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      Dear Reader,

      Welcome to the story of Scott, Kitty-Sue, Akiko, and the magical underworld of Tokyo.

      This story is the first full length novel set in the Tokyo Supernatural world. The first short story, The Ghost in Roppongi Station, is available on Amazon, as well as on my website. I have several other shorts set in the same universe.

      If this is your first look at this world, I did my best to make this a standalone novel.

      The next novel in this series is completed and available on Amazon. A sample chapter is included at the end of this book.

      To keep up with future updates, please subscribe to the Tokyo Supernatural newsletter.

      Enjoy!

      Phil Gabriel
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            Prey of the Pack

          

        

      

    

    
      The car slammed to a stop, bouncing my bound form against the divider. The driver had careened through the streets with abandon, securely strapped in himself, taking pleasure in the thumps and moans of his cargo. The bastards had even gone to the trouble of disconnecting the emergency interior handle that would have let me open the trunk from the inside. Even though I was bound, they were taking no chances.

      We finally came to an abrupt stop, which slammed my abused head against the divider one last time. The trunk was popped open, and cool forest air rushed in. The full moon was almost painfully bright to my dark-accustomed eyes, and I squinted as several inhumanly strong hands grabbed my arms and pulled me from the trunk.

      The car’s stereo suddenly came to life, playing Creedence Clearwater Revival’s version of “Bad Moon Rising.” My captors turned abruptly but maintained their grip. “Never mind,” said the red-haired were. “That crap happens all the time around these types.”

      I was dumped in the center of a circle of jeering werewolves, who were still in their human forms but showing the rabid anger of their kind. Even with my hands bound behind me, I managed to tuck my head in, roll over my shoulder, and come to my feet. Landing on my back would have marked me as helpless prey and brought out their pack instincts.

      I ended up facing the pack’s alpha, Frost. He smiled at me like a parent proud of a toddler’s first steps.

      Now that my feet were on the earth, I could feel the slightest trickle of magical energy flow up through the soles of my bare feet. The magic was met with an immediate sharp increase in the temperature of the shackles holding my arms behind my back. The scent of burning flesh wafted through the air.

      His smile was huge, exposing his canines as he inhaled the aroma. “Please don’t use your magic,” he said. “We prefer our meat rare.”

      Ignoring the pain in my wrists and forearms, I smiled back through gritted teeth. “I will wear your ears on my belt as a trophy.”

      Frost roared with laughter. “A last, great act of defiance! I love magicians!”

      The rest of the pack laughed along with him, the laughs turning into howls. He continued, “Now to make this fair—”

      “You’re going to cut off the shackles?” I interrupted.

      With a casual movement, he slapped the side of my head, leaving a set of bleeding claw marks and a ringing in my ears.

      “Not that fair, Scott,” he said. “We will give you a thirty-minute head start before we begin the hunt. That’ll give the new cubs time to change.” As if to show he didn’t need extra time, he transformed into his half-human, half-wolf hybrid form, the form only senior weres could take. As he shifted, his tailored suit tore across the shoulders, and he casually used his claws to finish ripping off the constraining garment. Behind his back, several of the new pack members shivered in excitement as their snouts extended and fangs sprouted. The full transformation would take a while for them.

      “Thirty minutes,” I said. “When does the clock start?”

      “From the moment we pulled you from the trunk…,” he said to my retreating back as I headed towards the tree line, his laughter following me.

      Damn, five minutes wasted while they played with their prey. I started an internal countdown as I darted under the trees. The moonlight cut off abruptly, and the brambles and bushes formed an almost impenetrable barrier. Without magic, I was down to my purely physical resources: I was strong, but not as strong as a wolf; fast, but not as fast as a wolf; smart, but not smart enough to have avoided getting captured. The damned cuffs holding my hands behind my back made running almost impossible, my slower-than-a-wolf pace made even slower by my balance problems.

      I had excellent night vision, but the forest was dense with undergrowth. Even being able to see every step wasn’t much help. Still, I ran as quickly as possible, hoping to put enough space between me and the pack to give me time to work on the magic-negating cuffs. As I ran, my invisible satchel bounced against my side with each step. If only I could access the contents of the satchel, the fight would be fair. But even if my hands were in front, making the satchel accessible, opening it required magic. I cursed myself for having locked my most potent weapons away.

      The brambles were shredding my feet, leaving a blood trail for the pack to follow. Not that my passage through the forest was unnoticeable; I was leaving a trail a blind man could follow. After five minutes by my internal clock, I was gasping for air and slowed down, only to hear the howls of the pack as they started to follow. Damn werewolves. I always knew they were untrustworthy. I controlled my breathing and increased my pace.

      I needed a clear space to face the pack; letting them harry me from the underbrush, nipping at my hamstrings, was a quick route to the other side. Finally, I came across a small clearing. A huge tree had fallen recently, its trunk near the roots almost seven feet high. Due to the shade of the giant tree, the undergrowth in the clearing was minimal, and it hadn’t had time to grow back. It wasn’t perfect, but it was better than nothing.

      I braced my back against the trunk and struggled to control my breathing. My fingers fumbled at the manacles, feeling for a keyhole or release. I used to be pretty good at that, in a previous life, but my lock-picking skills had withered thanks to my increasing dependence on magic. As I strained at the manacles, Frost entered the clearing, followed by his pack. He took a few moments to change his mouth to an almost-human configuration to speak. “Are you ready for the hunt to end, Scott?”

      A sense of calm came over me as I stepped forward to face him in the center of the clearing. Between one step and the next, my mind flashed back to the happier days of just a few weeks before, and to the path that had led to this moment.
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            Domestic Bliss

          

        

      

    

    
      Three Weeks Earlier in Tokyo

      

      The morning after my battle with Jorōgumo, I was awoken by the late February sunshine streaming through my bedroom windows. Although still tired (and prematurely aged), I forced my way out of bed.

      After visiting the toilet, I made my way to the kitchen/living room. Opening the door allowed the smell of cooking to waft out of the room.

      Standing in front of the stove, wearing nothing but an apron and her collar, was Kitty-Sue.

      “Ohayo, Scott-san,” she said as she turned towards me. The apron barely covered her four breasts. Kitusne have no use for modesty. She commenced chopping vegetables, lending a kinetic component to her beauty, four jiggling mounds making interesting patterns under the apron.

      “Breakfast will be ready in just a few minutes,” she said.

      “Ohayo, Kitty-Sue,” I said. “Thank you for cooking. Where did you get the supplies? I’ve been gone for months. The cupboard must have been bare.”

      “I went to the Maruetsu Petit market this morning, before you woke up.”

      Kitsune are not normally considered the domestic type, but Kitty-Sue was surprising in a lot of ways. I turned on the stereo, and the first song that popped up was “Foxy Lady” by Jimi Hendrix.

      She quickly completed breakfast for both of us, placing the dishes on the dining room table. As we were sitting, I felt the tingle of magic and smelled the faint hint of ozone and perfume. A mist appeared in the center of the room and quickly coalesced into the form of a well-endowed girl in the miniskirt and blazer combo of a Japanese senior high school student. She took one look at my physical condition and Kitty-Sue’s partially unclothed condition and brought her hands up in attack position. Energy flowed around her hands.

      “Akiko-san,” I said quickly, “it’s OK, she’s helping me. Don’t attack her!”

      “Why you old now?” she asked. “Who make old?” She pointed at Kitty-Sue. “This, this succubus? Drain your life? Where you been? You gone long time.” At least she relaxed her posture and let the energy fade away.

      “It’s a long story. First, introductions are in order. Kitty-Sue, this is my student, Akiko. Akiko, this is Kitty-Sue.” I stumbled at that point, unsure of how to describe my relationship with Kitty-Sue. Was she a student? No. Was she a pet? The thought of introducing her as a pet, and her reaction, sent shivers down my spine. Friend? Maybe, but I wasn’t sure of her true loyalties. Maybe there was a word in Japanese to describe it.

      They surprised me by stiffening up, bowing formally, and muttering polite greetings. I had to stifle a laugh at Kitty-Sue’s tail sticking up in the air and Akiko’s miniskirt riding up dangerously as they bowed. My life had suddenly become a Japanese anime show.

      “Akiko-san, would you like to join us for breakfast?” I said.

      “If not too much trouble. I would enjoy some coffee,” she said.

      Kitty-Sue finished setting the table; I noted she only set two places. She sat primly at one spot and indicated I should sit at the other. Her tail lashed back and forth nervously. She pointedly ignored Akiko.

      “Oh, too bad!” she said. “I only cooked enough for the living.”

      “No problem. Akiko is an accomplished magician,” I said. “Akiko, show how well you’ve learned Schrödinger’s spell.”

      Schrödinger’s was the first spell I taught Akiko, a way to use quantum entanglement to copy items from our world to her ghostly plane. The first thing I gave her with the spell was coffee and a fancy chocolate confection. Little did I know, it was White Day in Japan, a holiday when males give chocolate gifts to their girlfriends. That led to some problems with our relationship; I wanted to maintain professional teacher/student roles while Akiko kept trying to intensify our relationship.

      Akiko quickly prepared the spell, energy flowing from her hands as she spoke one word. Suddenly, where there had been only one breakfast in front of me, there were now two. Ghostly duplicates of my dishes now sat beside the originals. Akiko moved the ghost dishes to her section of the table, smiling her sweetest smile at Kitty-Sue.

      “Itadakimasu,” she said, the traditional Japanese phrase used before a meal.

      “Itadakimasu,” Kitty-Sue and I echoed, before starting to eat. Although angry at being outmaneuvered by a ghost, Kitty-Sue remained unfailingly polite.

      Kitty-Sue had prepared tamagoyaki, a Japanese-style egg omelet, as well as several other dishes. I noted with pleasure that she had also prepared fried bacon. The girls dug in with chopsticks, while I used a knife and fork. The arthritic joints in my hands would have to be healed before I could use chopsticks again.

      About halfway through my meal, I realized that Akiko had not used my original duplication spell.

      “Where did you learn to trigger a spell with only one word?” I asked Akiko.

      “It make spell easy, hai? Is a problem?” she asked.

      “No, quite the opposite. That was to be your next lesson. I’m glad you learned it on your own,” I said.

      I thought the two were starting to get along, since the meal went smoothly. That is until the end. Kitty-Sue took a bowl of rice, stuck chopsticks into the bowl vertically, and placed it in front of Akiko.

      “Here, I know this is how you eat your rice,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “Why thank you,” said Akiko, accepting the bowl and pulling out the chopsticks. Akiko set the bowl in front of herself, gathered energy, and morphed the rice bowl into a pet dish. On the side of the dish was now printed “Kitty-Sue” with a picture of a cat. Akiko placed the bowl on the floor.

      “Pet supposed to eat on floor, not on table with real people,” said Akiko. “What name is ‘Kitty-Sue’? I won’t name pet I hate Kitty-Sue.”

      “Scott gave me that name, ghost. What did he give you?” challenged Kitty-Sue.

      “He gave me this ring,” said Akiko, holding up the ring she wore on a golden chain around her neck. The ring was a shintai, a spirit home; I had created it years ago, and later gifted it to Akiko to allow her freedom of movement in the physical world.

      “He gave me this diamond collar,” said Kitty-Sue with a haughty look, running her fingers over the collar around her neck.

      “He share magical knowledge with me,” responded Akiko.

      “He shared his bed with me!” said Kitty-Sue. Foxfire magic gathered around Kitty-Sue as Akiko brought her hands up, preparing a spell.

      “Enough! Both of you, stop!” I said. A mental tug at the collar and Kitty-Sue shifted to her fox form, another command and the spirit of Akiko was forced back into her shintai.

      Kitty-Sue scampered to the floor and hid under the table. Akiko’s ring sat on the table, vibrating with her efforts to manifest.

      “I’m calling a time-out for both of you. I need peace and quiet to recover, and your fighting is interfering,” I said. “Akiko, you can manifest anywhere else but here. Kitty-Sue, you can take the collar off any time you want, but you will have to leave.

      “I’m going the start my recovery process. It will take several weeks to get back to normal. I will either continue with the two of you, getting along, or all alone. Either way is fine with me. What is not fine is this in-fighting. It’s ten thirty now. I will be working in my room and should be back out at 6:00 p.m. Until then, I want no disturbances.”

      Having laid out my demands, I pulled myself up from the chair and hobbled out of the kitchen. Two steps down the hallway brought me to the second, smaller, bedroom that I had set up as my workroom. The effort of opening the wards protecting the room left me gasping. So much work to do, so much to recover.

      Once safely behind my wards, I looked over my setup. On the floor, golden filigree embedded in the tile formed an eight-foot-wide circle. Inside this circle, also made of gold, was a pentagram, oriented to magnetic north. I checked the orientation carefully, using both a tripod-mounted magnetic compass and a digital compass. Before the warded circle was activated for spell-casting, the digital compass worked fine; after the circle went up, it was useless. The magnetic compass always worked. But magnetic compasses can be disturbed by large motors or large metal objects. Comparing the two gave reliable results.

      Satisfied that the pentagram would not have to be realigned, I opened the cabinet and took out five candles, each composed of materials that represented the five primary colors: infra, red, yellow, blue, and ultra. I used to wonder what “normal” Trichromats saw when viewing the extra colors. The responses I got ranged from gray to white. My Pentachromatic vision, now weakened by rapid aging, showed infra and ultra as weak pastels, not the vibrant primary colors I remembered. One of my most important tasks would be to bring my vision back to normal.

      But not the first task—I had to work on the physical aspects first. Sure, there were some shortcuts, but they all required items I didn’t have. Back to the old-fashioned methods.

      Where I once could place and light the candles with Air and Fire, now I had to shuffle to each point of the pentagram, bend over with difficulty, and place each candle in position. I had a set of matches in a drawer, meant to be used by my student. I burned my fingers three times lighting the candles.

      Standing in the center of the pentagram, I said the Words and made the Gestures, weaving the strands of magic, and failed. The magic slipped through my arthritic fingers like smoke. Another attempt, with more concentration, also failed. Damn, this was hard. Finally, an all-out effort that left me trembling and dizzy succeeded in bringing up the ward.

      It was flickering and weak, probably not strong enough to stop a determined kitten, but it stopped the psychic clamor of the city and allowed the slow infusion of the five colors of magic through each of the points of the pentagram. For a few minutes, I stood in the flows, bathing in the energy, using it to fill reservoirs that had been totally drained. After a few minutes, I had taken in as much energy as my ancient cells could handle. Time to start using the energy.

      Bending down slowly until my palms were on the floor touching the lines that ran from the red and yellow points, then extending my legs to touch the infra and ultra lines with my toes, left my head aimed at the blue candle. Different orientations for different spells. This was the orientation best for recuperation.

      It would be nice if recuperation didn’t require any effort, but magic doesn’t work that way. Something has to be given for every gain. No pain, no gain.

      Quickly going through a mental review of my training, I skipped past handstand push-ups; didn’t think I was up to that yet. Start out with clapping push-ups, which should be easy. I pushed down with my palms as hard and fast as I could, tightening up my back and legs, expecting to pop up into the air.

      I was rewarded with jerking my head up slightly. My stomach and legs remained stuck to the ground. Damn, something easier? OK, one good push-up. Come on body, just one good push-up.

      After thirty seconds of effort, all I had to show was a twisted neck and spots in front of my eyes.

      OK, planks. Planks are easy. I held the push-up position for about two seconds, then fell onto my face. OK, knee planks. I was able to hold that for about ten seconds.

      I envied the shifters like Kitty-Sue; the physical aspects were so easy for them. I could probably find a werewolf to bite me. But that would cost me, cutting me off from magic. Checks and balances, magic is made up of checks and balances.

      Give up magic? Hell no! I got back to my knees for another plank session. I heard the stereo in the other room change songs. The new tune was “Eye of the Tiger.” My musical curse had a sense of humor.

      After two hours, I had worked up to thirty seconds planking. It was time to move on to other exercises. I sat in the center of the pentagram, facing north. Disappointed that I could no longer sit in the seiza position, due to inflexibility, I settled for a standard cross-legged position known as a half-lotus.

      Bringing up all my mental focus, I willed Air, that most pliable of elements, to blow out the candle facing me. Seconds of effort turned to minutes, then hours, with me unable to direct Air.

      At 6:00 p.m. I gave up, needing to rest. Crawling towards the candle, I blew it out with a raspy breath. The cacophony of the thoughts and desires of thirteen million people slammed into my senses. It took a lot of effort to ignore the psychic noise.

      It was going to be a long recovery. I hoped nothing would interrupt it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Exiting the room at 6:00 p.m. as promised, I was greeted by the smell of grilled meat, steamed vegetables, and rice. Since Akiko had a hard time cooking, due to intangibility, it had to be Kitty-Sue.

      Entering the kitchen/dining area, I saw Kitty-Sue bent over fetchingly, looking in the oven to see if the meat was ready. She had changed from her earlier, apron only, mode of dress. Now she wore a yukata, the bathrobe-looking jacket that Japanese wear while at home. Kitty-Sue had a short version in deep blue, with a matching sash around her waist. Her bent over posture caused her tail to lift the hem of the yukata so that her panties were visible. The panties were a deep blue color and had a hole in the back specially made to allow her tail to exit.

      “Smells great,” I said. “What’s cooking?”

      “Yakitori, veggies, and rice,” she replied, standing up and smoothing her yukata down.

      “Where did you get those new clothes?” I asked.

      “I brought them from my old house,” she stated matter-of-factly. “I'll be staying here from now on.”

      My immediate reaction was to say no. But as I drew breath to let her know I didn’t need her help, I realized that I did need her help. I would be in a bind without her assistance. Akiko was great, but not accomplished in the physical realm. The better part of valor would be to let her stay.

      “For now,” whispered my evil side. “We can dump her once we don’t need her anymore.”

      No use arguing with my evil side; he would merely point out that she was probably having the same thoughts. Have I mentioned that most magicians are slightly crazy?

      “Great!” I said aloud, forcing a smile. “Make yourself at home. I really appreciate your help.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dinner was great. Marinated chunks of meat grilled on wooden skewers, mixed vegetables grilled to perfection, and small portions of Japanese rice. And Yebisu beer; lots and lots of Yebisu beer to wash down the meal.

      Since we were both high-metabolism individuals, the table was overflowing with food. Kitty-Sue matched me bite for bite, avoiding the beer in favor of some flavored fizzy water concoction that she preferred.

      From this morning’s scene, no sign was left. The rice bowl that Akiko had transformed into a pet dish was gone, as was Akiko. When I asked about my student, Kitty-Sue remarked, “She decided to visit her brother. Now that she knows you are safe, she needs some time with family.”

      I strained at the psychic link between me and Akiko. I was still too weak to see what she was doing, but I had the impression that she was content and occupied. The simmering anger I had felt this morning was gone. The girls must have set aside their differences.

      We chatted about many things: her day out, shopping for supplies, the TV shows she liked, etc. After the third time she mentioned shopping at the Hanu-Masa market for groceries, I realized what she was hinting at.

      “Excellent meal, Kitty-Sue,” I said, rising from the chair. “Excuse me for a minute. I’ll be right back.”

      I went to my bedroom and popped open the warded case that held my more potent magical items, as well as stacks of currencies. There wasn’t much money left, I would have to take steps to get more ready cash soon.

      I picked up about 500,000 yen and returned to the dining room. “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “I really appreciate your help. Here’s some cash for the monthly household budget. Let me know when you need more.”

      Her eyes widened slightly at the amount I considered a “household budget,” since 500,000 yen is about $5,000 US. Then she looked at the remains of our meal on the table. She had a tabulating look in her eyes as she considered just how much food we could go through in a month.

      “OK,” she said, slipping the cash into her pocket. “I’ll let you know when I need more cash. I’ll save receipts for you.”

      Sitting in my chair, I dozed off for several minutes, waking only when Kitty-Sue gently shook my shoulder. “Come,” she said. “I’ll bathe you now.”

      She led me back to the bathing room, where she had prepped the tub with hot water. She quickly stripped my dirty clothes off, leaving me naked. A glance in the full-length mirror attached to the wall showed that I hadn’t improved appreciably. Still skinny, old, and wrinkled. My hair was a bit longer, although still white, and my beard was growing out. At least the beard was covering the sunken cheeks caused by the loss of most of my teeth.

      Accelerated metabolism causes spurts of hair growth, but does nothing for grooming; my hair was still lopsided from one side getting burned off in the battle with the spider-goddess. Peering closer, I saw that even my eyebrows were white. And damn, they were bushy as hell. Turning my head, I saw that my ears had sprouted long white hairs. Not the cute fuzz that Kitty-Sue had, but bristly, old man hair.

      Kitty-Sue quickly shucked her own clothes, neatly folding and placing them in the small closet I used for the laundry hamper.

      She entered the shower room and stood beside me in front of the mirror. She was in her ninety percent human form, the extra breasts gone, and only her pointed ears with soft tufts of hair, oval pupils, and ever-present tail showed her as a nonhuman.

      The contrasts could not be more evident; her lush youthfulness, firm breasts sitting high on her chest, and wide hips shouted youth and energy as compared to my tired old carcass.

      She struck a slightly naughty pose, one leg in front of the other, turned away from me with her butt pointed in my direction, her tail tickling my nose, hands splayed across her breasts, barely hiding her nipples. Looking over her shoulder at our reflections, she raised one eyebrow in query. Even her tail seemed to make a question mark.

      At my lack of reaction, she made a tiny moue of disappointment, followed by a chuckle. “Just a few more days of TLC and you’ll be ready to romp.”

      “It might take more than a few days,” I replied. “I haven’t felt this weak since ...” I trailed off. No sense bringing up old war stories.

      She had procured a second stool, shorter than my original, and encouraged me to sit on it. She prepared a small plastic bowl with hot water and soap and lathered it into froth.

      She sat down on the taller stool and scooted up behind me, placing my head between her warm breasts. She used a small scoop to pour the lathery mix onto my head, working up a good amount of suds, then proceeded to shampoo my hair and beard. She even scrubbed out my ears.

      “My ears are hairier than yours, now,” I joked. “Maybe I’m turning into a were.”

      “Kitsune admire hairy ears,” she replied. “You would be quite a catch in our circle.” She continued the scrubbing process, paying particular attention to my groin, ensuring that every inch was scrubbed.

      “I’ve never felt so clean,” I said as she rinsed me off with the shower attachment.

      “Tomorrow,” she said with a nod, “I will trim your nails and beard.”

      “I want to keep the beard for now,” I said. “It suits my white hair.”

      “No problem,” she said. “Just trim, no shave.”

      Clean and rinsed, I eased slowly into the tub full of hot water. Kitty-Sue placed a towel under my head and excused herself. As I felt the tensions of the day’s exercises fade away, I heard the sounds of her cleaning up in the kitchen.

      I dozed until the water chilled, then woke with a start to find Kitty-Sue perched naked on the stool, watching me with the patience of a cat looking at a mouse hole. It was these moments that reminded me that no matter how beautiful she was, she was still very different from any other woman I knew. I would never really know what was going on behind those slit pupils.

      Hell. Does any man ever know what goes on inside a woman’s head?

      “Are you ready for your bath now?” I asked, lumbering to my feet. The tub had a set of handrails that I used to stand and exit.

      With that uncanny grace possessed by shifters, she nimbly jumped from her perched position to her feet beside me. She brought out a large terry cloth towel and dried me thoroughly.

      After the towel was wrapped around my skinny frame, she hit the switch on the tub’s control panel that reheated the water for the next user. Japanese don’t like to waste water and have a setting on their fancy tubs that will recycle the same water, heating it to the temperature they like. Kitty-Sue cranked the temperature up to Japanese levels, much too high for my body.

      After my hair was dry, she combed it out, ensuring it wouldn’t tangle. She had prepared a new set of pajamas for me, a silk-looking T-shirt and shorts combo.

      My feet dragged with exhaustion as Kitty-Sue led me to the bedroom. She lowered the bedcover.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said as she exited the room.

      I lay back on the bed, taking a few minutes to meditate, fighting off sleep, waiting for Kitty-Sue to join me. It would be impolite to greet her with snores. I heard the sounds of her bathing.

      Finally, after what seemed a long time, but was mere minutes, she was back in the bedroom. Naked except for the collar, she once again raised an eyebrow. The smile on her face was enticing, but my recovery still had a long way to go before I was ready for her antics.

      “Not tonight, dear,” I said with reluctance. Damn, I was anxious for my reverse puberty to start. The urge to remove the magic collar that forced her to remain a fox while in my bed was strong. But I had good reasons for that precaution.

      With an understanding smile, she leaped on the bed, transforming in mid-leap into her fox form. She came to my head and licked my cheek, nuzzling for comfort. I opened my arm on that side, and she snuggled into the space between my arm and body. Her warmth was a sweet comfort that rapidly sent me into a dreamless sleep.
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            Magnet for Weirdness

          

        

      

    

    
      The next several days were the same routine, awakening to the sounds and smells of food cooking, entering the kitchen to find a sexy vixen wearing only a tiny apron preparing a filling meal.

      Today, the menu was a bit different: eggs Benedict, a mountain of bacon, and hash browns. The smell was delightful as I sat at the table loaded with food.

      “American style,” I exclaimed. “Excellent! You’re a treasure, Kitty-Sue.”

      We ate quickly, the food disappearing. Kitty-Sue finished first, due to her perfect teeth. I was still limited to one-sided chewing. I would have to do something about teeth very soon. New tooth buds were on the agenda, but would take time to sprout. I would have to whip up a set of dentures. Did I have the elements I needed in the study?

      “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “next time you go shopping, please pick up some plain full-fat yogurt, milk, and cheese. I need a lot of calcium.”

      “No problem,” she said. “I plan on going out today anyway...” She trailed off and looked away, running her fingers over her collar.

      Sensing a shift in her mood, I asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “I have to visit my mom and auntie,” she said. “They want to see me today.”

      “Hey,” I said, “no problem. Family’s important. Are you embarrassed about the collar? I can take it back with no problem.”

      She jumped to her feet, hands protectively around the collar. “No!” she said. “Going home with such a potent gift will show great honor.”

      Her tail lashed nervously. “They won’t like me being with a non-kitsune. Kitsune only mate with kitsune. Well, sometimes tanuke, but mostly kitsune.”

      I was about to say that we hadn’t really “mated” yet, but realized that consummation wasn’t required for her family’s worries. The fact that she had spent so much time with me was damning.

      “Is what they say about magicians true?” Kitty-Sue asked.

      “What do they say about magicians?” I countered, anticipating a question about magician mating practices.

      “That you can’t tell lies,” she said.

      How to answer? The checks and balances required to handle magic, the fact that when one lies, the first person he deceives is himself, which inevitably leads to internal conflicts. I could tell a lie, but the consequences would be severe, even if self-imposed.

      “If I strike a bargain, I won’t lie,” I responded. “In most other cases, I won’t lie because a magician with a reputation as a liar becomes a warlock. Nobody would trust me to keep my bargains, and I wouldn’t be able to function.” I took a sip of the excellent coffee Kitty-Sue had prepared.

      “I can certainly lie, but I prefer to tell the truth,” I said.

      “So,” she said, tilting her head to the side, “you can, but you won’t?”

      “Pretty much,” I responded.

      “I think it’s better you don’t meet my mom and auntie yet,” she said, which made me wonder what tales she had spun already. Of course, others lying on my behalf wasn’t a problem.

      Kitty-Sue’s tail popped erect, and she turned her sharp pointed nose towards the window. A second later, I smelled ozone and the faint scent of Akiko’s perfume while feeling a “tug” on our psychic connection. Interesting that Kitty-Sue could sense Akiko even before me.

      Akiko popped in on us, appearing at the other side of the table. She was wearing her “student” costume, a miniskirt in a plaid pattern, a white blouse that was button-popping tight across her breasts, and a red ladies’ tie wrapped around her neck matching the ribbon that held her long hair back, topped off by a black blazer with an insignia on her breast. Today, her insignia said “Hogwarts.” Poor girl was starting to assimilate my sense of humor. The insignia changed every day, each one another magic school. Sometimes I thought she changed her insignia just so I’d have a chance to stare at her breasts.

      “Hello, Akiko-san,” I said. “Welcome back. How was your visit with your family?”

      It was still a sore point with her that she was prohibited from contacting her family. She could only watch over them and protect them from supernatural threats.

      “They are well,” she replied. “I chase away a mononoke bothering my parents. They not dangerous, but very annoying.”

      Kitty-Sue placed a fresh cup of coffee in front of me, ignoring Akiko. There was still some friction there. I duplicated the cup to the ghostly plane and offered it to Akiko. She sat in the remaining chair; only the ever-so-slight bobbing up-and-down motion indicated she wasn’t really sitting on the chair.

      “You realize,” I said, “the more you hang around your family, the more strange things will happen, right?”

      At her first sip of spectral coffee, Akiko’s form solidified, becoming more distinct. “Scott-Sensei, what means ‘hang around’?”

      “It means to spend time with someone or something,” I replied. “The point is, you have become a locus for supernatural forces, which naturally leads to a strange attractor phenomenon. Wait, I can make a chart that explains—”

      I was interrupted by Kitty-Sue. “You’re a magnet for weird things now. They come to you because you’re weird, too.”

      “I’m NOT weird,” said Akiko through gritted teeth. The Ghost Mage of Roppongi’s eyes blazed behind her glasses as tendrils of magical energy rose from her form and her hair lifted like she was sitting on a Van de Graaff generator.

      Looking at me, Kitty-Sue said, “That’s pretty weird, right?” followed by her devilish smile.

      At my reproachful look and mental tug on her collar, Kitty-Sue temporized. “No, sorry! You’re not weird. It’s that ring that you have. It’s an Artifact of Power. Very rare, very powerful! No one can make those anymore. That’s why weird things are attracted to you.”

      Akiko’s hair settled into place, her eyes cleared, and the magical tendrils dissipated as she regained her composure.

      “No one can make... But Scott-Sensei...” she started before she felt my thoughts through our psychic link. She knew I had made the ring years before our first meeting, long before I had gifted it to her. This was one secret I intended to keep.

      “Yes,” said Kitty-Sue, “he gave a silly ghost girl one of the rarest magical Artifacts in the world.”

      I don’t lie, but letting others make incorrect assumptions isn’t the same. Let Kitty-Sue think that the art of creating perpetually spelled objects was lost.

      “And he gave a trickster kitsune one almost as potent,” responded Akiko, pointing at the diamond-studded collar that Kitty-Sue wore.

      “Well, I really consider those as loans,” I said, abruptly stopping as both females turned to glare at me. Oops, never try to take back something from a girl.
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      After we finished our coffee and tea, Kitty-Sue rushed through clearing the table and cleaning the kitchen. Once all the dishes were loaded in the dishwasher and the cycle started, she excused herself to prepare for her visit to her family.

      “About these Artifacts,” started Akiko, stroking her ring as it hung about her neck.

      “We’ll discuss those later,” I interrupted, glancing in the direction of the other room, where the sharp-eared Kitty-Sue was getting dressed. “Today we’re going to cover the five branches of magic.”

      We were bent over a chart laid out on the dining room table, discussing the various colors of magic, when Kitty-Sue came back. She was dressed in a very conservative dark gray blouse and skirt combo, totally unlike her normal attire.

      “I have to say bye now,” she said. “My family is waiting.”

      “Enjoy your visit,” I said, straightening up with a groan. Damn arthritis.

      Akiko gave a slight bow, which Kitty-Sue returned with a bow precisely to the same degree, and Kitty-Sue left.

      “OK,” said Akiko, taking off her blazer, which vanished as she dropped it. “Now we talk about Artifacts?”

      She unbuttoned her blouse, revealing the ring that had become her shintai, as well as her white-lace enclosed assets. Staring at the ring with narrowed eyes, she caused the ring to glow with magical energy.

      “OK,” I started, “Artifacts come in several types. Channeling Artifacts assist concentration, like wands. They help a magician concentrate and focus his energy. They are difficult to make, but can be created by a sufficiently talented magician. Witches and Wiccans use a ceremonial blade called an athame. Magicians use wands, knives, or enchanted swords to channel power. With a Channeling Artifact, the energy is always supplied by an external source. Think of it as a magnifying glass.

      “Artifacts of Power, on the other hand, are objects that can absorb, hold, and channel magical energy. They absorb ambient energy, store it up, and allow it to be used.”

      “So,” said Akiko with a slight frown drawing her eyebrows together, “they like batteries?”

      Yes,” I said, “but most Artifacts can only store one type of energy. Earth, Water, Air, Fire, or Spirit.”

      “But this ring, my shintai,” she said, pulling it out on its chain and holding it in her hand. With a gesture, she made a weave of all five elements, drawing energy from the ring. “How contain all different energies?” She released her will, and the construct dissipated with a minor explosion, scattering the papers on the table. Even Akiko’s ectoplasmic hair was blown back, due to the Spirit component of the spell.

      “I inscribed a series of glyphs on the inside of the ring. One for each of the five elements. The glyphs act as one-way valves for the energy.”

      Akiko nodded in understanding. “I see on your circle. No one else uses symbols. Well, I couldn’t find like that in the books you gave me.” She gestured to my small library.

      “Yeah,” I said. “That’s part of the secret. The other is having the crystal lattice of the Star Sapphire act as a storage system for the energy.”

      Akiko pulled the ring out on its chain and looked at it closely, using more-than-human senses. “Wait! I can see the pattern...”

      Her voice trailed away as she was mesmerized by the tug of the gem. Her form became wispy, and streamers of her substance started entering the ring.

      “Whoa,” I said, placing one hand over the ring, intercepting her gaze. “The ring will take any type of energy. Activating it like that, while unprepared, will suck you dry.”

      I spent the rest of the morning training her in methods of blocking the effects of the ring, as well as ways to use the energy of the ring defensively.

      Once we were both happy with her level of control, she came back with more questions. “Who teach you this? He must have been a great sensei.”

      “Oh,” I responded, “it was just something I picked up in my travels.”

      Unfortunately, even with my step-by-step directions and her unusual aptitude for magic, Akiko was unable to work with the spells that enabled the power attraction and energy storage required to create true Artifacts of Power. She needed an Earthly connection, which ghosts don’t have.

      She could create Channeling Artifacts, for any element but Earth, and perform almost any spell. Hell, she was much more powerful than I had been at that age. It was kind of comforting knowing that there was something she couldn’t do.

      She could draw energy into herself, a talent that all magic users must have, and could also store the energy, which fewer users could do. That was why Jorōgumo had wanted to trap her.

      Under my training, she had improved to the point where she could store a lot of energy, as well as feed it into the shintai that was now her home.

      “For our next lesson,” I continued, “we are going to work on creating crystal lattices to store energy.

      “When you looked into your shintai stone, you saw the lattice and the energy it held. My one-way glyphs allow energy to enter the stone, but not exit until called for.”

      “Why you not make gem for storage,” she asked while sketching a diagram of how carbon atoms could be directed to arrange themselves using flows of magic, “instead of digging them up?”

      “Created gemstones are not nearly as good as natural,” I replied. “Gems created in the interior of the Earth, natural gemstones, absorb significant quantities of mystical energy, which makes them potent items.

      “Created gemstones are ‘empty vessels,’ which require a lot of work to fill with energy.”

      “Is book use for the gemstone spells?” Akiko asked, holding up a volume titled Piezoelectric Design Fundamentals.

      “No, Akiko-san,” I said. “That will be used on another project.”

      She continued her examination of her shintai. “Can’t the Artifact, what’s the word? Explode?” asked Akiko. “If it takes in too much energy?” She suddenly looked uncomfortable at having a magical bomb on a chain around her neck.

      “That’s why I have some other glyphs on the ring,” I said. “If the containment is damaged, most of the energy will shunt off into Spirit, which has almost no interaction with the physical world.”

      Examining the patterns of her ring, she continued, “I see how that work. But moving this symbol to here”—she indicated with a gesture—“shunt the energy to Earth...” She trailed off, then looked at me in horror.

      “I have power here to start another Fukushima quake!” she said. “That’s horrible; nobody need that much power!”

      Holding both palms up in a placating gesture, I said in my most soothing voice, “First, it’s a lot harder than it looks. Second, you couldn’t do it because you don’t have Earth talents. Third, you are bound by a pledge not to harm anyone.”

      “OK,” she said, “I can’t, you could. What keep you from making big quake?”

      It was a good question. What prevented a powerful magician from becoming a walking weapon of mass destruction? There were a lot of reasons: more powerful entities than magicians would certainly take notice and prevent it, our apprenticeship included evaluations on stability, and other magicians would band together to stop him.

      “You know I can’t lie, right?” I asked.

      “I know you say you can’t lie,” she responded. Damn, she was too logical.

      I smiled at her point. “OK, one of the reasons magicians like me choose to always tell the truth is that we know we have a lot of power.

      “For example,” I continued, “if you see a man with a gun, what do you feel?”

      Akiko looked up and away, remembering her time as a human girl. “I feel afraid, scared he might shoot me.”

      “Now if the man with the gun is in a policeman’s uniform,” I continued, “how do you feel?”

      She looked at me in puzzlement. “Still scared. I don’t like guns.”

      Oh, right. Japanese don’t have much exposure to guns, except in movies. My thought experiment was going awry. How about a concrete example? I reached into my ever-present satchel and pulled out my 1911A .45 Automatic.

      Holding the handgun carefully pointed at the floor, finger far away from the trigger, I asked, “Are you afraid of this gun?”

      “I don’t like,” said Akiko. “But you won’t hurt me, you’re my sensei.”

      Discounting the fact that mundane bullets couldn’t even touch her, I nodded in acceptance of her statement.

      “That’s right,” I said. “I wouldn’t hurt you, you’re my apprentice. I wouldn’t hurt anyone who doesn’t try to hurt me first. Everyone who deals with magicians knows that.

      “That’s why magicians cultivate a reputation for never lying. We are powerful, but small in numbers. A single witches’ coven can take down most magicians. There are a lot of covens out there. All who deal with us know that we have constraints, boundaries we won’t cross.”

      “What happen if you lie?” asked Akiko.

      “Good question,” I responded as I put away the weapon. Relief crossed her face as the pistol disappeared into my satchel. “I would lose a lot of power and a lot of my magic would be lost. If it were a serious enough breach of trust, other magicians would band together to destroy me.”

      “Will I have to promise never lie?” she asked.

      “Not yet,” I said, taking a seat on my stool, “and not soon. Until you finish your training, you’re my responsibility.”

      “Oh,” she said, her face lighting up in sudden understanding. “That’s why you make me make promise when you give me ring!”

      “‘An it harm none, do what ye will,’” I quoted. “Yes, that’s why I made you swear not to cause harm.

      “But don’t let anyone else know about the Oath,” I finished. I spun around on the stool and started taking items from the desk for my next project. Silica, aluminum, carbon, lots and lots of carbon.

      “Why not?” she asked, frowning in puzzlement. “Won’t people be happy I can’t hurt them?”

      So much innocence; I had to smile at her questions. “No, in our circles, those who can’t defend themselves become the pawns of those who freely wield power.

      “That’s why Jorōgumo was angry with me. She was waiting for you to wander into her web so she could suck you dry. I ruined her plans by breaking your tether to Roppongi station. Then you turned into a magician’s apprentice, which pretty much placed you forever beyond her reach.”

      “What?” asked Akiko. “You never told me! Is that why Kitty-Sue-san is so afraid of spiders?”

      I spent the next hour recounting the battle with Jorōgumo, covering details that would only interest another magician. I was impressed when my student quickly grasped the magical details and even came up with some suggestions on how I might have done a better job. It was nice to have someone to bounce ideas off of. I kept my hands busy setting up a small circle on a sheet of vellum, placing my elements into the circle, and activating it.

      When I mentioned the fae sword, Akiko’s eyes lit up with interest, almost glowing with intensity. “Can I see sword? Does it have a name? Is there spirit inside like my shintai?”

      “Yes,” I responded. “It might be a good idea to introduce you to the sword. We haven’t had time for a conversation.” I had been gathering materials for my next project, a new set of dentures, while we chatted. Some of the elements needed to steep in the magical field I had set up.

      I stood up from the stool with a groan and walked to the other room, followed by Akiko. In a corner, safely ensconced in a warded circle, sat my trophy from the battle with Jorōgumo, a fae sword of exquisite craftsmanship. I had used the blade itself to free a fae warrior’s spirit from the webbing of Jorōgumo. In exchange for this service, the spirit of the fae warrior had turned his blade over to me.

      I broke the circle and reached for the sword. The hilt leaped into my hand. Holding the sword aloft, I said to it, “I think it’s time we spoke.”

      I really wasn’t expecting much, as most spelled objects have very low intellect, focusing only on their main purpose. I was surprised to see the blade transform into a ruddy copper color, with what appeared to be tiny flames running up and down the shaft. I felt no heat, only the emanation of mystical power from the object. Listening closely, I could hear sounds like distant zithers that increased in volume. It took me a few moments to recognize the sounds as forming words in English. The stereo in the living room started playing a song from Frampton Comes Alive!, the one with the guitar talking. I suddenly recognized the sword’s attempt at speaking as an imitation of the Frampton technique.

      “Yessssss,” the blade thrummed.

      At the appearance of the copper colored blade, Akiko whispered, “Hihi’irokane.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Magic metal, Scott-Sensei,” she replied. “Indestructible, very powerful.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Dangerous.”

      “Yessss,” the sword said proudly. “Dannngerrousss.” Then as I moved to place it back in the protective circle, the sword continued, “But verrrryyyy loyal.”

      I paused, considering, and then asked, “Are you loyal to me?”

      “Yeeessss,” the blade said. Akiko raised an eyebrow at that comment. Inanimate objects are not known for their loyalty. Still, I once had a car, a 1964 Ford Station Wagon that impressed me with her loyalty. Hell, she lasted through three girlfriends, proving more loyal than them.

      The stereo started playing a Bryan Adams tune: “Everything I Do, I Do It For You.” My unseen muse seemed to think the sword would be loyal.

      “Do you want to return to the fae lands?” I asked, to judge if the blade would abandon me.

      “Nooooo,” the blade said. “Borrriiinnnng. Fight, kill, stab. No funnnnn.” The sword was getting better at talking, or I was getting used to its pronunciation. “Like it heerrreee.”

      The stereo shifted to playing “Wherever You Will Go” by The Calling, another vote for loyalty.

      “So,” I said, “what’s your name?” The response was a discordant cascade of sound, followed by “Blade of Prince,” then another indiscernible sound wave, obviously the name of the deceased former owner.

      “Kind of hard to wrap a human tongue around,” I mused. “So, you’re the prince’s blade?”

      “Yeeessss,” the sword replied.

      “Can I call you Princess Blade?” I asked. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Zzzzzzzz,” the sword hummed, changing her “voice” by raising it half an octave. “Princessss Blade. I like it,” she said, in a voice now more feminine than gender neutral. I heard some extra harmonics in the name that I would never be able to utter, but she responded to my pronunciation.

      “Princess,” I said formally, “I’d like to introduce you to my student, Akiko-san.”

      “Hajimemashita, Akiko-san,” said Princess, getting the honorific right and twisting in my fist, tilting from the vertical in imitation of a Japanese bow. Damn, even the inanimate objects here spoke Japanese better than me.

      “Hajimemashita, Princess Blade-san,” responded Akiko with a precise bow.

      “OK, Princess,” I said, walking towards the warded circle where I kept her, “I have to continue lessons with Akiko-san.”

      “Borrinng,” she sighed. Well, it sounded like a sigh.

      “Hmmm,” I muttered. “You want to be entertained?” I asked sarcastically.

      “Yessss!” she said.

      How the hell do you entertain a bloodthirsty sword of vengeance? I was about to respond poorly when Akiko jumped in. “Do you like movies?”

      “?????????” I never knew a zither could make an interrogative until that moment.

      “Like plays,” continued Akiko. “We can put you in front of TV while I do lessons.”

      “Yessss,” said Princess, with happy harmonics.

      We ended up propping Princess in the corner of the living room with a view of the TV. Akiko turned off the stereo and turned on the TV, then spun through several channels until Princess said, “Ssstop!”

      An old Japanese samurai film was playing, one with a lot of swordfights. At her first sight of the film, Princess morphed her shape into a katana, a yard-long Japanese sword. I turned up the sound.

      “OK,” I said, “we’ll leave you to your entertainment.”

      “Shhhhhhhh,” said Princess.

      We tiptoed out. Well, I did, anyway. Akiko doesn’t make any sound unless she wants to.

      We continued her lessons for the day.

      I finally had to end the lesson to start work on my other projects. I sent Akiko away on some errands so that I could work on my personal projects.

      First, the hated exercises to bring my body back to full functioning.

      With the door closed, I set the circle. It was easier today, after a week of practice and recovery. I could now bend over and light the candles without fainting, although I still needed to use the matches.

      The globe of silence enveloped me, blocking out all of the psychic flotsam and jetsam that a huge city like Tokyo produces.

      Why choose to live and work in a city so noisy? Life begets magic, and magic begets life. All of our largest, most populous cities are also founts of magical power. Although noisy and maddening, cities are where the power is. The only thing to compare to cities are areas of intense volcanism.

      Sitting in a cross-legged position, I chased away all thoughts and ruminations on the nature of magic and worries, concentrating on breathing and the flow of energy. The glyphs arranged around my circle were specially designed to allow mystical energy to enter, but not exit. One per each point of the pentagram: Earth, Water, Air, Fire, and Spirit. I had named the glyphs Maxwell’s Demons, after an old joke about a physicist.

      The five flavors of magic flowed in, replenishing reserves used in my lessons with Akiko. Once calmness reigned and my reserves were full, I began the exercises.

      I shifted to a prone position, hands flat on the floor, touching two of the pentagram’s points, head touching the Spirit point, feet touching the remaining two points. The spread legged push-up position was hard, but the advantage of absorbing energy from all five points made up for the clumsiness.

      Pushing with all my might, I lifted my nose from the floor several inches before my arms gave out. Progress! My first real push-up since the battle with Jorōgumo. I continued with the exercises, pushing higher each time, with a short rest break between each push-up. After an hour, I had completed twenty-five push-ups, the final one at complete extension.

      I spent another hour meditating and directing energy towards rebuilding muscles and rejuvenation.

      I sometimes wondered why it was so much harder to use magic on myself. Where I could use my abilities to heal and rejuvenate others using a minimal amount of effort, the same changes on myself took an inordinate amount of time and energy.

      It must be like a psychiatrist trying to psychoanalyze herself. Being too close to something creates a blindness, making the job much harder. Useless to pursue such thoughts—if it took exercise to come back, I would exercise.

      Wandering thoughts; I couldn’t keep up the concentration for proper meditation. Looking at the clock, I saw I had been at it for more than an hour. Time to move on to other projects.

      I tried once again to will Air to blow out the candles. I finally succeeded on the first candle but had to admit defeat on the remaining four. Still, it was progress. I quickly blew out the remaining candles.

      Breaking the circle allowed the noise and energy of the city to wash in. Inhaling deeply, I smelled the scent of millions of people, an uncounted number of automobiles, and a heady mixture of cuisines from dozens of countries.
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      As dawn broke, shafts of light peeked through the gap in my curtains, lighting up the bedroom. I felt Kitty-Sue’s feet pad over my stomach and the tiny push as she leaped to the carpeted floor. Through half-closed eyelids, I saw her fox form shimmer with kitsune magic, and she morphed into her almost human shape.

      She caught me looking at her and, pretending not to notice my attention, bent over to touch her toes. This pose presented her loveliest assets to my attention: a firm butt enhanced by the presence of her furry tail. She turned around and stretched her arms high, bending backward in a catlike stretch. Then she leaned forward, arms pressed together to emphasize her breasts and said, “Good morning. What would you like for breakfast?”

      What a loaded question. Thoughts of canceling the spell that prevented her from joining me in bed danced through my head. Then reality raised its ugly head. I was old, wrinkled, toothless, and unable to perform. I had a lot of recovering to do before taking her up on her offer. So I just responded with, “Good morning, Kitty-Sue. I really like the omelets you make. How about that and bacon?”

      She wrinkled her nose at my rejection but smiled and nodded. As she turned around to head towards the kitchen, her pheromone-laden furry tail “accidentally” tickled my nose.

      That woke me up completely. Better than a cold shower. I rolled out of bed and made my way to the toilet. It wasn’t until after I had cleaned up and was heading to the kitchen that I realized that my rising from the bed had engendered no arthritic back pain. The improvements were slow, but they were coming along.

      Stepping into the kitchen, I was once again greeted by the sight of the industrious Kitty-Sue in her short yukata.

      The scent of frying bacon, fresh coffee, and the cooking tamagoyaki omelet filled the air. Kitty-Sue hummed as she moved between the coffee maker, stove, and table. She used the extra-long bamboo chopsticks for cooking the egg layers for the omelet in a tamagoyaki pan. It was like watching an artist work as she deftly rolled up the omelet using only chopsticks. Looking down at my still arthritic knuckles, I knew it would be several more days before I could manage chopsticks for eating. Oh well, I grew up with a knife and fork, I could keep on using them a little longer.

      While she prepared breakfast, I went online and selected some up-tempo music to accompany our meal. As the beat of Rhianna’s “This is What You Came For” started, Kitty-Sue danced along with the music, never missing a beat as she completed cooking and placing the plates on the table. She left a place for Akiko at the table.

      I raised an eyebrow as Kitty-Sue set a mundane cup of coffee at Akiko’s spot. Usually, I used magic to duplicate my coffee to Akiko’s ghostly plane.

      “What?” asked Kitty-Sue as she set the cup down. “Akiko-san likes her coffee with more cream and sugar than you. A girl deserves to have it the way she likes it.”

      Before I could respond, Kitty-Sue turned her pointed nose towards the empty spot at the table as Akiko phased into visibility. “Ohayo, Akiko-san,” said Kitty-Sue. “Please join us for breakfast. I made your coffee the way you like it.”

      “Ohayo, Scott-Sensei. Ohayo, Kitty-Sue,” responded Akiko. “Thank you for the coffee.” Akiko deftly performed the spell that duplicated the coffee to her ghostly plane. As we all sat, Akiko picked up her cup and inhaled deeply. Kitty-Sue watched closely as Akiko took her first sip.

      I took a suspicious sniff of my coffee. Kitty-Sue’s mischievous nature might lead her to put salt or laxatives in the coffee as a joke. The coffee smelled perfect; I detected the scent of roasted coffee beans, the sweetness of precisely one-half teaspoon of sugar, and the mellow overtones of fresh cream. No tricks here. I took a large swallow of the great coffee.

      And apparently, no tricks for Akiko’s coffee, either. Akiko thoroughly enjoyed her first sip of coffee, smiling as the ghost of the caffeine hit her system.

      I exhaled in relief. They must have come to some kind of peace. Kitsune love practical jokes, but the payback from a magician of Akiko’s caliber could be extreme. I had seen her working on a Gordian knot spell earlier—a spell which coincidently could be applied to the tail of a bothersome kitsune. When I remarked that the Möbius element would make the knot impossible to unravel, either through magic or mundane means, Akiko just smiled and said, “Scott-Sensei, the knot can still be cut. Cut knot also cut line.”

      It took me a couple of seconds to puzzle out. Kitsune are graded by the number of tails they have, the highest grade being the nine-tailed version. This spell would require the subject to either walk around with a knotted tail, with much loss of honor, or to cut the knot and the tail off, resulting in a loss of grade.

      Who says pacifists can’t strike back?

      However, the apparent peace now held, and it looked like the Gordian knot spell would not be needed.

      We proceeded to enjoy breakfast, the girls using chopsticks and me sticking with knife and fork. After a few minutes, Kitty-Sue asked me a question. “Scott-san, why are you chewing funny?”

      Damn, she was observant. “I removed the last of my teeth last night. I plan on installing my new dentures today.”

      “Can’t you grow real teeth?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, reaching for another portion of omelet. “But that would take either a long time or a lot of magic. I need to be able to chew real food.”

      “You fix your teeth,” she said, reaching across the table to stroke my beard, “and I’ll shave that white beard.”

      “Deal,” I said. “I’ll even get a haircut.” I had left the beard to hide my sunken cheeks. The observant Kitty-Sue knew that was why I had delayed shaving. The straggly white hair that covered my head was just because I had been spending all my time on recovery and building new magical items.

      “In fact,” I said, “we should celebrate. Would you ladies like to go out to the Outback Steakhouse? You know, the one in Roppongi? I miss steak, and this would be a chance to celebrate.”

      Akiko brightened up and nodded immediately. She had been working nonstop on her studies, and today could be dedicated to fun. Kitty-Sue noted Akiko’s enthusiasm and nodded. “OK,” she said. “I’ll make reservations for tonight.”

      “Great,” I said, finishing the coffee and standing. “We’re going to have a great time.”

      Excusing myself, I went to my workroom, anxious to complete the new teeth. I was soon followed by Akiko. Taking on my lecturer mode, I showed her my teeth, the implants that needed to be inserted in my jaws, and the screws that would be used to hold them in place. No denture cream for me.

      Examining them closely, Akiko said, “No metal, no gold, no magic. Carbon crystal? Why you not use magic to hold them in place?”

      “Well,” I said, holding up my dentures, “using metals, even gold, could warp the flows of energy through my body. These will be completely non-magnetic. No magic to hold them in place because I don’t want to have to worry about losing my teeth if I pass through a spot with no magical energy.”

      “What places no have magical energy?” asked Akiko.

      “Churches, prisons, madhouses,” I replied, “Any place where minimally talented people pray for a positive outcome. Magic calls to magic; any spot where the magic is immediately consumed becomes a low magic area. The magic flows then start to warp around the area, leading to even less magic.”

      “Look very sharp,” said Akiko.

      “Not really,” I said, popping them into my mouth for a test fitting. I ran my tongue across the incisors, tasted blood, and removed the teeth. “Well, maybe a bit too sharp.”

      I added a layer of crystal to the teeth to make them blunter. The razor-sharp edge would not come out unless I bit down hard, chipping away the covering. Who needs razor-sharp teeth? Who needs an extra, hidden weapon? A magician who has a lot of enemies, that’s who. Better to have them and not need them, than to need them and not have them.

      I fixed the teeth, set them in place, and turned to Akiko to get her impression.

      Akiko floated closer, much closer, and examined my new teeth with interest. Her ghostly hands stroked my cheeks and then reached through my flesh to probe inside my mouth. The tingle of her touch was quite pleasant, and I resisted the urge to reach out to her. Her examination concluded, she floated back a few inches and said, “Breathe out.” Scents carry over between our planes, a mystery I’ve never been able to clear up.

      Unable to resist, I quoted Dr. Who before breathing out. “‘I give you...air from my lungs.’”

      She inhaled deeply and frowned in thought. “Smells good, no sign of infection.” Then she surprised me by responding to my quote. “‘How...intimate.’” Obviously, my Netflix subscription was being put to good use.

      We smiled at each other for a few seconds. I almost reached for her, as a spell to make her temporarily solid flashed through my mind, but stopped with my hands half raised. She was my student and bound by a geas. I refused to take that step as long as her will wasn’t her own. I smiled and shook my head. “Thank you for your help, Akiko-san.”

      The moment passed, and we continued with her lessons.
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* * *

      “I like your new teeth,” said Kitty-Sue as she lathered up my face and took the first stroke with the razor-sharp blade she had produced from somewhere. “But don’t you think it would have been better to regrow your real teeth?”

      We were in the shower room again, getting ready for our night out. I was sitting on the low stool with Kitty-Sue at my back. My body was returning to normal. The potbelly was gone, muscles were filling out, and my skin had become taut again. Watching Kitty-Sue work at cleaning my hair had brought on a semi-erection, and I entertained erotic thoughts.

      I tilted my head back against her warm breasts to expose my neck as she continued shaving me. “I’m not a shifter, it would take a lot of magical energy. If you want me to take back the collar and use that--” I stopped speaking as I felt a wave of coldness from Kitty-Sue. I was acutely aware of the press of her razor-sharp blade against my throat and the feel of claws on my shoulder. I didn’t even know that she could make claws.

      In the mirror, I saw the glow of kitsune magic and feral anger in her eyes. “Let’s never talk about taking back my collar,” she whispered in a voice that sent shivers down my spine. Bye-bye erection.

      “Don’t worry, Kitty-Sue,” I said in the voice one would use to calm a rabid dog, “I would never take back a gift. You can wear the collar as long as we are together.”

      Her face, which had calmed somewhat at my soft words, hardened again when I said “as long as we are together.”

      “What’s that mean?” she asked abruptly, eyes glowing again. The knife had not moved one iota. I felt the pulse of my jugular vein against the razor’s edge.

      “If I die,” I continued in my calmest voice, “the djinn that gave me the collar will come to reclaim it. That was the Deal I made.” No sense in telling her of the other bargains I had made.

      “I can fight a girl in haram pants,” hissed Kitty-Sue.

      “You would never even see her,” I said. “The collar would just disappear.”

      She frowned in deep thought, then smiled. “So, it’s mine until you die?”

      “Yes.” Or until you die, I silently added.

      “‘Til death do us part,’” she quoted. “I like that.” The glow left her eyes, the claws retracted, the chill of her anger turned to warmth, and she snuggled up closer to me. She proceeded to finish my shave, and then scrubbed every inch of my body. Normally, the sight of a naked female on her knees before me would have caused an instant erection. Now, with the thought of her throat slashing attempt, I couldn’t work up the courage. Why was I always thrown together with dangerous women?

      Freshly shaved, showered, and dried, I took a look in the mirror. The new teeth filled out my once-sunken jaws, and the rejuvenation had smoothed out my skin. I now looked like a thirty-five- to forty-year-old.

      Except for the hair. The hair was still a mess, long and unkempt, reaching my shoulder on the right side, but barely covering my ear on the left side. The hair on the left had been burned off by the electrical burst I had used to fight off Jorōgumo. The newly grown roots were dark brown, while the ends were the white of old age, a sure sign of rejuvenation.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I said as she exited the shower room with a towel wrapped around herself, “I think I need to go to QB and get a haircut. Do we have enough time?”

      “No problem,” said Kitty-Sue. “I will take you and make sure you get a good haircut.”

      QB is a chain of haircut outlets in many locations in Japan. It is an assembly line for haircuts. You go in, put 1080 yen in a ticket machine, get the ticket, then wait in line for the next available barber. It usually takes no more than ten minutes for a haircut.

      “You know you can’t wait for me inside,” I said. “It’s customers only.”

      She gave me a look that said she knew more about her culture than I did, so I shut up and finished dressing.

      On the way out, I grabbed Princess Blade, who was in the form of a cane. She hummed at my touch, and the handle warmed in my grip. She had been neglected lately and deserved an outing.

      “You don’t need a cane,” said Kitty-Sue. “You look young and healthy.”

      Princess Blade morphed into the shape of an umbrella, negating Kitty-Sue’s complaint. Kitty-Sue always stayed on the side opposite to where I carried Princess.

      Exiting the building, I realized that this was the first time I had gone outside in over a month. It was a fine spring day, and the cherry blossoms would soon be blooming.

      A few short blocks and we came to the QB salon.

      “Irasshaimase,” the employees greeted us in unison.

      There were four barbers, two with empty chairs, and no one else in line. As I pumped money into the ticket machine, Kitty-Sue spoke with the barbers in rapid-fire Japanese, detailing how my hair was to be cut. Usually, I pointed to my ears and sideburns and put my fingers an inch apart to indicate how much to cut.

      Knowing Kitty-Sue’s mischievous nature, I could end up with a reverse Mohawk. But if the haircut didn’t turn out right, I had a set of clippers in the apartment that could make me smooth-headed.

      I handed my ticket to the chosen barber, a woman with exceptionally long hair, put Princess in the tiny closet used to hold customer’s belongings, and took my seat.

      The barber scanned the ticket, which started a timer, and put a paper collar around my neck, followed by an apron. Using scissors, she clipped away at both sides, making them even. I was expecting a very short cut to eliminate the white sections of hair, but she kept it long enough to touch my ears. In the end, I looked like I had frosted my hair. At first glance, not my favorite look, but it grew on me.

      Within the promised ten minutes, I had finished my haircut, been brushed off, picked up my magic sword, and then headed out the door. I waited outside for a few minutes, pretending to study my iPhone until I saw the barber sweep all my clippings into a vacuum powered collector on the floor. Mixed with many other people’s hairs, it would be impossible for a witch to extract enough for a spell. I’m not paranoid, just careful.

      With perfect timing, Kitty-Sue walked up, carrying shopping bags. Handing me the two bags, she made the “spin around” finger gesture. I obediently turned in a full circle while she eyed the results of my haircut critically.

      “Looks good,” she said. “You keep this style.”

      The two-toned style wasn’t really on my list of favorites, but I would bow to her superior knowledge of fashion in this case. As we walked towards the apartment, I used magic to stop hair growth at the current level.

      I was fumbling awkwardly with the two bags and my magic sword, in her umbrella shape, when Kitty-Sue reached over to help. As her hand neared the umbrella handle, a sound that was a combination of ringing steel and a cat’s warning hiss came from the umbrella. There must have been a lot of ultrasonics in the shriek, as Kitty-Sue’s ears flattened, and she clapped her hands over the side of her head. The sound stopped abruptly.

      “Sorry, Kitty-Sue,” I said. “Princess doesn’t like to be touched by anyone but me. Here,” I continued, handing her the smallest bag, “please take this for me.” I rubbed the handle of the umbrella in a calming motion, and the last remaining vibrations faded away to a catlike purr only I could hear.

      “OK,” said Kitty-Sue, “I can see she is the jealous type.”

      As we continued our walk, enjoying the late afternoon sun, I noted the admiring glances of the homeward-bound salarymen around us. Kitty-Sue’s smile as she chatted with me cheered me up.

      Youth restored, magic coming back, a beautiful girl next to me; all brought a smile to my lips, showing off my new teeth. For the first time in a long time, I had no worries.

      “Soooo, Scott-san,” said Kitty-Sue in a low voice full of reluctance, “I think it’s time you met my family...”
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      “Thanks,” I said, stopping in the middle of the sidewalk and turning towards her, “but I think I’ll pass on meeting the matriarch of a clan of kitsune ninjas. I’m trying to keep a low profile here.”

      The crowd flowed around us like we were a rock in a stream; either through kitsune magic or conventional Japanese manners, we were effectively invisible.

      Kitty-Sue bit her lip. Where had I seen that look before? Oh yes, when she led me to Jorōgumo’s web. That’s the face she wore when she was forced by duty to do something she didn’t agree with.

      “I’m very sorry, Scott-san,” she said. “But you must meet my family.”

      Under my tightening grip, I felt Princess start to morph into her sword shape, accompanied by an almost sub-audible hum. Kitty-Sue reacted instantly, slightly repositioning her feet and shifting her balance. Damn, she was ready to fight me over this! Forcing down my anger, along with Princess Blade’s ire, I decided to try diplomacy.

      “Is this because of that ‘Til death do us part’ conversation?” I asked. “Is your family expecting a marriage proposal?”

      Her sudden laugh broke the tension. “No, Scott-san,” she said, fingering her collar. “They don’t want you to pair up with me.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “They want you to meet my older sister,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “Why should I meet your sister?” I asked with a puzzled frown. One kitsune in my life was pretty much all I could handle.

      “Ummm...” She hesitated. “They want you to pair up with her.”

      “Why would I want to pair up with a kitsune I don’t even know?” This conversation was going off in a strange direction.

      “She’s my older sister,” emphasized Kitty-Sue, as if that explained everything. We recommenced our walk towards the apartment.

      “So?” I said. “Just because she’s closer to my age, I should choose her?”

      “She’s almost twenty-five!” said Kitty-Sue.

      We were passing a Doutor coffee shop. I had the sudden urge to sit down with coffee and sweets. The break would also give me a few minutes to process Kitty-Sue’s strange request.

      “Let’s get a coffee and sit down,” I suggested.

      “OK,” she agreed.

      Once we had picked up our drinks, drip coffee for me and some herbal tea for Kitty-Sue, we sat at a secluded corner table to continue our discussion.

      As I added creamer and sugar to my coffee, I asked, “So twenty-five is bad?”

      “Did you ever hear the term ‘Christmas cake’?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Can’t say that I have,” I responded.

      “It means a woman that doesn’t have a mate. Like Christmas cake, once the twenty-fifth has passed, nobody wants it.”

      “Ahhh...” I said, finally getting the message. “But why is she interested in me?”

      “You’re a strong magician,” said Kitty-Sue as she ticked off points on her fingers. “You have money. You give away gifts of Artifacts.” She fingered her collar. “And,” she finished, “you’re a great sensei, which carries a lot of respect.”

      I leaned back in my chair and crossed my arms. “You forgot devilishly handsome and very sexy.” I knew when I was being buttered up.

      “I wouldn’t say handsome,” said Kitty-Sue, reaching across the small table and stroking my arm, “but I’ll go with sexy. At least, now that your hair is styled right.”

      I leaned forward and took her hand. “What if I say I don’t want another kitsune in my life?”

      She bit her lip and pulled her hand away, picking up her tea and sipping without looking in my eyes. Yep, that’s the face she had when duty compelled her to do something she didn’t like.

      I sipped on my coffee in thought. Useless to ask why twenty-five was so important. Lifespans of those touched by magic were all over the place. Some shifters only lived as long as their animal counterparts, while some lived normal human lives. Magicians lived hundreds of years (if our profession didn’t kill us), dragons even longer. Non-corporeals like Akiko could hang around as long as they wanted.

      The fae claimed to be immortal. But with that time-warping ability they had, it was hard to tell. At the thought of fae, I glanced over at Princess Blade, who was propped up on the chair next to me. She hummed at my glance, drawing looks from the other patrons. I touched her hilt in reassurance. I thought of the asshole fae that had taunted me, calling humans “mayflies.” He was surprised when this mayfly ended his life a few minutes later.

      All we have, from the shortest lived to the longest, is now. The current moment is the only one that counts.

      At this present moment, I had no idea what I wanted to do. The temptation to flee was strong. I had a British passport under a different name (rejuvenating a queen can have its rewards), enough cash to last a bit, and a magic sword for companionship. It would be so easy to run.

      On the other hand, I had Akiko-san, my student and friend; Kitty-Sue, my girl, umm, friend; and the life I had built in Tokyo. Give it all up because an aging vixen wanted a magician to toy with?

      I made my decision. “OK, Kitty-Sue,” I said, “I’ll meet your sister. But I doubt I’ll like her.” I stood up to let her know we could go.

      “As if you’ll have any choice,” whispered Kitty-Sue.

      “What? Of course, I can choose,” I said.

      Picking up our tray and empty cups, Kitty-Sue headed to the counter where the patrons dropped them off. “She has two tails,” she said.

      We headed out the door and continued our walk.

      “Two tails, four tails; I don’t care. Call your family and set up the meeting,” I said as we entered the building.

      Pressing the elevator button, Kitty-Sue said, “We meet them tomorrow afternoon. 3:00 p.m. At the Cascade Cafe in the ANA Intercontinental Hotel.”

      Wait, she had already arranged the meeting? As if she had no doubt I would do what she said? I couldn’t break my promise to meet her family, but I could tease her.

      “So,” I said as we arrived at the apartment, “before I meet your sister, I have an important question.” I opened the door and stepped inside.

      “Yes, Scott-san?” asked Kitty-Sue from the hallway.

      “Does she have big tits?” I slammed the door closed immediately, but one of her knives still made it through the shrinking crack, taking a lock of my hair as it sped past my ear to embed itself in the wall. Damn, she was fast.
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* * *

      I opened the door, wary of more flying blades, but it was clear. Kitty-Sue was by the elevator, angrily mashing the button. As I walked closer, she turned her head away quickly, but I saw tears in her eyes.

      “Hey,” I said, “it was just a joke. Come on home.”

      “I don’t have a home,” she sniffed.

      “Yes, you do,” I said, pulling her back towards the door. The elevator arrived at that moment, but she let herself be led inside the apartment, leaving the elevator to make the trip to the ground floor empty and alone. “This is your home.”

      “For now,” she whispered, turning away. Then she shook her entire body, from her head to the tip of her tail, turned, and faced me with a smile.

      Just inside the door was an iron coat stand. I hung my satchel from one of the hooks and placed Princess Blade, still in her umbrella form, on another.

      “You’re going to lose your deposit,” she said, pulling the knife from the wall. The blade disappeared as she talked.

      “Hell,” I said, “this place has holes in the walls, pentagrams engraved in the floor, and it’s fucking haunted. I’ll have to buy the damn building.”

      Kitty-Sue stepped closer, within my personal zone, and then jumped into my arms. I held her, feeling the taut strength of her gymnast ninja body. Although she had bathed and shaved me, and even slept in my bed, this was the first time she had hugged me.

      Her head tucked into my shoulder, pointed ears tickling my nose, as her tail stroked my arm. She was so warm and inviting. I hugged harder and carried her to the living room, not wanting to trigger the bedroom spell that forced her into her fox form.

      We sat in my easy chair, her in my lap, cuddling. The late afternoon sun streamed through the sheer curtains, highlighting her alien beauty. Dust motes danced in the air, jostled by our passage.

      I ran my hands over her thighs, marveling at the hardness of her muscles, the smoothness of her skin. Her miniskirt had hiked up around her waist, exposing her silk panties. Fumbling with her skirt showed that there was an opening on the back, allowing her tail to exit. Her panties had a matching hole in the rear. I fought down the thought of where she purchased these items, stifling a giggle at the idea of Amazon-kitsune delivering.

      The skirt came off and was tossed away as she continued nuzzling my neck. I reached between us and put my hands on her breasts, firm and heavy in my grip, and felt the rising nipples against my palms.

      As her arousal grew, a pleasant scent rose from her body, a combination of her favorite perfume and natural scent. It was very different than the pheromone-laced scent she’d greeted me with on our first encounter.

      She leaned back, hands against my chest as she rode my hips, rubbing herself against my straining erection. Then she leaned in very close, almost nose to nose, and stared into my eyes.

      Her eyes were the tawny gold of a fox, with slit pupils that widened with her excitement. She put her hands on either side of my head, leaned in even closer, and whispered, “I don’t want to lose you.” Her breath was sweet and warm, smelling ever-so-slightly of the herbal tea she had recently drunk.

      “You’re not going to lose me, Kitty-Sue,” I said.

      “Damn right I’m not,” she said fiercely. She tilted her head and brought her forehead against mine and started rubbing while maintaining eye contact.

      “Remember!” she said. I leaned my head to go in for a kiss, closing my eyes to concentrate on the soft velvet feel of her lips. I felt the buildup of kitsune magic, more than I had ever felt before. Then the magic hit me like a tidal wave, sweeping consciousness away.

      Between one blink and the next, the light changed. The late afternoon sun was gone, transformed into dusk. Kitty-Sue had used some kitsune spell to knock me out. Why the hell would she do that?

      Chasing that thought away was the fact that Akiko was here, and she didn’t look happy. She was standing next to the chair. She stood with arms crossed, mouth pursed, and tiny lightning flashes randomly sprang up around her form.

      “Excuse me,” she said in the coldest tone I had ever heard from her. “Scott-Sensei, we still go for dinner?”

      I was lying in the leaned-back easy chair, Kitty-Sue’s partially unclothed body draped across my form, her tail curled up along my right arm. Kitty-Sue was sleeping as if exhausted. Usually, Kitty-Sue could sense the presence of ghosts like Akiko, and came alert when they neared, but she slumbered on.

      “Of course, Akiko-san,” I said, “just give me a minute to wake Kitty-Sue.”

      “Allow me,” said Akiko with a malicious grin. She raised one finger, and the separate motes of anger-powered lightning swept across her body and gathered at her fingertip. She eyed Kitty-Sue’s tail and brought her finger down, squinting one eye as if sighting a pistol.

      The thought of the damage these two could do to my apartment if they started a feud made me say quickly, “Akiko-san, I’ll wake her!” The small knife hole in the wall would be nothing compared to the damage two supernatural beings could do.

      Sighing with regret, Akiko raised her pointed finger to her lips and blew out the gathered lightning bolts. I sighed with relief.

      I shook Kitty-Sue’s sleeping form. She finally opened one eye and muttered, “M’up, I’m up,” followed by her dropping her head again. Akiko tapped her foot dangerously. She even went to the trouble to make her taps audible; normally ghosts are as quiet as the grave.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “it’s time to eat!” That roused her. She looked up alertly, noticed Akiko’s stern expression, and jumped up quickly.

      “Just give me five minutes and I’ll be ready,” she said as she hurried towards the door.

      “Just a second,” said Akiko, bending down. As Kitty-Sue turned, she was hit in the face with her skirt. “Don’t forget to get dressed.”

      Did I detect the trace of a blush on Kitty-Sue’s cheeks? What did she have to be embarrassed about? Kitty-Sue’s spell had knocked us both out before anything happened.

      I grabbed Princess Blade from the coat rack. She hummed in excitement at the thought of going out. She stayed in her umbrella shape to avoid freaking out the mundanes.

      Within ten minutes, we were out the door and waving down a taxi, which took us to the Outback Steakhouse in Roppongi. There was a chill silence in the cab, between the unseen Akiko and Kitty-Sue. I avoided conversation to keep from confusing the driver.

      We got out at Roppongi Crossing, very close to the restaurant. As I slid out, I noted several Nigerian touts eying me. As I made ready to reject their offers of great bars with English speaking girls, Kitty-Sue slid out behind me. At her appearance, they made U-turns and headed away. They don’t waste time on men who already have a Japanese girl. Akiko ghosted through the door of the cab and joined us on the sidewalk.

      Roppongi is full of energy, both physical and mystical. The rushing crowds, the endless traffic, the murmur of hundreds of conversations tied in with the high-intensity flow of magic in the air. I took a moment to breathe it all in. I had missed so much living while recuperating. I took Kitty-Sue’s hand in my left, and Akiko drifted beside me on my right. I noted the puzzled expressions of the pedestrians that walked through her ghostly presence. I knew well that “Somebody just walked on your grave” shiver and instantly recognized it in others. One of the aforementioned touts, however, was different. Where his path would have intersected with the invisible Akiko, he jumped suddenly away and darted into the street. I made a note of his features, certain that he was more sensitive than most.

      We entered the building that housed the Outback Steakhouse and rode the elevator to the restaurant on the second floor. The hostess greeted us warmly and led us to a booth.

      I held back a moment, to allow the girls to settle seating arrangements among themselves. After a brief, unspoken communication, Akiko phased to the inner left bench, and Kitty-Sue sat on the same bench on the outside. I diplomatically sat on the right-side bench, equidistant between both women, propping Princess up in the corner of the booth, where she could see everything.

      Wanting to speak freely, I asked, “Ladies, could you set up some privacy please?”

      Once again, they looked at each other for only a moment before Akiko whispered a spell that dimmed out all sounds from the rest of the restaurant. Kitty-Sue made a gesture, her hands coated in kitsune magic. As she completed the gesture, the attention of the other patrons slid off of our little group.

      “Great work, ladies,” I said. “Thank you very much.”

      Reaching for the menu, I popped it open to the appetizer section. “Who else wants a Bloomin’ Onion?”

      By unspoken agreement, no discussion took place until our food was ordered and served. The waitress was surprised by the amount of food we ordered, as we kept adding to the list. She didn’t know she was dealing with a shapeshifter, an invisible guest, and a high-metabolism magician. Princess Blade, as befit her nature, could only sup on the blood of my enemies.

      The table was so loaded with food and drinks that the surface was not visible.

      What a joy it was to be able to bite and chew again! Each morsel tasted perfect, the sublime flavors of steak followed by tangy sauce-coated ribs, all washed down with a Cabernet red. You don’t know how much of the pleasure of eating is enhanced by chewing until you lose your teeth.

      After two hours of constant eating and drinking, I was finally sated. Leaning back in my bench, eying the pile of well-gnawed bones, I rubbed my belly and quoted, “‘The condemned man ate a hearty meal.’”

      “Scott-Sensei,” said Akiko, “what you mean? Why condemned?”

      “Because Kitty-Sue wants me to meet her family tomorrow,” I said. “She seems to think it will be dangerous.” I took a sip of wine. “I’m looking forward to meeting the kitsune queen.”

      “It’s not my auntie you need to worry about,” said Kitty-Sue. “It’s my onee-san, my older sister.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Does she have something against magicians?”

      Kitty-Sue pursed her lips for a moment while stroking her collar. “No, she thinks that she should be higher than me. She has two tails...” She trailed off.

      I smirked. “So, does that mean she also has two...?”

      Akiko interrupted our verbal play. “Scott-Sensei, she is much stronger than Kitty-Sue. She jealous of collar you gave Kitty-Sue and expects better gift from you.”

      “Sorry,” I said, “I’m all out of incredibly rare magical Artifacts to give away as gifts.”

      “Well,” said Kitty-Sue, “there is another one.” She glanced at Princess Blade. At her look, Princess changed into her preferred form, a yard-long sword. We heard the sound of a blade being drawn. Although the “blade on metal” sound effect has been debunked, once she saw her first samurai movie, Princess started imitating those sounds. Princess used it like a rattlesnake would use her rattles, as a warning.

      Shaking my head, I said, “No one is giving Princess away! She’s bonded to me now.” I leaned back in the booth and placed a comforting hand on Princess’ pommel.

      “Scott-Sensei,” interrupted Akiko, “sorry, but I must understand. We speak Japanese now.” She turned to Kitty-Sue and started a rapid-fire stream of questions in Japanese. The reaction on her face told me she was unhappy with the answers. The few words I understood were giri, obligation or duty, and a lot of honorifics.

      I ordered another bottle of wine and topped up my glass while they continued to talk. I was halfway through the bottle when they started to wind down.

      Finally, at a statement from Kitty-Sue, Akiko stared hard at my forehead, as if looking for something only she could see. She crossed her arms, set her mouth in a firm line, nodded slightly, and said, “Hai.”

      Kitty-Sue, looking relieved, turned and fixed me with her brightest fake smile. “I’m sure everything will be OK!”

      “So,” I said, sipping my wine, “do you happen to have any pictures of this sister?”

      “Yes, of course,” said Kitty-Sue as she pulled out her phone and brought up the photo app.

      “I’m especially interested in the answer to my question about the two tails,” I continued as I looked at the screen.

      “What!” said Kitty-Sue as she snatched back the phone. “I don’t have nude pictures of my sister!”

      “OK,” I said. “Just show me her face.” Kitty-Sue scrolled through the photos and finally selected one and turned the phone towards me. I saw a typical Japanese woman in business attire. She was clearly related to Kitty-Sue, but darker. When I focused past the image, I saw she was black haired even in her fox form. Pretty, but nothing to shake my world.

      “So, what’s her name?” I asked as Akiko leaned in to look at the photo.

      “Natsumi,” answered Kitty-Sue.

      At the same time, Akiko loudly shouted, “Nogitsune!”

      Princess awakened at the term, the blade sound much louder than before.

      Giving my student a flat look while putting away her phone, Kitty-Sue said, “We don’t like that term.”

      “Wait,” I said. “I thought Natsumi was a guy’s name.”

      “It depends on the Kanji,” said Kitty-Sue. “Also, gender is kind of a fluid thing with shapeshifters.”

      “I think I will call her”—I paused for drama— “Naughty-Sue!”

      “Scott-san,” Kitty-Sue said, “giving cute names to dangerous things”—she glanced at Princess— “doesn’t make them any less dangerous.”

      “So, you’re saying she’s dangerous?” I asked, nodding at my fae gifted sword.

      “She’s a bloodthirsty instrument of war,” said Kitty-Sue. “Of course, she’s dangerous.” Princess gave a zither-like hum of contentment at the compliment.

      “My sister,” continued Kitty-Sue, “is even more dangerous because she’s sneaky.”

      “Scott-Sensei,” said Akiko, “just don’t go, avoid this nogitsune. She’s much worse than Jorōgumo.”

      “A cute little vixen more dangerous than a giant spider-goddess?” I scoffed, then drank the last of the wine. “Anyway, it’s too late,” I said. “I already promised to meet her. You know how I feel about keeping my word.”

      They looked at each other for a moment, and I had the feeling that an entire conversation took place in the blink of an eye. Kitty-Sue raised an eyebrow in query, Akiko nodded, and both girls turned to look at me. “OK,” said Kitty-Sue, “we need to go now. You have a big day tomorrow.”

      I waved down the waitress to get the bill and request they box up the leftovers for us. I picked up Princess and the doggie bag, and we headed back.

      Once back in the apartment, we settled in as Kitty-Sue prepared tea. We continued our nightly ritual of tea. After tea, Akiko left to check on her living family.

      Next was bathing and preparation for bed. While bathing, Kitty-Sue was quiet and thoughtful, not her usual cheerful self. We dried off and dressed for bed.

      Kitty-Sue knelt on the carpet next to the bed. She sat with her legs folded up underneath and had a small towel on her lap. Beside her on the carpet was another small towel with some strange implements laid out with precision.

      “Put your head here,” she said, patting the towel on her lap. “I will clean your ears now.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “It’s called mimi souji,” she said. “You lay your head here; I clean your ears with these.” She pointed to the instruments on the towel beside her.

      When a beautiful woman asks you to put your head on her lap, you shouldn’t ask questions. I lay down on my right side and placed my head on her lap, right ear down, facing away from her. Her muscular legs, padded with the slightest amount of fat, made a perfect cushion for my head. I could see us in the mirror hung on the back of the bedroom door.

      Kitty-Sue leaned over, her long hair tracing gently across my neck and forehead as she examined my ear intently. I could smell the delicate scent of the shampoo she used. She started by rubbing my earlobe gently for several minutes. Reminded of an old TV series, I said, “‘You give good lobe.’”

      “Thank you,” she said. “What episode is that from?”

      “One of the Star Trek shows,” I responded. “Did you recognize the quote?”

      “Not really,” she said, “but your voice changes when you quote one of those shows or comics. Now, shhhh. I have to work.” She picked up an implement and started cleaning my ear gently. Kitty-Sue hummed a tune as she worked, cleaning my ear and continuing to rub my earlobe.

      I had almost dozed off when she stopped cleaning. She patted my head and said, “Turn over now.”

      I got up, and we moved around so that my left ear was down, my face towards her belly. As she cleaned my right ear, the faint perfume of her womanhood intensified. I tilted my head slightly, looking up at her generous breasts under the kimono, and fought the urge to reach up and grab them. She smiled down at me and pushed my head back into her lap, continuing her humming.

      “I hope you’re not trying to hypnotize me,” I said as her ministrations lulled me into a state of deep relaxation.

      “You know I could never hurt you, Scott-san,” she said, then added in a whisper, “Even without the collar.”

      Half asleep, I murmured, “Next time, I’ll do your ears.”

      “Yes,” she said. “Next time.” I felt a drop of moisture hit my cheek as I drifted into a dream of warm rains.
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            Teatime with the Queen of the Kitsune

          

        

      

    

    
      We left the apartment the next day at 2:00 p.m. Kitty-Sue was dressed in her conservative businesswoman attire, Akiko was in her school uniform, and I had exchanged my normal jeans and pullover for brown chinos and a button-down shirt. Kitty-Sue had tried to get me into a suit, but it was against my democratic principles to dress up for royalty.

      On our walk to the ANA Intercontinental, Kitty-Sue was visibly nervous, repeating how I should conduct myself in front of the queen, how deeply to bow, how to address her, etc.

      “Yeah,” I finally said, “I’m not going to do any of that crap.”

      She grabbed my arm and stopped our progress. “But, but, you can’t do that! She’s the queen.”

      “She’s not my queen. As a matter of fact, she’s not the first queen I’ve met,” I said. “I once had a queen in my pentagram.”

      Her grip on my arm tightened. “Just because you performed a small charm or spell for a royal doesn’t mean you can treat all royalty the same.”

      Patting her hand that still gripped my arm, I assured her as I reached into my satchel to show the passport I had received in exchange for my services, “It was no ‘small charm.’ I rejuvenated her by twenty-five years,” I said. “And when I say I had her in my pentagram—”

      A small spark snapped into my butt, jerking me to a stop. I quickly turned, and Akiko was standing there with her arms crossed, looking way too innocent. I was about to tell her off when my brain caught up with my mouth. I had been about to brag to the girl I had been cuddling yesterday (with hopes of more cuddling shortly) about an old lover. I nodded at Akiko to let her know I understood, pushed the burgundy passport back into my satchel, and turned back to Kitty-Sue. As we walked, the satchel went into camouflage mode, fading to near-invisibility.

      “Just teasing, Kitty-Sue,” I said, avoiding an outright lie. “You almost believed me, right?” I rubbed her hand where it gripped my arm.

      She sighed in relief before I continued, “Think your auntie will like the story?”

      Kitty-Sue jerked her hand back and covered her mouth in shock. “Please, Scott,” she said, “don’t tell that story to my auntie.”

      “Why not?” I said as we continued walking. “It’s a great story. Maybe that will force her to call me Sir Scott.”

      Looking intent, Kitty-Sue said, “Don’t claim a title you can’t back up. Especially with the queen.”

      “But—” I started, intending to let her know my royal title was real; stopping when I realized that would lead back to the story of my Deal to rejuvenate the queen. Better to leave that story for a time when she was in a better mood, or at least unarmed. “—But I won’t tell the story if you think it’s inappropriate.”

      “Yes,” Kitty-Sue said forcefully, “it’s definitely inappropriate.”

      We arrived at the street level of the ANA Intercontinental, which had escalators to ride up to the entrance. Kitty-Sue preceded me up the escalator, allowing me to admire her fine assets and tail. I had a sudden flashback to the first day I met her, on a similar escalator. We had been enemies then; later we were allied against Jorōgumo, and now we were something more complicated.

      Akiko glided up the stairs beside the escalator, wearing the composed face she wore when in public. Princess Blade was in my right hand, morphed into her public shape of an umbrella. I felt the faint thrum of metallic vibrations through the handle. As always, she was ready and eager for combat. I sent a calming impulse to let her know that I expected no danger.

      We entered the hotel through the large revolving door, to be greeted by a female hotel employee wearing an elegant kimono. She bowed and greeted us in Japanese, then gestured to our group. “If you three would please follow me,” she said.

      As we followed, I realized she had included Akiko in her greeting. So she either could see the normally invisible Akiko or had been coached on who to expect. Kitty-Sue took my left hand, and I felt the soft tingle of Akiko’s touch on my right elbow and the thrum of Princess’ handle in my right hand as we walked.

      We walked past another set of escalators, which had a man-made waterfall underneath. The gentle cascade of water cooled the area and provided a backdrop of white noise. It would have been relaxing if I hadn’t recently battled Jorōgumo, the Spider-Whore, whose favorite spots were waterfalls. I had developed an aversion to these places ever since.

      The kimono-clad woman made a left turn that led us into the Cascade Cafe, a quaint coffee shop with a number of tables scattered throughout the space. Only one table was full. The entire space must have been reserved for this meeting.

      At a table sat three Japanese ladies; all looked youthful. The woman at the head of the table was dressed in an elaborate kimono—she was obviously the queen; the other two were in the Japanese equivalent of business attire. The queen had intense eyes and an imperious visage.

      As we approached the table, I shifted my vision to include other spectrums to gain more information. The woman on the queen’s right was obviously Kitty-Sue’s sister, as she had black fox markings and two tails. She closely matched the photo Kitty-Sue had shown me earlier. Her body was stockier than the lithe Kitty-Sue, not really to my taste.

      The other woman had only one tail and coloring similar to Kitty-Sue’s. Although she looked barely older than Kitty-Sue, she was obviously the mother of Kitty-Sue and Naughty-Sue. She gave a genuine smile at Kitty-Sue’s arrival and widened her eyes in approval when she saw we were holding hands.

      When I turned my gaze upon the queen, expecting to see a majestic supernatural creature with nine fox tails, I saw only what my normal vision had displayed, a well-composed lady wearing a kimono. Although she did have that realer-than-real aspect that denoted the supernatural. It was strange that she looked the same no matter what spectra I used. The only indication she was not human was the ever-present slit pupils that all kitsune had.

      I wanted to probe deeper to see if I could evaluate her power level. A glance from her, along with the tiniest shake of her head, stopped my probe before it even started. I suddenly felt like I had been caught trying to look up Mommy’s skirt.

      As we reached the table, Kitty-Sue released my hand and brought her hands to her sides, palms facing her thighs. A glance at Akiko showed her in the same pose. They performed identical bows, much lower than I had expected. The two retainers rose and bowed, but not to the same degree. The queen merely nodded her head.

      Having already decided that it wasn’t in my nature to bow to royalty, I just said, “Hello, Queenie, ladies, nice to meet you.” The sudden frozen looks on the faces of everybody relaxed when the queen laughed.

      “Our magician is refreshingly informal,” said the queen with a chuckle. “Please have a seat.”

      Wary of Naughty-Sue’s intentions, and to avoid putting my back to the entrance, I sat next to Kitty-Sue’s mother. Akiko sat to my left, and Kitty-Sue sat opposite me, next to her sister. I hung Princess Blade, in her umbrella guise, on the arm of Akiko’s chair, within easy reach.

      At a nod from the queen, the uniformed waiters hurried over and took our orders. Tea for the kitsune, coffee for Akiko and me. The waiter made no objection when I insisted on an extra coffee and setting for the invisible Akiko.

      As the waiters scurried away to prepare our orders, the kitsune murmured among themselves in Japanese. Akiko provided a running translation, whispered into my left ear. Her ghost voice should have been inaudible to anyone but me. However, after a few moments, I could feel the queen’s ears perk up, although no change came to her composed face.

      “Please accept our apologies,” she said. “Just chatting about family business. Ladies, let’s use English for the comfort of our magician.”

      I didn’t like the subtle emphasis she put on “our magician.” No way to complain without seeming gauche, so I kept my mouth shut.

      The waiters arrived, rolling a cart with an immaculate tea service. Naturally, the ladies were served first, the steam from their cups wafting the aroma of expensive teas into the air above the table. Then coffees were poured for Akiko and me.

      As the waiters left the area, I felt the tingle of kitsune magic, and a translucent dome appeared, centered on our table and extending out about ten feet. Everything inside the dome was crystal clear; everything outside appeared blurred, like a moving oil painting. A glance at Kitty-Sue’s phone, face up on the table, showed that all the reception bars had gone to zero. My phone, sitting in front of me, still showed a connection, due to some work I had done on the wireless. I turned off the phone while pocketing it, to avoid raising questions.

      The flows of magic were diminished, but not absent. Was this a prelude to an attack? I raised one eyebrow at the queen.

      “Just to ensure privacy while we have our tea,” said the queen as she reached for her teacup.

      Everyone waited for the queen to sip first before taking their own cups in hand. Akiko leaned down and inhaled the aroma of her coffee, then reached down to the cup and whispered a trigger word while pulling her invisible hands apart. Suddenly, there were two cups of coffee, one faintly translucent—a cup of coffee a ghost could enjoy.

      At this display of magical ability inside her dome, the queen set her cup back on the saucer and stared at my student before speaking. “So, the stories are true, Scott-san; you have taken a ghost as a student?”

      “Yes,” I said. “She is very talented. I’m proud to have her as my student.”

      Peering at Akiko with more than human eyes, the queen continued, “Most ghosts either pass on quickly to the other world or are”—she tilted her head, considering the correct word— “tethered to a place or...a person. Now it appears that this ghost is tethered to you.

      “It would appear that you are fond of creating these ‘tethers,’ as you have also tethered my niece.”

      “No more than your”—I paused, looking for the right word— “subjects are tethered to you by bonds of duty and respect.”

      “These”—long pause— “tethers could be considered a form of slavery,” said the queen, looking at Kitty-Sue’s collar. I felt the fingers of kitsune magic pulling at the bond I shared with Kitty-Sue through the collar.

      Oh, crap, breaking the bond and forcefully removing the collar would bring a pissed-off djinn to Tokyo. I didn’t know who would win in a fight between a nine-tailed kitsune queen on her home turf and a djinn, but I certainly did not want to find out. Kitty-Sue had volunteered to put on the collar; I hadn’t forced her. Desperate for a way to calm the queen down, I said, “Why don’t you ask her, Queenie? Surely you can tell if she is being truthful?”

      Turning her oval eyes on Kitty-Sue, the queen asked, “How do you feel about being tethered to this magician?”

      Kitty-Sue smiled at me and said, “I think of it more as him being tied to me.”

      The queen didn’t look convinced but chose to change the subject. “And your ghost student, very powerful. With no humanity to hold her back.”

      “Yeah,” I drawled. “She’s all kinds of special. More unique than rare.”

      “‘The Ghost Mage of Roppongi,’” quoted the queen, echoing the statements of Kitty-Sue. “‘A magnet for weirdness,’” she continued. “A very powerful magnet, roaming freely through the Tokyo supernatural world. Some would say that she’s dangerous.”

      “I could never hurt—” started Akiko.

      “Like myself, only dangerous to those who would cause us harm,” I said, interrupting her.  No way would I let a potential enemy know that Akiko was bound to harm no one.

      “Still,” continued the queen, “this ring is quite powerful, for an amusing bauble. Perhaps it should be held by someone safer?” As she spoke, tendrils of kitsune magic reached out and stroked the ring that Akiko wore on a necklace around her neck. The ring floated upwards, pulling on the chain. I reached over with my left hand and grabbed the tendrils of magic, shorting them to Earth. It felt like grabbing a live 240 volt wire, but I kept my face serene. The strands of kitsune magic snapped back towards the queen.

      “Oh, Queenie,” I said, “it’s quite safe where it is. I have taken a vow to protect my student. Any harm to her or her family will be returned tenfold. Few would venture the wrath of a pissed-off magician.”

      “Even a kitsune thief?” asked the queen. “Many are known for their cleverness and power.”

      Staring into her eyes, I said, “I’ve never seen a bobtailed fox before, but I’m sure it would be quite a sight.”

      “So,” said the queen, changing the subject yet again, “a feral magician and his ghost apprentice. Quite rare.”

      “A free magician,” I emphasized. “There are more of us than you might think.”

      “An untamed magician can cause a lot of damage,” said the queen.

      “An unenslaved magician can only hurt those who would harm or enslave him,” I said. “How many magicians have you met, my Queen?”

      “Five or six, over the years,” she said.

      “Did they all have something in common?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “Aside from being male magic users, they were of all types.”

      “Aged, weak, bent?” I prompted.

      “Oh, of course,” said the queen. “I assume due to the long time needed to perfect their craft.”

      “And how old would you say I was?” I asked.

      She probed me with those more-than-human eyes. “Mmmmm, more than fifty, less than one hundred years,” she said. Then, after taking a deep breath, she added, “Except for the time you spent in the fae realms, which would make you even older. In any case, remarkably well preserved.”

      “Thanks, Your Highness,” I said. “You’re also remarkably well preserved.” The others gasped, but I didn’t give a crap. “Would you be surprised to know I am the oldest magician you’ve ever met?”

      “So, the others were...,” she said.

      “Withered, drained, prematurely aged,” I filled in. “That is the fate of bound magicians. To be sucked of all magic and life by witches, whose greed knows no bounds. That is why I refuse to be bound.”

      The queen took a sip of her tea. “So, you’re not petitioning to become one of my subjects? I can assure you, my binding is light.” She raised her eyebrows and smiled slyly; she was suddenly the most beautiful woman in the world. “Some would call it pleasurable.”

      She turned her gaze to the slave collar around Kitty-Sue’s neck. I had bound one of her family; now she wanted to bind me.

      “No, Queenie, I don’t want to become an honorary kitsune,” I snapped back. “However,” I said in a calmer voice, “if you swear fealty to me, we can get along.”

      Even in her human guise, the queen had a grin that was both feral and mischievous. “It appears we are at an impasse,” she said, peering over her teacup. She tilted her head quizzically, as if I were an amusing puzzle. “Perhaps a demonstration is in order?”

      Up until this point, the others at the table had been merely following along, heads swinging back and forth as the queen and I talked. Now, at this threat, Kitty-Sue and her mother looked shocked, Naughty-Sue was bright-eyed with joy at the drama, and Akiko’s countenance was unruffled, although I could tell through our psychic link that she was scared.

      A fight here, on the mortal plane, between a kitsune queen and me? That would cause an enormous amount of damage and many deaths. Would this crazy bitch really do it? I mentally kicked myself; there had been at least four ways I could have turned the conversation away from this.

      Inspiration struck. “A demonstration. Excellent idea,” I said, stretching my arms in front of me, fingers intertwined, palms facing the queen. Shaking my hands quickly, I plucked a deck of cards from thin air, fanned them out, and shuffled them. “Let’s let fate decide.”

      “Take a card,” I said, “any card. High card wins and the loser has to swear fealty to the winner.”

      “A card from your hand,” she scoffed, “after your shuffle. Oh my, magician, you are amusing.”

      Quicker than I could react, she snatched the deck out of my hands and performed her own shuffle. I watched closely, but it looked like she had a dozen fingers. With a scary smile, the queen slapped the deck down in front of Kitty-Sue’s mom.

      “We’ll cut for high card,” she said.

      I gave her my own look of disbelief. “Now Queenie,” I said, “it’s not that I don’t trust you. I just don’t want there ever to be doubt between us as to the fairness of this game.”

      The queen crossed her arms and sat back in her seat. Kitty-Sue’s mom looked relieved.

      The queen and I locked gazes, neither willing to trust the other. I leaned back, casually bringing my hand closer to Princess Blade.

      With a tilt of her head, the queen said, “You could just trust me. I am royalty, after all.”

      I smiled at that. “You know, growing up in the mountains of Tennessee, we learned young how city slickers said ‘Fuck you’...” I trailed off.

      The entire table gasped at my rude language, but the queen was amused. “And how do city slickers say ‘Fuck you?’” she inquired.

      In my best Tennessee drawl, I said, “Trust me.”

      The queen was suddenly quiet, her face set in the same small smile, but her eyes grew cold. The air grew tight around me, and for the first time, I could faintly see the outline of her nine tails rising majestically behind her.

      The tension rose, and rose, and rose, the air growing tighter every moment. I felt an urge to back down, beg forgiveness, anything to make her calm down.

      Looking at Akiko and Kitty-Sue, I realized the only people I cared about in the world were in this room with me and would share my fate. Damn, life had been so much easier when I could be a coward and run from every fight. Instead, I stared at the queen and widened my smile, giving her a look at my new teeth.

      Kitty-Sue’s mom touched the deck of cards in front of her with trembling hands. “Perhaps a neutral party could handle the deck?”

      I leaned forward in my chair, putting Princess Blade farther away from my grasp, then intertwined my fingers to show I wasn’t going to perform any spells. “An excellent suggestion,” I said. “I will accept a neutral party.”

      The queen’s tails faded, showing she wasn’t about to unleash kitsune magic on my mortal ass. However, her look promised retribution.

      “Yesss,” she said slowly, “a neutral party. Natsumi-san, perhaps?”

      “No kitsune,” I said.

      “And no ghosts,” she said flatly, staring at Akiko.

      She looked out through her magical veil, noting that several waiters were in attendance. “Would you accept one of the staff?” she asked. “I can assure you they do not know of me.”

      I pressed my lips together in thought. “I don’t know...” I muttered. “They’re still Japanese—they might have a preference.”

      Naughty-Sue slapped her hand down on the table. “Idiot,” she said. “Of course they’re Japanese. We’re in Japan. A random waiter won’t care one way or the other who we are!”

      Reluctantly, I nodded. “OK, I will accept a neutral third party. Let’s get this over with.”

      The queen tilted her head, and a waiter hurried over to us. The queen spoke to him in Japanese. I looked at Akiko, and she immediately started with a running translation. “She’s just asking the waiter to help us with a game of chance.”

      “Now,” continued Akiko, “she’s asking if he can shuffle the deck and deal two cards, one to the queen and one to you.”

      The puzzled waiter nodded his assent and said “Hai” several times before picking up the deck and clumsily shuffling the cards. After several minutes of his fumbling, he was ready to deal the cards.

      “Wait a minute, Queenie,” I interjected. “Isn’t nine your lucky number? He shuffled the deck nine times.”

      The queen had the slightest self-satisfied grin. “Oh really? I hadn’t kept count. Is this a problem for you?” she said as her grin widened.

      At a certain point, you have to let the die fall. I nodded to the dealer, and he dealt two cards, the first to the queen and the second to me, before placing the rest of the deck back on the table.

      The queen stared at the cards with those more-than-human eyes, then reached down to flip her card. At the tingle of kitsune magic, I held up one hand. “Please,” I said before she could touch the card, “let the neutral party do the honors.”

      The queen drew her hand back slowly, her expression growing colder. However, she nodded at the waiter, who reached down and flipped over her card.

      “A queen of hearts,” I said, looking at the card. “Very lucky and very hard to beat. How appropriate for you, my queen.”

      My mouth grew dry, and I sipped at my now tepid coffee. Would this game work out? Only one way to find out. I nodded to the waiter to flip my card.

      Time seemed to slow down as the waiter reached for my card. Everyone was watching intently as the pasteboard that represented my fate was touched, caught, and flipped over. We were staring at my fate.

      Meeting the queen’s gaze levelly, I said, “A king of spades, my queen. Just slightly higher in rank than the queen of hearts.”

      The waiter bowed and left, his task done. As he exited the magic bubble, I reached over and picked up Princess Blade. Holding her up in my right hand, I willed her to assume her true form. “Did you know,” I asked as the sword’s ruddy light filled our little room, “the term ‘spade’ refers to the Latin spatha, a sword? What better card for the holder of Princess Blade?”

      Of course, she knew. Kitsune are excellent linguists, the better to entice and trick mortals.

      Naughty-Sue murmured, “Hihi’irokane,” naming the magical metal that Princess was composed of, and eyed me like a hungry cat looks at a mouse. Princess was, without a doubt, the most powerful Artifact of Power they had ever seen.

      “Oh, my,” whispered the queen as the magical flames danced in her eyes. It was the first time I had seen surprise on her composed visage. “How did you get that sword?” she finally asked.

      “It was gifted to me by a dying fae prince,” I replied. “I used it to release his spirit, captured by Jorōgumo, from eternal torment.”

      “The fae say that their swords can only be gifted by their owner, and the sword itself gets to decide if the new owner is worthy,” said the queen. “You were considered worthy?”

      She obviously had a low opinion of magicians. “Well, Queenie,” I answered with a smirk, “the number of contenders was small.”

      Surprising me, the queen clapped her hands and smiled a genuine smile. “Well played, magician,” she said. “The best entertainment I have had in years. You have safe conduct in Tokyo, and I will make no attempts on your freedom.”

      Kitty-Sue looked at me with one eyebrow raised. Of course, she understood that the queen had stated that she would take no action against me. That left all the other members of their trickster clan to contend with.

      Also, the gamble to have her swear fealty to me had transformed into a “safe conduct” pact. Damn, I had really wanted to order the queen around. Still, this was probably the best outcome I could have hoped for.

      I willed Princess back into her mundane shape, the flames dimming until she was once again an umbrella.

      At an unseen gesture, the waiters arrived to take away our dishes. My dealer pocketed the deck of cards we had used for our contest.

      “Thank you for inviting us,” said the queen as she rose from her chair.

      I opened my mouth to tell the rude bitch to cough up the cash for our overpriced snacks, but I caught a look of terror in Kitty-Sue’s eyes and a slight headshake. I bit my tongue and smiled with all the venom I could muster.

      “It’s been my pleasure,” I said. “I’ve never had a kitsune queen before.” At her shocked look, I added, “As a guest, I mean.”

      Kitty-Sue gave me a look that said, “Don’t pull the tail of a kitsune, especially a nine-tailed kitsune.”

      A few minutes later, Akiko, Kitty-Sue, and I were alone in the coffee shop, and I was looking at a huge bill. I promised myself the next time I wanted a twenty-dollar cup of coffee, I would come back here. Still, the encounter had ended without a fight, and with a promise of safe passage from the queen of the kitsune, which was more precious than gold.

      As we walked out, I turned towards the stairs. “Girls,” I said, “I have to go to the bar upstairs and have a drink. Would you like to join me?”

      They said yes, but excused themselves to visit the ladies room when we reached the top of the escalator that led towards the bar. I was puzzled for a moment—as a ghost, Akiko didn’t really need to use restrooms. In the end, I realized that they just wanted to talk without me overhearing.

      The waiter who had flipped my cards was behind the bar. At my approach, he pulled a bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label from under the bar, placed a gleaming tumbler containing one ice cube on the bar, and poured me a generous shot.

      Sliding onto the stool opposite the barman, I hooked Princess on the back of the stool next to mine so she could people-watch. I sipped the sweet nectar, relaxing for the first time today. The bartender tilted his head at me and raised his eyebrows.

      “Pour one for yourself, my friend,” I said.

      Like the best barmen, he didn’t say much. Just poured himself a generous shot of Johnnie Walker over ice.

      As he sipped, I asked, “Did you bring it?”

      He glanced at the entrance, where Kitty-Sue and the invisible Akiko were coming in. “It’s OK,” I said. “They’re friends of mine.”

      Turning in my stool, I waved to the girls. “Please come join us,” I said. “Drinks are on me.”

      Surprise dawned on Kitty-Sue’s face. “Wasn’t he your dealer downstairs?”

      “Ah, yes,” I said. “It’s a small world. Ladies, meet my friend, Nakamura-san. Nakamura-san, please meet my very good friends, Kitty-Sue and Akiko-san.”

      Nakamura-san bowed to Kitty-Sue and essayed another bow in the direction of the invisible Akiko. At my request, he prepared fancy drinks for the girls, not even hesitating at creating a drink for an invisible girl.

      Once we were all served, he produced a lock of gray hair, placing it on a napkin before me. The hairs were braided with care, forming a loop about the size of a hundred-yen coin.

      “This is it?” I asked.

      “Hai,” he replied.

      As I reached into my satchel, Kitty-Sue leaned forward and took a sniff of the hair, then turned her nose in the direction of our bartender.

      Inhaling deeply, she nodded in satisfaction before saying to Nakamura-san, “Okaa san?”

      Nakamura-san nodded and replied, “Hai, haha.”

      Kitty-Sue leaned back in her barstool, showing a lot of leg, and sipped her drink, waiting for this scene to play out.

      I nodded to her, touching a finger to my ears, indicating that the other patrons could hear us. With a sly smile and eyes narrowed in concentration, she formed a kitsune bubble around our little group. Not as large, and not as impenetrable as her aunt’s, but still more than sufficient to the task.

      I opened my palm to show the object pulled from the inter-dimensional reaches of my satchel. A gold coin, engraved with glyphs. To mortal eyes, it was just a coin. However, Akiko gasped when she saw it, as the coin was eye-searingly bright to magical vision. “So, you do have more!” she exclaimed.

      “I always keep a few tricks up my sleeve,” I answered. “I can use your help in this next spell. We need to create a healing focus.”

      As I discussed the project with Akiko, Kitty-Sue chatted with Nakamura-san. My style of magic was of little interest to Kitty-Sue, and Nakamura-san couldn’t follow the flows of magic.

      In a few minutes, the napkin was littered with mystical symbols that surrounded the coin and the lock of hair. I picked up the lock of hair and set it carefully on the coin. Preparing for the spell, I heard Akiko say “May I?” as she placed her ghost fingers over my own, the better to follow and learn the required gestures. Her touch was surprisingly erotic, sending tingles up my arms. The ghostly scent of her perfume made me aware of her nearness. She was bent down studying the patterns, her breasts straining at the ectoplasmic material of her blouse.

      At a murmured “Ahem” from Kitty-Sue, I quickly looked up to see her jealous face. I winked at her, and she couldn’t resist a smile.

      Back to the spell, concentration fully on the project, I wove the patterns needed and forced an enormous amount of energy into the hair and gold. It took a minute, but the upper surface of the gold coin seemed to change, turning into a fine mist. This mist rose up about a quarter inch and enveloped the lock of hair. Another application of power and the mist solidified, embedding the lock of hair in the coin.

      Nakamura-san had been watching intently, although the flows of magic and Akiko’s assistance were invisible to him. He could see the sublimation of the gold as it enveloped the lock of hair.

      Finally finished with the working, I looked up at his anxious eyes, nodding to indicate that the spell had been successful. I reached down to the bar top, breaking the circle, and lifted the coin. With a flourish, I presented the coin on my palm to Nakamura-san.

      He accepted the coin with trembling fingers and examined it closely, handling it as if it would pop like a soap bubble. I reached into my satchel to pull out a circular clip and an eighteen-inch-long golden chain. Taking the coin back from Nakamura-san, I secured the clip and chain to the coin. To mundane vision, the chain appeared as something much more valuable than the amulet. Returning the amulet and chain to Nakamura-san, I asked Kitty-Sue to translate, not wanting Nakamura-san’s English comprehension to cause problems.

      “Your mother must wear this necklace around her neck for no less than five days. It must touch her skin the entire time, so must be worn even while bathing and sleeping. Her back should straighten in the first two days, with complete elimination of her osteoporosis by the end of five days.

      “After that period, she should plan on visiting one of the Hakone onsens. Bathing in the hot springs with the amulet at least once per year will recharge the magic.”

      Nakamura-san nodded several times, asked a few questions of Kitty-Sue for clarification, and prepared to leave. I raised my glass in salute as he took a deep drink of his Johnnie Walker, finishing the glass, and bowed to all of us. Just before leaving, he topped off my glass

      As he exited the bubble maintained by Kitty-Sue, she asked, “Why did you give away another enchanted object? Aren’t those incredibly rare?”

      Reluctant to let her know that I could mass produce miracles, I ignored her question about the rarity of enchanted objects. “Well, Nakamura-san told me about his mother’s problem, and I wanted to help. It turned out he could help me in turn, so everything worked out for the best.”

      Looking at me suspiciously as she twirled her drink in her glass, Kitty-Sue asked, “How did you know about his mom?”

      “He confided in me when we met at the Ninja Restaurant last week,” I responded. “He works there in the evenings.”

      Eyes widening, Kitty-Sue said, “Wait! Is he one of the entertainers there? The mundane magicians who do card tricks?”

      “I always knew you were smart,” I replied.

      “You tricked the kitsune queen with a mundane card trick?” she asked. I waited anxiously for her reaction, not knowing if she would disown me for tricking her queen or leave me to avoid the fallout when the truth surfaced.

      Then she laughed, her eyes glistening in mirth, “You tricked the Queen of the Tricksters!” she exclaimed as she slapped my leg.

      Even the normally staid Akiko giggled at the joke, unable to maintain her composure.

      As Kitty-Sue leaned against my arm, her scent wafting through the air, I felt peace for the first time in a long time. That is, until her next words: “I can’t wait to see her reaction!”
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      “I can’t wait to see her reaction!” At those words, Akiko and I stopped laughing, but Kitty-Sue continued to chortle with glee. She really did have a nasty sense of humor. A tingle of apprehension ran through the psychic link I shared with Akiko.

      Nodding to me, Akiko said, “Scott-Sensei, I like to visit my family. There are protections I must to set up around our home.”

      “Of course, Akiko-san,” I responded. “Let me know if you need any help.” Akiko and Kitty-Sue bowed to each other as Akiko faded away.

      Kitty-Sue stepped close to my barstool and laid her head on my shoulder. As she looked at me with hungry eyes, the bar’s entertainer stepped up to the piano. I ran my right hand up and down Kitty-Sue’s back, the hair of her tail tickling the back of my hand. I traced my fingers over the nape of her neck, eliciting a quiet moan from her. As my fingers brushed the collar I had gifted her, the piano player started playing an instrumental version of “Slave to Love.”

      “Damn Euterpe,” I muttered as I pulled away from Kitty-Sue.

      “Who the hell’s Euterpe?” asked Kitty-Sue with a puzzled frown.

      My brain went into overdrive, flashing back to a moonlit night on a supposedly uninhabited Greek isle. I heard beautiful music from the beach, waking me from a sound sleep. I followed the sounds to find a raven-haired woman sitting on a rock near the waves, playing a tune on a flute. So as not to startle her, I approached slowly. She nodded in greeting at my approach, not stopping until the tune was complete. I was her audience, enraptured by her music as she played song after song. We later shared wine, stories, and love. As she was leaving in the dawn’s light, although there was no way off the island until my charter three days hence, she whispered her name to me. Euterpe, the muse of music and delight. She gave me a night of delight and something extra, prophecy through music. I still haven’t decided if it was a gift or a curse.

      “Well,” I temporized while trying to think of a cogent way of explaining that story to a kitsune, “she was an ex. The music made me think of her.”

      “So, you’re hugging me and thinking of her!” Kitty-Sue’s voice rose as her mood changed in a flash. The sharp almost-ozone smell of kitsune magic filled the air as she gathered power.

      “No, no, no,” I stammered. “It’s the song! It’s a prophecy.” How to explain that the song made me realize I couldn’t trust Kitty-Sue’s feelings were real as long as she wore that slave collar? The collar she refused to remove.

      Several emotions swept across her face: puzzlement, annoyance, and finally anger. She straightened her back, turned, and walked away as I said, “C’mon, Kitty-Sue, I can explain. It’s a curse.” She continued walking as if she hadn’t heard.

      Fine, let her stew a bit and calm down. I didn’t need any more crazy women in my life. I turned my stool around and motioned for the new bartender to pour me another double shot of Johnnie Walker Black. As I sipped the scotch, the piano player segued into a rendition of “Devil With a Blue Dress On.”

      I felt the tingle of kitsune magic at my back and the hint of perfume in my nose. I spun around with a grin on my face, saying, “I’m glad you came back,” only to be greeted by the devilish grin of Natsumi, Kitty-Sue’s sister. She had changed from her business suit into a party-girl outfit, showing lots of leg and cleavage.

      She gestured to the now empty stool to my right and raised an eyebrow while saying, “May I?” I nodded in defeat as she slid onto the stool, exposing even more leg. She had to sit forward on the stool to give her two tails room to move.

      She gestured imperiously at the barman, and he scurried over quickly to take her order. As he was shaking up her cocktail, she sniffed the air and said, “My sister was just here. She was, mmmm, happy, then horny, then angry, then she left. Am I right?”

      “Close enough,” I muttered into my drink while trying to keep my eyes from tracking her bosom under her tight blue (of course) dress.

      She accepted her drink and with the tiniest tilt of her head, indicated that it should be put on my tab. She must have learned that from her auntie, the queen.

      “You’re buying the next round,” I said, probably the first time she had ever heard that.

      “Of course,” she lied. “That’s what friends do.” She laid her hand on my forearm. Her touch was warm, and I felt the tingle of kitsune magic in her touch.

      Several drinks later, none of which she paid for, Naughty-Sue (as I mentally tagged her) was leaning against me, black furred ears tickling my nose as her hands rubbed my thighs. I was fighting a losing battle with my recently ramped up hormones when the piano player started with an old song, “Love the One You’re With.”

      “Damn Euterpe,” I muttered into my fourth (or was it my fifth?) double.

      “Who’s Euterpe?” asked Naughty-Sue as she nuzzled my chest.

      “An ex-girlfriend,” I replied, expecting the same type of jealousy that Kitty-Sue had shown.

      Looking at me with wide eyes, Naughty-Sue said, “Do you want to invite her back for a threesome? You know I have two tails, right?”

      Shocked by her openness, I asked, “What does having two tails have to do with threesomes?”

      “That’s a secret,” she whispered in my ear, “that only the most intimate of friends finds out.” Her hot breath sent shivers down my spine, and thoughts of uncovering the secret of the second tail ran through my brain.

      As if in warning, the piano player started into the Aerosmith song “Crazy.”

      Still, she was here, she wasn’t the least bit jealous, and I had no doubts as to her free will. Looking down at her body, butt wiggling to the beat of the song, two tails swinging in counterpoint, I realized I could have done a lot worse.

      “Well, then,” I said, standing up from my stool and motioning for the bill, “let’s find out.”

      As I reached for Princess, Naughty-Sue quickly moved in and attempted to pick her up. The sword hissed angrily at her touch, and I heard a hiss of burning flesh as she touched Princess’ handle. Naughty-Sue jerked her hand back and sucked on her burned finger. “Don’t try to touch Princess Blade,” I said. “She’s a one-man woman.”

      Naughty-Sue watched with calculating eyes as I picked up the disguised sword before smiling and saying, “How does she feel about threesomes?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I awoke slowly, rising through multiple layers of unconsciousness, incomprehension, and sleep. The sun peeking through the slit in the curtains finally forced me to open my gummy eyelids.

      Sitting up was immensely difficult and accompanied by excruciating pain. I hadn’t had a hangover like this since I snuck some of Pa’s moonshine at the age of twelve.

      Looking around in disbelief at the trashed hotel room, I shook my head to clear it. That was a bad idea as it made my headache worse. A few minutes of deep breathing brought the nausea under control, and a trickle of healing magic eased my aching head. The pounding stopped, leaving only a dull throbbing pain.

      The bedside tables were overturned, a lamp was broken, and the mattress had a strange series of slashes and puncture holes. A close examination revealed the slashes and punctures outlined where my unconscious body had lain. Almost as if someone had tried to stab or slash me with a reluctant sword.

      At that thought, I looked around for signs of my magical sword. She was nowhere to be found around or under the bed. I slid to the edge of the bed and stood dizzily.

      Standing naked at the edge of the bed, I went over my fragmented memories. My last memory was of being at the bar, drinking with Naughty-Sue. She had turned out to be more entertaining than I had imagined, full of wit and no small amount of sex appeal. As we chatted, she would lean forward, giving me a glimpse of her cleavage. Somehow she had managed to lose the three upper buttons of her blouse.

      I remember getting a room at the front desk, purchasing a fresh bottle of Johnnie Walker Black, and walking up to the room. After that was a series of very hazy memories of laughter, teasing, and lots of sex. I now knew the secret about the second tail.

      Reminiscing about the night before wasn’t going to get my work done, or empty my painfully full bladder. I stood to exit the room, took two steps, and found my nose bumping against a bubble of kitsune magic. No problem, I had just the trinket to pop the bubble in my satchel. My satchel, which was where exactly? She couldn’t have taken that, the protections and inertial augmentation spell made it impossible to move the bag more than a few feet from me. The apparent weight of the bag would logarithmically increase the farther it was from me. The Incredible Hulk couldn’t take my satchel from me.

      It had to be close by. I bent down to peer under the bed again, this time running my hands over the carpet in case the satchel was in camouflage mode, with no results. Bending down had reawakened my urgency to pee, but the bathroom was beyond the bubble. A quick inventory of the space inside the bubble showed the bed, some broken furnishings, and one of those silver buckets used to chill champagne bottles. I grabbed the bucket and was delighted to find some melted ice water inside. I drank down the dregs in three swallows, then gratefully refilled the bucket by emptying my bladder.

      Now I could think again. Stepping up to the bubble, I peered through the distortion and was able to spy my satchel near the door. Damn, Naughty-Sue was strong! She had managed to drag the satchel almost to the door before giving up. The crazy bitch had managed to get it beyond her bubble, placing all my tricks and amulets beyond my reach. I decided to try force. Summoning up all of my magical energy, I placed both palms against the bubble and channeled lightning. After several minutes, drained of energy, I examined the bubble to see if it had worked. Not the slightest sign of damage. I banged my forehead against the indestructible bubble.

      OK, time to swallow my pride and ask for help. I sent a ping down the psychic link I shared with Akiko. No response. That damnable bubble was blocking psychic communications. I reluctantly sent a message down the link I shared with Kitty-Sue. Still no answer. Either that link was also down or she was ignoring me.

      I sat on the bed to meditate. After closing my eyes and breathing, instead of the peace I sought, I found myself with my face in the pillow Naughty-Sue had used, moaning at my loss. What the hell? This wasn’t me. She must have set a pheromone-laced trap to keep me from finding a way out.

      I turned my back on the pillow and set up for meditation again, only to find myself face down on the pillow with a huge erection. Damn that woman! Every time I closed my eyes to gather energy, all I could think of was her luscious body writhing above me, under me, beside me, revealing the secret of the second tail... And I was back at the damn pillow. I picked up the pillow with the intent to throw it across the room, only to find myself with it pressed to my face, breathing deeply of Naughty-Sue’s scent. Each breath seemed to tighten her hold on me.

      Face covered with the pillow, I was shocked to hear Kitty-Sue’s voice shouting “Remember!” I dropped the pillow in amazement to look for her, but she wasn’t in the room. Standing up, I started to reach down for the pillow, only to hear Kitty-Sue’s voice again, accompanied by a throbbing pain in my forehead. My senses cleared and I could think again. Deciding not to bring the addictive pillow near my nose again, I kicked it as hard as possible across the room. I was surprised to see the pillow fly through the impenetrable kitsune bubble.

      What the hell? The bubble wasn’t blocking objects, just me? Thanks to the removal of the pillow trap, a few moments of clear thought indicated that the properties of the bubble had to be psychic, not physical. Kitsune were masters at mental manipulation. What if I was only convinced that the bubble was impenetrable? What if it was all in my head?

      If so, I should be able to close my eyes and walk right through the bubble. I stepped back a few feet, closed my eyes, and stepped quickly towards the exit. Only to bump my nose forcefully against the imaginary bubble. Damn, just knowing where the bubble was, was enough to trigger the spell. How could I pass through the bubble if knowing it was there was enough to stop me?

      Just knowing it was there? How could I convince my subconscious that the bubble wasn’t where I clearly knew it to be? How could I disguise the location of the edge of the bubble?

      At that moment, the clock radio on the floor turned itself on, blasting out the old Tommy Roe tune, “Dizzy.”

      “Euterpe, sweetheart,” I muttered as I started spinning in place, “I’ll never speak badly of you again.” As I spun faster and faster, the song on the radio cut off.

      Out of breath, out of my mind, I finally spun dizzily through the psychic barrier left by the no-good bitch kitsune. The pop of the bubble bursting was the sweetest sound I had heard in years. I fell to the floor, and it took about twenty minutes for my head to stop spinning.

      Staggering to my feet, I reached down to my satchel and stroked the glyph that opened it up. I brought out my phone to check the time. OK, not too late... Wait! Is that the date? Damn, I had been stuck in that bubble for three days. I could have died in there.

      Thoughts of the best revenge floated through my mind as I pulled clothes from the satchel and dressed. A glimpse at the bathroom mirror showed the reason for my difficulty in bending and stretching. Multiple bouts with that kitsune bitch had drained my youth. As I gazed at the wrinkles at the corners of my eyes and the drooping flesh of my body, I remembered burning energy at an enormous rate to keep up with her. Not as bad as the battle with Jorōgumo, but still a significant aging.

      One more task to do before I left the trap. Time to rewire some neural pathways to avoid having problems with Naughty-Sue’s kitsune pheromones in the future. It took about thirty minutes, bringing the pillow back to my nose, tweaking olfactory receptors, and trying again, and again, until I was satisfied. The last sniff almost made me vomit, which was just the result I wanted when I encountered Naughty-Sue again. The process could have gone quicker, but I wanted the effect only to be for Naughty-Sue’s specific scent. I still had vague hopes of making up with Kitty-Sue.

      I needed to get home. Naughty-Sue had taken Princess Blade, my clothes, my wallet with my credit cards, and a significant chunk of my life energy—pretty much everything that wasn’t nailed down. I would need to get some cash and supplies. I quickly dressed and exited the hotel, avoiding the reception desk. As I walked towards the apartment, I dreaded the reception I would get from Kitty-Sue.
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      Never one to step lightly when stomping would do, I burst through the door and announced, “Honey, I’m home. What’s for lunch?”

      Kitty-Sue stepped through the kitchen door. She was a mess: hair tousled, eyes red from crying, and her tail was drooping. She had never been more beautiful to me.

      She approached with a sudden smile on her face, got within sniffing distance, and exploded. “You stink of my sister! So her post was true! I can’t believe what you did.”

      “Post?” I asked in bewilderment. “What post?”

      She held a tablet in front of my face and punched a stylized lowercase “t” icon. The app opened to a home-screen of an app called “Tailbook,” apparently, a social media site for kitsune. Scrolling quickly through her sister, Natsumi’s, timeline, I saw a series of very unflattering photos of myself. The one of me, face down on the bed, with my naked ass hiked up in the air, was the most embarrassing.

      The last photo was the worst. A triumphant Naughty-Sue holding Princess Blade aloft, strangely tinted flames running up and down the blade.

      “Oh, this is bad,” I said. “This is very bad.”

      “No shit, magician,” she retorted. “I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life.”

      “Screw embarrassment!” I shouted. “Look at your crazy sister waving around Princess like a toy. It’s like a five-year-old with a hand grenade. Hell, a nuclear hand grenade. She has no idea of the damage she can do with that blade. We’ve got to free Princess from that crazy bitch.”

      “Don’t call my sister a bi...” Kitty-Sue trailed off. “Well, she is a man-stealing bitch. But don’t talk about her like that.”

      “I’ve got to track her down before she creates a catastrophe,” I said.

      Strangely enough, since I had called her sister a bitch, Kitty-Sue had brightened up. Her tail was more erect and her eyes less puffy.

      “I’ve got an idea,” she said. “We’ll make her come to us.”

      Noting the devilish glint in her eye, I asked, “How?”

      “We’ll post some pictures of us on my timeline,” she said. “That way she will know her trap didn’t work. Then she will find us.”

      “Well,” I said, approaching her, “break out the selfie stick, honey, and let’s make her jealous!”

      She backed away quickly, nose wrinkling in disgust. “You have to scrub her stink off before I let you near me again.”

      I turned right towards the shower room. “You want to scrub my back, just like before?” I said in my most seductive voice.

      “Hell, no!” she said. “I’m still mad! It’ll be a long, long time before I can trust you again!” There was a strange sense of relief as she said those words. It took me a moment to parse that she was talking about being able to trust me in the future.

      At my retreating back, she shouted, “And make sure you change the water twice! It’ll take at least three scrubs to get rid of that smell.”

      After two thorough scrubs, I changed the water for the third time and slid into the tub. Kitty-Sue opened the glass door and stuck her nose in to sniff, then stepped inside. She stood with her hands behind her back, smiling sweetly. “Come to scrub my back?” I asked. “I really miss your attentions.”

      “No, I can still smell her,” she replied. “It’s time for stronger measures.” She brought her rubber-gloved hands around and dropped a small object into the tub. It fizzed gently, coloring the water blue. The water started to froth, and I felt an intense tingle.

      “That’s not too bad,” I said. “Sort of enjoyable.” The tingling was getting stronger and stronger. Kitty-Sue punched the control panel above the tub, increasing the water temperature to Japanese levels, much too high for my Western body. The tingling intensified with the increase in temperature, becoming almost painful. I made a motion to get out, but was blocked by Kitty-Sue’s gloved hand on my head.

      “Scott-san,” she whispered, “you have to wait until the scent is gone.” She gently caressed my head. “And the potion has to cover your entire body.”

      “What?” I asked as she pushed me down.

      “How long can a magician hold his breath?” she asked with an evil grin as my head went under.

      Her joke was funny for the first minute, then increasingly less funny. The potion was searing my skin, the lack of oxygen was searing my lungs, and the hate was searing my soul. Obviously, Kitty-Sue didn’t share her sister’s carefree attitude towards sex. Hell, it wasn’t like I had cheated; Kitty-Sue and I hadn’t even kissed yet.

      I struggled to rise from the tub, not wanting to use magic because it might hurt Kitty-Sue, but the potion had made the sides of the deep tub slippery. I couldn’t get a grasp to pull myself up against her inhuman strength.

      As black spots were starting to appear before my eyes and I was preparing to unleash a relationship destroying spell, her hand jerked back, allowing me to rise above the surface and gasp for air. I scrambled to my feet, covered in frothy suds.

      Standing in the doorway was Akiko. Her hair was standing away from her head, and lightning-like flashes of magical energy ran all over her body, coalescing in her hand, which was held out like a pistol. Kitty-Sue had turned around to face Akiko, and I saw a burned spot on her tail where Akiko had zapped her. Akiko must have felt my distress through our psychic link.

      As Kitty-Sue made that motion with her hands that I knew would result in the appearance of magic blades, I shouted, “Stop.” The knives appeared, but thankfully, she didn’t release them.

      They both turned towards me as Akiko said, “Scott-Sensei, why she drown you?” I noted that she did not release the energy gathered at her fingertip, merely aiming it away from us as she talked. Good trigger discipline.

      “I can explain everything—” I said, but Kitty-Sue cut me off with a rapid-fire stream of Japanese that I couldn’t hope to understand. Unable to get a word in, I watched as a series of emotions crossed my student’s face. Akiko began to nod in comprehension as Kitty-Sue’s tale became more and more animated. As Kitty-Sue spoke, Akiko’s trigger finger slowly rose until it was pointed at my genitals. The water I was standing in suddenly seemed cold.

      Time to put a stop to this. I said, “Ladies, put your weapons away! Let me finish my bath and we can discuss this like mature adults.” Unfortunately, my naked condition subtracted greatly from my commanding presence. The girls looked me up and down and simultaneously giggled. Oh, God, I would never get my dignity back. At least Akiko’s trigger finger was now pointed at the floor.

      With a mutual glance, the girls turned and walked out, Akiko’s lightning and Kitty-Sue’s blades disappearing. Kitty-Sue’s tail was already healing.

      I scrambled from the tub, pulling the plug to let the scent-laden water flow away, then stood under the shower to rinse off the potion. It took several minutes, but I was finally squeaky clean. I even rinsed out the tub to eliminate any trace of Naughty-Sue. While bent over the tub, I had some thoughts on how to improve the no-scent potion. Hmmm, that might come in handy.

      Drying off with a soft towel, I finally got a look at my body in the mirror. Damn, my hair was white again! A combination of the rapid aging and Kitty-Sue’s potion. Both upper and lower patches of hair were now snow white. Even my eyebrows and eyelashes were white. In a few days, the dark roots would come in, making me look like a skunk.

      The clothes I had worn still stank of Naughty-Sue. Now that I was clean, it was apparent how strong the odor was. I stuffed them into an airtight plastic bag for disposal. I had to wash my hands again after handling the old clothes.

      Finally, showered, shaved, and dressed, I made my way to the living room. I found Kitty-Sue and Akiko seated at the table whispering to each other over tea and coffee. They eyed me warily as I walked past to dump the old clothes in the trash.

      I raised an eyebrow at the lack of coffee at my spot. After several minutes of no movement by either of us, I realized Kitty-Sue no longer felt domestic after my betrayal. I silently ran a fresh cup of black coffee from the Keurig coffee maker and then joined them at the table. Kitty-Sue looked slightly disappointed that I knew how to make my own coffee. The scent of the coffee seemed smoother and richer than before. Inhaling deeply, I noted that the scents of Akiko and Kitty-Sue were different. Not in an unpleasant way, just different. Changes made to my olfactory sense, to escape Naughty-Sue’s pheromone trap, seemed to have also changed my overall sense of smell. At least the change was specific to Naughty-Sue’s scent. Kitty-Sue still smelled good, just different.

      That gave me an idea for a way to get even with Naughty-Sue, or at least to hinder her plans. As I mulled over these thoughts and prepared my plan, the girls remained silent. Staring into space, I saw Kitty-Sue open her mouth to speak and the tiny shake of Akiko’s head letting her know I needed time to think.

      Finally, after sipping the last of my coffee, I said, “OK, Kitty-Sue. I like your plan, but I will need to make some preparations.”

      The rest of the afternoon went by quickly. We made photos for posting, assisted by Akiko.

      Did you ever have to play the loving couple in front of friends and family after a huge fight? The caresses that were slightly too rough, the “accidental” nose bump as you go in for the kiss, the pinching of soft flesh as you posed with smiles for the camera? That was Kitty-Sue and me. It was evident she was only with me to get revenge on her sister. So we needed to make ourselves the perfect loving couple.

      We did that and much more, just to shatter Naughty-Sue’s worldview. She thought she had left me trapped in a bubble of kitsune magic and pheromones. Now she would see that I had escaped and was having fun with her sister.

      Looking over the photos before posting, Kitty-Sue said, “We need some captions. What do you think I should tag these as?”

      Looking over her cold shoulder, I pointed to a shot of us both smiling. “Omnia Vincit Amor,” I said. As she typed on her screen, I whispered in her ear, “I know your “Remember” spell helped me escape. Even if you can’t forgive me, I’ll always remember that.”

      She turned with a look of suspicion that slowly transformed into a real smile. “So, you want to tell my sister that ‘Love conquers all’?”

      “Oh, look here,” I said, pointing to a photo of me stroking Kitty-Sue’s luxuriant tail. “Tag this one with ‘One is better than two; when it’s the right one!’ She’ll hate that.”

      With a giggle, she finished up her captions and posted the photos on Tailbook.
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* * *

      Social media came through for us. Careful study showed Naughty-Sue’s favorite hangouts. We picked her most visited location, and I camped out at the bar (a task suited to my natural talents) until she happened to visit. I was on my third Johnnie Walker Black when I felt the familiar tingle of kitsune magic at my back.

      Spinning around on the barstool, I opened my arms wide. “Princess,” I said happily, “you’re back. I’m so glad to see you!”

      Naughty-Sue stopped in the middle of the bar, shock on her face. She was wearing new, very expensive, Jimmy Choo shoes on her feet and was carrying a half dozen shopping bags from the most expensive Tokyo boutiques. Over her arm, in the form of a ladies’ parasol, was Princess Blade.

      She plastered a fake smile on her face, eyes darting around for an escape. “I’m very happy to see you too...” She trailed off, pretending to be at a loss for my name. Hell, maybe she didn’t remember my name.

      “I wasn’t talking to you, Naughty-Sue,” I said, mangling her name by using a nickname. “I was talking to the umbrella.” Princess answered my greeting with a bright zing sound, heard by everyone in the bar. On Naughty-Sue’s arm, the umbrella twisted and pointed her tip towards me.

      Quickly placing the bags on a nearby table, Naughty-Sue placed her opposite hand on Princess’ handle, and the flare of kitsune magic ran from her fingers to the umbrella. Princess drooped sadly at her touch. Naughty-Sue had found a way to overcome Princess’ defenses.

      “Been on a bit of a shopping spree, I see,” I said.

      Comforted by the fact I hadn’t attacked her yet, she let her fake smile relax. “Well, yes,” she said, digging through her purse and bringing out a handful of credit cards: Black, Platinum, and Gold, all with my name on them. “Could you be a dear and pay these off? They appear to be maxed out.” As she spoke, she exuded kitsune pheromones, which wafted through the bar. Every man in the bar, and a few women, turned towards her with questing noses.

      The faintest whiff and I had to fight off the urge to gag. I held my breath and brought out a spray bottle I had prepared earlier. It was filled with a modified version of the “no-scent” potion that Kitty-Sue had used on me.

      A few spritzes in her direction counteracted the pheromones, turning them into a foul-smelling cloud. Why make the potion when I was already immune to her olfactory charms? To prevent her from using entranced humans against me.

      The other patrons turned away, some gagging, some just clearing their noses, all ignoring us as they made their way to the exit. Even the barman hurried out through the back exit. He did leave the bottle, which would merit him a nice tip. I poured another generous dollop of Johnnie Walker Black.

      Naughty-Sue looked around with nervous eyes—no humans around to use against me and no way to use her pheromones on me.

      “Honey,” I said, after sipping from my tumbler, “sorry, can’t help you, those cards have been canceled. Maybe you can get a refund on that perfume. Frankly, it smells like skunk piss.”

      Faster than humanly possible, she jumped back, leaving her bags, my credit cards, and even her shoes behind. Everything except Princess Blade, who she clutched in her hands. Princess twisted in her grasp, pulled towards me with an almost magnetic attraction, as Naughty-Sue headed for the door.

      I pulled at time, dragging the universe into slow motion. I never thought of it as speeding myself up, but as slowing the world down. I was in front of the door, blocking it before she got halfway there. I wrinkled my nose as her new stench wafted towards me. She stopped suddenly, only to be dragged forward by Princess Blade. Naughty-Sue had a death grip on the handle, using all of her superhuman strength, but the umbrella handle morphed into a sword hilt and leaped from her fingers, leaving friction burns.

      The touch of Princess’ hilt on my palm felt like a lost child coming home. The aww-shit look on Naughty-Sue’s face was priceless. Completing her transformation into her true form, Princess glowed with a deep copper radiance. Hints of flame ran up and down her blade, and the singing of metal filled the bar.

      Away from the influence of Naughty-Sue’s kitsune magic, glyphs on her hilt glowed briefly, then changed. I was suddenly certain that Princess could not be trapped the same way again.

      At this point, someone like Kitty-Sue would bring out knives. Naughty-Sue didn’t even try, knowing she was outmatched. I saw a hundred schemes run through her mind, expressed on her face. She decided to go with playfulness.

      Hands at her sides, grasping her dress tightly to outline her figure, she said, “That was quite the joke, wasn’t it? You should have seen the look on your face when I brought your sword back.”

      I gave her my most feral smile. “Yes, that was quite the joke. It deserves an equal jest in return.”

      Princess made a sound like distant ringing bells. “That’s a great idea, Princess!” I said. “Tell me, Naughty-Sue, have you ever heard of a bobtailed vixen?”

      Her hands leaped back to hold her tails, one in each hand. “You can’t do that!” she said.

      “Fae justice demands an appendage for theft,” I explained matter-of-factly. “You stole a fae sword, and so Princess decides.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” she said. “You got your sword back! So, it wasn’t really stolen! I just borrowed it!”

      She backed up two steps. “Besides,” she pleaded, “we aren’t in the fae lands. Doesn’t that put us out of her jurisdiction? Shouldn’t kitsune law prevail?”

      “Kitsune laws,” I mused. “I don’t really know much about them. A joke, perhaps? A prank? Something humiliating?”

      Princess hummed several notes, and I continued, “Forcing her to walk naked down Roppongi Dori Avenue?” At the relief on Naughty-Sue’s face, I quickly added, “No, Princess. That would not be humiliating for her. The Japanese would ignore her, and the tourists would think she was a cosplayer.

      “Tell me, Naughty-Sue,” I said, “have you ever been to a Furry Convention?” Princess made a discordant sound. “Not humiliating enough? An auction? Really?”

      “You can’t make me do that!” she spit out. “My aunt would never let you auction me off!”

      “Oh dear,” I sighed. “You don’t know your auntie very well at all. She has no objections to your punishment.

      “You know how magicians always keep their bargains?” I continued. “We bargain hard but keep our promises. You know why nobody tries to steal from a magician?”

      A quick shake of her head, either in answer to my question or denial of my plans, as she backed towards the bar.

      “Because stealing from a magician leaves an open bargain. I get to set the terms of the Deal. For your ‘borrowing’ of Princess, I bind you to an act of indentured servitude.” I walked past her to the bar, noting that her pheromone production had stopped. I gratefully took a sip of my drink, unmarred by the stench.

      I pulled an animal carrier, the kind used when flying with pets, from behind the bar. Setting it on the bar, I opened the door. Naughty-Sue leaned backward while her bare feet slid forward. Step by reluctant step, she neared the cage. With each step, she changed shape: from her almost-human guise, to her half-fox form, and finally to a small black fox, which was sucked into the carrier.

      “You are bound to obey the commands of your new master,” I said, “for a period of one w—” Princess let out a twang and twisted in my grasp. “OK, Princess,” I said, “for a period of one month. After thirty-one days, you will be free to return. No physical harm will come to you.”

      “You can’t make me a sex slave,” hissed the fox in the carrier. I was surprised, both because I hadn’t known they could talk while in animal form, and at the idea that a female who had made hundreds of men her sex slaves with pheromones could object to having the same done to her.

      Kitty-Sue chose that moment to step from behind the bar, camera in hand. “This is going up on my timeline right away,” she said.

      I pulled out my iPad and logged in to the auction web site. “Oh, look how popular she is!” I said. “The bidding is already started and Fat Freddy has met the reserve price.”

      I punched a few more buttons, posting more recent photos of Naughty-Sue to encourage the bidding. I kept up a running commentary, “The price just passed the amount I owe on those credit cards. Oh, that was a big jump! That bid is enough to pay off the damages to the hotel.”

      Turning to Naughty-Sue in the carrier, I said, “You’re very popular. I have PMs asking if the month can be extended.”

      Princess hummed in pleasure at Naughty-Sue’s humiliation, broadcast on the auction site and the Tailbook social network.

      A tiny whisper came from the pet carrier, “I’m sorry.”

      “Princess,” I said, “Is sorry enough for you?”

      Princess gave a sharp zing of negation.

      “Ohh, bad news,” I said. “Princess is not happy with an ‘I’m sorry.’” I turned my iPad towards the cage to show Naughty-Sue her leading suitor, an obese man in a dirty looking bear costume.

      “Wow!” I said, “Just look at those numbers! This will be my best deal yet.”

      “I’ll pay,” an even tinier whisper from the cage.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “I’ll pay off the cards,” she said.

      “Princess?” I asked.

      “Not paaay,” zithered Princess. “Bid for freedommmmm.”

      “You want her to beat the bid?”

      “Yessss.”

      Turning the iPad around so Naughty-Sue could see the auction, I said, “Do you want to match the bid?”

      The cute little fox thief’s eyes widened as she saw the numbers climb. She shook her head.

      “OK,” I said, “the auction continues.” I couldn’t hold back my grin.

      I held the iPad so that Naughty-Sue could see the climbing numbers. As the figures counted up, my grin grew wider and wider. Finally, the bidding seemed to slow down, then stop with one bid topping all the others.

      “Looks like Freddy won the auction,” I said. “Naughty-Sue, I’m sure you two will have a lot of fun.”

      As my finger reached for the button to confirm Freddy’s winning bid, the fox said, “I’ll pay.”

      “What was that?” I asked. “Are you sure? That’s a lot of money. Thirty-one days will be over before you know it. Hell, you might even learn to like Freddy.”

      “I’ll pay!” shouted the fox in her tiny voice. She shook her tiny fist at me.

      “Cash or bank transfer only,” I said. “No checks, no IOUs. Do you have the money in tiny pockets?”

      Kitty-Sue leaned in and spoke with her sister in a language I couldn’t wrap my ears around. After several minutes, Kitty-Sue turned to me and said, “She’ll match Freddy’s bid. Do you accept?”

      I was about to say yes, when Princess sent out a hiss.

      “Sorry,” I said, “That’s not good enough for Princess. She wants her to beat Freddy’s bid.”

      “What does Princess want?” asked Kitty-Sue. “More money?”

      Stroking Princess’ hilt, I said, “Princess wants a vow that your sister will never act to cause harm to me or any of my friends, friend’s family’s, or acquaintances.”

      “You know she can lie, right?” said Kitty-Sue, earning her a nasty look and a hiss from the caged fox. Kitty-Sue shrugged her shoulders at her sister as if to say she had brought this upon herself.

      “Ahh,” I said. “Princess has that covered. If Naughty-Sue breaks this vow, she will find her no matter where in the world she goes, and chop off her head.”

      I saw the calculating look in Naughty-Sue’s tiny eyes fade to shock. She could bamboozle a human magician, but Princess was now immune to almost any trick she could use.

      In a whisper, the caged fox bowed her head and said, “Agreed.”

      I looked at her for a moment, pursed my lips in thought, then reached for the iPad to let the bidders know that the auction was closed.

      Reaching over to the cage, I popped the lock and Naughty-Sue scrambled out and leaped to the floor. Before she hit the floor, she was back in human form. The sheer anger on her face was satisfying in the extreme.

      She held up one finger and opened her mouth to say something nasty. Her finger trembled and she gasped and swallowed.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “Words hurt. Hurtful words hurt more. You’ll find you won’t be able to speak or act against me or my friends.”

      Face filled with impotent rage, she let out a cloud of her pheromone scent. It didn’t affect Kitty-Sue or Princess, but made me gag. I guess that was her way of getting the last word in.
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      Three days later, I had received enough money to pay off all my credit cards, the damage to the hotel room, and the huge bar bill. Naughty-Sue had paid all of my demands, in lieu of being auctioned off to the highest bidder at a Furry convention.

      Princess Blade wasn’t happy with the arrangement, having preferred to lop off some limbs in accordance with fae custom; but even she had to acknowledge getting all my money, a heaping of humiliation on her kidnapper, and reunification with her wielder was the best she could hope for in these strange lands. Her thirst for the blood of my enemies would have to go unslaked for the moment. However, I promised her that if Naughty-Sue crossed us again, she would be free to follow her cold, metal heart.

      The infusion of cash caused me to review all of my accounts. I was shocked to learn that one of my regular customers hadn’t paid an invoice in several months. This was a contract for a magical data link for a New York-based investment firm that specialized in high-speed trading. Having a faster-than-light link made them extremely profitable. The loss of that income put several of my projects at risk: the orphanage in Colombia that nurtured children with magical ability, the project in Las Vegas that was fabricating a seven-ton tungsten sphere for my inertial transfer experiments, and my bar tabs.

      Time to clear that up. I placed a Skype call to the number of my contact at the company. He was “no longer with the firm,” the receptionist said, before transferring me to the new “subcontractor liaison.” I finally got through to him, after several hours of delay.

      While waiting, I performed an endless round of calisthenics and meditation to try and restore some of the youth I had given away during my night with Naughty-Sue. God, I hated being old.

      Finally, the screen activated and I was able to talk with a company representative. “I wanted to call about the missing payments for my telecommunications services,” I explained.

      The screen showed a young man in an expensive suit, tailored to perfection. He had brown hair, sharp blue eyes, and an even sharper smile. When he leaned back, I could see that the suit hung on him like it draped a mannequin. At his back, the window showed an upper story view of the New York skyline.

      Those perfect features could indicate many things. Unfortunately, the screen only showed the human spectrum, so I couldn’t get a read on his aura. I had the strong feeling that he was part of the supernatural world.

      “Yeah,” he drawled while balancing a Montblanc pen on one finger, “we decided that we didn’t need to keep paying you that monthly fee. Now that Selene Select Partners has bought out the old firm, the old contracts are voided.”

      “No problem,” I replied with a smile, showing my new dentures. “I’ll just remove the equipment for the data link. I’m sure one of your competitors will be happy to pay for my services.”

      “Yeah,” he replied with a grin that bared his eyeteeth, “that’s not gonna happen. We decided that for what we already paid you, we get to keep the equipment. With the New York ban on your kind, you’re never going to get close to here again.”

      “I’m sorry you feel that way, cub,” I said. “I was hoping to come to a mutual understanding.”

      At his glare, I knew that my guess was right. The physique, the attitude, the teeth—all pointed to a wolf shifter. His reaction to the cub comment showed he was sensitive about his rank in the pack.

      He gave me a “so we understand each other” look and glanced to the side, where a monitor displayed various streams of financial data. “I really don’t have any time to talk to you; I have a date with a hot model.” He reached to turn off the video call.

      “Just one more thing, if you please,” I said, pulling a vellum sheet with arcane symbols from my desk drawer. “Are you sure you don’t need my services anymore? Re-activating at a later date will incur significant expenses and a doubling of the monthly payments. I really think you should run this past your alpha.”

      “No, maggie,” he said, using the slur for magicians, “I make the decisions for this division. You are out.” He continued his tirade, insulting my parents, brothers, sisters, other relatives, etc.

      While he was emoting, I willed a candle to light and held the vellum over the flame.

      On the page, three symbols were interwoven, the result of a week’s painstaking work. One symbol was quantum entangled with the output port of a router located at the Wall Street firm’s office, bringing the data flow to the sheet. That symbol intertwined with the middle symbol, which buffered and transferred the data stream, feeding it to the third symbol. The third symbol was quantum entangled with a router port located in the New York Stock Exchange. Installing that third symbol had taken another week’s work and a magical break-in at the stock exchange to complete. Due to the quantum entangled data stream, the firm’s orders could arrive at the NYSE faster than light, allowing them to beat all the other competitors in high-speed trading.

      At the time, I had briefly considered only linking the two locations directly. The link through my vellum script was a considerable amount of trouble to set up. Now, I was glad I had made the extra links as insurance.

      “I’m sorry you decided to end our contract,” I replied. “Your data link is being deactivated. Thanks for doing business with us.”

      “You aren’t getting in here to deactivate shit, buddy,” he said as the vellum whooshed into flame, severing the data link. He glanced at the trading screen as it froze, shock showing on his face. It looked like his date would have to wait.

      “So good doing business with you,” I said. “However, if I have to deal with you again, the price will triple. I’m tired of dealing with cubs.”

      As I cut the link, he was frantically typing on his keyboard.

      Alerted by the rush of mystic energy released as the vellum burned, Akiko came into my study. I nodded to her as she stood by and listened to my conversation. In the living room, the stereo started playing the old Supertramp song “Money.”
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* * *

      Five minutes later, my iPad pinged. I answered after five rings. It was my cub. I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist.

      “You son of a bitch,” he screamed as his canines extended. “You fix this now, or I’ll hunt you down and rip your heart out!” His saliva spotted the camera.

      “I’m glad you called back,” I said. “The price for renewing services just tripled. I will require a one-year-advance payment to restart your services.” I clicked off again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Fifteen minutes later, my iPad pinged again. This time, I let it ring eight times before answering.

      The screen cleared to show an alarmingly beautiful red-haired female with a disarming smile.

      “Dr. Freeman,” she said in a sultry voice, “I’m Ms. Cappuccetto, with Selene Select Partners. I’m very happy to contact you. Our director, Mr. Frost, would appreciate the chance to speak with you.”

      In the background was the same office. Only now, the window was broken, the furniture was in shambles, and a powerfully built man was rolling down his sleeves. The grim expression on his face showed he was not happy about recent developments.

      “Sure thing, Red,” I replied, mentally tagging her as a Red-Riding-Hood, one of the pack’s public faces. “I’m always ready to talk business.”

      Mr. Frost came to the screen, his close-lipped smile not reaching his eyes.

      “Dr. Freeman,” he said, putting on his jacket, “we are anxious to renegotiate our contract. I certainly hope that your negative experience with our former employee will not prevent that.

      “I can assure you”—he smiled, this time showing teeth—“he has been terminated.”

      So, no golden parachute for the former employee. Even a shifter couldn’t survive a fifty-story fall to the pavement.

      Ms. Red was on her cell phone in the background. “...yes, just jumped from the window. He was despondent over losing a big contract. Very unexpected...”

      At his rear, workers entered the room with a new window. As they started to clear out the old window, Frost lifted the laptop we were talking through and carried it to another office.

      This office was much larger and more sumptuous. Large windows filled the corner, giving a magnificent view of New York. His desk was one of those granite monsters, empty except for a legal pad perfectly centered in front of his chair.

      He set the laptop down on the desk, facing the chair, then slid into the chair with the grace of a shifter.

      “I’m sure we can come to an agreement,” he said smoothly. “You say you would like to continue the same pay structure as before?”

      Nice try. “Unfortunately, prices have gone up considerably since the last contract was negotiated. Perhaps your terminated employee didn’t have time to tell you”—before he hit the ground— “the new prices. We will need to increase from fifty thousand dollars per month to one hundred and fifty thousand per month.” I paused before continuing, “I think we should also discuss an escalation clause, to cover future increases. Those, of course, could be tied to your firm’s increased performance.”

      His features froze for a moment and his eyes flared, then he said through gritted teeth, “I think we have room for an agreement along those lines.” He looked away from the screen and asked someone to summon the firm’s lawyer. I heard Red say “Right away, sir!” followed by the fast click-clack of her high heels as she ran to do his bidding. She could tell he was in a foul mood.

      “I will also need to receive an advance payment of one year,” I continued, “to be held by me and forfeited in the case of another contract termination.” That would get me the capital I needed for the orphanage, my research lab, and Tokyo expenses.

      I heard soft whispers in the background, but couldn’t make out the content. Shifters have excellent hearing, so he had no trouble getting whispered advice from his lawyer.

      “There is also the matter of the missing five months’ payments. In the interest of future business, I am prepared to charge only the previous rate for those months, as long as payment is made by the end of the week.”

      “So, you’ll have the link restored by the end of the week?” said Frost in that ‘of course you will’ voice used to command subordinates. The stereo shifted to the Creedence Clearwater Revival song “Bad Moon Rising.” Akiko raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m afraid that’s just not possible. There’s equipment to procure, firmware updates, software patches, etc. All that work has to be done here first, before we come to New York to restore your link,” I said. Hell if I was going to jump on the next flight for these assholes. They could wait until I was ready.

      Frost’s eyes grew hard as he took a deep breath. Through gritted teeth, he said, “I need you here as soon as possible...” with a rising tone. At my bland “I don’t give a shit” expression, he visibly controlled his temper.

      “In that case,” he continued, “please settle all the details with Ms. Cappuccetto. She has my full authority to bind the pa...firm.”

      “Of course,” I said. “It’s a pleasure doing business with you.”

      Frost abruptly stood and stalked away, probably to throw someone else out of a window. The laptop was again picked up, this time by Ms. Cappuccetto, who soothingly said, “Could you please provide banking details so I can send that first payment?”

      Hashing out the details took another ten minutes. Ms. Cappuccetto insisted on providing first-class tickets for me, which I graciously accepted. We argued again over the time frame, but she finally settled for an arrival in New York two weeks hence.

      After we signed off, the stereo switched songs, now playing “It’s a Trap” by Coin. “Thanks, Euterpe,” I said. “I know it’s a trap.”

      “Who talking to?” asked Akiko.

      Considering the jealous rage my comments to Kitty-Sue about Euterpe engendered, I hesitated to give Akiko the complete story. “Euterpe is a guardian angel,” I said, “who can only communicate through music.”

      “Ha, Scott-Sensei,” she replied with a giggle, “your jokes very funny. If spirit here, I would see her.” This coming from my ghost student invisible to almost everyone.

      “So, you don’t believe in Euterpe?” I asked.

      “No,” she replied. “This is another of your jokes. Like your story about making queen young.

      “Or,” she continued, “your magic make the electronics mess up. That’s why we hear random songs. The same thing happens when I walk through electronics.”

      While she talked, I started typing on my iPad, and Akiko looked over my shoulder. “Why you booking flight? I thought they send tickets?”

      “They’re only sending tickets so that they know exactly when I’ll arrive,” I replied. “I prefer to arrive on my own schedule. Plus, I’ll have a couple of stops to make on the way there.”
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      Kitty-Sue handed me a glass of red wine and asked, “What are you so worried about?”

      “I need to go to New York,” I replied, cupping the glass in my hands and inhaling the aroma of the wine before sipping, “but that’s dangerous territory for a magician.”

      “Why is that?” she said as she pulled a thin yoga mat out from a cabinet and laid it on the floor. Her butt was aimed in my direction, normally a great distraction, but I was already thinking about the trip.

      “New York’s magical community is ruled by a witches’ coven,” I replied, taking another sip of the wine. “They banned magicians over a hundred years ago.”

      “But I’ve heard your stories,” she said, limbering up with some stretches. “You’ve been to New York many times.”

      “Yeah, when I was at full power, the ban was merely an annoyance,” I said. “Now that I’m weaker, they might be able to do some damage.”

      “No problem,” said Kitty-Sue. “Take a bodyguard.”

      One of the drawbacks to imposed truthfulness is the inability to lie to yourself. A glance in the mirror showed that I was still a weak, denture-wearing old man. On the magical front, my injuries were still healing. The tattoos I used to conduct the various forms of magical energy had been damaged severely when I routed all my life energy through them in the battle with Jorōgumo. Sections of the glyphs had been burned off, along with a considerable amount of skin. Now that the worst of the burns had healed, it would take an expert artist and specialized equipment to renew them. I had several vials of dragon’s blood in my bag, which could be used for the repair. The only problem was that the artists I knew would want an equal quantity of dragon’s blood for payment.

      I briefly considered doing the tattoos myself, but a glance at my arthritic hands showed that that wasn’t an option. Even at my best, I didn’t have the ability. It would be like a doctor operating on himself.

      The only artist I trusted to do the work lived in New York, giving me a second reason to go.

      Kitty-Sue was right; I needed a bodyguard.

      “What about taking—“started Kitty-Sue.

      “Akiko?” I interrupted. “She’s great, and very powerful, but would hesitate to take a life. I’m afraid this trip might require some killing.” I didn’t tell her that Akiko’s aversion to killing was not only a personal choice but one of the only limitations I had forced on her in exchange for freeing her from her curse.

      Now who did I know that had preternatural reflexes, no aversion to killing, could resist magical attacks, and I trusted with my life?

      My gaze fell upon Kitty-Sue. She sat in a seiza crouch with her tail erect. She made a motion too quick to follow with her hands and was suddenly holding one of her throwing knives and a whetstone. Eyes closed and with perfect calm, she started sharpening her blade.

      Now, who did I know? I had a list of teammates from the SEAL team. They were long since retired but might be able to give me a lead. The only problem with the mercenary types was that they wanted to be paid in cash, and in advance. I could offer much more than money: healing, limited rejuvenation, or good luck charms that really worked. The problem was, would they believe me? I had never revealed my abilities to the team; they had just thought I was extremely strong, extremely fast, and extremely lucky.

      Now an old fart shows up promising magic. Those hard-headed warriors wouldn’t believe anything without extensive proof. Proof of magic was hard to provide. Mundane tended to explain away even the most obvious signs of the supernatural. I had once lifted a Humvee by the rear bumper, only to hear that I had planted a jack under the frame.

      I put that idea on the back burner. A pair of mosquitoes had entered the room and circled my head with a high-pitched whine. Due to my weakened condition, the bug zapper spell that normally kept insects away from my skin no longer worked.

      Now Kitty-Sue was performing a one-handed handstand while balancing the tip of the knife on her other hand, bouncing the knife between fingers in a juggling act that would have given the most accomplished circus performer a heart attack.

      What about someone from the magical realm? There weren’t many magicians I could trust. Of course, once they gave their word, it would be a compelling contract. But who? That self-styled wizard in Chicago? Barry, Larry, something, the fairy godson? We hadn’t left on the best of terms. He had wanted to draft me into his war against his fairy godmother, and I had slipped away. Strike him from the list. Who else? My list of friends was woefully short. Was I really that hard to get along with?

      Now Kitty-Sue was performing handstand push-ups, her only sign of exertion an increase in the depth of her breathing. The blade was balanced on her big toe, adding six inches to her height. Her breasts were so firm that even the upside-down position didn’t deform their beauty.

      How about witches? I shuddered at the thought. There was no witch in the world that I could trust. They couldn’t even trust each other. Where most magicians were compelled to tell the truth, witches had no compunctions about lying to take advantage. They only kept to a contract when faced with overwhelming force.

      Kitty-Sue was really distracting. I was about to ask her to leave when she touched her head to the ground one last time, pushed off with a grunt, performed a forward flip in midair, and came down on her toes facing me. The knife appeared in her hand for a second, then was flying towards my face. I froze as the blade sailed past my ear with a whirring sound and embedded itself in the wall behind me. The whining noise of one of the mosquitoes abruptly stopped.

      “Mosquitoes,” said Kitty-Sue. “I hate that sound.”

      I smiled at her and said, “You know, you’ll have to pay for the repairs.”

      I continued my thought. Strong, fast, resistant to magical attacks, trustworthy. Kitty-Sue tilted her head in query and raised one eyebrow while running her fingers across the diamond collar that bound her to me.

      Then, it hit me, the perfect person! Why hadn’t I seen it before?

      “Kitty-Sue,” I asked, taking a sip of wine and noting her sudden smile, “is your sister still around?”

      The next knife came so quickly I couldn’t see it. But I felt it whiz past my ear, and a tuft of hair dropped to the floor. I jerked and spilled some wine on my shirt.

      The buzzing continued, so I said, “You missed that one.”

      “It can still fly,” she responded, “but can no longer drink blood.”

      I wiped my wine-stained shirt with a tissue. “What about your sister? Do you think she would work for me?” All I had done was make her give Princess back and pay damages. Could she still be holding a grudge?

      “She promised to kill you the next time she sees you,” hissed Kitty-Sue through gritted teeth.

      “Yeah,” I said, “but I don’t think she was serious. Maybe if I offered her payment?”

      “Scott,” she said through gritted teeth, “you put her in a pet carrier and offered her to the highest bidder at a furry convention.”

      “Yeah,” I replied, “Fat Frankie met the reserve, and that skin condition is curable. She could have had fun with him, and I would have gotten my money back that way.

      “Anyway, she paid up and avoided the whole auction thing.”

      “You knew she was a thief when you invited her to your bed. What did you expect? Of course, she stole your silly magic sword.”

      “‘Steal from a magician,’” I replied, quoting my mentor, “‘you’re open to any bargain he wishes.’ ‘Wishes for wishes,’ we say.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “Once she saw Frankie, she paid up, so I got my money back. No harm, no foul. I thought kitsune liked practical jokes?”

      “We like playing practical jokes, not receiving them.” She turned her head away with a sniff.

      “You know,” I said quietly, “I did that to save her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The fae punishment for theft is cutting off a hand, just like in Saudi Arabia,” I said. “If I had allowed that magic blade to exact justice, no amount of shapeshifter magic would have made her hand grow back.

      “I did things that way because I didn’t want to hurt you or your family,” I said, looking away. Even if she was a thieving bitch that would have left me to die. “The rules of fae magic are harsh.”

      Despite the level of their sibling rivalry, Kitty-Sue would have never forgiven me if I had killed or mutilated her sister.

      “It doesn’t matter to her,” said Kitty-Sue. “She would never believe that the punishment would be enacted. She still blames you.”

      “I still need a bodyguard,” I said, “and she’s the only shapeshifter I know that’s crazy enough to do it.”

      “Scott, honey,” she said, coming closer until we were eye to eye, “forget my crazy sister! Why don’t you ask me?”

      “You?” I said. “But I thought you didn’t want to travel?”

      It was a pretty good idea. Kitty-Sue was a shifter, fast, deadly, and loyal. I was glad I thought of it.

      As if in agreement, the stereo turned itself on and Whitney Houston’s “I Will Always Love You” came on.

      “See,” I said, “even Euterpe agrees that you should be my bodyguard.”

      Kitty-Sue gave me an askance look to remind me not to bring up ex-girlfriends. I walked over and turned the stereo off.

      “So...” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders and giving my best smile, “Kitty-Sue, would you like to come to New York with me as my bodyguard?”

      “I don’t know,” she said, shrugging off my hands and turning her face away. “I’m having second thoughts.”

      She stepped away from me, tail swishing in anger, then looked back with a calculating look. “But, since you did mention payment, maybe we can work something out?”

      Ahh, bargaining, a magician’s bread and butter. “What would you like to receive?” I asked as I sat back down in my chair.

      “Ohh, I don’t know,” she said. “Pay my travel expenses, living expenses, some shopping in New York, maybe a short side trip to visit some tourist attractions in New York.”

      “I think I can work with that,” I said. “Travel, lodging, and ten thousand in shopping money, plus a side trip while in New York.” How much could a tour cost? I was getting off cheap.

      “Agreed,” she said, clapping her hands. “Once we are done, I want to go to Niagara Falls!”

      “Great,” I replied, setting my wineglass down, “but why Niagara Falls?”

      She jumped into my lap, curling up like the world’s largest kitten. I felt a tingle at the back of my neck as she said, “Because I have always dreamed of going to Niagara Falls for my honeymoon!”

      Shocks ran up and down my spine as my ghost student Akiko manifested in a boom.

      “What is this about a honeymoon?” she asked ominously.
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      “What’s this about a honeymoon?” asked Akiko-san.

      “We’re just planning our trip to Niagara Falls,” said Kitty-Sue smugly as she wriggled her butt more firmly against my lap.

      “Akiko-san,” I interrupted, “this is a business trip. I have to go to New York to complete a magical contract.”

      “I go too,” stated Akiko firmly as she crossed her arms.

      I hesitated at ordering her to stay behind. Akiko was becoming a powerful magician but was hindered by her inability to proactively defend herself. It would probably be safer to leave her in Tokyo, with dangers that she knew how to avoid. On the other hand, she would be a great help setting up the quantum data links.

      Jumping up quickly, Kitty-Sue faced Akiko and said smugly, “I’m his bodyguard! We won’t need you. He needs a flesh-and-blood bodyguard”—she wiggled her butt in time with her words—“not a wisp of spirit that’ll blow away.” Nodding to herself, Kitty-Sue sat back down in her chair.

      “Wisp?” said Akiko, eyes glowing brightly with unleashed energy. Sparkles of electricity ran through her ghostly form. “I show you how wisp I am!” She brought up her hand, forefinger glowing, ready to send lightning bolts.

      I jumped between them. “Whoa, ladies,” I said. “This is exactly why I can’t bring both of you. I can’t have you fighting every day. This job is too important to let your jealousy interfere. If you two can’t get along, I’ll have to go alone.”

      The girls shared a glance and a nod. I realized I had already set the terms. If they could get along, both could go. Kitty-Sue’s tail lowered, and Akiko’s lightning faded away.

      “We’ll get along better than sisters,” said Kitty-Sue as Akiko nodded in agreement.

      “No pet dishes,” I said, looking at Akiko, “and no funeral rice bowls,” I said, looking at Kitty-Sue.

      “OK,” said Kitty-Sue, “no practical jokes. I still don’t see what help the ghost can be.”

      “I no sleep,” stated Akiko simply. “I best bodyguard because I don’t get tired.”

      That is a handy attribute in a bodyguard; even Kitty-Sue had to nod in agreement. “Yes,” she said, “you can watch him while I go shopping with my salary.”

      “Salary?” said Akiko. “What salary?”

      “Scott-san will pay me ten thousand dollars to be his bodyguard,” replied Kitty-Sue.

      That led to an awkward conversation about money. You would think that a ghost has no need for cash, right? Well, it turned out that Akiko had been itching to try some of the more advanced magical techniques I had shown her, but had been held back by the lack of funds. As magicians, we can’t just “magic up” everything we need. Lots of items can’t be produced by magic: gold, unicorn blood, hihi’irokane, etc. We can do amazing things, but need the tools to build the tools to make the magic.

      Finally, in an overabundance of equality, I agreed that Akiko needed to be paid the same as Kitty-Sue.

      I thought that settled the matter. I had decided, in Solomon fashion, to give each of them equal amounts. Just as I was congratulating myself, Akiko said, “Scott-Sensei, do I get ‘honeymoon’ too?”

      I took a quick look at Kitty-Sue, wondering if she had put Akiko up to this, but all I saw was her smirk. Taking a deep breath, I said, “Akiko-san, of course you will join us for the honeymoon. I’m really looking forward to spending time with you.”

      The look Kitty-Sue gave me was too complex to decipher.
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* * *

      Three days later, we were on our way to Narita Airport for our US flight.

      Just before leaving the apartment to catch our taxi, Kitty-Sue said, “I might need your help getting through security.” Her eyes were downcast; she didn’t like asking anyone for help.

      “Sure,” I replied, “anything for my bodyguard. Do you need a fake passport, visa, or documents?”

      “No,” she said, “I have all the documents I need. I don’t have any way to get my knives through the magnetic detector.”

      “No problem,” I said. “Give them to me and I’ll keep them in my satchel.”

      “Won’t they search your satchel?” she asked.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I replied, “they won’t even see the bag. That’s how I’m going to get Princess through security. Now, give me your knives, and I’ll hide them away.”

      She stepped into the bathroom for a few minutes and returned holding an alarming amount of edged weaponry. As she handed over the items piece by piece, her expression darkened. She really hated being without weapons.

      I traced the glyph that opened the satchel, slid her armory into the bag, then added Princess to the collection. “Princess,” I said as I placed her in the satchel, “be a good girl and keep Kitty-Sue’s knives company.” Princess acknowledged my instructions with a zither-like “OK.”

      Closing the satchel, I willed the dragonskin into camouflage mode, and it faded into invisibility.

      Looking up at Kitty-Sue, I noted her changed demeanor. “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Worried about the trip?”

      Kitty-Sue was looking down at her inward pointed toes. “Without my knives,” she said, “I feel naked. I don’t like it.”

      I had a sudden flashback to an old fantasy story involving a glass dagger invisible to everyone. Maybe I could make up something like that for Kitty-Sue in the future. A glass dagger wouldn’t set off any detectors. We didn’t have time to do anything about it before the trip, however. We had to get to the airport.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, “you’ll get them back as soon as we get through security.”

      At that thought, she brightened up and put on her jacket. For our traveling, she had chosen to wear a conservative skirt/blazer combo in gray silk, similar to the outfits worn by millions of Japanese office workers, but of much higher quality.

      Raising my voice slightly, I called out, “Akiko-san, are you ready?”

      Akiko popped into existence in front of us. “Hai, Scott-Sensei,” she said. “Just visiting my family before the trip. I wanted to make sure there were no mystical threats in the area.”

      “Kitty-Sue brought up a good point just now,” I said. “When we get to the security gate, I would like you to pop into the ring until we get through. Your phasing through the electronics could set off some alarms.”

      “Hai, Sensei,” she responded.

      We went down to the building’s lobby, where a taxi that Kitty-Sue had called for waited. Twenty thousand Yen (about two hundred dollars) for a ride to the airport wasn’t cheap, but better than taking the Friendly Bus or Metro. The driver looked askance at our single large bag as he put it in the trunk. He didn’t know that I had packed two more suitcases into my satchel. Having a pocket dimension in a handbag sure made life easier. The ride to the airport took about two hours.
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* * *

      At passport control, Kitty-Sue placed herself in front of me in line. She glanced back as I took out my passport. Her eyes widened at the sight of my British passport. Her sharp eyes could read that the name in the passport was not the name I was known by in Tokyo. Although it pained her, she bit her tongue to avoid asking questions in public. We passed through Passport Control with no issues.

      Finally, in the line for security, she couldn’t hold it back any longer. “I thought you were American!” she whispered.

      “Oh, I am,” I replied. “One hundred percent pure Yankee.”

      “Then why do you have a British passport with the name James Covenant on it?” she whispered.

      “Actually,” I said with a haughty air, “it should be Sir James.”

      Shaking her head at the correction, she asked, “How did you get a British passport?”

      Relieved that she had no knives on her, I decided to tell the truth. “Remember my story about the queen in my pentagram?” I asked. She grimaced, but nodded for me to continue. “She was so grateful for the rejuvenation that she authorized my new identity. The knighthood was for ‘exemplary usage of my staff of office in support of the Crown.’”

      We had been moving up in the line towards security and were about to get to the Security Gate. “Why would a queen make a Deal with a magician for something so valuable?”

      “Well,” I said, “she had a problem with her daughter-in-law and wanted to ensure she would live long enough to avoid complications. I offered her twenty-five years of rejuvenation.”

      A relieved look crossed Kitty-Sue’s face. “So, you didn’t really have her in your pentagram?”

      Tilting my head, I considered the best response. “Well,” I said, “she might have gotten the impression that the intimacy was necessary for the spell to work.

      “Anyway,” I said as we arrived at the head of the line, “I thought we agreed never to discuss exes?”
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* * *

      At the Security Gate, we waited patiently in line to have our belongings checked. Kitty-Sue put her purse and jacket into a basket, then reached for the small basket meant for jewelry. I reached for the collar fastened around her neck, knowing that my magical touch was needed to release the catch. Kitty-Sue beat me to it. A flare of kitsune magic flashed along her fingers, and the collar opened.

      I stood there, mouth open in wonder, until the person behind me in line nudged me to go forward. By the time I was through the inspection, Kitty-Sue was waiting for me, collar firmly back in place on her slender neck.

      At my inquiring look, she said, “I choose to wear your collar. It’s a symbol of our connection. If it makes it easier for you to trust me, I will continue to wear it.”

      She looked down at her feet. “I hope to wear it for a long time,” she said before turning away and walking towards our gate. I suddenly felt ashamed about teasing her with my story about the queen.

      Picking up the items from the basket, I put my wallet and iPad away, leaving the shintai ring that housed Akiko’s spirit in my palm.

      Walking away from the Security Gate with Kitty-Sue, I absentmindedly slid the ring onto my ring finger. It was the first time I had worn it since gifting it to Akiko.

      The ring pulsed on my finger, the warm, gentle constriction more intimate than a kiss.

      <Ohhh, Scott-san.> I heard Akiko’s moan of pleasure in my head. <Don’t stop! That feels so good!>

      Kitty-Sue, walking quickly to keep up with my long steps, turned suddenly and grabbed my arm. A glance at my face and the pleasure there caused her to narrow her eyes and frown. Reaching out with her preternatural reflexes, she snatched the ring from my finger.

      “Scott-san,” she said, “I will just hold on to this little token of commitment.”

      “Jealous of ghost?” whispered Akiko, barely heard above the thrum of the crowd. “Miss flesh-and-blood is worried about wisp?”
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* * *

      A quick stop at the restroom allowed Kitty-Sue to recover her knives. She and Akiko exited the restroom looking much more confident. I wondered what they had discussed.

      As we walked to the business class lounge, Kitty-Sue looped her arm through mine, indicating she wasn’t holding a grudge about Akiko and the ring.

      After getting coffee, drinks, and snacks, we found a table in a corner of the room. A small circle ensured nobody else could hear us.

      I reviewed with Akiko the techniques we would use to minimize magical interference with the aircraft. Powerful magicians have a destabilizing effect on technology. If a powerful enough magician rides on an airplane, the airplane will crash.

      By use of meditation and some minor spell-work, Akiko and I could avoid interfering with the aircraft’s electronics.

      Sure, Akiko could easily survive a crash; I could probably survive a crash; and Kitty-Sue had a fifty-fifty chance, more if I helped her. But the hundreds of other passengers wouldn’t survive. So, we did the exercises to cut down on our magical emanations.

      Akiko, who had no need for a ticket and hadn’t seen our itinerary, was looking at our destination on the monitor. “Scott-Sensei,” she asked, “we’re going to San Francisco first, then New York?”

      “Not quite,” I responded. “We need to make a stop in another city first. I have some business to take care of.”

      “So where do we go?”

      “Las Vegas,” I replied.

      “Las Vegas!” both girls said in unison.

      “Oh, can we see a show?” asked Akiko.

      “Can we get married there?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Yes,” I replied before Kitty-Sue’s question registered. At her immediate look of pleasure, I had to continue, “To the show. A definite ‘no’ to the marriage.”

      At her look of disappointment, I had to say, “Anyway, I thought you said you never wanted to get married.”

      “No,” she replied, “I said I could never marry a common magician.”

      Her emphasis on common tripped an alarm in my head. What had changed recently that moved me from common to uncommon? The story about my knighthood? Really? Getting tapped on the shoulder by a queen with a big knife suddenly made me marriage material? There hadn’t been a lot of pomp and ceremony. Hell, we had both still been naked when it happened. Was she one of those royal groupies who got hot at the thought of getting close to a royal? That could explain her sudden warmth.

      “Doesn’t having a fae prince’s magic sword choose me as her wielder rank higher than a knighthood?” I said. “Hell, the knighthood isn’t even in my real name.”

      “My auntie doesn’t recognize fae royalty,” replied Kitty-Sue. “She tolerates human royalty, so you having a knighthood is a big plus.

      “If you had told me this before the meeting with my auntie,” she said, “we could have handled things differently.”

      “I thought I handled your aunt pretty well,” I answered.

      Kitty-Sue’s eyes went wide in disbelief. “You insulted the queen of all kitsune! If she didn’t have a good sense of humor, you would have been in big trouble.”

      “If the queen of your trickster clan can’t take a joke,” I replied, “screw her. I’ve faced down dragons, djinn, and spider-goddesses.”

      Kitty-Sue couldn’t hide her smile at my contrary nature. “Yeah,” she said, “and ten minutes with my sister almost killed you. The queen is much more powerful and tricky than my sister.”

      Reaching for her hand, I said, “That’s why I’m happy you’re with me. You’re the sneakiest, most underhanded ninja assassin I know.”

      A comment that might have angered another woman brought a huge smile to Kitty-Sue’s face. “You say the sweetest things,” she whispered as she leaned in for a kiss. The pupils of her slitted eyes widened as she got closer.

      “I Padawan,” Akiko said, interrupting our kiss when our lips were only an inch apart.

      It took a couple of seconds for me to shift gears as we both turned to her. “What do you mean?” I asked.

      At the same time, Kitty-Sue said, “You mean like Star Wars?”

      “Hai, hai, hai,” said Akiko as she ticked off her points on her fingers, starting on her pinky. “My sensei is a knight; he belong to magical order of White Knights.” She paused at this and raised an eyebrow.

      “Her Majesty’s Sorcerous Service,” I replied. “We’re more gray than white. Anyway, I never really attended the meetings.”

      Ignoring my interruption, she continued, touching her middle finger. “He controls enormous force; he has magic, glowing sword that can cut anything; he find and save apprentice,” she finished, holding up her thumb and aiming it at herself.

      At each tick of her fingers, her appearance changed: long flowing hair braided itself into a long tail, and her school uniform changed colors and shape to become a brown tunic and pants outfit with leather boots and belt. Her enormous breasts strained at the fabric of the tunic.

      “I Padawan, you my Jedi,” she announced with pride.

      “Oh my,” giggled Kitty-Sue. “Your life is like a trashy fantasy novel.”

      I was saved from further embarrassment by our boarding being called.
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      When we arrived in Las Vegas, we grabbed a taxi, and I gave the driver an address in Henderson. I caught a puzzled look from Kitty-Sue. She opened her mouth to ask a question, but I nodded towards the driver.

      Kitty-Sue frowned in concentration, and a kitsune bubble appeared around the three of us. “Now we can talk,” said Kitty-Sue. “Why are we going to Henderson? I thought we would be staying in a nice Las Vegas hotel?”

      “Most magicians,” I said, nodding at Akiko to include her, “don’t like staying in places with low magic concentration. It leaves us with little to work with for defense. Casinos and the areas around them don’t have much ambient magic.”

      “So, you can’t do your tricks,” said Kitty-Sue. “So what? Lack of human magic doesn’t bother me. I can still protect you.” She nodded to herself and leaned back with arms crossed. “Plus, I really wanted to have twenty-four-hour room service.”

      I looked out the window, taking in the sere landscape of Las Vegas, so very different than Tokyo. The flight had taken us across ten time zones, dropping us off in the morning hours of Las Vegas. Even in the air-conditioned cab of the taxi, we could feel the thrumming heat of the morning sun.

      As we drove down Paradise towards Henderson, I felt the ebbs and flows of desert magic. I could tell that Akiko was performing the same exercise. Kitty-Sue waited with the patience of a predator for us to come out of our reverie.

      As we neared the gated compound where I had a home, I shook off the trance and pulled out the remote for the gate. We were finally dropped off in front of my two-story stucco house.

      We entered the house through the front door, cold air enveloping our bodies as the door closed. Kitty-Sue smiled and waved her tail in the cool air as she asked, “Do you run the air conditioner all the time? Seems a waste, since you spend so much time in Tokyo.”

      “No,” I replied. “I have an Internet-connected thermostat. I set it to turn on before we arrived.”

      I opened my satchel and pulled out the two large bags I had snuck through customs, as well as Princess. Princess emitted a quiet hum of contentment, as if stretching after a long crouch.

      Kitty-Sue held out her hand and said, “Princess, would you like to explore the house with us?”

      I was surprised when a zither-like tone that sounded remarkably like “Yes” came from Princess and she leaped from my hand to Kitty-Sue’s. Unlike her reaction to Naughty-Sue, Princess didn’t have to be forced to accept Kitty-Sue’s touch. I remembered Kitty-Sue calling Princess a “bloodthirsty instrument of war” several days ago. Guess that had warmed Princess’ heart to this particular kitsune. They had a lot in common.

      Kitty-Sue, Princess, and Akiko explored the house while I set up the coffee maker. The main door opened to a sitting room. A short hallway led to a combination living room and kitchen in an open space design. Stairs in the living room led upstairs to the master bedroom, spare bedrooms, and my study.

      I used the remote to turn the stereo on to a random station. The strains of the John Denver classic “Take Me Home, Country Roads” wafted through the air. “Is that you, Euterpe?” I whispered.

      At the smell of fresh coffee, the girls came back downstairs. Kitty-Sue placed Princess on a kitchen stool, so she had a good view of us. I made a cup of coffee the way Akiko preferred, ghosted it over to her plane, and then made tea for Kitty-Sue before making more coffee for myself. As we sat at the kitchen table, I could see Kitty-Sue was puzzled. She hadn’t known about this side of me.

      She finally decided on a light tone. “So,” she said after sipping her tea, “no castle for our knight?”

      Akiko giggled at the thought. Her clothes, which had reassumed their schoolgirl shape on the airplane, suddenly morphed into her Padawan outfit.

      A memory of a lonely granite structure on an island off the coast of Sardinia, inaccessible to all but magicians, sprang into my consciousness. “Not really,” I said. Going back would require killing someone I had once cared for, so that castle was lost to me. Damn strega.

      “A knight with neither castle nor king,” said Kitty-Sue in a voice that reminded me very much of her aunt’s.

      “Ah,” I replied, “but I have a loyal retainer as a bodyguard and a formidable squire, as well as a weapon of great renown.” I took another drink of my coffee, enjoying the smoky flavor. “What more do I need?”

      “Yes,” said Kitty-Sue, “what more do you need?” As she spoke, Akiko directed her gaze towards the stairs that led up the bedrooms, and she took a silent, deep breath through her nose.

      I sniffed and couldn’t smell anything out of place. Just the scent of furniture polish, floor cleaner, and the faintest whiff of the lilac perfume my housekeeper doted on.

      With a flash, I realized what Kitty-Sue was talking about. She had smelled something in my bedroom. “Kitty-Sue,” I asked sharply, “have you been sniffing my sheets?”

      She looked embarrassed for a second, then turned her head away and gazed imperiously out the window. Akiko giggled at the scene, making her breasts jiggle under her tunic.

      A momentary urge to explain and apologize came and went in the same second. No way in hell was I going to start down that road. “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “I hired you to be my bodyguard, not my mother!”

      She looked at me with feral intensity, and I regretted returning her knives. I matched her stare and gathered energy. The air filled with tension.

      Akiko, ever the peacemaker, said, “Scott-Sensei, she just wants to protect you! We could tell another woman had been in your room.”

      “Another woman?” I asked. “The only woman who comes here while I’m gone is the housekeeper...” My voice trailed off as I realized Kitty-Sue had smelled the lingering scent of my fifty-five-year-old housekeeper. “You’re jealous of my housekeeper?”

      “Why not?” asked Kitty-Sue. “She’s closer to your age than I am.”

      Reaching across the table to caress her arm, I said, “Kitty-Sue, she’s older than two Christmas cakes. I have no interest in her. She’s no more than an employee.”

      Her face was still turned away, but her tail wrapped around my wrist, the soft fur stroking my arm. From the side, I could see her trying to stifle a grin.

      “So,” she finally asked in a quiet voice, “am I more than a bodyguard? More than a mere employee?”

      Before I could answer, Akiko said in a whisper, “Am I more than Padawan?” I could feel her sadness through our mental link.

      “You’re both very important to me,” I said, getting out of my chair and hugging Kitty-Sue. I looked up at Akiko, intangible to humans, and nodded to her to come closer. She drifted in and touched my arm that encircled Kitty-Sue while she stroked Kitty-Sue’s tail with her other hand. I felt the spectral tingles of her ghostly fingers and saw the hairs on Kitty-Sue’s tail rise at her touch. I sent a wave of welcome down our psychic link.

      A perfume I hadn’t smelled in a long time wafted from Kitty-Sue. It was her “happy” scent. She only put it out when she felt safe and loved. I had missed that smell.
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* * *

      After our coffee break, we split up to do our respective tasks. Kitty-Sue, who hadn’t slept on the plane, slipped upstairs to take a nap. I noted she stripped the bed and changed the sheets before taking a nap.

      Akiko and I stepped into the small backyard of my home. The temperature in late March wasn’t bad, around seventy degrees. Nothing like the killer temperatures in the summer.

      Akiko looked around, using her inhuman senses to feel for the flows of magic. She could see the flagstone-style patio and the small fruit trees arranged around the perimeter. I could see her count the five trees and make out the pentagram design created by the trees.

      “I thought that Las Vegas was too dry for trees?” she inquired.

      “Oh, it is,” I said. “I had to put in a trickle feed irrigation system.” I pointed to the small plastic tubes that dripped water around the base of the small fruit trees. “I have the pump set up to a timer that keeps the trees alive.”

      We sat in the center of the yard, surrounded by a pentagram of living wood, desert sun beating down, and communed with local spirits and mystical energy flows. It’s a process hard to describe to mundanes— magicians need to acclimate to the local energy streams. The best way I’d heard it described was the difference between an artist shifting from using a brush to using a pencil. Talent is still expressed, just using a different means, using what’s available.

      I had worried about Akiko adapting from the tumultuous energy of Tokyo to the slow energy flows of Las Vegas. She caught on quickly, needing very little instruction to adjust. She had almost reached the limit of what I could teach her. My Padawan would soon leave school.

      “I didn’t know that magic in different place be so hard,” she said as she practiced the changed patterns needed to use the local magic.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “That’s why magicians don’t travel much. It’s hard to adapt to different magic. Kind of like adapting to a different language.”

      “Scott-Sensei,” asked Akiko, “who teach you to adapt? When you learn to use different magic?”

      “When I left Tennessee,” I answered, “I was sent to Vietnam. The magic there was so different I was useless.” Worse than useless. All my spells and cantrips turned out wrong. From being a shit-hot magician in Tennessee, I became a jinxed bullet-magnet in Vietnam.

      “It took me about six months to learn how to adapt to the local flows.” Six months in a POW camp: starved, terrified, working constantly to figure out how to get the damn magic to work again.

      Akiko tilted her head and regarded me. Despite the fact that English was not her native language, she had realized that I had skipped the “who” part of her question.

      Instead, she said, “Thank you for teaching me, Scott-Sensei. Going straight to New York would have left me helpless.”

      Nodding, I said, “Now that you know the method, you should be able to adapt quickly to new areas. You will still have problems in regions with no magic.”

      Nodding to herself, Akiko recounted the places I had listed, “Churches, prisons, and mental institutions. All to be avoided because magic has abandoned these places.”

      “Not just those,” I said, “anyplace where humans pray or implore for Fortune to smile on them. Pile enough desperate people up in a place and the magic is drained.”

      I unkinked my legs, stretching them out in front of me. “Can you think of any other places?”

      Smiling in realization, Akiko said brightly, “Casinos! People pray for luck!” Holding up an index finger, she continued, “And Pachinko Parlors!” naming the Tokyo version of slot machines. “That’s why we don’t go to casino hotel!”

      “And how would you,” I asked, “a creature of Fire, Air, and Spirit, protect yourself in a place of no magic?” I leaned back on my hands, absorbing the bright sunlight.

      “Hmmm,” Akiko muttered as she made the “null magic” gesture with her hands. It was kind of like a programmer using comment markers to work on a line of code without running it. Any gestures made after the “null magic” gesture were inactive. Her humming continued as she worked on the vocal portion of a protective spell. I watched her intricate gestures and heard the power of her vocalizations.

      Damn, she was good! Her spell was much better than any I could have taught her. I remembered my teacher, very near the end of my apprenticeship, telling me that he had learned as much from teaching me as I had learned from him. At the time, I thought it was hyperbole. Now I understood what he meant.

      Akiko nodded to herself, erased the null magic spell, and spoke. “I believe this will prevent erosion of my power and self.” She looked at me for approval, smiling when I nodded.

      “Excellent work, Akiko-san,” I said as I mentally committed her version of the spell to memory. “I think that’s all we can cover today. I need to exercise.”

      I stood stiffly as Akiko floated to her feet, and we broke the circle. Akiko entered the house while I exercised. The push-ups were now easier, movements smoother and faster as I performed the calisthenics taught to me by my teacher many years before.

      I occasionally spied Kitty-Sue peeking out the window, watching my exercises. She probably found it funny; my movements compared to hers were like those of a dancing bear compared to the grace of her deadly ballet.

      Finally, exhausted and sweaty, I slid the patio door open and entered the house.

      Kitty-Sue was at the stove, preparing something that smelled delicious. She was using long chopsticks to cook fried chicken. Aside from the chopsticks, I noticed a wok that I had never purchased. Obviously, she had brought utensils from Japan in one of the large bags I had carted in.

      I admired her form as she danced to the music coming from the stereo. She looked back over her shoulder at me and winked while saying, “You better go shower, stinky human. Late lunch will be ready soon.”

      “Smells great,” I replied, heading towards the stairs.

      Upstairs, both the washer and dryer were running. A sniff indicated no hint of the housekeeper remained. Kitty-Sue had been busy eradicating her scent.

      After a refreshing shower, I shaved quickly. A quick brush of my two-toned hair as I heard plates being set on the table downstairs and then I was heading to lunch.

      The table was set to perfection: crisp fried chicken steaming fragrantly, stir-fried vegetables, baked rolls in a wicker basket with a tub of butter next to it. Even some American-style mashed potatoes.

      I said, “Kitty-Sue, you’re a treasure!” She dimpled at my accolade and motioned us to sit and start eating. Before sitting, I opened the wine rack and pulled out a bottle of red wine and glasses. I popped the cork and filled glasses for all of us. They wouldn’t drink much but would join me in a toast.

      Akiko looked over the selection and ghosted her preferred items to her plane, something she couldn’t have done before our lesson.

      As we tucked in, me chomping through the feast and the ladies eating delicately, we listened to the stereo and chatted about our trip.

      Kitty-Sue glanced at her phone and said, “Thanks for the Wi-Fi password. I’ve been looking at the shows in the casinos tonight. What do you think of Cirque du Soleil?”

      “That would be great, Kitty-Sue,” I responded, “but I have already gotten us tickets to see Elvis.”

      “Elvis!” she said. “But I was hoping to see something more modern. We can see Elvis impersonators any time.”

      “Did I say ‘Elvis impersonator’?” I asked, taking a long sip of the red wine. “I mean the real Elvis. The King of Rock and Roll. The one from Memphis, Tennessee.”

      Kitty-Sue gave me the same look she had used when I mentioned the invisible Euterpe to her. “You know he’s dead, right?”

      “The rumors of his death have been greatly exaggerated,” I quoted. “I’m talking about the ascended Elvis, launched into deity status due to the adulation of his fans.”

      Kitty-Sue and Akiko exchanged a glance, with the clear message they would humor their friend. “OK,” they both said in unison, “we’ll see Elvis!”
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      After our repast, we got ready for our big day out. For me, just a quick brushing of teeth and combing of hair. I could still see some crow’s-feet around my eyes and bags under them, but youth was steadily returning. A few more weeks of good food and exercise would do it. I scooted downstairs to wait for the girls to get ready. Men always have to wait on women, no matter the species or state of being.

      I played with the stereo, but Euterpe had ideas about what music I needed to hear. The problem was, her prophetic songs were very hard to use as warnings. ABBA’s “Take a Chance” was playing. Did that mean I should gamble? Or not gamble? I hated prophecies. They were not to be trusted, even the clearest was full of hidden meanings and traps.

      Finally, Kitty-Sue and Akiko came down. Akiko had chosen to wear her Japanese schoolgirl costume. I had to admit she looked great but had expected her to dress up for our night out. At my raised eyebrow, she said, “Scott-Sensei, nobody can see me anyway. I prefer to stay comfortable.”

      I shrugged and turned my attention to Kitty-Sue. She was wearing a short dress in deep burgundy. The rich fabric molded her athletic frame perfectly and the plunging neckline was enticing, but still high class. She had a pair of stiletto heels in a matching color.

      As she walked towards me seductively, hips and tail bouncing, I commented, “I don’t see how my bodyguard can do her job dressed like that. Where are your knives? How can you move in those heels?”

      Kitty-Sue smiled sweetly, then jumped over my head in a single bound, leaving her shoes behind. At the top of her arc, her tail brushed the ceiling. She landed at my back without making a sound, then before I could react, I felt the nick of her blade as it pressed against my throat. “I don’t think that will be a problem, Scott-san.”

      Holding my hands up in a placating gesture, I said, “OK, I’m convinced.” I waited for a few beats without moving. “Can you take the knife away now?”

      With what seemed to be reluctance, she removed the blade. I turned to see where she had hidden it but wasn’t quick enough to catch her. I only caught a glimpse of her panties as she smoothed down the dress.

      I picked up Princess, now in the shape of a walking cane, and we exited the house where the Uber I had called was waiting. The driver was a mid-thirties female. She must have had a trace of talent because she did a double-take at Kitty-Sue’s appearance and shivered in the desert heat as Akiko ghosted past her to enter the car. “I’m seeing things,” she muttered.

      “Where are you going?” she asked as she put the car in gear and headed towards the exit gate.

      “Planet Vegas,” I replied. “We’re going to see the Elvis tribute show.” With a few quick taps on the GPS screen, she had us headed towards the Strip.

      We alighted from the Uber cab at the entrance to Planet Vegas. A few of the passing crowd stared at Kitty-Sue and Akiko as they sashayed towards the doors. Akiko noticed the glances and asked, “Can they see us?”

      “A lot of those with a touch of talent come to Las Vegas,” I replied. “Usually the first thing very ‘lucky’ people do is try to make a fortune at the casinos.” It usually doesn’t work out for them.

      Both Akiko and I paused a second outside the entrance. The area inside and around the casino was devoid of magic, any wisps of supernatural energy immediately burned off as people prayed for just another hit. As I had taught her, Akiko and I shifted to our internal resources, kind of like a swimmer donning a scuba tank.

      Kitty-Sue, powered by a different type of magic, didn’t hesitate at the border. Instead, she rushed ahead towards the door.

      As we stepped through the doors into the cool foyer, I felt the attention of some practitioner. A quick glance around showed a skinny gray-haired man seated at one of the slot machines located near the entrance was staring at us. He made a gesture, and we were immediately confronted by a trio of tuxedo-clad security guards.

      “I’m going to have to ask you to leave,” said the center guard, a six four mountain of muscle with no discernible neck.

      I hated dealing with new people. “It’s OK,” I said. “We’re not here to gamble.” I shifted Princess to my left hand and held up my right, palm facing myself. I willed a trickle of energy into the normally invisible tattoo, and an encircled pentagram appeared on the back of my hand. Each arm of the star glowed in a different color, only three in the normal human spectrum. The remaining two colors couldn’t be seen, but they could be felt. The pentagram was an unmistakable way to identify a magician.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kitty-Sue and Akiko brace for a confrontation—Akiko gathering energy from her ring and Kitty-Sue shifting her balance. Princess twisted in my grip, eager for blood. I sent a calming thought her way. No sense in spilling blood over a human speed bump.

      “That’s right,” said the guard, ignoring my tattoo and following up by pointing at my chest with a blunt finger, “you’re not gambling because you’re not getting in.” He punctuated by tapping the center of my chest with his finger.

      One tap, two taps; before he could tap a third time his wrist was encircled by the tiny clawed hand of Kitty-Sue. She smiled sweetly as he tried to jerk his hand out of her grasp. He should have been able to lift her entire body with one arm, but Kitty-Sue held him effortlessly. Sweat broke out on his forehead as he strained mightily to escape her grip. His biceps strained at the sleeves of his jacket as a vein on his forehead pulsed.

      His colleagues stared in surprise. However, all they could see was Kitty-Sue touching his wrist. In their world, there was no way this little Japanese lady could overpower their boss.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “don’t hurt him. I’m sure we can settle this peacefully. Is Jonathan still head of security here?”

      No-neck didn’t answer, concentrating on his arm-wrestling contest with Kitty-Sue. The guard flanking No-neck on the right replied, “Jonathan retired five years ago. We have a new head now.”

      “Could you give him a call, please?” I asked, turning my attention to the lieutenant.

      “George,” rumbled No-neck, “don’t call anybody! I’m going to kick his ass.”

      George shrugged in acceptance of his boss’ orders.

      No-neck had the intelligence to realize punching a sweet young female guest in public would be frowned upon. I saw him make a fist with his left hand, but reluctantly open it a moment later.

      Kitty-Sue stepped in closer, putting one delicate high-heeled Jimmy Choo on No-neck’s size fourteen shoe. Her stiletto heel neatly pierced the leather of his shoe, barely missing his big toe. He stared down at Kitty-Sue, who continued to smile sweetly at him. I could tell the instant she dropped her glamour, allowing him to see her inhuman slit eyes and feral grin. He jerked back but was held in place by the unrelenting pressure from Kitty-Sue’s hand and foot. I could see his shoe, and the foot inside, distorting under the pressure from her tiny foot. He was trapped like he had stepped into a bear trap.

      “Inhuman bitch,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Kill now?” whispered Kitty-Sue as she held him in her predator’s gaze.

      “Not yet,” I answered. “If they won’t call the boss, we can make him show up. Akiko-san, can you see the pattern of the slots?”

      “Hai, Scott-Sensei,” she responded, raising her hands to prepare a spell, muttering under her breath about Q inversion. All three guards looked at me like I was mad. Only Kitty-Sue and I could see and hear Akiko.

      Addressing the guards, I asked, “Have you ever seen fifty slot machines pay off at once?” At my hint, Akiko sent a wave of magic through the casino floor, touching the slots, altering probability.

      It started from the distant end of the floor, the ringing of winning slots, then the sound came towards us in a wave. Over that rising sound, the roar of the crowd rose even louder. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the gray-haired spy turn around and start stuffing coins into three slot machines at once. He was sharp enough to spot us, not talented enough to win on his own, but quick enough to take advantage of Akiko’s spell.

      Through gritted teeth, the head security guard said, “Tell control to shut down the slots. Some kind of computer virus has them screwing up.”

      “Good cover story,” I said. “How are you going to explain fifty blackjack wins at once?” At my nod, Akiko unleashed another spell, aimed at the blackjack tables. She skipped the low stakes tables and targeted the high stakes tables.

      As the slots shut down, turned off at the control center, the greedy crowd groaned in disappointment and anger. Only to be distracted by the shouts of “Blackjack!” coming from the gaming tables.

      “Damn!” I said. “Looks like the cards have caught some kind of pasteboard virus.” No-neck still had a stubborn look on his face; I could tell he would not give way. Time for a more expensive lesson. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw George step back quietly as he brought his phone out.

      “We’ll shut down the blackjack tables too, asshole!” said No-neck.

      “Now roulette,” I mused, “that’s a great game. I wonder what would happen if everyone at the table decided to bet on double zero? What are the odds that they would all win?” With a quick, invisible bow, Akiko popped out.

      While the silent tug-of-war between the sweetly smiling Kitty-Sue and No-neck continued, I smiled blandly at the other two guards. A shout from the roulette section indicated that Akiko was working the wheel. The two junior guards whispered to each other.

      Akiko popped back with a smile and a bow. “Scott-Sensei, I like gambling!”

      “Good!” I said. “Do you want to do it again?”

      Kitty-Sue turned her head towards me, still holding the enormous guard in place with no apparent effort. “Sir James,” she said sweetly, “will the next number be seven?”

      I loved women who got my jokes. I nodded and turned to Akiko, ready to send her out to cause more monetary mayhem to the casino.

      Before I could send her out again, a short, pudgy man in a very expensive business suit hurried up. At his arrival, the two junior guards stiffened to attention.

      “Fred,” he said sharply to No-neck, “what’s the meaning of this? Unhand that guest!”

      Fred looked down at Kitty-Sue, face getting even redder than previously, and reluctantly lowered his arm. As Kitty-Sue eased the pressure on his foot, he tried one last trick, jerking his foot back to try to unbalance her. He only succeeded in breaking the stiletto heel of her shoe off, as it remained impaled in his footwear. Kitty-Sue gave him a look that most sane men would do anything to avoid. Her fingers cocked in a gesture that signaled she would bring knives out in an instant. She held back due to the arrival of the new manager.

      “I’m the shift manager, Jason Bradley. Pleased to meet you.” He nodded at Kitty-Sue.

      “Now, Mister...?” said the manager, waiting for me to fill in the name.

      I considered what name to use. Kitty-Sue had already called me Sir James, but I didn’t think the guards had noticed. With a reminder to discuss OPSEC with Kitty-Sue, I answered, “Just call me Scott.”

      “Mr. Scott—” he started.

      “No, just Scott,” I insisted. Once again, I held my hand up and willed the encircled pentagram to appear.

      He looked at it in awe and reached out with a finger as if wanting to touch the tattoo. “Jonathan told me about you people. I thought he was getting senile.” I willed the tattoo to fade away.

      “It’s just fucking stage magic,” muttered Fred as he bent over to pull Kitty-Sue’s stiletto heel from his shoe. “He did something to the slot machine computers, some kind of virus...” Fred trailed off at the nasty look he received from Jason.

      “Fred,” he said flatly, “we’ll be very lucky if the Gaming Commission doesn’t shut us down. I’m going to blame you. You probably downloaded a virus somehow.” He said it in the voice of a man trying a lie on for size.

      “Yes,” he said, looking at the remaining guards, “I’m sure that’s what happened.” Coming to a decision, he said, “Fred, you’re fired. I never want to see you on the premises again.”

      Fred opened his mouth to argue, looked at his former subordinates, who were fingering their Tasers with barely contained glee, and decided the better part of valor was to shut up. He threw Kitty-Sue’s stiletto heel down on the floor in disgust and walked past me, trying to bump my shoulder in passing as he muttered, “This isn’t over, asshole.”

      I sidestepped his bump and taunted his retreating back. “Hey, Fred, come on back when you can beat my girlfriend arm-wrestling.” The monster stopped in his tracks, hunched his shoulders, and was about to spin around. If he came back, I was going to unleash Princess on him. Fortunately for him, two Las Vegas patrol officers walked through the door, probably called by Jason before he came down. Fred continued on his way.

      A whispered consultation with the LVMPD and they left. Motioning to the two guards to leave, Jason turned back to us. “Planet Vegas apologizes for the misunderstanding. We’d like to offer you the use of a VIP suite and free run of all of our restaurants and bars.”

      Looking at Kitty-Sue, balanced perfectly on her remaining high-heeled shoe, Jason said, “Of course, we’d like to offer compensation for the misunderstanding and the damage to your friend’s attire.”

      Kitty-Sue looked at me and shrugged, leaving the bargaining to me. “We accept your kind offer of the suite and amenities. For the damage to my friend’s wardrobe and compensation, I believe fifty should cover it.”

      Looking at the Jimmy Choo shoes on Kitty-Sue’s feet, which ran over a grand per pair, Jason said hesitantly, “Fifty...dollars?”

      “No,” I replied blandly. “Fifty thousand. In cash or chips.”

      Jason was thinking furiously; he had lost much more than that from the slots, blackjack, and roulette games. “Cash would be best, I think,” he said. “If we could perhaps request you not gamble? Games of chance hardly seem as if they would interest a man of your nature.”

      “You’re right,” I said, “I almost never gamble.” I threw in a sweetener. “And I can promise not to influence any games of chance on your premises.”

      Jason considered the words carefully, his brow furrowed. “Is it true,” asked Jason, “that you people can’t lie?”

      Kitty-Sue chimed in. “Not can’t, won’t. If he promises you something, you can take that as a guarantee.” The invisible Akiko nodded along with Kitty-Sue’s statement.

      “I think we can agree to that,” said Jason with a look of relief on his face. “So we can restart the play?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said. Jason used his phone to call control, telling them to resume the slots and game-play at the tables. He breathed a sigh of relief as the slots started playing their siren song.

      Then he had another thought. “Were Jonathan’s other stories true?” he asked in a near whisper.

      “Which ones?” I asked. There were many stories about magicians; I didn’t know what he was talking about.

      “That magicians can heal people?” asked Jason, looking down at his shoes.

      “We’re not all healers,” I said. “And some things can’t be healed.” I took a look at his aura. He seemed in good enough health for a desk-bound manager. Gray temples, slightly over forty, but in good health. Could he be looking for a Priapism spell? “Viagra would be a lot cheaper than bargaining with a magician,” I stated. “What are you asking?”

      “Not for me,” he said in a rush. “My wife, she suffers from severe arthritis. She can’t use her hands anymore. And the painkillers, when they’re strong enough to stop the pain, leave her almost unconscious.”

      “So you want me to cure her arthritis?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said in a pleading voice. “She misses playing the piano.”

      I looked at Akiko and Kitty-Sue. We had several hours before the show. There was probably time to help. My aunt had been a piano teacher. The background music shifted to an old Elton John song, “Don’t Shoot Me I’m Only the Piano Player.” Euterpe was weighing in.

      As I was considering, Jason motioned to a house runner with Brittany on her name tag. Jason whispered instructions in her ear. She scurried away quickly, headed towards the cashier’s cage.

      “You realize that healing your wife, if possible, will be a separate bargain?” I asked. “With a separate payment?” Just because I liked piano players didn’t mean I would do it for free.

      Jason indicated that we should walk with him. Although the crowd was ignoring us, aided, I was sure, by kitsune magic, we needed to move away from the entrance. Kitty-Sue, ever pragmatic, took off her undamaged shoe so she could walk barefoot. She handed the two shoes and the broken-off heel to me. Jason didn’t even blink when I dropped the shoes into my invisible satchel, hiding them from sight.

      “What do I have to bargain with?” asked Jason as we came to a VIP room. “I’m only a manager here. Getting the fifty K for damages will be hard enough to explain.”

      Yeah, cry me a river. “You got off cheap; we were attacked,” I said. “Magicians always respond to attacks. We can’t afford to let anyone think they can get away with fucking with us.”

      Brittany reappeared and handed out passes on lanyards to Kitty-Sue and me. The passes would ensure we would get VIP treatment and access to all areas of the casino. They were dated and valid only for today. The runner handed a zippered bag to Jason, along with a receipt on a clipboard for his signature. Jason took the bag, peeked inside, and signed the receipt. He then ushered us into the VIP room.

      We entered an opulent room decorated in ’50s’ art deco style. The hostess immediately recognized Jason and led us to an alcove with a small table. I could see her eying our VIP day passes.

      Staff, both male and female, wore the short shorts and midriff exposing T-shirts that were the costume of all employees here. The difference was that in the VIP room, every staff member was a knockout. I caught a jealous glare from Kitty-Sue as our server took our drink orders by leaning in closely and showing her ample assets. “Hi, I’m Victoria,” she introduced herself. “What can we get for you?”

      Johnnie Walker Black Label for me, some fizzy Shirley Temple drink for Kitty-Sue, and a cup of coffee for Akiko. The server didn’t bat an eye at the coffee order for a nonexistent guest. Jason just had water.

      Drinks arrived, and Jason watched as the cup of coffee that had been placed in front of me, next to my glass of scotch, slid quietly over to Akiko’s spot.

      As I made the gestures and recited the spell to ghost the coffee over to Akiko’s plane, Jason said, “I thought our casino was protected against magic. Jerry assured me no one could perform magic in the casino.”

      “Jerry?” I inquired. “Who’s Jerry?”

      “Gray hair, Hawaiian shirt,” said Jason. “Spends a lot of time at the slots.”

      Ah, the spotter. I was ready to blow off the question, but Kitty-Sue was watching avidly. I’d told her casinos were dead spots for magic. Thinking OPSEC, I said blandly, “Most magicians, witches, wizards, etc., couldn’t perform here. However, magicians of our caliber don’t have a problem.”

      “Sooo,” said Jason, fondling the money bag, “you’re guaranteeing that no more ‘incidents’ will occur?”

      Glancing at the bag, I said, “Not at all. I don’t control all the magicians in the world.” I took a sip of scotch and continued, “Permanent protection against mystic threats would cost a lot more. We have a Deal for today. Magicians don’t change contracts. I highly recommend that you don’t try to alter our agreement.”

      “Oh, yeah,” interrupted Kitty-Sue, “the last person who tried to cheat him ended up transformed into a half-fox hybrid and was auctioned off at a furry convention. He’s very creative that way.” She didn’t mention that she was talking about her sister.

      “Oh, no, no,” he stammered, “I wasn’t going to try to renege. Just wanted the parameters of our discussion to be clear.” With that, he pulled five stacks of currency out of the bag and placed them in front of me. Each stack was composed of one hundred one-hundred-dollar bills, wrapped with a dark yellow striped paper band. The scent of fresh money tickled my nose. I love that smell.

      Before accepting the cash, and sealing the Deal, I offered, “However, the number of people who could do what I”—I caught a raised eyebrow from Akiko— “we did is very small. The chances of that happening are minuscule.” Finishing my drink and waving at the waitress for another, I continued, “If your guard hadn’t accosted us, we wouldn’t have touched your games.”

      Somewhat relieved at my assurance that a horde of magicians wasn’t going to appear and wipe out the casino, Jason nodded acceptance. I pulled the stacks of cash closer, completing our Deal.

      The waitress arrived to take my order, eyes going wide at the sight of the cash. I slipped a hundred-dollar bill out of one of the stacks and handed it to her. “I’ll have another Johnnie Walker Black, Victoria, thanks.” Kitty-Sue gave another jealous glare at my admiration of the waitress, so I continued, “And my friend here wants Rocky to serve her.”

      Glancing around in puzzlement, Kitty-Sue was surprised when a male waiter glided up and said, “Hi, beautiful, what can I get for you?” He looked like Michelangelo’s David, with muscles almost as hard as the statue.

      “A-a-another of these, please,” stammered Kitty-Sue as she stared at his shorts. Tearing her gaze away, she looked at me in embarrassment. Was that the slightest hint of a blush on my bodyguard’s face? My ninja shapeshifter assassin was embarrassed?

      Rocky quickly glided back with her fizzy drink, leaning in close and placing it in front of her. Kitty-Sue froze as he whispered, “Anything you want, just call me.” As he straightened up, I handed him a hundred-dollar bill.

      Akiko watched our exchange and asked, “So drinks here are one hundred dollars each?” Oh yeah, Japanese don’t understand tipping. I would have to clue them in later.

      Jason, eager to finalize the Deal for his wife, said, “Can we discuss my wife’s case now?”

      “I can’t make a Deal until we examine her,” I said. “There are lots of things I can’t fix. I won’t make a promise I can’t keep.” Taking another sip of scotch, I continued, “We’ll need a room and some privacy for an examination.”

      “How about tomorrow?” interrupted Jason. “That would be better.”

      Shaking my head, I said, “Sorry, tomorrow I have to fly cross-country for a meeting. It’s now or never.”

      Seeing that I was willing to walk away from the Deal, Jason nodded and checked his phone. “OK,” he said, standing up, “I’ll set it up right now.” Calling over our waitress, he said, “I’m going to prep a room for our guests here. I’ll call down in a few minutes. Take good care of them.” Excusing himself, he hurried away, phone to his ear.

      The waitress was having a hard time tearing her gaze away from the stacks of cash, but leaned down and asked, “Are you ready for another drink?”

      “No,” I said, “I better switch to coffee. I have to operate soon.” One last glance at me, and the cash, and she went to place my order. I found myself admiring her tight shorts as she walked away.

      At a slight cough from Akiko, I looked over to see Kitty-Sue’s angry face. At my grin, she concentrated, and a cloud of her pheromones wafted out. All the males, and several females, looked over at her, several stepping our way. Rocky practically ran to our table, his shorts seeming even tighter than before, and said, “Another drink coming up for the lady!”

      As he reluctantly walked away, butt wiggling even more than my waitress’ had, I laughed and said, “Touché. Let’s not cause a riot. You know I don’t like when you influence people with your scent.”

      Crossing her arms and leaning back, Kitty-Sue said, “And I don’t like when you influence people with the scent of money.” Her pheromone scent faded away.

      Looking down at the cash, I said, “Oh, yes. The money. I had almost forgotten.” I picked up two of the intact stacks of cash and placed one in front of Akiko and one in front of Kitty-Sue. Akiko pulled her stack from the table, riffled it, and made a gesture with her hand, and the money disappeared. Kitty-Sue didn’t touch the cash, just continued watching me with one eyebrow raised in query.

      It took a second, but I realized what she was asking. “Ladies,” I said, “this cash is for any miscellaneous expenses you may have. It is not the payment we negotiated for bodyguard duties. That payment will be made after our business in New York is complete.”

      Kitty-Sue crossed her legs, bringing her bare foot into view, and stared at her unshod foot. Oh, right. She had been promised compensation for damage to her wardrobe. I silently pulled another fifty one-hundred-dollar bills from the unwrapped stack and passed them over to her. “And, of course, this is so you can buy new shoes.”

      Kitty-Sue chortled with glee as she raked in the money, folded it up, and put it in her tiny purse. “I think I didn’t bargain hard enough in Tokyo,” she said.

      Giving her my best no-nonsense gaze, I replied, “I don’t renegotiate once a Deal has been made.”

      Giving a “just joking” chuckle, Kitty-Sue said, “Of course. I was just reminding myself for the next time.” She finished her fizzy drink and waved her waiter over for another.

      “You know,” she said, after we had been served again, “we didn’t need to argue with the guards. I could have walked us right past them.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, “and Akiko’s invisible and I have a ‘don’t see me’ spell as well.” I sipped my coffee and continued, “We call it ‘showing the flag.’ Demonstrating that it’s a very bad idea to insult us. Once I showed my tattoo, he should have backed off.

      “Look, there are not many magicians in the world. Even fewer unbound healers. I have to appear tough, or I’ll end up as Kim Jong-Un’s personal physician or as a snack for a monster like Jorōgumo.”

      Rocky rushed back and delivered another drink for Kitty-Sue. I waved my waitress over and ordered two more coffees, one for me and one for Akiko. I asked her to take away the first cup of coffee I had ghosted a copy of to Akiko’s plane.

      “So,” asked Kitty-Sue, “are you going to start more fights with idiots to ‘show your”—she glanced down at my lap— “flag’? I need to know if I’ll have to do this every day.

      “And,” she continued, “I’ve seen you defeat Jorōgumo. I was surprised you didn’t take those guards out yourself.”

      Our drinks came, and I waited for our servers to leave. However, they hung around within earshot. While I added cream and sugar to Akiko’s coffee, I kept quiet. I tapped my ear while glancing at the servers. Kitty-Sue got the hint immediately and used her kitsune magic to create a bubble of quiet around us. Since that was normally something Akiko or I would do, she had a puzzled expression on her face.

      How much to tell her? Magicians trade in secrets and hate to let any loose. But she was my friend, maybe more than a friend, and my bodyguard. She needed to know.

      “Jason was right,” I started, “it’s very difficult to perform magic in casinos. Hundreds of gamblers, some with talent, praying for a win, quickly eats up any ambient magic. That leaves nothing for a magician to work with.”

      “But,” interjected Kitty-Sue, “I’ve seen you do stuff here.”

      I looked at Akiko, who nodded for me to explain. She trusted Kitty-Sue. “All magicians can store some magical energy inside themselves. The more powerful the magician, the more he or she can store,” I said, and took a sip of coffee.

      “Beyond that internal storage, we have Artifacts of Power,” I said, “which act like batteries. Akiko-san’s ring, Princess”—at the mention of her name, the blade emitted a questioning tone that calmed when I placed a hand on her hilt— “and even your collar. All can store mystical energy.”

      Kitty-Sue sipped at her fizzy drink before asking, “But we kitsune don’t need these Artifacts. They’re pretty much useless to us. Why did my aunt and sister want them so badly?”

      “You have no need of one,” I said, “but trading it to a magician or, even worse, a witch would get you almost anything they have in exchange.”

      “So,” teased Kitty-Sue, “I could trade this collar to the New York witches’ coven for my heart’s desire?”

      “Yes,” I said, “they would promise almost anything to get their hands on the collar.” My heart dropped at the thought of her trading away the collar, but now that it was in her possession, she could do with it what she wished.

      “Promise, promise,” said Kitty-Sue. “You said that funny. Won’t a witch keep her promise?”

      “Almost certainly not,” I replied. “Witches are famous for their lies. That’s one of the reasons magicians always keep their promises. Most people won’t trade with a witch, because of their poor reputation.”

      “This is interesting,” said Kitty-Sue, “but we’re getting away from the subject. I need to know what you can and can’t do.”

      “OK,” I said, “with an Artifact of Power, I can perform magic almost anywhere.”

      “Wait, wait,” said Kitty-Sue, holding up one hand, “you said places where people prayed for help. It’s not just casinos, is it? There are lots of places you can’t make magic. Hmmm, churches, shrines...”

      “Prisons,” interjected Akiko, “graveyards, other places.”

      “Another problem with magicians is that moving to a new place requires some time to acclimate,” I said.

      “Acclimate?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Get used to, flavor, of local magic,” said Akiko. “So we can use it. Scott-Sensei and I did that this morning.”

      “So, that’s why you spent two hours zenned out in the garden?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Hai,” responded Akiko, “advanced technique. Most magicians”—Akiko looked at me for confirmation— “can’t do well.”

      “So,” said Kitty-Sue, “when we get to New York, you’ll both have to zen out for a few hours to get acclimated to the local magic? That doesn’t sound too bad.”

      “It’s not quite that simple,” I said. “Here in Las Vegas, it only took a few hours because I have lived here. New York will take longer.”

      “How much longer?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “It’s hard to say,” I replied. “I was in New York about twenty years ago, so I”—I looked at Akiko— “we should be able to get up to speed fairly quickly.”

      “How much longer?” repeated Kitty-Sue, leaning back in her chair and crossing her arms.

      “A few days at best,” I replied, taking a sip of my coffee.

      “At best, at best,” repeated Kitty-Sue, “and at worst?”

      “A few weeks,” I said. “The longest it ever took me to get to full power was six months.” Six months in a Vietnam POW camp: starved, beaten, and terrified. That’s a story I didn’t want to tell.

      Nodding to herself, Kitty-Sue said, “That’s OK. While you and Akiko-san are zenning out, I will protect you. After that, you can take care of yourself. Hell, you beat Jorōgumo without using the ring or the collar.”

      “Yes,” I said, “I beat Jorōgumo, but it took a lot out of me.”

      “Why do I feel like there’s more bad news?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “There’s only one other thing,” I said, looking down at my hands and arms on the table. A trickle of power and the delicate tracery of tattoos appeared. They ran from under my armpits, down the inside of my elbows, to my wrists. The tracery was interrupted, cut as it reached my hands. “The fight with Jorōgumo damaged my tattoos. They were burned out when I zapped Jorōgumo.”

      Leaning in to examine the markings, Kitty-Sue sniffed and looked at me quizzically. “Dragon blood? These were made with dragon blood?”

      “It’s OK,” I said, “I know a guy in New York who can repair the tattoos.” If he was still alive. “Once repaired, I’ll be able to channel power like before.”

      “So, you can’t blast, plus you can’t fill up your tank until you acclimate?” asked Kitty-Sue, getting back to the practical. “Just how weak are you?”

      “Oh,” I said, levitating all three of our drinks with a thought, “I’m still a powerful magician. Just not as powerful as I was before.”

      Akiko was watching in fascination. As a ghost, she didn’t have any human physical limitations on her power, only mental limitations. She could channel more raw power than me. That was why the kitsune queen had been worried about her running around Tokyo unsupervised.

      At Kitty-Sue’s show of interest, I explained, “The dragon blood in the tattoos acts like a supernatural superconductor. It lets me channel much more power than most magicians can dream of.” I lowered the three drinks back to their original spots.

      “Why didn’t you tell me this before?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Magicians aren’t very trusting,” I replied. “What I’ve told you would be enough information to get me kidnapped or killed.”

      Looking at me appraisingly, she said, “I think you might have a few more tricks I don’t know about.”

      I just smiled at her.

      She looked in my eyes, smiled, and said, “But I’m happy you trusted me with these secrets.”

      “You’re my bodyguard,” I said. “You needed to know this.”

      “So, I have to protect you from witches, werewolves, and any other New York beasties who want to skin your underpowered hide,” she said. Then continued, “I wish I had known about this before.”

      “So you could have made a better Deal?” I asked.

      “No, so I could have brought more knives,” she said with a predatory smile that warmed my heart.
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      As I was finishing my coffee, I noticed Victoria outside the kitsune bubble. She had a cell phone to her ear and was looking all around the clubroom, as if searching for someone. I motioned to Kitty-Sue to drop the bubble.

      “...I don’t see them here anywhere...” Her voice trailed off as we appeared. She blinked rapidly and rubbed her eyes with her forefinger and thumb. Then she said into the phone, “Yes, boss. They’re here. I’ll bring them right up.”

      She took a few steps to our table and said, “Jason asked me to accompany you up to the VIP suite on the penthouse floor.”

      Nodding to Akiko and Kitty-Sue to accompany me, I rose from the table. I scooped up the remaining cash, peeled off another hundred-dollar bill, and handed it to our server. “Thanks for the great service. I’m sure we’ll see you again.”

      I picked up Princess and we exited the VIP room and headed towards the elevators, only to meet Jason waiting impatiently. “Thanks, Victoria,” he said, “I’ll take it from here.”

      Entering the elevator with Jason, I looked at the control panel. It had the normal buttons, as well as a card reader. Asking for my card, Jason swiped it in the card reader and hit the penthouse button.

      “When the card is swiped, the elevator goes directly to the penthouse level,” explained Jason.

      As the elevator rose smoothly, Jason looked us over. A casually dressed guy with frosted hair and a youthful barefoot Japanese party girl. He bit his lip and said, “My wife is not really a believer. She tried a hypnotist for the pain, but that didn’t work out. If I tell her I’m going to let a magician examine her, she’ll probably walk out. What should I tell her?”

      “I’ve got an idea,” I said. “Kitty-Sue, could you use a glamour to make yourself look more mature?” At her nod, I continued, “How about a doctor’s lab coat and those white shoes?”

      A moment of shimmering translucence over her form and Kitty-Sue was transformed. She looked like a fortyish professional woman in a severe business suit with a white lab coat over. Hell, she had even added fake glasses.

      “Dr. Kitsune, I presume,” I said. Kitty-Sue just smiled slightly, staying in character. Hell, she even smelled different.

      “Here’s the story,” I said. “Dr. Kitsune is visiting here to give a demo of her advanced acupuncture techniques to the Desert Springs Hospital. You met us in the lounge, heard about her fame, and asked us to examine your wife. I will be the doctor’s official translator.”

      Jason nodded his acceptance, still stunned by the transformation in Kitty-Sue, and we exited the elevator.

      As we walked down the hallway, I asked Kitty-Sue, “Please speak only Japanese to our patient. I’ll cover any medical jargon we need to use.”

      Reaching deep into my invisible satchel, I pulled out an item I’d thought I would never need again. It was a standard leather doctor’s case in pristine condition. Of course, inside the satchel time passed slowly, so the case had not aged. Jason’s mouth was agape in wonder. To him the case had appeared out of nowhere.

      Case in one hand, Princess in the other, I had to rely on Jason to open the door to the suite. We entered, and it was my turn to drop my mouth in surprise. The place was huge. The entrance was to a large sitting room with a marble floor. On one side was a fireplace, not normally seen in Las Vegas. There was a flame in the fireplace, warming the immediate area. On the other side of the room was a grand piano sitting in front of large windows that overlooked the Strip. Through doors on the side of the room, I could see a couple of bedrooms and what looked like a kitchen.

      Close to the fireplace was a sectional sofa with a woman seated on it. She had her hands held out close to the fire. As we entered, she rose from the sofa with some difficulty, as she did not use her gloved hands to assist. The gloves were also very strange for Las Vegas.

      She had a warm smile and brown shoulder-length hair with the slightest touch of gray, and was dressed in a black pantsuit outfit with a white blouse.

      “Hello,” I said. “This is Dr. Kitsune.” Kitty-Sue took a short bow of introduction. “I’m Scott Freeman, her translator. The doctor is very happy to meet you.”

      Noting the condition of her hands, I did not offer to shake.

      “I’m very happy to meet you,” she said. “I’m Monica.”

      As I set the case down, I took a quick look at her aura. Signs of advanced inflammatory arthritis were in her hands and, to a lesser degree, her feet and knees. I would need a more thorough examination to nail down the cause.

      Kitty-Sue asked a quick series of questions in Japanese, which I used as a basis for my own queries.

      “The doctor would like you to disrobe for the examination. You can use the bathroom and wear one of the hotel’s robes.” Stepping closer, I said, “The doctor said we can ask your husband to leave if you’re embarrassed.”

      “No,” she said, “it’s fine. Jason can stay.” Stepping towards the bathroom, she said, “I-I might need help with the clothes.”

      I noticed for the first time that the buttons on her jacket and pants were fakes; she had had her clothes tailored to use Velcro strips. Her hands caused so much pain that even those modifications weren’t enough to avoid pain when dressing. I was ready to volunteer, but Jason stepped up and said he would assist her.

      A few minutes later, she came back out dressed in a hotel robe. I had brought a kitchen stool out into the main room for her to use. As she walked towards the stool, her hand bumped against the door frame. A sharp gasp of breath and she stopped and closed her eyes. Tears trickled from under her eyelids. I saw Akiko ready a spell to block the pain, but I stopped her with a shake of my head.

      “Have a seat here,” I said. “The doctor can block the pain for the exam.” As soon as Kitty-Sue was behind her, I pulled the collar of her robe down, preparing a pain-blocking spell. Kitty-Sue moved faster than I could see, and what appeared to be two simple taps near Monica’s neck resulted in a relaxation of her arms as nerve impulses were blocked. “Don’t try to use your arms right now, they will feel very heavy,” I said.

      Monica took a deep breath, sighed, and said, “The pain’s gone!”

      Kitty-Sue was speaking Japanese, which Akiko translated for me. “It’s only temporary. The pain will soon return.” I looked at Kitty-Sue with a new respect; my ninja assassin was capable of much more than killing.

      “OK,” I said to Monica, “the doctor will examine your hands now.” While Kitty-Sue peeled off her gloves and manipulated her damaged fingers, I performed a full-spectrum scan of Monica’s body. Although it was centered in her hands, she had the signs of inflammatory arthritis in other joints as well.

      Inflammatory arthritis is an autoimmune disorder, one part of the body attacking another. One of my teachers blamed this kind of damage on unbalanced Chi flows. I saw it as a war on the cellular level. The end result was the same: destroyed joints, inflammation, and pain.

      Could I cure it? No, the propensity for it to flare up was hereditary. I couldn’t change her genes. I motioned for Jason to join me in the other room. “Hey, Monica,” I said, “while the doctor finishes her examination, I have to talk with Jason about your insurance.”

      Jason followed me into the kitchen, closing the door. I leaned against the counter and regarded him. Akiko ghosted in through the door. I raised an eyebrow at Akiko, wanting her impression of the diagnosis. “I don’t know if I can help, Scott-Sensei. The damage is severe; healing would take a lot of energy.”

      Jason waited patiently while I gathered my thoughts. I needed to manage his expectations. “The bad news is that her arthritis is caused by hereditary factors. I can’t change those.”

      “So, you can’t help her?” he asked, a look of crushed hopes on his face.

      “That’s the bad news,” I said. “The good news is that I can help her by repairing the damage. But it will come back. She might get ten years of pain-free life out of the treatment, then the inflammation will slowly return.”

      “Is there anyone who could provide a permanent cure?” he asked.

      I thought of dragons, djinn, and other demigod-level entities that could do that, and the price they would want. “Jason,” I said, “there are others out there. They will ignore your pleas. If they do respond, the price would be much more than you could afford to pay.”

      “And how much are you asking?” said Jason. “The witches’ coven took everything in my 401K and all they provided was temporary relief.”

      “What did the coven do?” I asked, looking at Akiko. She took my hint and ghosted through the door to examine Monica for the remnants of witch magic.

      “They had a ‘Cleansing Ceremony,’ then wrapped her hands in tight bandages drenched in some stinky cream. She was very happy that the pain stopped, but after a week, it came back.”

      Witches. I hated those bitches. “Did her mobility improve?”

      “No,” said Jason. “Her hands were still damaged, but the pain was gone.”

      Akiko ghosted back through the door and said, “She has broken pain-blocking spell, and, ummm, hook?”—she nodded to herself at the word choice— “for to curse her in future.” Akiko’s eyes blazed. “Who would do that to another person?”

      “Witches,” I said in answer to both Jason and Akiko. “They’ll lie, cheat, and steal to get power.”

      “OK,” said Jason, “for ten years of pain-free remission, what are you asking?” Straight to bargaining.

      “What can you offer?” I asked.

      Jason ran his hands through his hair. “I don’t have any cash left. I suppose I could sell the house.” He looked at me sharply. “You can’t be asking me to embezzle from the casino?”

      “No, Jason,” I said. “Do I look like a guy that needs money? What else do you have?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “What do you want? Will I have to sell my soul?”

      “Close,” I said. “I’m asking for ten years of your life.”

      Jason had a bit of trouble processing that. “So, you want me to be your slave? Prisoner? For ten years?”

      Akiko seemed ready to step in, but I shook my head before she could speak. “Not a slave. I’m asking for ten years’ worth of your life force.”

      “Life force?” he asked. “Are you like a goddamn vampire?”

      I considered his question for a moment. “No,” I said, shaking my head, “vampires take blood and life energy by force. I kill them when I can. Magicians make bargains.”

      I opened the refrigerator and pulled out a Coke. At my silent offer of a can, Jason refused. Popping the tab, I said, “Remember, a lot of the energy I take will be used for the healing.”

      “Do I have any choice?” he muttered, looking down at his shoes in defeat. “OK, I can give you ten—”

      Akiko gave me an admonishing glare and I interrupted Jason. “Whoa, whoa,” I said, “we’re still bargaining.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Jason.

      “Don’t jump at the first offer,” I said. “I thought you were a businessman? Make a counteroffer!”

      “The witches didn’t want to bargain,” he said. “They took everything I had. Besides, what can I counter with?”

      Damn, I hate bargaining against myself. “Offer fewer years to start. Then try to add some intangibles. Things you can offer that are not cash.”

      “OK,” said Jason slowly, “I can offer seven...” At my headshake, he corrected himself, “Three years. Plus, I don’t know, VIP memberships to our facilities.”

      Akiko pursed her lips in thought and brought her hands up in a weighing gesture, then shook her head. Three years wasn’t enough energy to heal Monica.

      “Five years,” I responded, “plus permanent VIP passes for, say, five of my team. Free backstage passes for the big shows.”

      Jason looked in my eyes to see if he should counteroffer, but at the slight shake of my head, said, “I think I can live with that.” He started rolling up the sleeve of his shirt.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Don’t you need to take blood?” he asked.

      “Hell, no,” I said, “it doesn’t work like that.” Shaking my head, I said, “Don’t ever offer blood to anyone. It leaves you open to bad things.”

      “So how does this work?” he asked as he rolled his sleeve back down, obviously relieved he didn’t have to give any blood.

      “Once you agree,” I said, “we take five years of your life energy. You will age by five years. If anyone notices the extra gray hair, blame it on stress. We’ll use the energy to heal your wife’s arthritis.”

      “If it doesn’t work,” he said, “do I just lose the five years?”

      “Magicians don’t break Deals,” I said. “If I can’t do it, you get your five years back.”

      “If I want to change my mind later?” he asked.

      “Jason,” I said, “stop thinking like a lawyer. I don’t use loopholes, or tricky language, or any slimy tricks. The Deal is five years of your life energy, plus five sets of VIP passes, plus backstage passes to your shows, for as long as you work here. In exchange, we will heal your wife’s damaged hands and any other minor damage. It won’t reoccur for at least ten years.”

      I looked over at Akiko, who nodded her understanding of the Deal. She said, in a voice only I could hear, “What about the witches’ curse?”

      “We’ll also repair any damage the witches’ coven might have left from the last cure,” I said, addressing both of them.

      “OK,” said Jason. “I don’t have a choice. I’ll take the Deal.”

      “No, Jason,” I said flatly, “you have a choice. You can’t accept the offer, then say ‘I didn’t have a choice.’” I took another drink of the Coke. “You have to commit one hundred percent to the Deal. If you’re not convinced, I can recommend some local practitioners; you can go to a specialist, or you can leave her as she is. Hell, I’ll even leave the partial nerve block so the pain isn’t so bad.” He was having last-minute remorse. I felt sorry for Monica, but he needed to make up his mind. I should have taken his first offer; now he was trying to talk himself out of the Deal.

      “Can anyone else restore her hands?” asked Jason, confirming my suspicion that he was rethinking the Deal. Oh well, it’s not like I had any interest in Monica.

      “I’ll email you a list,” I said, standing and heading towards the door. As I passed him, I pulled off the VIP pass and handed it to him.

      Entering the main room, I saw that Kitty-Sue had Monica sitting on the couch. Monica was slowly rubbing her hands together while saying, “It’s like when your leg falls asleep. It’s great the pain’s gone, but I feel so clumsy.” She stared at the piano with a look of longing.

      “Dr. Kitsune,” I said, “their insurance won’t cover any treatments. So, we can’t do any more for her today. And we really have to go to our next appointment.”

      Continuing towards the door, I said, “Monica, it was very nice meeting you. I’m going to forward some other providers to Jason.”

      I grabbed the doctor’s bag and Princess and headed towards the door. I was almost to the door, reaching for the knob, when I heard Monica whisper, “Will the pain come back?” at the same time Jason said, “Wait!”

      I turned around, expecting Akiko and Kitty-Sue to be right behind me. They were both standing with the same arms-crossed posture, unwilling to leave Monica. Oh crap, a supernatural rebellion.

      Kitty-Sue let loose with a flood of Japanese, much too fast for me to understand, but the gist was that I couldn’t leave her like this. Akiko nodded in agreement with everything she said.

      “Wait,” repeated Jason, “I’m sure we can work this out. If you’ll accept a payment plan. I’ll accept the Deal”—he nodded sharply— “and guarantee coverage for the procedure.”

      “Monica,” I said, “Dr. Kitsune says that your case is very interesting, so she would like to treat you. Now that Jason has agreed to the payment plan, do you want to try her treatment?” She had to agree too; otherwise, we couldn’t work on her.

      “I’ll try anything to stop the pain,” she said.

      “OK,” I said, “lie down on the couch. Dr. Kitsune’s treatment is an advanced form of acupuncture.” At this, Kitty-Sue raised an eyebrow. Her preferred form of acupuncture was sticking knives in enemies. I just smiled at her.

      A few minutes of set up and Monica was laid out on the couch, propped up on some pillows brought from the bedroom. A quick somnolence spell had Monica yawning and her eyes closing. It’s a handy spell. Unfortunately, it only works on people who trust you, kind of like a super-powered lullaby.

      Once she was out, I motioned Jason over to the couch. Placing both hands on his chest, I drew life energy from him, filling my reservoir to overflowing. Jason staggered backwards, exhausted by the rapid aging. His hair gained more gray and more wrinkles appeared around his eyes. He sat down heavily on a chair.

      I raised an eyebrow at Kitty-Sue and said, “Bubble.” She understood instantly and erected a kitsune bubble around us. Outside the bubble, Jason seemed to lose interest in the procedure. What I was about to do to his wife might upset him.

      Hmmm, upset Jason, and maybe Kitty-Sue, who had never seen me work before. “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “are you sure you want to watch this?”

      “You think I might be squeamish?” she asked, eyes wide in surprise.

      “I think you might be jealous,” I said.

      “Why?” she asked.

      “This will require a ‘laying on of hands,’” I said. “I’ll have to touch her.”

      “Will she enjoy it?” she asked.

      Damn my truth-telling vow. “Yes,” I responded, then thought that Kitty-Sue could sense Monica’s feelings almost as well as me.

      Looking at me with pursed lips, she asked, “Will you enjoy it?”

      “I don’t, usually,” I said. “It’s just the job. But I wanted you to know that healers have to do it this way.”

      Nodding her head, Kitty-Sue said, “I don’t see a problem. You’re the doctor.”

      Then, looking at my wrists and the damaged tattoos, she said, “I thought you were underpowered? Will you be able to pull this off?”

      “Healing doesn’t require a lot of power,” I said, “it requires a lot of skill.”

      Dismissing all other thoughts, I pulled open Monica’s robe, revealing a slightly pudgy, small-breasted body. Whispering power to Air, I formed a palm-sized squashed globe of air in each hand.

      Placing my hands on her bare right foot, one on each side, I vibrated the air samples at an ultrasonic rate. The sound waves went through flesh and bone, echoing back and forming an image in my mind of the interior of her body. Not as high-resolution as some other techniques, but it worked for me. The sound waves could also be heterodyned, producing healing effects.

      A quick scan of her body, made by running my hands over her entire body, resulted in an interior image of her current state. Now to start on the healing.

      I examined her hands carefully. First, I blocked all nerve impulses, as the changes could be painful. Next, a renewal of damaged capillaries, allowing oxygen to flow to the joints again. Removal of the byproducts of inflammation. Teaching her immune system that it shouldn’t attack itself. As I worked, the swelling in her hands went away and the twisted look disappeared. Then the repair of all the joints and bones. Then a quick sweep of the rest of her body to eliminate any arthritis-damaged joints. Now to eliminate the curse placed by the witches’ coven. Strangely enough, I could find no trace. I looked at Akiko’s faint smile and realized she had eliminated the curse while I worked on the physical aspects.

      What the hell, I was ahead of schedule. I worked on her eyes, clearing the corneas and adjusting the shape and flexibility, also rejuvenating the rods and cones. She would have the night vision of a teenager. Incipient varicose veins were rebuilt, arteries, veins, and capillaries cleaned and rejuvenated. I even moved her fat cells around, from her abdomen and hips to her breasts, then tightened muscles. She had graying hair; no woman likes that. So, I fixed that too. All her growing hair would be her natural color. I left the current gray hairs so the difference in her looks would not be too evident.

      During the process, there were a few moments when Monica groaned in pleasure as old pains faded and rejuvenated nerve endings responded to my touch. I kept an ear open for any objection from Kitty-Sue, but true to her word, she made no comment.

      Finally, proud of my work, I came out of the healing trance with a start. Noting the angle of the sun, I realized I had lost track of time. Looking at the clock on the wall, I saw an hour had passed. Kitty-Sue and Akiko were watching in astonishment.

      Kitty-Sue said, “I’ve never seen a human move that fast.”

      Akiko said, “I never seen spells woven that fast.”

      I gave them a look that said I would explain later. It wasn’t really time warping, just a trick to let me work faster.

      I closed Monica’s robe, restoring her modesty. I asked Kitty-Sue to drop the bubble allowing Jason to see us again.

      “Let’s wake Monica up and see how she feels,” I said.

      “I’m going to place a memory of multiple treatments in her mind,” I said. “It’ll ease the shock of the change.” Jason nodded in agreement. Most of the work I had done was invisible to normal vision, hidden by the robe she was wearing. Only her restored hands and more youthful face showed the extent of the work.

      “Hey, Monica,” I said, “wake up. You fell asleep during the treatment. How are you feeling?”

      “I feel really well rested,” she said, rising up to a sitting position without using her hands. The habit of avoiding pain was ingrained.

      She looked down at her hands. Where she once had twisted, painful, useless claws, she now had graceful hands. “I can’t believe the change in my hands after only five treatments!”

      “Yes,” I replied, smiling at Kitty-Sue, “Dr. Kitsune is an expert at transformation.”

      She moved her fingers slowly, getting used to pain-free movement. A faint note from the piano captured my attention.

      “Monica,” I asked, “would you like to try playing something now?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “It’s been so long, and the last time was...” She trailed off.

      I understood. Sometimes the memory of pain is more present than the actual pain. Even though those who had tortured me were long dead, I still felt a momentary flash of pain when I heard Vietnamese spoken.

      I crossed to the piano and sat at the bench. What did I remember from my aunt’s lessons? Not much—the intervening years had been spent on magic and mayhem, not music. I started with “Chopsticks,” so simple a child could play it. A few bounces of the keys, painfully mistimed, brought a chuckle from Monica.

      Looking back at her with a grin, I said, “You think you can do better? How about a lesson?”

      Standing beside me, she ran a finger down the keyboard, listening attentively. True to the reputation of Planet Vegas, the piano was in perfect tune. I scooted over to the left side of the bench and patted the spot beside me.

      She shook her head, unwilling to test her hands. “I don’t think I can...” she said.

      “Just give me a little lesson,” I asked, restarting “Chopsticks.”

      Monica put her hands to her ears, saying, “OK, stop. I’ll show you how to play ‘Chopsticks,’ even if only to stop that discordant noise.” She sat next to me on the bench, smoothing down her robe. She had a puzzled frown, probably wondering where the lower back pain that had been her constant companion had gone.

      “Here,” she said, taking my hands to show me how to place them. “Hit these two keys with each finger at the same time. If you need to keep time, tap your foot.”

      A couple of minutes of instruction, and I had “Chopsticks” going. However, Monica still hadn’t joined in. I needed help, a duet to entice her to play along. “Euterpe, how about a little help?” I murmured in a voice too low for Monica to hear.

      “Sure,” I heard a whisper in my left ear, felt the sensation of long hair tickling my shoulder, and smelled the scent of an Aegean beach. I knew if I turned my head, I would see nothing. The invisible ex, unseen by all, even my supernatural friends.

      Yes, I’m crazy. All magicians are. I felt a pair of invisible hands over mine on the keyboard, directing my fingers to the correct keys. With a precision and timing that I could never match, my hands started with a simple cadence.

      “Oh,” said Monica, “‘Heart and Soul.’ I love that.”

      Since I was just an instrument of Euterpe at this point, it took me several seconds to recognize the tune. “It’s one of my favorites,” I said, reaching the section where the second player should jump in.

      Monica had her hands poised above the keyboard, but was still hesitating. I started from the beginning again to give her time to gather her courage.

      This time, she had the timing right, moving in to perform her section. She hit the keys perfectly, but without enough force, probably worried about starting the pain again. We went through the whole song once and stopped. I felt Euterpe hugging me like a favorite song wraps around your heart.

      I grinned at Monica. “Let’s do it again! Show me how it’s done,” I said, starting up at the beginning.

      She intertwined her fingers, stretched her arms out, and gave me a wicked grin before scooting closer, bumping my hip with hers. It took me a beat to realize she wanted to control the pedals. I slid over a few inches and gave her room to work.

      This time, she was magnificent, playing at such a level that it strained all of my borrowed skill. She threw in some flourishes that I had to scramble to match.

      Finally, we finished and waited for the listeners’ reaction. Kitty-Sue and Akiko clapped happily, jumping up and down with enthusiasm. Jason let out a huge breath and joined in the applause. He had tears in his eyes.

      I felt the spirit of Euterpe depart, leaving me feeling empty and cold. I stood up and took Monica’s hand, turning her towards our audience, and we took a bow.

      Kitty-Sue, continuing the charade, asked a series of questions in Japanese, which I roughly translated. “So, Monica,” I said, “are you happy with the treatment?”

      “It’s almost a miracle,” she whispered as she stared at her hands. “I feel so much better, a lot of pains I had before are gone.”

      “Yes,” I said, “the treatment reduces inflammation throughout the body.”

      “I could swear my vision improved, too,” she said.

      Akiko looked at me strangely, wondering when I had found time to repair her vision.

      “So, Jason,” I asked, “are you happy with the results of the treatment?”

      Jason answered by stepping up and hugging his wife. The hug turned into a passionate embrace. They were both in for a pleasant surprise later, when she removed that big terry cloth gown. Jason stood nose to nose with his wife. Then he reached into his pocket and tossed the VIP pass to me.

      “Dr. Kitsune, Akiko,” I said, “let’s leave these two alone to celebrate.”

      This time, when I picked up Princess and the bag, they both followed.

      In the hallway, Kitty-Sue asked, “I thought you couldn’t lie?”

      “That’s right,” I replied.

      “But,” she said, “I heard you at our music party. You tried to play the piano. You were”—she made a small frown as she searched for the right phrase— “not good. You said you had no musical talent.” “Not good” is as close as Japanese will get to saying “terrible.”

      I nodded at the accuracy of her statement as we arrived at the elevator. I pushed the button to call the elevator.

      “So,” continued Kitty-Sue, “you were lying about your musical talent?”

      “Not at all,” I said as we entered the elevator. Soft Muzak came from the hidden speakers. “I don’t have any talent. I had help.”

      “Help?”

      “Yes,” I said. “When it comes to sharing music, Euterpe—”

      In unison, they both said, “Euterpe doesn’t exist!”

      The elevator Muzak abruptly changed to a piano version of “I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing.”

      I hate it when my supernatural girlfriends can’t get along with my imaginary girlfriends.
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      We headed back down to the main floor; both girls were quiet in the presence of Euterpe’s music. Or maybe they didn’t want to argue with a delusional magician.

      As we rode the elevator down, Kitty-Sue’s lab coat, white shoes, and severe business dress faded, momentarily revealing her lithe body, generous bosom, and a tiny patch of red hair. As her original dress reappeared, hiding her charms, she gave me her most innocent look, put her hand over her mouth, and murmured, “Oops.” Although I had seen her naked many times in the bath, she still liked to tease me every now and then.

      The Muzak in the elevator abruptly changed to an upbeat tune that took me a few seconds to recognize as the theme to The Big Bang Theory by Barenaked Ladies. “Very punny, Euterpe,” I muttered.

      Akiko and Kitty-Sue looked at me with suspicion. No sense arguing with them. I noted Kitty-Sue’s cute bare feet and reached into my satchel. I pulled out her Jimmy Choo shoes, now completely repaired.

      She grinned in appreciation while saying, “Do you have a bunch of elves in there?” My smile told her I was keeping secrets.

      As she bent down to don the shoes, I found myself looking down the top of her dress. At a small “ahem” cough from Akiko, I shook my head to break the spell. The elevator stopped at the ground floor, and the doors opened.

      We stepped out into the hallway and moved down the corridor. Kitty-Sue abruptly held up a hand as we neared the public restrooms. I halted with a puzzled look at her.

      She leaned in close, sniffing several times, and then shook her head. “You have to wash up. I can still smell her on you.”

      Crossing her arms and fixing me with her level glare, she said, “You know I don’t like it when you have the scent of other women on you.” I hurried into the washroom to wash as thoroughly as possible.

      Checking the time on my phone as we exited the corridor, I saw we had enough time to have dinner at the hotel’s buffet. It would be a new experience for Kitty-Sue and Akiko since Las Vegas-style buffets don’t exist in Japan. I stopped in the walkway and took a deep breath and said, “Do you smell that?”

      Kitty-Sue, with senses much sharper than mine, immediately turned her head towards the restaurant section. “Smells good,” she commented. Then, seeing the long line, she said, “Too bad we don’t have enough time to eat.”

      “Ah,” I said, holding up my VIP pass, “that’s where you’re wrong. They have a separate line for VIPs.”

      Sure enough, there was a side entrance for VIP pass holders that allowed us to bypass the long line for the buffet. After prepaying at the cash register, we commandeered a table in the corner.

      The smells from the open buffet were mesmerizing, with the scents of hundreds of dishes wafting through the air. I was mentally preparing my menu when I noticed the looks Akiko and Kitty-Sue were giving the crowd. There were hundreds of people at the buffet, of all shapes and sizes. Wait, I’m lying. They were mostly of one size, extra-large; and one shape, out. The all-you-can-eat Las Vegas buffets were a mecca for the adipose enhanced. “Don’t worry,” I said, “you would have to eat like an American for many years to get that big.”

      At that moment, the background music shifted to an old Queen song, “Fat Bottomed Girls.” I don’t think the girls noticed Euterpe’s comment.

      We gathered our plates and loaded them with our selections—entailing two trips in my case, as I had to bring Akiko’s choices back to the table. She had enough poltergeist control to do it herself, but floating plates just might have been a tip-off to the other patrons that there was something unusual about our table.

      At our table, we were met by a waitress, who took our drink orders. Wine for me, of course, and fizzy drinks for the girls. We got a puzzled look at the inclusion of the invisible Akiko’s drink order, which was quickly quelled when I produced a hundred-dollar bill for the waitress.

      “Itadakimasu,” said the girls in unison, quickly echoed by me. I pulled my earlobe, and Kitty-Sue surrounded our table with a kitsune bubble so we could speak freely.

      I worked to duplicate Akiko’s dishes to her ghostly plane so she could join us. As I was preparing the spell for her plate of steamed crab legs, she held up her hand to stop me. As I watched, she did something I had never thought of: she performed Schrödinger’s spell on the crab legs but restricted it to the meat inside the shell. The result was the extraction of the succulent crab meat without having to crack the shell. I filed away the spell she used for future use. I swear I have learned more from my students than I have ever taught.

      The meal was excellent, and the wine was my favorite red. After several trips to refill my plate with prime rib, steak, and grilled ham, I was able to slow down to a normal pace. The girls watched in fascination as I consumed massive quantities of food.

      “Sorry,” I said, “I’m always starved after healing someone. Even with all the energy Jason gave me, I still had to use up a lot of reserves to complete the job.”

      “Since you mentioned healing,” said Kitty-Sue, “can you heal any injury?”

      “Not really,” I answered, “there are lots of limitations.” Akiko tilted her head in interest, since we hadn’t discussed the healing arts beyond technical details. She was the equivalent of a straight-A Architecture student who had never lifted a shovel.

      “Limitations,” said Kitty-Sue in disbelief. “You cured Monica’s arthritis. You healed Nakamura-san’s mother, without even seeing her!”

      “Those were not really cures,” I said.

      “Did you trick them?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “No,” I said. “Remember what I said. I relieved their symptoms. My magic can’t change a human’s genetic predisposition to have a disease. So, Monica will still be prone to arthritis. I gave her about ten years of relief. I wish I could have done more.”

      “But you can suck the life out of someone, then use that energy to heal someone else?” she asked.

      “It doesn’t work that way,” I explained as I cut into my third steak. “If someone makes a Deal with me like Jason did, I can use his life force to complete the transaction. I can’t just go around sucking the life out of people and using it to heal.”

      “Why not?” asked my overly practical bodyguard. “There’re lots of people the world would be better off without.” She looked up and to her left as if writing a list in her head.

      “I only take life force in a challenge or a Deal,” I said.

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      “If challenged,” I said, “I can drain the life force from my challenger if I win. If I make a Deal, like with Jason, I can take someone’s life force.”

      Akiko took an interest in the conversation, asking, “When you challenge, do you cut off head?” I heard a hum of interest from Princess.

      “Sometimes,” I said slowly, wondering why my peace-loving student was suddenly interested in chopping off heads.

      As if talking to herself, Akiko murmured, “No fight church, chop head, take life force, live long time...” At that moment, the background music changed to an old Queen tune, “Princes of The Universe,” and Akiko’s face brightened.

      “No, Akiko-san,” I said, shaking my head, dashing her hopes, “I’m not a Highlander. Besides, I don’t think he ever saw a ghost.”

      With a faint moue of disappointment, Akiko said, “OK, I still Padawan.” Her clothes morphed into the brown tunic and pants of a Jedi apprentice. I opened my mouth to say something, anything, but came up empty. I finally closed my mouth and turned my attention back to Kitty-Sue.

      “Why so many rules?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      Thankful for a change in subject, I said, “Because magicians, especially unbound ones, are very dangerous. Without the rules, the vows I’ve taken, no one would deal with me. Sure, I could suck the life out of the next ten men I see, but would soon be halted.”

      “Yeah,” said the ever-practical Kitty-Sue, “but with all that juice, who could stop you?”

      How to explain the checks and balances of a magician’s life? I sipped some more wine before continuing. “I’m strong, and I’m fast,” I said, “but there are those much stronger and faster than me.” Kitty-Sue nodded at this as if confirming to herself that she was one of those stronger and faster than me. “A prime coven of witches, with an enslaved magician, or someone like the Fairy Godson guy in Chicago.” Damn, that guy was strong! “They would be able to take me down.”

      “Still...” said Kitty-Sue, “all that power.”

      “What would you say if I strolled through the maternity ward and stole the life force from twenty newborn babies?” I asked harshly.

      Eyes flashing and hands cocked to deliver knives, Kitty-Sue said through gritted teeth, “I kill you.”

      Even Akiko, my pacifist student, looked ready to kill. I was so proud of them both at that moment.

      “That,” I said, holding up my hands, fingers spread in a magician’s gesture of surrender, “is exactly why magicians take vows not to do that.” I continued, “We don’t take life force unless it’s part of a Deal or a challenge. We don’t make Deals with children or idiots. We don’t play fucking lawyer tricks with language or loopholes. That is why I won’t ever lie to you.”

      Kitty-Sue ate in silence, brows creased in thought, analyzing what I had told her. As she churned through a plate of crab legs, I noted she didn’t need any tricks to extract the meat, cracking the shells with relish and inhumanly strong hands.

      After wiping her mouth with a napkin and taking a sip of her drink, Kitty-Sue changed the subject. She bit her lip before asking, “So, why don’t you do more for humans?”

      “More?” Akiko and I asked in unison.

      “You could be a great healer; visit a hospital, wave your magic wand,” she said, looking at Princess propped up on a chair, “and take care of a lot of people.” She took another sip of water. “Even children,” she murmured. A question I had asked myself more than once.

      “Remember when I said that there are dead spots for magic?” I asked.

      “Yes…” She trailed off in thought. “Hospitals must be dead zones, too.”

      I remembered the time I had visited a children’s ward in a Colombian hospital. The dry feeling of no magic, the prayers of dozens of children begging for relief from the pain. The knowledge that if I let go of my self-control, I would soon be sucked dry. You can only slice an apple so thin before nobody even gets a taste. I hadn’t been back to a hospital since. I shook my head to throw off the memory.

      I saw, through Kitty-Sue’s wards, Brittany, the runner Jason had used earlier, looking around for us. I motioned for Kitty-Sue to drop the bubble.

      A look of shock passed over Brittany’s face as she realized the people she was searching for were right in front of her. I saw her realization, then that shake of the head when a mundane doesn’t believe their own eyes, then the rapid rearranging of memories. “Of course, they were here all along; I just missed seeing them.” The world is full of marvels and magic, unnoticed by the average person.

      She plastered a big smile on her face and stepped over to the table. “Dr. Kitsune, and Mr. Freeman?” she asked. At our nods, she continued, “I have the VIP passes and tickets to the show that Jason sent down for you.” She held up the five VIP passes and tickets that Jason had promised.

      As she took back our one-day passes and handed over the new passes and tickets, she said, “I’ve never seen VIP passes without an expiration date before.”

      “Jason is very thankful for the work Dr. Kitsune did for his wife.”

      “Oh yes!” she exclaimed. “I saw Monica and couldn’t believe how rested she looked.” Once again, the ordinary human capacity to reject magic ensured inquisitiveness was quashed. The transformation of Monica from an arthritis-ravaged invalid to a younger, piano-playing stunner was retconned to “well rested.”

      Stepping closer to me, Brittany whispered, “Did the doctor handle her”—she made a vague two-handed gesture at her chest— “enhancements?”

      “Oh,” I responded, “you noticed?”

      “Oh, my goodness!” she said. “They were perfect! Is it something new? Because they move so naturally!”

      “How did you see the enhancements?” I asked, wondering if Monica had been showing off her new figure. She hadn’t seemed the bragging type.

      “Oh,” responded Brittany, “she didn’t show them off. She’s very conservative. But women always notice those kinds of changes. She just walked through the lobby, and everyone knew!”

      Glancing at Kitty-Sue and sidling closer to me, Brittany whispered, “I would give anything to get the same treatment.” She licked her lips to emphasize her point.

      “It’s a revolutionary technique,” I said, “but hasn’t been approved by the FDA yet. Monica was a special exemption to the rules.” I examined Brittany’s already ample assets and said, “You don’t look like you need the treatment.”

      Standing and looking disappointed, Brittany said, “Every little advantage helps, especially in Las Vegas.” Then she leaned back down and whispered, “So... could I come to the doctor’s clinic in Tokyo?”

      “I’m very sorry, Brittany,” I said, handing her another hundred-dollar bill as a tip, “the doctor isn’t taking any new patients. She has to get the technique approved. She’s very insistent on following the rules.”

      Brittany looked disappointed but resigned. “OK,” she said, handing me a card with her number on it, “but please give me a call as soon as I can set up an appointment.” She stroked the back of my hand as unobtrusively as she could, promising ecstasy if I could get her access.

      Kitty-Sue and Akiko didn’t miss a bit of our conversation; no matter how quietly she whispered, Kitty-Sue and Akiko could hear every word.

      Kitty-Sue maintained her composure until Brittany left. She reinstated her bubble with an abrupt gesture and said, “What the hell was that about? Why were you flirting with that, that...”? She ran out of words.

      Setting the passes and tickets on the table, I took a long sip of wine before answering. “You saw what she was offering for the tiniest use of magic. Now, she’s a good person, better than most. There are lots of people out there that would eagerly trade the life of a child to help themselves.”

      “So, people are greedy,” said Kitty-Sue, as if stating the obvious.

      “People are greedy,” I repeated, “greedy enough to do unthinkable deeds to help themselves. But everyone in our community”—including her aunt,—“knows I have vows I can’t break. Nobody can force me to steal life to benefit myself or others.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why you can’t do more for other people,” insisted Kitty-Sue.

      “I help who I can,” I said, thinking of the orphanage and hospital I funded in Colombia. “I helped Monica. I’m training Akiko, who will be a great healer someday.” Akiko brightened at my praise, and her costume morphed into a dark blue tunic over a very short black skirt. There was an upward pointing arrowhead brooch on her left breast, but no rank insignia. I hadn’t known she was a Trekkie. “But I can’t help everybody, even if I wanted to. There isn’t enough time or life force. It’s no more a matter of ‘waving my wand’ than a carpenter ‘waving a hammer’ to build a house.”

      I finished the last of the wine. “I think the best use of my time is through training others”—I nodded at Akiko— “or preventing disasters.” Turning the questions back on her, I asked, “Why doesn’t your aunt, the queen, decide who the next prime minister of Japan should be? She’s certainly powerful enough.”

      “Kitsune don’t get involved in human politics,” said Kitty-Sue. “Even my auntie says she isn’t wise enough to see all the ramifications of interfering.” Toying with her drink, she followed with, “And kitsune are very hard to command.”

      She picked up a napkin, trickled a few drops of water on it, and used it to scrub the back of my hand where Brittany had stroked. She really didn’t like the scent of other women.

      Checking the time on our tickets and my phone, I saw we had to get going. Anyway, the food and wine were finished. At my questioning look, both girls nodded that they had finished and rose. I picked up the VIP passes, handed one to Kitty-Sue, and stored the rest in my bag. Grabbing Princess and the tickets, I dropped another hundred on the table for a tip, then we made our way to the theater to catch the show.
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      As we were in line for the show, I noticed that Akiko’s geek girl medical tunic had morphed back into her default schoolgirl costume.

      Thanks to our VIP passes, we got seats near the stage. The act consisted of three versions of Elvis: young Elvis, who crooned his way through old standards, a mid-career Elvis who sang songs from his movies, and finally a full Vegas Elvis who rocked the stage.

      As we exited the show, chatting about our favorite tunes, we saw the three Elvis (Elvii?) standing in the lobby, posing for photos with fans and signing autographs. I joined the end of the line for young Elvis and the girls followed my lead.

      “Hello, Elvis,” I said, dropping into the pattern of speech I had grown up with. “It’s been a long time. Have time for some photos with a fan from Tennessee?”

      A quick look at me and my companions, then the famous smile. “Of course,” he said. “I remember you. What are you calling yourself nowadays?”

      “Call me Scott,” I said, turning to Kitty-Sue and Akiko.

      Before I could make introductions, Elvis stepped up to Kitty-Sue, saying, “Foxy lady, pleased to meet you,” as he took her hand. Kitty-Sue’s eyebrows went up, and her tail perked up; was that just a turn of phrase, or had he seen her true nature? I saw her inhaling deeply, using her enhanced sense of smell to try to get more info.

      Then Elvis turned to Akiko, held out his hand, and said in a low murmur, “You know, I’ve always had a thing for Catholic schoolgirls.”

      Akiko, with Japanese manners, first bowed slightly, and then held out her hand. I saw her hesitate, as no one had been able to hold her hand since her death. Her look of hesitation was replaced by a look of shock when Elvis took her hand in both of his and pulled her in for a hug.

      A dozen emotions passed over my student’s face as she felt the touch of Elvis. She stepped back, stunned and rubbing her hand that had touched him.

      “He smells human,” whispered Kitty-Sue, “but he can touch Akiko?”

      “What do the other two smell like?” I asked.

      With a puzzled look, Kitty-Sue sniffed in the general direction of the other two Elvii, still busy greeting guests. “They smell human like him”—she sniffed again— “but exactly like him.” Muttering to herself, she said, “But even twins don’t smell exactly alike.”

      Attention turning to our young Elvis, Kitty-Sue said, “What are you?”

      “I’m Elvis, honey,” he responded. At her glance at the other two, he added, “And so are they.”

      Turning his attention to me, Elvis said, “So I see you’ve been busy. Want to grab a drink and catch up?”

      “If you’re buying,” I answered, “I’m drinking.”

      “Think you can keep up?”

      A challenge from a god? What the hell, I was in. Elvis was like Kitty-Sue, chaotic but fun.

      “I would be honored if you two ladies would join us,” said Elvis. At a musical hum from Princess, still in her cane form, Elvis added, “Of course, Princess is also invited.”

      “Join you in drinking?” asked my teetotaler bodyguard with a raised eyebrow.

      “If you’re not drinkers, we can find something else to do,” said Elvis with a mischievous grin.

      Akiko jumped up and down, her tiny skirt flaring out to show her panties and her breasts jostling beautifully. A glance at Elvis showed his head was bouncing in time with mine. The old hound dog was still very human. “I want karaoke!” squealed Akiko.

      “Karaoke with the King,” said Elvis. “Your wish is my command.” Which resulted in an even more enthusiastic reaction from Akiko. Even Kitty-Sue seemed to be intrigued.

      As we chatted, the crowd drifted away, leaving us alone with the all three Elvii. I risked taking a look at my old friends with full-spectrum vision. How to describe something indescribable? Like looking into a set of mirrors, reflections of the same Elvis to infinity and beyond: some younger, some older, some decrepit. Then the mirror started to spin like a kaleidoscope. Concepts too big for a human brain filled my mind, something about a Pi multiplicity of universes, then a formula to access them, then a vast blankness.

      A hand covered my eyes, breaking the spell. I shook with the reaction and realized Elvis had raised his hand up, blocking my vision. “Looks like you might need a drink to ease that headache,” he said. The elder Elvii had disappeared or moved in a direction that human senses couldn’t grasp.

      Sure enough, I had a splitting headache. Akiko and Kitty-Sue looked on with concern. “Sure thing, Elvis,” I said. “I’m looking forward to sharing that drink with you.”

      “And karaoke,” said Akiko with enthusiasm.

      We reentered the auditorium we had just left, to find a karaoke machine and an electronic keyboard set up on the stage. Kitty-Sue and I sat at one of the VIP tables near the stage. I found my favorite drink, Johnnie Walker Black Label, on the table. An ice bucket and three tumblers sat on the table. There were several red-white-and-blue Pepsi bottles on the table, in a style I hadn’t seen since I was a teenager.

      “Elvis,” I shouted to him as he jumped up to the stage to examine the equipment, “shall I pour you a shot?”

      “Just a Pepsi for me, please,” he said, running his fingers over the keyboard, producing a haunting melody. “And be careful of that whiskey, that’s a special vintage. Just one finger, Scott,” he admonished.

      He turned to give a hand up to Akiko. Once again, she was surprised that she could touch someone. She held his hand longer than necessary to get up to the stage. But Elvis didn’t seem to mind.

      Taking the tongs in hand, I added a single ice cube to two glasses, pleased at the sharp tinkle of perfect crystal. I raised an eyebrow at Kitty-Sue, but she shook her head. At her negation, a new ice bucket with a bottle of champagne in it, chilled to the perfect temperature, appeared. I blinked, and two champagne flutes appeared on the table.

      I picked up the champagne and poured a glass for each of the ladies. Kitty-Sue almost never drank, but she would sip a toast with us. The scent of the champagne was sharp and bright, a quality I had not encountered in all my years.

      I picked up the bottle of Johnnie Walker, noting the heft of the glass and its contents. It seemed to have more inertia than possible. Remembering Elvis’ remark about “a special vintage,” I checked the label. The printing had some extra words. Johnnie Walker Blacker than Black Label. Where did this come from? Where a standard bottle would have had the proof listed, this bottle had a fucking infinity symbol! Would drinking it leave me drunk forever?

      What the hell. Elvis was an old friend; he wouldn’t give me anything that would kill me. And I really needed something for my headache.

      I cracked the screw top, releasing the ambrosial scent of heavenly Johnnie Walker. Plato would have appreciated this ideal form of whiskey. Hell, he was probably drinking some right now in Greek heaven.

      Taking Elvis’ admonition to heart, I poured a scant finger of the liquid ambrosia into my glass. The amber tints cast highlights throughout the room as if the liquid produced its own light. The scent tickled olfactory glands I didn’t know I possessed. Twirling the whiskey in the glass, I inhaled deeply, the mere scent of the whiskey slightly easing my vision-induced headache.

      Kitty-Sue held up her champagne glass, ready to toast. I shook my head, letting her know we were waiting for Akiko and Elvis. I popped the cap of the old-fashioned Pepsi bottle and poured a glass for Elvis.

      They came up to the table, chatting about songs. It took me a few seconds to understand that Elvis was speaking in perfect Japanese. At my look of incomprehension, he grinned and suddenly started speaking English. However, I had the strangest feeling that Akiko and Kitty-Sue were still hearing Japanese. Elvis had powers and abilities beyond the best magicians’.

      We all sat at the table, discussing our favorite songs. Of course, Elvis knew every song mentioned, in the original language. The King of Rock and Roll had ascended to become the Monarch of Music. But he still had that Tennessee “let’s have some fun” attitude and infectious grin.

      Akiko reached out and lightly touched his sleeve several times with a look of awe on her face. Her need for human (well, let’s call it human) contact overrode her naturally reserved Japanese manners. The last time she reached out, Elvis turned his head and grinned at her and took her questing hand in his. I felt a momentary flash of jealousy at the way Akiko squirmed in her seat, which was quickly repulsed by a mental admonition that she was my student and therefore off-limits.

      Finishing their discussion about songs, Elvis reached out and picked up his glass and toasted the table. The girls held their champagne flutes high, as did I with my scant measure of Johnnie Walker. “To good music, good drink, and good friends,” said Elvis.

      At the first tiny sip of the whiskey, my headache vanished, my back straightened, and my vision cleared. That was some potent stuff.

      “So, what’ve you been doing with yourself, Scott?” asked Elvis.

      “Oh,” I said, “traveling here and there. Making friends”—with a nod at Kitty-Sue— “teaching students”—nodding at Akiko— “and slaying monsters.”

      “Monsters, huh?” he said, taking a large sip of his Pepsi. “What kind of monsters?”

      “He fried Jorōgumo with lightning bolts,” chirped Kitty-Sue.

      “Jorōgumo,” mused Elvis. “Wait! Japanese, long black hair, great figure?”

      “Eight legs, poisonous fangs, ravenous appetite for flesh,” I said.

      “Yeah!” exclaimed Elvis. “That’s her! I dated her once. Great in the”—he looked at Akiko and Kitty-Sue and tempered his language— “clinch. But she was really clingy.”

      “Well,” I said, thoughts fleeing back to the time I had been cocooned in silk and stuck in her spider web, looking into those eight murderous eyes, “she was very clingy.”

      “Still,” he said, “I did get a nice silk shirt out of our time. She’s a great weaver, though it was kind of tight. I had to make her let it out.”

      “You forced Jorōgumo to tailor your shirt?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      Elvis grinned at her, nodded, then focused through her. He murmured, “That red hair, the white stripe on your...” Then he smiled in recognition. “Do you have an older sister that looks a lot like you? Only with more…” He stood up and shook his hips. I could swear I could see the outlines of multiple tails dancing behind him.

      Kitty-Sue’s eyes grew wide. “My auntie, the queen?”

      “Yeah, Queenie!” said Elvis, but somehow, I knew Kitty-Sue had heard her aunt’s first name. “She was a lot of fun! We had a great time together.”

      Oh God, Elvis had screwed my bodyguard’s aunt, the queen of all kitsune. I couldn’t imagine how this information could do anything but cause trouble.

      “You. Had. A. Great. Time,” Kitty-Sue enunciated carefully. Her hands made that “preparing to draw blades” gesture. I was ready to jump in.

      “Hey,” said Elvis, making a calming gesture and sitting back down, “pull in your claws, kitten. I’m sure she remembers me fondly. I sure do remember her well.”

      I awaited an explosion, for the same words from me would have caused an eruption—any reference to cats was hated by Kitty-Sue. I was ready to jump in like a frog between a hammer and an anvil.

      The relief I felt at Kitty-Sue’s laugh was both sharp and unexpected. Damn, I guess Elvis could get away with saying outrageous things.

      I took another tiny sip, finishing the whiskey, and my vision suddenly changed. I could see Elvis facing me, chatting about the old days back in Memphis. At the same time, I could see his head facing Kitty-Sue and Akiko, chatting with them. It was like a living Picasso painting.

      Ready to pour another shot to clear my head, I found Elvis’ hand on top of the bottle. “I wouldn’t drink any more of this tonight,” he said. “That’s a powerful draught.”

      Spinning the cap back onto the bottle, he picked it up and stared at the label, lost in thought, seeing things normal humans could not. “You should put this bottle into that magic poke you got there,” he said, nodding at the dragonskin bag at my side. “You gonna need to share it with a volcano soon.”

      “With a vol—” I started, but shut up at the look he gave me. Damn, I hate prophecy. “OK, Elvis,” I said, putting the bottle into my satchel, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      As if in apology, a new bottle of Johnnie Walker Black Label appeared on the table. This was a pristine, mundane bottle. No magic involved beyond the craft of the distiller. I added a fresh cube to my glass, cracked the bottle, and poured a generous three-finger shot. At my offer to pour him a shot, he shook his head and held up his Pepsi.

      The girls were giggling over some of the song selections, each picking out a favorite. Looking out over the room, Elvis said, “You know, I think we should invite more people. We got the makin’s of a great party.”

      Who could we possibly invite? I knew almost no one in Las Vegas, due to my long absence. My two favorite people, well three counting Princess, were here with us. As if reading my thoughts, Elvis said, “I’ll handle the invites.”

      With that he stood and walked over to the stage, ignoring the steps and leaping up to center stage. Taking the microphone in hand, he said, “Ladies and gentlemen, I always like to start with some gospel songs. See if you know this tune, it’s one of my favorites.”

      “Euterpe,” he said to the empty space in front of the keyboard, “hit it!”

      As the first notes came, the keys on the keyboard apparently depressing themselves, Kitty-Sue murmured, “He believes in the invisible Muse too.”

      It took me only a second to recognize the tune “Will the Circle Be Unbroken.” But there was something more: some special magic imbued the tune. Intricate patterns of woven spells flowed out along with the music. The amazing thing was that the patterns used very little magic. Both Akiko and I felt the shock as a magic circle enclosed the auditorium. How the hell had he created a circle so large and powerful here in the magical equivalent of the Sahara Desert?

      He was reaching the second stanza of the old spiritual. A craggy-faced man with jet-black hair stepped from the back of the stage. He was dressed in black leather boots, black pants, a black open-necked shirt, and a black knee-length coat.

      As he joined Elvis on the second stanza, “In the joyous days of childhood...” I instantly recognized that gravelly voice. “Hey,” I said to my table mates, “that’s Johnny—”

      I was interrupted by a voice at my shoulder. “Dr. Kitsune,” a man asked, “Do you mind if we join you?”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Jason and Monica standing there. Jason was wearing a pair of striped pajama bottoms, seeming unconcerned, and Monica was wearing a straining bra in red silk, a matching pair of dainty panties, a garter belt and stockings, and a pair of high-heeled red leather shoes. Monica had a vague, sated smile on her face, the face of an unburdened woman.

      I blinked, and the table was larger, with extra seats for our guests. At a nod from Kitty-Sue, I said, “Of course you can join us, please have a seat.”

      Jason pulled out a chair for Monica, seated her, then sat himself.

      “So how did you find yourself here?” asked Kitty-Sue, forgetting that Jason and Monica were convinced that she didn’t speak English.

      Monica had her hands on the edge of the table, fingers moving in rhythm with the music, obviously enjoying the lack of pain, and said, “We were sleeping after, mmm, you know. Then we heard the music and wandered down to here from the penthouse.”

      “It was very strange,” added Jason. “It seemed that no one could see us. I was worried until Monica said—”

      “It has to be a dream, right?” finished Monica. “Walking through the crowd in our underwear, finding a concert with Elvis and The Man In Black in our auditorium.”

      “It’s not concert,” interjected Akiko. “It’s karaoke night. All can get chance to sing.”

      “I feel like I know you, dear,” said Monica to Akiko, “but I know I’ve never seen you before.” The Elvis magic was making Akiko visible to everyone. Monica wore a puzzled frown, then said, “But I guess dreams are like that.” She nodded to herself in confirmation.

      “Ohhh,” she said, turning her attention to the music. “I love this part,” she said, before joining in.

      “You remember songs of heaven

      Which you sang with childish voice.

      Do you love the hymns they taught you,

      Or are songs of earth your choice?”

      “Can I offer you a drink?” I said.

      “I’d love a shot of that Johnnie Walker,” said Jason. Then turning to his wife, he asked, “Would you like some tea, dear?”

      “Hell, no,” responded Monica. “I haven’t had a real drink in five years because it interfered with my pain medicine. Now that I’m pain free, I want to have a real drink. Johnnie Walker all around!”

      A woman after my own heart. I poured the drinks and hummed along with the last chorus of the song, immensely enjoying the show of talent.

      When I turned my attention back to the room, several more of the tables had been filled. At the table next to us sat an imposing figure, muscled like a superhero, drinking from a horn. Next to him sat a slim, regal woman. She had on a gown of the sheerest silk that hid none of her charms. On her back, a set of translucent dragonfly wings fluttered in the air. She held a silver chalice, waving it in time to the music.

      They both looked over at our table and nodded. I thought they were looking at me, but the hum of recognition from Princess showed that she was the object of their attention. Princess drifted upward from her seat, manifesting her blade form, then tilted in a bow to the king and queen of all fae.

      “Wow,” said Monica. “A flaming sword. Even in dreams, this whiskey hits hard.” She dismissed her vision and turned her attention to the songbook on the table. I could tell she was itching to play something.

      On stage, our friends started a new tune, “Ghost Riders in the Sky.” There were some changes to the words that I couldn’t quite catch, despite my better-than-human hearing.

      Jason looked worried. “Scott,” he asked, “are we dreaming? Am I going to wake up tomorrow with my wife in constant pain? Is this real?”

      “‘Reality is a crutch,’” I quoted, “‘for those who can’t handle magic.’” When in doubt, make cryptic quotes. He seemed relieved, taking another drink of whiskey.

      On the stage, our host was saying, “That was great. Please give a big round of applause for The Man In Black,” as his guest faded away.

      “Now I want to play an intro song with another special guest before asking our very own ‘Foxy Lady’ to come up and sing for us.” With a flourish and a wave, a skinny Black man with a ’70s’ Afro came out from the back. He had a guitar slung across his back and when he spun it around I saw that he was one of those rare left-handed players.

      With barely a pause, he jumped into an audacious performance of “Foxy Lady,” better than any I had ever heard. The sonic bombardment of this ghostly artist washed over the audience, captivating everyone. As he hit the last refrain, his fingers moved so fast that his guitar caught on fire. Playing through the flames, he hit a series of final notes that blew away the crowd. The sudden silence was shocking as his abrupt finale. He took a quick bow and headed backstage.

      “Give a big hand to our friend Jim,” said Elvis. Turning his attention to our table, he continued, “Kitty-Sue, have you picked out your song?”

      Finishing off her whiskey, Kitty-Sue nodded and jumped up. With a lithe leap, she was on the stage. She stretched up and whispered in Elvis’ ear.

      “Really?” he exclaimed at her choice. “You’re not pulling my leg?”

      “I’m sure,” Kitty-Sue said, taking the microphone from his hand. Only someone who knew her well could tell she was nervous about singing in front of—wait; how many people? It seemed the crowd had grown as they spoke.

      Over to my left, three tables down, I caught a glimpse of a kimono-clad kitsune with nine tails arrayed behind her. At my attention, she turned her head, nodded in recognition, then blurred. Try as I might, I could not focus on her again.

      The music started, a quick techno beat in a rhythm I didn’t recognize. It wasn’t until the first line that I realized I had heard the song in movies.

      Dog goes woof, cat goes meow.

      Bird goes tweet, and mouse goes squeak.

      But the beat slowed near the chorus, with Kitty-Sue making a plaintive plea for understanding.

      What does the fox say?

      Who can decode our secret speech?

      It was a great performance, and we all clapped enthusiastically when she finished. As she exited the stage, a skinny guy with white hair and mismatched eyes grabbed the microphone and started the song about Major Tom.

      Kitty-Sue came back down to our table, picked up her refilled glass, and took a large drink. As she sat down, I asked, “Do you think your auntie liked your song?”

      At my question, she turned abruptly and scanned the crowd. “I don’t see her,” she said with a puzzled frown. “Are you joking with me, Scott?” Then she took a deep breath through her nose, using her most sensitive sense. “She was here. She was sad, then happy, then horny...? Oh god, Elvis was right! She misses him!” She dropped into her seat and held her glass out for a refill. Too many shocks in too short a time span tends to do that.

      Topping off her glass, I said, “I’m sure she only came to hear you sing.”

      Kitty-Sue gave me a tilted head look of exasperation, tapped her nose, and said, “The nose knows.” Then reverting to her basic trait, she gave a mischievous smile. “I’m going to set her stereo to play only Elvis songs from now on!”

      Changing the subject, I said, “I liked your song.” I took another sip of whiskey, then added, “So, are you my fox guardian angel?”

      She gave me the sweetest look, then her face went back to mischievous. “It’s just a song, Scott. I’m your bodyguard, not your guardian angel.”

      She looked up, clasping her hands together by her cheek, and said, using her most mocking tone, “However, we could find a drive-thru chapel...” That’s the trouble with tricksters: you never know if they are serious or not.

      Her proposal was interrupted abruptly by Elvis. “Scott won’t be getting married for a long time.” Behind him, Akiko nodded happily. At Kitty-Sue’s raised eyebrow, he continued, “He’s got a lot to get through before settling down.”

      “So, no chapel,” added Akiko, nodding to herself.

      “But when he marries,” asked Kitty-Sue, “will it be to a real girl?”

      “Real?” said Elvis and Akiko in unison.

      “Real, as in flesh and blood,” said Kitty-Sue, with a sidelong glance at Akiko.

      “Well,” started Elvis, only to notice my frantic headshake, “the future is hazy. There’s lots of twists and turns.”

      I don’t want to know my future. Every time I get tangled up in a prophecy, it turns out badly.

      Eager to change the subject, I said, “Isn’t it time for you and Akiko to sing?” In perfect timing, the previous singer just finished his set.

      With a grin that showed he knew I wanted a distraction, Elvis returned to the stage and motioned to Akiko to come up. Akiko floated up to the stage but appeared shy.

      “Ready to sing with the King?” he asked. In response, Akiko reached out, and her hand passed through the microphone. Her ghostly state rendered her incapable of using the equipment.

      “Honey,” he said, “you want to sing with the King, and everything works.” He tossed her the microphone, which she grabbed reflexively, and was stunned to catch it.

      The music started, and the first notes of “Walking in Memphis” came out of the speakers. A song about a ghost visiting Graceland?

      During the song, I noticed more and more of our audience. I saw the pale profiles of the Vegas blood drinkers, the hirsute weres, and even a few witches. Mortal and immortal enemies sat side by side, entranced by the once-in-several-lifetimes concert.

      I poured another shot into my glass and enjoyed the parade of singers. Monica turned out to have a wicked sense of humor and told an endless streak of dirty jokes. She had lost her inhibitions after convincing herself that this was just a dream. I wondered if the hangover she would feel the next day would give her second thoughts.

      Somewhere around the second bottle, I noticed Akiko and the King had departed. When I looked around, Monica said, “I think they went to take a nap.”

      “A nap?” I said. “But ghosts don’t slee—” Kitty-Sue kicked me under the table. Her grin showed she had not missed the interaction between our ghost and the King. Well, what the hell. They were both adults.

      Time around paranormals can get weird. I would have sworn the concert had lasted many hours, but the clock on my phone showed 3:00 a.m. Still, the party wound down, as all parties do.

      The last set was coming up, and I noticed that Monica hadn’t yet sung. “Hey, Monica,” I said, “do you want to play the wrap-up song?”

      “No,” she said. “I’m too shy to play in public.”

      With perfect drunken logic, I responded, “This isn’t public, this is just a dream.”

      “What the hell,” she said. “I’m up for it!”

      In a flash, she was up on the stage, turning the keyboard around so that she faced the audience.

      She adjusted the microphone, ran a few chords on the keyboard, then said, “Hi, folks. To wrap up, I’d like to play one of my favorites.”

      The first notes of Jackson Browne’s “The Load Out” song wafted over the crowd. Encouraged by the crowd, Monica hit the high notes on the “stay” chorus, and the audience sang along.

      I looked around as the song wound down and saw the members of the audience wink out, one by one. Sitting at a nearby table was a balding man with glasses, a notebook computer in front of him and a draft beer near to hand. At his left, wearing a black cloak, sat an imposing skeletal figure. An old-fashioned farm implement was propped against their table. On his right sat a young witch wearing a pointed witch’s cap in a decidedly un-witchlike lavender color.

      Recognizing the balding man, I prepared to get up and say hello to an old friend. As I was rising, the skeletal figure reached inside his cloak and brought out a highball glass-sized hourglass. It took me a second to realize what was strange about the hourglass. The sand was flowing backwards, in contradiction to the law of gravity. Mr. D tapped the balding man on the shoulder, interrupting his typing, and pointed to the hourglass. With a reluctant nod, he closed his laptop, drank the last of his beer, and slid out of his chair. All three faded away.

      Damn, I had wanted to have another drink with him. I would have traded several years of my life to read what he had been writing. I missed Sir Terry.

      The song finished, and we were the only ones left. The bottles of Johnnie Walker were empty, the champagne flat, the ice melted, and the Pepsi bottles gone.

      Monica said, “Elvis has left the building!” in her most sonorous tone. Then she came down the stairs on light feet. She was quite the sight in her underwear and high heels, and I admired the work I had done.

      She pulled Jason to his feet and gave him a hug while whispering in his ear.

      “OK,” agreed Jason, turning back to say goodnight. With that, they were out the door and heading away.

      I remember gazing into Kitty-Sue’s eyes and reaching for her, then nothing.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I drifted up from dreams of hugging a mink-coat-wearing pillow to find myself in bed with Kitty-Sue. Kitty-Sue was spooned up against me as the little spoon, her bushy tail tickling my nose. A tiny spot of my drool dripped onto her tail. As I snuggled even closer, her ear perked up and her butt wriggled against me. I found my hand holding the sweet weight of her bare breast, and her nipple hardened against my palm. Even through my killer hangover, I was happy and preparing to get even happier.

      Then a plastic bottle of water hit me in the head, making my hungover noggin ring like a bell. Looking around through squinted eyes, I saw that we were back in the penthouse suite. More exactly, in the huge bed in the suite.

      As I processed this, another plastic bottle zoomed at Kitty-Sue’s head. This bottle was intercepted by Kitty-Sue’s hand in a blind catch. Wow, good reflexes. Kitty-Sue bounced up and headed towards the bathroom.

      “Come on,” said Akiko. “Get a move on! We need to catch our flight!”

      Sitting up, I cracked the bottle, upended it, and swallowed half. Through the pain, I realized something was different about Akiko. Her English sounded perfect. No hesitation in finding words, excellent use of idiom. How long had I been asleep?

      “Why is your English so good now?” I asked.

      “Elvis taught me the words to the songs,” she replied. “He’s a great teacher.”

      “All of his songs?” I ventured.

      “No, silly Sensei,” she said. “All songs. Every song that’s ever been sung.”

      What did that mean? Magicians hate surprises.

      As a test, I started on an old song.

      “Quella sua maglietta fina,

      Tanto stretta al punto che m’immaginavo tutto.”

      She joined in the next line, without any hesitation.

      “E quell’aria da bambina

      Che non glie’ho detto mai ma io ci andavo matto.”

      Damn, her Italian accent was better than mine. Claudio Baglione would have cried upon hearing her.

      Oh, crap, I thought. Where was I when the god king was handing out polylingual skills?

      Kitty-Sue exited the bathroom, looking entirely too chipper for someone who had slept as little as she had. Damn shifter metabolism. She was brushing some kinks out of her tail fur.

      “You look different,” she said to Akiko, looking her up and down. “Happier, content, mmm... sated?”

      Sated. Yes, she had the look of a girl who had been thoroughly screwed and was glad about it.

      Akiko blushed and looked down at her feet, confirming our suspicions. “You know,” she mumbled, “he asked me to stay.”

      “Really,” said Kitty-Sue, tilting her head, “and what was your response to the King?”

      Expression firming up, Akiko looked at both of us in turn. “I said I have an obligation to my family, my friends”—with a nod at Kitty-Sue— “and Scott-Sensei. I won’t leave them, even for the touch of the King.”
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      Before leaving the hotel for the airport, Kitty-Sue divested herself of her cutlery, handing it all over to me for safekeeping. It all went in my “magic poke,” as Elvis called it. Once again, Kitty-Sue commandeered the shintai ring that housed Akiko’s essence. I thought she would carry it in her tiny purse or a pocket. Instead, she stared at the ring for a minute, seemed to come to a decision, and moved the ring towards her finger.

      Just as she was about to put the ring on her finger, I reached out to stop her. “You don’t want to do that,” I said. “One person wearing both the ring and the collar, each an immensely powerful Artifact of Power, would produce unpredictable effects.”

      Kitty-Sue’s eyes widened, then she gave me her evil grin. I abruptly realized that her trickster nature liked unpredictable effects. Faster than I could react, she tried to jam the ring on her finger. I watched in horror as the ring approached her finger, then in abrupt relief as the ring popped away from Kitty-Sue’s grasp, flying across the room.

      With her preternatural reflexes, Kitty-Sue zipped across the room and grabbed the ring. With a stubborn look on her face, she again tried to push the ring onto her finger, only to be met with a fierce resistance. “It’s like trying to push two magnets together,” she said.

      At that instant, Akiko materialized. She shook her head decisively and wagged her finger. “I don’t swing that way, Kitty-Sue! Now quit trying to penetrate me!”

      Kitty-Sue, surprised by both Akiko’s words and changed demeanor, slid the ring into her pocket. The ring popped out and flew towards my head. I raised a hand and grabbed it out of the air.

      “Scott-Sensei,” said Akiko in a sultry voice, “you can wear my ring any time.” She licked her lips. What had the night with a sex god done to my shy, retiring student?

      Caught between Kitty-Sue’s murderous glare and Akiko’s sly smile, I decided to not take this any further. I pulled the empty gold chain that had once held the ring from around my neck and affixed the ring to the chain. “This is just to get through security,” I said as I put the chain and ring around my neck. “You’ll be able to come back out at the boarding gate.” That would give them both time to cool off.

      Nodding acceptance, Akiko started to fade, then abruptly came back to full solidity. She smiled slightly, stepped over to Kitty-Sue, and whispered in her ear. Kitty-Sue’s angry features softened, then her eyes widened in surprise, matching the perking up of her fox ears, then she appeared intrigued. She said, “Hai! Hai! I’m looking forward to it.”

      Damn, I wished my hearing was good enough to catch that conversation.

      As Akiko faded away into the ring, I raised an eyebrow at Kitty-Sue. She gave me her blandest smile and said, “Just girl-talk. Nothing to interest you.”

      I picked up Princess, in her cane form, and put on my dragonskin satchel, and we exited the hotel.

      We caught the 10:05 flight to LaGuardia airport.

      As we left Las Vegas, I felt the loss of magic acutely. It would be so easy to stay in one place, growing more and more comfortable, putting down roots. Sometimes I wonder if homesickness is the mundane equivalent of this loss.

      The flight was uneventful, and we arrived in LaGuardia in the late afternoon. After exiting the security area, Akiko popped up beside us, matching our stride. I enjoyed walking through crowds with my ghost student. Most passed through her insubstantial form without notice, a few gave that “someone’s walking on my grave” shudder, and a very few sidestepped to avoid her. I watched the sidesteppers carefully to see if they focused on Akiko. But no, their eyes went elsewhere. They were sensitive enough to sense her presence, but not talented enough to see her.

      At the first restroom, Kitty-Sue stopped me and asked for her “package.” She was anxious to get her knives back from my satchel. I handed the package over and watched as the two went into the restroom.

      When they came out, Kitty-Sue looked much happier, as did Akiko. Despite knowing the amount of hardware Kitty-Sue carried, I could detect no outlines of her weaponry under her tight blouse/skirt combo.

      We followed our noses to a food court and had a quick meal of burgers and fries. Between bites, I tried to grab some of the wisps of magical energy that floated through the air, only to have them evade my grasp. I saw Akiko performing the same experiments.

      At a slight “ahem” cough from Kitty-Sue, I looked up. Several other customers were staring. Mmm, weird looking guy mumbling to himself and making strange gestures? Yeah, that might be a cause for alarm in an airport. Before security was called, I asked Kitty-Sue to erect one of her kitsune bubbles. Once the bubble went up, we were ignored.

      “So, boss,” asked Kitty-Sue as she munched a French fry, “what’s the plan? Do you own a house here, too?”

      When had she started calling me boss? “No,” I replied. “Here it will be strictly hotels. Akiko and I need to spend some time acclimating. I think Central Park will be best, so I booked us a suite at the Ritz-Carlton.”

      Finished with our meal, I asked Kitty-Sue to drop her bubble. As the shield evaporated, I felt the attention of a powerful entity. Akiko’s puzzled look matched my own “being watched” feeling. Our glances centered on a point east of us.

      “We might have to make another stop,” I said.

      “Besides Central Park?” asked Kitty-Sue. Akiko was still peering at the wall, eyes focused beyond the airport.

      “We have to go to L—”

      “Liberty Island!” Akiko completed my sentence.

      “Liberty Island?” asked Kitty-Sue. “You mean where the Statue of Liberty is located?”

      I picked up my trash, dumped it all into a bin, and headed towards the exit. Kitty-Sue hesitated with her tray in hand for a moment before realizing that here, unlike Japan, there were no separate bins for liquids, paper, and plastic.

      “I was hoping to avoid it,” I said as we walked away from the restaurant, “but we have to go and pay a visit.”

      “To who?” asked both Kitty-Sue and Akiko in unison.

      “The spirit of Liberty. Her abode is the Statue of Liberty,” I said.

      “I’m looking forward to a trip to Liberty Island,” said Kitty-Sue, “but why do we have to visit it?”

      “Both Akiko and I felt her attention,” I replied. “Now that she knows we’re here, it would be, mmm, rude to not visit.”

      Kitty-Sue and Akiko exchanged one of those female glances that transmitted a lot of information in a microsecond.

      “Scott,” said Kitty-Sue, dropping the “boss” honorific, “you have that look.”

      I blanked my face. “What look?”

      “The look you get when you talk about exes,” she said.

      “You screwed the Statue of Liberty!” exclaimed Akiko.

      “Well,” I said, flashing my best grin, “we dated in the summer of ’84. More than that, I can’t say.” Realizing that was before either of them was born, I suddenly felt old.

      “OK, boss,” said Kitty-Sue, “is there anywhere in the world we can go and not run into one of your exes?”

      Lost in thought as we walked, I said, “Well, the females I date tend to live a long time, so it’s only natural...”

      My explanation was abruptly cut off as an immensely powerful hand grabbed my right forearm, locking it in a tight grip. My attacker pulled at my arm with inhuman strength and speed, spinning me around to my right. Princess fell to the tiles with a clatter. I accelerated, slowing down the world to a crawl. My assailant had a fist halfway to my jaw in a punch that would have knocked my head off. His clear blue eyes, unblemished skin, and inhuman strength and speed all indicated he was a were.

      I pushed at time even harder, slowing his punch down enough to allow me to turn my head and dodge. He still had an unbreakable hold on my right arm. I stepped into his arc while bringing my right elbow down, bracing it against my side. A normal human couldn’t hope to arm wrestle a were fairly. However, putting my elbow in against my side and pushing with the weight of my entire body pushed his arm in and brought my hand close to his belt, where I grabbed his buckle.

      I pushed with my left hand on his right elbow, forcing him to twist even further. I grabbed his collar with my left hand, pulling him forward while pushing with my right. His feet slid on the tiles, coming off the floor as I pushed up with my right arm. He was stronger and faster than a human, but his weight was the same as a normal man. He didn’t have all the tricks with weight and momentum that Kitty-Sue and I had.

      As he was raised in the air, I lowered myself, putting my right knee on the ground, the other knee braced to allow me to perform the backbreaker drop maneuver.

      I felt the satisfying crunch as his back bent at an unnatural angle. I pushed him off my knee, and he flopped on the floor. The limpness in his lower limbs indicated his spinal column had been shattered. As a were, he could heal from almost any wound, barring the use of silver or magic, but he would be out of commission for a bit.

      As time started to speed back up to normal, he had another trick to try. His right hand flexed, and hair sprouted on the back of his hand. Claws extended from his fingers as he slashed at my throat. I was just fast enough, or time was just slow enough, to allow me to slide back enough to evade his attack.

      I waited a moment, savoring my escape, when an internal voice said, “Target fixation! Wolves always travel in packs!” I looked around quickly, to see another damn were headed my way. As time caught up, I heard the new were say, “Don’t kill him! Take him alive!”

      Crap! I was exhausted from the time slip and didn’t have the energy to do it again. I was ready to call Princess to me in defense, but that would have meant killing the weres. I didn’t even know what pack they were from. I felt anger humming from Princess—she was eager to taste blood. Letting her loose here might involve mundanes.

      The second were jerked to a stumbling halt as a pair of thrown blades found him. Each blade, sparkling with kitsune magic, made a deep wound, one in his right thigh and one in his left shoulder. The smirk on his face was quickly washed away when the blades didn’t pop out and the flesh beneath heal immediately. Instead, the blades wriggled in like badgers going for the throat.

      With a muffled scream, he pulled the blades out and threw them down. As they clattered to the floor, he clamped his hands over the wounds, which refused to heal. Through the ripped clothes, I saw his flesh writhing as it tried to heal the magical wounds.

      Kitty-Sue glided up, bent down without taking her eyes from the threat, and picked up her blades from the floor. She looked at the were with her flat predator’s gaze, then moved in quickly. The were tried to step back but couldn’t move fast enough to evade her, ending with his back against the corridor wall.

      Kitty-Sue nonchalantly wiped her blades off on the thug’s expensive suit, looked at the wounds, and commented, “That’s going to leave a mark.” She maintained her stance, holding the blades in front of the assailant’s eyes.

      “Wha-wha-what the fuck are those?” he stammered, then sniffed. “They’re not silver. Why can’t I heal?”

      Taking a quick look around to see if there were any other assailants, I bent down to pick up Princess. She was so angry she was vibrating ultrasonic screams of torture and death. Good thing I had not pulled her out; she might have done a lot worse than Kitty-Sue.

      “What’s that screaming noise?” the were asked, unable to pinpoint Princess’ shrieks.

      “The blade’s hungry for blood,” responded Kitty-Sue.

      Calling up a bubble of kitsune magic that instantly made the crowd ignore our little tableau, Kitty-Sue leaned even closer to the were, examining him like a malevolent child examines a bug. “Kill now?” she asked in a voice that sent shivers up my spine.

      “Not yet,” I said.

      The younger were made scrabbling sounds with his legs as his spine healed and allowed him to start moving again. Before I could make a move, Kitty-Sue reached her bladed hand behind the ear of her opponent. The stench of burning were flesh wafted through our area.

      Pulling him over by the ear, Kitty-Sue forced the were to move over next to his pack mate. In a quick twist, she forced the were to his knees, following him down by folding herself into a seiza position. Then she transferred her right knife to the throat of the second were.

      Having seen the effect the deadly blades had had on his mate, Brokeback wisely stayed on the floor.

      “Kill now?” asked Kitty-Sue, this time with a plaintive, let-me-play whine in her voice.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I asked, ignoring the two werewolves, “is the story true?”

      “Which story, boss?” she asked, without moving the knives she held at the werewolves’ throats.

      “That if you take a werewolf tail back to your queen, she’ll promote you? Give you an extra tail?”

      With an avaricious gleam in her eye, Kitty-Sue responded, “Yes! I’d forgotten about that. If you make them change, I’ll get two tails.”

      With a weighing stare, she continued, “The ears are worth something too. Do you want them?”

      The younger were, not having felt the power behind Kitty-Sue’s blades, muttered, “Bitch, we’ll feast on you.”

      The older were said something I couldn’t understand. Akiko, making herself visible to only Kitty-Sue and me, said, “Oh, they’re speaking German! He called the young guy a pup and told him to shut up if he wants to keep his tail intact.”

      Kitty-Sue turned her head slowly towards the young were, eyes widening into a maniacal glare that said “Don’t fuck with me” louder than a shout.

      “Oh, puppy,” I said with a sad head-shake, “when our plane landed, you were no longer at the top of the New York food chain.”

      The older were broke first, dropping his head in submission. Kitty-Sue’s knife followed him down, staying a millimeter from his carotid. Reluctantly, the younger were also dropped his head. The crowds continued to flow around our little tableau, unable to penetrate the bubble that encircled us.

      “So, tell me,” I asked, “what does the voice in your head say about me now?” Kitty-Sue gave me a look like I had gone crazy.

      “What voice?” asked the pup, sneering.

      “Your inner wolf,” I said. “My ex told me it was like a whisper, telling her where everyone fit in.” Noting Kitty-Sue’s raised eyebrow at the mention of another ex, I gave the smallest of shrugs. A guy has to have a few secrets.

      “How did she put it?” I mused while rubbing my chin. “Oh yes, pack,” I said, nodding at them. “Prey.” I nodded at the passing crowd. “And those like us.” I pointed to myself and Kitty-Sue. “Predators.”

      “So, tell me,” I said, staring into their eyes in direct challenge, “what does your inner wolf say when it sees us?” I held my right hand up and trickled power into my pentagram tattoo until it glowed brightly.

      Once again, the older were caved first. “Raubtier,” he said, quickly echoed by the younger. Akiko whispered a translation in my ear, but I already knew that word. Predator.

      Another whisper from my ghost translator, and I corrected them, “No,” I said. “Spitzenpradator.” Apex predator. I held the silence until they reluctantly repeated the word.

      “OK,” I said to Kitty-Sue, “you can let them up now. They won’t attack for now.”

      Kitty-Sue pouted. “But I didn’t get my tails!”

      “You can take their tails if they’re not gone in five, four, three...” At three, the two were already gone.
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* * *

      “So,” said Kitty-Sue as she examined the edge of her blades, “what’s this news about you having a were as a girlfriend?”

      “That’s old news,” I said, “another of those things that happened before you were born.”

      “So, let’s see,” she said, “there’s the unnamed were, then there’s Libby—”

      “Who’s Libby?” I interjected.

      “The Statue of Liberty,” said Kitty-Sue. “Don’t you call her Libby?”

      “Don’t ever call her that,” I said. “Her name is Jacqueline, Jackie to friends.” I was having second thoughts about introducing Kitty-Sue to Jackie.

      With the slightest nod, Kitty-Sue accepted my reprimand.

      Akiko spoke up. “Why couldn’t you smell them before they got here?” she asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Yes,” I said, “why didn’t my bodyguard smell the werewolves before they attacked?”

      With a tight-lipped expression, Kitty-Sue answered with a question of her own. “Do you remember the bath I made you take after you screwed my sister?”

      Ouch, what a way to remind me of a shameful episode. “Mmm, vaguely,” I said, wondering where she was going with this.

      “They were using something like that to mask their scent,” said Kitty-Sue. “Don’t worry,” she continued, tapping her nose, “I’ve got the new scent. They won’t be able to get within a hundred meters without me smelling them.”

      I had noticed that the musky scent of werewolf had been missing before the attack, but had put it down to my inferior mundane senses. I shrugged in acceptance of the fact that the wolves had come up with a new trick.

      “And speaking of failures,” said Kitty-Sue, turning her attention to Akiko, “it appears another of your bodyguards had trouble today. Why is that?”

      Bowing in apology, Akiko said, “Gomenosai, I couldn’t intervene...” Her voice trailed off to a whisper.

      “Couldn’t intervene because...?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      Time to come clean about Akiko’s restrictions. “Due to a geas I placed on her when I made her my student, she’s bound to harm no one.”

      Kitty-Sue’s eyes brightened in anger as she took a deep breath. “You can’t harm anyone?” she asked, stepping closer to Akiko.

      “Hai,” said Akiko in a small voice, almost a whisper.

      “So,” said Kitty-Sue, “I’ve been tiptoeing around in fear of your”—she made quote marks with her fingers— “immense magical powers? Terrified of the famous Ghost Mage of Roppongi?”

      “Hai,” responded Akiko a second time, with her head bowed.

      Kitty-Sue surprised us both by laughing loudly. “Oh, my Goddess!” she exclaimed. “You are one sneaky spirit! Even my auntie was afraid of you!”

      “You’re not mad?” asked Akiko.

      “Hell, no,” said Kitty-Sue. “We love jokes. I’d hug you if you were tangible. I’m not mad at you,” she said with a glare at me.

      “But,” she said to me, “your bodyguard should know if her partner is shooting blanks. We could have died if I had depended on her.”

      Swallowing my pride, I had to admit Kitty-Sue was right. My magician need to keep secrets had endangered the team. “OK,” I said, “you’re right. No more secrets that might affect our mission.”

      “No more secrets,” echoed Kitty-Sue. “So, what about this werewolf girlfriend?”

      Turning us towards the exit, I said quickly, “No secrets that affect the mission, Kitty-Sue. That was long ago and far away.”
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* * *

      A quick taxi ride to the Ritz-Carlton and we were in our room. The suite was extravagant—opulent with overstuffed furniture, heavy wooden tables, and tiled floors. A vase of flowers awaited us on the entryway table.

      The stereo turned on by itself and started playing an old tune by The Police: “Every Breath You Take.”

      “Thanks, Euterpe,” I said to the empty room. Concentrating, I felt a tingle in my earlobes, a sign that listening devices were in the area. I looked over at Kitty-Sue, who looked around the room, her glance resting on the spots the monitoring devices were located. In the telephone, the large screen TV, even the bathroom.

      Tugging my earlobe to request Kitty-Sue erect a bubble, I waited until we were secure before saying, “Fucking NSA. I can zap the devices, but they’ll know they’ve been cut off.”

      With a thoughtful look, Kitty-Sue said, “I can baffle them, but they will grow suspicious at too much silence.”

      Akiko raised her hand, looking every bit the student, and said, “I have a spell that might work.”

      A spell to trick listening devices and not advertise the fact that we knew they were listening? I nodded at her to go ahead.

      Akiko began to sing in Spanish, of all things. A language she had not known two days ago. Despite her inability to access local magic streams, she wove a complex spell that created tiny spheres of sound near each microphone and spheres of almost invisible light near the cameras.

      “It’s OK now,” said Akiko, gesturing to Kitty-Sue to drop her bubble. “We can talk now. All they will hear is Spanish telenovelas.”

      Kitty-Sue waited until I nodded to drop the bubble.

      I approached my student’s sphere of audio magic, amazed by the complexity and intricacy of Akiko’s spell. It took a tiny amount of magic to sustain and was a marvel.

      “And what will they see?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Us, walking around, talking, drinking. I based the spell on a telenovela series I watched once called Jane the Virgin.”

      I had been considering releasing Akiko from her geas so she could perform more magic. I was having second thoughts after seeing this display of skill. Skill and talent outrunning morality was one of the reasons magicians were feared around the world. She would be even more formidable once she attuned herself to New York’s magical flows.

      In the background, I heard Kitty-Sue asking, “So, which of us is the virgin?”
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      “Well, ladies,” I said, “it’s late in the afternoon, and I still need to work on my meditations. I’m going down to Central Park. Would you like to come with?”

      “Of course, Scott-Sensei,” responded Akiko. “I also need to meditate.”

      “Meditation?” said Kitty-Sue with a weighing gesture, balancing her two hands in front of her body. “Mmm, sounds boring.”

      “OK,” I responded, putting my dragonskin satchel around my shoulder and heading for the door.

      “Wait!” said Kitty-Sue. “I’m your bodyguard. You can’t go anywhere without me.” Looking askance at Akiko, she added, “I guess I’m your bodyguard, too. Since you can’t hurt anyone.” She shook her head at the alien concept.

      I shook my head at Kitty-Sue. “Don’t think that her vow of nonviolence means she can’t protect herself or help us,” I said. “She’s almost as powerful as me, she can’t be touched by mortal weapons, she never sleeps, she can walk through walls, and she has access to an enormous amount of magical energy through the Artifact of Power she wears.”

      I had a momentary internal debate before continuing, “The vow she took was to protect us from her as much as vice versa.” Akiko’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “I’ll still come,” said Kitty-Sue as she picked up her tiny purse. She watched Akiko out of the side of her eyes, a newfound element of respect in her gaze.

      We stepped out the front door of the Ritz-Carlton and headed towards Central Park. It was a warm summer afternoon, and the park was teeming with people. After a twenty-minute walk, we found a spot near the center of the park. I indicated with a nod that I wanted to go off the path, and Kitty-Sue set up a kitsune bubble around us.

      We found a spot with the elements we needed: earth and stone, sun and sky, and a set of trees. Unlike my carefully cultured geometric garden in Las Vegas, this was a more haphazard arrangement. Still, with the proper attitude, it would work.

      First thing, turn off all electronics, eliminating distractions. Kitty-Sue reluctantly put away her phone, where she had been updating her status on Tailbook. She then cast a bubble over our group.

      Walking around like a dog about to settle, I found a spot with a nexus of ley lines, the conductors of magical energy. I sat on the ground in a cross-legged position.

      Akiko, long hair and short skirt blowing in the wind, picked a spot directly opposite me. A thought flashed through my mind: “Is my ghost wearing underwear?” I quickly squashed it and turned my head, although I could still see her out of the corner of my eye.

      With a tiny smile, Akiko made a gesture and morphed her outfit from the senior high school student combo she normally wore to her Padawan outfit of a tunic and pants. Modesty assured, she nodded to herself and floated down into the seiza position opposite me.

      Kitty-Sue faced away from us, facing the nearest path, and settled into that one-knee-on-the-ground stance that martial artists use. It looked uncomfortable, but I had seen her maintain the position for hours, then leap into blurring motion when necessary.

      Akiko took off her glasses and polished them on a white piece of purest silk. She perched the glasses on her nose and pushed them up until they fit just right, nodding to herself.

      I had crafted the glasses when she was just a ghost to enable her to see the flows of magic. The funny thing was that the glasses were not real, just more of her ectoplasm. Unbound by mundane physics, she should have been able to see the entire magical spectrum. However, she had lacked the self-confidence to believe she could see magic. The glasses were her “Dumbo’s feather,” allowing her to accept that she could see magic. I would have to train her to eliminate the crutch in the near future so she could reach her full potential.

      The next two hours were spent in meditation and trying to capture the vague wisps of magic that flowed around us. Earth, Water, Air, Fire, and Spirit, the five elements of magic. I needed to build up reserves of each type to perform my tricks.

      It was tedious and frustrating. At home, I could have topped off my reserves quickly. Even in Tokyo, I had access to more magic than here. Between the burned-out tattoos and the new location, my powers were at low ebb.

      At the edge of my awareness, I felt Akiko performing the same exercises, as I had taught her. It was equally frustrating for her, but she persevered. She had access to the ring I had gifted her, a potent Artifact of Power that contained enormous reserves of magical energy. However, like myself, she preferred to have her internal resources at maximum. Magic rings, wands, and collars could be lost or stolen, but the energy stored within was always available. Our internal resources were one of the few reliable constants in a magician’s life.

      After two hours, I exited my trance. Still not attuned to the local magic, but closer. Pushing further would reach the point of diminishing returns. Akiko followed me up to consciousness. As always, coming back to the mundane world was a shock. Were the trees really that green? The sky that blue? To work magic is to be forever torn between two realities, always homesick for the other world.

      I rose stiffly from my squat, envious of the way Akiko and Kitty-Sue floated to their feet. I had been that limber once and would be again, after a lot of work.

      Kitty-Sue and I turned on our phones. I was greeted with a series of missed calls from the offices of Selene Select Partners, as well as several voice mails.

      While I was looking at the screen of my phone, it rang again. Punching the “Accept” key brought the voice of a pissed-off werewolf to the speaker.

      “Where the fuck are you?” he said. “I’m losing millions every day you fuck around.”

      “Must be a wrong number,” I said. “See ya.” I hung up.

      Twenty seconds later the phone rang again. I let it go to voice mail, listening in.

      “Freeman, you asshole!” The rage in his voice was palpable as Frost went off the rails. “Where are you? Fucking Omaha. Get your ass back to New York and complete this contract or I’ll...”

      I clicked on the phone, answering his call. “Or you’ll send a couple of cubs to kidnap me? That didn’t work out so well, did it?”

      It could go two ways: either he’d deny they were his pack or pretend they had gone off on their own. Both explanations were bullshit. No one else knew we were coming to New York, and members of the pack didn’t do anything without orders.

      He went with option two. “Is this about those two rogue...” he said with his voice turning into a feral growl.

      The phone was taken by somebody else, and the next voice was the dulcet tones of Ms. Cappuccetto. “Hello, Dr. Freeman? This is Ms. Cappuccetto. We would greatly appreciate it if you could come in as soon as possible to work on our communications system.”

      Her voice trembled as she continued, “I can assure you, the two men who met you are no longer with the firm.”

      Kitty-Sue’s ears perked up at the sounds in the background of snarls and screams. It put a smile on her face.

      “Gee, I feel so reassured,” I said. “Let me think about it.”

      The screams stopped, and I could hear Frost panting in the background, near Ms. Cappuccetto. I could imagine his feral jaws closing in on her throat. “Please help me,” she whispered, then continued in a slightly stronger voice, “set up an appointment as soon as possible.”

      Kitty-Sue was unimpressed. She frowned and shook her head. At my glance, she pantomimed begging for help, palms clasped before her ample chest, and then smiling in gratitude. She hates poor acting.

      “Well,” I said, putting in my own attempt at bad acting, “I would really like to help you. But if you want me to work with you, I’m going to need an Oath.”

      There were several seconds of silence on the line. An Oath would bind the alpha and his pack. Breaking an Oath would have severe consequences. Not the “I’m gonna sue you” type of consequences. The “die right away” type of outcome.

      “OK,” said Ms. Cappuccetto, “I give you my Oath—”

      I had to laugh. “Not you, honey,” I said. “Frost has to bind himself and the pack to do me and mine no harm.”

      Another whispered discussion in the background. I could tell Akiko and Kitty-Sue had questions, but they wisely held them.

      Frankly, it was a toss-up if he would accept or not. An Oath would be humiliating to him, indicating he was untrustworthy. Consequences would be severe if broken, but taking the Oath would lower his reputation in the magical community.

      “Just give me a minute to confer with Director Frost,” said Ms. Cappuccetto. Kitty-Sue tilted her head, listening to the whispered exchange before they muted their end of the line. I muted our line.

      Kitty-Sue put one hand in front of her mouth to stifle a laugh, then made a circle with thumb and forefinger while wagging her hand back and forth. Akiko looked on in incomprehension, then as she understood what Kitty-Sue had heard, gave her ghostly blush and looked at the ground.

      “Yeah,” I said, “she’s calming him down so he can make his decision with a clear head.”

      Looking at the phone resting in my palm to ensure the line was still muted, Kitty-Sue asked, “What was that about Omaha?”

      “He put a tracer on my phone,” I said. “The phone reported its location as Omaha. My phone always thinks it’s in Omaha. He has the resources of a billion-dollar company. He can spy on pretty much anyone.”

      “Anyone but us,” said Kitty-Sue with a grin, then continued, “What happened to the two guys from the airport?”

      “Oh,” I said, “they’re dead. That background noise was them getting their throats torn out.”

      Kitty-Sue surprised me by abruptly crossing her arms, compressing her lips in anger, and saying, “So you sent those two weres back to certain death?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “it was certain. The guy who canceled my original contract got thrown out of a fifty-story window, so I was sure those two would meet an untimely end. Why are you so concerned?” Was my ninja bodyguard going soft?

      “Because it was a waste!” she said with vehemence. “I could have had two werewolf tails for the queen.”

      I gave her my best “I’m sorry” shrug. Then held up a finger to have her stop talking as Frost came back on line.

      “Mr. Freeman,” said Frost, “sorry about the misunderstanding. I will be happy to give you my Oath that all members of my pack, including myself, will not harm you in any way while in New York City.”

      I felt strings of magic activate as the Oath took hold. I held my silence for a minute, waiting. When no further vow was made, I countered with, “Only me? That’s not gonna fly. I have my pack, too. See ya,” and hung up.

      I sat back on the grass, closing my eyes and enjoying the sunshine.

      The phone rang after another five minutes. This time, Frost’s voice had the composure of a smooth politician mitigating a minor misunderstanding. I wondered if Ms. Cappuccetto had performed another calming exercise for him. “Dr. Freeman,” he began, “I apologize for the misunderstanding. Of course, I will give you my Oath that neither I nor any member of my pack will offer you and your designated group harm in any manner while you are here in New York.”

      “I accept your Oath,” I said, “and swear that neither I nor my group will harm you or your pack while in New York.” As the Oaths were completed, I felt the bindings tighten.

      “Excellent,” said Frost. “So, we can expect you here by tomorrow? At 6:00 a.m.?” Still trying to force me to his schedule. Despite the Oath, he was still trying to order me around.

      “Sorry,” I responded, “I’m still preparing my equipment. I’ll call you tomorrow to set up a convenient time.”

      I could hear him gnashing his teeth and holding his breath, and Ms. Cappuccetto answered for him. “Please make it as soon as possible. Things are really intense at the office now.”

      At that moment, both Akiko and I felt the attention of a powerful supernatural entity. It was stronger than before, more focused. Like the difference an ant feels between normal sunshine and the burning intensity of a magnifying glass.

      “We’ll do our best to get there as soon as possible,” I responded, both to Frost and the onlooking entity, before hanging up.

      “Let’s go,” I said to Akiko and Kitty-Sue. “There’s another stop we can’t put off much longer.”

      “Where’s that?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Liberty Island, to visit the Statue of Liberty,” I said. ”She’s expecting us first thing tomorrow morning.”
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      The next morning, we performed another meditation session in Central Park, followed by breakfast. Then we hopped in a taxi to the South Street Seaport, where we could walk to Battery Park. While Akiko sang along to the Russian tunes the driver was playing, Kitty-Sue went online and purchased tickets for the next ferry to Liberty Island. We managed to get on the 9:30 ferry.

      Magically, Liberty Island is the confluence of the most powerful ley lines in North America. If not for the protection afforded by Jackie, magic users from all over the globe would travel there to charge up.

      We followed the tour group that got off the ferry. The group appeared to grow indistinct and slowly fade away. We were being transferred to another plane. I hadn’t seen this effect since my battle with Jorōgumo. Kitty-Sue touched my arm to stop me as she said, “I have a bad feeling about this.”

      We were abruptly face-to-face with Jackie. Her appearance hadn’t changed much since 1984, although she was wearing a modern skirt/blouse combo. Her blouse was a dark green, on top of another shade of green for her skirt. Looking from her to the statue that towered over us, I could see the same colors reflected in the patina on the metal. She had a classic French beauty: a long nose, strong chin, and flawless cafe-au-lait complexion. She greatly resembled the statue that loomed above us.

      “Kitty-Sue, Akiko, I’d like you to meet Jackie,” I said, “an old friend of mine.”

      “Enchanté,” said Akiko with a perfect French accent. How many languages had Elvis taught her? Kitty-Sue bowed, but not very low. Still some resentment there about an ex. I hate it when my supernatural girlfriends can’t get along.

      “Honey,” said Jackie in a Brooklyn accent, “I appreciate the effort, but I don’t speak French anymore. Pleased to meetcha.”

      Jackie looked at my bodyguard and ghost student with narrowed eyes, judging their capabilities, then nodded to herself.

      “OK, then,” she said, “I invited you here”—looking at me— “because a meeting was requested by the witches’ coven. They asked me to guarantee neutral ground.”

      “Yeah, well,” I said, “you can tell the witches to go shove broomsticks up their—” A glance from Jackie and my voice stopped. Try as I might, I couldn’t get another word out. I crossed my arms and glared at Jackie. Ex-girlfriend or not, I didn’t like being set up.

      Akiko pursed her lips in thought, then raised her hands to cast a spell. She was drawing huge amounts of power from the ring.

      Jackie’s eyes widened at the amount of magic Akiko was calling, and she held up her hands in a placating gesture. “The gag is only temporary. I swear,” she said. At my nod, Akiko lowered her hands and let the power subside.

      Jackie said, “Let’s just get this meeting over with. Alicia!”

      From a nearby building stepped a bulldog-looking woman in her fifties. Dyed blond hair to cover the gray, tailored pantsuit to cover the expanding rear, lips pursed in a perpetually angry expression—she was the picture of an angry bureaucrat. Clutched in her hand was a folded vellum document.

      “This is Alicia,” said Jackie, “the prime of the New York Witches’ Coven. She asked for this meeting to discuss matters ‘of grave import’ with you, Scott.”

      Alicia spoke first. “Scott Freeman, you are in New York in violation of the Magician Ban Treaty of 1929. Additionally, you have been designated a WMD by the coven, and I have been authorized to detain you.”

      She tried to hand me the document, but I stepped back quickly. No way was I going to take anything from the hand of a witch. As she neared, I scanned her. Healthy, if slightly obese, she exuded the power of her coven. Twelve witches channeled all their power through this petty bureaucrat.

      Several times, she tried to get me to take the document, and I slid away. Her mouth turned into a thin line in frustration, enhancing the fine network of wrinkles. Finally, Kitty-Sue stepped between us and held up her hand.

      Alicia gazed at Kitty-Sue, trying to determine her true nature. However, Kitty-Sue’s glamour was perfect. She presented as a mundane, black-haired female in her mid-twenties.

      “Out of my way,” said Alicia. “This is official coven business.”

      “Not going to let you screw with my man, bitch,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “If you knew how old he really was,” said Alicia, “you wouldn’t be so protective.”

      I turned to Jackie and saw that she was whispering and giggling with Akiko. What did those two have to talk about? Akiko noted my gaze and pointed my way. Jackie finally noticed me, and I pointed to my mouth. Her damn gag spell was still in effect. With a wave of Jackie’s hand, the spell dissipated.

      Frustrated in her efforts, Alicia finally just stood in place, holding out the document. Finally able to speak, I said, “WMD? Could you spell that for me?”

      Ignoring my joke, Alicia responded, “WMD. A Weapon of Magical Destruction. Any magicians of level six or above is considered a WMD and must be contained.”

      “Contained,” I mused. “Is that the new politically correct term for enslaved?”

      “Contained,” repeated Alicia, “under the control of the witches’ coven.”

      “And the witches’ coven is controlled by...?” I trailed off.

      “I am the prime of the coven,” said Alicia, with a smug expression.

      “You know what happened to the Memphis Coven back in the fifties?” I asked.

      “Some type of psychic feedback killed them all,” said Alicia.

      “Not quite,” I said. “I happened. They tried to bell this cat”—I pointed at myself— “by enslaving me. It kind of backfired on them.”

      “Obviously, they were not as accomplished as our group,” said Alicia.

      Challenges must be met. “You ready to try your luck?” Fight the prime of the most powerful coven in the world? On her home turf? Bet your ass I would. I’ll never be enslaved again.

      Alicia’s lips compressed, and she appeared ready to attack me, but a small headshake from Jackie stopped her.

      “Luckily for you,” said Alicia, “Jackie won’t allow magical attacks here.”

      “Or it’s lucky for you,” I responded.

      “But we control all of New York,” said Alicia. “It’s only a matter of time.”

      She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “However, we could see a way to let you leave. It has come to our attention that you possess an ancient Artifact of Power, a certain ring. Surrender the ring to the Council, and you may go free.” She gave a rictus of a smile that never reached her eyes, faker than a politician’s promise.

      Ancient? If only she knew that I had crafted that ring; what would she do? She’d be all over me like the farmer’s wife was on the golden egg laying goose. With the same result.

      In any case, the ring was now the home for Akiko’s spirit and not mine to give away.

      “Your info is wrong,” I stated flatly. “I don’t have a ring-shaped Artifact of Power.” Literally true, but incomplete. No sense telling her about the collar hidden under Kitty-Sue’s glamour, or Princess Blade safely hidden in my satchel.

      Fake smile fading, Alicia said, “Unfortunate. Still, you will find all the details of your judgment in these documents.” She tried once again to hand the sheets over to me.

      “I’ll take those,” said Kitty-Sue, surprising us both. “I’m acting as Scott’s counselor here in New York.” She reached out quicker than the eye could follow to snatch the documents from Alicia’s hand. A small blade was revealed in Alicia’s grasp. That bitch had been trying to get a blood sample from me for a binding. Alicia quickly slid the knife into her pocket, her bland expression betraying nothing.

      Kitsune magic flared over the documents in Kitty-Sue’s hand. She riffled the documents and said, “Doesn’t look like they’re booby-trapped, boss,” as she handed the documents over to me.

      “What are you?” asked Alicia in surprise, both at her quickness and the flare of unknown magic.

      “Someone you don’t want to fuck with,” said my irrepressible friend.

      As I started to riffle through the papers with Akiko looking over my shoulder, I noticed Alicia beaming in triumph.

      About to throw the papers in her smiling face, I became riveted to the third page. There was a design there, the most beautiful thing I had ever seen, reminding me of the work of Van Gogh. It was printed in all five primary colors of the Pentachromat spectrum. A subtle trap, a spirit maze only visible to Pentachromats.

      I could distantly hear Kitty-Sue say, “Boss? Are you OK?” She turned to Akiko to ask if this was normal for me. At the sight of Akiko also entranced by the image in my hands, Kitty-Sue did something I didn’t think was possible. She reached up and pulled Akiko’s glasses from her face. In an instant, she had realized that this was an optical trap only visible to magicians.

      Akiko blinked several times before trying to gather magical energy. Her grasping hands missed the tendrils of magic, and she couldn’t seem to focus. With a gesture, Alicia called a spirit wind that blew her across the courtyard.

      Kitty-Sue reached out to tear the pages from my hands, only to be pushed back by a hurricane-force wind that picked her up and threw her against the nearest building. A normal human would have shattered every bone in her body. Kitty-Sue landed on the side of the building, crouching on her feet and toes. Akiko’s spectral glasses dropped from her hand and landed on the ground and rolled over to the base of the wall. The wind continued pushing with tremendous force, keeping Kitty-Sue pinned against the wall, ten feet from the ground.

      I could feel my mouth gaping open and a trickle of drool start to form. A few more minutes of staring at the image would melt my brain. A part of my spirit tried to tear away from the attraction to no avail. I was trapped.

      Alicia reached over and grabbed my arm possessively. “Oh my,” she said, “so much youth and energy. We are going to have a wonderful time.”

      Instead of trying to tear my gaze away from the mind maze trap, I concentrated fiercely on the image. There was a defect in the pattern, small areas that interrupted the flow of the image. I focused on only those tiny dots and resolved them into yellow spots of ink, invisible to the normal eye. Still frozen in place, I exulted internally. This vellum had been run through a laser printer, probably to lay down the patterns for the spell.

      Since the ’80s, every color printer made has had its firmware modified to force every page to print nearly invisible yellow dots. The dots form a pattern that relates to the printer’s serial number. That’s so those fine folks at the NSA can keep track of exactly who is printing out those vile rumors that they spy on Americans. I had never been so happy to be spied upon.

      Concentrating on the dots, the yellow dots, yellow like a flame, flame to burn the vellum, I sent a whisper of my precious magical energy to feed the yellow. The yellow dots started burning.

      As the vellum burned, leaving a stench of burned skin in the air, the pattern broke and the spell shattered.

      I jerked my arm away from Alicia, tossed the still-burning pages in her face, and snarled, “Alicia, why don’t you wrap these around the biggest dildo you own and shove them up your ass!”

      The sudden change broke her concentration, and the hurricane wind died away, freeing Kitty-Sue and Akiko. Kitty-Sue landed on the ground, her glamour broken, fangs showing in a snarl. Knives appeared in her hands as she stared at Alicia with feral intensity. Akiko made her way back to her glasses, dropped to the ground in a crouch, and put them on. I felt a rumble from underground. Oh shit, Akiko was calling up Earth force through the ring. She could end up sinking Liberty Island in her rage. Breaking her geas would bring her true death, but she seemed determined.

      Alicia stuttered, “How did you break that spell?”

      “Bitch,” I said, “it was harder to quit Reddit than to break your shitty trap.” No sense in giving the conniving bitch more information that might improve her next trap.

      Alicia said, “Creating that page killed our last magician.” She continued in a screech, “You owe me! Our magician died trying to trap you.” Typical witch—nothing was ever their fault, there was always a patsy around to take the blame.

      Akiko and Kitty-Sue prepared to attack Alicia, only to be frozen in place by Jackie, who said, “No violence on my island.” Kitty-Sue’s body was covered in scintillating waves of kitsune magic as her forward motion stopped, then she started moving forward again at a crawling pace. The rumblings called up by Akiko faded away.

      Alicia watched as Kitty-Sue fought to throw off the spell of the most powerful supernatural entity in the country, and was succeeding, then muttered to herself, “What is she?”

      Kitty-Sue moved more and more quickly, straining to break the freeze spell. She had knives in her hands and was preparing a throw. Suddenly a huge shadow covered our group, and a metal wall, green from corrosion, slammed down between Kitty-Sue and Akiko and the group formed of Jackie, Alicia, and me. Tilting my head sideways, I could read the inscription on the wall. JULY IV MDCCLXXVI. Looking up, I saw a huge hand holding the wall in place. Looking even further up, I saw the face of a pissed-off Statue of Liberty.

      “I SAID STOP!” shouted the huge figure in a voice that could command millions. I reluctantly drew my hand from inside my satchel, where I was gripping Princess. I was sure Princess would revel in Alicia’s blood. Hell, she might be powerful enough to nick Liberty’s gargantuan hand.

      I thought momentarily of the god-killer bullet in my .45. That could cause more damage than Princess. Did I want to go that far? No, I was American through and through, I wouldn’t damage the Spirit of Liberty.

      As I drew my hand away and closed the satchel, Jackie breathed a sigh of relief.

      Turning to face Alicia, Jackie said, “You tried to start a fight on my island. I should ban you and your coven.”

      Waving away her words, Alicia responded with the acumen of a lawyer. “I certainly didn’t instigate the violence. I merely handed the magician some papers and those creatures attacked me. Luckily you were here to defend me.” Smoothing down her rumpled pantsuit, she continued, “The witches’ coven appreciates your assistance. Now if you would be so kind as to bind this magician, I can be on my way.”

      Jackie noted that my hand was back on the flap of my satchel and gave the tiniest shake of her head in my direction. This time there was no magical compulsion, so I waited for her to speak.

      “I’m not binding anyone,” said Jackie. “I represent justice, but also freedom. In this case, I prefer to err on the side of freedom.”

      Looking at Alicia with narrowed eyes, silencing any objections, she said, “I am going to rescind the magician ban. No citizen of this country should be considered a second-class citizen.”

      “You…you…you can’t do that!” stammered Alicia.

      Behind us, the Statue of Liberty moved, lifting the tablet that had been walling off Akiko and Kitty-Sue. The hand and tablet moved until they were over Alicia, casting a shadow on her face as they blotted out the sun. It was like the world’s largest flyswatter, reminding Alicia of her rank in the supernatural world.

      “Can’t I?” boomed the voice of Liberty.

      Akiko and Kitty-Sue raced over to our position, Akiko with hands raised to cast thunderbolts and Kitty-Sue’s hands filled with blades. At my gesture, they held their attack.

      Alicia glared at all of us. “You haven’t heard the last of this! You’re going to regret crossing the witches’ coven.” Under the gaze of our group, she backed up several feet before turning away.

      “Alicia,” I called out as she trundled away. She turned with a sneer on her face. “You know how a magician always tells the truth?” At her reluctant nod, I continued, “The next time I see you will be the last time.” Her mouth tightened, and I could tell she was ready with a sharp retort. Akiko stepped up to my right and Kitty-Sue to my left, and they stared at her. Alicia looked up at the giant tablet, still held above her head, and turned away. Each step she took caused her to fade away, back to the mortal plane.

      Looking over at Jackie, I said, “I think we should stop seeing each other. I’m with someone else now.” I nodded at Kitty-Sue and Akiko.

      The tablet moved again, hovering over our group. I put my hand on my satchel; a long moment of tension stretched out, and then Jackie laughed.

      “You’re still a bastard,” she said. The shadow of the tablet moved away as the statue stood ponderously and moved back to the plinth.

      In a movement too fast for even Kitty-Sue to match, Jackie was in front of me, her hands on my shoulders, leaning in for a kiss. Her lips tasted like pennies but were softer than a promise.

      Breaking the kiss and leaning in close to my ear, she said, “Au revoir, Scott. I’m going to miss you. You’ll realize soon that things had to be this way.”

      In less than a blink, she was back in her original spot. My mind whirled, both from the kiss of Lady Liberty and those words. I hate hearing prophecy.

      Kitty-Sue had her arms crossed in anger and was staring daggers at Jackie.

      “I’m not the one you need to be jealous of, honey,” said Jackie as she faded away.

      Kitty-Sue tilted her head in puzzlement. Around us, the crowd of humans and the mundane Liberty Island started to come into view. Our interaction with Jackie was over.
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      On the ride back to the mainland, Kitty-Sue was uncharacteristically silent, bent over her iPad as she texted away. After a few minutes, she looked up with an evil grin.

      “I’m going to make her pay,” she said, showing teeth.

      “Who, Alicia?” I responded. “Get in line. I get first dibs.”

      “No,” laughed Kitty-Sue, “your ex, that bitch Libby.”

      “You know we said ‘goodbye,’ right?” I said. “I don’t plan on seeing her again.” Aside from the fact that she was an immensely powerful mystical entity, she was another crazy ex I didn’t need in my life.

      “Ahem,” interjected Akiko politely. “She used the phrase ‘au revoir.’ That indicates she plans on seeing you again. If not, she would have used the term ‘adieu.’”

      We both turned and looked at Akiko, me with a “stop helping” expression and Kitty-Sue with a smile. In silent apology and acknowledgment of her status as my student, Akiko’s clothes shifted to her brown tunic and pants Padawan outfit.

      The ferry arrived at the port, breaking up the discussion. Kitty-Sue closed her iPad with a secret smile. She couldn’t really do anything to affect the Statue of Liberty, could she?

      As we were walking through Battery Park, on our way back to Central Park and another meditation session, Kitty-Sue touched my arm. “So, is it true?” she asked. “Does every woman who dates you end up trying to kill you?”

      “Jackie didn’t really try to kill me,” I answered.

      “OK,” said Kitty-Sue, making quote marks with her fingers, “ignoring the two-ton flyswatter, does every woman who dates you end up trying to ‘kill or enslave’ you?”
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* * *

      Back at our favorite section of Central Park, I decided to call Frost to let him know our schedule. It was more to keep him from pestering me than out of respect. I could tell he was going to be rough to work with. If it wasn’t for the enormous amount of cash that the job represented, I would have happily headed back to Tokyo.

      “Selene Select Partners,” said Ms. Cappuccetto. “How may I help you?”

      “Hey, Red,” I responded, “glad to hear you’re still alive. Just wanted to let you know about our progress.”

      “What progress?” she asked in a harsh whisper. “You haven’t come in for a briefing; you haven’t set up the data link yet; you haven’t even proved that this link of yours will work.”

      “‘You never call, you never visit,’” I responded. “You sound like one of my exes. I didn’t know you missed me that much.” A look at Kitty-Sue’s jealous face showed she wasn’t happy with the teasing tone of the conversation. Back to business.

      “I just called to let you know we are progressing with the final stages of testing and plan on implementing the data link on the Exchange Data Center in the next day or so.”

      “But…but…but you can’t do that,” she stammered, still talking in a whisper to avoid her sharp-eared boss jumping in. “Mr. Frost wants you to complete the link here first. Then he will arrange access to the terminating side of the link.”

      “Hmm,” I said, “let’s see, Red. I complete the work there at Selene. Then depend on you to get me access to the other site. I complete the work there, it’s tested and shown to work; there’s some issue with access.” I had to talk around the subject, as even with magical dampers, the conversation could cause trouble with the SEC.

      “The access problem results in confinement,” I continued. “I get new accommodations, you get the link, the firm doesn’t have those pesky payments to make. Everyone’s happy.” They didn’t know I could escape almost any prison. A useful skill I picked up in Vietnam. But it would mean burning an identity I had grown to like, along with the life I had in Tokyo.

      “But he gave you his Oath,” she said. “He can’t break it.”

      “I prefer not to give him a chance,” I responded. “You’ll hear from me in about two or three days, and we can schedule the installation at your offices.”

      “He’s not going to like that,” said Ms. Cappuccetto with a tremor in her voice. Kitty-Sue, listening in, made the praying gesture, along with her big-eyed version of a pitiful expression.

      “Tell him there are technical reasons we have to do the job this way. The phase of the moon, etc.” Oh crap, the moon would be full in three days. No wonder everyone at Selene was at each other’s throats.

      “All right,” sighed Ms. Cappuccetto, “I’ll pass on your message.”

      Holding up a finger to stop me from hanging up, Kitty-Sue leaned closer to the phone. “Hey, Red?” she asked.

      “Yes, Ms...?” responded Ms. Cappuccetto, fishing for a name.

      “You know,” said Kitty-Sue with her sweetest expression, “I think before you pass on this message, you should give him a BJ. Then he might not react so badly.” In the background, Akiko stifled a giggle.

      Voice becoming brittle, Ms. Cappuccetto said, “I’m sure you’re an expert in these matters. Is that how you handle Dr. Freeman?”

      With a merry laugh, Kitty-Sue responded, “Well, I’ve drowned him, thrown knives at him, and left him with blue balls on several occasions. But never tried a BJ. He still keeps coming back for more.” Akiko took several steps away from us to laugh loudly.

      Sending a tingle down the connection we shared through the collar, I said, “I need to terminate this call before my reputation is damaged further.” With that I hung up.

      I glared at Kitty-Sue as she stood there with a smug smile on her face, hips and tail wiggling as she laughed. I couldn’t hold my glare and burst out in a laugh. Kitsune are tricksters; if you can’t handle a joke, don’t date one.

      I looked into her laughing eyes and desperately wanted to hug her. She bit her lower lip and looked at me through lowered lashes. I glanced over at my intangible student, Akiko. Demonstrating affection and touching in front of her seemed unkind, since she couldn’t join our hug.

      “Hey,” I said, “it’s after one. You guys hungry? Let’s get lunch.”
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* * *

      A short while later, we were seated in a famous Times Square eatery, Tony’s di Napoli.

      The table was loaded with food.

      The staff looked askance at the empty spot we had insisted on for Akiko, but were mollified by the enormous amount of food we ordered. They probably thought we needed the extra space for plates.

      Of course, once Kitty-Sue set up a kitsune bubble around our table, we were ignored.

      “I loved Times Square in the ’90s,” I said, “the crowds, the hustle and bustle, the excitement.”

      “Wait,” said Kitty-Sue, “I read in an old book that Times Square in the nineties was full of crime.”

      “Oh,” I said, ignoring her dig about an old book, “it was. Full of thieves, pickpockets, and hookers. My favorite kind of place.”

      “You must have felt right at home with the hookers,” commented Kitty-Sue.

      “You could say I did a lot of business with them,” I reminisced, thinking back to the old days.

      “Really,” said Kitty-Sue in a tight voice, her hand grasping the table knife in a white-knuckled grip. I felt a small shock through my mental link with Akiko. Glancing at her, she nodded at Kitty-Sue’s darkening expression.

      “Oh,” I said, “not like that. I helped a lot of people out. In fact, I was commended by the mayor for helping drop the crime rate.”

      Somewhat mollified, Kitty-Sue said, “So, what did you do? Put on pajamas with your underwear on the outside, and a mask to fight crime?”

      “A bit too public,” I said. “No. I would load a cheap wallet up with one hundred dollars in twenties, go out in the crowds, and wait for the pickpockets or thieves to take it away from me.”

      “Scott-Sensei,” said Akiko, “I don’t see how that would cut down on crime.”

      “There was a card in the wallet,” I said, “with an address for returning the wallet for a reward. On the back of the card was a note that keeping the money would result in losing a year of your life.”

      “So, if they kept the money, you sucked away a year of their lives?” said Akiko, making some gestures to see if she could recreate the spell.

      “Steal from a magician,” I quoted.

      “You have to take any Deal he makes,” concluded Kitty-Sue. “Just like you did to my sister.”

      “Sneaky, underhanded, diabolical,” said Kitty-Sue. Then she laughed. “I like it!” Her laugh abruptly cut off. “And the hookers?”

      “Oh, I used the life energy of the thieves to help them out,” I said, and sipped my excellent Valpolicella red. “Healing a fracture here, a bruise there, helping them kick drugs.” My only regret was that that I couldn’t do more.

      “And the mayor? What did he have to do with this?”

      “Mayor Giuliani,” I said. “He started the program. It was his idea.”

      “He has talent?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “No.” I shook my head. “He’s mundane.”

      “But he believes in magic?” she asked.

      “Not really,” I said, pointing to each of us in turn. “We are touched by magic. We know the truth. Others, those who stay in contact with magic daily, end up believing. Like Ms. Cappuccetto.”

      The look on her face made me realize that she was a sore subject, so I quickly continued, “Mundanes, mmm, rearrange their memories to avoid thinking about magic. Mayor Giuliani still believes his Stop-and-Frisk policy was responsible for the drop in crime.”

      Akiko clapped in delight. “You had a secret identity and a life as a rich man. You roamed the city in the night. You worked to stop crime, unknown to the authorities. You’re my Batman!” Her school uniform morphed again, turning into a red tunic over a short-sleeved green shirt, with a yellow cape. To top it off, a diamond mask covered her eyes, looking quite strange under her red plastic-framed glasses.

      “I wasn’t a superhero,” I emphasized, “and you’re not Robin.” That kind of thinking would lead to trouble.

      With a pout, Akiko changed her uniform back to her school uniform. Then she smiled at Kitty-Sue as if to say not only kitsune could play practical jokes.

      Turning back to practical matters, Kitty-Sue asked, “What’s the plan now, boss?”

      Nodding at Akiko, I said, “We need more meditation time to build up our strength.” I held up my hands, palms forward, showing the burned traceries of my dragon blood inked tattoos. “And I really need to get my tattoos repaired.”

      “Where can you get that done, Scott-Sensei?” asked Akiko.

      “I know a practitioner,” I said, “a guy a little older than me, who did my original design. We’ll go visit him tonight.”

      “Wait,” said Kitty-Sue, “I know Libby dropped the magician ban today, but how could this guy have stayed all this time?”

      “He’s talented enough to see magic,” I said, “but doesn’t have the ability to weave spells. Such a low-level talent kept him off the coven’s radar.”

      I waved the waiter over and paid the bill. Then we headed to Central Park for another meditation session.

      Two hours of meditation took us until sunset, then a stop off in the hotel to freshen up.

      Just before heading out, Kitty-Sue said, “Boss, I don’t think I can come. I have to work on my project.”

      I thought for a moment. The coven’s ban was lifted, Frost had sworn not to harm us, and Akiko would be with me. The only dangers were the standard New York crimes. “No problem,” I said. “Akiko-san and I will do this. It will be a good opportunity to expand her knowledge.”

      When I gave the driver the address in the East Village, he turned around and looked at me. “You sure you want to go there at night?” he asked.

      “It’s OK,” I said, “I have friends waiting for me.”

      With a shrug, he took us to the address.

      We got out on an almost empty street, with several streetlights broken, leaving areas of darkness. Both Akiko and I could see perfectly well in the dark, so we ignored the gloom.

      The shop front looked much shabbier than I remembered. It looked like Fred had fallen on hard times. The plate glass window of the shop had an intricate design whose whorls spelled out the name of the shop.

      Akiko took a close look at the artwork and exclaimed, “Ohh, there’s some protection spells here!”

      “Yeah,” I said, “those are mine. That’s how I paid Fred back for the work he did.”

      The wards would have stopped any other ghost, but these were my wards, and I easily modified them to allow Akiko access.

      Walking through the door, we found a black haired young woman behind the counter. She was staring at some designs drawn in an artist’s pad, tapping a pencil against her teeth. She had a complex series of tattoos covering her bare arms. A midriff-baring shirt showed more tattoos on her flat stomach. Akiko drifted closer to examine the work as I said, “Hello, is Fred here today?”

      “There’s no Fred here, buddy,” she said. “You must have the wrong address.” She turned back to her design. She seemed unhappy with the drawings, staring angrily at the shaky lines. Then I noticed she had a slight tremor in her hands, a career-ending problem for any artist.

      I looked at the designs on the wall. They were by the same hand as in her sketchbook, proving them hers. However, the shaking hands had ruined her recent work. The shop showed signs of neglect, dust in the corners, tools in disarray. Not many customers want art done by someone with shaky hands.

      Akiko reached her spectral hand out and touched one of the designs on her upper back. “This is for good luck,” she said, then muttered, “Almost depleted.” Then she turned towards me and said, “This looks like your work!”

      The girl shivered at Akiko’s touch, shook her head, looked around with her gaze never resting on Akiko, and said, “Buddy, I don’t do newbies. Too much regret. If you don’t already have some work done, I don’t want to ink you.”

      My tattoos were invisible to mundane eyes, unless energized by magic. I held up the back of my hand and trickled power into my pentagram. All five colors glowed, contained by the black lines of the pentagram.

      Her mouth dropped open in astonishment. “I haven’t seen that since Grandpa died,” she said.

      Oh shit, time flies. “Your grandfather was named Fred? He owned this shop?”

      “Yeah,” she said, “was. He’s been gone for about five years.”

      Damn, old age had caught up with my tattoo artist. He was dead, and his granddaughter was mundane. There was no way I could get my tattoos repaired here.

      “Sorry to have bothered you,” I said, tilting my head at Akiko to indicate we should leave. “I don’t think you can help me.”

      I was at the door when the woman said, “Wait, wait, I want to see something!” Turning back, I saw her pull a pair of the strangest glasses ever made from beneath the counter. There were multiple mini-cameras attached to the frame, as well as a power cord trailing from the earpiece. They looked like the world’s worst virtual reality goggles.

      Donning the goggles, she said, “Damn, it works! You’ve got some intricate art.”

      As Akiko moved closer, the woman shook her head and pulled off the glasses. “Damn display just fuzzed out!” she said. “That always happens.”

      Technology and magic don’t mix well, unless you can use the shields I developed. I waved Akiko back. When she was ten feet away, I said, “OK, try it again.” She put the goggles back on as I concentrated on reducing my own magical emanations. “It’s working,” she said. “Not perfect, but I can see.”

      I laid my arms on the counter, palms up, so she could see the damaged sections. “Think you can re-ink my design?” I asked.

      Peering closely, she reached out and ran her fingers down the traces, unconsciously imitating Akiko’s examination of her. Her touch was surprising erotic, and I found myself looking down her top at her unburdened breasts. “Mmm,” she said, running her hands over my arms, “nice muscle tone, taut skin.” I smiled at her compliments, then she continued, “Bet it would take ink well.” She was admiring my quality as a canvas.

      “I have the equipment,” she said, tapping the goggles and gesturing to her rig, “but I don’t have the ink. Grandpa tried to teach me the formula, but I could never make it. The ingredients are too rare. Grandpa used the last batch on my tattoos.”

      Akiko noticed my gaze at the woman’s breasts and said, “Ahem, Scott-Sensei. Maybe we should look elsewhere.”

      The woman looked up and noticed my gaze fixed on Akiko. She looked over at Akiko, pushed the goggles back up on her nose, and said, “You know you’re haunted? Do you want me to get rid of her?” At this, Akiko giggled.

      “No,” I said, “she’s harmless. Just something I picked up in Tokyo.” I ignored the nasty look from Akiko,

      “So, Ms....?” Damn, I didn’t know her name.

      “No Ms.,” she said. “Call me Terri.”

      “I’m Scott,” I responded. At Akiko’s headshake, I decided not to introduce her.

      “So, Terri,” I asked, “if I could get the material, could you repair my work?”

      “You have unicorn horn, an ounce of sunshine, and…and,” she said as she searched her memory, “the memory of a lost summer day?” Muttering to herself, she said, “I could do the mix—it might take a week or so. Do I still have that amethyst mortar and pestle?”

      “That recipe is a mnemonic for the real ingredients,” I said, reaching into my bag and pulling out a small container that tinkled when moved. Setting the container on the counter, I opened the top to reveal ten tiny glass vials. Each vial contained a small quantity of dragon’s blood. “I have something better,” I said. “Genuine dragon’s blood.”

      “They glow so brightly,” she whispered. Then, pulling the goggles down, she squinted at the vials using mundane sight. “They look empty now.”

      Putting the goggles back on, she reached out and picked up a vial. “Grandpa talked about this stuff,” she said. “He said he only worked with it once, said it was the best ink he’d ever seen. Like it could read your thoughts and lay down perfect designs.”

      Dragon’s blood did react to the thoughts of the holder. Right now, I could see the red glow turn to green, indicating greed.

      “So,” I said, “can you fix my ink? And how much do you want to complete the job?” I pulled a wad of Las Vegas cash from my satchel.

      Terri licked her lips as she looked at the container, then down at my arms, calculating how much dragon’s blood it would take to repair the burned-off sections. “I can repair the design using one of these vials,” she said with confidence. “For payment, I’ll just take the rest of the vials.”

      Akiko made a sudden motion behind Terri, shaking her head and making the Japanese crossed hand gesture of negation.

      “No fucking way,” I said. “That’s worth more than half the real estate in Manhattan. It’s cash or nothing.”

      “Nothing, then,” she said, pushing the stack of cash back to my side of the counter. However, she was still clutching the single vial in her hand as if afraid to let go. She removed the goggles so she could look in my eyes while bargaining.

      “Now that I know about the goggles,” I countered, pointing to the gadget sitting on the counter, “I can just pop over to the Apple Store and get a set made up. There are hundreds of artists who can do the work.”

      “Hundreds of artists?” she scoffed. “You’d be lucky to find anyone as good as me. Then you’d have to convince them that magic really exists. Then teach them the design.” She crossed her arms and looked stubborn. “I only started believing after Gramps inked this design on my shoulder. Then I could remember.”

      Ah, that was why Fred had tattooed his granddaughter, the only one who wanted to carry on his legacy. He couldn’t give her the Sight, but he could have her be touched by magic, day after day, making her a believer.

      An artist, a mundane that could believe in magic, that could work with dragon’s blood? Finding another wouldn’t be impossible, just very difficult and time consuming.

      I slowly picked up the cash and put it back in my satchel. I stared at her hand, which still gripped my single vial tightly. “I need that back,” I said.

      “Take it,” she said through gritted teeth, squeezing her hand even tighter.

      “Didn’t your grandfather teach you about trying to steal from a magician?” I asked.

      Still holding my gaze, she said, “No. Why?”

      Pointing to the tiny case, which now had all ten vials back in place, I said, “Because stealing from us is dangerous, nearly impossible.” I flipped the case closed and put it back in my satchel as she slowly opened her hand to reveal that it was empty. “As long as I’m alive, what’s mine is mine. No one can take it away.”

      Nodding to Akiko, I headed towards the door, already thinking about where else I could get this work done. As my hand touched the handle, I heard Terri whisper, “Please. Wait.”

      Turning back, despite a strong look of condemnation from Akiko, I asked, “So you’ll take the cash?”

      Lips trembling, she said, “How about...ten grand and five of those vials?”

      “Surely you can’t be serious,” I said. “How about five grand and no vials?”

      “Don’t call me Shirley,” she said, quoting one of my favorite movies. “Fifteen grand and three vials.”

      Now that we were bargaining, I returned to the counter and put the case of vials and the cash on the countertop.

      “Ten grand and no vials,” I countered. One vial would enable her to create one large design, or five small designs. Was she talented enough to duplicate my designs? The designs inked on her by Fred, glyphs for good luck and health, were good, but nowhere my highest level. They were also almost exhausted. She could give the same designs to others. Did she realize Fred’s designs, executed in dragon’s blood, would be ten times as powerful as her current tattoos?

      “Fifteen grand and ONE vial,” she said with a tight-lipped gesture of finality. Akiko in the background made a weighing gesture, calculating the cost and benefits, then nodded. Glad to see my student was in agreement.

      “Deal,” I said.

      Her mouth open in shock, Terri hesitated a moment, before repeating, “Deal.” Then she asked, “Do you need a contract?”

      “Magicians don’t use contracts, our word is enough,” I said.

      “Your word?” she asked doubtfully.

      I sighed. She really didn’t know about the world she was getting into. “Magicians don’t lie,” I said. At her look of disbelief, I continued, “At least this magician doesn’t lie. Our power is tied up in vows. Breaking a vow, our word, would be very bad.”

      “Still,” she said, picking up the cash and plucking one vial from the case, “to be sure, I’ll just pop these in the safe before starting the work.”

      She turned to her right to kneel at a small safe set into the wall. Covering the dial with her left hand, she manipulated the dial and opened the safe. Once the door opened, I saw several designs on the inside of the safe, protections put there by Fred.

      She closed the door and twisted around on her heels. At the calculating look in her eyes, I commented, “Remember how the vial vanished from your hand?”

      At her nod, I said, “Neither steel nor spell can keep me from getting what is mine.”

      She stood, leaning on the counter, eyes narrowed in thought, and said, “Good thing I have absolutely no intention of cheating you. Right?”

      I watched as she prepared the equipment. The goggles were adjusted for maximum resolution. The needles and the injector were placed in a wire-wrapped plastic tub. It wasn’t until a switch was turned on, creating a low hum, that I realized that this was a homemade degausser, designed to eliminate residual magnetic fields in the steel needles.

      As she checked her equipment again and again, trying to get everything to work, she started to get nervous. “There’s some kind of interference,” she said. “I can’t get the goggles to focus.”

      Interference? The only thing that would interfere with technology would be high energy magic emitters. Like Akiko and me. I could contain my emissions, but Akiko was too powerful. Her emanations were affecting the equipment.

      One look at her and she understood. “OK, Scott-Sensei,” she said, “I’ll go wait outside. You can call me back when you’re done.” With that she vanished.

      “OK,” I said to Terri, “try it now.”

      Donning the goggles, she made some tiny adjustments to the controls, then sighed with relief. “Seems to be working now,” she said, and continued her preparations.

      As she worked, I noted that Terri’s shakes were getting worse, either due to nervousness or tiredness. It wasn’t until she was preparing to transfer the dragon’s blood to the injector that the shakes became severe. I was still by the counter when the precious vial dropped from her trembling fingers and headed towards the floor. Terri’s face froze in a terrified grimace as I pulled at time, slowing the fall of the vial until it hung in the air. Moving across the linoleum floor, careful to avoid sliding, I plucked the vial from the air a scant inch above the floor.

      Standing carefully, because at speed it was too easy to bounce up to the ceiling, I stopped wrestling with time and allowed it to catch up. To Terri, it must have appeared as if I had teleported over and grabbed the vial from midair. She jerked back against the doctor’s exam table she used for her clients.

      Sitting back on the table, her hands shaking even more than before, she stared at the near catastrophe. “Listen, Terri,” I said, “I don’t think you can handle this.” I pointed at her shaking hands, and she abruptly put them under her butt to hide the trembling. “You have a lot of talent, but can’t do the work now.”

      Moving over to stand in front of her, I said, “Let’s change the Deal. I’ll give you the fifteen thousand dollars for the goggles and your grandfather’s equipment.”

      “And the dragon’s blood?” she asked in a whisper.

      “I’ll have to take that back,” I said. “Still, fifteen thousand dollars for equipment you can’t use is a pretty good price.” Left unspoken was the fact I could get all of her equipment duplicated in a few days.

      “No, no, no,” she insisted. “I really need the dragon’s blood. The money’s not enough. You don’t understand what it’s like to have the luck fade away, your health gets worse and worse.” She looked at me with tears in her eyes. “I found a wrinkle this morning!”

      “Yeah,” I said, “the work your grandfather did is running down, kind of like batteries dying. That’s probably why your hands have started shaking.”

      “Listen,” she said, “the needles need to stay inside the degausser another thirty minutes. I’ll drink some herbal tea. That’ll stop the tremors. Then we can do the job.” She looked desperate.

      At my nod, she slid off the exam table and stepped to the rear to turn on an electric kettle. I had a seat on the exam table while she prepared the tea. In a few minutes, she was back, sipping herbal tea.

      The sharp mint smell of the tea cut through the air as Terri looked at me over the steaming cup. Sure enough, the tremors had decreased, but were still noticeable.

      She took another sip, hesitated a moment, then said, “I have another way to stop the tremors. It works much better than the tea.”

      At my raised eyebrow, she set the cup on a nearby table and looked at me appraisingly. “Take your shirt off,” she said.

      Pulling off my short-sleeved shirt and undershirt, I tossed them over the back of a chair. “Are you ready to start now?” I asked.

      She stepped very close, standing between my spread knees. She ran her hands over my arms, stopping to squeeze the biceps, before placing her palms on my chest. “There’s something here,” she murmured, “I can feel it.”

      “That’s my chakra tattoo,” I said. “If you put on the goggles you could see it.” She continued rubbing my chest. When she looked up at me with wide eyes and slightly parted lips, I finally realized what her relaxation technique involved. I put my hands on her hips, just above her pants, touching her bare midriff.

      Terri stepped back, and I thought she was backing away, but she crossed her arms, grabbed the bottom edge of her shirt, and pulled it over her head. Her breasts were taut and her nipples erect. Distracting from her loveliness, a series of designs were inked into her skin.

      She raced over to the door to latch it and turn over the Closed sign before coming back to the exam table. In a moment, she had her pants off, showing that the artwork that adorned her continued uninterrupted.

      She stood so close I could feel her breath on my cheek, then reached down to unbuckle my pants. I helped her by lifting up with my arms to raise my butt off the paper-covered exam table. Terri eagerly slid my pants down and off.

      I had a momentary hesitation and thought about Kitty-Sue, then remembered her comment to Ms. Cappuccetto about leaving me with “blue balls” and stifled the regret. We weren’t a couple, so it wasn’t cheating.

      Magicians don’t lie to others, but we’re experts at lying to ourselves.

      The next few minutes were a frenzy of rubbing, kissing, and sucking. Finally, she was lying on her back on the table, legs spread in welcome. I could smell her excitement as I entered. She hugged me tightly, both with her arms and with herself.

      Putting my hands on a mundane during sex is a strange experience. The healer in me scans and catalogs dispassionately, the magician schemes, and the man in me wants to enjoy mindlessly. If I wasn’t already crazy, it would be schizophrenic.

      The healer found the source of her tremors and wanted to heal, the magician said, “No, you’re low on magic and that’s not part of the Deal,” and the man said, “Shut up and enjoy!”

      Finally, our rhythms culminated, Terri shuddering under me as I finished. A few minutes of nuzzling and hugging as our breathing slowed and I reluctantly rose from my position.

      With the sudden shyness of the recently screwed, Terri turned over and reached into a small cabinet to pull out a towel and a box of antiseptic wipes. She covered herself with the towel as she rose. I cleaned myself and tossed the wipes in a nearby biohazard container.

      When I turned around, Terri was already back in her pants and top. She had to tear her gaze away from my nakedness. “Please put your pants back on,” she said, and busied herself replacing the paper cover on the exam table.

      Dressed again, except for my shirt, I sat back on the table. Terri held her hands up to show me they were steady, with only the tiniest of tremors. “See,” she said with a grin, “I told you I knew how to calm my nerves.”

      A timer bell dinged, indicating the equipment was ready, and she busied herself with her work. “Mmm,” she said, “I think you should lie face down on the table. That’ll let me ink the outline with your skin relaxed.”

      After putting on her goggles, she paused while putting on the gloves. “Oh, you do have a lot of other invisible ink,” she said. “What an intricate design.”

      Like all magicians, I like to keep my secrets, so I didn’t answer, just rolled over and lay as she directed. She started on my left wrist and palm, filling in the lines burned away when I had zapped Jorōgumo. The work went quickly, with her exclaiming, “Gramps was right! This is the best ink I’ve ever worked with.”

      She finished the left arm, and I could feel the pathways opening again. It was like the difference between a straw and a six-inch conduit. I could now channel an immense amount of energy through my tattoos. Even though I currently had a meager supply of magic to use, when fully recharged I would soon be back to ass-kicking status.

      While I was mentally working on the restored tattoo, urging the dragon’s blood to assume the correct pattern (you didn’t think I would show a mundane the real design, did you?), Terri started on my right arm.

      That arm was soon finished, and the flow of power was balanced again. I was just starting on the changes to my right conduit when Terri said, “Just relax there while I get the antiseptic cream and wipe down the work.”

      Relaxing for a minute, I heard her go over to the safe. “Wasn’t the antiseptic cream in the cabinet next to the table?” Before I could raise my head, I felt a sharp pinch in my right triceps, followed by an intense burning pain. The arm instantly went numb.

      Looking back in surprise, I saw Terri with an empty hypodermic in her hand. I mentally clamped down on the blood vessels, slowing the spread of the poison, but it still spread through capillary diffusion. Some kind of neurotoxin. The arm went numb, and I fell off the table to the floor.

      “Sorry, Scott,” said Terri, “I need all the dragon’s blood I can get.” After a thoughtful pause, she continued, “It’s your own fault. You said I had to kill you to get the rest of the dragon’s blood.”
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      “I didn’t say that,” I shouted.

      “Yes, you did,” said Terri. “‘As long as I live,’ no one can take the dragon’s blood.”

      This is bad, very bad. Poisoned, head spinning, and low on magical energy. “AKIKO!” I shouted, both physically and psychically, hoping that she hadn’t gone too far.

      My student popped in immediately, looked around at the scene, and asked, “What can I do, Scott-Sensei?”

      “Stop the flow of blood in my right arm,” I said, feeling immediate relief as she took over the psychic tourniquet.

      Terri was staring at me, surprised by my shout and continued life. I should have been dead already. “Who’s Akiko?” she muttered.

      With the energy freed up by Akiko taking over the tourniquet, I raised my left hand and sent a blast of Air at Terri, exhausting my reserves.

      She flew off her feet and slammed into the large plate glass window that covered the front of the shop, shattering it. Her flight continued, and she landed at the edge of the sidewalk, surrounded by broken glass. I hoped her fucking head was cut off.

      I looked around for the hypodermic to get a sample of the poison, to no avail. It had been blown away along with Terri. “Akiko, I need a sample of the poison. I think she has more in that safe,” I said, pointing to the hiding spot for the safe.

      Akiko zipped over to the safe, humming a strange tune under her breath that culminated in a screech matched by the shriek of shredded steel as the door of the safe was ripped off. Where had she learned that?

      Akiko brought me the unlabeled vial that contained the poison.

      “Akiko-san, listen closely,” I said as she swam in and out of focus. “Concentrate on the poison in this container. It has a unique, unique, unique...color in the magical spectrum.”

      “Hai, Scott-Sensei,” she said. “I see it, sort of pretty ultra-zorf.”

      I had to close my eyes for a few moments to gather strength. “Now look at me with the same vision. Can you see the same color in my body?”

      “Hai,” she said. “It’s brightest in your right arm, but is spreading. What now?”

      “Use Schrödinger’s spell to remove anything that matches that color by translating it to your plane,” I said. I dropped my head in exhaustion, unable to continue. It was all up to Akiko.

      I awoke to intense pain in my arm. Damn, it looked like the cure had not worked. Then I heard the gentle voice of my student. “Scott-Sensei, the poison is gone, and I released the blood flow. It might hurt as feeling is restored.”

      Within five minutes, I was almost recovered, due to an infusion of energy from Akiko’s ring. I checked the safe and extracted two items; then we stepped out into the street.

      What a neighborhood: screams, shattered glass, and shrieking steel, and still no one called the cops.

      Terri was sitting in the middle of a pile of glass, covered in cuts and scratches. But the worst damage was to her right arm. It looked like a large piece of glass had sliced her brachial artery. The fingers of the damaged arm hung lifelessly, indicating severe nerve and tendon damage. I could see where blood had sprayed on the sidewalk in front of her before she had been able to stop the bleeding with her left hand on the wound.

      Under her hair, her face went whiter and whiter. Soon she would pass out, release the artery, and complete bleeding out.

      “Help me, please,” whispered Terri. At a nod from me, Akiko moved in and clamped Terri’s artery, similar to what she’d done a few minutes previously when saving my life.

      “Thank you, thank you,” babbled Terri. “Sorry for the misunderstanding. Please call 911.”

      I knelt in front of her and tilted my head at her. “Sorry for the misunderstanding,” I said in a mocking tone. “The only reason you’re still alive is so we can complete our bargain.” I held out the vial of dragon’s blood and the cash.

      “Once I place these in your hand,” I said, “we’re done, and I’m leaving.”

      Terri shook her head violently, the strands of her long hair whipping through the air, spraying blood across my bare chest. “Please don’t go,” she said, looking at the deserted street. At this time of night, no help would come in time to save her.

      “We made love,” she said, reaching out to touch my cheek with her blood-covered left hand, sliding it down to leave a trail of blood on my bare chest.

      “Yes. And then you tried to kill me,” I responded.

      “I’ll do anything,” she pleaded, “if you help me.”

      “You can die,” I said as I placed the vial and cash in her hand.

      Standing, I motioned for Akiko to come with me, leaving Terri behind. Akiko shook her head at me. “No, Scott-Sensei,” she said. “I can’t leave her to die.”

      Damn, the vow I had forced her to take as my student, plus her gentle nature, meant she couldn’t let Terri die.

      Luckily, Terri couldn’t hear Akiko’s objection. As long as she feared her future, there was room to salvage this.

      Terri’s eyes brightened as I turned back and hunched down in front of her. “Anything?” I asked.

      “Yes, anything,” she said.

      “Would you like to strike a new bargain?” I asked. “What do you have to offer?”

      As she opened her mouth, I could see her quick calculation. After the destruction of her shop, the most valuable thing she owned was the vial of dragon’s blood I had just paid her. Since I had an ample supply, she couldn’t bargain with that. Her face fell as she realized she only had one thing left to trade.

      “I offer my life,” she said, “a full year of life energy.”

      I laughed. What a way to start with a low-ball offer. “You realize that for the attempted murder,” I replied, “I could take all of your life?” I continued, “You might have fifty years left. How about I take forty years? You’ll have a decade for regrets.”

      “Three years,” she countered, lips trembling. “You’ll get psychic indigestion if you take my life without a bargain.”

      “Thirty years,” I responded. “I have Pepto-Bismol in the hotel.”

      Tears streaming down her face, leaving clean tracks in the blood, she offered, “Five years, and not a minute more.”

      “Stop the tears,” I said. “They don’t affect me. Fifteen years. Not a minute less.”

      “Seven years,” she whispered.

      “Twelve years,” I replied, “and I’ll throw in fixing the damage to your face from the glass.” Her left hand dropped the bundle of cash and the vial of dragon’s blood and flew to her face, touching the gash that still bled freely. I caught the dragon’s blood before it could break and set it on the concrete.

      “It doesn’t seem that bad,” she ventured.

      “Oh, it’s bad. You’re going to have terrible scars, part of your nose is missing, and there’s a flap of scalp that will go bald,” I replied. “You’ll scare small children, and never again have a lover who isn’t repulsed by you.” Taking out my iPhone, I snapped a photo. “I’ll keep this to remind you.”

      “Eight years,” she said. “Fix my face, save my life, and I’ll give you eight years.”

      “Eleven years,” I said. “You better decide soon. The tourniquet that’s postponing your death is going to cost you your arm in another ten minutes.”

      “How would I look, after?” she asked.

      “Eleven years older,” I replied, “a few gray hairs, a few more wrinkles.”

      “Old,” she said, “old and used up.”

      “Older, yes,” I said. “Wiser. But unscarred and with the use of your arm again.”

      “Why are you doing this to me?” she asked.

      “Trying to kill a magician has negative consequences,” I said.

      She still hesitated, unwilling to trade youth and beauty for life. I pulled out my phone to check the time, saying to myself, “Wonder if I can get a taxi to come out here?”

      “Is that the best I can do?” she asked.

      “What the hell,” I said. “I’ll throw in repairing the nerve damage, stopping the shakes in your hands. You’ll have your art again.”

      “For nine years,” she prodded.

      I stood. “Eleven years or nothing.”

      I turned to Akiko, invisible to Terri, and said, “I tried, but she’s too stubborn. Some people would rather die than make a Deal.”

      I went back into the shop to pick up my undershirt and shirt. I came back out buttoning up the shirt. Terri still sat on the sidewalk, staring down at the money and vial of dragon’s blood. “Oh,” I said, “you’re still here?” The look she gave me would have curdled milk.

      Akiko was still shaking her head at me. She hated seeing anyone hurt, even if they deserved it.

      “The ghost wants you to live,” I said. “She’s a good person.”

      A taxi turned our way at the corner, and I raised my hand to stop him. “I’m not.”

      The taxi driver, seeing the extensive damage to the shop and someone on the ground, swerved and sped up, leaving me behind. “Damn,” I said, “I’m going to have to walk back.”

      “Scoooott,” said a voice behind me, sending a shiver up my spine, “what are you doing covered in that woman’s bodily fluids?”

      “Kitty-Sue!” I said. “What the hell are you doing here?’

      Crossing her arms, Kitty-Sue said, “Jackie sent me. She said you needed me.”

      Hope flared in Terri’s face at the appearance of Kitty-Sue. “Help me; this guy attacked me.”

      Kitty-Sue took a deep breath, looking even angrier. “I can tell exactly what happened. Do you want me to finish her off and get rid of the body?” she said. “I know some guys that do that kind of work.”

      “Aren’t you going to help me?” Terri asked in her little girl voice.

      With a flat stare that had cowed killers, Kitty-Sue said, “No, bitch. I’m his bodyguard.”

      Looking at the money and the vial of very rare dragon’s blood on the ground, Kitty-Sue said, “Are you making a Deal? You really need me. You’re too nice, and people take advantage of you.”

      “I handle my own Deals, Kitty-Sue,” I said. “Anyway, we couldn’t come to an agreement, so we were just leaving.” Turning to Akiko, I said, “Akiko-san, just cauterize the artery and leave her here. Someone will call 911 soon.”

      “Can’t anyone else help me?” pleaded Terri.

      “Akiko,” I said, “do you want to make a Deal with the murderer?”

      Looking down at her toes, Akiko said, “I’m sorry, but I don’t have the skills she needs.”

      Looking back at Terri, I said, “Sorry, the ghost can’t do it. You won’t meet my price. And all other New York healers are as dead as your grandfather.”

      “Eleven years,” Terri said. “Fix my face, fix my arm, fix the nerve damage. Is that all?”

      “Hell,” I said with a shrug, “I’ll fix your window, too.”

      “I accept the Deal,” she said.

      Nodding acceptance, I got to work, first extracting eleven years of life energy from her by touching her chakras with my hands. With the repaired tattoos, that took only moments. Reserves topped up, I started on the repairs, the laying on of hands. The arm was encouraged to repair itself, the slice in her artery closing smoothly and the tendons snaking back in place and reattaching themselves. Her fingers started moving again as the nerves were restored. I smoothed the skin flap on her head back in place, willing the section of torn scalp to reattach and heal. The skin on her face was smoothed over and healed without a scar, and I forced the tip of her nose to regrow.

      Delving deeper, I encouraged the nerves to rejuvenate, eliminating her nervous tremor. I checked for weak spots in her arteries and veins, eliminating several possible problems. I accelerated the production of blood, restoring all that was lost in the accident.

      I healed all of her minor and major skin cuts. Hell, I even restored her tattoos, including the ones given by her grandfather.

      Finally, I took my hands off her and checked out my work. Aside from the new wrinkles and the patch of gray hair at her temples, she looked pretty good.

      I stood with a groan and looked around. Kitty-Sue was watching the process with a predatory stare. Akiko had already started on repairing the window, as promised. All the small bits of glass had been piled up in front of the empty frame, leaving only a few large pieces.

      “Boss,” said Kitty-Sue, “she has that sneaky look.”

      As I looked, Terri blanked her face. Could she still be thinking about getting even? After trying to kill me, failing, and getting healed? Time for some insurance. The shape of a random piece of glass reminded me of an old fantasy story, giving me an idea.

      Terri was getting up, now full of energy. I put my hand on her shoulder, keeping her on the ground. “Just one more thing,” I said, picking up a shard of glass a bit more than a foot long. It tapered down to a needle tip. This was going to take some concentration.

      With my left hand on her shoulder, I held the glass in front of her face, before placing it on her chest above her heart. The tip dug into the fabric of her shirt and nicked the skin of her chest, drawing a bead of blood. I placed the heel of my right hand on the flat back of the glass. “This is going to hurt,” I said as I pushed the glass through her chest until it came out her back.

      The pain must have been intense. I let her suffer a moment, then tilted her head down so she was looking at the glass dagger. I tapped the glass one, two, three times and it faded away. Her shirt had a hole where the glass had pierced her, but the skin was unblemished.

      “This is insurance,” I said, staring into her green eyes. “The blade is still there. You will feel an occasional twinge to remind you. You can live a long life. But I make you this promise: if I die, you will also die.”

      She scrabbled at her chest for a minute, trying to feel the glass and pull it out, almost ripping her top off in her panic. All to no avail. She looked up with trembling lips, the knowing smirk absent. I stood and offered her my hand to help her up. Instead, she scrambled backward with a look of terror on her face.

      Finally getting to her feet, she licked her lips before she could talk. “Take it out, please.”

      When I shook my head, she looked at Kitty-Sue. “Can you take it out?”

      “Honey,” said Kitty-Sue, “I’m not a magician.” She dropped her glamour for a moment to show her fangs, ears, and swishing tail. Then she continued, “I don’t know any creature that can do what he just did, let alone reverse it.”

      “How, how, how about the ghost?” Terri pleaded. “Can she take it out?”

      At Akiko’s headshake, Kitty-Sue translated, “She says no.”

      While we were talking, Akiko had been working on the window, encouraging the silica to return to the frame and meld together again. In the lower left corner was an empty section, like a jigsaw puzzle piece missing, in the shape of the glass dagger I had used on Terri. Stepping to a nearby alley, I grabbed an empty wine bottle from the trash. Walking over to the almost restored window, I sent a whisper of power through the green glass of the wine bottle. The glass liquefied and flowed into the window crack, filling the missing space. A quick look over the glass and the patterns engraved showed that Akiko had done a great job restoring everything. The shop’s protections were now better than before.

      “See,” I said, gesturing towards the window. “As promised, your window has been restored, even the protective glyphs. Except for that little piece. That will serve as a reminder.”

      We parted without saying goodbye, the murderous tattoo artist and the magician.

      A few blocks later, Kitty-Sue spoke up. “Boss,” she said, “I don’t mind killing. But what you did was cruel. Tying her life to yours, she’ll never know from one minute to the next if she’s going to die or not.”

      At Akiko’s giggle, Kitty-Sue jerked her head around, surprise evident in her face. Was the gentle Akiko turning into a monster?

      “It’s not true,” said Akiko. “There’s no dagger in her heart! It was fake. No spell can do what he said.”

      Looking at me, Kitty-Sue said, “What about the promise that if you die, she will die? Was that a lie? So, you can lie?”

      “No lie,” I said. “After I die, she will die. Maybe an hour later, maybe a decade later. Nobody knows when. But it won’t be because of an imaginary dagger.”

      We walked another half block, Kitty-Sue muttering to herself, deep in thought. Finally, she let out a little snort, then a giggle, then stopped to bend over laughing. I had tricked my trickster girlfriend, a rare occurrence.

      The laughing stopped abruptly. “Just because you made me laugh,” she said in a voice that sent chills down my spine, “doesn’t mean I’m not going to get even for you cheating.”
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      The next morning, we headed back to our favorite spot in Central Park for another meditation session.

      “But your tattoos are back,” Kitty-Sue said. “Why do you still need all of this meditation?”

      Searching for an analogy, I said, “The tattoos are repaired and I have some excess energy from Terri’s life force, but without being able to ‘fill up’ here in New York, my tank would soon run dry.”

      After meditation, we had breakfast. Over coffee and tea, we discussed our plans.

      The New York Stock Exchange’s data center is located in Mahwah, New Jersey. We needed access to the site and server room. You can’t just walk into the nerve center of the world’s economy without a serious background investigation.

      Fortunately, I had the resources of a billionaire behind me. Frost had provided identities and access cards for me and Kitty-Sue. Our cover story was that we were there to upgrade Selene Select Partner’s co-located switch.

      Plans set, I had to make a tough call. Looking over the table at my student, I said, “Akiko-san, you would be a great help here. But there’s too much danger.”

      “What danger?” she asked with a wrinkled brow. “Nothing can hurt me.”

      Not quite true, but that wasn’t the point. “Not danger to you,” I said, “danger from you. One moment of your excess magical energy interfering with those computers could easily set off a financial crisis bigger than the Great Depression.”

      Akiko looked at Kitty-Sue with jealous eyes. “And Kitty-Sue? Will she go?”

      “Her type of magic doesn’t interfere with electronics,” I explained.

      Akiko’s lips firmed. She wasn’t happy, but realized the need to split up. “Hai, Scott-Sensei. I will stay outside with the van. If you call, I can be inside in seconds.”

      We got a panel van with the Selene Select Partner logo, as well as a set of Juniper switches for the job. After picking up the equipment, we found a convenient parking garage to do the modifications to the switches.

      With Akiko’s assistance, I modified the switches by adding my quantum entangled glyphs to the communications ports.

      The security to get into the facility would be much tougher than airport security. Our badges would be examined carefully—both the photos and the fingerprints on the back—compared to computerized records, and finally swapped for internal-use-only badges with magnetic stripes.

      The only wrinkle was that the security system had biometric identifiers. Ms. Cappuccetto had been worried when she passed the badges over because they had the fingerprints of the real engineers, not us. I had assured her it would be no problem.

      For me, it would require a trickle of magic to convince the fingerprint reader that my fingerprint matched. Kitty-Sue merely looked at the fingerprint on the back of her card for a moment, brow furrowed in concentration, stared at her fingertips for a second, then nodded. “They match now, boss,” she said.

      “You’re sure?” I said. “Remember, the prints on your fingers have to be a mirror image of the prints on...” I trailed off at her raised eyebrow. Silly for me to try to tell a shapeshifter how to do her job.

      The drive from New York to New Jersey took about two hours, and we arrived near nightfall.

      We passed through three separate gates, each more thorough than the last, before parking in a designated slot and unloading our equipment.

      As we were getting out, I said, “Kitty-Sue, we have to leave our phones here. They’re not allowed in the facility.”

      “Why?” she asked, reluctant to be separated from her gadget.

      “Modern phones are mini-computers,” I explained, taking her phone and adding it to mine in the van’s glove box. “They can be used to load viruses on the servers. No gadgets: no phones, no tablets, no electronic devices.”

      At the facility, we had to wait while the equipment case was unpacked and examined. The security guard, an older black guy, apologized for the delay. “Sorry, we have to follow the rules.”

      I leaned against the desk. “No problem at all,” I said. “We’re hourly. Take all the time you need.”

      Our badges were examined and fingerprints checked against the database. I was tense when Kitty-Sue stuck her finger into the reader and it flashed red. She gave the guard her “I don’t know how that happened” wide-eyed look. The guard leaned over her right shoulder, very close and said, “Don’t worry, miss, sometimes the reader gets dirty.” He pulled a no-lint tissue from a box on the desk, sprayed it with a cleaner, and wiped down the reader. This time the light turned green. Kitty-Sue smiled her thanks at the guard, who was visibly flushing. It took him a few seconds to realize she was waiting for him to get out of the way. He reluctantly stepped aside.

      Then we had to go through a metal detector. Kitty-Sue had had to give up her blades once again. They were safely stored in my satchel, undetectable to mundane equipment.

      After we walked through the detector and got an additional wanding, the guard handed us our internal badges. “No tailgating,” he said.

      Kitty-Sue opened her mouth, thought better, and nodded. “No problem,” I said. “We know the rules.”

      Finally, we were rolling our cart through the seemingly endless corridors, following a printed-out map on a clipboard. A bubble of kitsune magic popped up around us. Kitty-Sue asked, “What’s tailgating?”

      “That’s when you follow someone through a security door without swiping your own card.”

      “Why is that bad?” she asked.

      “Because the security computers would lose track of the personnel. They want to pinpoint every person at every minute.”

      While the bubble was up, I took a moment to retrieve her blades and return them to her. I was hoping they were not going to be needed, but Kitty-Sue was calmer when armed with her deadly security blankets.

      Finally we were at the correct door to our area. It was huge, reminiscent of a bank vault. On the wall beside the door was a biometric reader. “OK, Kitty-Sue,” I said, “you’re going to have to drop the bubble here. Before you do, watch how I get through the door.”

      Kitty-Sue dropped the bubble and watched me closely as I used my card, fingerprint, and PIN to unlock the door. Due to the ‘no tailgating’ policy, she would have to follow me after I made the transfer. I maneuvered the cart through the first door, then the second.

      I only had to wait a few seconds for Kitty-Sue. Once inside our server room, we wheeled the cart to the rack that Selene Select owned. “This will take about two hours to complete,” I said. “If everything goes smoothly.”

      “Can I help?” she asked.

      “Sure,” I said, handing her a device with two eight-inch-wide suction cups. “This is a tile puller. Smack it onto a floor tile, pull the tile, and set it over there so we can get to the cables under the rack.”

      “OK, boss,” she said, popping the device on the center of a two-foot by two-foot tile. Removing the tile revealed the server room sat on a raised floor. The space between the real floor and the raised floor was used to run cables and cooling air for the servers. We removed eight of the tiles to allow access to the cables for the server rack.

      Next, we popped open the gray plastic Isopod on the cart that contained our new equipment that I had specially modified. “Why do we have three of the same computer in here?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Triple redundancy,” I replied, resisting the urge to correct her that these were not computers. “All the major traders have multiple units for safety. If you have multiple millions of dollars at risk, it’s cheap insurance.”

      At the rack, I pulled out a small drawer at waist height Pulling the top of the drawer up revealed an LCD monitor and keyboard. This terminal could be used to control all the equipment in the rack. I entered commands on the keyboard and powered off the top switch. I started unscrewing the screws that held it in the rack. “Hey, won’t that mess things up?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “No,” I said, “the other two will automatically switch over.” I walked behind the rack and pulled the 10 gigabit fiber optic connectors from the switch. With Kitty-Sue’s help, I removed the old switch and replaced it with the new unit.

      Once the top unit was installed, reconnected, and tested, we did the same for the next two switches.

      As we were putting back the last tile, Kitty-Sue suddenly tensed, turning her head towards the door. About thirty seconds later, a roving guard came through the door. “Hello. How’s it going?” he asked, looking at our badges to make sure we were in the right area. I noticed he spent extra time on Kitty-Sue’s badge displayed prominently on her chest.

      Kitty-Sue sent me a querying glance—did I want her to get rid of the guard? Since Kitty-Sue’s methods would require ending either his life or his career, I decided to bore him away. “It’s great! These new low-latency switches are amazing. Juniper did a tremendous job.” I pointed at the terminal screen. “Hey, we’re going to be running loop-back tests. It’s real exciting to watch the speed test chart. Just look at those numbers!” I pointed at a moving line on the screen, holding my pose for three minutes before it incrementally ticked up by one.

      I turned around to find equally glazed expressions on the guard and Kitty-Sue’s faces. The guard looked at Kitty-Sue wistfully, then said, “Gee, I’d really like to stay and watch. But I’ve got to make rounds.” With that comment, he headed out the door.

      “So,” asked Kitty-Sue with a hopeful tone, “we’re done?”

      “No,” I said, “I’ve still got a lot of work to do.” I reached into the Isopod container and pulled out a spray bottle and a pack of cotton cloths. I sprayed several tiles and wiped them down to clean them, then pulled a marker from my pocket. I was halfway through drafting a circle when Kitty-Sue said, “Won’t they notice that after we leave?”

      “No,” I said. “Try looking at the marks inside the human spectrum.”

      “Oh,” she said. “They’re just smudges.”

      “The next part is delicate,” I said. “Can you watch and keep the guard from interrupting?”

      Her eyes brightened with the hope of excitement as she pulled out her blades.

      “Whoa,” I said. “Just distract him, don’t kill him! He’s just doing his job.” That would be very difficult to explain.

      The blades disappeared as she smiled her mischievous smile. “Just joking, boss,” she said. “I won’t hurt anyone unless they try to hurt you first.”

      At my relieved look, she cocked a hip and added in her most sultry bedroom voice, “I’ll just lure him away using my feminine wiles.” She walked closer to the door and took up a one-knee-on-the-ground position between the door and my circle.

      The next two hours were spent aligning mystic forces to forge quantum entangled connections between the new switches and my vellum parchment. The other end would be completed at the offices of Selene Select. Once again, even though it required a lot more work, I used the parchment as an intermediary. The link would definitely stay in my possession. I wanted to have the ability to cut the link again in case of nonpayment.

      If Frost didn’t like it, tough. He had already tried to cheat me once and had had his nose smacked.

      The job was finally done, the equipment packed up and testing complete.

      Seeing how much the spell-casting took out of me, Kitty-Sue asked, “Couldn’t you have done this part back in Tokyo? You had a lot more magical juice there.”

      “No,’ I replied. “The forces are very sensitive to initial location, magnetic fields, and local ley line flows. They have to be aligned in place.” I hefted the Isopod with the old equipment up on the cart before continuing, “There’s no way to crank quantum entangled communications links off an assembly line.” In many ways, magic was still at the master-apprentice level. We hadn’t yet birthed a Henry Ford to automate things.

      We trundled the cart with the old switches out of the server room, making sure everything was cleaned up behind us. Kitty-Sue handed off her blades to me for safe storage in my satchel.

      Walking down the corridor, Kitty-Sue popped up a bubble to continue our conversation. “But you could teach other magicians how to do it, right? Then they could teach others. You could get rich!”

      “I’ve tried to teach others,” I said. “Even Akiko-san, my best student, hasn’t been able to duplicate the process.” One student gave up in disgust, saying it was like trying to understand why an artist put a dot in a certain spot on the canvas. He’s doing magic shows in Atlantic City now.

      “So,” Kitty-Sue said, ears perking up, “even Akiko-san can’t do that?” She seemed pleased to find that there were some things Akiko couldn’t do.

      Security at the exit was even more thorough than getting in. Badges were checked again, the Isopod opened and the serial numbers of the switches checked against a manifest, documents with the serial numbers of the new switches left so the current configuration could be updated, another trip through the magnetic detector, and we were finally free.

      Once we were out of sight of the door, Kitty-Sue held out her hand in that universal gimme gesture and I gave her blades back.

      Pushing the cart out to the van, we found Akiko patiently waiting. She smiled when she saw us. “Good morning, Akiko-san,” I said, “hope you weren’t too bored.”

      She made that tiny mouth gesture that meant she agreed, but didn’t want to criticize. “Yes, pretty boring,” she said. “However, I did see some ghosts.”

      “Really?” I asked. Ghosts at a newly built site were unusual.

      “Hai,” she said. “One was a worker that fell from the scaffolding during construction. I urged him on to the next world. Another was an angry Russian giant. He seemed to be mad at everyone, especially the two men that abandoned him in the winter woods to freeze to death.”

      “Sounds like something from a Mafia movie,” I said.

      “Hai,” she said. “He tried to scare me”—she sniffed as if to show that Earthly spirits were nothing she feared—“then he tried to attack me with a ghost shovel. That didn’t work very well, either.”

      Speaking of attacks piqued Kitty-Sue’s interest. “Attacked?” she said. “You should have called for help. I could have been out here in less than a minute.”

      Akiko waved away her concern. “No ghost can harm me,” she said. “It was like fending off a toddler.”

      “So where is this angry ghost?” I asked.

      “Once he found out I spoke Russian,” said Akiko, “we had a long talk. He wanted me to help him track down his murderers. Said they left him almost naked in the Pine Barrens in the middle of winter to die, and he wanted revenge.”

      “So what happened to...?” I asked.

      “Valery,” said Akiko, providing a name for our angry spirit. “I convinced him to go through his door to meet his destiny.”

      “Meet his destiny?” asked Kitty-Sue. “Wasn’t he smart enough to realize...?”

      “It sounds more positive in Russian,” said Akiko. “He was convinced his destiny was to get revenge. He couldn’t see what was waiting on the other side of the door.”

      Implying that she could see through the door between our world and the next. Something I had never been able to do. I opened my mouth to ask, but the look on her face stopped me. There are some things mortals, including magicians, can’t know. This was a reminder that even though Akiko couldn’t make quantum data links, there were lots of things she could do that I would never be able to duplicate.

      In the silence that followed, Kitty-Sue went to the back of the van and popped open the doors, then turned to lift the Isopod that contained the old switches into the van. “Hold on, Kitty-Sue,” I said. “We’re not going to take those back.”

      Looking around at the parking lot, Kitty-Sue asked, “You want to leave them here? Aren’t they expensive?”

      “No,” I responded, “I have to destroy them.” Could Frost reverse-engineer my quantum links? They were mystical and would require a scanning electron microscope to see. It would also require the resources of a magician better than me. Why waste time getting rid of the old equipment?

      Because the bastard was a billionaire who had almost infinite resources and would like nothing more than to cut me out of the loop, as well as cut my throat. Better safe than sorry. There were already enough billionaires who wanted my talents.

      “Here?” asked Kitty-Sue. “Won’t that leave a mess?”

      “Not the way we do it,” I responded, gesturing to Akiko to add her power to mine.

      We modified Schrödinger’s spell. Instead of copying the items to the ghostly plane, as we did with food and drink, we transferred it completely. This took a lot more power, as well as taking much longer.

      As we chanted and gestured, the cart and the Isopod faded away, leaving only a ghostly image behind. At one point in the procedure, Akiko shook her head and touched her ear, but she quickly returned to her place in the spell.

      After we finished, Kitty-Sue couldn’t resist her curiosity and approached the ghostly Isopod. Extending a finger, she poked at the case but met no resistance. Finally, waving her hand through the space, she asked, “So we just leave it here? Won’t someone like her”—she pointed to Akiko— “find it?”

      “No,” I said. “The equipment still responds to gravity. Watch.” I nodded to Akiko, and we removed the levitation spell that kept the cart and Isopod above ground. No longer supported, they dropped quickly from sight.

      “Cool,” said the ever-practical Kitty-Sue. “So, that’s how you get rid of bodies?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      As we drove back to New York for the next phase of the job, Kitty-Sue eagerly pulled her iPad from the glove box to check her messages. At Akiko’s wistful look, I said, “It must have been boring out here with nothing to do.”

      “Hai, Scott-Sensei,” she said. “I meditated for two hours. But, except for the two ghosts, there was not much to do here.”

      “Too bad they don’t have an Apple Store on the Other Side,” said Kitty-Sue, giggling.

      “Yes,” responded Akiko wistfully, “it’s too bad.”

      Hit with a crazy idea, I asked, “Akiko-san, why did you stop at that point in the spell?”

      “I heard a high-pitched whine, very loud,” she said. “What do you think caused it?”

      “I’m not sure,” I answered. “I’ll have to do some research.” I put the idea I had on the back burner.

      The rest of the trip was uneventful, with us arriving back in New York about eleven o’clock. I was tired, but pulled energy from my reserves to stay alert, a trick that had saved me many times in the past. Kitty-Sue curled up in the front seat and covered her eyes with her tail to block out the light and slept like a baby. Well, a ninja assassin baby with hair-trigger reflexes. Akiko, having left sleep behind with her death, stayed awake and kept me company. I occasionally changed the radio station at her request.

      Back in the city, I took a turn that would lead us back to the hotel instead of the offices of Selene Select. At the turn, Kitty-Sue woke and asked, “Aren’t we going straight to the next part of the job?”

      “We could,” I said, “but doing everything to Frost’s schedule is asking for trouble.”

      At the mention of trouble, Kitty-Sue’s ears perked up. “So let’s go!” she urged.

      My little troublemaker. “No, not today,” I said. “I want to have a nice big lunch and a nice nap. Then we can hit Selene Select this afternoon to finish the installation of the data link.”

      Disappointment flashed across her face at the thought of missing a fight, then she smiled and asked, “Can we go back to that Italian place? I really liked the seafood.” A look at Akiko showed her nod of approval, so we headed back to Tony’s.

      After a huge lunch that included two bottles of wine, we headed back to the hotel for some much-needed rest. Well, Kitty-Sue and I needed rest. Akiko stayed in the lounge area. She looked like she would be bored again. I quickly taught her a spell that allowed her to flash in infra-red. I turned on the TV and left it to her to experiment with spell-enabled channel surfing.

      Kitty-Sue and I headed to the bedroom. After taking a quick shower, which she didn’t share, I slid under the covers and waited for her. The door to the bathroom opened and steam poured out, outlining her nude form. I sat up in bed and she stepped into the room. Between one step and the next, she had assumed her fox form. With a scampering jump, she hit the bed.

      “You know,” I said, stroking her tail, “it’s much better to cuddle with your human form.”

      In answer, she turned quickly and nipped at my hand. “Still not over the murderous tattoo artist, I see,” I said.

      In answer, she gave a fox yawn, circled around three times, curled up with her tail over her snout, and dropped off to sleep. Damn, blue balls again.
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      We finally arrived at the offices of Selene Select about 4:00 p.m. Before entering the underground garage, I said, “Akiko-san, you’re our secret weapon. I’d like you to stay invisible to everyone, even supernaturals.” Akiko nodded and vanished, though I could still feel her through our psychic link.

      As we drove the van into the underground garage, we found Ms. Cappuccetto waiting. She looked distraught: her immaculate red locks in disarray, lipstick chewed off, eyes darting back and forth. I almost felt sorry for her.

      “Thank God you’re finally here,” she gasped. “Mr. Frost is”—she paused, realizing that his wolf ears could hear her from a considerable distance— “extremely displeased at these delays.”

      “Guess the BJs didn’t work,” quipped Kitty-Sue.

      “Hey, Red,” I said, “there have been no delays. I’m right on the schedule I set.”

      “Is that so?” said a firm voice that contained a trace of a growl. Striding out from a nearby door, Frost quickly crossed the distance and confronted me–the first time in the flesh. He was shorter than I had imagined, but built broad, like a tank.

      As he approached, he sniffed in our direction, hoping to find out more about us. Akiko was invisible and Kitty-Sue had modified her scent to smell like a mundane human, so his inspection was wasted.

      As for my scent, as long as he didn’t stick his nose in my butt, he could sniff all he wanted.

      “Scott Freeman?” he asked, sticking out his hand. I took his hand and he gave me a bone bruising grip, waiting to see if I would wince. I’m stronger than human, but not as strong as a werewolf. However, I did have magic to help me cheat. My grip was equally strong, and I looked him directly in his eyes. He could cow his pack, but not a magician.

      In that instant of touch, we evaluated each other. I ticked off his advantages: enhanced senses, speed, strength, stamina, claws, fangs, and a nasty attitude. What were his disadvantages? Hmm. He was dense. Not like that; his bones and muscles were much denser than humans’. The paranoid part of me (the part that’s kept me alive for many years), tried to devise a way to fight this monster. Directional flashbang spell to give me a few seconds, then race to the nearest large body of water and hope I could drown him. That might work, or he could just power through the water like a Mark 48 Torpedo. My pet paranoid decided the best course was not to fight him.

      Finally easing his grip, he said, “What kind of name is Scott Freeman? Is that a joke? Scott the Free Man? As in scot-free?”

      “Says the guy with a soap opera name which is an anagram for Dark Forest,” I replied. “Whose assistant is named after the Italian fable of Cappuccetto Rosso. I think we both know true names are not tossed around carelessly.”

      His lips pulled back from his teeth in something that definitely wasn’t a grin when Ms. Cappuccetto chimed in, “The server room is ready for the installation, and we have engineers waiting to run tests.” Taking a deep breath, she said, “So we can get back to making money!”

      At the mention of money, Frost nodded abruptly, cutting eye contact. I had a feeling he wasn’t through with me. “I’ll be in my office,” he said. “Tell me as soon as the system is back up.”

      “Yessir,” chirped Red, who gave a shudder of relief as Frost strode away.

      Like a mother hen, she tried to herd us into the server room, even trying to grab the cart to get it to go faster. One look from Kitty-Sue and she dropped back.

      In the server room, I stopped her at the door. “No assistance needed here, Red,” I said. “We’re dealing with propriety knowledge that hasn’t been licensed to Selene Select Partners.”

      “But, but,” she said, “we have four engineers and technicians standing by to assist you.”

      “Not gonna happen, Red,” I said. “You only rent the specially modified equipment. You don’t get to examine my techniques or technology.” The chance that another magician could duplicate what I’d done was minuscule, but I wasn’t taking any chances. Magicians are secretive. Tesla had thought no one could duplicate his genius; he was right, but they could steal his techniques.

      With a terrified look, Red said, “I-I-I’ll inform Mr. Frost that you won’t need any assistance.”

      “Hey, Red,” I said, “I can go tell him. If you want to delay the job even more.”

      She shook her head in horror at the thought of further delays and hurried away as we examined the server room. As suspected, there were hidden cameras and microphones. Focusing on one of the cameras, I saw it was a multi-spectral model, similar to the one Terri the tattoo artist used. Damn technology was catching up to magic. In any case, we had defenses. I pulled my ear to let Kitty-Sue know we needed a privacy bubble.

      Once the bubble was in place, Akiko popped into view. This job was a duplicate of the one performed at the NYSE Data Center, made much easier with the assistance of Akiko for the spell-casting part. Her magical emanations here would only affect Selene and Frost, which didn’t worry me. I didn’t care if every computer in the building BSOD’d on them.

      In much less than two hours, we had the new equipment installed and tested.

      A ping test to the NYSE Data Center showed our delay to be 1.2 nanoseconds. Compared to the speed-of-light minimum delay of 6.6 nanoseconds for that distance, we had a link that exceeded the speed of light by about six times. This, compared to real-world delays of about 50-60 nanoseconds to reach the Data Center, meant that Selene Select Partners could execute high-speed trading programs with almost no delays.

      Looking over my shoulder at the test results, Kitty-Sue asked, “Is that good?”

      “Very good,” I said. “My previous data link was about half as fast.”

      “So, we’re done?” she asked.

      “Almost,” I said, “we still have to get rid of the old equipment.”

      Akiko and I performed Schrödinger’s spell again and shifted the old equipment to the ghost plane. I briefly considered leaving the ghostly remains in the server room like a permanent hologram. Imagining the frustration on their engineers’ faces as they tried to touch the equipment that contained my secrets made me smile. Ghost equipment they couldn’t touch would drive them crazy.

      I quickly squelched the thought. Showing off had gotten me into more trouble than I could handle in the past. With a regretful sigh, I dropped the spell levitating the equipment and watched it drop like a rock through the floor.

      Still, the thought of teasing the engineers gave me an idea. “Kitty-Sue,” I asked, “could you create an illusion that the old equipment is still there?”

      “You mean the stuff you just dropped to the center of the Earth?” she replied.

      “Yes,” I said, “I want them to go crazy trying to get it back onto our plane.”

      “Like you did when you stabbed your tattoo artist girlfriend through the heart with an imaginary knife?” she asked with a bemused expression, then showed her evil grin. “It drove her crazy. I like that idea!”

      Kitty-Sue concentrated. Kitsune magic sparkled over her body, then streamed to the middle of the cleared space, coalescing into a perfect copy of the old equipment.

      “Perfect,” I said. “How long will it last?”

      Breathing deeply, Kitty-Sue considered, then said, “Two or three days. If nobody hits it with a lot of magic.”

      “Great,” I said. “Let’s get out of here. Akiko, please turn invisible again.”

      Between one blink and the next, Akiko’s clothing changed. Her high school senior uniform morphed into a pair of baggy, translucent pantaloons, slippers with the toes turned up, and a well-filled bra-like top that left her bellybutton exposed, all topped off by a small red fez on her head with a scarf attached. “Yes, Master,” she said with a big grin, then crossed her arms far in front of her body and nodded her head grandly before disappearing. Didn’t the genie have a black-haired cousin?

      At Kitty-Sue’s puzzled glance, I said, “I guess she figured out how to switch the channels on the hotel’s TV.”

      We made our way up to the main floor, still surrounded by Kitty-Sue’s no-see-me glamour, and caught an elevator to the top floor. There was some special key needed for the elevator, but it was no match for magic.

      We exited the elevator and stepped onto a luxurious carpeted hallway. Along the hallway were expensive works of art, and the walls were adorned with famous paintings. I desperately wanted to take time to examine a Van Gogh. The lines and whorls screamed that he had been a Pentachromat. Each time I saw one of his works, I felt I learned something new. However, we needed to finish the job. One day, I promised myself, I would visit the Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam.

      Frost’s door was open, as no one would dare disturb him in his den. Well, until Kitty-Sue and I came along. He was tilted back in his high-back leather chair with his eyes closed.

      “Hey,” I said, “sorry to disturb you, but the job is done.”

      I had expected him to start, but he merely opened his eyes halfway, letting me know he had known all along that I was there. Oh yeah, wolf hearing and sense of smell—with the elevator dings, my beating heart, and human scent, he had known before the elevator stopped who was there. Kitty-Sue or Akiko could probably sneak up on him, but a mere magician had no chance. Good thing magic was a ranged weapon. As long as I had that, we were equals.

      A tiny sound from below the desk, then Frost was standing, leaning his outsized fists on the desk. For the first time, he smiled a genuine, relaxed smile.

      Kitty-Sue tilted her head at the desk and said, “Ms. Cappuccetto can come out now.”

      There was a cough from below the desk, then Ms. Cappuccetto crawled out, brushing carpet fluff from her knees. “Sorry, Mr. Frost,” she said, “I can’t find that pen.”

      “I’m sure it will turn up soon,” he said with a smile. “That will be all for now.”

      She scurried out of the room, unable to meet Kitty-Sue’s knowing gaze.

      “If you would have your personnel check the link,” I said, “I think you will find it is working better than before.”

      Frost motioned to a large screen display mounted on the wall. “I can already see that our trading program is executing correctly.”

      Sure enough, the jumbled display of charts and numbers showed an upward trend starting about when we went back online. Wait, is that X-axis in millions of dollars? Damn, I bid way too low for this job.

      At my raised eyebrows, Frost said, “I appreciate your competitive bid on this project.” He reached into a drawer of his desk and pulled out two large stacks of cash. “In addition to your fees and monthly retainer, I would like to give you this as a bonus.”

      He set two stacks of fifty thousand dollars on the desk and pushed them towards us with a big smile. “I wanted you to know how much the firm appreciates the work you’ve done. Your stay at the Ritz-Carlton has been taken care of by our Finance department.”

      I nodded in appreciation at the gesture and picked up the cash. A glance at Kitty-Sue showed a tight expression. Oh yeah, Japanese thought it was gauche to give unwrapped gifts. “Thank you, Mr. Frost,” I said, the first time I had used his honorific. It looked like we would get out of there alive.

      Turning to Kitty-Sue, I said, “More shopping money for you.”

      She smiled and said, “Yes, thirty-three K will go a long way towards my dream wardrobe.”

      I felt Frost’s attention rise. Kitty-Sue immediately recognized her mistake. By naming her share of the one-hundred-K bonus, she had revealed that we had a third partner.

      Frost inhaled discreetly, trying to sniff out our ghost partner. But Akiko was too subtle for that. Smells carry over between planes, but she had learned to mask them. She was invisible to all except entities like Jackie.

      With the stacks of cash in my hands, I almost opened my dragonskin satchel to safely store the money. That would have been another mistake. The satchel was worth much more than the data link. I froze for a second before saying, “Kitty-Sue, could you please hold the cash for us?”

      With bright eyes, she stuffed most of the cash into her tiny purse; the rest disappeared into wherever she hid her blades. I still wasn’t sure if this was a kitsune magic trick or a ninja female trick.

      Frost waited several moments to see if either of us would reveal any more information. I gave him my bland #3 smile, the one I used on door-to-door salesmen. Finally, he walked from behind the desk and shook my hand. Not in a strength-testing grip, but a practiced politician’s smooth send off.

      As he approached, we both noted Kitty-Sue’s feet shift minutely to change her balance. He hesitated slightly as he realized the most dangerous one of our pair was the small female. Damn, the longer we spent with this man, the more he found out. It was like getting in the ring with a great boxer, one of those old pros who could tell how your first punch would be thrown before you stepped from your corner. Time to cut this visit short.

      “Well,” I said, placing my hand very lightly on Kitty-Sue’s back, “thanks again for the bonus. Give us a call if there are any issues with the link.” I quickly ushered her out, passing down the hallway, giving the Van Gogh a regretful glance.

      I didn’t breathe easy until we were in a taxi. Kitty-Sue’s ears perked up when I directed the cab to take us to Central Park, but she kept silent.

      At our meditation spot, with a bubble in place, Kitty-Sue asked, “Why did we come back here?”

      “Both Akiko-san and I need to meditate and replenish some of the energy we used on this job,” I said. “After this, we can have dinner and find a new hotel.”

      “Scott-Sensei,” asked Akiko, “why do we have to change hotels?”

      “Because Frost has paid our bill at the Ritz-Carleton,” I said.

      “Is it bad that he paid our bill?” she asked.

      “Not the paying,” I said, “the knowing where we were staying. I made sure he didn’t know our location. He used his resources to find us in a city of millions, despite my best efforts. So now we will leave that hotel and stay in another.”

      “So, we need to check out today?” she asked.

      “Not at all,” I said. “I don’t care if Frost pays for that room for the next year. We’ll just go to another hotel. You didn’t leave anything in the hotel, did you?”

      Akiko gestured to her ghostly form—everything she possessed was here with her. Kitty-Sue shook her head and said, “Nothing that I wasn’t going to get rid of anyway.” As a matter of routine, I kept my most important possessions in the dragonskin satchel, so I was always ready to travel.

      Thinking of the satchel, I reached in and pulled out Princess. She made the same zing! sound that blades in movies make, but this time it sounded grateful. “Hello, Princess,” I said. “Would you like some fresh air?”

      This time her sound was the same, but more like a yes. As I held the blade, I felt her eagerness to wade into battle. One of the reasons I didn’t let her out much was the effect she had on me. Calming my heart rate, I propped Princess on a nearby rock and said, “Why don’t you keep Kitty-Sue company while Akiko and I meditate?”

      Kitty-Sue neared the rock, careful not to touch Princess. Princess was skittish around any kitsune, but Kitty-Sue had gained her confidence. Still, she didn’t like to touch Princess.

      Kitty-Sue took a knee in her guard pose and nodded at us. “Enjoy your meditation,” she said. “Princess and I are on guard.”

      Two hours later, refreshed and partially rejuvenated, we came out of our trances. Kitty-Sue and Princess were in the same pose as when we started. Kitty-Sue’s ears tilted as I opened my eyes; she was already aware that I was back. Before I could ask how, she said, “Your breathing and heart rate is different when you meditate.”

      “You can hear my heartbeat?” I asked.

      “Of course,” she replied. “That’s why you can never lie to me.”

      “Good thing I never lie,” I said. This was met with a sniff and a flip of her tail.

      Time for a change of subject. “Are you guys hungry?”

      “Can we eat at that Italian place again?” asked Akiko.

      “It might be better to eat at a new place. We don’t want to retrace our steps,” I said.

      Akiko looked disappointed, but Kitty-Sue nodded at my caution. Kitty-Sue picked up her iPad and started checking out nearby restaurants. “How about this place, Marea?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “that’s a famous Italian seafood place. It’s near here. Let’s go and see if we can get in.”

      Peering over Kitty-Sue’s shoulder, Akiko asked, “What do the four dollar signs on the review page mean?”

      “Very expensive,” quipped Kitty-Sue, “but we can afford it, with the bonus Frost coughed up.”

      “My treat, ladies,” I said. “You won’t need to spend your shopping money on food.” That brought a smile to both their faces.

      A quick stop at a new hotel, waving a Platinum Amex card with a new name on it matching my fake driver’s license, and we had rooms. Yes, rooms. Kitty-Sue surprised me by insisting on two adjoining rooms, making it clear she and Akiko would be sharing the second room. In the hallway outside our doors, I looked over and raised my eyebrow in query. She refused to meet my eye.

      Still not over the tattoo artist, I guess.

      We got to the restaurant after nine. A quick conversation with the host and an exchange of folding money snagged us a table in the main dining room.

      After an extensive meal that hit all of our seafood cravings, as well a few bottles of very expensive wines, we were sated in all senses.

      The bill was presented and dealt with; the tips (still a mystery for my Japanese team) were doled out generously. Then we strolled back to the hotel.

      All in all, a wonderful date. Well, aside from the fact that Kitty-Sue was angry about my behavior and Akiko, as my student, was off-limits. So, it wasn’t really a date. No happy ending.

      At our respective doors, we said goodnight. They each gave me indecipherable looks. The older I get, the less I understand women.
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      The next morning, I called the girls for breakfast. As we stuffed ourselves on the hotel’s breakfast buffet, we chatted about our plans.

      “So, what would you like to do today?” I asked. “There are some great museums and lots of tourist attractions...” I trailed off because the last tourist attraction we had visited had contained a trap by the witches’ coven and Jackie.

      “So, you want to visit old relics?” asked Kitty-Sue. At my nod, she continued, “Like that two-hundred-year-old ex-girlfriend of yours?”

      Akiko covered her mouth to hide her grin, then went back to eating her Ghost Toasties.

      “No, thanks,” said Kitty-Sue. “We’ve made other plans. Since the job is done, the pack is happy, and the witches don’t know where we are, we should be fine without you.”

      She gave me a cool look that let me know they were not without resources. To be honest, anyone that tried to cross those two would encounter serious problems.

      Then she stared at me intently, before adding, “And you should be fine without us.”

      Apparently, they had been chatting for most of the night, because they had already planned out an entire day of shopping. A day that did not include their protectee and teacher.

      In the face of their exciting plans, it would be petty to insist on them following me around to museums.

      Finished with our breakfast, we headed back to our rooms to freshen up. We walked down to the lobby. “So, Scott-Sensei,” asked Akiko, “what are your plans?”

      “Well,” I responded, “I plan on a long meditation session in Central Park. Followed by a large lunch, and maybe a trip to a museum this afternoon.”

      Looking at me with the gaze of a mother of an always-in-trouble toddler, Kitty-Sue said, “You might need us to guard you...” She trailed off with reluctance.

      Returning her gaze, I said, “I got along without a bodyguard for many years. I’m sure it’ll be fine. Besides”—I held up Princess in her walking cane form— “I will have the deadliest blade in existence to watch over me.”

      A sniff and a turned away head as Kitty-Sue said, “So you don’t need me, after all.”

      Of course, I need you, Kitty-Sue, I thought, but didn’t say; better to let her get her shopping day out of her system.

      The girls left quickly after that and I continued to Central Park for my meditation, placing Princess on her rock to watch over my body while I worked on my magic.

      Unfortunately, either due to the absence of Akiko and my bodyguard, or the feeling that the other shoe was about to drop, the session wasn’t as fulfilling as my previous sessions. After an unsatisfying two hours, I gave up, opened my eyes, and rose from my position.

      Princess in hand, I strolled down the street, intent on touring New York. For some reason, I found my grip on Princess getting tighter and tighter, until my white-knuckled hand hurt. It wasn’t until I punched a hole in the side of a panel van that cut me off that I decided I needed to return to the hotel.

      Back in the room, the stereo turned on as soon as I entered, playing an old Queen song.

      I made to set Princess down, but my hand refused to let go. “Come on, Princess,” I muttered in time with the song, “in the end, there can be only one”—I forced my grip to open— “of us in charge.” Princess dropped to the carpet.

      That’s the problem with magical weapons, sometimes they take on a mind of their own. Using a towel from the bathroom, I gingerly picked up Princess by her hilt and placed her in my satchel. “Princess,” I said, “you’re a great girl, but you need a time-out.”

      Once she was safely in ensconced in the timeless folds of space-time inside my satchel, I sat on my chair with the satchel on my lap while thinking. If Princess couldn’t make a change in her attitude, I would have to do something serious. Destruction would be riskier than dismantling a nuclear weapon. Maybe she would respond to positive reinforcement. Maybe a nice new scabbard?

      Putting the satchel over my shoulder, I turned to more pressing matters and went out to lunch. My waitress was a snarky blond who screwed up my order, never refilled my drink, and ignored me when I asked for my bill. The thought of blasting her through the plate glass window of the restaurant came up. I had my hands up to make the signs and had even started to mutter the words, when I stopped suddenly.

      Are you fucking crazy? asked my inner conscience.

      Well, yes, actually. But the inner reprimand stopped my silent tirade.

      Injure a waitress because she was being a typical New Yorker? No way.

      One of the benefits to enforced truthfulness is that you can’t lie to yourself. The truth was that I was upset about Kitty-Sue, Akiko, and Princess, as well as that damned prophecy by Elvis.

      I left the crappy waitress a one-hundred-dollar tip, rewarding her bad behavior, and headed back to the hotel.

      Some serious meditation would be needed before I could be fit for company. Time to wrestle some demons into submission. The hotel room wasn’t perfect for this, but it would do.

      I came out of my trance at about 5:00 p.m. feeling more centered, but still not balanced. I missed the calmness and certitude I had had before. A check of my psychic links to Akiko and Kitty-Sue showed no signs of trouble, so I figured they would continue to ignore me. For some reason, the thought made me angry. I really needed to clear the remnants of Princess out of my head.

      A knock at the door of my hotel room surprised me. No one should have known where we were.

      Grasping the knob, I prepared mentally for an attack as soon as the door opened. Standing in the hallway was a vision I had never expected to see.

      “Ms. Cappuccetto,” I said, “how the hell did you find me?”

      “Jackie told me,” she responded.

      Why the hell would Jackie be helping her?

      I examined her through narrowed eyes. She was wearing her trademark knee-length cape with hood, in the deepest red velvet. The hood was up, surrounding her head with soft folds. Her red hair escaped the hood, framing her face. In her hands was a small picnic basket, the kind that Yogi Bear would find irresistible. One side of the covered basket was raised, and the neck of a wine bottle peeked out. The smell of fried chicken and homemade biscuits wafted from the basket. Completing my inspection, I saw she was barefoot, with her toes nervously curling on the soft hallway carpet.

      “If that cape was fur trimmed,” I said, “you’d look like a sexy Santa.”

      She raised the basket slightly, causing the opening in the front of the gown to part, revealing that she was wearing nothing underneath. “I do have fur trim,” she said, “but not on the cape.”

      “Nice to see that the carpet matches the drapes,” I replied, “but you’re no Santa.”

      “But I did bring you gifts. Have you been a good boy?” she asked “Or a bad boy?”

      “Very bad,” I said.

      “That’s my kind of man,” she said.

      Her eyes darted back and forth. “Aren’t you going to invite me in?”

      Let’s see; a sexy, half-naked woman bearing enticing gifts shows up on my doorstep with a flimsy excuse. Can you say “honeypot”? Whoever sent her knew my weaknesses. But they were my weaknesses. “Come on in,” I invited, opening the door fully.

      After closing and locking the door behind her, I followed her to the sitting area. I turned on the stereo system, and the strains of an old ’60’s tune came up: “Hey there, Little Red Riding . . .”

      Red glared at me, so I muted the song. “Hey, I had nothing to do with that! I’ll skip to the next song.”

      Another click of the remote and Johnny Rivers started singing: “...talkin’ bout the seventh son, In the whole world there is only one...”

      She looked angry for a moment, but finally grinned as she set the basket on the table. “You sure know how to set a mood.”

      As she walked past, I smelled the light touch of an expensive perfume. “You smell good,” I said.

      “Good enough to eat?” she asked, then covered her mouth in embarrassment. “I can’t believe I said that!”

      “It was naughty,” I said, “but not too naughty.”

      “Oh,” she said, pulling a chair away from the table and sitting, “not because of that. Because a wolf would consider it an invitation to attack.”

      Remembering Frost’s tightly wound demeanor and hair-trigger temper, I could see members of his pack taking common jokes the wrong way and reacting badly.

      Changing the subject, I said, “Is that a new perfume? You weren’t wearing it yesterday.” I breathed deeply of her scent. “Mandarino di Amalfi?” I guessed.

      “My, what a big nose you have,” she quipped. “I wasn’t wearing any perfume yesterday,” she said. “Mr. Frost has a very sensitive nose and insists I don’t use perfumes, scented soaps, or scented shampoos.”

      “And if you do?” I asked.

      “He would get very angry,” she said, biting her lip and looking down. “One day he sent me to a Chinese Triad office to pick up a package. The office was filled with men smoking those horrid Chinese cigarettes. I knew I should have gone home to shower and change, but I had a strict time limit.”

      “So, you delivered the package on time?” I asked. “Was he understanding and forgiving?”

      She gave me a “have you met Frost?” look and continued her story. “No. Not understanding or forgiving,” she said. Then she turned very red and finished, “He made me strip naked and complete my workday that way.” Her hands trembled with remembered anger.

      I laughed, breaking the tension. “Sounds very Fifty Shades of Gray Wolf,” I said, then continued as I peeked inside the basket, “At least you were up there in his private office.”

      “He. Sent. Me. Down. For. Coffee,” she said, through gritted teeth. “Five. Times. I had to parade around in the lunchroom like that for the entire company to see.”

      “Funny,” I said, “I can’t remember him drinking coffee.” I would have smelled it on his breath.

      “He doesn’t drink coffee!” she said, shaking with rage.

      I didn’t have much sympathy. She had chosen this life and could always walk away.

      “Lie down with dogs,” I quoted, “get up with fleas.

      “Lie down with wolves, get up with even bigger fleas.”

      I grabbed two glasses from the hotel’s minibar, uncorked the bottle of wine, and poured. The earthy scent of red wine filled the room. A Valpolicella Rosso; good choice. I held out a glass to her, but she just nodded her head at the table to let me know to set it down.

      Placing the glass near her, I held mine up in a toasting gesture. Although I could scent no harmful additives and most poisons wouldn’t affect me, I was cautious around members of the pack. The Oath not to harm me might have some loopholes.

      The precaution was unnecessary; she picked up her glass and dashed off the contents.

      Taking a large sip of my own glass, I said, “So why are you afraid to touch me?”

      She started suddenly, jerking her arm back. Luckily, the wineglass was empty, or she would have wasted some fine wine. She set the glass down on the table. “What?” she said. “I’m not afraid! I just prefer to maintain proper decor-deco-decorum.” She was already feeling the effects of that hastily gulped glass of wine. What would a gentleman do in this situation? Hell if I know, I thought. I’m no gentleman. I poured our glasses full again.

      Sitting back in my chair, gazing at her over the rim of the glass, I said, “So you came here barefoot, naked under that cloak, wearing an enticing scent, and bearing gifts of food and drink? So that you could maintain proper decorum?” I laughed at her.

      She had the decency to blush slightly, then leaned back in the chair and crossed her legs, revealing a lot of ankle (up to her hip). I noticed a slight wince when her back hit the chair.

      Looking at me over her glass, she tried to give a sultry smile. “I just happen to like walking barefoot, wearing a cloak and perfume, and feeding magicians.”

      Yeah, and I liked being lied to. “And would you like touching a magician?”

      Before she could think, her head was shaking and she pulled back even further in the chair. “Maybe,” she lied.

      “Let’s eat while it’s hot,” I said to change the subject, opening the basket and pulling out the fried chicken, biscuits, and side dishes. Another bottle of the fine wine was also in there.

      I set out plates and silverware, portioned out the food, and refilled our glasses. Instead of scooting closer to the table (and me), she picked her plate up and sat it in her lap to eat.

      After finishing the meal, I opened the second bottle of wine, once again having her drink first. Her eyes were bright and she was smiling to herself.

      “Is it true what they say about magicians? That you can’t tell a lie?”

      “Not can’t,” I said, “won’t. And not all magicians.”

      “And, and, if you touch someone,” she whispered, “they become your slave?”

      “What? No,” I scoffed. “That’s not possible. As far as I know.”

      “Or, or, if you touch someone,” she said, “you can read their mind?”

      “Mood, yes,” I replied, “individual thoughts, no.” I took another sip of wine as she fidgeted. Where was she going with this? “There might be others with that talent, but not me.”

      “Sooo,” she said slowly, then all at once, “what’s your greatest weakness?” She leaned forward suddenly. The cloak opened, and I got a look at her sizable breasts. Very nice.

      “Kryptonite,” I replied calmly, watching as she absorbed the answer and her face got red.

      “So, you can lie,” she said like an angry prosecuting attorney. I was suddenly certain she was a lawyer.

      “Not a lie,” I said. “If kryptonite existed, I’m sure it would weaken me.” I finished off my glass of wine. “Just because I don’t lie, doesn’t mean I have to answer every question thrown at me like Eugene the Jeep.”

      “What do off-road vehicles have to do with this?” she wondered aloud. So much for her fancy education. Didn’t anybody remember Popeye?

      “Never mind,” I said, dismissing Eugene. “If I choose to answer a question, I will always tell the truth to the best of my knowledge or ability.”

      “How can you prove that?” she asked.

      “I don’t have to prove it,” I responded. “I don’t really care if you believe or not. I don’t take fancy Oaths or drip life’s blood onto a contract to seal a pact. I say what I will do and do it.”

      “So, this Oath between you and Frost?” she asked. “Can you break it?”

      “If he or a member of his pack attacks me or my team, the Oath is nullified,” I said. “If we meet outside of New York, the Oath is not in force.”

      I stood and went to the minibar. Pulling out one of those tiny bottles of brandy for me, I offered her a Coke, but she shook her head. I popped an ice cube into a clean glass and poured the brandy. I know, I know, you’re not supposed to drink brandy like that. I have bad habits.

      “So,” said Red, “how about if you were on an island with two tribes? One tribe—”

      I stopped her with an upraised hand. “I’m always on the tribe that can only tell the truth. I’m tired of talking about magicians, Oaths, and logic puzzles,” I said. “Didn’t Frost send you here to seduce me?”

      Once again, her body reacted before she could speak, nodding quickly. Then she bit her lip in frustration.

      “So, how’s that supposed to work if we don’t touch?” I laughed. “Are you going to do a dance of the Red Velvet Cloak so hot I’ll become your sex slave?” Kitty-Sue’s sister had already tried that and had failed.

      “I know what I’m supposed to do,” she said. “I just can’t.”

      “No problem,” I said. “You don’t have to.” I picked up the plates and scraped the leftovers into the trash, then put the plates back in the basket. I cleared the empty bottles off and dumped them into the trash. Sitting back down, I took another sip of brandy.

      “Is it true a magician’s touch can steal your soul?” she asked.

      “Yes,” I said, tired of the game. “Luckily, you’re a red-haired soulless temptress, so that won’t work on you.”

      She smiled at my jest, then turned thoughtful. “Wait, wait,” she said, “you just said you could steal my soul!” She pushed back into her chair.

      “Calm yourself down,” I said. “I can drain your life with a touch, recharge my psychic batteries with your life force, and end your life. But so could any random person you pass on the street.”

      “But you could,” she persisted.

      “But I won’t,” I said. “I’m not a fucking vampire. I don’t hurt the innocent, I don’t steal souls, and I only take life energy as part of a Deal.” I opened the minibar and got another tiny bottle of brandy. While I poured, I said, “Anyway, you’re protected by the Oath I made with your pack.”

      She was staring at the minibar, and it took me a second to realize she was ready for a drink. I offered her a brandy and she accepted.

      After a few sips, she asked, “And redheads don’t have souls?”

      I laughed, then replied, “That’s just an old superstition. I don’t know if it’s true or not. Probably not.”

      Sitting back in my chair, I continued, “I’m sure you have a very pretty soul.”

      However, come to think of it, I had never seen a red-haired ghost.

      She seemed to calm down somewhat, took a long drink of her brandy, and then held her hand out over the table. “OK,” she said. “Touch me.”

      Her hand was shaking slightly with nervousness, and she almost pulled away when I took her hand in mine, sandwiching her small hand between my palms. I formed a disk of vibrating air in each of my palms, a Healer’s Sonogram, much more precise and subtle than any man-made device.

      I saw her eyes tilt up and to the left and I said, “See? Your thoughts are still your own.”

      She jerked her hand back and said, “You’re reading my mind!”

      “No,” I said, “just putting two and two together.” Although I had to wonder what secret she had that required such paranoia. I held out my hand patiently, and she slid her hand into mine.

      I pulled her towards me. She hesitated an instant, then slid into my lap. I put my hands under the velvet cloak and stroked her torso. Automatically, the healer in my mind started cataloging her injuries. A cracked collarbone was the source of her greatest pain, one of those injuries that can’t be splinted, only endured. A litany of bruises and cuts on her back, evidence of a recent beating, caused a flash of anger at Frost.

      Then my paranoid side whispered, “Frost could have done that so you’d feel sorry for her.” Didn’t matter; the curse of being a healer is that you always want to fix injuries. One of the reasons I avoided human lovers.

      Red winced at my touch, then tried to hide her pain with a smile. I pulled her closer, putting my nose into her hair, and sniffed. Scents of expensive perfume and the wine she had recently drunk overlaid the taint of bruised flesh and cuts.

      “You know,” I said into her ear, “I can heal your injuries.”

      She stiffened before asking, “What would it cost me?”

      So, she knew enough about me that she knew I didn’t give away the gift of healing without getting something in return.

      Should I take more than a decade of her life, like with Terri? No, Red hadn’t tried to kill me... “yet,” whispered my paranoia.

      Running my hands over her breasts, feeling her nipples spring erect under my touch, I answered, “One year.”

      I saw her eyes turn to calculating mode. “How do I know you’ll keep your bargain?”

      “Shut down your lawyer mind,” I said. “I’ll heal you first; if you decide it wasn’t worth it, you get your year back.”

      “What do I have to do?” she asked.

      Leaning back to look her in the eye, I said, “Take off your cloak and let me examine you.”

      She stood and stepped over to the bed. Biting her lip in indecision, she finally nodded to herself and reached for the top button of her cloak. As she unbuttoned the cloak, she turned her back to me. Still shy? She tossed the cloak aside.

      I stood behind her and set my hands on her shoulders, standing an arm’s length away to examine her.

      I got to see the extent of her injuries. Bruises covered her back from below her butt to her upper back, many of them fading with age. On top of the bruises were marks made by a whip or stick, some old and healed, but others still weeping blood. No wonder she wore red.

      The oldest scar was in the shape of a bite mark on her upper right shoulder. “Did the pack try to turn you?” I asked.

      “No,” she whispered, “I’ve had the vaccine. That’s to mark me as a pack member.”

      “Do you want me to remove the scars?” I asked, then was hit by a sudden thought. “Is this a BDSM thing?” Hell, for all I knew, she was proud of the scars and bruises.

      “No, I’m not into pain,” she answered. “Please remove the scars. All of them.”

      “OK,” I said. “Lie face down on the bed.”

      Favoring her right arm, she crawled onto the bed and rested facedown, turning her head away from me. I disrobed and knelt beside her. Feeling my hands touch her, she turned her head and exclaimed, “You’re naked!”

      “Sorry,” I said, “I thought you were here to seduce me.”

      “OK,” she said, “But heal me first.”

      Stroking her back with both hands, I first drained one year of life force from her. Then I directed healing energy to her numerous injuries. With each stroke, the bruises faded, washed away by magic. Next, I concentrated on the scars. The whip marks quickly healed, but the bite took a lot more effort. Finally, I got the tissues to rebuild themselves into the remembered patterns of youth and health.

      “Does that feel better?” I asked.

      “Much better,” she said, “but my shoulder still hurts.”

      “You have to turn over for that,” I replied.

      She turned over slowly, as if expecting more pain. I saw her face grimace as her back touched the sheets, then the grimace faded into a smile. “I haven’t been able to lie on my back in so long,” she said as she squirmed around in near-ecstasy.

      “When I’m done,” I said, “you’ll be able to sleep in any position you like.”

      Using both hands, I probed the collarbone break, setting up a differential electrical potential on either side of the break, encouraging the bone to knit back together. I tightened up partially torn tendons and muscles in her shoulder and smoothed out her rotator cuff.

      “OK,” I said, “try moving your arms.”

      Obediently, she raised her arms, wincing as they rose above her head. The wince turned into a grin as she realized the pain and limited motion was gone.

      “Oh, my god!” she said. “I haven’t felt this good since I was a teenager.”

      “Are you happy with the bargain?” I asked.

      “Very, very happy!” she said, sliding her hands up my arms to my shoulders and pulling me down to her. “Now it’s my turn to make you happy.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “The endorphin release from the cessation of pain could make you giddy.”

      Face-to-face, she bucked her back and wrapped her legs around me, trapping me in her sweet embrace. “I’ve never been more certain,” she said.

      Accepting her advance, I leaned down and gazed into her eyes. Her breath was sweet, all traces of the wine and brandy burned off in the healing process.

      “It’s been so long since I’ve been able to look a lover in the eye,” she whispered.

      “Embarrassment?” I asked.

      “No,” she replied. “The pack insists on screwing ‘doggy style.’”
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* * *

      Afterward, she kissed me tenderly. For a moment, I saw regret in her eyes. Then she smiled and stood. She stepped over to the mirror. Examining herself, she ran her hands over her firm body, stopping on her breasts. She turned to me and asked, “Did you do something to my breasts? They feel larger, firmer, more sensitive.”

      “Just a side effect of the general healing process,” I replied. I got up to get a Coke, putting on my pajama bottoms before returning to sit on the bed.

      She twisted her head around to examine her now immaculate back. “And my skin. It’s so smooth!”

      “Soft like a baby’s skin,” I said.

      “All traces of the pack, of Frost, gone,” she said. Did I hear a wistful note?

      She reached into the basket and pulled out a tube of massage oil. Stepping over to the bed, she pushed me over onto my front. “Now it’s my turn to massage you,” she said as she poured a generous dollop of the scented oil on my back. I turned my head and smiled at her as she worked on the tight muscles in my back.

      “My, oh my, magician,” she said. “What big teeth you have.”

      “The better to eat you with,” I responded.

      “How white they are,” she said. “Are they real?”

      “I paid a king’s ransom for my perfect teeth,” I said.

      “My, oh my, magician,” she purred. “What big eyes you have.”

      “The better to see you with, my dear,” I replied, head buried in the pillow as she massaged tense muscles in my neck.

      “Too bad,” she said as I felt the chill of metal wrap around my wrists and heard a click, “you didn’t see that coming.”

      Handcuffs? She must be joking. I had learned how to remove those years ago. I sent a surge of magical energy down my arms to shatter the steel cuffs.

      “Oh shit!” I screamed as the cuffs heated up to a red-hot temperature and severely burned my wrists. Another blast like that would fry my hands off.

      “Please don’t do that,” she said. “The cuffs the witches gave me keep you from using magic.”

      I fainted from the pain as she walked away.
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* * *

      “How did you bypass the Oath?” I asked as she rolled me off the bed onto the floor.

      She looked down at her feet in embarrassment. “I have been cast out of the pack,” she whispered.

      I remembered Frost’s Oath: “Neither I nor any member of my pack...” That sneaky son of a bitch. “Tricks like that won’t work,” I said. “You can’t just say, ‘Today I’m out,’ break an Oath, and then go back.”

      “No,” she said, “the banishment was permanent. They gave me twenty-four hours to leave New York.” She paced back to the chair and sat, giving me a view of her long legs. A view I would have enjoyed more if I had not been restrained by magic shackles on the floor. “Twenty-four hours to leave the only home and family I have ever known,” she finished bitterly.

      “That’s why you didn’t mind losing Frost’s mark,” I said in realization.

      I sat up on the floor, taking the pressure off of my burned wrists. Without magic or my weapons, what did I have to work with? I was stronger and faster than her, but she wasn’t dumb enough to get within range of my legs. Time to use my brain.

      “You know,” I said quietly, “you don’t have to leave New York.”

      “Of course, I don’t,” she said with a sigh of resignation. “I could stay and get torn to pieces tomorrow.”

      “There’s another way,” I said.

      She shook her head several times, like a child talking to herself. “No, no, no. There’s no way,” she said.

      “Yes,” I said in my most confident tone. “Way. Join my pack and the Oath will protect you. I will protect you.” Coming from a barefoot guy in pajama bottoms with his hands cuffed behind him, this surely sounded funny.

      She considered for a minute, biting her lip in thought, then asked, “You have to tell the truth? Right? So, I have a question for you.”

      “What?” I said.

      “Would you trust me?” she asked. “Trust me as much as you trust your kitsune girlfriend?”

      Trust a mundane whose family was hostage to the Wolves of Wall Street? Forced to tell the truth, I said, “I can’t extend my trust to you, yet.”

      “I thought so,” she said decisively as she walked back to the basket on the table. Reaching in, she flipped up a false bottom, from which she produced a Taser, aimed, and fired in one motion.

      With even the lightest touch of magic, I could have diverted the darts, made my skin impenetrable, or absorbed the electricity. Instead, the two barbs embedded themselves in my bare chest and delivered a sub-lethal charge. My full-body spasm threw me across the room, smashing my back against the bedside table. The table was reduced to splinters and I blacked out.

      When I came to, Red was wearing her cloak and pacing back and forth with the phone in her hand. “Yes,” she said into the phone, “he’s ready for transport. The other two are already on their way? OK, see you soon.”

      I tried to rise, but spasms caused me to flop over onto my front, digging the two barbs even deeper into my chest. Red walked over and stood beside my head. I had a close-up view of her pedicure.

      “Turn me over, please,” I asked.

      “You won’t hurt me, will you?” she asked.

      “Not today.”

      She knelt down and grabbed my arm, dragging me over to a clear section of carpet. She leaned me against the bed, reached out and stroked my cheek, then stepped back. Her eyes brimmed with tears of regret.

      “I’m really sorry,” she said, “but it’s you alone, against a billionaire alpha werewolf and the strongest coven in the world.”

      “Alone?” I repeated, then remembered her comment about the other two. Had they managed to capture Kitty-Sue and Akiko? My mind raced with possible plans, but nothing came up. I was physically bound, ready to be trundled off away from New York, where Frost’s Oath was no longer binding.

      With a clarity I hadn’t felt since the dice game I had with a dragon, I threw out a last attempt. With a chuckle, I said, “I’ve killed alphas and covens before.” I gave her my best grin. “I can do it again.”

      She looked at me again, shaking her head, and said, “No way...”

      “Yes. Way,” I said. “Do you believe in insurance?”

      “I can’t help you,” she whispered. “Frost will kill my family if you escape me.”

      “It’s a small favor,” I said. “He’ll never know.”

      “A favor?”

      “Yes. Nothing that will hurt you,” I said.

      Pursing her lips in a frown, she said, “What kind of favor?”

      “See that bag there? On the table?”

      She walked over and picked up my satchel. The inertia spell wouldn’t activate until it was moved away from my body. She tried to open the bag, but the flap resisted her. Looking over at me, she said, “It’s magic! This will help you escape! You’re trying to get me killed!”

      “Look at me,” I said, staring into her eyes. “The bag won’t help me escape. It might give me a chance against Frost.”

      She took a step in my direction, stopped, and bit her lower lip in indecision. I could hear the elevator stop on our floor, followed by the sound of steps in the hallway.

      “This is your insurance,” I whispered harshly. “If you give me the bag and I survive, I’ll make you part of my pack. I will be your alpha.” I lowered my voice even further, and she drew closer to hear better. “You and your family will be protected.”

      She knelt down in front of me, unaware that the cloak had spread open. I ignored the enticements to continue talking. “Just put the strap over my head,” I implored. “Please.”

      A knock at the door and I knew my time was up. Red took one last look into my eyes, then dropped the strap around my neck. “What if they take it from you?” she asked.

      The strap tightened around me like a friendly boa constrictor and faded away, the dragonskin camouflage making it invisible to human eyes.

      “Oh,” she said as the bag faded, “never mind.”

      She rose quickly, buttoned her cloak, and walked over and opened the door. Two men in coveralls stood in the hallway, a hand truck with a large trunk behind them. I had been expecting pack members, but these were mundane thugs. Of course, pack members were still bound to leave me alone. Red had had to go outside the pack to recruit criminals.

      Red changed personality in front of them. No longer the nervous child, she took charge of the two thugs, directing them to put me in the trunk and deliver it to a private terminal at LaGuardia airport.

      I was dumped into the open trunk as Red walked over to the basket and pulled out a huge wad of cash. I could see the glance the thugs exchanged. They smiled at her and moved one step closer. That’s when she pulled out the Taser and said, “Don’t fuck with me, there’s room enough for you in the crate, too.”

      They held their hands up, protesting innocence. Red tossed the cash to the right-hand thug and stepped back, still covering them with the Taser. “You’ll get the other half at the airport,” she said.

      The last thing I saw as the trunk closed was the Red’s resolute face. I had a moment’s doubt. Which of those was her true face? The crying child or the menacing bitch?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Six

          

          
            Challenging the Alpha

          

        

      

    

    
      Even bound in the trunk, I could still break out and overpower the two mundanes. Magic is helpful, but even without it, I was strong enough to beat two humans with my hands tied behind my back. However, now that I knew they had also taken Kitty-Sue and Akiko, I needed to get to their out-of-the-city location to find them. The best way was to allow them to take me there.

      Well, now I had them right where I wanted them. In a clearing beside a fallen tree, hands cuffed behind my back, almost naked, and no magic to draw upon.

      I had never really believed that “life flashing before your eyes when you’re about to die” trope. But it happened.

      Frost’s words brought me to the present moment, “Are you ready for the hunt to end, Scott?”

      

      Stepping forward, getting my balance, I said, “Would you like to see a trick?”

      “What trick?” asked Frost. “You have no magic left.”

      “Not magic,” I said, balancing on my toes. “Contortionist tricks.” One step forward, a bounce, then I launched myself in the air as high as I could. A respectable ten-foot vertical leap. As I went up, I pulled my knees up to my chest as tight as possible, tilted my feet up, and pulled my bound hands under my butt and feet, ending up with my hands in front of me.

      As I landed lightly on my toes, Frost said, “Cute trick, monkey. But you still don’t have any magic.” He prepared to launch himself at me.

      “But wait!” I shouted. “There’s more!” I pushed my tongue against my right incisor three times, pushed my left incisor four times, then finally the right incisor two times. My implanted teeth—worth more than a king’s ransom, crafted of the purest carbon forged into diamond, mounted on a Piezoelectric stratum, and powered by stored bio-electricity—started vibrating at an ultrasonic rate. All without the slightest trace of magic.

      I brought my wrists up to my mouth and bit down on the right manacle first. My teeth started to chew through the steel of the cuff, releasing a cloud of stainless steel dust that filled my mouth. The reflected ultrasonics nearly liquefied my brain, but I kept chewing. After several long seconds, I was able to chew through the right cuff, freeing that hand.

      Spitting out the metal dust, I tried to chomp down on the left cuff, only to find the vibrations slowing, then stopping. Damn, I knew I should have installed bigger batteries. With that single manacle in place, I still couldn’t run magic through my left hand.

      I looked up for Frost, surprised he hadn’t disemboweled me while I was worrying at the cuff. He and the pack were all on the ground, hands over ears, howling silently in pain. Well, not silently. The ultrasonics had knocked out my hearing. All I could hear was a high-pitched whine. The ultrasonics affected their wolf ranged hearing much more than they did me.

      Unfortunately, before I could either press my advantage or flee, Frost jumped to his feet. Damn werewolves healed so fast that the effect of the ultrasonics was temporary. My hearing would take much longer to come back.

      Taking stock, I thought: magical reserves low, not attuned to this location, diamond teeth with dead batteries, burned, exhausted, lost in the woods. Only one thing to do. “Frost, I’m ready to accept your surrender.”

      His eyes glowed with rage, and he leaped, crossing the distance in less than a second. I dropped to my back and brought my knees up to my chest, feet facing up. Frost’s leap brought him over me, chest exposed. I met his chest with my feet as he fell, pushing my legs down even further. God, he weighs as much as a truck. I pushed my legs against his chest as hard as possible, sending him flying.

      While he was airborne, I scrambled to my feet, adding cramped quads and calves to my litany of pains.

      Frost smashed into the dead tree at high speed, sending a crash through the night forest. In much too short a time, he was back on his feet.

      He stood a moment, breathing heavily, his glowing eyes undimmed. I held up the still manacled hand and said, “So, no surrender?”

      “To the death,” he rasped as if that wasn’t his plan all along. He crouched to make his next leap.

      “Are you sure?” I asked, putting one hand behind my back. I was beaten, burned, exhausted, discharged, and almost defeated. Only my unpowered teeth, weak jaws, and fingernails against one of the world’s most dangerous fighting machines.

      Oh, yeah, and one other thing: a fucking magic sword.

      I sent the tiniest trickle of magic down my unrestrained right arm, sending it running out through my fingers. Such a tiny amount, almost all I had left, but it was enough to open my satchel. Dipping into my invisible bag, I grabbed Princess Blade’s handle. For some strange reason, I had to fumble for her hilt, but I finally pulled her out and held her over my head.

      At Frost’s surprised expression, I knew that Princess had made an impression.

      It wasn’t until he roared with laughter and walked towards me with a confident stride, that I looked up at Princess. In my hand was a fringed lady’s parasol, red with white polka dots. Damn females will be the death of me. She was still holding a grudge over being put aside.

      “Princess,” I whispered, even though all the weres could hear, “don’t do this now. I need your help!”

      We all heard her zither-like response, “Hmmph, OK.” The drawn sword zing! sound Princess used as a warning rang through the glade.

      Frost was upon us, and I desperately wrestled with time, one of my few tricks that didn’t require magic, only a disregard for my health. This slowed his attack down to human speed. I saw his claws headed towards my head, a killing stroke. The joy and bloodlust in his eyes turned to surprise as my parasol morphed into a razor-sharp rapier with copper colored flames racing up and down the blade.

      Of her own volition, Princess moved to block Frost’s paw. Where a microsecond before he was swiping at a human magician, now he was about to impale his hand on a burning sword. He was able to twist his hand away, but Princess managed to sever his little finger.

      Frost leaped backwards, holding his injured paw in his other hand. Exhausted, I let time slide back to normal speed. The severed pinky hung in the air for a long moment, then fell slowly to the ground.

      The pinky bounced once; then time was flowing normally again. Frost looked down at his hand in horror—his finger was definitely not growing back. “Princess,” I said in awe, “you never told me you were worse than silver to werewolves.”

      Princess answered with a strange sound, Hmmmm, hmmmm, hm. It took me a second to translate the sounds to Mmm, mmm, good. She liked the taste of werewolf blood.

      Frost looked at us with his champion’s eyes, the eyes that had seen a thousand fights, cataloging each muscle twitch and movement. He could see I was exhausted, holding onto the hilt of the levitating Princess to keep from falling.

      I saw calculation in his eyes as he looked at my condition, then his glance darted to the pack arrayed at the edge of the glade. He could either surrender, losing his ears and place in the pack, or try a desperate attack. He completed his calculations, then acted.

      Of course, he attacked. Faster than I could react, he slid forward and feinted a head strike with his uninjured hand. Princess parried easily, leaving a burning streak on the fur of his arm, but I had to step back. Unbelievably, he managed to dodge Princess’ superhuman slashes and lunges. He always managed not to be where the blade was.

      I took several claw slashes to my sword arm, and one to a leg. The inhuman bastard was bleeding me out one cut at a time.

      Oh, I got several hits in too. Nothing as permanent as the pinky removal, but Frost was bleeding from several wounds. The problem was, he had supernatural stamina. I could see his wounds slowly start to heal. Only a mortal blow would stop him.

      During one especially strenuous flurry of strikes and parries, I managed to slash his gut. He backed up to the edge of the glade, breathing heavily. I also backed up and found myself with my back to the tree. The look in his eyes told me he had been waiting for this.

      Keeping my eyes on him, I slid Princess under my left manacle, her blade completing the cut that my teeth had started. I was now completely unencumbered and could use magic. The only problem was I had no magic left to use.

      We were both breathing heavily, but he was recovering much faster than me. The fight would soon be over. I held Princess up in my trembling right hand and stepped forward. “Drake,” I said, using his first name as we were now on intimate terms, “do you know why I call this sword ‘Princess Blade?’”

      “No, and I don’t give a shit,” he spat and moved forward to finish me off.

      “She’s named after my favorite movie, The Princess Bride,” I said, stepping forward with my left foot and changing my stance. Princess was now in my left hand, my dominant hand, much faster and better trained than my right.

      Drake’s eyes flashed as he evaluated this change in posture, balance, and confidence. The supreme fighter’s calculations that had assured him of victory against his right-handed opponent told him that against this left-handed opponent, he would lose.

      He attacked anyway, being long past the point of no return. The combination of my skill and Princess’ magic was too much for him. His strikes were parried with ease, and I was able to open a set of cuts over much of his body. He was losing blood faster than he could heal. After that, he weakened quickly, leaving a trail of blood over the glade.

      It happened swiftly, Drake slipping in his own blood, flailing his arms for the merest tenth of a second. Princess augered in, hitting him in the chest and penetrating to within an inch of his heart. As he fell, I followed, keeping pressure on the blade, determined to pierce his black heart.

      Incredibly, his chest muscles resisted the pressure of my magic fae sword, which was forged of a metal much stronger than diamond, with a point that could pierce atoms. As I bore down, his body regenerated, over and over, pushing Princess away, drawing out a losing battle.

      Still, he was finished, arms and legs fumbling at the dirt as his life’s blood seeped away. “Will you yield, Drake?” I whispered so low that even his pack couldn’t hear. “Will you live to spend your days following the monkey’s commands, bringing my slippers, playing fetch, and wearing the collar?”

      With one last snarl, he brought his hand up and grabbed my blade, ignoring the burning of his flesh. “Stupid monkey,” he said, “too weak to finish the job.” With that, he pulled the blade into himself, finally piercing his heart. The light went out of his eyes as his head lolled back on the ground.

      Princess’ victory squeal, high pitched and grating, forced the pack back.

      Only one thing left to do now. Grasping Princess—my sword, my wand, my channeling device—in both hands, I sucked the life energy of the alpha werewolf into myself. I shuddered at the feeling, much more intense than sex. Fifty years’ worth of apex predator energy filled my reserves to bursting.

      Considering upcoming trials, I decided to use his energy to heal myself. What would have taken weeks at my normal speed was accomplished in seconds with the defeated alpha’s energy. My wounds healed with the speed of a were, gashes closing and bruises fading away. The ringing in my ears went away, and I could hear all the sounds of the forest around us.

      I pulled Princess from the desiccated corpse of my vanquished enemy and strode over to the pack. The death of their alpha had forced them all to their human forms. Nine men, looking like Chippendale dancers, and four women, looking like the Swedish Olympic Volleyball team, all stood before me. No shame in their nakedness, but cowed into submission by my defeat of their alpha.
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      With all the new energy, I knew I could kill them all. The question was, should I kill them all? Princess thrummed in my hand; I knew which way she would vote.

      “The alpha of the Wolves of Wall Street is dead. With him died my contract with Selene Select Partners, as well as the Oath of nonviolence.” I held Princess up in my right hand; her copper colored flames reflected in the eyes of the pack. “The question is, will your new alpha swear the same Oath?”

      They looked amongst themselves, exchanging looks of surprise. One moment, they were all sentenced to death; the next, they had a possibility of surviving.

      Finally, a were spoke up. “How do we know we can trust you?” The speaker was a stocky man, shorter than Frost had been, with black hair and intense black eyes.

      At my laugh, they all took a step back. “The bastard who subverted an Oath lies dead by my hand, and you question if you can trust me? Tell me, have you ever heard of a magician who broke an Oath?”

      “Well,” said a brown-haired woman, “Frost didn’t technically...”

      “Bullshit!” I screamed as Princess flared up, shooting flames ten feet in the air. Then in a calmer voice, I said, “Are you by any chance a member of the legal profession?”

      “Why yes,” she said with a smug smile, “I am a member of the bar in New York.”

      “Shut up,” I said, “I hate lawyers.”

      With a firm sneer, she continued, “I most certainly will not shut up!”

      Suddenly, I was in front of her, the tip of Princess an inch from her eyeball. “You know,” I said conversationally, “if I cut your tongue out with this sword, it may never grow back.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw some glances exchanged between members of the pack. Would they attack me for threatening one of their pack? Finally, the black-haired were said, “Ally, try not to anger the insane magician with the werewolf killing sword.”

      I slowly pulled the blade back, lowering Princess to my side. Ally opened her mouth, and of her own volition, Princess rose up like a rattlesnake preparing to strike, eagerness visible in her quivering tip.

      Ally closed her mouth. Then crossed her arms in anger, giving me the stink-eye.

      Turning to the black-haired were, I said, “You spoke up. Does that make you the new alpha?”

      He looked around at his group, and each gave a nod of assent, even the venomous Ally. As quick as that, the pack had a new alpha. “Yes, I’m Brock.”

      Another damn soap opera name; these kids were making me feel old. “Well, Brock,” I said, “are you willing to bind the pack to an Oath of nonviolence against my pack? The Oath is reciprocal. No loopholes, no geographic restrictions”—I looked directly at Ally— “no lawyerly bullshit.”

      “I swear,” said Brock, “we will offer no harm to you or your pack.” With a zither sigh of disappointment, the flames on Princess’ blade dropped down to a dim glow.

      “And I will reciprocate,” I said. Then had a thought. “But if you”—I waved Princess at the entire pack— “take up human hunting again, I will kill you all.”

      In the back of the pack, someone muttered, “You were the first.”

      “And the last,” I responded.

      “Now Brock,” I said, “since we’re no longer at each other’s throats, it’s time to discuss my data link.”

      Ally jumped in quickly. “Bullshit; we paid a ton for that equipment, and the contract is still valid!” I had to give her credit; she had quickly figured out that our nonaggression pact meant I couldn’t cut her tongue out now.

      “Unfortunately, counselor,” I said, “the previous contract was with the defunct Drake Frost. Magicians only make person-to-person Deals. My contract was with Frost. That contract is as dead as he is.”

      She raised a finger to object, producing interesting jiggling of her bare breasts, then stopped with her mouth open. She had just realized she had no recourse. Her mouth clamped shut, and she resumed the stink-eye. I just smiled at her.

      “So, Brick—” I said in my friendliest voice, only to be interrupted.

      “It’s Brock,” he said patiently, ignoring my jibe. Good, he was a lot harder to provoke than Frost had been.

      “Yes, Brock,” I said. “Now I was thinking that my essential participation in the firm could best be remunerated by a percentage of ownership, instead of a fixed fee.” The pack’s collective eyes opened wide at this display of arrogance.

      “But, that’s not possible—” stammered Brock.

      I spoke over him, saying, “So I think twenty-five percent ownership would be fair.”

      “Twenty-five percent!” shouted Ally. “Don’t be ridiculous. You have no idea how much money that would be and what we would have to give up.” Crossing her arms again, she finished, “No fucking way!”

      Actually, I did have a pretty good idea of how much money that represented, since I had seen the displays in Frost’s office.

      “Yes. Way,” I said, then continued, glancing at her waistline, where not an ounce of excess fat was displayed, “You might have to tighten your belt, but that might not be a bad thing.” From the look in her eyes, I was happy the nonaggression pact was in place.

      “Twenty-five percent of the company would cripple the firm,” said Brock. “We could give you Frost’s ten percent without cutting anyone else in the pack out.” I heard muttering in the background.

      “Ten percent seems awfully low,” I ruminated. “I’d really like to make this Deal work, but I just don’t...” I trailed off. Then continued, “But while visiting your offices to install the equipment that is the foundation for all of your income, I did take a shine to Frost’s office and those pictures on the walls.”

      “Tell you what,” I continued, as if regretfully passing a great deal, “throw in Frost’s old office, including all the artwork, as a place for me or my representatives to work, and I’ll take the ten percent.”

      “A penthouse office and millions of dollars of artwork?” screeched Ally. “Are you insane?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “you’re right. It’s a crazy idea. I’ll stick with the thirty percent. I can buy my own skyscraper and artwork.” I turned away, safe now that we had the nonaggression pact, and walked over to the rapidly cooling body of Frost, picking up the broken manacles on my way. No way was I going to leave an object like that lying around. I stored them in my satchel.

      It took Ally a few seconds to digest my statement. “Thirty percent?” she screeched. “It was twenty-five percent five minutes ago.”

      “Yeah, Ally-cat,” I said. “That was before I knew I’d have to deal with you. An extra five percent is the least it would take to put up with your antics.”

      The rest of the pack stared at Ally, mentally counting how much she had just cost them. Several growls and mutters indicated that she was not the pack’s favorite anymore.

      The pack huddled together to work out their differences. I stood over the body of Drake Frost, now a prematurely aged werewolf corpse.

      A silent query of Princess revealed she considered this task beneath her, so I leaned her against the dead tree, reached into my satchel, and pulled out a KA-BAR knife and a plastic bag. It was worn, but razor-sharp. However, even this well-honed blade made slow going as I sawed through Frost’s ears. The bastard was tough in every cell.

      “He’s desecrating Drake’s body,” screeched Ally.

      “Magicians always keep their promises,” I said, pulling free one ear and putting it in the plastic bag. “‘I’ll wear your ears on my belt,’” I quoted myself.

      As I started sawing on the other ear, I continued, “Anyway, bitch, weren’t you planning on eating me?” The second ear finally came free and I turned and faced her. “I guess chewing me up and shitting me out was not desecration, but chopping off parts of your alpha is?”

      Ally’s eyes turned yellow as her inner wolf fought to come out, and she took a step towards me. I raised one hand, and Princess flew across the glade to smack into my palm. Ally stopped, swallowed, then forced the wolf back down. Her eyes returned to normal.

      Someone in the huddle pushed at Ally, bringing her closer to me. I looked at her levelly, waiting for her to speak first. Licking her dry lips, Ally said, “We would be happy to give you Frost’s old office, all of the artwork, and anything else of his you wish. And…and ten percent ownership represented by Frost’s equity.”

      Strangely, the fact that she hated me so much made her even more attractive to me. I sniffed suspiciously to see if she was using pheromones. No, just the scent of a woman crossed with a wolf. Could the alpha’s life force be affecting me? Making me attracted to were bitches? I shook off the question and walked past Ally, back to the pack.

      I turned to Brock. “Is this the Deal you wish?” At his puzzled look, I continued, “Magician’s Deals are all person-to-person. No corporations, no evading responsibility, no lawyerly bullshit.” I had been about to say “man-to-man,” but that would have set Ally off to no profit. “This Deal is between me and Brock, the alpha of the pack,” I finished.

      “I accept the Deal,” said Brock.

      “Great!” I said. “Only a couple of more administrative items to discuss.”

      Brock walked away from the pack with me; he was smart enough to know it would be easier to negotiate without Ally interjecting. “What other items?”

      “The fate of Red,” I said with a flat face, “the bitch who trussed me up like a Christmas turkey and delivered me to Frost.”

      “No problem,” said Brock. “She’s been cast out of the pack. If she’s still in New York tomorrow, she’ll be torn to pieces.”

      “That sounds good,” I mused, rubbing my chin, “but I was hoping to get my hands on her myself.”

      “Pack rules are clear,” said Brock. “She’s been declared a ‘lone wolf.’ Any member who sees her after the deadline is bound to attack her.”

      “Who among your group hates her the most?” I asked.

      “No contest,” said Brock, “Ally and she have never gotten along.” He chuckled. “They were roommates in college.”

      “Doesn’t seem like Ally gets along with anybody,” I said.

      Brock’s shoulders rose in a shrug, but he remained silent. He wasn’t about to get caught up in slandering one of his own. My estimation of him as the pack’s leader increased.

      “Two birds,” I said, raising an eyebrow.

      “What are you proposing?” asked Brock.

      “I declare Red and her family as members of my pack, covered by the Oath of nonviolence,” I said. “That will piss off Ally.”

      “So, we won’t kill her,” said Brock. “She still has to leave. The firm terminated her employment.”

      “I happen to have a brand-new office in the Selene building that she can do her work in.”

      “We won’t pay her,” stated Brock flatly.

      “I can pay her salary from my percentage,” I said, waving a hand in the air.

      “Furthermore,” I continued, “she will have to be sitting outside my new office every day between nine and five, wearing a French maid outfit, no panties. She will be at my beck and call to bring me coffee. Whether I’m in New York or not.”

      “She would never agree to that,” said Brock, holding both hands up, palms out. “Hell, that’s illegal as a condition of employment. Even Ally would represent her in a lawsuit against you. The real world doesn’t work like that. Have you been reading Fifty Shades of Gray?”

      Ah, the mere magician couldn’t get away with the same behavior as Frost. “All of a sudden, you’re a stickler for the law?” I asked, waving at the recent scene of a wolf pack human hunt and a duel to the death. “Going to call the local sheriff and confess?”

      Tight-lipped, Brock said, “No.”

      “So, make it work,” I said. “Turn the office into a Broadway play with one audience member and mandated period appropriate clothing; offer her old job back at half her old salary, but it could be double her old salary if she dresses up. Find a way to make it work.”

      “You’re going to a lot of trouble to keep a woman you hate near you,” said Brock with a suspicious frown.

      “Keep your friends close...” I trailed off.

      “And your enemies closer,” he said, completing the thought. “Good idea. You can keep an eye on her in that position.”

      Or,” I said, “I could just turn the bitch into a toad.”

      Looking at me through narrowed eyes, Brock continued, “That will also cement your reputation as an insanely unpredictable magician. People will be afraid to cross you.”

      “Yeah,” I said, pointing to Frost’s body. “Didn’t end well for the last guy who crossed me. I can’t exactly post Frost’s corpse on Facebook to gain karma and warn my enemies.”

      Lowering his voice, Brock said, “Speaking of enemies crossing the insane magician”—he darted his eyes to the edge of the forest glade— “there’s something you should know...”

      “I know,” I replied. “Don’t worry, our Deal stands. I’ll see you back in New York in a few days.”

      Brock was smart enough to realize this was a good time to leave; the Deal was set, and further interaction with me could only serve to ruin the Deal. He walked back to his group and urged them to leave.

      “Hey Brock,” I called out as he stepped under the trees.

      “Yes?” he said.

      “Can you leave me one of the vehicles?” I asked. “Promise to gas it up when I’m done.”

      “Don’t worry, it belongs to you now. Keys will be on the dashboard,” he said, and transformed into his hybrid form and disappeared into the woods. The pack hadn’t gone far, just out of sight. They were expecting something.

      Standing in the center of the silent, moonlit glade, I breathed the chill forest air. Enjoying a moment of peace before the next trial.

      Tucking Frost’s ears into my satchel, I raised Princess high in my right hand. Willing her to blaze with power enough to light up the glade, I shouted, “Alicia! I know you’re there! Get your fat ass out here.”
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      A wave of mystical energy slammed into me, pushing me back several feet before I could brace and counteract the pressure.

      Now they appeared, a quintet of witches, three of whom I recognized; Alicia, Beatrice, and Carol, followed by two others, stepped from the forest. They walked in a unit, each holding a glowing athame blade before her. Alicia’s blade, the Prime Blade, was more ornate and glowed much brighter than the others.

      The pack made way for them, scurrying away like dogs from a bear. The remains of the pack disappeared into the forest. My business with them was done.

      The five witches stood in a pyramid array, Alicia at the apex, her tight mouth showing only contempt for us. Her severe short let-me-talk-to-the-manager haircut was indicative of her character. To her right stood Beatrice, her hair cut down to bristle on the sides, lanky in the center, and streaked with colors not found in nature. She had multiple piercings in her ears, one in her nose, and I’d bet others in more unconventional places. She had tattoos showing on her flabby arms and more ran down to her cankles. She was sweating profusely but continued pouring heart and soul into the attack.

      To Alicia’s left stood Carol, the oldest of the group. She was vain enough to have dyed her hair blond, but the roots were white. She was stronger in magic than the other four, and by rights should have been the leader, but for some reason had accepted the number three spot.

      The final two nameless witches held my attention. The leftmost held the leash to Kitty-Sue’s collar, obviously in control. I had never seen Kitty-Sue so angry, yet unable to escape. The magical energy of the collar added to their combined attack.

      The rightmost witch held Akiko captive. She was holding a shoe-box-sized vessel of transparent crystal. Inside were the “magic spectacles” that allowed Akiko to see and control magic. Alicia had seen and instantly understood their significance on Liberty Island.

      Akiko’s captor was wearing the ring and drawing on its power, adding to the combined attack. Akiko’s ghost form was chained to the ring. She was raining ineffectual blows on her captor. The geas that prevented her from harming anyone kept her from stopping this psychic rape.

      I could feel their fivefold combined magic, augmented by two Artifacts of Power, gnawing away at my defenses. With Princess, I could defeat a coven. Against a coven with two Artifacts? It was only a matter of time before my defenses crumbled.

      The bitter realization that both of my friends had been rendered vulnerable due to my actions ate away at my resolve.

      “It’s time to take care of the magician,” said Alicia. “He will be no match for the sisterhood.”

      Trying to look relaxed, I said, “Is that the best you’ve got? I’ve destroyed covens much stronger than yours.”

      Alicia grinned. “But we have your friends to help,” she said, “as well as two Artifacts of Power.”

      Beatrice muttered, “The fucking wolves were supposed to soften him up. At this rate, he’ll die before we can tame him.”

      I couldn’t last much longer—Frost’s life force was draining at an alarming rate. I could hold out by using my own life force for a bit longer, but the end was clear. Time to try desperate measures.

      A mental command to the submission collar, my collar, caused the buckle to open, freeing Kitty-Sue. The freed collar flowed up the leash held in the witch’s right hand, smacking into her palm. Damn, the witch still had the collar in her possession, allowing her to drain energy from it.

      Holding the collar, the witch at first looked shocked, then worried that she would be punished for letting Kitty-Sue go, then she had a sly look as she formulated a lie. “Sisters, I unlocked the collar, now we can use it on the magician!”

      But Kitty-Sue was free. She transformed into her fox form and scampered into the woods, probably to lick her wounds and regret hooking up with a magician.

      Turning my attention to Akiko, I considered my next words carefully. “Akiko-san, I have been proud to have you as my student. But I have taught you as much as I possibly could.”

      Akiko stopped her silent screaming, looking at me in puzzlement until I continued, “I release you from your geas.”

      Akiko nodded once, then her eyes brightened with power. The witch wearing her ring looked down in horror as the ring’s brightness doubled, doubled again, then doubled yet again. The first hint of cooking flesh as her finger started smoking was sweet in the air.

      Horrified, she dropped the crystal box, and it shattered on the ground. Akiko’s spectacles rolled out onto the turf.

      She tried to grab the ring to pull the burning circlet off of her finger, but couldn’t grip the incandescent metal. The glow increased yet again, now a ball of plasma that engulfed her hand. She looked on in horror as the hungry plasma crept up her arm.

      It ended quickly, one last whispered “Please” as her entire body was consumed by flames. For a moment, a cloud of ashes hung in the air, then it was blown away by the night breeze.

      The ring started to drop, but a foot above the ground it was stopped by Akiko’s ethereal hand. All this while I had been continuing my battle with the remaining witches. Akiko felt around the ground until she found her glasses. As she donned the glasses, there were tears in her eyes.

      My sweet Akiko had been forced to take a life to save herself. I hated this coven more than ever.

      The balance had shifted, but not enough. Akiko’s ring no longer was used against me, but poor Akiko was still in shock at her first kill and not much aid. Kitty-Sue had escaped, but her injuries had forced her to transform and flee. The power of her collar was still being used against me by the coven. A calculation of energy levels still had me losing in a few minutes.

      Then a throwing knife, glittering with kitsune magic, flew through the air to impale the left eyeball of the witch holding the collar. Although she was protected by spell-work, it was no match for foreign magic. The witch’s hands flew to her face, dropping the collar, as she tried to extract the blade.

      Kitty-Sue, my friend, my bodyguard, my bad-ass ninja-warrior woman, raced out of the forest. In each hand was a blade, charged up with sparkling kitsune magic. She approached her recent captor, who held her hands in front of her body in a pleading gesture, and casually stuck a blade into her tormentor’s throat. She stepped back quickly to avoid the fountain of blood that came from the witch’s slashed throat.

      Bending down, Kitty-Sue picked up the collar with her now free hand. She looked at the enslavement device for a moment, then shook her head and placed it in a pocket.

      In the time between the second witch’s death and Kitty-Sue’s retrieval of the collar, Alicia changed her tactics, erecting a bubble of force around herself and the two remaining witches. When Kitty-Sue tried to approach and attack the remaining witches, she was rudely bounced back. Kitty-Sue tried one of her charged blades against the bubble, with no effect. Alicia had learned enough from the first attack to set up a defense against kitsune blades. Kitty-Sue looked at me and shook her head. She couldn’t help any more.

      Kitty-Sue and the still-in-shock Akiko joined me at the focus of the witches’ attack. The attack intensified, seemingly undiminished by the loss of two Artifacts of Power. The bitch was using the life force of her two dead coven members to power her attack, condemning their spirits to oblivion.

      I desperately wanted to shift to using the collar for power, but that microsecond of dropped protection would have been suicidal.

      Alicia could read the balance of power almost as well as I could. She knew it was a matter of minutes before I burned out. Time to change tactics.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I asked, “what did she offer to betray me?”

      “She promised to make you my pet, wearing the submission collar I wore,” she responded.

      “Akiko-san,” I asked, “what did she offer you?”

      “She offered me a human body to inhabit,” she said. “So I could touch again.”

      In a wistful whisper, she continued, “I miss touching.”

      Damn, that night with Elvis had ruined her.

      “Well,” I said, “now would be your chance to betray me and get your wish.”

      Akiko gasped, aghast at the thought of betraying me. Kitty-Sue just sniffed at the idea.

      “You see,” I said loudly enough for Alicia and her group to hear, “that’s the problem with witches, nobody can trust your offers. I’ll bet you never had any intention of keeping your bargains.”

      “All who stand against the sisterhood, even in the slightest, must be eliminated,” said Alicia, proving my point.
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      “Akiko-san,” I said, “this is why magicians cultivate a reputation for strict honesty. If I make an offer, everyone knows I will keep it.” My remarks were aimed at Akiko, but Beatrice and Carol both heard.

      “Beatrice, Carol,” I said loudly, “I have an offer for you. Whoever betrays Alicia and swears a truce on behalf of your coven with my group will receive five years’ rejuvenation. Are you interested?”

      Beatrice pursed her lips in anger, but made no change in her stance. Carol looked thoughtful but made no moves. They continued pouring energy into Alicia’s attack.

      “OK,” I continued, putting on my best face to hide the effort this was taking, “I will sweeten the Deal. Seven years’ rejuvenation and I’ll throw in a weight loss package. Just think, you’ll not only drop to normal BMI, but I’ll make sure your metabolism will be adjusted to prevent any future weight gain.” This offer was aimed squarely at the corpulent Beatrice, but she ignored my offer and redoubled her efforts, sweat pouring down her face.

      “OK, I can see you drive a hard bargain. Ten years, weight package, and I’ll make sure your hair never goes gray,” I said, looking at Carol. “All your senses renewed: food will taste sweeter, tangier; the caress of a lover on your silk smooth skin will drive you to ecstasy; lips that are plump and kissable; breath that smells like a babe’s. Choose any look you want: Nordic blond? Sultry Latina? Just imagine: younger, sexier,  juicier.”

      A tear trickled down Carol’s cheek, but she maintained her attack.

      I pushed back with all my strength, burning enormous amounts of power, but only pushing the trio back a step.

      Kitty-Sue was more perceptive than me. She saw that I was selling features, not benefits. She commented, “Oh, Scott, they will never betray their sisters. If they go back younger and prettier, they will be the envy of the coven. They couldn’t stand the jealousy of all the others. Imagine becoming younger and sexier than the ones who just yesterday were talking about you behind your back.”

      Kitty-Sue had their real feelings pegged, but it still wasn’t enough. Carol was openly weeping, but Beatrice was looking daggers at her. One of the reasons witches always find power in primes is that uneven numbers are harder to knock off balance.

      Out of the corner of my left eye, I saw a blur from Kitty-Sue as she threw a blade. It zipped through the air faster than a human eye could follow, traveling straight for Carol. I saw the blade bounce off the force bubble in front of Carol.

      What? Why did she throw? She knew the blade couldn’t reach Carol. My astonishment was short lived, as Carol jerked at the motion of the blade. Beatrice saw Carol flinch, and interpreted it as a decision to attack Alicia. At the same moment, Beatrice made her decision, attacking Alicia to ensure she was the recipient of the Deal. Seeing Beatrice move to attack Alicia, Carol thrust her blade forward, racing to be the first to pierce Alicia’s black heart.

      Alicia sneered, “My sisters will never betray—ACK!” Her words were choked off as two athame blades impaled themselves in her back at the same time. Her sneering expression faded as she found peace for the first time. She fell face down in the dirt, blood pumping out of the two ragged holes in her back as she gasped her last breath and expired. Carol and Beatrice retrieved their blades, blood running down to coat their wrists. The pressure of the magical attack abruptly ceased. Kitty-Sue took a deep breath in relief. Akiko’s glowing form dimmed down to a barely seen wisp.

      Beatrice and Carol looked at each other for a moment, a sly look in each of their eyes, and they slowly raised their athame blades in a challenge.

      Tired of the slaughter and knowing I might regret it later, before they could attack each other, I said, “Wow, that’s unbelievable! We have a tie! You both get the full package!”

      Holding up both hands, I approached carefully. “We have a truce. But you’ll have to allow me to take Alicia’s athame as a souvenir.” Bending down quickly, I tore the blade from Alicia’s lifeless grasp. With the coven’s focus in my possession, they could do little to harm me. I put the blade in my satchel. Kitty-Sue strolled over to the tree ten yards behind Carol and pulled her throwing blade from the wood.

      I was exhausted but once the Deal was struck, I had to complete the bargain. Drawing on the energy taken from the vanquished wolf pack alpha, I washed away the tiredness and any minor injuries I had. Damn, I felt good, like a teenager again.

      The energy pooled in my body would have lasted me forty or fifty years.

      But I had to expend a lot of the energy to fulfill my bargain. In engineering, we have a saying, “Do it fast, do it cheap, do it well; pick two.” Since I had over-promised, and now had two patients instead of one, it would take an enormous amount of energy. Add in that I needed to complete the bargain quickly, and it couldn’t be cheap. So the process wouldn’t be cheap, in effort or magical energy.

      “La—” I stopped at their glare; they didn’t like being called ladies. “Let’s put those blades away, please. I can’t work if you hold a knife to me.”

      They slowly cleaned their blades, keeping eyes on each other warily. Not much trust in this coven. Kitty-Sue had them pegged perfectly.

      Who to pick first? Hmm, didn’t want to start another fight. “Let’s go in order of coven seniority, please,” I said.

      Beatrice looked ready to go for her knife again since Carol was much older than her, but lower in rank. But she reluctantly backed down at a glare from Kitty-Sue and a glimpse of her blades. I glanced at Kitty-Sue and Akiko and tilted my head towards Beatrice; they caught my unvoiced request and led her away from the clearing, explaining that I needed to set a circle and work in peace.

      I breathed a sigh of relief as she left. I quickly activated a circle, cutting off external influences.

      “Ohh, that’s nice,” said Carol. “I’ve never felt a circle so quiet.”

      I led her to the thin section of the fallen tree trunk and asked her to sit. “So, Carol, tell me what you would like.”

      “Don’t you know? I want to be younger, stronger, healthier”—she looked down— “and prettier,” she finished in a whisper.

      I looked at her large-boned face, with a masculine nose, and considered. Touching both hands to her shoulders, I probed deeper. I saw a body ravaged by age and cancer, although she had evidently worked hard to maintain herself. Inflammation, hardening of the arteries, joints worn, scars from when cancerous lumps had been cut from her body; I could fix all of those.

      I regretted momentarily that I could do so much, so quickly, for others. I would love to be able to rebuild myself quickly with magic, but that would be outrageously expensive in energy. Just healing myself earlier had taken more of Frost’s energy than this rejuvenation would take.

      “Carol,” I said, “I can make you a Disney Princess if you want. But too big of a transformation will mean your friends and family won’t recognize you. Even if you convince them, they will treat you differently. Maybe they won’t show you the same respect as they do the senior member of the coven.”

      “Screw the coven,” she said, looking me straight in the eye. “If they can’t handle the change, I’ll start a new coven. I want to be pretty!”

      “OK,” I said, “let’s do it this way. I’ll make the changes I think are best for your appearance; if you don’t like them, I can change them again.”

      At her nod of acceptance, I started. Pulling off the glasses that she soon wouldn’t need, I began. The pool of energy flowed through my hands, weaving a spell of regeneration. I saw her unfocused eyes try to follow the weaves, but between her missing glasses and the complexity, she finally gave up and closed her eyes.

      Working from the inside out, I went through her core, eliminating toxins and cellular detritus that slowed down and aged her body. The heart was in poor shape, with thinned walls and hardened muscle fibers; I rejuvenated those. The lungs showed signs of attrition of the alveoli, which I restored. She drew the first deep breath she had drawn in many years. Kidneys, liver, pancreas, digestive system—all restored.

      Signs of breast cancer. She had had some lumps biopsied, followed by major surgery. I found and burned out all precancerous cells in her breasts and lymph nodes. A sweep of the rest of her body showed only a few more precursors, which I also eliminated. Of course, I increased her breast size, by moving tissue from her abdomen area. The remaining tissue I moved to her hips to balance her look. Nothing too extreme, just changing her shape from highball glass to hourglass.

      Expanding from the core, I corrected hormone levels, ensuring they wouldn’t drift away from optimum settings again. This would prevent weight fluctuation. Looking into her brain, I found several spots that indicated incipient plaque deposits. She was probably already feeling the effects of memory loss, indecision, and mood swings. I cleared those out and increased blood flow to her brain. I could see the center of her power and felt the urge to snuff it out, stopping her from accessing magic.

      No, that wasn’t part of the Deal. Instead, I upped blood flow to that area and encouraged the neurons to rejuvenate.

      I saw the signs of extensive defensive wounds: micro fractures on her radius, ulna, and phalanges, and some aftereffects of mild concussions. She had been treated badly in the past. I considered what to do about that while continuing work.

      Joints refurbished, new cartilage, bone density increased, muscle tone improved, more muscle fibers added; all improvements I had promised. Remembering her glances at Beatrice that showed apprehension, I decided to give her muscles something extra. She would be the strongest, fastest woman on the East Coast. But as long as she didn’t do anything foolish like enter the Olympics and win, she could still pass as normal.

      That led me down the path of her reflexes. With the extra strength and speed, she could easily hurt herself. I made some changes to her reaction patterns, not making her a killer, but the next time someone tried to bitch slap her, they would be in for a rude surprise.

      No more joint pain! I even fixed her hammer toes and strengthened all the bones in her feet. Why do women ruin their feet with ill-fitting shoes? Oh well, she wouldn’t be wearing those sneakers anymore, her new feet were much smaller, no longer spread out.

      Now for her looks. Skin texture baby-smooth, as promised. She was naturally light haired, but I made her skin capable of taking a tan. Freckles? No, I got rid of them and the propensity for them. Where before, she would burn, peel, and freckle, now she would only get that ruddy, healthy glow. What the hell, I threw in a tan. She would have to maintain it, but it was a good start. To go with the baby-smooth skin texture, I gave her a babe’s light peach fuzz all over her body, except for her head and crotch. She wouldn’t need to shave her legs anymore.

      I deliberated on her face for several minutes, debating nose and ear balance, before deciding on the correct proportions. Slightly smaller in both cases, but still better balanced with her chin. I removed her crow’s-feet and thickened the skin around her eyes. She would still be recognizable as herself, just an improved version. Kind of like a before and after glamour shot photo.

      Now for her senses: a general rejuvenation of her nerve endings resulted in a great increase in touch. She unconsciously started stroking her upper thigh and squeezed her legs together. I could smell her arousal as rejuvenated nerve endings and hormone levels brought her back to youthful passions.

      “Ohhh,” she sighed, “please...”

      “Do you want me to stop?” I asked.

      “Hell no!” she replied. “Keep on going!”

      Ears and hearing next—rejuvenating the hairs in her cochlea and her auditory nerves would bring her hearing back to better-than-normal, as well as improve her balance.

      “I can hear your heartbeat!” she exclaimed.

      Smell; I rejuvenated her olfactory bulbs and repaired nerve pathways, and she breathed deeply, taking in the smells of the forest around us.

      Last, vision. Her eyes were myopic, and the corneas had hardened. I fixed that and cleaned out all the floaters that had accumulated in her vitreous fluid. Checking the rods, cones, and tetra cells, I rejuvenated those, giving her better-than-human night vision. Changing the shape of her eyeballs brought everything into focus in a rush. She would never need glasses again.

      “I’m done,” I said, breathing like I had just finished a marathon. Which was true, in a sense. Checking the pool of energy, I saw that it had diminished by over one-third. And I still had a lot more to do.

      “How do I look?” she asked with apprehension. Standing, she noted her shoes no longer fit, being too big for her new feet. Her pants now strained on her ample hips, as did her breasts against her old bra and top.

      “Ouch,” she said, reaching back with the flexibility of a teen, running her hands up inside the back of her blouse to unhook the now too-tight bra, releasing her new assets. “Oh, my goddess. I must be a D cup now!”

      Reaching out with both hands, I said, “If you don’t like them...”

      She turned away from my touch. “No! Don’t you dare! I’ll get used to them.”

      With her back to me, she did that complicated maneuver women do to remove their bras without taking off their tops, pulling the straps down her sleeves. She tossed the bra aside and started buttoning up her blouse, muttering something about being tan all over. Well, I do like to do a complete job.

      When she turned back around, the blouse was extremely tight. I thought the modesty was overdone since I had just been inside her body, but logic wasn’t one of the coven’s strong suites.

      “Can’t you fix my clothes so I’m not popping out like an actress in a B-grade flick?” she said.

      “Carol,” I replied, “I’m a magician, not a fucking tailor.” Really? I had performed a miracle, and she wanted new clothes.

      Akiko drifted closer and said, “Show her what she looks like now, Scott,” to avoid the argument from escalating.

      I reached into my satchel and pulled out a large mirror. Carol’s eyes widened as the mirror was clearly too large to have fit in the bag, then she shrugged her shoulders in recognition of the fact that I had a lot of tricks up my sleeve.

      Holding the mirror up, Akiko came closer and brightened considerably, allowing Carol to examine herself. She stared closely at her face, touching the edges of her eyes, which had once been wrinkled and sunken. She stroked her now longer, thicker, golden blond hair, then made a fist and pulled hard at a tuft. When her head jerked, I realized she was testing to see if her hair was going to come loose.

      “Don’t worry. Your hair won’t fall out, at least for ten years.”

      A tear came to her eye.

      “Are you happy with the color of your eyes and hair?” I asked. A look at Beatrice, pacing angrily back and forth outside the circle, made me want to hurry and finish.

      She opened her mouth to comment, but continued looking at herself in the mirror critically, before closing her mouth and nodding. “I still look like myself,” she said. “I thought I would end up like a Barbie doll. This is much better. You’re a real artist.”

      “So, our Deal is complete?” I asked. “You have to say the words or the changes will be reversed.”

      “Yes,” she said, “I accept that our pact is complete. I will not attack you or your friends.”

      All I needed was the ‘yes,’ but it was nice to hear the full form.

      I handed her the mirror as a gift and broke the circle. The forest noises and psychic clamor rushed in, breaking the peace. I took a few moments to absorb the scents, the cool breeze, and the energy that washed through the broken circle. It added minutely to the energy already expended. Every little bit helped. I saw Akiko doing the same and realized she had been greatly depleted during the fight, on top of the energy she had expended assisting the rejuvenation. I extended a tendril of the vanquished alpha’s energy, and she sucked it into her shintai. She nodded her thanks. Now my tank was at about fifty percent, but it was worth it to help Akiko.

      Now for the hard sell. “Beatrice, could you come here please?” I said. “I’m ready for you.”

      “It’s about damn time,” she humphed as she stomped her way into the circle.

      “Please have a seat on the tree trunk,” I started, closing the circle. “What are you looking for? I’m thinking sultry Latina? To match your current complexion.”

      “Hell no,” she said, “I don’t want your misogynist ideas to turn me into a damn Barbie doll! Just the youth and health.”

      “So,” I mused, “I’ll just let your natural beauty shine through?

      “I must say,” I continued, looking at the mounds of blubber, “you’ve given me a lot to work with.”

      I reached out and touched the multiple piercings in her ears. “The piercings and tattoos will have to go, though. They’re incompatible with the process.”

      She jerked away from my touch, her dyed hair waving in the night air. Her triple chins wobbled as she squeaked, “Don’t touch me!”

      “You’re rejecting the Deal?” I asked hopefully. If she rejected the Deal, she would get nothing for her betrayal of Alicia.

      She gritted her teeth and said, “No, you owe me! Don’t try to wriggle out of our Deal. Just keep the touching to a minimum.”

      “OK,” I said, “I’ll do my best not to offend your beliefs.”

      Without waiting for her reply, I started, using essentially the same steps I used for Carol, but modified to remove excess blubber, metal piercings, lots of skin, and tattoo ink. The blubber oozed out of her pores and flowed down to form a gelatinous pool below the fallen tree. As it flowed, the blubber also took toxins and the tattoo ink away, leaving a much smaller Beatrice.

      The tattoos had contained some vile magics, and eliminating those were a high priority. The bitch had been tatted up to curse anyone she didn’t agree with. Unfortunately, I recognized the hand that had done some of the nastier work: my old friend Terri. I made a mental note to tell her not to do any more work for the witches.

      Beatrice’s piercings dropped to the ground, and she suddenly hacked and spat out a tongue stud I hadn’t noticed. Too bad it hadn’t gone down the wrong way and choked her.

      But I wouldn’t have let her die; we had the bargain to complete.

      Heart, organs, ears, eyes, all renewed and repaired. I noted during the eyesight upgrade that she had had corrective eye surgery. She must have been wearing those horrendous glasses as decoration.

      Skin and hair next. I lengthened her hair, removing the multiple colors that had been staining it, restoring the luxurious black sheen of healthy hair. She now had a lustrous waterfall of black hair that reached her waist. I had no doubt she would run to a stylist and ruin it again as soon as possible. The skin was a problem. She was naturally swarthy, and I stuck with that, only lightening the tone so that she looked younger. Being younger than Carol, her wrinkles had just started, but I removed them anyway.

      Body hair was a problem. Carol’s body hair had been set for baby-fine hair everywhere but her head and crotch. For the unpleasant Beatrice, screw her, let her keep shaving. Then I noted from her shaggy pits and legs that she wasn’t the type to shave anyway. I relented on the mustache, though. I didn’t want anyone looking at this as my work and thinking I couldn’t do a good job. So, no facial hair.

      However, since she seemed to like multicolored hair, I left a surprise in her crotch. A palette of rainbow-colored pubes that she could take pride in.

      Looking into her brain and mind, I eliminated the physical problems. I noted the warped jumble of neuroses that drove her: the need to be always right, the conflict over her sexual orientation, the intense anger. I stayed away from touching that can of worms. I had learned long ago not to interfere with anyone’s mind, as the chances that I could help were more than offset by the certainty that I wasn’t wise enough to predict those changes.

      If anyone had looked in my mind, they would have found an even bigger can of worms. I wouldn’t appreciate anyone mucking about in there, so I couldn’t do the same to anyone else.

      I did note that her level of magical ability was much lower than Carol’s. Carol should have been in charge, but Beatrice was so much more driven that she outshouted Carol. I wondered if the boost I had given Carol would change their relationship.

      I did a good job, bringing her back to normal BMI, with concomitant youth and health. What I did not do was share the physical enhancements I had given Carol. Beatrice would be stronger and faster, but not an Olympic level athlete. Akiko, acting as my assistant, noted the differences, but made no comment.

      Finally, it was done. The changes were extensive: her Healthy-At-Any-Size body was now healthy at a normal BMI. Her black hair flowed down her back like an obsidian cascade. Her face, now bereft of piercings and extra fat, was beautiful. Her figure, which I had not enhanced at her request, was supple and lean, more runner than Barbie doll.

      “So,” I said, “what do you think?”

      She took a step, almost tripping as her pants slid down her hips. She angrily pulled them up and knotted the fabric to tighten the waistline to her new size. As she took another step, another piercing fell from the leg of her pants. I had warned her all the piercings would be gone.

      “Pick that up,” she commanded.

      “Sorry, honey,” I replied, “I know where it’s been. No way am I touching that.

      “Now,” I continued, “Are you happy with the work?”

      The sneer ruined her good looks. “I hate this look, my piercings and tatts are gone, and you did a terrible job!”

      “Sorry,” I said. “Anything specific I can fix for you? Bigger breasts, perhaps? Wider hips? Different skin tone?”

      Just outside the circle, Kitty-Sue and Carol were watching the silent (to them) argument.

      “No, shithead,” she complained, “I just don’t like what you did. I could have done the same.”

      “Yeah,” I replied, “and any grade school art student could paint the Mona Lisa.”

      She stomped to the edge of the circle and bumped her nose, which increased her anger. I had to hide a grin, as her stomping with her reduced weight now looked cute, instead of angry.

      “Let me out of here,” she screamed. “Right now!”

      “Not until our pact is complete,” I said. “You can either accept the changes, completing the pact, or go back to your old self.”

      All that energy wasted. That’s one of the reasons I don’t like dealing with witches.

      “I don’t have to do anything you tell me, asshole!” she screamed, stamping her foot. “Now let me out!”

      “You’re so cute when you’re angry,” I said, crossing my arms and looking amused, knowing it would piss her off.

      She started gathering energy for an attack but was stumped by my circle blocking all flows.

      Time to be an asshole. Turning my attention to the pile of blubber, skin, and discarded tissue on the ground, I urged it to form a rough mannequin of a woman.

      “It’s obvious I animated the wrong pile of shit,” I taunted. “All the fucking brains must be in there. You know, I could clone this into a better version of you. The only thing your acquaintances would notice is that this copy would be much prettier and nicer.”

      As she watched in horror, the lumps modeled themselves into a semblance of her: growing hair, features forming on the face, rising to its feet into a graceful pose. I made the breasts and hips larger, turning it into an exaggerated anime fantasy figure.

      It wasn’t until the creature’s eyes opened, showing orbs of luminous beauty, that Beatrice screamed.

      “I can transfer your spirit into this golem,” I said. “Is that what you want?”

      “No! No!” she said. “Make it go away.”

      “No problem,” I said. With a gesture, the golem froze in place. “Just accept that our pact is complete, and you will never see her again. Unless, of course, you tell anyone that this Deal was less than fair.”

      “Yes, damn you!” she spit out. “Our Deal is done! We have a truce.”

      Regretfully, for I could tell this witch was going to cause trouble in the future, I dropped the circle and let the golem slump back to the ground. More energy wasted, to convince a woman I had given the gift of youth to that she had received what she had asked for.

      Beatrice stomped over to where Carol and Kitty-Sue stood. Carol’s eyes lit up when she got a close look at Beatrice.

      “Oh my,” she said. “You look so young!”

      Pulling out the mirror I had given her, she held it out so Beatrice could examine herself. At a look from me, Akiko floated over and increased her brightness to allow Beatrice to see clearly. She needed the extra light because I hadn’t given Beatrice the low light vision upgrade that Carol had received.

      Beatrice stared at her new face for several moments, then reached up and stroked her long black hair. For just a moment, I hoped she would be happy.

      “I don’t like it,” she sneered. “This face is ugly, the hair has to go, and I miss my tattoos!”

      “Well,” said Carol in a soft voice while looking at her feet, “I kind of like your new look.”

      The roundhouse slap from Beatrice was unexpected. What was even more unexpected was that Carol, even with her head down, managed to neatly block the blow. Beatrice’s hand smacked loudly against the edge of Carol’s palm. The shock was apparent on Beatrice’s face at the ease with which she had been stopped. As she stood rubbing her right wrist, she had the strangest expression on her face.

      It took me a moment to remember when I had seen a similar expression. I had watched two sisters grow up. The older was a bossy bitch who took pride in the role of running everything. The two-year gap in their ages allowed her to get away with this for years. However, the growth gods had not blessed them equally. Little sister eventually caught up to and surpassed her older sister. One day, the older sister wanted to watch TV, while younger sister wanted to read. Older sister tried to grab an ear and drag little sister along, just as she had many times before. A quick tussle had the older sister on the floor with younger sister sitting on her back. Despite all her struggles and threats, older sister couldn’t get away. That was the day the power balance changed.

      The look on Beatrice’s face was the same.

      The interaction was over in seconds. Beatrice pursed her lips in thought, but Carol seemed unaware of how the balance of power had changed between them.

      “Well,” said Beatrice quickly, “I don’t like it. He took away my tattoos and piercings, ruined my hairstyle, and didn’t improve my body much at all.”

      I looked back at the 180 pounds of blubber, tissue, and shit that had been removed from Beatrice, then looked at her. I raised one eyebrow at Carol and lifted my hands in a scale gesture, right hand much higher than the left. Carol bit her lip in an attempt to hide a smile.

      “Why,” continued Beatrice, “I could have done the same with a two-week juice cleanse. I don’t know why we had to attack Alicia just so this damn magician could get away.”

      “We both hated Alicia,” stated Carol. “She led the coven in a direction neither of us wanted it to go. She was talking about human sacrifice to increase our powers. We both know if that had gotten out, we would have all hung. The Coven Council doesn’t mess around.”

      This was the first I had heard of this. If they had continued with that plan, the council would have eventually contracted someone like me to take them all out.

      Unless, of course, a certain god-level entity had foreseen this and dropped my friends and me into this mess. She knew that any coven I ran into wouldn’t come out unscathed.

      Another thought about my time with Red Riding Hood: it had been her pillow talk and betrayal that led me directly to confront the Wolves of Wall Street. Taking out their alpha had changed the direction of the firm. While not exactly “kinder and gentler,” the new board of Selene Select would not precipitate an international banking crisis merely to make enough money to bankroll the next President. Better yet, the board now knew that someone like me was capable of taking down the pack.

      A few whispers from the Spirit of Liberty had led us all to this glade.

      Had the delectable Ms. Cappuccetto been a pawn in Jackie’s schemes? Or was she at the level of coconspirator?

      That’s the problem with goddesses and red-headed females; the sex can be great, but there’s always another level to the game you don’t see.

      I felt like a mediocre chess player going up against a master. Looking back on the game, each move had seemed reasonable but had led inevitably to this end game.
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      “Do not bother him when he’s like that,” I heard Akiko say as I came out of my reverie. “Let him finish his thoughts.” Akiko and Kitty-Sue were standing between me, the fuming Beatrice, and the worried looking Carol.

      “Fucking magicians,” said Beatrice. “We need to get out of here, and he’s standing there in a daze. Wake his ass up so he can get us out of here!”

      A glance to the east showed the sky starting to lighten towards dawn. I had been lost in thought for almost an hour.

      “So,” I asked conversationally, “just how did you find out about me?”

      “You’ve got a page on Witchimedia—” started Carol, but was immediately shushed by Beatrice.

      It was clear that as long as Beatrice was here, I wouldn’t get a straight answer. Could I live with not knowing for sure? Hell, most of my life has been spent not knowing.

      “Well,” prompted Beatrice, “let’s get going. I’m hungry!”

      “Eat a pinecone, bitch,” I replied. No need to be diplomatic, as her attitude would never change.

      Her face reddened, and I felt energy gather. At a thought, Princess flew to my hand, singing with zeal at the idea of tasting enemy blood.

      The conflict was halted by Carol grabbing Beatrice’s arm. “Don’t worry! The truce still holds. She’s just edgy because we’re hungry,” she said. “Gosh, I’m starving, too! I have an intense craving for a cheeseburger. I haven’t had one in decades. Wonder what it’ll taste like with my new taste buds.”

      Turning her rancor from me to Carol, Beatrice said, “Carol, we’re vegans! We’re not going to start eating meat.”

      At my laugh, they both turned to me. “You can’t tell those lies around a magician,” I said. “I pulled enough partially digested protein from your colon to make a fucking meatloaf!”

      Ah, if looks could kill, Beatrice would be the Queen of the Dead. I had let her cheating on their diet out of the bag. Before another explosion, Carol dragged her away, whispering.

      Looking over the glade, with the remains of a dead werewolf, three witches, a golem of witch fat, and quarts of blood, I realized I couldn’t leave until this toxic site was cleaned up.

      “Carol,” I said, “if you go back to the wolf pack gathering point, there will be a vehicle there for you with the keys on the dashboard. You can use that to get back to burger joints.”

      Beatrice humphed and headed to the edge of the glade. Carol, showing a tiny bit of compassion, asked, “Are you sure you’ll be OK here?”

      Looking at my two friends, the ninja-assassin bodyguard and my unbound ghost former student, I said, “I don’t think we’ll have any problems.”

      Standing impatiently at the edge of the glade, Beatrice said, “I hope you meet up with fucking monsters out here!”

      Looking at her levelly, I replied, “I think I’ve already met my share of monsters in the woods,” and turned away from her.

      After their departure, we spent a few minutes enjoying the silent dawn.

      A few breaths and back to work. I turned to examine Frost’s body, to find Kitty-Sue looking down at it with undisguised greed in her eyes. She reached down and flipped the heavy body over so it was facedown.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I asked, “what are you planning?”

      “Well,” she said, giving me her most innocent expression and hiding her phenomenally sharp blade behind her back, “my auntie would love to receive the tail of a vanquished alpha. I could earn my second tail.”

      “But you didn’t vanquish him,” I said with a puzzled frown. “It shouldn’t count.”

      Giving me a look that said I didn’t know much about kitsune, she said, “No, I tricked you into vanquishing him. For us, that’s better than winning a face-to-face battle.”

      “You know I can’t lie to make you look good?” I asked.

      “Oh, no! Don’t lie,” she said. “Deny, deny, deny. That’ll make it more believable.”

      I nodded my acceptance of her strange rules, and she hacked off the tail. I heard her saying to herself, “My sister will be so jealous!”

      Turning my attention to Akiko, semitransparent in the morning light, I asked, “Akiko-san, are you OK? I know you didn’t like doing that.”

      Face firming up with resolve, she said, “Like? No. But it was necessary.”

      She still looked heartbroken, and I wished I could give her a hug. I had wanted to preserve her innocence for a while longer. “Well,” I said, “if you want to talk about it, I’m always here.”

      “No,” she replied, “it’s OK. I’m on the other side of death. I know there’s an existence after life.”

      At my nod, she continued, “What saddens me is that there should be four ghosts in this glade: the three witches and Frost. Instead, there are none. Frost fought to the end, burning out his life force. The two witches were sucked into Alicia’s spell-work, consumed by her desires. And Alicia’s spirit is gone.”

      Not an entirely accurate recounting, since I had been the one to suck every drop of life energy from the vanquished alpha. As long as she didn’t ask me directly, I wouldn’t tell her what had happened before they arrived.

      “What now, boss?” asked Kitty-Sue as she admired the severed tail as long as her arm.

      “We have to clean up this glade,” I said. “We can’t leave all of these bodies out here. Some mundane will eventually find them.”

      Stepping closer, with the knife still in her hand, Kitty-Sue said, “Speaking of cleaning up...” She sniffed in my direction. “I smell witch, wolf, and”—she inhaled deeper— “fancy perfume and a damn redhead!” The knife was now very close to my throat.

      “All part of my fiendishly clever plan to get the pack to bring me to you and Akiko,” I said quickly.

      “You’re not lying,” she muttered, then dropped the blade from my throat. Staring at the knife, she continued, “But you’re not telling the whole truth.”

      “Magicians need to keep some secrets,” I said.

      “Well,” said Kitty-Sue, “you did save our lives. I’ll forgive you...” Suddenly the blade was back at my throat. “This time!”

      “And I’ll forgive you for leaving me alone at the hotel,” I said.

      Then I continued, “We have to clean up this site.”

      Yawning, Kitty-Sue looked at Akiko and me while putting the alpha’s tail away. “Sounds like a job for magicians, not kitsune. I think I’ll take a nap.”

      Examining her, I noted that she was frazzled and appeared exhausted. I had never seen her tired before. Akiko didn’t sleep, and I could stave off drowsiness for days using the energy I had absorbed.

      “OK,” I said, looking around the glade, where almost every inch was covered in blood, dead bodies, or worse. “Where will you take your nap?

      In answer, she transformed into her fox form and scampered up a nearby tree. Looking up, I could just make out her eyes peering down at us through the leaves. The eyes blinked slowly, then pulled back into hiding.

      As Akiko and I prepared the spell that would drop Frost’s body to the center of the Earth, I said, “You know, there’s still a chance their spirits survived.”

      Akiko shook her head. “There’s no way a fragment of a spirit slipped past Kitty-Sue or me. We can sense everything.”

      Just then, the birds in the forest stopped all at once, only to restart in unison. It took a moment to catch the tune: Journey’s “Don’t Stop Believing.”

      “Everything?” I said. “It seems Euterpe doesn’t agree.” The birdsong chorus randomized back into normal background singing.

      “Maybe there’s a tiny remnant of their spirits left,” I said as I looked around the glade. When I turned back to Akiko, she was wearing a plain white kimono, her hair was up in an elaborate style, and she was barefoot. “I think it would be a good thing to say a prayer for the dead,” I said. Even if the bastards don’t deserve it.

      Akiko stared at my legs until I wondered what was going on. Then, looking down at myself, I saw I was shirtless, and still wearing the pajama bottoms I had been kidnapped in. On top of the unfortunate attire, I was covered with mud and splashes of blood. No wonder Kitty-Sue had hinted about cleaning up.

      “OK,” I said, “I’ll clean up before we continue.” I went to the other end of the glade. Setting my satchel on the downed tree’s trunk, I rummaged through and came up with a washcloth, a pan, and a canteen. Even after filling the pan, the canteen was still three-quarters full. It would always be three-quarters full.

      After a few minutes of ablution, I emptied and returned the pan and canteen to the satchel. The washcloth joined the trash. I reached in and pulled out a new set of clothes: jeans, T-shirt, shirt, socks and hiking boots. Nothing as fancy as Akiko’s kimono, but serviceable.

      Finally ready, we stood over Frost’s mangled body. Akiko looked at me with a “you do this” expression, so I started.

      “Drake Frost,” I said, “former alpha of the Wolves of Wall Street. May your soul reflect on what brought you into conflict and may you learn from those mistakes. If not, may you roast in hell.”

      Practiced gestures shifted his body to the ghost plane; then we let him drop to the center of the Earth.

      We repeated the procedure for the unknown witch with the slashed throat, by necessity leaving out her name. Even the ash-like remains of the second witch were dispatched in the same manner.

      At the sprawled out, corpulent, pant-suited form of Alicia, I had a hard time coming up with words. Looking down at her body lying face down on the ground, two large knife wounds in her back, and one shoe missing, I felt nothing. She had been an evil, cantankerous bureaucrat who had wanted to leash me like a dog and had kidnapped my friends and me.

      Finally, I muttered, “Alicia, I hope the time you spend in hell improves your disposition.” A quick spell and her body was gone.

      Finally, we shifted the remains of Beatrice’s excess fat, skin, and tissue. As the golem dropped from sight, I could have sworn I saw the eyes open. I looked at Akiko, but she said nothing.

      Just my imagination.
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      Five days later, we were back in the Ritz-Carlton, where our old rooms were still registered. After re-civilizing ourselves, we headed out to take care of unfinished business.

      The tattoo parlor was much improved. The floor was clean, the instruments were organized, the destroyed safe had been replaced, and there were customers waiting. Terri, wearing the multi-spectral goggles, was bent over a seated female client, working on a good luck charm tattoo, copying the design from an old book. The buzzing of her needles abruptly stopped as she said, “Damn goggles.”

      Looking up, she glimpsed us and saw that Akiko was the source of the interference. She stepped back in fear and placed a hand on her heart.

      “Hello, Terri,” I said mildly. “How’s business?”

      Terri licked her lips and looked guilty. “Fine,” she said as she removed the goggles.

      She had a few more wrinkles, but her gray hair had been colored. Her client was a long-haired blond with familiar features. A quick sniff betrayed the burned almond scent of a witch. I used to enjoy that smell; now it was faintly disgusting.

      “Who’s your friend?” I asked as I tugged my ear to signal Kitty-Sue to set up a privacy bubble.

      “None of your fucking business, asshole,” the blond said as the bubble popped up.

      “That face, that attitude,” I mused, “you must be Carol’s niece, raised by her and Beatrice.” I was met by a look of surprise that confirmed my suspicions.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” said Terri.

      “Neither do I,” I said, pulling her book towards me and looking at the designs. The good luck design she had just completed on the blond was from Terri’s grandfather, Fred.

      “Mmm,” I mused, “this triangle could be moved—” I was cut off by Akiko’s frantic headshake. I had been about to show her how to make the charm ten times more potent. Sometimes, like in the story about the engineer and the guillotine, we magicians could be our own worst enemies.

      “Never mind,” I said, flipping to the back of the book. There were the dangerous designs that I had found on Beatrice. I gathered the pages and ripped them out.

      “Hey, stop!” shouted both Terri and the blond.

      A gesture and a whisper of power flashed the pages to ash. “Ashes to ashes. Stick with the good luck and health designs, Terri.”

      Terri and the blond exchanged a glance that spoke volumes.

      “Oh, Terri,” I said, “did you photocopy those designs?”

      At her involuntary nod, I said, “Didn’t you ever notice that the copy of the design was different from the original?”

      Terri’s face blanked, and she said, “I don’t have any copies.”

      “Only those with magic can create and maintain those designs,” I said. “The entropy gradient for magic is very high, due to...” I trailed off at her blank look.

      “Never mind,” I said. “If you use those copied designs, I won’t have any problems because they’ll backfire on whomever you use them on.”

      Stepping closer to the blond, I examined her new tattoo. A look revealed the source of a large amount of energy coming from her. “You used the dragon blood ink on this witch?” I asked. “You know that’s worth millions, right?”

      Turning to Terri, I asked, “What could her coven possibly offer to make this worthwhile?”

      Akiko grabbed her chest and pulled out an imaginary dagger.

      “Terri, did they promise you that they could remove the glass in your heart? And maybe restore your youth?”

      Terri maintained her poker face, but Kitty-Sue nodded behind her. Terri could lie to me, but not to a super sensitive kitsune.

      I felt the slightest twinge of a headache. I turned to the blond and saw her concentrating furiously. “Is that you, little witch? Is that your most powerful curse?” I smiled at her like a proud father whose toddler just made potty.

      “What’s your name, honey?” I asked, to be met with nasty looks from both the blond and Kitty-Sue. Oh, yeah, it’s no longer politically correct to refer to females that way. For Kitty-Sue, referring to any female endearingly was a problem.

      “Cocksucker! You should be writhing in pain,” she gasped, “with the worst migraine of your life.”

      “Never mind,” I continued, “I’ll call you Wendy. Now be a good little witch and let the adults talk.”

      A vein throbbed on her forehead, and she opened her mouth to screech, but I plugged it with a gag made of Air. Before she could jump up, Kitty-Sue was between us with a blade in her face. She said, “You know we are the reason your coven has so many new openings, right?”

      She backed down under Kitty-Sue’s predator gaze and sat. She gestured and pulled at the mystic gag, to no avail, stopping only when Kitty-Sue placed the tip of her blade at the edge of her mouth.

      “Now Terri,” I said, “you know you can’t trust witches. Did they give any proof that they could remove the dagger or rejuvenate you?”

      “I saw Beatrice and Carol! They look like teenagers! They said they could do the same for me.”

      Wow, they had managed to take credit for my rejuvenation. They were good liars, too. Terri had the fanatical look of a true believer. I couldn’t think of a way to convince her that the coven was lying.

      Kitty-Sue rescued me. Turning her head our way, she said, “Boss, I’ve got an idea. I’ll give Wendy a couple of slices to her cheeks, expand her smile to make her look like Kuchisake-onna. If she’s as good as Terri says, she can heal that right up.”

      “Kuchisake-onna?” I asked. “Isn’t that the woman with the ear-to-ear smile like the Joker?” Kitty-Sue nodded vigorously.

      Wendy’s eyes were terrified, but she couldn’t speak or move her head without slicing herself on Kitty-Sue’s blade.

      “So, Wendy,” I asked, “what do you say? Oops, sorry. Will you show us your healing ability?”

      Tears glistened in her eyes as she shook her head. Kitty-Sue’s blade followed the motion with inhuman surety.

      “She’s not as powerful as Carol,” muttered Terri, the seeds of doubt growing.

      “Oh, but she’s Carol’s favorite niece,” I said. “I’m sure Carol will fix her right up. If she can.”

      Turning back to Wendy, I said, “So, Wendy, let’s do this.” At her terrified look, I added, “Hey, I’ll block your nerves so it won’t even hurt. I’ll even cauterize the cuts. You won’t even get blood on your clothes. Then you get your powerful aunt Carol to fix you up. Terri’s convinced. You and the coven get the dragon blood tattoos you want. Everybody’s happy.”

      Stepping closer and looking down at her, I continued, “You’ll only have to wear the Joker’s smile until your coven can heal you.”

      Wendy slumped from the chair to her knees on the floor, face hidden behind her long blond hair. Kitty-Sue smoothly knelt down, knife never wavering from position. Wendy’s tears dripped onto her jean-clad thighs.

      “She doesn’t look convinced,” I said to Terri. “Maybe she’s not as sure of her coven’s power as you are. Now why could that be?”

      With a defeated look, Terri whispered, “So I’ll stay old? There’s no hope?”

      “Older, but wiser,” I said. Motioning for Kitty-Sue to let Wendy up, I continued, “Well, you could ask Wendy here to give up ten years of her life. I’ll rejuvenate you by, umm, five years.” Looking over at Wendy, I said, “That would be a fair price for the tattoo. Not specious lies.”

      With a look of dawning hope, Terri stared at Wendy, only to be met with a cold headshake.

      “Sorry,” I said, “it’ll only work if she agrees. Those are the rules.

      “Well,” I said, rubbing my hands together, “I guess we’re done here. You keep in touch, Terri.” The privacy bubble dropped as we headed for the door.

      We were on the sidewalk, waiting for a taxi, when Wendy rushed out. She managed to tug on my sleeve before Kitty-Sue captured her hand in a painful aikido hold. Wendy was pointing at me, crying and waving her free arm. A crowd started to form. A burly bearded man said, “Hey, what are you doing to that girl?”

      I saw hope dawn in Wendy’s eyes as the crowd started to get closer. Then a kitsune bubble popped up around us. The group around us collectively looked around in confusion, shrugged their shoulders, and continued walking. Wendy’s look of hope was crushed.

      “Sorry, Wendy,” I said, “I don’t like street theater. What can I do for you?”

      She firmed her lips and pointed to her mouth and tried speaking. Of course, no sound emerged, due to the spell I had woven. The air in her mouth now acted like those sound deadening headphones. Any noise produced by her vocal cords was reversed by the spell, neutralizing the sound.

      At my smile, her glare turned murderous. “I like Wendy, the quiet little witch,” I said. “There are always consequences to attacking a magician. Once you learn enough magic, you can cancel the spell yourself.” Rubbing my chin in thought, I continued, “Maybe Beatrice or Carol can cancel it for you?”

      Wendy played her last card—her face crumpled and tears started flowing. She looked at me imploringly and mouthed a silent “Please?” I was almost moved to cancel the spell, but Kitty-Sue’s snort of derision stopped me.

      “Can’t you hocus-pocus her so that she can’t say anything bad?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Not really,” I said. “The spell is either on or off.”

      “Ahem,” said Akiko. “Scott-Sensei, if you would allow me to modify your spell? There’s something I want to try.”

      “Be my guest, Akiko-san.”

      Instead of gestures and words, Akiko started singing in a language I’d never heard before. Kitty-Sue’s ears flattened to block the sounds. The strange syllables sent shivers up my spine. When I tried to memorize the sound patterns, they slipped away like mercury. Where the hell had she learned that?

      I turned my attention from the singing I would never be able to duplicate and watched as the simple feedback spell in Wendy’s mouth changed to something enormously complex and beautiful.

      The song ended, and Akiko nodded to herself.

      “So, Wendy,” I said, “how do you feel?”

      “My name’s not Wendy, it’s Wendy!” she said.

      “So, I guessed right?”

      “No! My name’s not Wendy, it’s Wendy!” Watching carefully, I saw that her lips moved differently than the sounds, like one of those badly dubbed Chinese karate films.

      I looked at Akiko in admiration. “Excellent work, Akiko-san.”

      She dimpled in pleasure at my praise and said, “There’s more. She can speak, but she can no longer curse.”

      “You misogynist piece of chocolate!” shouted Wendy. “Give me back my fondant words.”

      “Quiet, Wendy,” I said, holding up a finger to silence her. She immediately shut her mouth. At least she was learning.

      Turning to Akiko, I bowed to almost ninety degrees. “Akiko-san,” I said, “that spell is a masterpiece. I bow before your skills.”

      Once again, Akiko dimpled and returned my bow.

      Unable to contain herself, Wendy said, “You meringue fondant, you son of a brioche! I’ll get even with you if it’s the last thing I do!”

      Ignoring Wendy, I said, “Akiko-san, when you said no cursing, did that include witches’ curses?”

      With a nod, Akiko said, “Of course. Otherwise, the task would not be complete.” She looked at Wendy’s angry face and said, “But you can still pronounce health and good luck spells.” Akiko tapped her chin with a forefinger. “That is if you were ever taught any.”

      Wendy was mumbling to herself; all I could hear was chocolate, fondant, brioche, donut lover, and words of that nature. “Well, Wendy,” I said, “looks like we’re done here. Run along home and tell Beatrice and Carol I said ‘Hello.’”

      The privacy bubble dropped, and Wendy held my gaze for a moment before turning away and disappearing into the crowd.

      “OK, boss,” said Kitty-Sue. “What’s next?”

      “Don’t know about you, but I have a craving for a slice of chocolate cake. Let’s find a Starbucks.”
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* * *

      After a Starbucks run that almost cleaned out the display case, we headed to the offices of Selene Select.

      We sauntered through the main doors into the lobby. A guard held his hand up to stop us. “Sorry, no visitors.”

      Giving him my best toothy smile, I said, “We’re not visitors. I’m your new boss.”

      I wondered if he would be any trouble, as he took a deep breath and put his hand on his truncheon. Then Kitty-Sue pointed to a row of photos on the wall. “Scott! They have your photo here.”

      Sure enough, there I was in all my glory, frosted hair and everything. When had those bastards had time to take a photo of me? And with a suit and tie? They must have Photoshopped that in. Below my photo was a brass plaque engraved with “Dr. Scott Freeman - Senior Partner.”

      The guard’s mouth was open in shock as he looked from the photo of the elegantly clad senior partner to my rather more disheveled real-life appearance.

      The guard closed his mouth, swallowed twice, then saved his job by saying, “Good morning, Dr. Freeman. Please come to the security kiosk so I can give you your access badge.”

      After a few minutes of security formalities, we were in the elevator to my new office.

      “Ms. Cappuccetto,” I said airily as we entered the office, “good morning.”

      She jerked at my voice, then clasped her hands together in front of her on the desk. She was maintaining tension to keep her terrorized trembling concealed. As ordered, she was wearing a French maid outfit: black short-sleeved blouse, black skirt, black stockings, with a tiny white apron and cap. Much cuter than the Riding Hood cloak. Brock must have been very convincing.

      “Good morning, sir,” she said with a trembling voice.

      Stepping past her desk, we entered Frost’s—no, my office. I sat in the so very expensive leather chair, inviting Kitty-Sue and Akiko to make themselves comfortable. Although the door was open, and I could have simply called out, I hit a button on the intercom to summon Ms. Cappuccetto.

      She appeared at the door instantly, standing with her hands clasped in front. “Yes?” she asked.

      At my raised eyebrow, she came to proper attention, hands at her sides, standing straight and tall. “Yes, sir. Dr. Freeman, what can I do to please you?”

      “I like that,” I said. “Use that every time you see me. I would like a pot of coffee; my guests would like...” I looked at Kitty-Sue and the invisible Akiko. “A pot of Earl Grey tea and a Coke.”

      “Right away, sir!” She scurried away.

      Looking at me through narrowed eyes, Kitty-Sue said, “Why is she here? No, why is she alive?” in that silky smooth, dangerous voice of hers.

      I tugged my ear to let her know we needed privacy. As the privacy bubble appeared, I said, “I made a Deal with her to let her stay in New York. In exchange for some help”—I didn’t want Kitty-Sue to know how narrowly I had avoided death at the hands of Frost— “I told her she must serve me here.”

      “You know you shouldn’t make Deals without us to advise you,” said Kitty-Sue. “You’re too nice.”

      “Too nice to strike a good Deal?” I asked, gesturing at the office. “For this office, in the most exclusive real estate on Earth, with millions of dollars of artwork on the walls, with a monitor showing my ten percent stake in a multibillion-dollar company steadily churning out profits?”

      Kitty-Sue leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms, giving me a look that said she would have made a better Deal. I smiled and opened my mouth to respond.

      Akiko raised a finger to interrupt. “Scott-Sensei,” she said, “you made a good Deal here, this time. But it seems that whenever you deal with women, you don’t make the best Deals.”

      Grabbing that train of thought, Kitty-Sue leaned forward. “Yes, it’s when you make Deals with women that you end up getting screwed!”

      I had to laugh at her double entendre before responding, “Well, the Deal has been made. I can’t change it now.”

      “And the fancy outfit?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “A condition of employment,” I said.

      “Why is she so scared?”

      “She helped the pack kidnap me. She doesn’t know if I’m going to kill her yet,” I said.

      At that moment, Ms. Cappuccetto came back bearing a large silver tray with a pot of coffee, a tea service, and a frosty cold Coke. She looked around the office for a moment, panicking when she couldn’t see us, only to start when Kitty-Sue dropped the bubble. Ms. Cappuccetto recovered quickly and set the tray on my desk and made to serve.

      I stopped her with one hand upraised. “Ms. Cappuccetto,” I said, pointing to the wall, “I see a bit of dust on the upper edge of the monitor. Clean it right away.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, rushing over to the monitor with a cloth. She had to reach far above her head to run the cloth across the monitor. I noted she kept one hand on her skirt to pull it down. I called a burst of Air up and gave her the Marilyn Monroe treatment. Her skirt blew up past her waist. She scrambled to pull her skirt back down, face turning red in embarrassment.

      “Ms. Cappuccetto,” I said in a low, dangerous voice, “are you wearing panties?”

      “N-n-no sir,” she said. “Pantyhose. They’re part of the costume.”

      “That will not do,” I said. I looked at her, then at the window, as if calculating a trajectory that would send her to her death.

      “I’ll remove them right away, sir,” she said, scurrying to the door.

      “And the skirt”—at my voice she halted, and I saw her shoulders tremble— “it’s much too long. Take at least four inches off!”

      She ducked behind the door, and I heard the sounds of her pulling off her high-heeled shoes, then the slither of pantyhose being removed. A few seconds of mumbling, then we heard the sound of a stapler chunking away as she hemmed the skirt. She came to the office door and stood at attention. “Is this proper, sir?”

      I examined her costume and her bare legs. The skirt was now a bare inch below the tiny white apron. Maybe I spent too much time on the thighs because the office stereo turned on and Kenny Loggins’ “Danger Zone” started playing. A glance at Kitty-Sue showed her examining one of her knives. Thanks, Euterpe.

      Pursing my lips in faint disapproval, I said, “It will do for now. But get those skirts hemmed properly and buy garter belts and stockings.”

      Gesturing at the tray, I said, “Now you may serve us.” Kitty-Sue’s blade disappeared.

      Kitty-Sue nodded at the Coke, and she was served first, followed by a cup of Earl Grey for the invisible Akiko.

      As she poured my coffee, the spout of the pot shook so badly in her hands that several drops of coffee hit the saucer. Setting the pot down and backing away quickly, Ms. Cappuccetto said, “Please don’t kill me! Or turn me into a toad! I’ll clean it right up.”

      With trembling hands, she mopped up the spill. She bit her lip, then asked, “Are you going to kill me?”

      Kitty-Sue’s nose scrunched up at the scent of fear that came off Ms. Cappuccetto.

      “Not today,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. At her sigh of relief, I continued, “However, it occurs to me that you may have learned a bit too much about magicians during our time together. Do you remember our time together?”

      “Yes, sir,” she said, with just the slightest hint of a smile. The knife was suddenly back in Kitty-Sue’s hand, and Ms. Cappuccetto’s eyes widened in fear.

      I raised an eyebrow and growled, “Really? I like toads. Toads have very short memories.”

      “I mean no,” she stammered. “No sir! I don’t remember anything. I’ll never tell anyone anything. I mean, how could I tell anyone anything? I don’t remember anything. It’s all a blank.” Her trembling stopped when Kitty-Sue’s knife disappeared.

      “And you’ll never discuss what you see in this office, correct?”

      “No sir,” she said, shaking her head furiously.

      “Excellent,” I said. “You’re dismissed. Return to your desk.”

      As she returned to her office, Kitty-Sue created a new privacy bubble and took a sip of her Coke. “Scott,” she asked, “was there too much ‘pillow talk’ during your fiendishly clever plan to rescue us?”

      “Well,” I said, thinking quickly, “to make the plan work, I had to give her some details.”

      “And the costume?” asked Kitty-Sue. “The lack of panties?”

      “A whim of mine.”

      “If you don’t mind, boss,” said Kitty-Sue firmly, “I’ll take care of uniform inspection from now on. That’s a whim of mine.”

      “Deal,” I said, which set off a chain of thoughts.

      “Speaking of Deals,” I said to change the subject, “I think it’s time we wrapped up your bodyguard job.” I slid open the desk drawer that I had seen Frost use on our last visit. Sure enough, there were stacks of cash, probably close to a quarter million. I pulled out eight $5K stacks and put them on the desk in two piles.

      “Ten thousand dollars each,” I said. “Plus, a bonus of another ten thousand. Do you accept that our Deal is completed?”

      Akiko nodded in acceptance and grabbed her cash. She had understood immediately. I felt the bonds of the vow we had made dissipate.

      Kitty-Sue had a puzzled look and said, “I think I didn’t bargain nearly hard enough...”

      “One Deal at a time,” I said firmly, hoping she would understand.

      Kitty-Sue looked around the office she had helped me obtain, pursed her lips in thought, and said, “So we’re just bodyguards?”

      “One Deal at a time,” I repeated.

      Kitty-Sue opened her mouth to argue but was interrupted by Akiko in a rapid-fire stream of Japanese. Kitty-Sue’s face went through anger, then puzzlement, then she smiled.

      Reaching out to pick up the cash, she said, “I accept that our Deal is complete.”

      The bonds of our vow disintegrated, freeing me.

      I took a sip of my coffee. How to phrase this? “You’re not just bodyguards. You’re my friends. You’re my fam—” I interrupted myself; I had to give this some thought.

      Thoughts racing, I leaned back in my chair. I pondered the last few decades and the transactional nature of all my relationships. Trading freedom to Akiko in exchange for her apprenticeship. Trading a magical Artifact to Kitty-Sue for her assistance. Paying them both as my assistants and bodyguards.

      Did I want to continue down that path? No. Partners bound by mere cash could always be bought out by a higher bidder.

      I came to a decision. Once my decision was made, I blinked back to reality, surprised to see that thirty minutes had passed. Kitty-Sue and Akiko were waiting patiently. Unlike many others, they knew about and respected my episodes of contemplation.

      I drank the last of my cold coffee and set the cup down.

      As the cup hit the saucer, I asked, “Kitty-Sue, would you pour me another cup of coffee?”

      Kitty-Sue leaned forward, only to be stopped by a comment in Japanese from Akiko. Her ears perked up, then she leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “What’s in it for me?”

      The office stereo started playing a Kenny Roger’s tune. Something about gambling and timing.

      “A new Deal,” I said. “Excellent! I will offer you one percent of this company, to be taken from my shares, if you will pour me a cup of this exquisite coffee.”

      Glancing at the monitor on the wall, Kitty-Sue made a rapid-fire calculation about the estimated value of one percent of Selene Select. I saw her eyes widen; then she gave her mischievous grin before reaching over and pouring me a cup of coffee.

      “Akiko-san,” I said, “it appears that I need cream and sugar. Would you like to make a Deal?”

      “Hai, Scott-Sensei,” she said.

      “I would like to offer you one percent of Selene Select, taken from my shares, if you would do me the service of adding two lumps of sugar and cream to my coffee.”

      Akiko popped up and added the cream and sugar to my coffee.

      After stirring and savoring the aroma of the world’s most expensive cup of coffee, I took a sip. “Ahh, that’s good coffee. Our Deal is done.”

      “Now,” I continued, “as I was saying before—no, you’re not just bodyguards, not just employees. You’re my friends. You’re my family. No more Deals. I don’t make Deals with family.”

      Kitty-Sue whispered something that I had never expected to hear from her. “You’re crazier than a kitsune.”
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      After wrapping up tons of paperwork to transfer my shares to Kitty-Sue and Akiko (who was amused to learn that she had to “incorporate” herself to own the shares), we left the mystified Brock and headed out for dinner.

      After a sumptuous celebratory meal, we headed back to the Ritz-Carlton. There was a moment of hesitation as we stood in the hallway outside our adjoining doors. “Do you want to come into my room?” I asked.

      Akiko gave a slight nod and started to drift closer, but was stopped by Kitty-Sue’s upraised hand. The girls exchanged one of those looks that I couldn’t decipher before Kitty-Sue spoke. “We’re still waiting for the Niagara Falls trip. Then we can spend time together.”

      “Niagara Falls,” I said. “But that was part of the old ‘bodyguard’ Deal. The ten-thousand-dollar bonus was to wrap up the Deal.”

      “No more Deals, you said,” responded Kitty-Sue. At my nod, she continued, “So this isn’t a Deal; it’s just something we both want. We’ll join you in Niagara Falls.” Once again, they exchanged a glance and a nod. My supernatural team was ganging up on me.

      “OK,” I said with resignation, “we’ll schedule a trip to Niagara Falls, in the fanciest hotel they have. We can go tomorrow.”

      Another glance, then a synchronized headshake. “Oh, no!” said Kitty-Sue. “Make it for, umm, three days from now?”

      “Three days?” I asked. “What do you have to do?”

      “Shopping!” said the girls in unison.

      “All right,” I said, “I’ll make the reservations tomorrow morning. Meet for breakfast?”

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning, over breakfast, we finalized our plans. As I finished my third omelet, I said, “We have our reservation at the The Giacomo in Niagara Falls. I booked us a Fireplace Suite.”

      Their faces lit up with excitement, and Kitty-Sue said, “Great! We’ll have so much fun!”

      “So,” I said, “today is shopping day?”

      “Hai, and you?”

      “Central Park for meditation. I’m still not attuned to New York,” I said. “Even though I don’t plan on staying here, I still need to work at attuning.”

      Another shared glance, then Kitty-Sue said, “So you don’t plan on staying in New York?”

      “Of course not,” I scoffed, “I want to go back to Tokyo.”

      “But here you’re rich.”

      “I’ll be just as rich in Tokyo,” I said.

      “You can have many girlfriends here,” said Akiko.

      “And a secretary that dresses like a French maid,” said Kitty-Sue, before muttering, “without panties.”

      “Lots of girlfriends,” said Akiko.

      “Like Red,” said Kitty-Sue, “and Jackie, and Terri, and those others.”

      “No,” I said firmly. “New York has women; Tokyo has my family.”

      Another exchanged look and a synchronized nod, and both girls smiled at me.

      “Good,” said Kitty-Sue, before changing the subject. “Before we go shopping, we have a question.”

      “OK,” I said.

      Gesturing at my dragonskin satchel, Kitty-Sue asked, “Just how many suitcases can you stuff into your magic purse?”
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* * *

      Three days later, we were sitting in front of a fireplace in the Honeymoon Suite of the hotel. A fresh bottle of champagne was cooling in the ice bucket.

      I popped the cork and filled glasses for all of us, glad that we were finally in the room together. Kitty-Sue and Akiko were in extremely revealing outfits. Even though kitsune didn’t have much use for modesty, Kitty-Sue knew how to dress to entice. Akiko was wearing a see-through negligee that both concealed and revealed interesting things.

      Kitty-Sue sipped her champagne. “Before we continue,” she said, “We have to talk about protection. Especially if the rumor is true.”

      “What rumor?” I asked.

      “The story is that every woman that sleeps with you ends up trying to kill you,” she said. “It must be some kind of curse.”

      “No!” I exclaimed. “That’s absolutely ridiculous.”

      “Well,” said Kitty-Sue while counting on her fingers, “there’s Jackie, then Terri the tattoo artist, then Red...”

      “And that’s just in New York,” added Akiko. “In Las Vegas, you told us about that fae girl. And you told me stories of your witch exes.”

      “There are a lot of killer exes in your past,” said Kitty-Sue. “We just wondered why.”

      Akiko said, “What about Euterpe? Doesn’t her curse put you in a lot of danger?”

      Kitty-Sue didn’t like talking about Euterpe, as she was the cause of our first fight. “I’m sure the famous magician has a long list of exes who want him dead,” she said coldly.

      “Oh,” continued Akiko, “then there was Jorōgumo! Does she count?”

      “That’s right,” said Kitty-Sue. “There was a time I was separated from Scott. Time is funny, there. It could have been long enough, especially for Scott. Minutes, at best.”

      I slapped my hand down on the table. “I did not have sex with the spider-goddess!”

      “Welllll,” said Kitty-Sue, “if you say so. You always tell the truth, right?”

      At Akiko’s nod, Kitty-Sue looked momentarily disappointed, but her face brightened up like she had just gotten the Final Jeopardy answer. “Unless the rules are different because it was another dimension!”

      “Oh,” added Akiko, smiling in agreement, “like the rule about Las Vegas, ‘What happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.’ What happens in the realm of the spider-goddess, stays in the realm of the spider-goddess.”

      For a moment, I was nonplussed, wondering how I had come to a point where I had to deny screwing a man-eating spider-goddess. Wasn’t the fact that I was still alive proof enough?

      “It’s not a curse,” I said, touching my fingers one by one. “Red was coerced by the pack; Jackie threw me to the wolves as part of her plan for a regime change in New York; the tattoo artist wanted to steal my ink; my strega ex, who shall not be named, was insanely jealous...” I trailed off with the realization that over half of my bedmates had tried to kill me. Hell, and Kitty-Sue and Akiko didn’t even know about the djinn and the dragon.

      They were watching my hands closely as I counted on my fingers the number of exes I had. I had unconsciously continued the tally. Not wanting them to know my number, I hid my hands under the table, resulting in disappointed looks on both of their faces.

      “So,” I continued after a long pause, “probably not more than half of my partners have tried to kill me.”

      “Soooo,” responded Kitty-Sue with a thoughtful expression, “does that mean the odds I will try to kill you afterward are fifty-fifty?”

      “No!” I interjected as Kitty-Sue nodded to herself.

      “You may die,” said Kitty-Sue as she rose to come and sit on my lap. Nuzzling my ear, she whispered, “But that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.” The stereo suddenly started playing Smash Mouth’s “All Star.”

      Damn, she had to quote one of my favorite movies. How could I resist? I leaned in to taste her champagne scented lips, softer than a whisper. A moment of enjoyment, then I had to back off.

      “Akiko-san,” I said, “I’m sorry. This must be difficult for you to watch. I wish you could feel a kiss again.”

      “Well,” whispered Kitty-Sue as she nuzzled my ear, “we have been talking. Do you remember that old Patrick Swayze movie, Ghost?”

      The room’s stereo system suddenly started playing the Righteous Brothers’ “Unchained Melody.”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Do you remember that scene where the medium lets the ghost possess her so he can touch his wife again?”

      “What are you getting at?” I asked.

      “Well,” said Kitty-Sue as she wiggled her bushy-tailed butt into my erection, “since we both wanted to be first with you, we came up with this plan.” Looking at me through heavy-lidded eyes, she smiled that crazy kitsune grin.

      “So, you’re proposing a threesome,” I said, “but only with two people?”

      They nodded at the same time, Kitty-Sue’s fuzzy ear tickling my cheek.

      “I don’t know...” I trailed off. “There are too many variables. I can’t predict what will happen.”

      “You just leave the magic up to someone else for a change,” said Kitty-Sue as she rose from my lap and walked over to Akiko. Extending a hand to the ghost, Kitty-Sue said, “Akiko-san, do you want to do this?”

      At Akiko’s enthusiastic nod, Kitty-Sue continued, “Then I will wear your ring.”

      Akiko’s shintai, the ring that housed her spirit, levitated and slid onto Kitty-Sue’s ring finger. Akiko stood, then stepped into Kitty-Sue’s body.

      For a few moments, nothing happened, then Kitty-Sue’s shapeshifter form changed until she was a duplicate of my former student. Only her glasses were missing.

      She took a deep breath. “Oh, my goodness, this is so different. I can’t see the magic anymore, but I can feel it, smell it, taste it.” She licked her lips and ran her hands down her sides, stroking herself.

      She stepped over to my chair and held out a hand. “Scott,” she said, “you smell so good. Could you show me what your kiss tastes like?”

      The touch of my hand on hers made her close her eyes. I pulled her into my lap, marveling at the sheer pleasure I felt at feeling her weight in my lap. I leaned in for the kiss, touching lips that were so very different than Kitty-Sue’s, but equally sweet.

      I found my hands fondling her large breasts, marveling at the smoothness of her skin and the quickness with which her nipples leaped up. At every stroke, she moaned.

      I put my head in the crook of her shoulder and inhaled deeply, expecting a trace of Kitty-Sue. But no, this was all the sweet scent of Akiko, magnified one hundred times from the traces of her that crossed over from the ghost plane.

      She leaned her head back, raising her breasts, allowing me to suckle at her nipples. Each lick caused her to tense up and clench her fists. A glance at the ring showed it pulsing in time with her increased heartbeat.

      The music changed, now the theme from Ghostbusters: I ain’t afraid of no ghost. Euterpe’s joke. Then Akiko surprised me by quoting, “I want you inside me.”

      “How can I resist when you quote one of my favorite movies?” I said, standing with her in my arms and carrying her to the bed.

      The next few hours were intense, and I thanked the defunct Frost for giving me enough energy to endure. Akiko had enough passion for two women, which was only fair.

      What was surprising was how vocal my sweet, demure, composed Akiko could be. When she screamed, “DON’T STOP, YOU BASTARD, DON’T STOP!” I had to erect a sound baffling barrier to keep from waking up the rest of the hotel.

      We stopped several times to drink more champagne and nibble on snacks. Akiko marveled at the sensitivity of Kitty-Sue’s senses and enjoyed every bite.

      Finally, exhausted and sated, we lay together on the rumpled bed. I heard her breathing slow, matching mine, and she murmured, “Wow, I think I’m going to sleep. I haven’t slept since I died...” Her voice trailed off as she drifted into slumber.

      Almost asleep myself, I just watched her peaceful features. Fully sated, she had a secret smile on her lips and contentment in her dreams.

      Suddenly her eyes popped open, and she said in a sensual whisper, “Scott-Sensei, can we do it again?”

      Only this was a trick. Instead of Akiko’s brown eyes, Kitty-Sue’s peeked out from Akiko’s features. With a smile, I said, “You can’t fool me, Kitty-Sue. You sound like her. But I know it’s you.”

      With that mischievous grin, looking strange on Akiko’s face, Kitty-Sue’s form shivered, and she transformed into her ninety percent human form. She sat up on her knees at my side, her tail reaching around to stroke my arm. I welcomed the return of her scent, only now realizing I had missed it.

      “So,” she murmured, “is it my turn now?”

      “But where is Akiko?” I asked.

      “She’s asleep.” Kitty-Sue touched a hand to her breast. “In here. Let’s give her some sweet dreams.”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m pretty drained.”

      She responded by turning so her tail, softer than a mink stole, was in my face. Then with her lips and her hips, she convinced me that I did have the energy.

      Turning her head to look back at me, she said, “No more blue balls.”

      I had expected my crazy kitsune lover to also require a sound deadening spell. Instead, she surprised me with the gentleness she required. The ninja-acrobat-warrior woman liked it sweet and slow, very slow. Enthusiastic, yes, very. But not loud. Her simple whispered “Ahhhhh...” of release was accompanied by full-body shivers each time.

      How many times? A gentleman never tells.

      The dawn was peeking through the curtains when she finally drifted off to sleep. With a muffled groan, I turned over on my face and pulled a pillow over my head. Finally able to rest, I was just starting to doze when I felt the bed move as she rose. I felt every one of my decades and was determined to sleep.

      I heard her moving around the room. Unwilling to look to see if it was Akiko or Kitty-Sue driving, I kept my head under the pillow.

      I felt the bed move again as she climbed in. Ahh, great, she was going to sleep some more, too.

      “Scott,” she asked in a whisper.

      “Yes,” I responded through the fog of dreams. Only to be shocked awake at her next words. The question a man never wants to answer.

      “Was I better than her?”
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      The arrow released by the ghost samurai bowman hissed as it passed my left ear. I took a deep breath and slowed down time. The next arrow came towards my chest and would have pierced my heart if I had not sidestepped and turned. The third arrow floated towards my head. I reached up to grab the shaft, anxious to show my contempt for his weapon. I was surprised when the arrow sent a high-voltage shock through my hand and down my left side, before fading away. Shit, I’m supposed to be immune to shocks.

      Now my left arm hung limply from my shoulder. Obviously, his arrows had something extra going for them. Keeping the speed increase, I decided that retreating was in order.

      I backed up to the edge of the clearing as he tracked my movement with his nocked arrow. Damn, he was fast enough to track me even at my highest speed. Goddamn ghosts and their refusal to follow the laws of physics.

      Upon reaching the edge of the clearing, but still inside the onsen’s wards, I quickly ducked behind a large cedar hoping to catch my breath and wake up my dormant arm. A few deep breaths, inhaling the aroma of cedar, helped immensely. I saw the spiny needles of cedar leaves hanging in the air, knocked from the tree by my passage. I let go of time, and the world sped up around me and the cedar needles dropped to the ground. As I started to feel pins and needles in my arm, I heard the voice of my ghost apprentice: “Scott-sensei, those arrows will go through the trees.”

      Crap. I dropped quickly to the ground. Three ectoplasmic arrows flew through the tree in a vertical line. Head, heart, and balls would have been hit if not for the warning from Akiko. Lying on the ground, breathing deeply, I found myself nose-to-nose with a red-haired fox. The fox stared at me with her slit eyes, seeming to enjoy my discomfort. On her white chest fur was a heart-shaped patch of red fur. Around her neck was a small black leather collar embedded with jewels.

      “Go find your own hiding place,” I whispered to the fox while scrambling backward on hands and knees. The fox scampered away, wagging her two tails.

      Akiko wisely stayed invisible as I scrambled, still hampered by a weak arm, putting more distance between me and the bowman. After another dozen arrows had been sent my way, I muttered, “When is this asshole going to run out of arrows?”

      “Scott-sensei, he has an inexhaustible supply of arrows,” said Akiko.

      I could back beyond the onsen’s wards, preventing the samurai from attacking, but that wouldn’t help complete the mission. I did have a ward against ghosts that should also stop the fusillade of arrows, but it would require some preparation. At least he wasn’t coming into the forest after me, giving me time to recover and prepare for the next phase.

      My mind flashed back to the call that had started this misadventure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Phil Gabriel hates talking about himself in the third person.

      After making history in several mutually exclusive careers, he has set his sights on wowing the reading public with stories about magicians, witches, and Japanese supernatural creatures.

      

      Sign Up Below to receive notification when new books and stories are released

      

      http://tokyosupernatural.com/link/newsletter

      
        For more information

        
          tokyosupernatural.com

        

      

    

  

images/cover.jpg
PHIL GABRIEL

)Ma
Marq attan

he Roppongi Enchanters






