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      Each Conner Bright Mystery is stand-alone, but things do change for Conner. This is the chronological order of the stories are:

      
        	The Case of the Purple Unicorn

        	Chupacabra (coming in 2021)

        	More coming soon!
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      This story, under a slightly different title, “Conner Bright and the Case of the Purple Unicorn” is available with a bunch of other stories of mine in two collections (just in case you’d like a bunch of stories to read):

      
        	Creatures Featured: Thirteen Stories of Monsters and other Creatures

        	Anomalous Readings: Thirteen Curious and Confounding Tales

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Conner Bright and the Case of the Purple Unicorn

          

        

      

    

    
      The ringing of the phone is like a dentist’s drill to my sodden consciousness. I groan, realizing I hadn’t managed to get undressed when I tumbled into bed. Again. I feel for my cell phone on the nightstand, my hand connecting with a half-eaten microwave burrito before finding it.

      “G’day, you got Bright,” I say, remembering even in my hungover state to use my B-movie quality Australian accent.

      “Got a job for you, but you’ve got to get here quick.” The voice is feminine and a tad husky. Detective Trisha Sanchez. Why the hell is she calling me? After that jacked-up stakeout, I’m her least favorite private investigator in the Phoenix metro area.

      “What kind of a job?” I say, my voice rough from too long in a noisy bar working as a bouncer and too many cheap beers afterward. I look around my shit hole of a bedroom. Dirty laundry, trash, the spring heat of the desert morning flowing in the open window. “And can they pay?”

      An Australian accent is easy. Just elongate your vowels—”paay” instead of “pay”—and throw in the occasional “mate” and “g’day.” In the desert southwest, that and changing my name to Conner Bright keeps my past at bay.

      “They can. It’s a murder, Bright, so get your ass out here now. No booze or I’ll throw you in the drunk tank.”

      “Aces. Happy to help.”

      “Texting you the address now.” She hangs up.

      After some mouthwash for breakfast, I stop by the old cookie tin that sits on the top of my little entertainment center. It’s got a shameful layer of dust on top and holds the ashes of my father inside. “Hey, Dad,” I say, without a trace of an Australian accent. “I’ve got a case. An important one.”

      Sitting next to the tin is a DVD of Crocodile Dundee. My dad took me to that movie in 1986 when it came out. I was thirteen and loved it, but not as much as he did. When we exited, he’d said, “Now that’s a man, son. That’s a man.”
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      I get out of my 1976 El Camino, my cowboy boots crunching on the dry ground as I approach the murder scene. It’s a hot day, and since the El Camino doesn’t have air-conditioning, I’m already sweating. I’m at a little ranch in the desert between Phoenix and Wickenburg, Arizona. This is a big deal. There’s lots of cowboys and lots of guns around here, but not that many murders in the sticks.

      I get the usual assortment of looks as I duck under the yellow tape. Looks of surprise from folks that don’t know me, looks of recognition or disdain from those that do. The disdain belongs to Trisha Sanchez, the detective who called me in.

      And the looks from the others, it’s what I expect. I’m tall and slim; at 6’5” and 170 pounds, some people call me scarecrow. I’ve got a bowie knife with an eleven-inch blade on my belt, a crocodile claw hanging around my neck, and a wide-brimmed bush hat on my head, all to go with my Australian accent.

      “G’day, Detective,” I say, tipping my hat to Sanchez as she strides away from the murder scene. She’s in her late thirties, short and wiry, wearing reflective sunglasses.

      “Your client’s in the house,” she says, grabbing my arm and pulling me away. I resist a moment, watching Helen Montana, one of the medical examiners, leaning over the prone form of a gray-haired Mexican man that has a ragged hole in his chest.

      “Where we goin’?” I ask.

      “To see your client, Irene. She asked for someone to help her solve this murder.”

      “And you called me?” Something isn’t right.

      She pauses, her hand still locked around my bicep, her head jabbing back to the scene. “At this point we’re ruling it an accident. The victim, Edwardo Campos, has got a big hole in his chest, and we found a bull running loose with blood on his horn.”

      She starts to pull me forward again toward the one-story ranch house. It’s small with blue vinyl siding that was popular in the seventies. The blue has started to fade, and the house looks like it has seen better days.

      “Then what the hell am I doin’ here?”

      Sanchez smiles, showing her perfectly white teeth, looking something like a shark. “The kid says she saw it happen.”

      I shrug.

      “She says it was a man riding a purple unicorn that killed her great-uncle.”
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      I almost don’t go in. I almost march back to my El Camino until Sanchez says the magic words. “She’s got cash.” I think of the delinquent notices stacked on my little kitchen table. I think how I’d love not to buy the cheapest damn beer in the store.

      It’s surprisingly neat inside the house. Not fancy, but everything’s put away, the wood floors swept, the old throw rugs shook out. The living room isn’t much—an old couch with a brown blanket thrown over it, a wooden rocking chair, and a shelf full of books. No TV, no stereo. It looks very much like what this house probably looked like a hundred years ago.

      Sitting awkwardly in the rocking chair is a tall deputy with blond hair. He gives Sanchez a brief look of relief before scurrying out.

      And then I see the girl. She’s got long black hair, big brown eyes, and is maybe eight years old. I almost leave again.

      “Irene,” Sanchez says, “this is Conner Bright. He’s the private detective I was telling you about. He’s got a reputation for dealing with unusual cases.”

      With that Sanchez leaves. I stand there awkwardly, my hands shoved into my jeans, wishing I hadn’t answered the phone this morning.

      The girl’s wearing a purple shirt and has a stuffed unicorn on the couch next to her. On the table in front of her is a battered hardcover of The Last Unicorn.

      Great. Of course she saw a purple unicorn. She’s obsessed with them.

      “Where are you parents?” I ask.

      She just shakes her head. Ah hell, she’s an orphan too.

      I lower myself into the rocking chair, wishing the hard seat was padded. The room smells of must and wood polish. “You got any family?”

      She shakes her head again, her hands sitting placidly in her lap.

      “I’m sorry about what happened to your great-uncle out there.”

      Her brow furrows and she stares at me a moment before saying, “Where you from?” Judging from her uncle and her appearance, I expect her to have a Mexican accent, but she doesn’t. Not a trace.

      “Australia,” I lie. But it’s a lie I tell everyone. “A little place called Scatterwood deep in the outback.”

      “You don’t believe I saw a unicorn.” She says it straight up, her voice steady, her eyes clear.

      I shake my head.

      “I did,” she says, her voice too hard for someone so young. “And you have to prove it.” She pulls out a wad of hundred-dollar bills from her pocket and slaps them on the coffee table in front of her. I notice light red stains on her hands and I imagine them pressed against her dead great-uncle’s chest.

      I know I should say no, but three thousand is a lot for me. A whole lot. I rub my suddenly sweating palms on my jeans. I’m dying for a drink. That would clear my head. Help me think this through.

      “Well?” she asks.

      I get up and start pacing. “Why don’t you tell me what you saw.”
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      The girl talks, I pace, my feet finding squeaky boards in the old floor. The money is in a jumbled pile on the coffee table in front of her. I want it even more than I want a drink.

      “Been here for a few months,” she says. “Came after the accident . . .” Her face darkens, and she blinks several times. “We moved around a lot, Mama, Papa, and me. We picked grapes in California, pecans in Oregon.”

      “Your parents were illegals?” I ask.

      She nods. “But I was born here. After the accident, Uncle Ed came and got me. He was afraid they’d send me back to Mexico.”

      “Tell me about your great-uncle,” I say.

      She shrugs. “He raises cows, rides horses.”

      I look at the wad of hundred-dollar bills and then back to her, doubting that was all he did.

      “And last night?”

      Irene pauses, her hands finally leaving her lap as she wraps them around her chest and shivers. “Uncle Ed was so happy. Said things would be changing today, like a birthday party but better. Said it would be good. We were reading when the animals started making noise. He took his gun and told me to stay.

      “I wasn’t scared until I heard a shout. I went to the window and peeked through the curtain. That’s when I saw it.”

      “The unicorn?” I ask, keeping my tone as even as possible.

      She nods. “The moon was full so I could see good. At first I thought it was a horse with a man riding it. But then I saw the horn and the dark purple fur. Uncle Ed was real surprised. That man spurred the unicorn hard, and it ran down my uncle, its horn hitting him… right in the… He… I…” She trails off into soft sobs. I feel for the kid. She’s suffered way too many losses in the past few months.

      The tears don’t last long. She takes a deep breath, holds it for a few beats, and slowly lets it out. She wipes the tears from her cheeks, her eyes hardening. “The man got off the unicorn and came in here.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I hid behind the door. He walked in like he had been here before. Went right to the kitchen. I hid behind the couch and watched. I couldn’t see much. There was banging, crashing, and a bunch of beeps. He marched out holding some papers.”

      “Did he see you? Did you get a good look at him?”

      She shakes her head. “He had a bandana over his mouth. I don’t think he saw
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