed slightly worn.

“Miss Conner? I’m Rebecca
MacDonnaugh. Would you be available for a job?”

“That depends on the
job.”

“I need help. A man is following
me.”

“Call the police.”

“I can’t. He hasn’t threatened me,
as such. He’s just following me.” She sounded nervous, not scared.
“He’s a well-dressed man, Miss Conner.”

“How do you know him?”

She glanced down. “An acquaintance of mine worked
with him, the well-dressed man. My friend has disappeared. I’m
afraid he might be dead.”

“So why is the man following
you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

“Well, my friend did visit me
before he disappeared. We talked about our lives, gossip, that sort
of thing. He was a friend from school, and we’d get together from
time to time. I can’t imagine what he might have told me to put me
in this position.”

“It must have been
something.”

“Perhaps the man is
mistaken.”

“If that’s the case, why don’t you
confront him?”

She glanced down again. “I suppose I’m too worried
now to try, Miss Conner. Can you help me, or is there someone else
you could recommend?”

“Your options are a little limited
today, Miss MacDonnaugh. One of my colleagues died last
night.”

I’ve always had something of an attitude. It might
be another of those things I picked up from my father, like my
talent for this business. Usually I can keep it in check. There are
times when I lose control, and times when I want to let it
loose.

This was the latter case. I wanted to push
MacDonnaugh. In part it was to convince her to hire me. I was young
at the time, just out of college. I had to prove myself constantly.
I had to work to get clients, even when I was the obvious
choice.

But in part it was to show her that I could hold my
own. There was a chance that she might be the woman the laundry
owner saw with Harper. If it was her, I needed to let her know that
I could take care of myself. I had to appear tough; otherwise I
might end up like Harper.

MacDonnaugh’s face was stony for a moment. Finally
she smiled slightly and nodded. “Very well, Miss Conner, you’re
hired.”

“Thank you.”

“Now, what about the man following
me?”

“Wait here.”

My old office was on the second floor of a business
building. Both floors were occupied with professionals’ offices
like mine. That made it hard to do street surveillance. I had to go
downstairs to the lobby to look around. When I got to the lobby
window facing the street, I didn’t see anyone waiting around. I
went from the lobby to the back exit. I walked through one alley
then up a second.

The effort yielded a result. Half-way down the block
I saw a man leaning against a lamp post. He appeared young, maybe a
few years older than me. He seemed tall but not very muscular or
stout. He wore a light brown overcoat and dark pants.

I returned to my office. “Miss MacDonnaugh, this man
who’s following you. Is he young or old?”

“Middle-aged. But I think he has a
younger man working for him. I saw them together once or
twice.”

“The young man, would you know him
if you saw him?”

“No. I didn’t get a good look at
his face. It’s the older man that I met.”

“Met?”

“Yes, after my friend
disappeared.”

“You didn’t say that. What did he
say to you?”

“He came to my house, in Clark
City. He said he was sorry that my friend had gone missing. He told
me that he had worked with him, and wanted to know his
whereabouts.”

“Did he tell you how to contact
him?”

“No. I saw him near my house a week
later. A day ago I came here to visit a friend. The well-dressed
man was in the lobby of my hotel. He waved to me, then
left.”

“And you came straight
here?”

“It happened yesterday evening. I
woke up late, ate breakfast, then came here to see you. That’s
everything, Miss Conner.”

“All right. First off, call me
Gwen. We’ll head back to your hotel and get your luggage. From
there we’ll go to my apartment. You’ll stay with me for the next
few days.”

“Is is safe?”

I smiled. “You’ll see.”

We left immediately. The young man in brown followed
us. I could tell he wasn’t skilled at tailing people. More than
once he made a stir on the sidewalk as he kept up with us. Learning
that, I decided that we’d take the trolley from her hotel to my
place.

It took MacDonnaugh several minutes to pack. I used
the time to peek into her possessions. I didn’t find a gun, but
that didn’t surprise me. If the woman was smart, she’d have tossed
any gun she had into the sewer. The water would carry it to the
cleaning station, and the magic flames there would char it to a
molten lump.

MacDonnaugh had one large case that she packed her
nice clothes in. She didn’t appear to have come to spend much time
in Jefferson City. She was going to look good while here, that was
obvious. Since this hotel wasn’t the best in town, I calculated
that she was trying to put on a show. The questions were for whom
and why.

Outside the hotel we waited a couple of minutes for
the next trolley. Our going aboard was a shock to the young man. He
raced to catch it but missed. I glanced back long enough to see him
hail a cabbie. We had to change trolleys once, but that didn’t
shake the young man.

What did was our destination. Early in his career my
father thought it wise to have his family stay in a house across
from a fire station. “Firemen notice people hanging around,” he had
told me. I chose to go one better. When I became a detective and
had to take care of my brother, I moved us to an apartment across
from a district police station. Once the young man realized that
fact, he hailed another cabbie and retreated.

I brought MacDonnaugh up to our apartment. I left
her move into my bedroom. While she was unpacking my brother Ted
came home from high school. It was a bit of a stunner for him, his
big sister having this pretty woman staying with her. Ted did keep
his cool enough not to mention that he was a
spellcaster-in-training. I had told him again and again not to
mention that to people who hired me; I was glad he was a good kid
and listened.

The next morning, after Ted left for school, I told
MacDonnaugh that she had to stay there all day. She seemed to
accept the order, but asked me what she could do. I pointed to our
collection of books. She pulled a romance title off the shelf, sat
down, and started to read.

She did ask me one thing before I left. “Would it be
all right if I cut something from today’s newspaper?”

“I’ve read everything I wanted to.
Go right ahead.”

When I got to my office the young man in brown was
waiting for me. Up close he had a stiff, unhappy face. His brown
eyes appeared cold. I let him inside, but I kept my door open.

“Name’s William,” he said. He
refused to sit down. “My boss is looking for something.”

“Who’s your boss?”

“Mister Gaspari.”

“What’s he looking for?”

“Can’t say.”

“Can’t, or won’t?”

“Won’t.”

“What is it?”

“MacDonnaugh knows what it is. You
have to know what it is.”

“She hasn’t told me anything. If
she doesn’t have it, then I don’t.”

I saw his right hand move into his coat pocket.
“Don’t lie to me, Miss.”

I opened the desk drawer on my right. “Feel free to
search.”

He bent over to look. I pulled out the knife I
carried for occasions like this. In a series of quick motions, I
stood, grabbed his coat, pulled him close, and touched the blade of
my knife to his forehead. He gasped once then fell asleep.

I let him fall into the chair in front of my desk. I
searched his coat pockets first. Sure enough, the young man had a
revolver in his right pocket. I took out the bullets and put them
in his left pocket, then returned the pistol to his right.

Underneath his coat was a jacket. In the left pocket
was a key on a ring. Attached to the ring was a thin square of wood
marked “Jeffersonian.” The Jeffersonian was the best hotel in the
city. However, the young man’s wallet had less than $40 in it, all
in small bills. His boss, this Gaspari man, had to be the one with
the means to stay at the Jeffersonian. The one thing the young man
didn’t have on him was anything that told me his last name.

After I finished looking through his pockets.
William began to wake up. Since I was pretty certain that I wasn’t
going to learn anything from him. I yanked him onto his feet. I
pinned his right arm behind him, marched him down the hall to the
elevator, and pushed him inside.

“Leave and don’t come back,” I
snapped. He left. I didn’t see him hanging around at lunch, nor
when I left to go home.

Back at home I noticed that MacDonnaugh had done two
things. She had cut out the section of the newspaper that listed
arrivals and departures of trains. She had also written “315” on a
piece of note paper I kept near my phone. Although the sheet she’d
written on was gone, the imprint on the next sheet was pretty
clear.

I asked her after dinner if she was expecting
someone, or planning to leave. “Why do you ask?”

“I think you know why I’m asking.
The young man came to my office this morning. He and his boss seem
pretty certain you have something they want.”

“I tell you, Gwen, I don’t have
anything!”

“If you’re hiding something from
me, I’ll throw you out.”

“Let me stay here one more night.
That’s all I ask.”

“Why?”

“I’ve made arrangements. I’ll pay
you for your help. I just need one more night.”

I knew she was lying to me, but I couldn’t prove it.
She was up to something; what that was could be anything. She might
have another protector coming. She might be about to flee. Or maybe
whatever it was that this Gaspari wanted was about to arrive. I
decided I had to confront him, even thought I’d be at a serious
disadvantage.

The next morning I checked the newspaper myself. A
train from the south coast was scheduled to arrive at 3:15 in the
afternoon. I made a note of the time in my head then went to work.
Unfortunately it was close to tax time. I’d been spending the last
few days getting my files and receipts in order. I had to finish
that morning; otherwise I would have gone straight from my
apartment to the Jeffersonian.

As it was I wasn't able to get there until after
lunch. I went to the counter, gave the clerk my name, and asked to
speak to Gaspari. The clerk called the room. The clerk told me the
room number and said I could go up.

William was standing at the door to the room next to
Gaspari’s. He gave me a rough frisking. I returned the favor by
stepping on his foot, elbowing him in the belly, then taking out
his gun. With his gun poking in his side, the young man opened the
door for me.

Gaspari was indeed a well-dressed man. He was
wearing a formal dark blue jacket, black bow tie, pressed white
shirt, ironed dark blue pants, and shiny black shoes. The man was a
little taller than William, slightly on the stout side, and bald as
a baseball.

He waved to me with two fingers on his right hand.
“My dear Miss Conner,” he said in a deep sing-song voice. “Do come
in.”

I walked up to him and handed him the young man’s
gun. “Your bodyguard manhandled me, so I thought I’d get even. I
hope you don’t mind.”

He looked at his henchman. “William, this detective
is a woman. You must be more careful.” He turned to me. “I trust
William has not harmed you?”

“No. He just annoyed
me.”

“I apologize.” He waved at the
couch. “Please, have a seat. May I fix you a drink?”

“I don’t drink. I came here to
talk.”

He sat down next to me. “About Rebecca
MacDonnaugh?”

“Yes.”

“Does she have the knife, Miss
Conner?”

“She doesn’t have
anything.”

“Oh, but I’m afraid I must
disagree, Miss Conner. She has it, or she knows who
has.”

“Has what, Mister
Gaspari?”

“Tell me, Miss Conner, how well
versed are you in the history of the elven residents of New
America? Does the name ‘Long Stride” mean anything to
you?”

“Just that he was an outlaw in the
early days of the ‘Crossing Storm.’ He stole from humans and elves
alike.”

“He was more than a simple outlaw.
He was the greatest thief in history. His success was in large part
to a knife he crafted himself.”

“A knife?”

“Yes, but not an ordinary knife, by
any means, Miss Conner. A knife endowed with a number of powerful
spells. One allowed the bearer to become invisible at will. Another
could cast a stun spell at whomever the owner pointed the blade
at.” Gaspari smiled. “The most important spell cast upon the knife
was that only its creator could shatter its power.”

“Really? How do you know all
this?”

“Some time ago I heard rumors of
some of the powerful objects in possession of state government of
the elves. I employed Miss MacDonnaugh as a translator. It was she
who discovered the information about Long Stride’s great
knife.”

“So you made an interesting
discovery. I take it you couldn’t find the knife?”

“On the contrary, Miss Conner. When
Long Stride was captured, his secrets became known, including those
of the knife he used so effectively. The High Chieftain had his men
try everything to persuade Long Stride to destroy the weapon, but
to no avail.” The man shrugged. “Perhaps they did not try
everything.

“Since persuasion did not work,
other elves attempted to destroy the weapon. Their spells failed to
so much as dent the weapon’s powerstones. The High Chieftain
therefore decided to disguise the weapon and place it with a
trusted associate. It was passed down, generation after generation,
to the present day.”

“And that’s how you were able to
find it?”

“Indeed, Miss Conner. It was being
used as a skinning knife by a tanner.” Gaspari laughed. “Can you
believe it? One of the most powerful hand weapons ever created,
being used for such an ordinary purpose?”

“No. Tell me, did you steal
it?”

“Indeed not. Our plan was to induce
the owner to sell the weapon to us, and then to sell it back to the
elven government at a price more indicative of its value. Miss
MacDonnaugh was quite effective at her task, but it seems she found
an associate of her own. I believe she gave the knife to him. I
assume her plans are the same as what we agreed, although I presume
she wishes to cut me out of my share.”

“So, Mister Gaspari, what do you
want from me?”

“I had wanted to you to convey a
simple message to Miss MacDonnaugh.”

“Had?”

I had become so wrapped up in Gaspari’s tale that I
lost track of William. I found him when the tip of a knife pushed
through my hair and touched the back of my neck. I jumped up and
turned to face him. Suddenly the world went black and I fell
asleep. My last thought was that I clearly wasn’t the only person
in this matter who knew about subtlety.

I woke up in Gaspari’s hotel room right at 3:35 in
the afternoon. He and William were gone. I remembered that the
train MacDonnaugh was waiting for had arrived twenty minutes
earlier. This meant that if her associate had arrived, they could
be anywhere. I decided the best thing I could do was head back to
my office.

On the way back I remembered Gaspari’s last words to
me. They suggested that until I had gone to see him, he hadn’t
known when MacDonnaugh’s friend might arrive. Somehow that morning
he’d figured out what train her friend was arriving on. I cursed
myself for falling into his trap, even if I’d have needed magic to
see it ahead of me.

I knew I had to go to the police, but I wasn’t
certain what I could say. I needed to plot out what was going on.
Once back in my office I took out a piece of paper. I started
writing down what I knew.

Only a few minutes passed when the door burst open.
A man stepped through the doorway, his face a mask of pain. His
left hand gripped the doorknob; his right held a small box. He
looked at me, opened his mouth, then fell to the floor.

I jumped to the body. I picked up the box; inside
was a long knife with over-sized studs in the black handle. A
glance into the hallway revealed a trail of blood. Whether I called
or someone else did, the police would arrive in moments.

I tucked the box in a desk drawer then called the
police. I made certain to ask for Detective Paulsen. Uniformed
officers arrived within two minutes; several more passed before
Paulsen arrived. The first thing he did was look at the dead man’s
face. He whispered to one of the officers. They and the coroner
left.

“Did you know that man?” Paulsen
asked me.

“I’ve never seen him before.
Why?”

“He matches the description of a
man who, with a woman, were involved in a brief exchange of
gunshots with two other men, one of whom was described as
stout.”

“The stout man, was he with a
younger man?”

“Yes, why?”

“I might have seen them
before.”

“Might? Miss Conner, if you’re not
telling me everything, I can arrest you for being involved in that
man’s murder.”

“No, you can’t. He came here and
died. Around the time he was shot I was leaving the Jeffersonian. I
have witnesses.”

I raised my hands. “Detective, I don’t know
everything. You’re going to have to trust me. I’d like you to have
an officer pick up my brother when school lets out. I’ll tell you
where you can take him.”

“Are you in danger?”

“Not just yet. Now, the other thing
I’m asking is that you contact the police station near my
apartment. Tell them to watch my place for mail deliveries. If they
see anything coming tomorrow, have them come right
over.”

“Why don’t we just follow you
home?”

“I doubt the people you’re looking
for are waiting for me at home. Not all of them, anyway. Do as I
ask, and you can wrap everything up nice and neat. Otherwise,
you’ll end up letting a group of criminals escape.”

“Because you’re helping
them?”

“Because you might have what they
want, but not them. Trust me, Detective Paulsen. I want to help you
catch these people. I want them out of my life. But we have to play
this my way, or else you get nothing.”

He glared at me for a moment. Finally he nodded.
“Very well, Miss Conner.”

“Thank you. Oh, and don’t have
anyone follow me. These people are smart. They’ll see a police tail
and run.”

“Fine. I will see you tomorrow,
Miss Conner.”

“I certainly hope so,
Detective.”

I waited half an hour before I left my office. In
that time I wrapped up the box in brown paper and put my address on
it. I locked up, took the box to the closest post office, and put
it in the mail. I had to pay a little more to make sure it would
arrive in the morning.

From there I headed back home. Outside my apartment
building Gaspari and William were waiting for me. I invited them to
come up. Inside my apartment MacDonnaugh was sitting on the couch.
She was surprised to see Gaspari and William, but not particularly
fearful.

“The gang’s all here,” I said
cheerfully.

“Indeed it is, Miss Conner,”
Gaspari replied. He turned to MacDonnaugh. “Do you have the
knife?”

She stood up. “Sam had it when your foolish thug
shot him.”

“And where is he now?”

“He came to see me,” I said. All
three turned to look at me.

“Where is it?” MacDonnaugh
asked.

“Your friend is dead.”

“I’ll mourn later. Where’s the
knife, Gwen?”

“It’s safe.”

“Can you get it, Miss Conner?”
Gaspari asked.

“Not now. I will have it very soon.
First, though, I’d like some answers to some questions. The police
think I’m part of what you’ve been up to.”

“You haven’t told them anything,
have you?”

“No, but they think I had something
to do with her friend’s shooting, and maybe with the death of Adam
Harper. I need answers.”

Gaspari pressed his suit. “I presume this is a
negotiation, Miss Conner. If we provide you with answers, what do
you want from us?”

“Compensation for getting caught up
in this, and someone I can give to the police.”

Gaspari smiled. “The former will not be a problem,
though the latter might be.”

“The latter can’t be a problem,
Gaspari. There’s two dead men. Someone has to take the fall for
their deaths.”

“He killed Sam,” MacDonnaugh said
coldly, looking at William. “He killed the detective,
too.”

“That’s a lie!” William stuck his
hands in his coat pockets. “She shot the detective, I saw her do
it!”

“And I saw you do it!”

I dashed between them and raised my hands in front
of their faces. “Keep your voices down! Remember where we are, and
who’s nearby.” MacDonnaugh’s body relaxed and she took a step back.
William’s hands were still in his pockets. I looked at him with as
hard an expression as I could. He slowly took his hands out.

I stepped towards Gaspari. “The police have
witnesses that saw William shoot her partner. Unless Rebecca
carries the same guns as him, he’s on the hook for that
murder.”

“And as to the late detective?”
Gaspari asked me.

“I don’t know. Would you be willing
to turn on both of them?”

Gaspari glanced at William, then MacDonnaugh, and on
like that for a minute or so. I could tell that he was thinking
about who to sell out. I had a feeling I knew who he would choose.
I began to ease away from him and near to William.

At last the older man looked at the younger. “My
young friend, you have been a most loyal bodyguard. But I fear that
your skills won’t be helpful in dealing with the elves.”

“You can’t sell me out.”

“I’m afraid I have no choice,
William. Miss MacDonnaugh reads and speaks the elven language. She
will be essential in communicating with them.”

Gaspari smiled and walked up to William. “Indeed,
your incarceration provides us with a better opportunity. You will
be a convicted killer with a troubled past. What better way to
convince the governor of the elves that, if he does not deal with
us, we have other parties we could contact regarding Long Stride’s
knife.” He patted the young man’s shoulder. “In addition, your
situation provides another request we can make in exchange for the
knife.”

The smile abruptly disappeared. “You have no choice
in this matter, William. Accept your role, and you will be
rewarded. Fail to do so, and you know what consequences you shall
be facing.”

William glared at the man for a moment. He broke
away from Gaspari’s hold and plopped down onto the couch. He
reached into his pockets and pulled out two pistols. He placed them
on the floor to either side of his feet.

Gaspari turned to me. “Now, Miss Conner, you have
young William. What questions do you want answered?”

“I think everything’s clear to me
now.”

“Good. Will you be able to persuade
the police not to pursue the matter beyond William?”

“If he confesses to both killings,
I think I can assure the police that they should take what they
get. Of course, should I not get my fair share of your proceeds,
I’ll have no choice but tell them all I know.”

“We could prevent that,”
MacDonnaugh said.

“No, you can’t. For one thing, you
don’t have the knife. I do.”

“And once we get it?”

“What? You’ll shoot me, within
earshot of a police station? You’ll force me to go with you? One
yell and the street is swarming with policemen.”

“Miss Conner is right, Rebecca,”
Gaspari said. “You and I have made mistakes recently. Those
mistakes have complicated our plans. We cannot afford any more
errors at this point. We must proceed with more care if this
venture is to be profitable.”

He turned to me. “When can you get the knife?”

“I’ll have it in the
morning.”

“Then I suggest we get comfortable
and wait.”

Gaspari sat down next to William on the couch.
MacDonnaugh sat down in a rocking chair to one side of the couch,
while I took my father’s easy chair opposite. Gaspari asked for a
book; somehow he stayed up all night reading. The rest of us slept
lightly. In the morning I fixed everyone breakfast.

An hour after finishing someone knocked on my door.
I checked my watch; right on time! I signaled the others to stay
out of sight, went to the door, and opened it. The mailman was in
the hall with a package.

“Is that it?” I asked. He nodded.
“Thanks.” He left and I closed the door.

I brought the package to the couch. Gaspari sat back
down next to William. He opened the box and unwrapped the covering
paper quickly. Sure enough, there was the knife that MacDonnaugh’s
friend had brought to my office yesterday. Gaspari reached into his
jacket pocket and took out a small leather case. He removed a metal
pick from the case. He scraped one of the studs. In seconds the
black covering disappeared to reveal a bright red jewel.

“This is it!” Gaspari held it up.
“Long Stride’s knife, after all these years.”

There was another knock on the door. “I’ll get rid
of them.” I was surprised that none of the trio seemed to hear me.
I smiled to myself.

I opened the door. Detective Paulsen was in the
hallway with several policemen. I pointed my left thumb inside.
Paulsen and the officers burst in, guns drawn.

“Nobody move! Hands up!”

The trio rose slowly. Their expressions turned to
surprise. Their hands went up. As Gaspari’s did, the knife fell to
the floor.

“Detective Paulsen, these are the
three people involved in the shooting yesterday,” I said. “The
young man is the one who killed the fellow who came to my office.
The young woman was with Adam Harper when he died; she may have
killed him, or maybe the young man did. You’ll have to check their
guns.”

I walked to them and picked up the knife. “This,
Detective, is a powerful and very old knife made by an elven
outlaw. The fat man and the young woman conspired to steal it from
its owner. They planned to sell it back to the elves, and if they
couldn’t, to a criminal who could appreciate its special
powers.”

“Enchanted, is it, Miss
Conner?”

“Very. It also can’t be destroyed.
That’s why it was disguised, and that why those two conspired to
extort the elves’ state government.”

“All right.” Paulsen glanced at the
other policemen. “Let’s take them in.” Officers handcuffed the trio
and marched them out of my apartment. I thought I saw Gaspari smile
as he was led away.

Once the governor of the elves was informed as to
what happened, Gaspari and MacDonnaugh disappeared. William pled
guilty to the second murder and was sentenced to life without
parole. For my part in the matter, I earned a favor from governor.
One day I plan to cash that in. My reputation with the police was
damaged a little but it recovered quickly.

As for my job, I’d like to say that I became more
careful in what requests for help I took. If I did I’d be lying.
There’s just no way to know when someone walks in if working for
them will be too risky. All I can do is make certain I stay on the
good side of the police, keep my eyes open, and try to stay ahead
of my clients.
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It had been a pretty boring day when Lila Drurcic
came in. She had long dark hair, a tight-fitting long dress, high
heels, and warm brown eyes. She sat down across from me. “You may
have read, Miss Conner, that my father died some days ago.” Her
voice was cool, but I knew it was an act.

“I’m sorry, but I didn’t know. What
was his name?”

“George, George Drurcic. He owned
of a grocery store on the east side of town.” She took a breath to
settle herself, then went on. “He was killed during a robbery
attempt.”

I tried to sound considerate. “So why come to
me?”

“Miss Conner, I feel suspicious. My
father owned this watch.” She handed me a man’s vest-watch. I gave
it one look, and called my brother from the outer office. “Ted,
what do you make of this?”

My brother is not a good secretary, but he’s a great
science student. He didn’t take half as long as I did looking it
over to tell me what I suspected. “It’s gold, Gwen. Twelve carat,
at least.”
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