
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
SARA MORNINGSKY

by Lee Driver










This book is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. Any
slights of people, places, or organizations is purely
unintentional.







Copyright ©2001 by Lee Driver

All rights reserved.

This short story or parts thereof, may not be
reproduced in any form without permission.







Smashwords Edition













SARA MORNINGSKY







It crouched in the dense underbrush and
watched the scene unfold behind a boarded-up packing plant. The
moon cast silhouettes of two figures as they emerged from a
dark-colored vehicle. As the driver opened the trunk, a police car
arrived tailed by a black limousine.

The gray wolf’s keen sense of smell detected
fear. It watched with the same intensity as it would a prey, head
lowered, ears raised. Instinct told it that danger was near. The
wolf took two steps forward, then back, unsure whether to react to
the scent of danger. Two muffled pops startled the animal. Quickly
it moved from its hiding place toward the body bleeding on the
ground, toward the man with the raised gun. The men were too
startled to react. With teeth bared, the wolf leaped at the
policeman who yelled for his friends to shoot it. The wolf rushed
back to the forest with its trophy in its mouth, but it didn’t feel
safe. It could hear the men in pursuit, the men with guns.

Swiftly the wolf leaped twelve feet up to a
branch. What had been thick paws changed into sturdy talons, and
the one-hundred-pound body of a wolf transformed into a two-pound
gray hawk. It watched the men run under the tree branch still in
pursuit of the wolf.

Gripping the trophy with its hooked beak, the
hawk took flight, soaring silently, its wings flat and graceful. It
made several quick beats of its wings as it followed the limousine,
noticing with acute eyesight the license plate number.

The hawk flew across town, over lit streets
that crisscrossed subdivisions, and the narrow creek that ran along
the expressway. The hawk saw rabbits and ground squirrels from its
high altitude, but had no interest in feeding. With wings level, it
glided down over a forest to a remote house in a clearing and then
through an opened balcony window. It landed gracefully on two feet,
human feet. Dropping the trophy to the floor, the figure climbed
into bed weeping. The object the men had chased the wolf for, its
trophy, was the policeman’s badge.










“I don’t understand you, Dagger.” The
attractive woman paced the tiled floor on stiletto heels. Flipping
back errant strands of platinum hair, she gazed disapprovingly at
the cramped office located above a downtown bar. “You can’t attract
high-paying customers in a dump like this.”

Dagger eyed his fiancée from her well-turned
heel to her shapely thighs, past the short hemline of her skirt.
“I’m just interested in customers, Sheila. I couldn’t care less how
rich they are.” He snapped the newspaper open and turned to the
second page of the headline story.

Sheila inhaled deeply, grimaced, and quickly
changed her mood. “That’s okay. No problem. Daddy’s going to have a
spot for you at his newspaper, maybe as an editor. You won’t need
to do anything but proofread.”

“I like being a private investigator.”
He returned to the article. Changing the subject, he asked, “How
could your father print this crap about Lieutenant
Fazio?”

Sheila stopped pacing and jammed her fists
onto her narrow hips. “You haven’t listened to a word I’ve
said.”

A shrill sound came from inside a cage in the
corner of the room. “AWK. WICKED WITCH OF THE WEST. AWK.” A scarlet
macaw lifted its colorful wings and fanned out its tail.

Sheila tossed a disparaging glance over her
shoulder at the macaw. “Shut up you poor excuse for an oversized
crow.”

“AWWWKK, STICKS AND STONES.”

“Leave Einstein alone,
Sheila.”

“He only repeats what you tell him.”
She pulled a cigarette from her purse.

“And don’t smoke around him.” Dagger
placed the newspaper down and stood, stretching his tall, muscular
body.

Reluctantly, Sheila returned the cigarette to
the pack. “I really think you should find a new home for the
feathered rodent. You know I can’t have him around with my
allergies.”

“Allergies?” Dagger laughed. “Since
when?” He backed away when she playfully ran a hand through his
thick, brown hair.

Pressing her body against his she said,
“There are women who would kill for your cheekbones.” She stroked
his chiseled jaw line, admired his rugged good looks enhanced by a
five o-clock shadow. With a flirtatious smile she added, “And
you’re all mine.”

“We’ve done this little dance before.”
He gently pulled her arms away. “I am not giving Einstein
away.”

As Sheila brought her lips up to Dagger’s, he
saw her gaze drift to the doorway. A slight arch of one eyebrow
told him Sheila had seen something distasteful, beneath her
standards. He had seen that look many times. Her father patented
the look of disdain down the tip of his nose, as if everyone in the
world were his subordinate. It was one trait Dagger disliked in
her; and the list was getting longer as the wedding date grew
nearer.

Dagger turned toward the doorway to see a
waif of a girl in a faded but clean flowered dress and sandals. Her
eyes were the color of Caribbean waters. Her waist-length hair had
so many sun-streaked shades it was difficult to tell its true
color. If he had passed her on a street he would have expected her
to be begging for a crust of bread, not that she looked emaciated,
just fragile and timid.

“I’m sorry if I’m interrupting,” the
girl said. “I’m looking for a Chase Dagger.”

“That would be me,” Dagger
replied.

Sheila leaned toward him. “Get payment up
front.” She bussed Dagger on the cheek before pushing briskly past
the intruder.

“AWK, GOOD RIDDANCE,” Einstein squawked
as the door closed.

Turning to the girl, Dagger clasped her hand
as she said, “Sara Morningsky.” He detected a brief tremble in her
handshake.

Sara’s gaze quickly turned to Einstein.
“Aren’t you a handsome fella?” She took long, graceful strides
toward the cage. “And so smart. No wonder your name is Einstein.”
The macaw bobbed his head in agreement.

Dagger was drawn to the girl’s exotic
features, her almond-shaped eyes and olive complexion. She looked
like she should be rising out of the waters of some South Pacific
island, but the name Morningsky and her features told him she was
probably Native American.

He watched her reach into the cage. “I
wouldn’t do that. Einstein nips everyone but…” His voice trailed
off as he watched Einstein climb onto Sara’s arm and nuzzle her
chin. “Well, I’ll be.” Dagger ran a hand across the back of his
neck. “He always had good taste.” Einstein let out a whistle.

“Some macaws can live to the age of one
hundred.” Her eyes were mysterious, distant, like a door that
cracks open slightly and then closes shut. She studied Einstein’s
cage. “A bird this size should have an aviary or, better yet, a
bird room.”

“He did back at my apartment, but my
landlord had too many complaints about the noise so I brought him
here. It’s only temporary.”

“Your girlfriend has no intention of
letting you keep Einstein.” She didn’t wait for him to reply. She
was inspecting Einstein’s nostrils and listening to his breathing.
“He has a respiratory infection.” Dagger looked closely at
Einstein’s face as Sara gazed up at the vent above the cage. “He’s
getting a draft from the vent. You should bring in a heat lamp and
also give him some weak chamomile tea sweetened with glucose. Keep
track of how much he eats and drinks.”

“You know a lot about
birds.”

“A little.”

Dagger found himself watching her mouth as
she spoke, the movement of her lips, how her tongue touched her
teeth. It was as though he were searching for flaws in a Monet
painting but couldn’t find any. She was refreshingly natural, like
an unspoiled river or pristine beach. Her face was untouched by the
pounds of makeup that masked Sheila’s features.

“I’ll do that, but I’m sure you didn’t
come here to make a house call on Einstein. How can I help you,
Miss Morningsky?” He took Einstein from her and placed him back in
the cage. Einstein shook his feathers as if irritated at being
disturbed. “Please have a seat.”

Sara glanced at the newspaper article about
the detective found in the back of an abandoned building, shot
twice in the back of the head. Twenty-five pounds of uncut heroin
were found in the trunk of his car.

“My God,” Sara gasped. “It wasn’t bad
enough they killed him. They planted drugs on him, too.”

“You knew Mick Fazio?”

“I,” Sara hesitated and then took a
seat next to the oak desk cluttered with stacks of file folders and
two half-empty coffee cups. Dagger pulled out a notepad and pen.
“Mr. Dagger,” she started.

“Just Dagger will be fine.”

Sara smiled weakly. “I’m not sure where to
start.”

“Wherever you feel
comfortable.”

“I guess I can start with this.” She
placed the badge on his desk. “This belongs to the cop who killed
Detective Fazio.”

“Cop?” Slowly Dagger leaned back and
studied his mysterious visitor. “Mick Fazio and I didn’t always see
eye to eye, but I believe we respected each other. I spoke with him
last night. Unfortunately, he wouldn’t elaborate on what he was
into other than to say he was close to solving a major crime. Mick
would never have anything to do with drugs.”

Sara continued to describe in detail how the
cop had walked up to Fazio and shot him in the back of the head.
Dagger made a quick call to a friend at headquarters to verify the
badge number.

Hanging up the phone, Dagger said, “This
badge belongs to Sergeant Ed Rollins, the police chief’s son.
You’re saying he’s involved in drugs?”

“AWWKK, ROLLINS. CROWN JEWEL,” Einstein
blurted out, but Dagger ignored him.

“They weren’t drug dealers. Sergeant
Rollins was on some Gang Task Force, but he actually had the gangs
working for him. I can’t say how I know what I know. In a way, I
was Detective Fazio’s informant.” She handed Dagger a piece of
paper with the license plate number of the limousine.

“You could only know all this if you
were there. How did you…?”

“Detective Fazio has mentioned your
name several times. That’s how I knew to look you up.”

“So you have met him.” She shook her
head no. “Then, how…?” Dagger’s voice trailed off. “Look, Miss
Morningsky…”

“Sara, please.”

“Sara, I wish I could help, but unless
you are completely honest with me…”

“He mentioned an S and R Warehouse.
Something is being stored there. I saw Detective Fazio make a
number of audiotapes documenting his undercover work and
conversations he’s had with Sergeant Rollins.”

Dagger shook his head in total confusion. She
was skirting his main question. “Saw? But you said you’ve never met
him.”

“That’s not the issue. What’s important
is finding out what Sergeant Rollins is keeping at the S and R
Warehouse.” The phone interrupted them.

“AWK. HELLO, HELLO,” Einstein mimicked
from behind the bars. He used his powerful beak to climb to the top
of the cage.

“Yeah,” Dagger barked into the phone.
It was Sheila, calling to say she bought him an Armani suit to wear
to the rehearsal. “Sheila, I’m fine with blue jeans. You didn’t
have to…” He listened to her ramble, and then said, “I’ll call you
later.” When he turned back to Sara, she was gone. She had left as
silently as she had arrived.

He opened the door and ran down the rusting
white, wrought iron stairs to the street just in time to see the
belching fumes from a battered cab. Returning to his office, Dagger
yelled out, “Cab company, Einstein.”

“AWWKK. FIVE-FIVE-FIVE
NINE-EIGHT-FIVE-FOUR.”

Dagger made the call and was told Sara had
been picked up at a coffee shop, not her residence, and they were
to return her to the coffee shop.

Einstein bobbed his head several times as he
looked around the office.

“Sorry, Einstein. She’s gone.” Dagger
looked up at the ceiling over Einstein’s cage and went to work
taping a piece of cardboard around the vent to divert the draft. He
then called a friend at the Department of Motor Vehicles to trace
the plate number on the limousine only to learn that it belonged to
Mayor Benton Sawyer. The waters were getting murkier. Standing at
the window, Dagger gazed out at the dismal skies, plump clouds
ready to dump their moisture.

“Hey, Dagger. How’s your bird?” The
rhythmic tone and deep laugh belonged to Simon. Hefting his mailbag
onto a chair, Simon walked near the birdcage, noticing several
feathers lying on the floor. “Looks like he’s giving himself a
haircut.”

“Einstein is in love and upset that his
lady left.” Dagger held out a cheese curl, which Einstein ignored.
“Cheese curls used to be the only things that made him feel
better.” Einstein continued to preen himself, tossing several more
feathers. “If you keep that up,” Dagger warned, “you’ll be bald and
that young lady won’t ever look at you again.” Einstein fluffed all
thirty-six inches of his body and tail, shaking out a couple more
brilliant scarlet red, blue, and yellow feathers.

Dagger took the bundle of mail from Simon and
laid it on the desk. “You know just about everyone in town, don’t
you, Simon?”

“Everyone on my run, sure. Who ya’
looking for?”

“A young woman. Native American, I
think. Long brown hair, turquoise eyes.”

Simon rubbed a beefy hand across his chin.
“Gotta name?”

“Sara Morningsky. She disappeared
before I had a chance to get her address.”

“She’s not on my run, but there is
reservation land down near Cedar Junction. About two or three
hundred acres.” He gave his bulky shoulder a shrug. “Some large
automotive company was building a shmanzy showroom and service
facility out there years ago before the county realized the land
wasn’t anyone’s to use.”

Dagger entertained the thought of exploring
the reservation land after Simon left, but his computer search
through the town assessor’s records completed its report on Mayor
Benton Sawyer.

He leaned back in his chair, plopping his
feet on the desk. “Well, Mayor. Exactly how do you fit in with
Sergeant Ed Rollins?”

“AWK, CROWN JEWELS.” Einstein’s
vocabulary came mostly from mimicking and word association; and
what he said finally struck a familiar chord with Dagger. It had
something to do with a conversation he had had with Mick Fazio
months ago, but his memory was still hazy. His eyes instead locked
on the computer screen where it mentioned S and R Warehouse—Sawyer
and Rollins. Mayor Sawyer and Chief Rollins owned S and R
Warehouse. Exactly what was stored there Dagger had no idea. But he
was going to find out.










“I tried to explain it to him,
Grandmother. But there were so many questions I couldn’t answer.”
Sara sat next to a white-haired woman whose face was weathered with
lines of age and wisdom. Her veiny hands were clasped around
Sara’s.

“You must listen to your heart, my
child. What does your heart tell you to do?” Ada Kills Bull patted
her grandchild’s arm. “You want to help him?”

Sara nodded. “Although maybe I shouldn’t. I
tried helping Detective Fazio and look where it got him.”

“It wasn’t your fault he was killed.
But you can help find his killers.”

Sara thought for a moment. “You are right.
I’ll just go to the warehouse myself.”










Dagger lowered his night vision binoculars. S
and R Warehouse had been quiet since he arrived an hour ago. From
his post behind a boulder on a cliff near the site, he had a good
view of the main entrance. He gathered his black leather coat
around him to ward off the damp chill the rains had brought.

Headlights appeared down the road. A semi
lumbered up to the freight door and a youth with a long ponytail
jumped from the truck and unlocked the door. The driver got out and
entered the warehouse through the side door. Lights turned on.
Another figure stepped out of the rear of the semi. He was thin
with ferret features and a receding hairline. It was Ed Rollins.
Soon several youths started unloading items, which looked like
paintings, sculptures, and velvet bags the size of pouches.

Dagger saw a movement along the side of the
building. He scanned the area with his binoculars and zoomed in on
a figure. It looked like a dog. Its coat was multicolored, its eyes
and mouth surrounded by white fur; but it wasn’t a dog. It was a
wolf. Wolves in Indiana? Dagger thought.

“Hey!” Rollins yelled. “That’s the same
mutt that took my badge.” The wolf growled and took a lunge toward
Rollins. When Rollins pulled a gun from his belt, the wolf rushed
into the woods.

Through the binoculars, Dagger watched in
horror as Rollins pulled off two quick shots. The wolf howled in
pain.

“Let’s get moving,” another man
ordered.

Crouching down, Dagger moved away from the
boulder. When he was a safe distance away from sight of the
warehouse, he pulled out a flashlight and searched through the
dense forest for the injured wolf. From the amount of blood on the
trail, it appeared that Rollins had made a direct hit. The blood
trail was easy to follow. Dagger found the wolf whimpering, lying
on its side, its front legs trying to drag itself to safety.

“Good God!” Dagger shined the
flashlight on the wolf’s missing right leg, shot clean off. He bent
down and examined the wound. The wolf trembled under his touch.
Heaving a sigh, Dagger stood up and pointed his gun at the wolf’s
head. “Sorry about this, but you’ll be better off, believe
me.”

The wolf looked up at him with the strangest
colored eyes. They were blue-green. His hand shook as he started to
pull the trigger. Then an unusual thing happened. The wolf changed
shape. The multicolored fur coat became hair, the legs long and
muscular, the body human. It was Sara. She looked up at him with
those dazzling eyes.

“For the love of…” Dagger breathed,
returning his gun to his holster and shaking his leather coat off.
“I have to get you to a hospital.”

“No!” Her hands gripped his arms as he
wrapped her in his coat. He stripped out of his shirt and tied it
tightly around her injured leg that had been shot off just below
the knee. “You have to take me to my grandmother. She’s the only
one who can help. Please, Dagger.”

“You need a doctor, Sara.” There was an
underlying fear and desperation in her voice. Her eyes pleaded and
he was a sucker for those eyes.










The door to the downstairs bedroom was
slightly ajar. Curious, Dagger peered through the opening at Sara’s
sweat-soaked body which was covered in a sheet. Sara’s grandmother
had not seemed the least bit excited about her granddaughter’s
condition. She had just instructed Dagger to lay her on the bed and
thanked him for bringing her home. For some reason, he couldn’t
tear himself away without getting some answers.

As the grandmother pulled back the sheet,
exposing the injured leg, Dagger was shocked to see that half of it
had already grown back. The bleeding had stopped, almost as if it
had been cauterized. A cold chill crept up his back. Dagger’s gaze
moved up the sheet, watching Sara’s chest rise and fall with each
ragged breath. His gaze settled on her face where her opened eyes,
filled with tears, were staring right at him. Startled, he pulled
away and pressed his back against the wall. Five years as a PI and
he had never seen anything that so shocked and bewildered him. His
mind was numb, unable to digest what he had seen.

He moved away from the bedroom and surveyed
the house, which looked like the showroom and automotive repair
facility Simon had talked about. There were stone walls, tiled
floors, numerous windows, and skylights. Other than area rugs and
what looked like garage sale furniture, there didn’t seem to be
anything extravagant in the living room. There was one wall of
shelving loaded with books, a television, and a VCR. Stairs lead up
to a second floor that probably once housed offices that overlooked
the downstairs, and there was a catwalk that dissected the width of
the living room.

He located the kitchen and with shaky legs
dropped down onto a chair. From the looks of all the fresh
vegetables gathered on the counter, it would be his guess that they
had a large garden out back.

Sara’s grandmother appeared out of nowhere
and poured two glasses of cognac. She reminded him of Yoda with her
stooped appearance and heavy-lidded eyes. His hand shook as he
brought the glass to his lips and gulped the hot liquid. She
refilled it quickly.

“How is Sara?” Dagger asked in a raspy
voice.

“She will be fine,” Ada replied. “I
can’t thank you enough for being there tonight and bringing her
back to me.” Her eyes had a milky veil and her head shook slightly
as if she had a mild case of Parkinson’s disease. It was difficult
to tell her age.

“What…how did…?” But Dagger couldn’t
seem to get the words out. He dragged a hand through his long, damp
hair.

“Sara is a shapeshifter,” Ada
explained. “Some say it is just Native American folklore. It was
believed elders could shift into animal forms in order to spy on
their enemies. Others believed there were those with more bestial
natures who would kill the farmers’ cattle. I first witnessed
Sara’s abilities when she was six years old, when her parents died.
That was twelve years ago on a reservation in Montana. She withdrew
from her human form to deal with the grief. She didn’t know how to
change back. I took her to a powerful medicine man who had been
outcast from the tribe because he was a shapeshifter. They were
afraid of him. He took us in and showed Sara how to control her
shifting. To some, it is a curse. But to us, it is a magical gift.
Sara shifts into two distinct forms.”

Dagger paused, his glass near his lips. He
was already feeling the effects of the liquor. “There’s another
shape besides a wolf?”

“Yes,” Ada said with a hint of pride.
“Besides the gray wolf, Sara also shifts to a gray hawk, a
beautiful creature with a wing span of forty inches.”

No wonder she couldn’t tell me how she got
the badge, Dagger thought. “And,” he glanced toward the doorway,
“her leg. How does she…?”

“A shape-hifter has regenerative
powers. Bleeding stops quickly and the body begins to regrow parts
and close wounds.”

Dagger shook his head, feeling something
rattling between his ears, losing equilibrium. He wondered if this
was how people felt right before passing out.

“I know this is all very hard to
understand.”

“Ma’am,” Dagger said as he stood. “You
don’t know the half of it.”

“Yes, I do,” was her parting
remark.










“Grandmother?” Sara opened her eyes as
Ada patted Sara’s face with a cool washcloth.

“You must rest, Sara.”

“He saw, Grandmother. Dagger
saw.”

“I know, dear. He’s gone
now.”

Trying to lift herself up from the bed she
said, “But the wolf will kill him. There can be no witnesses. The
wolf will kill.”

“Shhhh. Be still, my child. I am safe
from the wolf because you and I are connected by blood. According
to legend, he is protected because he saved the wolf.” Ada fingered
the necklace hanging from her neck. It was a black leather cord
with a sterling silver wolf head pendant. Its eyes were made of two
bright turquoise gems.










A package was waiting for Dagger the next day
when he arrived at his office.

“AWWWKK. YOU’RE LATE; YOU’RE LATE,”
Einstein scolded as he flew over and clamped his claws onto the
back of a chair.

“I know, Einstein.” Dagger tore open
the envelope and spilled audiotapes on the desk. They were from
Mick Fazio with a note instructing Dagger to listen to them if for
some reason something happened to him.

Crown jewel. Mick had made that comment in
Dagger’s office six months ago. That was how Einstein associated
Rollins’ name with crown jewel.

Dagger listened to the tapes and then made
two phone calls, one to Ed Rollins, and the other to a friend with
the FBI.










Sara stood on her upstairs balcony inhaling
the clean, crisp air. Her thoughts turned to Dagger and how it felt
when he held her. She was afraid for him. What if her grandmother
was wrong? Legend is just that. Legend. They really had no way of
knowing what would happen the next time the wolf saw Dagger. There
weren’t any rulebooks and no one to confide in. Just like in the
past, they might have to run again, get the wolf as far away as
possible so it wouldn’t be tempted to protect Sara’s identity. She
would never be able to forgive herself if someone else died because
of her.

She stepped out onto the balcony. Night was
fast approaching, bringing with it a damp mist. There was
unfinished business. That was the problem with having the instincts
of the hawk and wolf. Sara could hear things other people couldn’t
hear, go places and see things not humanly possible. She owed it to
Mick Fazio to bring his killers to justice. Smiling, she silently
called upon the spirit of the hawk, bowed her head, and felt the
spirit enter her. Her dress fell away, shed like some unwanted
skin, a cumbersome annoyance. And the hawk took flight.










A semi pulled up, the freight door lifted,
spilling the light from inside. When Rollins stepped out of the
warehouse, Dagger emerged from his hiding place. Dagger’s earlier
telephone conversation with Rollins had hinted that Rollins might
be in need of someone to replace Mick.

“Are you Dagger?” Rollins asked, his
beady eyes studying Dagger. Rollins was joined by a stocky man
wearing pounds of gold and an expensive-looking suit that would
meet Sheila’s approval.

“You must be the fruit of Mayor
Sawyer’s loins,” Dagger quipped. Mick Sawyer took a step forward.
Three youths jumped down from the back of the truck, positioning
themselves around Dagger. They sported black berets and armbands.
The grips of guns could be seen in the waistbands of their jeans.
He felt surrounded by three fire hydrants. The best he could hope
for was that they had poor aim.

“Calm down, boys,” Rollins instructed.
“Let’s hear what the gentleman has to say.”

Dagger pressed the play button on the
recorder. Mick Fazio’s voice was heard clearly, explaining how he
had first suspected something when valuables listed on theft
reports were showing up in Rollins’ possession. Ed Rollins, head of
the Gang Task Force, was using gang members to steal expensive
artwork and jewelry from rich suburbanites. The items were then
smuggled out of state to fences in New York and Miami. Mick had
been working with Internal Affairs to bust the theft ring.

“Pretty lucrative business you two boys
have masterminded.” Dagger clicked off the recorder as he stepped
closer.

“We’re not in need of any more
partners,” Sawyer barked, pulling out his gun. “But we’ll take
those tapes.”

“Not so fast.” Dagger held up Rollins’
badge. “Lose something, Sergeant?”

Rollins lit a cigar and tossed the match at
Dagger’s feet. “Think you’re pretty brave coming in here?”

Dagger noticed a hawk circling overhead. He
saw leaves rustling and the shadow of a figure lurking. Snipers? He
had suspected as much and wondered exactly how many were out there.
Then the hawk moved to another tree to his right, circling over
another shadow lurking in the dark. Dagger smiled slowly and
shrugged. “Maybe I’m not alone.”

Things happened quickly. FBI agents arrived
in four unmarked cars, storming the warehouse as Dagger shot two of
the snipers. High-beam lights flooded the area. The youths were
inexperienced, not knowing where to run or where to shoot
first.

“You okay, Dagger?” The gray-haired
agent asked after the dust settled.

Dagger nodded, patting his bulletproof vest.
He watched as the hawk lighted on a nearby post, its blue-green
eyes shining brightly. Dagger thought he might be reading into it
but he could swear the hawk seemed to wait to make sure he was all
right before gracefully swooping over the area and disappearing
into the shadowy forest.










Dagger sat at his desk listening to another
call from Sheila. There were already three on the recorder. It was
one-thirty in the morning and he didn’t feel like going home where
there were probably even more messages, and he definitely didn’t
feel like talking to Sheila.

“Dagger, honey. Where are you? I know I
should be mad at you, baby.” She started out sounding hurt that he
had missed the rehearsal, trying to sound understanding, but then
her true character came through. “You son of a bitch. Where are
you? Daddy is so upset. But I made excuses for you, again.” There
was silence for a few moments and then an exhaustive expletive.
Sheila hung up.

“AWK. GOOD RIDDANCE,” Einstein bellowed
as he paced back and forth on his perch.

Leaning back in his chair, Dagger propped his
legs on the desk and rubbed his hands across his face feeling the
dirt and grit from the gravel lot.

“You never liked Sheila, did you
Einstein?” Einstein shook his head frantically back and forth.
Dagger smiled. He should give Sheila a call, but he didn’t know yet
how to tell her he wasn’t going to make it to the wedding
either.

All he could think of was Sara. Her naked
body lying on the ground in the forest, her shapeshifting
abilities, and the way her leg had regenerated. He had just come
across a magical, undiscovered island, and he had to explore it
first.

“And what about Sara? Do you like Sara,
Einstein?”

Einstein let out a whistle.

“I don’t know why I ever agreed to
marry Sheila. This should be a lesson, buddy. Never have more than
one martini.” Dagger closed his eyes, pressing his palms to his
forehead to ward off the headache that was developing.

He felt the air move, and opened his eyes to
see Einstein, wings spread, landing on the desk. Einstein plodded
over to Dagger and dropped something in front of him. It was a
cheese curl.

Dagger smiled as he picked up the treat.
“Thanks, but I think it’s going to take more than a cheese
curl.”










In the morning, after a restless nap, Dagger
showered and drove over to Sara’s. He rapped lightly on the back
door. After a few moments, he peered through the screen at the
empty kitchen. Somewhere inside he heard someone crying. Pulling
lightly on the door, it opened and he stepped inside.

On the kitchen counter was a sheet of paper
with his name printed in shaky lettering. Beside the notepad was
the leather cord necklace Sara’s grandmother had worn
yesterday.

Dagger followed the soft cries to the
downstairs bedroom where he found Sara, her arms wrapped around her
grandmother. Ada was a light shade of gray and her face had the
most serene look.

“Sara?” Dagger sat on the edge of the
bed.

Sara slowly looked up. “She must have died in
her sleep.” Sara let the tears fall freely, pressing her cheek to
Ada’s forehead. “She promised she would never leave me,” Sara
sobbed. Her hand shook as she swiped at her tears.

Dagger felt Ada’s skin. Rigor was beginning
to set in.

He kept Sara busy gathering Ada’s possessions
that she might want buried with her while he dug a grave on a
flowery knoll overlooking Thornton Creek. Sara carried some of
Ada’s favorite plants to the gravesite.

After pounding a makeshift cross into the
ground, Dagger returned to the house to find Sara sitting
cross-legged on the couch, sobbing quietly, her hands clenched
tightly. He sat down next to her.

“It’s as if Grandmother knew.” She
unfolded the note and handed him the necklace. “I think she wanted
you to have this.”

Dagger took the necklace from her and touched
her arm. Her body recoiled like the frightened wolf he had found in
the forest. Sara, too, was afraid of all humans except her
grandmother. It would take a lot to quell her fears of living in a
world as an outcast.

For a moment when he had met Ada yesterday,
he had wondered if she was Sara’s great-grandmother, not
grandmother. If he counted the folds of skin as anyone would the
rings in a tree to determine age, she had to have been over one
hundred years old. It was as though she had been waiting for
someone to take her place as Sara’s protector. Once Dagger came on
the scene, Ada seemed grateful finally to be able to rest.

His gaze drifted toward the skylights and he
took in the enormous size of the house. The property was isolated,
safe, and secure. He walked over to an adjacent room that was
sparsely dotted with floor plants. By the looks of the floor
drains, it might have been planned as the service center for the
car dealership.

Glancing over at Sara he saw a frightened
child in many ways but a unique woman in others. Although Ada Kills
Bull had been able to be a companion and confidante to her
granddaughter, there was very little she taught her about the
outside world, his world.

“Come here, Sara.”

Slowly Sara approached, still keeping her
distance, her hands trembling.

“Einstein and I have been kicked out of
our apartment and office. I think this area would make a great bird
room. I can take over your grandmother’s bedroom and,” he turned
toward the living room, “I can cordon off a portion of the living
room to set up my office.” He studied her face as she nervously
chewed on her bottom lip. “What do you think?”

You mean you want to move in here after you
are married?”

“No, Sara. There isn’t going to be a
wedding.”

“Oh.”

“That relationship was on shaky ground
from the start.”

“Oh,” Sara repeated.

“I can pay you one thousand dollars a
month for the room and office space.”

“That’s way too much,” Sara
protested.

“You need to make a living, Sara. You
can’t live on vegetables and hand-me-downs all your life.” At least
she didn’t say no, Dagger thought. “Seven hundred and fifty and
that’s my last offer.” Sara forced a smile. “Dagger Investigations
could also use a partner.”

“Me?”

Dagger smiled. “I could use someone with your
unusual…talents.” Sara’s eyes filled again. He cautiously reached
out, wrapped his arms around her and held her until she stopped
shaking. “You’re going to be fine, Sara,” he whispered. “Your
secret is safe with me.”










- END -
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