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She sat straight up, her heart beating fast, a scream caught tightly in her throat. Shaking, she looked around the room. Slowly her pulse went back to normal as she realized it was the dream, the nightmare, again.

She got up, went to the kitchen, filled a glass with water, and then headed to the sofa where she curled up, trying to figure out why she’d been having the same experience night after night for the last week.

It was a horrible dream. She was being chased, as happened in many nightmares, and couldn’t outrun her pursuer. When she looked over her shoulder she saw him, it, slowly getting closer. It was a vague form the first night, but each time thereafter it took on more definition until, tonight, it became something human, or humanoid, in appearance. And, for the first time, she’d seen something ahead of her, glowing softly, suspended in mid-air. She’d know somehow that if she reached it, it would be her salvation. But before she could, she’d awakened.

She sat there, still tense, not wanting to return to her bed. Then she shook her head.

They only come once a night, she thought. Go, get some sleep, or you’ll be dead in the morning. She smiled a bit at that. Hope that’s not what the dream’s trying to tell me.

* * * *
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When the alarm went off Erin groaned, climbed out of bed, and wandered to the bathroom. One look in the mirror told her that she definitely was becoming sleep deprived.

After a hot shower she dressed and grabbed something to eat before heading down to the office, followed by her dog, a beast she’d named Wizard because he was so smart. But then he was a Labrottie—a black Labrador and Rottweiler mix—so of course he was. She’d thought his name fit with the name of her business, Greene Dragon Deliveries.

It had become her company two years after graduating college. She’d found that she really was not one of those people who played well with others as far as the business world was concerned. Not that she wanted to run things really; but she didn’t like taking orders from people she didn’t care for or respect. So she’d taken the small inheritance she’d gotten when her mother had died and looked around for something she could do on her own. In the course of her search she’d met the old man who owned the delivery company. He was ready to retire and wanted to sell the company, its client list, and the building. He taught her the ins and outs of deliveries and within two months the business was hers. The only change she made was the name. She had a bit of a romantic streak under her practical nature and so had taken her last name, added the Dragon, and there it was.

Letting Wizard out into the back yard, she smiled to herself. At least she didn’t have to commute to work, which considering what she did all day was a blessing.

As she got settled at her desk the phone rang.

“Greene Dragon Deliveries, how may I help you?” she said. She listened for a moment, then checked her schedule. “Yes sir. I can be there in half an hour to pick it up.” She listened a bit more, frowning. “Alright, but it costs more for night deliveries. Nine it is. I’ll see you then.” She took down the address.

The rest of her morning was spent making deliveries. Around noon she came back to grab some lunch and pick up Wizard. He loved going along with her, so it had become a habit to have him ride shotgun in the afternoons.

“Okay boy, let’s blow this joint and get some work done,” she told him. He woofed, jumped into the passenger seat, and they headed off.

As soon as she finished the last delivery, she pulled up next to Washington Park and got out of the van, followed by Wizard. After putting on his leash, they took off for a run. The sun was warm, the flowers were beginning to poke out of their beds, and people surrounded the lakes, fishing or enjoying the early spring evening.

By the time it began to get dark, Erin and Wizard had had their fill of exercise. They returned to the apartment where Erin fed him and herself, and then went to wash up and get ready for her last delivery of the day, or evening in this case.

As she headed to the door Wizard came up beside her, whining.

“You want to come too? Probably not a bad idea at that.”

Half an hour later they arrived at the address her client had given her. It was an older house on the western edge of the city, surrounded by tall trees that hid the view of all the new housing developments in the area. That was one big reason she was glad she lived in the heart of Denver. It still had many old homes, some huge, some family sized, but all with their own histories.

She let Wizard out and they approached the front door of the house. As they walked up on the porch, lights went on.

Hmm, good security. Must be motion sensors. Interesting. She rang the bell and moments later an older man opened the door. He was tall and looked very aristocratic, with a full head of well-groomed gray hair and a slightly beaked nose on which sat a pair of gold-framed eyeglasses. He reminded her of one of her favorite professors when she’d been in school.

“Welcome Ms. Greene. Please come in.” He glanced at Wizard. “He may come in too, if he’s trained to behave.”

“He is.” She smiled and they followed the man into what had once been a small entryway when the house had been a home. Through a doorway she saw a larger space that had obviously been the living room. Now, it was filled with various display cases. It looked like a small museum of some sort, although the lighting was too dim for her to make out what the cases contained.

“I don’t believe I properly introduced myself when I called. I’m Dr. Jonas Alexander, owner and curator of this place. If you’ll have a seat, I’ll return in a moment with the package.”

As good as his word, he was back almost immediately, carrying a box wrapped in brown paper. “This needs to be at,” he gave her an address, “no later than ten-thirty.”

“No problem. I’ll leave immediately.”

“Please be very careful with it. And,” he hesitated, “be careful yourself. It’s quite valuable and certain people would love to get their hands on it. Is he a guard dog?” He pointed to Wizard.

“Actually, yes.” She frowned. “Umm, do these people know that you are having this, whatever it is, moved from here?”

“I truly hope not, for both our sakes. But things being what they are, even with the advanced security system that I have, nothing is invulnerable. Listening technology—” He shrugged. “I’m trusting that my system will block anyone trying to listen but there are no guarantees in this life. Anyway, please be careful, and have the man you’re delivering this to call me as soon as he’s received it, if you would.”

Erin deliberated for a moment. “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure that I want to make this delivery if I’m going to have a problem with someone trying to hijack me for it. I have had some self-defense training for such contingencies, because I occasionally carry valuables, and I always carry my knife, but clients normally warn me ahead of time so I’ll be totally prepared in case there’s trouble.”

He nodded. “I understand. I should have let you know right up front that that was the possibility, however unlikely it might be. It never occurred to me.” He looked at her. “I’d be willing to pay even more if you’ll do this. It is absolutely imperative that the package be delivered tonight.”

Erin thought about it. She certainly could use the money. She’d just bought the van, since the last one had died of old age, and payments were stretching her budget to the limits.

“Alright. I’ll do it.”

Dr. Alexander took out his checkbook. “Please be careful, and remember to tell the man you’re delivering this to that he should call me as soon as he’s received it, if you would.”

Erin nodded and took the package. It was rather heavier than she’d expected for its size. Noticing her surprise, Dr. Alexander told her that the object was in a mahogany display case. He thanked her, laid a check for payment on top of the package, and escorted her and Wizard to the door.

“Good luck young lady,” he said as she left, heading for her van.

* * * *
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Erin pulled onto the street that fronted Alexander’s house, the package safely placed on the floor on the passenger side of the van. Wizard had sniffed it, growled momentarily, and then, trusting his mistress, jumped onto his seat.

As she stifled a yawn and drove down the road, heading to Sixth Ave, which would take her back into the city, she smiled to herself. She looked at the check Dr. Alexander had given her. It was twice what she’d told him the cost of the job would be. “Hazard pay, I guess,” she murmured. That idea suddenly gave her a creepy feeling. She checked her side view mirrors, but there was no one behind her.

When she got to the highway she felt better. It was busy, but not terribly so. The home-from-the-bar traffic hadn’t begun and there weren’t too many vehicles to contend with. Humming softly to herself she turned east and set a pace barely below the speed limit. It was a cool night, and with the windows open, the fresh air felt invigorating.

Ten minutes later she got the strange feeling that she’d seen a particular set of headlights in her rearview mirror once too often, always one car length behind her. She moved from the center to the right-hand lane, slowing down as she did. The lights stayed behind her. She could see the car now in the side mirror. It was something compact with two people in the front seat. Shaking her head, she sped up, switching quickly left to the fast lane, merging with the ongoing traffic. The other car did the same, tailing her.

This makes no sense. It’s as if they wanted me to know they’re following me. She moved right again, spotting the exit that would drop her onto I25. She remained in the center lane until the last possible moment and then swerved suddenly, racing up the off ramp.

Once she reached I25 she slowed down enough to see if they’d followed. Amazingly, they had. She swore softly to herself. She decided to see if she could lose them downtown. The exit came up leading to Colfax. She pulled off and headed east, crossing Cherry Creek and driving into LoDo. Now she was in her area of the city. She darted in and out of alleys, glad that it was late enough that there weren’t delivery trucks clogging them. Finally she sighed with relief as she looked back and didn’t see the other car. She pulled onto Seventeenth St. and drove east, stopping long enough to double check the address she needed.

As she turned onto the street she’d been looking for, she braked. Ahead there were the flashing lights of police cars and an ambulance. She parked and got out of the van, locking it. She hitched the leash onto Wizard’s collar, and started towards the excitement as if she were a nosy neighbor out walking her dog. When she’d gotten as close as she could, she found what she knew in her gut was going to be the case. All the activity was centered on the building she’d been sent to. She stopped next to an older man.

“What’s happening?” she asked him.

“They aren’t saying. That is Martin’s Gallery, on the ground floor where the police are poking around. My guess is that someone came to rob the place and John got in the way.”

Erin shuddered. “Do you know him?”

The man glanced at her. “Yeah, neighbor of mine. Nice old fellow too. Crying shame if it’s him.”

Nodding, Erin turned and headed back to the van. Once they were there, she let Wizard in and then settled in the driver’s seat, banging her fists on the steering wheel.

“Damn it. Alexander said that I’d be the target if someone came after the case. And I thought he was right when that car followed us. But they weren’t tailing me, they were keeping me busy while someone else took care of Mr. Martin. Why kill him instead of stopping me, unless they didn’t want Martin to have the case?” She looked at Wizard. “We’re going back to that house and talk to Dr. Alexander, tell him what happened. And I want to know what’s going on!”

She tried calling Dr. Alexander as she headed west again but got no answer. Hope he’s still there, she thought. But he should be. He said he’d be waiting for the phone call from Mr. Martin.

* * * *
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Half an hour later she pulled up in front of the house. She grabbed the package and told Wizard to follow. When she stepped onto the porch, she hesitated. It took her a second to realize what was bothering her. This time the lights didn’t go on. As she approached the front door, Wizard began to growl low in his throat.

“What’s wrong, boy?”

He continued growling.

She started to reach for the doorbell when she realized the door was slightly ajar. She reached behind her and pulled her knife from the sheath in the small of her back. Holding it in one hand, the package tucked under her other arm; she edged the door the rest of the way open with her hip. Wizard immediately slipped in ahead of her. He stopped a couple of feet inside, growling loudly. Erin stood in the doorway, letting her eyes adjust to the darkness, the only illumination being moonlight.

Once they had, she was able to see a form lying on the floor in the entryway. She put down the package and knelt beside it, shuddering when she realized it was the body of a man. She felt for a pulse and found none. Telling Wizard to guard, she ran back to the van and took the flashlight from the glove compartment. When she got back inside she turned it on and, gripping her knife tightly in her other hand, shakily studied the body. It was lying curled up on its side. It was not the man she’d met there earlier. Carefully she patted his pockets, searching for the tell-tail lump of a wallet. Finding it, she pulled it out.

“Oh hell,” she exclaimed in dismayed disbelief. The identification said that this was Dr. Alexander, and the picture on his driver’s license matched the victim. “Then who did I talk to?” she muttered to herself.

Standing, she started towards the room with the display cases. But before she’d gone more than a couple of steps she heard sirens in the distance, coming toward the house. She dashed for the door, stopping long enough to pick up the package. Then she raced for the van, Wizard close behind her. When she opened her door, he jumped in. She joined him, dumping the package on the floor, and turned on the ignition, but not the headlights. She scanned the area, seeing that the driveway went around the side of the house. Keeping her fingers crossed, she drove along it. It went to a large garage and, she thanked her lucky stars, to a rutted track leading away from the property through the trees.

Carefully she drove down the track until it ended at a paved, two-lane road. She decided to head further west for the time being. The road was dark, but she still kept her lights off until she’d gone more than a mile from the house. Coming to an intersection, she turned south. After a few minutes she hit West Colfax. By now it was close to midnight. The street was busy and she merged into traffic, heading back into town.

* * * *
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When she reached her place Erin parked and, taking the package, headed up to the porch, Wizard in tow. Once inside the house, she made sure the doors were all locked and the alarm system on. Then, when she got up to her apartment, she placed the package on the coffee table, and collapsed on the sofa, running her hands through her long auburn hair as she stared at it.

“Okay, what are you that you’ve apparently caused the death of at least two people. I’ll never know if I don’t open you.”

She carefully took the brown paper wrapping off, revealing a handsome mahogany case. She looked closely at it. As far as she could tell there was no way to open it. “Very strange,” she whispered. As she ran her hands lightly over it, there was a sudden snapping sound, and the lid flew up.

“Geesh, what did I do?” she said, and then gasped. Inside the box there was an amazingly ornate dagger that seemed to glow under the lights. The blade was intricately carved with what appeared to be runes. The hilt seemed to be made of gold; the pommel was a stylized dragon’s head, and the cross-piece was a pair of dragon wings. As she touched it, she felt a charge of power that would have knocked her off her feet if she’d been standing. She immediately pulled her hand back, looking at her finger, but there was no damage to it. Carefully she reached down again, grasped the hilt, and removed the dagger from the box. Again she felt the power, but now it was softer, flowing through her as if it belonged to her. She heard Wizard whining quietly and looked over at him. For a dog he had an almost human expression of wonder on his face.

“I know how you feel, Wiz. Whatever this dagger is, it’s not meant to hang on a wall or be displayed in a museum.”

She put it back into its case and closed the lid—and then panicked. What if I can’t get it open again? But as soon as she ran her hands over the box, the lid sprang up.

Once more, she closed the lid, and then looked around the room, wondering where she could hide it. Finally she decided to put it in the small safe in her bedroom. Not too original, but at least hard to get into.

After she had, she settled down to try and figure out exactly what the whole evening had been about.

Wizard came over and jumped onto the sofa beside her. She scratched behind his ears as she talked quietly to him and herself.

“Two men dead; and I have the dagger. Does that mean someone’s going to come after me now? Hope not.” Wizard growled softly. “Yeah, I know, you can defend me, boy, but not against guns and such. Anyway, why did the one man pose as Dr. Alexander? And why hire me in the first place. Seems to me that made it kinda obvious that the dagger was being moved. Unless...” She paused, thinking, and she didn’t like the thought. “Unless it was done to provide a patsy for the murders. I was at the house, and Alexander is killed, I drive to Mr. Martin’s place and find out that someone killed him, too. I have the dagger, and no alibi.” She smiled grimly. “A good reason to avoid the cops. At least I didn’t touch anything at the house, I don’t think. I hope.” She shook her head. “And no one saw me there except that man. Shit!” She sat up. “I put the address and all in the computer when I got the job. And it’s in the van too. Come on boy.”

She raced downstairs to her office and quickly deleted the information from the computer. “At least it was a night job, so there are no strange blank spaces between the jobs for today.” Then they went to the van and after a bit of a search she found her note with the address. Taking it upstairs to the apartment she set a match to it, burning it over the sink and washing away the ashes.

“Alright. That’s all I can do tonight. But first thing in the morning I’m taking the dagger to have it looked at. Maybe someone can tell me what makes it so valuable that people will kill for it.”

Erin went to get ready for bed, her mind still worrying at the problem. As she laid down, she had one more thought. I hope that no one knows that it’s missing. Be a real pain if I took it in to be looked at and the cops were called.

With that she fell into an uneasy sleep.

* * * *
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The first thing Erin did the following morning—after the usual breakfast and letting Wizard out into the yard—was to open Google on her phone and look for an appraiser, preferably one who dealt with works of art. As she read the names, one seemed to jump out at her, M. Ryan Appraisals. There was no rhyme or reason for it, but she knew that was where she was going.

She took the case out of the safe, putting it in her messenger bag, and went down to check her schedule for the day. She sighed with relief when she saw that she hadn’t booked anything until close to noon. She might need all the money she could make, but today that seemed less important than finding out about the dagger. She went to get Wizard and headed out.

Arriving at the building that housed the appraiser, she found a parking space, hooked Wizard’s leash to his collar, and went inside, looking at the directory to see what floor the business was on. There were only three floors, thank the gods, since the elevator had an Out of Service sign on it and her destination was on the third floor.

It was an older building and the lighting wasn’t exactly the best. A pain when she tried to locate the office she was looking for because the numbers were above the doors. Finally she found it and walked in. Her eyes opened in surprise. One whole wall was windows and the sunlight made everything gleam. The furnishings were modern, simple lines, a lot of burnished metal. Along one wall there was a floor to ceiling bookcase. However, there were very few books. Instead it held some beautiful sculptures. She went over to look. As with everything else in the room, the lines of the sculptured pieces were simple and flowing, begging to be stroked.

Just as she was going to touch one, she heard footsteps behind her. She turned to see a tall, dark-haired man settle himself behind a large workbench on the far side of the room. He turned towards her and the sunlight hit his sunglasses, making him look vaguely sinister.

“Feel free to handle them,” he said.

“Are they yours?” Erin asked.

“No, I stole them and decided to put them on display in case their owners wanted to come and claim them. Of course they’re mine.” He sounded disgusted.

“There’s no need to be so contentious,” she snapped. “You know what I meant. Did you do these? Of course I know you own them.”

“Yeah, I did those as you so inelegantly put it. Now, how can I help you?”

Erin marched over to his workbench and took the case out of her messenger bag, setting it down rather forcefully. “I need to have you look at this and tell me what it is.”

He ran his hands over the case. “A box, wood, well-constructed I’d say. I assume there’s something in it that you want appraised.”

“You think?” She glared at him and moved her hands over the case until it opened. “There, that’s what I need you to tell me about.”

He reached in, touching the dagger, and then took it out. For the first time since he’d entered the room Erin saw a smile on his face.

“This is beautiful.” He stroked the hilt, running his fingers lightly over it. “The detail is amazing. Where did you get this?”

Erin decided to tell him a version of the truth. “It was given to me.”

“By?”

“By me.” A voice came from the doorway. Erin turned to see the man who had called himself Dr. Alexander standing there.

* * * *
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Erin backed away, her hand sliding behind her to get the knife in her waistband.

“There’s no need for that, Erin,” the man said. “I’m not here to harm you, I promise.”

“Right. Two men are dead, probably by your hand, or those of your hirelings, and you expect me to believe that.”

He nodded. “I can see why you find it difficult to trust me. However, I was not responsible for their deaths. In fact, the real Dr. Alexander was one of my greatest friends. I’d do anything to bring him back. The last thing I expected was that he’d be murdered.”

“And Mr. Martin? Another good friend?”

“No. He was going to keep the dagger hidden, because I was sure others were looking for it. He didn’t know what it was; he thought that it was just an extremely valuable artifact. Only I know that it had to be given to its guardian.”

Erin frowned at him. “That’s a strange way of putting it. ‘Guardian’.”

The man smiled. “It’s a strange dagger. It can only be safely held by the person who should wield it.”

“Oh sure. Like I believe that. I’ve held it, and so has he.” She pointed the man behind the workbench.

Her ex-employer looked startled. “He did?”

“Yes, he did.” She walked over to the case and picked up the dagger. “Show him.”

The appraiser reached out a hand, moving it as if searching for where she was holding it.

The man by the door chuckled. “That’s why he could take it. It seems that he’s blind. He can’t see the runes on the blade.”

Erin turned to him. “Excuse me? He’s blind? And why should that make a difference anyway?”

“I’m not sure, but it seems it does. Once a person has seen the runes they can’t touch the dagger, even with gloved hands, unless they’re connected to it. And, my dear girl, apparently you are.”

Erin backed up and sat down in one of the chairs, staring at him. “You have to be kidding.” She paused. “Oh, and before we go any farther, what’s your real name?”

“I’m Laurent Flournois.” He bowed slightly to her.

She turned to the other man. “And can I assume you’re Mr. Ryan?”

“Got it in one. Marcus Ryan to be exact. But you can call me Mr. Ryan.”

“Oh man, get over yourself. I think I’ll call you Marc, easier to say. You however,” she looked at Mr. Flournois, “I’ll use the mister with you, unless you’d rather I call you Monsieur.”

Flournois laughed. “Mister is fine, or Laurent, whichever you prefer. And back to what we were discussing. No, I wasn’t kidding. You are the new owner, guardian, whatever you’d like to call it, of the dagger.”

“Why me?”

“Maybe it likes you,” Marcus said with a laugh, “though I can’t imagine why.”

“Oh give it a break, will you, I was talking to him.”

“Actually he’s not that far off, Erin. It does like you. But there’s more to it than that. Somewhere in your background is the man who created it. Like calls to like, family to family, or at least that’s what the legend says.”

“What legend?”

“The legend behind the dagger.” Flournois walked over and sat down. “I have a story to tell you.”

* * * *
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“Once upon a time...” Flournois began.

“Oh hell, you’re kidding. A fairy tale?” Erin glowered at him.

“Sorry, probably not the best choice of words if I want you to believe me. Anyway, a long time ago there was a man who had a dream, and the power to make it happen. He wanted to rid the world of the truly evil people who were bent on destruction. Destruction of the world or of its people. I know this will be hard to believe because in our modern world magic and sorcery are the things of fairy tales. But they do exist, they always have.”

Erin shook her head. “Right, and there are unicorns and dragons and stuff like that, too.”

“Not anymore, I’m afraid. But for the moment let’s not worry about them. As I was saying, this man had a dream. But he wasn’t sure how he could make it come true. Then he met an armorer who created swords and daggers that were not only truly the very best that any swordsman could desire, but that were also works of art. Our sorcerer commissioned this armorer to craft a dagger for him. One of unsurpassed beauty, with a blade that was so fine it would withstand anything.”

“Quite a project. May I ask why a dagger?”

“Because a dagger is small enough to conceal, rather like your knife,” Flournois smiled at the startled look on Erin’s face. “And yet large enough to kill with if needed. He had considered a sword, but his plan was to make it last through eternity and he had sense enough to realize that the sword would not always be the weapon of choice. He couldn’t foresee the advent of guns, but he knew that weapons changed through the ages. He felt that something the size of a dagger would always be...what? Usable, I guess, for lack of a better word.”

“Alright, that makes sense. So he has this armorer make him the dagger. Then what?”

“Damn, if you’ll be quiet, he’ll tell you,” Marcus grumped. Erin glared at him but kept quiet.

“Once he had the dagger our sorcerer worked his magic on it. He inscribed it with runes of power, runes of discovery, runes of protection; and then he gave it the ability to kill the destroyers with one piercing of their flesh. It doesn’t matter where as long as blood is drawn.”

“Right, got it. Don’t believe it, but I’ve got it. So, where do I come into the picture?” Erin asked.

“You said that you’ve held the dagger. Tell me, when you first picked it up what happened?”

“It was weird. It felt as if I’d been, I don’t know, struck with lightning is the only way I can describe it. But it didn’t harm me. The second time I still felt as if I’d been jolted, but not as badly. Since then I just feel somehow as if I was—” She shook her head. “It’s hard to explain, but as if I’m totally connected to it in some way.” She stopped, thinking, and then turned to Marcus. “Marc, when you felt the case, were you trying to open it?”

“Yeah. But there wasn’t any way to. I didn’t feel any sort of clasp or keyhole or anything at all that would release the top. But you opened it so there must be something.”

“There isn’t. All I do is run my hands over it and it opens.”

Flournois smiled. “That’s because the dagger wants it to.”

“Are you claiming it’s sentient?”

“In a strange way, yes. The sorcerer gave it the power to recognize its keeper. And,” Flournois smiled, “the keeper must be someone whose blood line traces back to him.”

When she heard that, Erin snorted. “Yeah right. So you’re saying he’s my great, great, however many times, grandfather.”

“Exactly.”

“I guess if I was going to believe the story of the dagger, there’s no reason why I shouldn’t believe that too. Not sure I do, though. Believe any of it, I mean. All this fantasy you’re weaving still doesn’t explain how you found me in the first place.”

Flournois smiled. “That was the easy part; I Googled delivery companies.”

“Uh huh, and my name jumped out at you...” Her voice faded as she remembered that that was exactly what had happened when she was looking for an appraiser. She shook her head. “Oh no, not even, uh-uh.”

When Flournois asked, she told him what she’d been thinking. He chuckled. “See, already it was influencing you, just as it did me.”

“Okay. So what if I’d been, oh, a waitress, or, or a librarian or something. How would it have found me then? How would you have found me? And why did it want me to come to him?” She nodded towards Marcus. “Oh, and how come you showed up here too? You been following me?”

“Whoa. Slow down.” Flournois smiled. “That’s a lot of questions and I don’t have answers for most of them, only the last one. Yes, I have been following you, more or less. As soon as I found out about the murders I came by your place to get the dagger back. I thought you must still have it. I got there right as you pulled out so I trailed you. When I realized what you were doing, who you were seeing, I listened in for a moment before letting you know I was here.”

Erin stood up and started pacing. “None of this makes sense. I mean you tell a good story and all, and yes, I do feel something when I hold the dagger, but man, I’m not some kind of superhero. I’m not going to spend the rest of my days searching out evil and destroying it. I have a business to run, a life to live, such as it is.” She went to the workbench and picked up the case, turning to hand it to Flournois. “Here, take it back, find some other descendant of your supposed sorcerer, and give it to them. I don’t want it.”

“I don’t think you have much choice anymore. It’s chosen you.”

“Then, it can un-choose me.” She headed to the door, calling to Wizard to follow.

“Wait a minute,” Marcus said. “Before you go, I have a couple of questions for him that you forgot to ask.”

She stopped, and leaned against the doorjamb. “Yeah, like what? I think I covered everything I wanted to know, or didn’t want to know.”

“Like, Miss Smarty, why is he involved in all of this? How come he’s the one helping the dagger find its guardian? And who murdered those men? And why? And I’m sure I’ll think of some others once he answers those.”

She glared at him, then realized he couldn’t see it, so she went to the workbench and smacked her hand down on it, making him jump. “You think you’re so clever, then you tell me why it brought me here.”

“Because you needed someone to ask the right questions, the ones that might save your life. The people who killed those men aren’t going to stop until they get the dagger, and guess who has it now, like it or not.” Marcus shook his head. “You know you’re not really going to walk out of here without it.”

“Watch me.” She turned to Flournois. “But he’s right. I want to hear the answers to his questions, too.”

Flournois looked at Erin and Marcus. “Alright, you get answers. Why am I involved? Because that’s my job, my mission I guess, to see that it gets from the old guardian to the new one. I was in London when the last guardian died, of natural causes I might add. Just before he did, he told me that I was to take the dagger to the U.S., to Denver specifically. Since Dr. Alexander was my friend, I asked him if I could stay at his place. You saw it,” Flournois said to Erin, “it’s a virtual museum. It seemed to me to be the perfect place to hide the dagger until I found, well, you. Then we became aware that someone was watching the house. He thought that it was someone interested in robbing him since I hadn’t told him why I was visiting and what I had in my possession. I suspected differently, but I am sworn not to reveal the presence of the dagger to anyone except the person who receives it next.”

“Umm, Marc here knows about it now.” She heard Marcus growl behind her at her use of the nickname Marc and smiled to herself.

“I know,” Flournois said, “and I can’t figure that one out. For some reason it seems that the dagger wants him involved.”

“What did you mean about your mission?”

“There are certain people who are chosen to protect the dagger, one or two in a...a lifetime. I am such a person. When one guardian dies it is our job to take the dagger to its next guardian. We are chosen much as you, by our bloodline. More I can’t tell you.”

“Alright. You get here and you and Dr. Alexander decide his place is being watched. So then you dig through the phone book to find me. Okay, to find someone to move the dagger from his place to Mr. Martin’s. Is Martin in on the whole thing? Is he one of you guys? Or was he?”

“No. He was another friend who was willing to help.”

“Ouch,” Marcus said. “Remind me not to become a friend of yours; they seem to have short life spans.”

Flournois nodded. “At least this time they do, much to my regret. Usually delivering the dagger is fairly easy and unexciting. Pick it up, find the new guardian, convince them I’m not really crazy, and then keep watch over them, end of story. I don’t know what went wrong. Somehow or another, someone has discovered what is happening and wants it for themselves. Not that it would do them any good. Erin’s the only one who can use it for its intended purpose.”

“Maybe they think the same thing your friends did, that it’s only a very valuable artifact, and they’re out to steal it.”

“Possible, but doubtful. In the first place it’s never out of the case unless the guardian has it, so how would they know what it is or that it exists? I know for a fact that the previous guardian used it only five times while it was in his possession, and then only with great secrecy.”

“And the people he, um, terminated, did they have family or friends that might be seeking revenge?” Marcus asked.

“I’m sure they did. But they couldn’t know what they were looking for.”

“Could he have slipped up and killed his target without knowing that someone else was watching?”

“Anything is possible, I suppose. But this whole thing doesn’t seem to be for revenge. After all, he’s dead now. It’s more as if they know what they’re after,” Flournois replied.

“Then someone in your organization has let something slip about it, haven’t they?” Erin said with a frown. “That sure doesn’t make me feel any too safe, assuming I decide to take the damned thing.”

Flournois looked at Erin. “Our organization as you put it consists of me, you now, and a couple of other people who act as back-up if I’m not available for some reason. And none of them would say anything about the dagger to anyone, trust me.”

“You keep saying that, trust me, but two people died. Someone knows about the dagger,” Erin protested. “Someone’s seen it besides the three of us, if you count Marc there.”

“Erin, there’s no way anyone could have. The only person who can open its case is a guardian. Even if someone stole it, it wouldn’t do them any good. They couldn’t get it out of the case.”

“Sure they could, just break it, smash it with something.”

“No. It’s absolutely unbreakable. Nothing, and I mean nothing, real or magical, can get it open. It only responds to the guardian’s touch.”

“Oh goody. So to get it they need to get me. Aren’t I the lucky one.” Erin grimaced and started pacing again. “Why not tuck it away in a really secure place and forget about it?”

“Because it won’t allow that to happen. There was a guardian, many years ago, who thought he could abdicate his responsibility and tried to do as you suggested. Within a month he became obsessed with a need to have it back. He couldn’t do anything; go anywhere. All he thought about was the dagger. Do you want your life to be torn apart like that?”

“No.” She shuddered. “So, like it or not, I’m stuck with the thing.”

Marcus laughed. “Told you that you wouldn’t be leaving without it.

“You can shut up. I don’t need this right now.”

“Oh, touchy, are we?” He chuckled.

Erin stormed over to the workbench, slamming her hands down on it again and leaning forwards. “Yeah, I am. You would be too if this was your fate.” She turned back to Flournois. “Okay. Guess I don’t have any choice. So, do I have to carry it with me all the time?”

“Not necessarily.” He smiled at her. “But if you decide you want to, you should have someone make a sheath for it. You can wear it instead of the one with your knife. I’m assuming that that’s your preferred method of carrying a weapon, although I’m not sure why you feel you need one.”

“Because sometimes I’m hired to deliver valuable items. Between it and Wizard here I can fend off anyone who wants to try to take them.”

“Oh, she’s a tough little lady, Mr. Flournois. Think she can take on whoever is after the dagger?”

“That’s it. I’m so out of here.” Erin stalked to the door, but Flournois stepped in front of her before she could leave.

“You do realize that, minor as it may seem, having a sheath for it is important. And there’s only one person, unless you know how to make it yourself, that can create one for you.”

“Oh really? And who’s that?” she asked, though she was pretty sure she knew.

“Marcus here. He’s the only one other than you
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