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      Dear Reader,

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

      This story is the second full length novel set in the Tokyo Supernatural world. The first book in the series, Mages in Manhattan, is available on Amazon.

      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.

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

      Enjoy!

      Phil Gabriel
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        Onryō Problems

      

      

      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.
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        Call from Koji-san

      

      

      One week earlier...

      

      “Scott-san, I hope you are well,” he said when I answered my cell.

      “Hello, Koji-san. I’m doing great,” I said. “How are you?”

      “Scott-san, I would like to invite you to visit our onsen,” he said.

      “I’m very busy here in Tokyo,” I replied. “I could probably come up in August.” August was three months away. Three months would allow me time to gather energy and work on my projects.

      Magicians hate to travel; moving to a new area with different magical flows and fields requires time to adapt. Going to Hakone without storing up a lot of magical energy would leave me in a vulnerable state.

      “August will be too late. I have a delicate problem that you might be able to help me with,” he said. “It has to do with an unruly guest. Could you please schedule a visit? Just as soon as possible? This guest needs to be evicted before June’s full moon.”

      “Unruly guest” is a code phrase for a haunting. It still didn’t make sense; Koji was a magician. He should have been able to handle a minor ghost.

      “It is a very busy time for me now, Koji-san,” I said. “It would take a lot to rearrange my schedule.” I wasn’t about to risk myself to do an exorcism, no matter how long we had known each other.

      “Scott-san, I understand completely. As it happens, my family owns a parcel of land in Hakone. It has a natural hot spring and other qualities that you would appreciate. We are prepared to offer it to you in return for your assistance.”

      The earth stores a lot of energy, both mundane and magical. Magical energy flows up from the center of the earth through places like hot springs. Energy flows in volcanic areas are so great that even an unattuned magician could replenish there.

      What Koji was offering was essentially a gold mine. A gold mine that regenerated over time. Of course, he wouldn’t offer anything so valuable if the danger wasn’t great.

      “I could rearrange my schedule and come up next Saturday,” I said. “We can discuss the details then.”

      “Excellent, I will have your room reserved for Saturday. Do you prefer a Western-style room or a Japanese style?”

      “How about one of each? I need a working space, as well as a resting area,” I said. “I will also have company.”

      “The trickster kitsune?” he said. “I have heard that you have a new companion. Will the queen approve?”

      There were already rumors about Kitty-Sue and me? Give a girl a few million dollars, and then stab her through the heart with a magical dagger, and suddenly everyone starts gossiping.

      “The queen has voiced no objections to our relationship,” I said. Disapproving glances didn’t count as objections.

      I could hear him tapping on a keyboard, moving reservations around, then he said, “Of course. I have two adjacent rooms reserved, one Japanese style and one Western style.”

      “Great, Koji-san. See you on Saturday.”

      I stepped out of my study, turned right in the hallway, and entered the kitchen/living room area. Kitty-Sue, my kitsune companion—OK, lover—was in front of the stove, preparing dinner. As usual when at home, she was dressed in a short yukata, blue with a pretty flower pattern. The yukata was so short that her twin bushy tails were free to swing back and forth as she danced to the music from the stereo as she cooked.

      In fact, the yukata was so short I could see her panties, in a matching blue, as she moved.

      She turned to me with a smile on her face, her pointed nose, slit-pupil eyes, and furry fox ears all indicating happiness. She sniffed the cooking food, then turned on the rice cooker before saying, “So, we’re going on a trip?”

      Of course, she had heard every word; those furry ears were very sensitive. “Yes,” I said, “we’re going to Hakone.”

      Her smile widened for a moment, then she frowned. “I thought you needed more time here in Tokyo to Zen out and absorb magic? After all the energy you expended at Christmas.”

      “I should take more time,” I said, “but Koji-san has a deadline.”

      “Isn’t it dangerous for you to do your hocus-pocus with your ‘tank’ empty?” she asked. “Isn’t that why the New York werewolves were almost able to kill you?”

      “My ‘tank’ isn’t empty,” I said. Then, compelled to tell the truth, I added, “I’m about one-quarter full.”

      She crossed her arms, which served to emphasize her breasts, and leaned her pretty butt against the counter. Raising one eyebrow, she asked, “So it is dangerous?”

      Then she leaned forward with a look of concern. “You didn’t promise to do anything with the dragon, did you?”

      “Dragon,” I said, “what dragon?”

      With a look of surprise, she asked, “You don’t know about the dragon of Lake Ashi in Hakone?”

      “There’s a dragon in Hakone?” I asked. My mouth was suddenly dry. I opened the cabinet and brought out a fresh bottle of Italian wine.

      “Yes,” she said, “Kuzuryū Daimyōjin. The Nine-Headed Dragon. Very old, very dangerous. A famous priest fought and tamed the dragon over twelve hundred years ago and convinced him to stop demanding virgin sacrifices. The dragon has lived near Lake Ashi since, maintaining the lake at a constant temperature.”

      As I poured wine into two glasses, I forced my hand to stop shaking. Dragons! Dragons were high-level magical entities. Some said they could tell the future. Even a “tame” dragon could screw up your life with a prophecy at the wrong time.

      I handed one glass to Kitty-Sue, who took a ritual sip. She rarely drank more than a sip but said she enjoyed the smell and taste. After I had taken a slightly larger gulp from my glass, I said, “Virgin? I don’t think that will be a problem for me.”

      Kitty-Sue snorted and said, “The dragon no longer demands virgins. The priest convinced him to start accepting gifts of rice and bean paste.”

      “Well, there you go,” I said. “I’ll just stock up on snacks, and we’ll be all set.”

      Kitty-Sue set her glass down and crossed her arms again. She was looking at me like I was missing the obvious. “So, Scott,” she said, “what would you do if someone showed up on your doorstep, carrying a purse made from a magician’s skin, who also had tattoos all over his body inked with magician’s blood?”

      A chill ran down my spine and radiated out through the tattoos that ran down my arms. Invisible to the human eye until energized, these tattoos had been inked with the blood of a dragon. Dragon blood was the magical equivalent of a superconductor.

      And my bag of tricks, a warped space container that could hold an enormous number of objects in its time-slowed interior. Yeah, that satchel had been crafted from dragonskin, using a unicorn horn for stitching and hair from a unicorn’s mane for thread.

      “But those were gifts from a dragon,” I explained. “Given freely as part of a Deal. The skin was a millennial shedding, the blood she donated with no harm to herself. There’s absolutely no reason for the dragon of Lake Ashi to be angry.” I realized that my wine glass was empty. I poured another glass and offered to top off Kitty-Sue’s almost full glass.

      With an angry snort, she shook her head at the offer of more wine. Then she said, “Even you must realize how bad a first impression that would give, right?”

      “I can’t remove or disguise the tattoos,” I said, “not from a dragon. Leaving the satchel behind would leave me without my most potent weapons.” I took another drink of the wine. For some reason, it didn’t taste as good as good as I remembered.

      Kitty-Sue stood with arms crossed, still as a predator, waiting for me to…? Oh! That’s how she looked when she wanted me to ask her advice.

      “What do you think I should do?”

      “Don’t go,” she said. “Put off this trip. Later, I can arrange for my aunt to make explanations for you and smooth the way before you go there.”

      Yeah, but at what cost? The kitsune queen had been trying to trap me into her service since I had arrived in Tokyo. The price she would ask for this favor would be very high.

      As I thought it through, I examined Kitty-Sue. The top of her yukata was open, baring the tops of her breasts. The only blemish on her shapeshifter’s skin was a small scar in the shape of a heart just to the left of the center of her chest. In the right light, I could sometimes see the outline of the hilt of the phantom dagger that had pierced her heart. The dagger that tied our lives together.

      I was crazy enough to face down a dragon. Was I crazy enough to face down a dragon knowing that my death would also kill Kitty-Sue?

      I reached out and touched the scar with the first two fingers of my right hand. Beneath the scar, I could feel her heartbeat, slightly elevated. She was really worried about the dragon. Asking for the kitsune queen’s help would not only be a leash on me; it would be an admission of a mistake on her part. Throwing her life and destiny in with a gaijin magician shown as a huge mistake.

      “Let’s not ask for her help yet,” I said. “I can’t avoid this trip. I already promised Koji-san. Any other ideas?”

      She took my hand in her two hands, pulled it to her mouth, and kissed my fingers. A thrill ran up my arm-- not magic, just the touch of a special woman. She turned away and took another tiny sip from her wineglass.

      “The dragon is content with offerings of rice and bean paste,” she said. “But a higher quality gift might cool his rancor.”

      “Better than beans and rice?” I asked. “I don’t have any virgins to sacrifice to him. And I wouldn’t, even if I thought it was possible.”

      She gave me her “don’t be an idiot” look and said, “No, never. Don’t ever mention human sacrifices again.” She suppressed a shudder. “Dragons are known to prize rare elements and stones. What do you have to offer?”

      The memory of my last encounter with a dragon flashed back. She had had a treasure trove composed of magical objects, precious stones, and gold ore.

      “I have some gold,” I said. “Not many precious stones, but a quantity of gold.”

      Her tails made that question mark shape, and she said, “Quantity? How large a quantity?”

      I reached into my bag and pulled an extremely heavy item out. I had to hold it with two hands due to the weight. A pure gold ingot, 12.4 kilograms in weight. It gleamed under the overhead lights.

      “Would one of these sate his appetite?” I asked.

      “Oh, my,” said Kitty-Sue. “That’s beautiful.” Her eyes had an avaricious gleam, and she tracked the ingot with laser focus as I slid the bar back into the satchel.

      With a sigh as the gold disappeared, Kitty-Sue continued, “OK, that might make the dragon more receptive. As long as you don’t get burned to a crisp as soon as he smells you.”

      “So, that’s a good plan?” I asked.

      “I estimate your odds as about fifty-fifty,” she said.

      “No problem,” I said without thinking. “I’ve faced much worse odds before this.”

      Her sharp look reminded me that I wasn’t just risking my own life. Her life, joined to mine through the phantom dagger, would end if my life ended.

      I was saved as the rice cooker dinged, indicating the rice was ready.

      Eager to change the subject, I asked, “Is Akiko joining us for dinner?”

      “She said she would be here by five—” Kitty-Sue interrupted herself and pointed her sharp nose in the direction of the dining area. A few seconds later, I felt the psychic tug of our connection, and Akiko materialized. Kitty-Sue was always quicker than me to sense the presence of ghosts.

      “Konnichiwa Kitty-Sue-san, Scott-sensei,” said the ghost.

      She gave a short bow, her impeccable Japanese manners surviving even after her death. She wore her habitual outfit: the short tartan patterned skirt, white blouse with a colored ladies tie, and the blazer jacket combo of a Japanese high school student. A ribbon, color matched to her tie, adorned her hair. On her nose was perched a set of red-framed eyeglasses. Although she still wore the uniform she had died in, she had matured a great deal, no longer the skinny teenager I had saved from an eternity of haunting.

      Enormous breasts, unbound by physical laws, strained at her blouse. Her hips filled out the very short skirt nicely. When she bowed, the skirt rode up to reveal her panties. With all the forms she could have taken, she had chosen to morph into an anime schoolgirl fantasy figure.

      “Kitty-Sue-san,” asked Akiko, “shall I prepare the table?”

      “No,” Kitty-Sue and I said at the same time. Akiko was an enormously powerful magician, but her poltergeisting was erratic. The number of dishes I had had to replace due to her assistance was in the hundreds.

      “I’ll take care of that,” I said. “That’s my job.” I gathered plates and utensils and set the dining room table, chopsticks for the girls, western flatware for me. I snagged another bottle of wine and clean glasses for everyone, even though I was the only one who drank with dinner. Wine for me, some Japanese fizzy drink for Kitty-Sue, and plain water for Akiko.

      Akiko drifted closer to the steaming pots on the stove and inhaled deeply—the only time she had to breathe was to smell. “Smells great,” she said. “Don’t you think you should add—” Her voice cut off at the look Kitty-Sue sent her way. My cold-blooded kitsune assassin girlfriend was very possessive of her kitchen.

      Backing away from the stove, Akiko came to join me at the table. She sat in her favorite chair, her body bobbing up and down slightly as she “sat.” At this distance, I saw that the patch on her jacket had changed again. As a magician apprentice, she had a habit of changing the emblem on the left breast of her jacket to a different, imaginary school of magic. She had made a game of making me guess which school was represented.

      This emblem had two entwined uppercase “U” symbols in burgundy and dark blue. There was a small owl and some tiny Latin phrase stitched into the fabric. It was hard to concentrate on translating the Latin since I was distracted by her button-poppingly tight blouse.

      “U and U,” I said. “‘Now you see it. Now you don’t,’” I translated the phrase. Then it hit me, the university from my favorite book series. “I thought that the Unseeable University only took male wizards as students?” I said.

      Akiko covered her mouth and gave a schoolgirl giggle. “Times are changing in the multi-verse,” she said. “Time to drag this school into modern times.”

      I continued staring at the emblem. Well, mostly at the emblem. Akiko gave me a few moments of eye candy, then made an “ahem” cough. Ghosts don’t cough and I caught the hint, turning to see Kitty-Sue watching.

      I smiled at Kitty-Sue. She knew my nature and was usually accepting of it. She pursed her lips for a moment, then finally smiled and shook her head.

      Bringing all the dishes to the table, Kitty-Sue said, “Akiko-san, should we arrange another date night?”

      My ears instantly perked up. Date night was our code for Kitty-Sue allowing Akiko to possess her body. This allowed Akiko to experience hugs and cuddles, as well as outrageous sex. They said they got the idea from an old Patrick Swayze movie. For me, it was like having a threesome with only two people.

      Akiko licked her lips in arousal, then composed her face and looked down. “I don’t think I can do that anymore,” she said.

      “Why not?” asked Kitty-Sue as she loaded her plate with yakitori, grilled vegetables, and rice. She reached over and stroked Akiko’s ghostly hand. A comforting gesture, but unfelt by Akiko. “You know I’m not jealous. I enjoy our time together.”

      She looked at me with an inscrutable gaze. “Not really jealous,” she said. Turning back to Akiko, “Not of you, anyway,” she said. “Why don’t you want to continue our arrangement?”

      As a magician, Akiko was bound by the same vows as me. In this case, she couldn’t lie. “I have no idea what that magical dagger that pierces your heart will do if I try to possess you. It’s a potent item, easily powerful enough to destroy a ghost.”

      Kitty-Sue peered at her. “But that’s not the only reason, is it?” she asked.

      Akiko couldn’t meet her gaze. She said, “I’m finding it harder and harder to leave when our time is up.”

      Akiko spent the next few minutes transferring her meal to her ghostly plane. That was the first spell I had taught her, the spell that proved she had the talent to become a magician.

      The silence became uncomfortable and was finally broken by Kitty-Sue. “You’re like a sister to me,” she said. “But even if the dagger’s threat was neutralized, I couldn’t give you more time. I have obligations to my queen and family.”

      Kitty-Sue looked down and continued in a reluctant tone. “If you don’t leave when our time is up, I’ll have to use kitsune magic to evict you.” Flashes of her foxfire magic shimmered in her outline, a type of magic that neither Akiko nor I understood or could defeat.

      Now it was Akiko’s turn to stroke Kitty-Sue’s arm with her ghostly palm. “I’ll never put you in that position. I think it’s better that we don’t do that again.”

      Was I a bad person for regretting that the threesomes were over? Hell, yes, said my conscience.

      We ate in silence for several minutes. Then Kitty-Sue spoke up. “I have an idea,” she said. “We’ll go tour the hospitals and find a coma patient. You possess the coma patient, Scott heals any physical damage, and you wake up in a new body.”

      Her bright smile faltered as Akiko and I both shook our heads. “We can’t do that,” I said. “There’s no way to make a Deal with a person in a coma. Without willing consent, our vows prevent us from acting.”

      “I could no more possess a coma patient,” said Akiko, “than I could possess a child. There’s no way to get consent.”

      “OK, OK,” said Kitty-Sue, her trickster mind looking for loopholes. “How about we find a terminal patient? Someone who can consent? Offer her release from pain, money for her family after she dies, something she can’t resist.”

      Both Akiko and I shuddered at the thought and shook our heads again. Kitty-Sue was amazing, but she didn’t understand magicians. Akiko looked at me to indicate I should explain.

      “Several reasons,” I said, taking another drink of my wine. “Remember, hospitals are null zones for magic. That would make your plan very hard to pull off. Next, most mundanes who are still sane enough to consent just don’t believe in magic. Despite the extraordinary evidence, mundanes ignore or forget magic. They would treat anyone babbling at them about this plan as insane.”

      “Mere details,” said Kitty-Sue, waving away our objections. “We’ll just keep an eye out for the perfect candidate. I’m sure something will turn up.”
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        Meeting with Koji-san

      

      

      The following Saturday, we rode the train to Hakone, arriving at the Hakone Hattori Hotel at 2:00 p.m. Koji-san was waiting for us at the reception counter. Koji was in his late forties and had been running the hotel for many years. He had thinning hair, crow’s-feet, and a tired look. Seems he’s having trouble with rejuvenation spells.

      “Scott-san, I hope you are well,” he said, shaking my hand.

      “I’m doing great,” I said. “How are you?”

      A quick worried glance around and he said, “Not well, but we’ll discuss that later.”

      Turning to Kitty-Sue, he bowed deeply, and said, “Greetings to the envoy of the kitsune queen. Be welcome here.”

      “Please call me Kitty-Sue,” she said. “Not my real name, but I’ve grown fond of it.”

      A puzzled frown crossed Akiko’s face. Koji-san was ignoring her. With her figure and skin-tight schoolgirl outfit, she was hard to ignore. She waved a hand in front of Koji-san’s face and got no reaction.

      She looked at me and raised an eyebrow in query. I shook my head and mouthed “wait.”

      Handing over two room keys, Koji-san said, “Please have refreshments in the hotel coffee shop. I will join you after checking you in.”

      At the table, we ordered drinks. There was a moment’s confusion over ordering two coffees, plus Kitty-Sue’s tea. The waitress appeared confused by the extra order, but Kitty-Sue assured her in Japanese that we were waiting for someone to join us.

      After being served, I tugged on my ear, the signal to ask Kitty-Sue to set up a kitsune privacy bubble around our table.

      “So, Koji-san is supposed to be a powerful human magician?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      I held my hand up and made a waggling gesture. “Relatively speaking, yes,” I said.

      “He smells like a magician,” said Kitty-Sue, nodding to herself, “but not like a healer. Why can’t he see Akiko-san?”

      I sipped my coffee while preparing a reply. Magicians have a lot of secrets. Secrets we hate sharing with others. Still, Kitty-Sue needed to know about Koji-san’s limitations.

      “Koji-san is a Ritualist magician,” I said. “Magicians like Akiko and myself operate by weaving spells using the five elements. We can do it because we can see the magic.”

      “You’re saying he can’t see magic?” asked Kitty-Sue. “Or see Akiko-san?”

      “Yes,” I said. “He can’t see the energy we use for our workings.”

      “So how does he accomplish anything?”

      Looking at Akiko to see if she was following the conversation, I answered. “Ritualists have some talent, but lack the senses and spark to perform high-grade magic. Great at performing rituals and minor magics, they are the draftsmen of the magic world, as compared to the artists.” I indicated Akiko and myself.

      At Kitty-Sue’s look of incomprehension, I tried a different analogy. “Koji’s like a musician that learned to hit the keys perfectly, but can’t tell if the piano is in tune.”

      “So, he’s like you?”

      Ignoring her jibe, I continued. “Their success rate depends heavily on performing in high magic areas like Hakone. Kind of like a poor fisherman whose success depends on fishing a stocked pool. Akiko and I can pull magic off almost anywhere. Ritualists can only perform in the right area. Even then, their spells must be repeated hundreds of times to capture that one moment when the magical flows are correct.”

      “Hundreds of times. Sounds boring,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “It takes a lot of discipline,” I said. “Koji-san is much more disciplined than me.”

      A snort from Kitty-Sue indicated that everyone was much more disciplined than me.

      “So that explains why Akiko-san has so much trouble with magic when she loses her glasses,” said Kitty-Sue.

      Although we had never discussed it, Kitty-Sue was observant enough to notice Akiko’s loss of talent when she lost her glasses. On two previous occasions, Akiko had been deprived of her glasses, which had severely impeded her magic.

      The funny thing was, the glasses weren’t needed. I had convinced her on our first meeting that using the glasses would allow her to see the magic. All bullshit. As a ghost, she didn’t need glasses. The ones she now wore acted as her “Dumbo’s feather.” Her belief in the glasses allowed her to believe she could see magic.

      “Yes,” I said. “All magicians have weaknesses. We don’t like talking about them.”

      Sipping her tea and then setting it down, Kitty-Sue mused, “So, if I steal Akiko’s glasses and blind you, you’d both be helpless?”

      Akiko gasped, and I gave Kitty-Sue a level look. “Not quite,” I said. “Magicians always keep a few surprises in reserve.”

      Looking back and forth between Akiko and me in surprise, Kitty-Sue said, “Oh! Gomenasai! I would never hurt you! You’re my family.”

      She leaned forward with a puzzled frown. “Doesn’t everybody think that way? Trying to figure out the best way to attack?” She leaned back and crossed her arms. “Haven’t you ever wondered about the best way to kill a kitsune?”

      “Not. Until. Now,” said Akiko in her cold from-beyond-the-grave voice. She wasn’t happy about Kitty-Sue cataloging our weak points.

      I felt a shiver go down my spine, mouth suddenly dry. The power in Akiko’s voice, unrestrained by human limitations, could do things beyond my talents. I picked up my cup to take a sip. Instead of steaming hot coffee, it was now solid ice.

      I rethought my plan to wean Akiko from using her glasses. Magicians who gain too much power without links to humanity invariably end up going insane.

      “And how would you approach Koji-san?” I asked, to change the subject.

      “Just break his fingers,” replied Kitty-Sue, matter-of-factly. “If he can’t make those weaves, he can’t do magic.”

      Speaking of Koji-san, he was there at the door, looking around like he didn’t see us. Of course, he didn’t see us; we were hidden under Kitty-Sue’s don’t-see-me bubble. I gestured for Kitty-Sue to drop her bubble. With a quickly suppressed start of surprise, Koji-san joined us at the table.

      After ordering more coffee, including a replacement for my frozen lump of coffee, we got down to business.

      Koji-san started by praising my talents. “That privacy bubble, the quick freeze,” he said. “Scott-san, you are very talented.” I neglected to tell him that neither of those examples had been caused by me.

      “For a magician of your caliber,” Koji-san said, “getting rid of this minor ghost should be easy. I daresay I could do the exorcism myself.” He leaned back in his chair and said, “As I told you on the phone, I am prepared to give you a permanent suite here at the hotel in exchange for this minor service.”

      The bastard was trying to back out of his promise. Instead of giving me the land that contained the haunted onsen in exchange for the exorcism, he wanted to gift a permanent residence at the hotel. A permanent suite was a valuable item, but not enough to risk my life for.

      I had learned long ago to never get into a Deal that I wasn’t prepared to walk away from.

      “Yes, Koji-san,” I replied. “This ghost is a minor annoyance, at most. You should look for a magician of lesser talent. I’m sure there are dozens of practitioners who could take care of this problem.” I paused for a few moments. “There’s that guy in Chicago. He’s an expert in ghosts. I heard he even spent some time as a ghost.”

      “Guy in Chicago?” asked Koji-san. “What guy in Chicago?”

      “Oh, you’ve heard of him,” I said. “Barry, Larry, something like that. He calls himself a wizard instead of a magician.” I scribbled a number on a piece of paper. “He’s very talented. I even have his phone number, you can call him right now.” I dropped the paper on the table and took the last sip of coffee. I stood and gestured to Kitty-Sue that we were leaving.

      Ignoring the sputtering from Koji-san, I said to Kitty-Sue, “Are you interested in riding the cable car up the mountain? We can get some of those eggs that they cook in the sulfuric ponds. I’ve heard they’re very tasty.”

      Suddenly, Koji-san was in front of us, blocking the exit. At my look, he paled, then said, “However, there is the matter of a deadline. We only have until the next full moon in June to rectify this matter.”

      I crossed my arms and waited. Koji-san waved to the waitress and asked that the dessert cart be brought out. At this, Kitty-Sue’s ears lifted and she nodded. It wasn’t much of a bribe, but it was enough to attract us back to the table.

      The poor dessert cart was almost empty when we had finished our selections. Between a high-metabolism magician, a kitsune ninja, and a ghost, there weren’t enough pies and cakes to satisfy us all.

      Fresh coffee to top off the sweets, and it was time to get the story. “Tell us more about this ghost,” I said.

      Koji-san hesitated, then decided to tell the truth. As a magician, he had to tell the truth, but there were ways to avoid giving away everything.

      “Over two hundred years ago,” Koji-san said, “there was a ruthless samurai in this area. He was famous for his cruelty and the strength of his arms. He defeated many other samurai in duels, many times by acting dishonorably. He was finally brought to justice. He was beheaded at the onsen, his armor auctioned off to pay reparations to the families of those he had wronged. All of his armor save the sword, which disappeared when he died.

      “The next full moon after his execution, his ghost appeared, more powerful and insane than ever. He had become an onryō, a vengeance spirit, bent on destroying those who had wronged him.

      “Each night for a full month, the ghost reappeared, killing his executioner, then the executioner’s family down to the smallest babe. It appeared that none could stop this monster.”

      Koji-san paused to drink his coffee, then continued. “The village elders sent for a magician to battle the ghost. My ancestor answered the call. In exchange for this service, he was offered both this haunted onsen as well as the land the hotel now sits upon to stop the ghost.”

      OK, insane, murderous ghost. Missing Samurai armor. Why was this suddenly an urgent problem? Time to get back to business. “So,” I said, “you have a deadline?”

      “Yes,” said Koji-san. “My ancestor labored for a month to create a ward to trap the angry spirit. On the night of a full moon, two hundred and twenty-seven years ago, he executed his spell. The ward, which encircles the hot spring and mountain glade, will not allow the ghost to pass.

      “Although he created a powerful ward, there was a time limit. The wards would last only two hundred twenty-seven years before failure. Once the wards are gone, nothing will prevent the samurai ghost from escaping and exacting his revenge on the descendants of his enemies.”

      “Why two hundred and twenty-seven years?” asked Kitty-Sue. “Why not two fifty? Or five hundred?”

      “The spell has to contain a prime number,” Akiko and I said at the same time. The mathematics of magic required prime numbers. Other factors would have further constrained the choices for the spell’s duration, preventing larger primes from working.

      “Do you have a map of this area and the wards?” I asked.

      “In my office,” said Koji-san. “Please follow me.”

      A few minutes later we were examining a map on his wall. It was very old, obviously created by his ancestor. There were markings on it in Japanese that I couldn’t make out. Koji-san pointed out the section of the map that showed the warded area. It was a few miles from the hotel and required a trek up a small mountain to reach.

      Akiko and I spent several minutes poring over the map. Kitty-Sue, who had little interest in human-style magic, chatted with Koji-san in Japanese.

      “It’s crooked,” said Akiko. “The river doesn’t go that way.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Older maps don’t put north at the top as we do with modern maps. Plus, magicians tend to orient their maps so that the top points to the nearest major ley line.”

      “Still,” she said, tilting her head to change her angle, then looking through the wall with a magician’s senses. “Even so, it doesn’t quite line up correctly.”

      I opened my mouth to explain, but she beat me to it. “Volcanism!” she said. “Over the centuries, the magma flows deep inside the earth change the orientation of surface ley lines.”

      “And what are all of these markings?” asked Akiko. On the side of the map, handwritten in a tiny font, was a series of symbols. I recognized the kanji symbols for Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Spirit, as well as a compass rose. Below that compass was a listing of times in two columns. One column was headed by a rising sun symbol, the second column by a setting sun symbol.

      It hit me in a flash. This was an almanac of energy flows in Hakone. “Very neat,” I said to Akiko in a voice too low for Koji-san to hear. “With this chart, a Ritualist can perform his spells with a higher probability of success.” Pointing to the first entry, I said, “If I were to stand here at forty-seven minutes past sunrise, facing three degrees clockwise from north, I would be able to catch a streamer of Spirit in my right hand and a streamer of Fire in my left.”

      “Except it wouldn’t work, due to the changes,” said Akiko. After a few moments of puzzled thought, she exclaimed, “I know how to update this so it’s current!”

      Turning to me, she said, “Will you tell Koji-san? He will be so happy!”

      My poor, innocent, genius, generous magician student. Instead of telling her no, I asked, “How long would it take you to recalculate all of these entries?”

      Finger to her chin, Akiko said slowly, “Using the math app on my iPad, about three or four hours.”

      I shook my head. “With magic, never trust the results of any device; from simple calculators to the most modern supercomputers, all can be corrupted by greater powers. How long would it take you to do the calculations by hand?”

      Akiko thought for several minutes, unwilling to give an incorrect answer. “About twelve hours,” she said. “It might go faster at the end because the preliminary calculations would already be set up.” After a pause, she asked, “Is that interference why we don’t use artificial intelligence?”

      I nodded, “The only device that could have done these types of calculations without supernatural interference was Babbage’s Difference Engine.”

      “Too bad we don’t have a Difference Engine,” said Akiko.

      “Oh, I’ve got one. But it’s in Las Vegas.”

      “Really?” she asked. “Why didn’t you show it to us when we visited your home?”

      “It’s not in my home,” I said. “It fills two floors of an industrial warehouse. It takes three precision machinists to keep it working, as well as a temperature controlled environment. In any case, it’s not available to us.”

      “Still,” she said, “I could complete the calculations, and you could give the results to Koji-san.”

      Time for her to learn the rules. “We won’t help him without a Deal. Remember, as a magician, your time and skills are very valuable. Giving away the results of your hard work will only cause problems. If Koji-san can come up with something we want, we can trade your chart.”

      She gave that nod that indicated she would follow my lead but still didn’t agree with me.

      After the perusal of the map, we moved it to Koji-san’s desk and sat to discuss terms. I wasn’t about to let him weasel out of a fair trade. The fact that one of the first targets of the angry onryō would be him would push him to make a fair Deal.

      “Recreating or reinforcing the existing wards won’t work,” I said. “Building a new ward can’t be done in the time you have left. The only option I see is to induce the ghost to pass on.”

      “Pass on?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Move on,” I said. “Go on to the next phase. I can open the door for ghosts. They can then choose to go through.”

      Akiko shook her head. “He won’t choose. He knows what waits for him,” she said in a voice that indicated that nothing pleasant waited. “There’s no way he will go through voluntarily.” As a ghost and a magician, Akiko had a very good idea of what waited for the ghost samurai. She knew a lot more than me about the afterlife. Unfortunately, she was very tight-lipped about the next world. The dead keep their secrets very well.

      Over the next hour, we hammered out the details of the Deal. Koji-san kept trying to modify the arrangement. I thought it was pretty simple; if we managed to eliminate the threat from the samurai, the onsen and the glade surrounding it was mine.

      Koji-san’s objections were a series of restrictions, many of which I couldn’t abide. Could I guarantee that the ghost would be exorcised? No. Could I guarantee that no more people would die before the ghost was eliminated? No.

      There was something else going on. I was ready to renounce the Deal and leave when Koji-san made a comment.

      “This should be simple for you,” said Koji-san.

      “Simple?” I asked.

      “Yes,” said Koji-san. “You are a powerful magician. And you could have the assistance of the favored of the kitsune queen.”

      Could have? What did he mean? With a sudden flash of understanding, I turned to Kitty-Sue and said, “Kitty-Sue-san, would you please help me in this endeavor? Your assistance would prove invaluable.”

      “I would be honored to help you and the Hakone magical community. The queen wishes it to be known that she always stands ready to render aid.”

      That damn queen. Sticking her pointy nose into my business again. Still, from Koji-san’s speech, it appeared that her “approval” was mandatory.

      Koji-san took a few moments before speaking. “And how will you and the kitsune clan divide this prize?”

      “Divide?” Oh yeah, if Kitty-Sue helped, I would have to give something up to her clan for requesting her help.

      If the kitsune queen wanted in on this Deal, she could scamper her nine-tailed ass down here and pitch in. I squelched that thought before it could show up on my face. Instead, I decided to be diplomatic.

      “We’ll iron out a timeshare arrangement,” I said. “After the menace is eliminated.” Then the thought of the regal, composed, nine-tailed kitsune queen stripping naked and bathing in my—our—onsen distracted me for several moments. I shook my head to clear the thoughts.

      Koji-san’s eyes brightened, and he smiled. Looking at Kitty-Sue, he said, “If the queen allowed us to let it be known that she is a patron of the onsen, it would be a great boost to our reputation.”

      Damn, why couldn’t I have been born a royal instead of a handsome magician? But Koji-san’s smiling face made me rethink our conversation.

      Of course, it made sense. A gaijin magician working in Japan to do something they couldn’t do would be a severe loss of face. The same gaijin magician, assisting the kitsune queen’s favorite niece, was a much better story. Now with the new arrangement, Koji-san’s objections were overcome, and the Deal was formalized.

      “Great,” I said as I shook Koji-san’s hand. “We’ll go first thing in the morning to interview the ghost.”
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        Picnic With an Unruly Spirit

      

      

      Back in the present, the formidable kitsune was nowhere to be seen. So much for assisting.

      Once my left arm was back to a functional state, although still weak, I pushed at the timestream, slowing down the world. Just before the attack, I had started to make a warded circle in the clearing with the intention of trapping the angry spirit. Maybe I could use my speed to complete and spring the trap.

      Keeping low to the ground, I scrambled through the forest towards the incomplete circle. Keeping my center of gravity low to allow rapid changes in direction, I headed towards the clearing. Crossing the perimeter of the glade, from forest to grass, brought another volley of arrows. Prepared this time, I easily evaded the slow projectiles. By circling the glade around the hot spring in the center, the onsen, I gradually moved up until I was back where I had started my aborted warding circle.

      Unfortunately, the samurai bowman was too smart to stand in my circle. I couldn’t trap him there. Still, the circle, once completed, was proof against spirits. Maybe I could still get some use out of it.

      I hurled myself into the circle and started the spell that activated the ward. I was followed by more arrows. Thankfully, I was able to dodge them while the circle formed. At my back, I felt the unseen presence of Akiko. With an ethereal twang, the ward popped into existence.

      Standing at the center of the circle, I regarded the bowman. He sent more arrows my way, but all bounced harmlessly off of the ward, fading away before touching the ground. I dropped the pressure on the timestream, and reality started flowing normally. I smiled grimly at the samurai, then stepped to the edge of the ward, closing the distance between us. Maybe now he would listen to reason.

      Instead, he dropped the bow and drew a sword, racing forward. He would soon bounce painfully off of the ward. I hoped he would calm down enough to start a dialog. The ripple of light along the steel blade of the samurai sword made pretty patterns in the air as it sliced towards my head. I turned, more to examine the blade than to attempt evasion. I pushed time again to allow a closer inspection. Looking closer showed the sword to have that realer-than-real look of an enchanted object. Damn, the sword wasn’t ectoplasm! It could easily pierce my ward.

      I frantically pushed harder against time to slow the overhand strike enough to allow escape, as the sword cut right through the bubble and swept past my ear. A long lock of my hair, dark at the roots, white at the ends, drifted to the ground, a reminder of how close the sword had come. My opponent’s sword hand bounced off of the ward, but he never lost his grip on the hilt. He was incensed that his sword could pass, but he couldn’t. Now we knew what had happened to the missing sword: the ghost had stolen it back from his executioners.

      I stepped back to the center of my two-meter-wide circle, safely out of range of the sword. He unleashed a flurry of slashes at my ward, hoping the sword would destroy my protections. But I had wrought well—his sword could pass, but he couldn’t. After probing the ward for several minutes and finding no way to get at me, the samurai drew himself into a ready stance and made a long speech. I understood nothing he said, despite my studies of Japanese.

      “He says you should come out of that coward’s hole and fight fair,” whispered Akiko in my ear.

      Fight fair, I wondered, remembering the same challenge from an alpha werewolf. Why is it that only those who have you outmatched are interested in fighting fair? I had no intention of fighting fair. I hadn’t done it in over fifty years and wasn’t about to start then.

      “Why can’t I understand anything he says?” I murmured.

      “He’s speaking in an older dialect of Japanese,” she replied. “I’ve only heard it in old samurai movies.”

      “Can you help me talk with him?” I asked.

      “I think so—” Akiko began, but she was interrupted by another statement by the samurai.

      “He says if you won’t fight on equal terms, he will consider you his prisoner. He says he can stay here for eternity to ensure you starve in your prison,” Akiko said.

      Since ghosts don’t sleep, his threat was serious. I examined the swordsman using mage vision. His aura was muted pastels, with a core of bright red. The red core exuded a ribbon that wound up his chest and ringed his neck. His armor, had it been real instead of ectoplasm, would have made a nice display in a museum. The sword had some intriguing patterns on it, indicating that it was a shintai, a magical artifact used to house a spirit. My ghost apprentice, Akiko, also had a shintai I had fashioned for her. With a shintai as an anchor, normal exorcisms wouldn’t work. My first plan to perform a standard exorcism was discarded.

      The thought of fighting fair briefly entertained my thoughts. I did have a very special sword in my satchel: Princess Blade, forged of a nearly unbreakable metal. I was fast, strong, and fairly competent; with Princess’ help, I was exceptional. We could have an old-fashioned duel. The problem with that was that he was already dead. I had no idea if my magic sword could harm a ghost. It might be that he could be run through with no harm. I, on the other hand, was made of flesh and blood. A good running through would certainly ruin my day. Not my idea of a fair fight at all.

      Also, Princess, once unleashed, had a nasty habit of killing everyone in the area. She was not the right tool for the job. I wasn’t quite ready to pull the pin on the grenade that was my magic sword.

      Weapons are tools: used either to intimidate or eliminate an enemy. In the face of the samurai’s preferred tool, I saw no reason not to use my preferred tool, a .45 automatic with enchanted rounds that would surprise any supernatural entity I was likely to come across. I had spent a lot of time preparing the rounds after my last encounter with Jorōgumo, a giant spider-slut, who nearly ended my life.

      Weapons are tools, but so is diplomacy. I decided to give that a try. I reached into my satchel and extracted a blanket, which I proceeded to lay on the ground, followed by a small porcelain hibachi, followed by a simple tea set, known as chadōgu, as well as an assortment of snacks. The samurai’s eyes widened as he watched me pull out items that could not possibly have fit inside the small satchel. Obviously, he would have to rethink his plan to starve me until I acquiesced to fight fair.

      Laying the material on the ground, I asked the invisible Akiko, “Akiko-san, could you join us and prepare tea?”

      She stepped from behind me and willed herself into visibility. I was surprised to see that she had adopted a very conservative mode of dress. She was wearing a long formal kimono. She was dressed as a maiko, an apprentice geisha. Her long, black hair was bound up in traditional style with the addition of two dangling kanzashi hair ornaments. Her feet were shod with the old-style wooden shoes called geta. Her expression was serene, without a trace of the smiling young lady I had come to know. The only modern touch to her attire was the red-framed glasses she wore. Something bothered me about her kimono until I realized it was wrapped right over left, instead of the standard left over right. I mused that it must be a fashion choice.

      Akiko bowed deeply to the samurai and introduced herself. She then performed introductions between the samurai and me. Thanks to whispered instructions from Akiko, I knew exactly how low to bow to the swordsman. Too low, and I would be acknowledging his superiority; too little and I would be proclaiming myself his superior. That would only lead to more needless conflict.

      I found out his preferred name was Arashi Shichiro Takeda. Just as I kept my true name hidden beneath the Scott Freeman facade, samurai were famous for having hidden names. He probably wasn’t even a seventh son, as his name would suggest. Having his true name would have been helpful in an exorcism, but it wasn’t strictly necessary.

      “If Takeda-sama would agree to a truce, my master and I would like to invite you for tea,” said Akiko in Japanese. For an instant, I wondered why I could understand her version of feudal Japanese, but not his. More of her increasing mastery of magic and languages. My apprentice had come a long way from her first, schoolgirl, English.

      A short nod from the samurai indicated he would hold to the truce. Not the trusting type, I kept my alertness high. He sheathed his sword in his belt. I noted he positioned the sword horizontally, the hilt by his left hand, the scabbard sticking out directly behind him. As touching a samurai’s sword was considered a grave offense, leading to a duel, his positioning of the sword showed that he was quick to take offense. This was further confirmation that he was an asshole.

      I cautiously dropped the ward, allowing him to approach. I could reset the ward in an instant if he attacked. He sat in a seiza position, kneeling with his feet pointed backward. Although it looks uncomfortable, it allows a quick leap, either to avoid or initiate an attack. I sat in the same manner, lowering myself at the same time, grateful that I had spent so much time on rejuvenating my knees and hips.

      Akiko approached the blanket, then knelt down and proceeded to prepare tea for us. As she worked, she chatted with the samurai. From my rudimentary Japanese, I could follow parts of her story. How she was a wandering spirit who met by chance a wizard who helped her break the bonds of her earthly link. I noted she used the modern term for wizard, uiza-do; which required a bit of explanation. Continuing her story, she stated that the wizard found that she had some small measure of talent in magic and accepted her as his student. She quickly proved she was talented by lighting the charcoal in the hibachi with a gesture and whispered word.

      The grace with which she prepared the tea service was almost hypnotic, every movement measured and precise. An outdoor tea ceremony is called a nodate. As she worked, she discussed the beauty of the small glade that housed the onsen, the brightness of the flowers, and many other subjects. After a pleasant period, she finished preparations of the green tea.

      Setting a small tray with the tea on the ground in front of the samurai ghost, she bowed her head and offered that the tea was almost ready.

      The swordsman scoffed and passed his hand through the tea set, proving that earthly drinks could neither nourish nor warm him. Akiko responded with a gentle smile, placing one hand on each side of the tray. She then whispered the trigger word for Schrödinger’s quantum duplication spell, the first spell I had taught her. After activating the spell, she pulled her hands apart. As her hands separated, one tray remained in each hand; the right-hand tray had a faint translucent quality denoting it was no longer on the earthly plane. Akiko took the ghostly tray in both hands and offered tea to our guest. He extended a finger gingerly and gently touched a small teacup. When it resisted his touch, he took the cup into his joined hands. He seemed to relish the warmth of the teacup and spent several moments inhaling the aroma of the hot green tea. He waited for me to pick up my teacup before tasting his own. His theretofore expressionless face relaxed slightly, the furrow between his eyebrows smoothing out.

      Akiko then brought out some snacks to accompany the tea. While she was performing the duplication spell, the samurai leaned in quickly and snatched the glasses from Akiko’s face. Akiko’s graceful gestures became fumbles, and the spell she was working sputtered and died.

      The samurai pretended not to notice, peering through the lenses, which did him no good, as they were bound to Akiko. He handed the spectacles back with a muttered apology. But I saw the glint in his eye. He had identified a weakness in Akiko’s magic.

      Akiko returned her glasses to her face and continued the duplication spell. I noted that she didn’t choose sweet snacks, probably because the excessive sweetness of modern snacks would be overpowering to someone from his time and place. When offered the ghostly snacks, the swordsman waited for Akiko and me to taste the sweets before partaking himself. Not a very trusting type.

      Throughout the tea ceremony, Akiko kept up a continuous stream of gentle conversation. She would occasionally address a comment to me in English, letting me know what they were discussing, but the majority of her focus was on our ghostly guest. I knew she would give me a complete rundown later.

      I knew better than to interrupt with my broken Japanese, littered with twenty-first-century expressions that would only confuse the samurai. I learned long ago that people judge you by how well you speak their language. Better for him to admire the grace, eloquence, and magical abilities of Akiko, my humble student.

      Although my ghostly guest seemed to appreciate the tea and sweets, which had been unavailable to him until now, he maintained a reserved expression. After hundreds of years without food or drink, I would have gone crazy.

      However, when I pulled the bottle of sake from my satchel, he did perk up. As Akiko prepared the sake by first duplicating the bottle using Schrödinger’s spell, then carefully heating it over the hibachi grill, my guest looked on avidly. The odor of warm sake filled my nostrils as I sipped along with our guest.

      As our guest consumed the sake, he became more voluble, discussing his history with Akiko. He spent a lot of time describing his battles with other samurai. I consumed many cups of sake, matching him one for one, depending on my fast metabolism to dispel the effects of the rice wine.

      Unfortunately, his story did not paint a rosy picture. He had been betrayed and beheaded, which had led him to become a vengeful spirit. Although neither Akiko nor I used the term onryō, it was obvious he had a one-track mind and was only interested in vengeance. I put on a calm face while internally vowing never to let this madman loose.

      Akiko went on to explain that we were only interested in using the delightful onsen, as it was a famous source of spiritual energy. Takeda-san rebuffed her request gruffly, stating that the onsen and surrounding area was his and he had no intention of sharing with anyone. Even the promise of further food and drink would not sway him.

      We continued our picnic, and Akiko continued to pursue finding what the ghost samurai wanted. After a long discussion, Arashi’s desires became clear.

      “Scott-sensei,” said Akiko. “Takeda-sama states that he if very interested in getting his original armor returned to him. He says he cannot move on to his just reward until he and the armor are reunited.”

      While his story was one of betrayal and he portrayed himself as the victim, it was obvious to me he had been stripped of honor and armor, then beheaded because he was a monster. All of his protestations that an evil wizard (is there any other kind?) had imprisoned him in the onsen did not ring true.

      Still, Akiko and I maintained pleasant expressions throughout his recounting. Through another bottle of sake, we discussed ways that we might help him with his endeavor to regain the armor and rejoin it with the rest of his body and what recompense we might receive for our justifiably difficult work.

      Takeda-san finally said that he might allow us to make use of “his” onsen for a small period of one day per year. Akiko said that his offer was much too generous for us, but unfortunately, we had many other, more important, tasks that awaited us.

      Takeda-san countered with an offer that we might get access to the onsen for up to two days a year, barring his needs.

      Another bottle of sake was consumed as Akiko whittled away at his objections. I was only half listening, depending on Akiko to hammer out the details and get the best deal we could. Akiko also continued to supply us with tasty treats grilled on the tiny charcoal grill.

      Finally, we wound up the discussion. Akiko pointedly explained to me in English the demands of the onryō. “He wants his armor returned to join his remains here so that he can find peace. He offers us access to the onsen ten full days each month in exchange for this service.”

      “I think we have a Deal,” I said. “Please tell him we will do our best to recover his missing armor.”

      I could tell Akiko had reservations, but she could not voice her suspicions in front of the samurai.

      The samurai reached inside his ghostly armor and pulled out a woven lock of hair. He set the hair down at the edge of the blanket. Akiko started translating. “He says that this is a lock of his original hair. It can be used to track and locate his missing armor.”

      I examined the hair. It was real, not ectoplasm, but there was something about it. It was surrounded by a haze of magic, of a type I had not encountered.

      I reached towards the item, to pick it up and examine. My hand was stopped short by an invisible force. As I watched, small bite marks appeared on my hand. Like being bitten by a tiny invisible cat. Or an invisible fox.

      I pulled my hands back quickly, covering the bite with my other hand. A much closer examination showed the trap in the object. Sure, the hair could be linked to his armor but it also provided a link to him. He could use the link to possess an unsuspecting person. Or a magician stupid enough to grab it without checking. The son of a bitch wanted to possess me. Sure, he was trapped by the wards, but I wasn’t. If he could possess me, he could walk out with no problems.

      Inwardly seething, I smiled and said through Akiko, “Please tell Takeda-san that I appreciate the great trust he has shown in me by giving me this item.” I concentrated furiously. Air, earth, spirit for energy...

      In a few seconds, sand particles flowed towards the object, heat transforming the sand into glass before it reached the item. Air lifted the lock of hair, suspending it in a cooling globe, and the glass flowed around the air pocket. The hair was now captured in a steel-strong globe of glass. I reached out and pulled the globe from midair.

      “An item so valuable,” I continued, “that I insist on using a protective globe to ensure it will come to no harm while we use it to find his armor.”

      A quick look of anger flashed across his face as I put the globe inside my pocket.

      The sun was setting by the time negotiations were completed. We bade our farewells and watched as our host faded into the approaching night. He looked much more substantial than he had earlier, a result of partaking of our food and sake. I’d possibly regret strengthening him up, but we really needed him to cooperate.

      I raised my hands, preparing to drop our wards, but a look from Akiko stayed my hand. Her ghostly senses, much more sensitive than my own, indicated that our host had not retreated. Instead, I assisted Akiko in gathering up our supplies, leaving only the ghostly remnants of our grill and a bottle of sake.

      After another half hour, Akiko finally gave the sign that we could drop the ward. We quickly moved to the edge of the clearing and crossed the ward that imprisoned our samurai. A small fox shape moved along behind us, wagging her tails as we headed back to the main road.

      At the edge of the road, I waited for a taxi to hail. The red-haired fox I had chased away from my hiding place peeked out of the grass and moved closer, growing slowly into the semi-human shape of Kitty-Sue. I reached into my satchel and handed her a yukata, pants, and a pair of slippers. As she slipped into the clothing, we saw a taxi come our way with the illuminated red sign in the windshield that indicated it was free.

      Rubbing my still sore hand, I said, “Kitty-Sue, thank you for your help with the samurai. You kept me from making a grave mistake.”

      As we headed to Koji-san’s hotel, I enjoyed the brief period of silence. Akiko doesn’t normally talk much, but Kitty-Sue makes up for it with incessant chatter. However, when she morphed from her animal shape back to human, it took her a while to reacquire the habit of speech. Was I a bad person for enjoying the quiet?

      As we neared the hotel, the peaceful period ended with Kitty-Sue stating, “You know that samurai will betray you, right? All that talk about letting you use the onsen was just to distract you until you return the armor.” She went on to point out the many reasons not to trust onryō in general and this particular spirit in this case.

      “Of course, he will betray us,” I said. “I’m counting on it.”
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        Meeting the Dragon of Lake Ashi

      

      

      The next morning, we had just finished breakfast in the hotel dining room when a call came. Just as had happened in New York with the Spirit of Liberty, a powerful entity focused attention on our group. Akiko and I turned our heads to the north as we felt the focus of the entity’s attention. I could tell that Kitty-Sue was also included in the calling, as her head twisted in synchronization with ours.

      “You feel it, too?” I asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Yes,” she said. “The dragon wants to meet us.”

      I was about to object to the “us,” then realized that if the kitsune queen’s best assassin was nosing around my home, I would want to have a talk, also.

      We called a cab to the hotel and rode to the Hakone Shrine, the origin of the calling.

      As we exited the cab and joined the crowds. Kitty-Sue examined the crowds for enemies. Her persistent paranoia was a comfort to me.

      As we walked towards the shrine, passing the nine-headed dragon fountain, the crowd thinned. No, not like there were fewer people. The people themselves thinned out like fog on a hot morning, fading away until only Akiko, Kitty-Sue, and I were solid. The dragon’s way of inviting us into his home. I pulled Princess out of my satchel and held her in my left hand, ready for attack.

      Our host appeared, and at her first words, I had to correct my thought. Into her home.

      “Welcome to my shrine,” said the dragon. Its voice was sweet and ethereal, and very female.

      She was a monster, but a magnificent monster with a sinewy body more than seven meters in length, coated with scales I knew to be almost indestructible. Her color was a dark bronze with hints of gold. Unlike her cousins, the Chinese dragons, she had three toes on each foot. Her reptilian slit-pupil eyes watched us with interest.

      I took a quick look at Akiko and Kitty-Sue, surprised to see that they were also fading away. The damn dragon was separating me from my backup. Akiko held on to reality for a longer time, probably due to her facility in crossing planes. But she too faded away.

      Or I faded away. The dragon and I were now in a subterranean cavern, riddled with volcanic vents. It wasn’t an illusion, we had really been transported. The ambient level of magic was very high, something that only happened in volcanic areas or high population areas. I allowed the magic to seep in, filling my reservoirs to the brim. If I had been transported here, where had Kitty-Sue and Akiko been sent?

      But I had seen no panic on their faces, no surprise at the translocation. They had sensed no danger. I held back for the moment, needing a better reason before attacking the dragon.

      “Where are my friends?” I said, casually placing my right hand on my satchel, putting a variety of potent weapons within reach. Between Princess and the items in my pouch, I had a small chance against a dragon.

      “I’ve invited them to tea,” replied the dragon. Then she focused on my satchel and continued, “I have no dispute with them.”

      “So, we’re going to have tea?” I asked. “And what should I call you?” At the same time, I was thinking, I thought the dragon was male and had nine heads?

      “I’m the dragon of Lake Ashi,” she stated.

      “Sooo, I should call you Ashley?” I prompted.

      She snorted smoke from her nostrils, but didn’t offer another name.

      “You can call me Scott,” I said. “Very pleased to meet you, Ashley.”

      Her Japanese manners came through. “Hajimemashita, Scott-san.”

      “The legends say you should be male and have nine heads,” I said. “I’m glad you’re a pretty female dragon.”

      “That was my grandfather,” she said. “The one the statue at the shrine is based on. The nine heads thing is how humans perceive someone who can be in more than one place at the same time.

      “Maintaining Lake Ashi is sort of the family business now.”

      “You’re doing a great job,” I said. “Your lake is beautiful.”

      She smiled, which would have been nice on a human, but on a dragon, only served to display more teeth. I suppressed a shiver.

      “Thank you,” she said, stepping closer. Then her mood changed.

      “You stink of dragon’s blood!” she hissed. Her tail lashed back and forth, causing bullwhip cracks as loud as thunder.

      “And you carry a bag made of dragonskin,” she accused. “Did you think you could come here like St. George and slay another dragon?”

      Making a decision that would save both of us, I put the furious Princess away. If the stories were true, Princess had been forged in dragon flame. I’m sure dragons had ways to counter her attacks.

      I calmly said, “I’ve slain no dragons. These items were freely given as part of a bargain, I assure you. The blood donated, the dragonskin from a shedding. No dragon was harmed to obtain them. You’re not the first dragon I’ve encountered.”

      The motion of her head at the end of that long supple neck was hypnotic, like the dance of a cobra, only much deadlier. The way her eyes focused on and through me reminded me of something, a wisp of memory.

      Then it hit me, that gaze that went far beyond mortal realms. It was the same look that Elvis and Jackie had given me before they pronounced their prophecies. Ancient powers could discern the future, even influence the future through careful dissemination of their prophecies. I was instantly on my guard.

      I backed up a step and said, “I’m a magician. All we do is make Deals. I have no interest in chasing dragons.”

      Once again that gaze that penetrated time and space. She was checking the veracity of my claims. I waited calmly. Only an idiot would lie to someone of her level.

      “Humph,” she said. “You’re not lying.” Her tail stopped swishing around, and she sat down and curled her tail around her feet, looking like the world’s largest cat. Her neck bent down to bring her head to my level.

      “But,” she continued, “your encounters with other great powers makes it hard to read your past. That other dragon has placed a veil over your time together. Your future is a different story. In your future, I see—”

      “Stop right there, sweetheart,” I said, holding up a hand. “I have no interest in hearing your fucking prophecy.”

      The dragon tilted her head and looked at me quizzically. She blinked slowly, and when her eyes opened, I saw a flash of images in the corneas of those bowling-ball-sized orbs. It took all my willpower, but I turned my head away. “And that goes double for seeing my future. Keep your damned prophecies to yourself.”

      “Few mortals, human or mage, would deny the chance to see the future,” she said, puffs of smoke coming from her mouth with each word.

      “Bullshit,” I replied. “Those like you use prophecy to move us around the world like pawns on a chessboard. I heard it from Jackie, and it almost killed me. I had the kitsune queen try to manipulate me using her niece. I even heard it from my old friend Elvis. Now you want to put a bug in my ear and send me out to do what you want.”

      I put my hand on my satchel, ready to draw my .45 and test my god-killer round on this dragon. Her gaze went to my hand; if she blinked, I would draw and fire.

      She stretched her long neck up, rising twenty feet into the air. I held my breath. The moment stretched out, and I felt tension along my spine.

      She laughed, spurting flames that came dangerously close to incinerating me. When her pyroclastic guffaws finally ended, she took a deep breath. She looked down on me and I sensed a decision.

      Her form shrank down until she was a human-sized dragon. Then she looked down and spat flame. The flames hit the rock floor and formed a line around her form before leaping up to conceal her. I caught a glimpse of her changing form shimmering through the wall of flames, a hint of breast and juncture of thigh arousing dirty thoughts.

      I was disappointed when, instead of burning out and revealing her naked form, the flames closed in on her body, wreathing her in a flame-red dress. The dress clung to her with an occasional flame sprouting out and flickering seductively. Her hair was obsidian black with hints of red, the red of banked coals, deep and ruddy. Where her skin was visible, the scales had gone from saucer sized to tiny flakes that moved hypnotically as she swayed. Her eyes retained their reptilian color and shape, ruddy gold with a slit pupil. She licked her plump lips with a forked tongue and looked at me like I was a tasty treat.

      I remembered the feel of dragonskin, the pleasure of touching and caressing that silky-smooth covering. Stroking with the scales produced the sensation of stroking warm oil on steel; stroking sideways was like caressing mink. Stroking against the grain raised all of those razor-sharp scales and shredded skin like grabbing a running chainsaw. It was a bad idea to rub dragons the wrong way.

      She was hot as hell and she knew it. My lascivious thoughts stopped abruptly when she stepped closer and I noticed her bare feet caused the rock to melt, leaving her footprints behind. Although her delicate feet looked human to my eyes, the melted footprints she left had only three toes, a sure sign of a Japanese dragon.

      I flashed back to my battle with Jorōgumo, how she had transformed into a beautiful woman to tempt me. Why do all the females I meet know my weakness for hot women?

      As she stepped closer, her body making mesmerizing motions under her flame dress, I felt a surge of heat. It was like opening the door to a blast furnace. I stepped back quickly, my hand still in the satchel.

      “Just because you’re hot,” I said, “doesn’t mean I won’t protect myself from you.”

      She tilted her head down and looked at the floor, then gazed at me from under her brows. She smiled shyly and said, “So you think I’m hot?” From a distance of two yards, her breath smelled of childhood campfires and made me think of cooking marshmallows under starry nights.

      “Hot, manipulative, deadly,” I replied, “all of the above.” I suddenly felt the wall of the cave at my back and realized that I had been backing away from the danger she represented. Thanks, subconscious.

      “If I promise not to burn you?” she asked. “And not to predict your fate?”

      “We have a truce?” I prompted.

      “Dragon’s honor,” she said. “We can have a truce. For today, at least.”

      Now that the thought of imminent death was no longer in the front of my brain, I remembered the courtesies required when visiting a dragon.

      “OK,” I said, pulling my hand from the satchel and raising my palms up, “we have a truce. You won’t harm me or my companions and we will offer no harm to you.”

      “Agreed, for today,” she whispered, and I was surprised to find her standing toe to toe with me, her breasts almost touching my upraised palms. The flames of her dress licked at my hands, but I felt no pain. “See,” she said with a smile, “we can get as close as possible, and you will not be harmed.”

      Sliding sideways to escape her embrace, I used the protocols to distract her and said, “I have a gift for you.”

      She had been stepping closer, but stopped suddenly and clapped her hands together—a girlish gesture, except for the thunderclap sound and the spurt of flames from her palms. “A gift? For me? How sweet!”

      Watching her face carefully, I opened my satchel and reached deep to extract the gold ingot I’d brought along. She showed no trace of fear as my hand slid out of sight, putting many deadly weapons within my grasp.

      Grunting with effort, I pulled the ingot out of my satchel and held it towards her on the palms of my hands. It was very heavy and very valuable. Roughly five hundred thousand dollars on the market.

      “Oh!” she said in a voice full of delight as she saw the gift.

      “A housewarming gift for you,” I said. “Given freely and with no expectation of return.”

      She licked her lips with a forked tongue and I felt a wave of heat come from her form. She stepped over and plucked the gold brick from my hands, handling the ingot as if it were made of paper.

      “Thank you for choosing the perfect gift,” she said, then continued in a conspiratorial whisper, “You know that sword wouldn’t have worked.”

      “The thought of using my sword to attack my host was never an option,” I said, relieved she had not seen the .45.

      Holding the gold bar in one hand, she reached for my hand and tugged me away from my spot near the wall. Her touch was warm, but not hot, temperature slightly higher than human. The strength of her grip was much more than human, but she was gentle.

      I followed her through a series of caves—yes, caves; we were no longer in the physical world, and this reality warped at her whims.

      After a few twists and turns that were impossible for the human mind to comprehend, we continued walking past openings in the cave wall that looked out on different scenes from the mundane world. I caught a glimpse of the Louvre, then the Colosseum, then a look out of a window to a seascape I recognized instantly, the shore of the tiny island off the coast of Sardinia that held my abandoned castle. Ashley urged me on, and I tore my eyes away from my former home.

      The next opening looked into my New York office. Ms. Cappuccetto was bent over my desk, rearranging papers and dusting. Her maid’s uniform was immaculate, the skirt stopping precisely four inches above her knee.

      On a whim, I sent a blast of air to lift her skirt up, revealing her garter belt and stockings, with no panties. A natural redhead. She jumped to attention and pulled her skirt down, looking around the office as if she had seen a ghost.

      “Uniform inspection,” I said through the door. She jumped again, unable to determine where the voice was coming from.

      The dragon had stopped and was looking through the door with me. She said, “You will have to be careful around red women, Scott.”

      “Why?” I asked, then bit my tongue. I didn’t want to know anything about the future.

      Ashley tilted her pretty head and gazed at me through slit pupils, deciding if answering a question would fit into her plans or not.

      “Women in red are going to cause you a lot of trouble in the future,” she said.

      Great. That was the problem with prophecy. A little hint isn’t enough, and too many details can ruin your life.

      “Says the redheaded dragon leading me to her lair,” I said.

      “It’s not a lair,” she said, “it’s just my room.”

      She turned into her boudoir, pulling me along. It was at that moment I realized all the openings we had passed, each to a different part of the globe, had opened into a daylight scene. Were those portals through time as well as space? Compared to the power needed for actual time portals, my quantum entangled communications links were like toys cars compared to Formula 1 racers.

      Ashley’s room was light and airy, with light coming from no discernible source. There was a series of cubbyholes carved out of the rock, each holding a treasure of unimaginable value. I glimpsed a familiar brass lamp, a perfect sphere of pure diamond in which glimpses of futures could be seen, and swords and talismans of every type. Other cubbyholes held piles of precious gemstones: rubies, emeralds, sapphires, and diamonds larger than my fist. A Wurlitzer jukebox from the fifties sat in a corner, lights on and ready to play.

      I spied a samurai helm and felt the tug on the mystic link that the ghost had provided. This was the missing helmet that had once belonged to the ghost samurai. Had Ashley brought me down here to tease me with how close she could get me to obtaining my goal?

      She noticed my interest in the samurai helm and asked, “Does that object interest you?”

      Instead of answering, I asked in turn, “Shouldn’t the Dragon Protector of Lake Ashi use her power to eliminate the danger posed by a samurai onryō?”

      She crossed her arms and tilted her head, obviously judging how much she could say. “There are reasons we don’t interfere in these affairs.”

      “You could save a lot of people,” I said. Including me.

      She made a moue of concentration, then said, “I could no more interfere than you would take a magical .45 automatic to a kindergarten class to stop a fight between toddlers.”

      So much for keeping my .45 a secret. It might have worked against her—I had faith that my god-killer round would work even against a dragon—but using it would be suicidal.

      In any case, she didn’t seem opposed to getting rid of the onryō. She just seemed to be blocked from taking direct action. Damn demigods.

      I walked around the room, checking the other potent objects she had strewn around as lightly as a teenage girl would throw stuffed animals. My gaze was stopped by an object of immense power. It was about the size and shape of a cut-in-half basketball, but was composed of pure gold. The gold contained an ever-changing pattern of glyphs, almost too small to be seen. In the human visual range, it was splendidly beautiful. In the magical visual range, it blazed with power and potential.

      Oh, the spells I could weave using the tiniest part of this, the artifacts I could fashion, the people I could save, I thought. My palms itched with the urge to grab it and run. It had been a long time since I had had the urge to steal. I stomped on the urge; only an idiot would take from a dragon’s horde. They were notorious for their protectiveness of their treasures.

      As if she could read my thoughts, Ashley said, “Very pretty, isn’t it?”

      “Beautiful,” I said, unable to tear my gaze away.

      “It has a lot of sentimental value,” she said.

      “You’ve had it a long time?”

      “Since before I was born,” she said.

      “How could you have had this before you were born...” I said. Then in a rush, “This is your eggshell!”

      “Very clever, human,” she said. “Do you know anything about dragon reproduction?” She moved over to a small table and sat in one of the two chairs, setting the gold bar down with a thunk.

      “Is this one of those things that will ruin my life if I know it?” I asked, then moved to sit on the chair across from her.

      Again, she looked at me with the time-piercing gaze. “No,” she said. “In fact, it might help you in the future.”

      “OK, Ashley,” I said, “tell me about the birds and bees.”

      She looked at me for a few more seconds before saying, “It’s more dragons and drakes than birds and bees.”

      She gestured at me to sit then continued, “You don’t seem the type to enjoy tea.” She waved a hand, and a wine bottle and two large wineglasses appeared on the table.

      I picked the bottle up and examined it carefully. I had to be careful about drinking here. The last time I had accepted a bottle from a demigod, it had included a prophecy, one that still hadn’t come true. This bottle seemed normal, a Valpolicella Rosso. I raised an eyebrow at Ashley.

      “Strictly mundane, I assure you,” she said.

      I reached into my satchel and pulled out a corkscrew. In a few seconds, both glasses were topped off and ready.

      “Are you old enough to drink?” I asked before touching my glass.

      She giggled, showing dimples. “I’m more than old enough to drink,” she said.

      I picked up my glass and inhaled the aroma of the fine Italian wine. I debated the consequences of drinking with a dragon. The jukebox turned on, a record lifted to the turntable, and the strains of an old Jimmy Buffet song, “It’s Five O’Clock Somewhere,” came out. I felt an invisible kiss on my cheek, and an ocean-scented breeze cooled my brow. Euterpe was still with me.

      “One of my favorite drinking songs,” I said, raising my glass in a toast.

      Ashley’s gaze zipped back and forth between me and the jukebox. “I didn’t cause that!” she said. “What did you do?”

      Apparently, she didn’t know about Euterpe, the ghost muse that followed me around, giving hints of prophecy through music. Even if I told her about Euterpe, she probably wouldn’t believe me. Kitty-Sue and Akiko didn’t believe because they couldn’t see or hear her.

      “I didn’t do anything,” I said. She fixed me with her time-piercing gaze but gave up when she couldn’t tell if I was lying.

      She picked up her glass and gazed at me over the rim. She took a sip and said, “Grandfather warned me about magicians. He told me you were full of tricks.”

      I sipped the wine and smiled, desperately trying to look enigmatic. After the casual display of power she had shown with those portals, it was nice to know there were things she didn’t understand.

      Ashley set the glass down and walked over to the jukebox and punched the buttons, stopping the song. I noticed when she was upset, the nails of her fingers elongated into talons, making punching the buttons difficult for her. She made her selection and walked back to the table. As she sat and picked up her glass, another song started. This time it was Peter, Paul, and Mary’s “Puff, The Magic Dragon.”

      With a glare at me, she said, “I hate that song. It’s not even on the playlist.” The heat from her flame-wreathed form increased and the wine in her glass started to bubble and boil. Her talons were growing longer and longer.

      I sent a silent prayer to Euterpe to avoid pissing off the immensely powerful dragon. The song abruptly finished and another record came up. This time the jukebox played “Dragons are Real” by Magnum.

      The wave of heat ceased and a cool breeze touched my sweating face. Ashley set the glass down, and her nails returned to normal length. I breathed a silent sigh of relief.

      “Cute trick, magician,” she said. “I can’t tell how you did that.”

      Ignoring the implied question, I said, “Would you like me to refill your glass?”

      At her nod, I dumped her still steaming glass of wine and refilled it from the bottle.

      “So,” I said, “you were going to tell me about dragon reproduction?”

      Sipping the fresh wine, she nodded and said, “We have a complex life cycle.” Pointing to her eggshell, she said, “We start as eggs; are born as humans; then, when ready, shed our human skins to become adolescent dragons.”

      “So, the human form you now wear is what you looked like before adulthood?” I asked. Looking at her flame engulfed breasts, I continued, “That explains why an egg-bearing species has mammary glands.”

      She smiled, just enough to show she still had fangs, then the flames over her chest parted, showing her assets for a moment. Then the flames returned.

      Something was tickling my mind. Something about the way she held her glass, pushed the buttons on the jukebox, and pointed. I studied her hands for a few minutes as we chatted before I realized that her first and middle fingers moved together, as did her ring and pinky fingers. Although her mimicry of human hands was excellent, the three fingers of a true Japanese dragon showed through her disguise.

      Taking a large gulp of the wine, I decided to continue my line of thought. “You need gold to create those shells. Gold ore needs to be broken down, then purified inside your body. You must use gemstones like diamonds and sapphires to grind up the ore.” I stopped short of comparing this to the way chickens stored stones in their craw to break down food. Although accurate, comparing her to a helpless egg factory for humans would only anger her.

      She clapped again and smiled. “Oh my magician,” she said, “you are clever.”

      I hesitated. Had she said “Oh my, magician,” or “Oh, my magician.”? The first implied surprise, the second ownership. One of those questions I didn’t want to pursue.

      “You’re not the first dragon I’ve spent time with,” I said. With the hints I had received from my dragon ex, I had been able to piece together the puzzle. I took another sip of wine, only to discover my glass was empty. Talking with dragons was thirsty work. I topped off her glass and refilled my own, enjoying the earthy aroma of the red wine.

      “So,” she said with the air of a person finally getting to the point, “are you ready to make a Deal?”
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        Deal with the Dragon

      

      

      Despite the three glasses of wine, I was instantly sober. Making deals with dragons had caused me a lot of trouble in the past. I needed to tread carefully.

      “What kind of Deal?” I asked.

      “A simple trade,” she said. “For an object of your choice from my treasure.” She waved a hand around to indicate all the objects in the room.

      Thinking furiously and stalling for time, I replied, “I don’t need a haunted jukebox.”

      Looking down, I saw a fresh bottle of the same wine. Ashley nodded at me to open it and serve. As I filled our glasses, I continued, “And I don’t have any items to trade.” It was true; my most valuable magical items, the satchel and the vials of dragon’s blood, were useless to her. Princess was bonded to me and not for trade.

      She sipped from her glass and looked at me with hungry eyes. Setting the glass down, she stuck out her first two fingers, and a foot-long talon sprang out. I held my breath. Was she going to attack me because I wouldn’t make a trade with her?

      I was relieved when she didn’t attack. Instead, she scraped her talon across the top of the gold bar, slicing off a thin sliver of the gold like a knife through butter. The talon retracted, and she picked up the gold and took a delicate bite of the metal.

      “Mmm,” she said, “I love gold. And pure gold is like eating candy.”

      Between sips of wine, she consumed the gold wafer. Then she repeated the process. I sipped the wine and watched her eat, her face showing immense pleasure. Halfway through the bar, she stopped suddenly and said, “Oh, my manners are terrible. Would you like some?”

      “No, thank you,” I said. “It’s much too rich for my tastes.”

      She smiled and continued her munching. Finally finished, she emitted a ladylike burp that smelled of a crucible. She covered her mouth and said, “Excuse me.”

      While she had been eating the gold, I had been drinking the wine. After the next two glasses, the sight of her eating pure metal didn’t seem strange. It was slightly erotic, the way she enjoyed the metal and the way she licked her lips with that cute forked tongue as she finished each bite. I watched as she consumed the entire bar, almost twenty-five pounds of gold. I was buzzed, but not buzzed enough to say something stupid like, “A pleasure on the lips; forever on the hips.”

      Finally, she returned to the Deal. “I don’t need any of your objects,” she said.

      Puzzled, I asked, “Then what can I trade with?”

      Her gaze turned to the bed in the corner. “Not an object,” she said. “A service.” She looked at me with wide slit eyes and licked her lips with her forked tongue.

      “A service that would prove pleasurable to you,” she said. Turning her eyes down, she continued, “As well as me.”

      Now the talk of dragon reproduction, the need for gold, the human component, all came together. She wanted a child. Crap, I wasn’t ready to be a father.

      “I don’t think I would make a good father for a dragon,” I said.

      “You will be surprised at how well you adapt,” she said with that time-piercing gaze.

      “I told you, no prophecies!” I said.

      “I’m not talking about this child,” she said.

      My head spun for a second. “You mean there’s more in my future?” Then I bit my tongue and shook my head. “No,” I said, “I don’t want to know!”

      “It’s hard for us to not talk about the future,” she said. “It’s part of our nature.” Looking up with a puzzled frown, she said, “You will probably never meet this child. I don’t see you and her interacting.”

      Ahh, it was going to be a girl. My heart melted for a moment as I imagined protecting my unborn daughter from scoundrels like me. Then I shook my head to dispel those thoughts. “I have no intention of becoming a deadbeat dad.”

      She tilted her head, and a look of sadness flashed across her face. “I’m sure you would make a great father. In your case, the emphasis would be on the ‘dead’ and not the ‘beat.’

      “Scott,” she continued, “dragon gestation takes hundreds of years. You will probably never see this child.”

      She reached over and stroked my arm gently. “When I said ‘not this child,’ I was talking about the other—” She cut herself off at my glare. “OK, no fortune-telling.”

      Taking my hand, she continued, “Anyway, your lifeline is so entangled with other potent entities that it’s very hard to discern. Hell, I don’t even know if you will accept my offer.”

      Good to know my life was so crazy and unpredictable that even dragons couldn’t get a good reading.

      Scrambling for an excuse, any excuse, to avoid this, I said, “I’m in a relationship.”

      “With Kitty-Sue?” she asked.

      “And Akiko,” I whispered.

      She licked her lips again, that forked tongue surprisingly sensuous. She was rubbing my hand gently, even though she was strong enough to crush it like a tomato.

      “So, you like threesomes?” she guessed.

      I opened my mouth to object, only to be stopped as she pressed two fingers tipped with diamond-sharp talons to my lips.

      “I can work with that,” she said. I leaned back in my chair. What was she talking about?

      “You know how we can be in two places at the same time?” she asked in two voices. I shivered as another set of hands started rubbing my shoulders from behind.

      Turning, I saw another version of her, only the flame dress was blue flames instead of red. Every other detail was the same. Reptilian, beautiful, powerful, and dangerous.

      “This is my time-warped self-sister,” she said. She tilted her head and furrowed her brow in thought before continuing, “You can call her Ashleigh.”

      The names should have sounded exactly the same, but I could tell the difference.

      Ashley stood up, pulling me to my feet as Ashleigh took my other hand. Together they pulled me towards the bed. With a mental apology to Kitty-Sue and Akiko and a prayer for forgiveness, I decided to take one for the team.

      “Wait!” I objected. “What’s the Deal?”

      They sat me at the edge of the bed, and Ashley said, “For this service, you can have any inanimate object in my cavern.”

      Ashleigh reached forward and slipped the strap of my satchel over my head. Ashley started to unbutton my shirt as Ashleigh carried my bag to the table. I was about to release the inertia spell that made my bag increase in weight the farther it was from me so she could carry the bag. Instead, I was surprised to see the muscles of her arms tense slightly as she moved the bag. At that distance, it would take a bulldozer to move the satchel.

      This casual display of superhuman strength made me reconsider.

      “Wait!” I said as Ashleigh returned. “We have to talk about protection.”

      “Protection?” said Ashley. “Do you mean condoms? You know I’m trying for a child here?” I noted that Ashleigh turned her head down and looked away. Was she shy? I thought they were the same?

      “Not that kind of protection,” I said. “Your passion might hurt me. I have magic, but I’m still human.”

      “Wait,” she said, holding up a hand. “You said you’ve known a dragon before. She even veiled your interaction. Why are you worried now?”

      “She was very gentle,” I said. “Older, more experienced. She wove a spell to make me stronger. It still almost killed me.”

      Raising her hands to prepare a spell, Ashley said, “I can make you dragon strong!” I recognized the gestures, permanent augmentation with a touch of a priapism spell, and held my hands up to stop her.

      “Nothing permanent!” I said.

      “Why not?” she asked. “You called yourself a pawn; I can make you a king. Don’t you want to be as strong as a dragon? Invulnerable? Flame proof? Do you want to remain a weak human?” She giggled at the idea of wanting to stay weak.

      The temptation to take what she was offering was immense. All my problems solved in an instant. I could go back to the onsen and kick the samurai’s ass, then go to Tokyo and spank a certain nine-tailed kitsune queen’s ass, then go back to New York and kill all of the coven members that had plotted against me. I could beat almost anyone, take anything, have any woman. Whoa, that escalated quickly, said my conscious. I shook my head to clear it of visions of conquest.

      You want to give up your humanity? continued my conscious. Give up Kitty-Sue’s caresses and cuddles? The pleasure of exploring magic with Akiko? The frisson of danger that made it exciting to be human?

      Hadn’t I just been through this same chain of logic when I decided not to wean Akiko from needing those glasses to work magic? Too much power, too soon, would corrupt the hardiest soul. Did I want my friends, my family, to fear me? These thoughts took less than a moment. I made a decision.

      “Not permanently,” I said. “Magicians who use magic to make themselves too powerful invariably go crazy. We need to feel. Feel human passions, human frailties, human emotions, to remain human.”

      Ashley’s look reminded me of a chess grandmaster surprised by an amateur’s move that just happened to block his attack.

      Staring at me with her time-piercing gaze, Ashley said, “You’re right. Making you too strong will cause you a lot of trouble. OK, it’ll be temporary.” She raised her hands again.

      Once again, I had to stop her. “How temporary?”

      Looking at Ashleigh, she said, “Twenty-four hours? That should be enough time to satisfy both of us.”

      “Twenty-four hours?” I said. Suddenly, a mad thought ran through my mind, like a warning from a drug commercial, If your erection lasts more than twenty-four hours, contact a magical professional.

      “No way,” I said. “Kitty-Sue and Akiko are waiting for me and we have a deadline. One hour, tops.”

      “Time flows differently here,” whispered Ashleigh, gaze averted, not looking at me. “For them it’ll be a short time. We really want to take our time and enjoy this.” Then she blushed.

      “OK,” I said, “how about two hours? One hour each?” I realized I was bargaining for less sex and superhuman power. My subconscious kicked me for being on the wrong side of this Deal.

      Ashley cast a questioning look at Ashleigh, who gave a tiny shake of her head. The shy one was greedy for more. It’s always the shy ones.

      Ashley tilted her head, smiled, and said, “How about twelve hours? Six hours each?” She frowned in concentration for a moment and her breasts grew. Damn shapeshifters knew how to entice a man.

      “Four hours,” I offered. My palms itched to caress those breasts. I looked away to avoid surrendering.

      The girls exchanged a glance, then Ashley said, “Eight hours, not a minute less. Four hours for each of us.” She crossed her arms to look firm, but only served to lift up her breasts. Even Ashleigh was looking resolute.

      “How much time will pass for Kitty-Sue and Akiko?” I asked. She had said “a short time,” but a short time for a dragon could be decades for humans.

      The girls shared a calculating glance. “About an hour on the mortal plane,” Ashley said.

      “Don’t worry,” said Ashleigh, “we’re keeping them company.” Then with a giggle, “They don’t seem to be missing you.”

      I thought through the Deal, the constraints. The problem with making Deals with greater entities was that they could always cheat. I was like a child playing cards with grandmother—she could always quote some rule I had never heard of. The more a human tried to close loopholes, the more complicated the Deal became. At a certain point, the entity started to enjoy finding loopholes. Matching wits with a future-seeing entity was a fool’s errand.

      Before I could speak, the jukebox started playing Sting’s “Every Breath You Take.” Did that mean Euterpe would look over me? Help me avoid trouble?

      “Then I accept your Deal,” I said. Of course, the dragon could cheat, but she had shown no sign of deception.

      Ashley and Ashleigh looked at each other, sharing thoughts, and then held their arms up in matching gestures. They wove a spell of strength and endurance using dragon magic, then cast it on me.

      At first, there was no change. Then aches and pains I hadn’t noticed fell away, leaving me energized. Colors in the dim cave were suddenly brighter and I could see outside the Pentachromatic spectrum. Colors that could drive a man insane from their beauty and purity. I could hear the breathing of Ashley and Ashleigh, as well as the beating of two hearts in each of their chests. I could hear the tiniest rustle as their almost microscopic scales slid over their skin as they moved. I was shocked as my vision blanked out for several seconds, then came back. I realized it was the blink of my eyes—operating at dragon speed. My blinks registered as taking seconds instead of milliseconds. It took a conscious effort to ignore the blinking.

      The tiniest breeze flowed through the cavern, rustling my hair gently, bearing the scent of my dragon lovers. They were both emitting the intoxicating scent of aroused females. I suddenly had a painfully tight erection.

      I had to damp down the sensations, as the sights, scents, and sounds had become too intense to bear.

      The feeling of limitless strength was indescribable, and I suddenly regretted putting a time limit on the spell. Maybe I could talk Ashley into extending it. Then the song on the jukebox changed to a Travis Tritt country tune about being “Ten Feet Tall and Bulletproof,” a warning about overconfidence. Thanks, Euterpe.

      I smiled and held out my hands to the dragon more-than-twins. They eagerly jumped forward and quickly undressed me.

      With my enhanced senses, I could tell them apart despite the fact they no longer wore the different colored flame dresses.

      “OK, ladies,” I said, pulling them down onto the bed with me. “Who’s first?”
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* * *

      Seven hours and fifty-eight minutes later, the jukebox started playing a very old song, “The Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy.”

      Reveille! It took a few seconds for the message of the song to get through my sex-crazed brain. I realized that if my dragon-spelled strength wore off while we were in our current positions, I would have both my head and pelvis crushed by the rhythmic contractions of dragon thighs.

      Grabbing Ashley’s butt with my palms, I gave one last lick for good measure, causing her to shake with another orgasm. Then I lifted her off of my head. My action coincidentally broke her kiss with Ashleigh. As I held her in the air easily, she looked down between her legs and raised an eyebrow in question. Ashleigh was still thrusting on my erection, so far gone in pleasure she couldn’t stop.

      “Time’s up, Ashley,” I said. “If we don’t stop, you’ll kill me.”

      I saw a hungry look pass over her face as she briefly considered continuing the pleasures for one more minute, even if it meant killing her lover. The wave of relief I felt as she nodded was accompanied by the shuddering orgasm of Ashleigh.

      Despite finishing, Ashleigh continued to rock, unable to stop herself. As the deadline for the spell came closer and closer, so did my impending doom.

      I was saved when Ashley pulled Ashleigh off of me, pulling her down for a kiss while stroking her body. The thought of what to call that flashed through my brain. Masturbation? Fun with future friends? I shook my head again and leaped from the bed.

      The spell ended as I neared the table, all the energy and vitality draining away in a flash, leaving me with multitude of aches and pains. No, not aches and pains: just the normal sensations of a human body.

      I collapsed in the chair and grabbed the fresh bottle of wine that Ashley had thoughtfully left. I drank several glasses; I was dehydrated, squeezed of all juices.

      I turned in the chair and watched Ashley and Ashleigh as they writhed on the bed. The sight of the two, bodies twisted together in passion, failed to get a rise from my drained libido. Even the fond memory of what two sets of forked tongues could do to a man failed to affect me.

      Still, it was an enjoyable show, and they didn’t seem to mind me watching. In fact, I could have sworn it was getting them off.

      I opened my satchel and pulled out a towel and my canteen. Rubbing myself down with the wet towel removed traces of lady dragon secretions from my body. I pulled out fresh clothes and dressed.

      The old clothes and the towel went into a gallon-sized Ziploc bag, which I put away in the satchel.

      I took a long, long drink from the canteen. When I finished, it was three-quarters full; it would always be three-quarters full. One of my first and best spells. Dehydration avoided, I poured another glass of wine and continued watching the time-warped twins perform.

      Just as I finished off the bottle of wine, they split apart, each collapsing onto the cushions. They were breathing deeply, almost gasping in stereo.

      The respite, the wine, the water, and the show had given me time to think. I knew what I had to do to complete my task with the ghost samurai.
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* * *

      “For services rendered well,” Ashley said, “take your choice from my trove.”

      My gaze immediately went to the dragon’s eggshell. With a shake of my head, I squashed that thought. While immensely powerful, it wouldn’t help me with the samurai. I had already made my choice.

      “I’ll take that samurai helm,” I said, pointing to the object. I was reminded of the old joke about the guy who bedded a carny girl. Her room had been full of stuffed animals. The morning after, when he asked how he had performed, the girl said, “Take any prize from the bottom shelf.”

      The helmet was bottom shelf compared to the other prizes, but I had to complete my exorcism of the samurai ghost.

      I stepped over and picked up the samurai helmet and stashed it in my satchel.

      “Thank you for the Deal,” I said. “This helmet will help me save a lot of lives.”

      Ashleigh walked up, her blue flame dress restored. She had a glass of wine in her hand and a mischievous smile on her face. She leaned over and whispered in Ashley’s ear. Hearing secrets from her future self? I wondered if that was anything like a human’s internal monologue.

      Ashley’s face brightened and she said, “Ashleigh makes a good point. You did provide service to two of us. You should get another prize.” She nodded to herself with a self-satisfied smile.

      Unbelievable luck! Yes, unbelievable. Was this a joke? Or a plan that fit in with a future-seeing dragon? Either way, the chance to help so many people with what I could do with the eggshell was an inducement I couldn’t pass up.

      “A second prize, you said?” I asked. “I appreciate your generosity. Now what should I choose?” I stepped over to the jukebox and caressed the buttons without pushing any. The Jackson Browne tune “The Load-Out” started on its own. Euterpe’s way of telling me to wrap things up.

      No more playing around. “Ashley, Ashleigh,” I said, “I would be honored if you would gift me your eggshell. I would look at it and cherish our time together.”

      “You could do great and terrible things with our eggshell,” said Ashley.

      “You could gain immense power with our eggshell,” said Ashleigh.

      “I could help a lot of people,” I replied. “And I think you’ve seen that the temptations of power mean little to me.”

      Ashleigh looked at Ashley and said, “He’s right. He could have been almost as strong as a dragon forever. He was wise enough to turn it down. I think we should give it to him.” Thus, confirming that the offer of power, while sincere, had been a kind of test.

      They shared a glance: female telepathy, the same time-divided mind sharing a singular thought, or something else. They nodded in unison, and then Ashleigh walked over and picked up the eggshell. I had a glimpse of her disabling a spell that would have ruined the day of anyone who tried to steal this treasure. I was suddenly glad I had quashed my impulse to steal the object. Then Ashleigh walked over and handed the eggshell to me.

      Grunting slightly under the weight that she had carried easily, I looked at the prize. Patterns of glyphs and symbols danced under the gleaming top layer, much more sophisticated than my own attempts at high-level magic. Copying biological features into engineering is called Biomimicry. Copying magical features from Cryptozoologic creatures would be called...?

      My chain of thought was interrupted by Ashleigh putting her hand in front of my eyes. “Careful there,” she said. “It’s easy for you to lose yourself.”

      She glanced down at my fingers as I unconsciously traced patterns on the eggshell. “And doing that without a lot of study is very dangerous.”

      My hands froze, and with great care, I put the eggshell inside my satchel. “You’re right, Ashleigh. I will use it carefully.”

      She stepped back, this dragon in human form, wreathed in blue flames, seer, lover. She raised two fingers to her lips and blew me a kiss before fading away.

      I felt a burning sensation on my cheek, but it quickly faded.

      Turning to Ashley, I said, “Should we go and meet Kitty-Sue and Akiko now?”
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      With a smile, Ashley nodded and gestured to me to precede her out of the cavern. A few steps through that chaotic tunnel led us to a veranda set outside a coffee shop in Hakone. As the tunnel faded away behind us, we walked up to the coffee shop. At a large table sat Kitty-Sue, Akiko, and two more versions of Ashley.

      As we approached the table, the two dragon-ladies rose and bowed, making farewell gestures. They quickly faded away, leaving only one copy, my Ashley, with us.

      “Akiko, Kitty-Sue,” I said, “this is Ashley, the dragon of Lake Ashi.”

      “Hajimemashita,” responded Kitty-Sue and Akiko with perfect Japanese manners and matching bows. I pulled a chair out for Ashley and we sat. Kitty-Sue pierced me with a glare.

      “Boss,” said Kitty-Sue in a cold tone, “I’ve warned you about giving nicknames to deadly creatures.” Ashley preened at the compliment.

      We ordered coffee. As we sipped, Kitty-Sue turned to Ashley. “So, about that Deal—”

      “Our Dealing is done,” said Ashley. “Scott drove a hard bargain, but it worked out for everyone in the end.”

      Finishing her coffee in one drink, Ashley stood. “Lady Kitty-Sue, give my regards to your aunt. Akiko-san, it was nice meeting you.”

      With a short bow, Ashley faded away.

      I turned and found both women glaring at me. I feigned innocence. “What?” I asked. “We made a Deal. We are now halfway to exorcising that samurai ghost.”

      Kitty-Sue crossed her arms and glared. “We’ve been sitting here cooling our heels, making polite chitchat with the twins while you made a Deal with that, that—”

      “Scott-sensei,” interrupted Akiko, before Kitty-Sue could blaspheme the dragon, “you know we don’t like it when you make Deals without including us.”

      “Especially Deals with females,” said Kitty-Sue. “Don’t get me wrong; you’re very good. But when there is a female involved, you always end up getting screwed.”

      At my giggle, quickly converted to a cough, Kitty-Sue’s eyes narrowed. She sniffed deeply through her fox-sensitive nose, smelling me for evidence.

      “Hmm,” she muttered to herself, “he stinks of dragon. But with those dragon blood tattoos, he always stinks of dragon.”

      “Kitty-Sue-san,” said Akiko, “there’s no need to be suspicious. Scott-sensei hasn’t had time to do more than make a Deal.”

      Casting a level gaze at Akiko, Kitty-Sue said, “Oh, really? Then why does he have a two-day growth of beard?”

      With what would have been a gasp in a living human, Akiko studied me intensely. “Scott-sensei,” she asked after a close inspection, “why do you have an unshaven look?” Looking even closer, she continued, “And why do you have a burn in the shape of kissing lips on your cheek?”

      Damn, there had been no mirrors in the cavern. I had missed the changes wrought by accelerated time, and the kiss Ashleigh had blown. I rubbed my cheeks, feeling the stubble on my unshaven face.

      “It’s what I needed to do to seal the Deal,” I said coldly. Apologizing would only lead to more trouble down the road.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I said, with as much ice as I could muster, “I don’t ask you what you have to do to complete your missions for your queen. Do you sometimes have to flirt with your targets? Should I be jealous every time you disappear for one of your diplomatic missions?” Her downcast gaze told me all I needed to know.

      “Akiko-san,” I said. “Do you think it is right to question your sensei?” She cast her eyes down and shook her head sadly. Ectoplasmic tears dropped from her eyes, disappearing before they could touch the ground.

      Damn, why did she have to cry? I hate it when my ghost lover cries.

      “I love you both,” I said. “You’re my family. I won’t abandon you, no matter what fate throws in our way.” I debated for a moment before continuing, “I turned down the chance at immense power while with Ashley. Power that would have made demigods, spider-goddesses, and kitsune queens tremble. Power enough to swat this samurai ghost like an annoying fly. I turned it down because that much power would have made me inhuman.”

      I reached across the table and took their hands; the touch of Kitty-Sue’s clawed paw and Akiko’s ghostly, barely-there appendage a balm to my soul.

      “And I need to stay human: vulnerable, weak, imperfect. Because you two are there for me.

      “A magician who gains too much power always goes insane. ‘Power corrupts; absolute power corrupts absolutely,’” I quoted.

      “The fact is,” I said, “I had little choice. Ashley could have turned me into a meat puppet and done whatever she wanted with me. This way, I not only kept my free will, but I also got us treasures that will help us in our mission.”

      At the mention of treasure, Kitty-Sue’s ears perked up. “So, you got something for our trouble? Let me see!” Even Akiko composed herself and looked on with interest.

      I tugged my ear, the sign for Kitty-Sue to erect a bubble of kitsune magic around us. As long as the bubble persisted, no one would notice us. It wasn’t invisibility but had the same effect.

      After the bubble had popped into place, I reached into my satchel and pulled out the samurai helmet. I set it on the table and waited while they examined it.

      Taking a deep sniff, Kitty-Sue said, “It’s old. Very old.”

      Akiko examined it with a magician’s senses. “It’s powerful. Very powerful.”

      Together, they said, “It’s dangerous. Too dangerous.”

      Sliding the helmet back into my satchel, I asked Kitty-Sue to drop the privacy bubble. I motioned for the waiter to bring the check. Examining the total for the group was a shock. I thought I was used to Japanese pricing, but this was more than I had paid when we had tea with the queen of the kitsune. Why didn’t potent supernatural entities ever pick up the check?
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* * *

      When we returned to the hotel, Koji-san was waiting for us in the lobby, eager to discuss any progress we had made. For a moment, I was annoyed at his insistence, then realized I would also be nervous if I was a direct descendent of the samurai’s killer.

      “I heard that all of you disappeared at the Hakone Dragon shrine,” he said. “We were worried you had incurred the wrath of the dragon. He is known to be easily angered.”

      “‘We’?” I asked. “Who’s this ‘we’?” I didn’t want anyone else interfering in this project, and I definitely didn’t want people tracking us.

      “The members of the Hakone supernatural community,” said Koji-san. “We are all interested in eliminating the curse of this onryō.”

      Koji-san took a quick look around and noted that we were drawing attention. A scruffy-looking gaijin and a young Japanese lady having a discussion in the hotel lobby with the owner was sure to attract attention. Koji-san ushered us to the coffee shop.

      At the table, I took charge of the seating, nodding to Kitty-Sue to take the seat facing the door. I pulled a seat around to place it at my left for the invisible (to Koji-san) Akiko, then sat to Kitty-Sue’s left. I placed my dragonskin bag’s strap over the back of Akiko’s chair and canceled the camouflage spell. Koji-san’s eyes widened at the appearance the bag.

      “The dragon gifted you with a bag made from his skin?” he asked.

      “No,” I replied, “I’ve had this bag for years.” I didn’t want to bring up the dragon eggshell, an item much more powerful than my magic satchel. Even though we can’t lie, magicians aren’t compelled to tell the whole truth.

      We ordered drinks: a beer for me, some fizzy sports drink for Kitty-Sue, and a cup of coffee for the invisible Akiko. Koji-san had tea.

      There was a moment when I automatically used Schrödinger’s spell to transfer the coffee to Akiko’s ghostly plane. I noticed Koji-san watching my gestures carefully and realized he would try this himself. Damn Ritualists; so much discipline, so little talent. It drove them to extremes to gain power.

      “Koji-san,” I said, “I promise you that this spell is of no use to you. Trying it on your own will only bring grief to you.” Hell, if he didn’t get it perfect, he would translate himself to the ghost plane. Without the levitation component, he would drop to the center of the Earth.

      He looked stubborn, so I added, “At least promise me you won’t try it until our Deal is done.” Who was I to tell a man he couldn’t risk his life to pursue knowledge?

      “Hai,” he said. Not as clear as a straight-up “Yes,” but it would have to do.

      Kitty-Sue created a privacy bubble around us and I returned to the subject at hand. “You said ‘we,’ Koji-san,” I said. “I—we—can’t have others interfering in this project.”

      “Scott-san,” he said, “I assure you that no one will interfere. But I had to warn the other descendants about the danger. That’s why we decided to make the Deal with you and the kitsune envoy.”

      I gave him a level look. “You know there is no ‘we’ in Deals,” I said. “All Deals are person-to-person. There is no way to evade responsibility.”

      “Oh, no,” he said. “That was never my intention.”

      Somewhat mollified, I ordered another beer.

      “So, about this meeting with the Hakone dragon,” said Koji-san. “Didn’t he get angry when he saw you had a bag made from dragonskin?”

      Kitty-Sue interjected. “First, the dragon is a ‘she,’ not a ‘he,’” she said. “She has taken over the shrine from her family and has sworn to uphold the pact. You keep feeding her rice and beans, and she won’t disturb the city.” I bit my tongue on the thought that the dragon might need more offerings soon, as she would be eating for two. Better to save that tidbit for a deathbed confession.

      “Next,” she continued, “she wasn’t angry about the bag. In fact, Scott-san charmed the scales off her. She has already helped us in our quest to find the samurai’s missing armor. Once the full set of armor is recovered, we will be able to deal with the samurai ghost.”

      Even though she wasn’t happy about my cavorting with the dragon lady, Kitty-Sue defended me beautifully. Only the slightest glare told me that this was a subject she would pursue when we were alone.

      “How did the dragon help you?” asked Koji-san.

      “She happened to have part of the samurai’s armor in her treasure trove,” I said. “We made a Deal and she gave me the item.”

      Koji-san bit his lip, a very un-Japanese sign of excitement, and said, “May I see the item?”

      I looked at Akiko and Kitty-Sue to gauge their reactions. They nodded in agreement. I pulled the helmet out of the satchel and set it on the table.

      However, to mundane vision, the helmet was only a museum piece. Koji-san was unable to see the power it contained. He maintained a poker face, but asked, “Are you sure this will help?”

      “Trust me, Koji-san,” I said, “in the magical spectrum, it blazes with power.”

      “Even we kitsune,” interjected Kitty-Sue, “can sense the power in this item.”

      Koji-san nodded, accepting Kitty-Sue’s statement. Funny that he would trust a non-magician kitsune more than the expert in front of him. I slid the helmet back into the satchel.

      “So, now you have the helmet,” said Koji-san. “What’s the next step?”

      “Unfortunately,” I said, “we still need the rest of the armor. We will have to trace its location.”

      “How can you do that before the deadline?” asked Koji-san. He licked his lips in fear.

      “The ghost wants the return of his armor more than we do,” I said as I dug into the satchel again and pulled the crystal globe that contained the lock of the samurai’s hair. “We can use this to track down his possessions anywhere in the world.” I set the globe on the table. Koji-san reached out a tentative hand, looking for permission before picking it up. The item pulsed with magic—even Koji-san could feel it. He set the globe back down carefully.

      “And you’re sure giving the ghost exactly what he wants will help you stop him?” asked Koji-san.

      “I believe it’s the only way to confront him,” I said.

      “You’ve accomplished a lot in one day,” said Koji-san, changing the subject. “So, you’ll be leaving right away to track down the rest of the armor?”

      Akiko and Kitty-Sue watched carefully, willing to follow my lead. “Sorry, Koji-san,” I said, “I need some time to recover from my interaction with the dragon.” Kitty-Sue raised an eyebrow at my description of my time with the delightful dragoness. To accentuate my point, my stomach growled loudly. I would need to refuel soon, and soak up some ambient magic.

      “But I’ve already checked you out,” he said. “Shouldn’t you leave right away?”

      “I’m not about to go racing around the world in search of the rest of the armor without taking the time to divine its current location,” I said.

      Koji-san opened his mouth to argue, and I prepared to shoot him down. The ever-perceptive Akiko said, “He wants something. Something that he can’t get on his own.”

      It all came together: Koji-san’s comments, his thinning hair and wrinkles, his rapt attention to my spells. Add in the changes to the ley lines that caused his office map to be incorrect. Koji-san was having trouble with his rejuvenation spells. He was hoping that I could quickly eliminate the ghost, freeing up the onsen for his use. In a space with so much magical potential, even his weak spell-casting would work.

      Still, instead of asking for help, he was taking out his anger on me. He was trying to kick me to side of the road like an unwanted pet. Bastard. Time to show him who had the power in our relationship.

      “Koji-san,” I said, “there are several things that need our attention.” I picked up the crystal globe. “We need to use this globe and the map in your office to track the armor.

      “However, I noticed that the map is inaccurate, due to shifts in the local magic flows. I still need to divine the location of the rest of the armor. To do that, we will have to create an updated map to swap for the current one.”

      There was a long pause, then Koji-san licked his lips. An updated map would restore his ability to cast spells. “And this updated map...”

      With a bland expression, I said, “Once it has served its purpose, I can easily destroy it to keep this very valuable information from spreading. I don’t need a map, but if a Ritualist were to get his hands on this… Well, that would give him a lot of power.”

      “And if you were to leave this new map with a Ritualist you trusted?” asked Koji-san.

      I made a thoughtful pout with my mouth before answering, “You mentioned something about a permanent suite? One with a private onsen?”

      “Yes,” he said very slowly. “The hotel has three of those suites. They are very expensive, reserved many months in advance.”

      “If a trusted person were to gift me and my companions one of these suites in perpetuity, I might return that trust by leaving the updated map in a secure location,” I said. “For example, your office seems to be a very secure location.”

      Koji-san pulled out his phone and tapped at the screen. “Look,” he said, “the hotel has had a series of cancellations for one of the suites. I can book you into it right now.” He looked at me levelly. “The suite should be available at least until the map needs further updating in...?”

      “About five years,” Akiko interjected with a grin.

      “Five years,” I repeated so that Koji-san could hear.
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      I settled back in the suite’s private onsen. The temperature of the water, heated by volcanic flows, was much too hot for an American, but I was shunting some of the heat energy to my reserves. Even so, I was still sweating from the heat.

      Kitty-Sue approached the edge of the onsen, having freshly showered. Her two tails were sticking out behind her. “Won’t your tails get drenched in the onsen?” I asked. Although we had showered together many times, she had shown a preternatural ability to evade the water stream with her tails, and I had never seen her soak. Even the time she had tried to drown me in the tub, she had avoided getting her tails wet.

      She took a deep breath, concentrated for a moment, and her two tails shrank down to nothing. At the same time, her breasts enlarged. I opened my eyes wide in surprise.

      “I didn’t know that you could transform your tails into—” I caught myself before I said something stupid.

      “Of course,” she said, “it’s conservation of attraction. The tails have to go somewhere.” She looked at me like one would regard a five-year-old who asks why water is wet. Conservation of attraction? Didn’t she mean conservation of mass? At my puzzled look, she said, “If I lose my beautiful tails, something else equally attractive has to appear to compensate.” It didn’t make any sense under the laws of physics or the laws of human magic. I just shook my head. A lot of kitsune magic was unknowable by humans.

      She took another deep breath before stepping into the pool, an action that froze my brain. I was admiring her figure, now augmented in the breast area, her tiny waist, firm butt, and the intriguing patch of red fur she had covering her crotch. Was she the redhead that Ashley had warned me about?

      My brain unfroze as she entered the pool, hiding most of her assets. I noticed she kept her nipples just below the water level. As she breathed, they would peek out above the waterline. The only blemish on her body was the heart-shaped scar on her chest, just above the left breast. In the steam from the heated pool, I could barely discern the outline of the hilt of the phantom dagger that pierced her heart. The dagger that tied our lives together by ensuring that if I died, she would soon follow me.

      Akiko entered, also naked, except for the ever present red-framed glasses. I noted the steam did not fog up her glasses. Her anime-shaped, gravity-defying figure made me glad my lower half was under water. She approached the onsen. “Can I join you?”

      “Wow,” I said. “You already finished updating the map?”

      “No,” she said, “I’m on break while I think about the math.”

      “Well,” I said, “if it will help your thinking, please join us.”

      A strange thing happened when the ghost form of Akiko entered the water. The water was displaced by her body, but her body disappeared. This left a sort of negative space where her body moved. I thought about the index of refraction of ectoplasm, then decided to just enjoy the show.

      I relaxed and opened my chakras to the ambient magic flows. Energy flowed through my dragon’s blood tattoos, filling my reserves. As a supernatural superconductor, dragon’s blood was a perfect medium for a magician to manipulate magical forces. Plus, the tattoos were invisible unless energized.

      Onsens, fed by volcanic flows, are also terrific conductors of magical energy of all types. My mental fuel gauge showed my magical reservoir was at about five percent, much lower than I had expected. I had started from Tokyo at twenty-five percent and hadn’t used much magic since. Then I examined my reservoir. It was much larger than before. My previous twenty-five percent was now less than five percent of my current capacity. Like moving five gallons of gas from a five-gallon container to a fifty-five-gallon drum. The amount of fuel was the same, there was just a lot of extra room.

      Another gift from Ashley? A side effect of spending so much time with a dragon? Who knew? In any case, I was determined to fill my reservoir to the brim.

      I leaned back, my head resting on the pool’s edge. I felt the stroke of Kitty-Sue’s claws against my thigh and reveled in the sensation.

      “Sooo,” hissed Kitty-Sue, her eyes half closed and her nose just above the water, “you said treasuressss...” Her sibilance emphasized the plural.

      “What?” I said, desperate to change the subject. “When?”

      Her claws, sharper than razors when she willed it, were very, very close to my crotch.

      “Yes,” said Akiko. “I remember distinctly. He said ‘I got us treasures...’” I hated the way she emphasized “us.”

      Damn my truth-telling vow. How would they react to seeing the eggshell from a dragon? Would they follow the chain of thought about what it implied? The water suddenly felt cold and the claws at my crotch seemed to be made of icicles.

      The dragon had been very secretive about her life cycle. Discussing it with Kitty-Sue and Akiko would unquestionably piss her off.

      “The other treasure was a souvenir of Ashley’s childhood,” I said. Don’t you mean yolkhood? asked the madman who lived in my brain. “She asked me not to divulge the information to anyone.”

      “But I want to see it,” insisted Kitty-Sue.

      “Didn’t you know that curiosity killed the c—” At her glare, I stopped suddenly. Kitsune hate being compared to cats. “—kit,” I finished.

      Suddenly she had knives in her hands. Damn, where did she hide those blades? She was completely naked when she stepped into the pool. The water seemed even colder than before.

      “I really like these blades you made for me,” she said. “The crystal is beautiful, holds an edge that can cut through almost anything, and water and steam can’t cause rust.”

      Akiko interrupted. “Kitty-Sue-san,” she said, “Scott-sensei has a right to his secrets. He is probably under a vow to not reveal the second treasure.”

      “Yes,” said Kitty-Sue as she examined the edge of a blade, “he should be able to keep secrets.”

      Then turning to me, she added, “As long as you can swear this ‘secret’ will not be used against me or my clan.” Her fingers were tensed for a throw. Even though injury to me would boomerang back to her, she would still do it if it meant protecting her queen.

      Sometimes I longed to be free of my vows, to be able to answer a question like that with, “Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’d never hurt you or your family.” But as a magician, “never” and “always” weren’t part of my vocabulary. I couldn’t make blanket statements like that. Instead, I temporized.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “I have no intention of using any of my secrets against you or your family.” That was the best I could do.

      “All right,” she said with a smile, and the knives disappeared. “That’s all I needed to hear.” Her stroking of my thigh started again. I stretched my foot out and returned her caress. She pushed out, bringing herself closer to me, and closed her eyes in pleasure at my touch.

      Kitty-Sue suddenly opened her eyes. “Scott-san,” she said, “do you remember my sister?”

      My mind raced frantically at the change in subject. Natsumi? The two-tailed nogitsune that had ensnared me with her pheromones and sex appeal and then tried to rob and kill me? The girl that had forced me to perform auto-brain surgery to break her hold on me? The girl who had shown me tricks in bed that surprised this old soldier? Ensnared? I remember us as willing participants. Damn conscience, sometimes I wanted to get rid of him.

      “Vaguely,” I responded.

      “Your promise to not harm my family doesn’t have to apply to her,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “OK,” I said, “if the dragon ever goes back to human sacrifice, her name will be at the top of the list.”

      Comforted by the thought of her sister getting devoured by the dragon, Kitty-Sue closed her eyes and smiled a secret smile.

      She looked so cute and cuddly, I wanted to carry her to bed.

      I suddenly felt bad for Akiko, who could not join us. When would she be able to feel again?

      I looked over, and Akiko had the expression I had seen many times—she was working on a problem in her mind, nearly oblivious to everything around her.

      She felt my attention through our psychic link. Turning to me, she said, “I’m having trouble with the update. I’ve run the numbers several times, with varying parameters, and I can’t get the answer.”

      Kitty-Sue opened one eye and said, “You two number crunchers work on this. I’m going to take a nap.” With that she closed her eye and started snoring. Her stroking foot dropped from my thigh.

      As a ghost, Akiko didn’t need sleep. I had learned in the jungles of Vietnam how to use magic to go for extended periods without sleep. Kitty-Sue, for all of her abilities, still had to sleep.

      For a moment, I felt sorry for her. Then I realized she was faster than me, she was stronger than me, and she was probably smarter than me. Probably? Shut up, voice in my head.

      Compared to her qualities, needing to doze every now and then was a minor issue.

      I had reached my limit on magic absorption for the present. My tanks were still very low, but I couldn’t pump any more energy. I waded through the water and picked up Kitty-Sue. Normally, when disturbed, she woke ready to kill, but now she just cuddled her head into my chest.

      I walked to the set of underwater stone steps and exited the pool. I laid Kitty-Sue on a chaise lounge chair and placed a towel over her. She curled up and made soft sounds before drifting back to sleep.

      I stepped away and wrapped another towel around myself to dry off. “Akiko,” I said, “let’s go work on that chart.”

      Akiko rose from the pool, levitating to the top of the water. One step from the water to the stone and she was beside me. The water clung to her, the droplets making intriguing paths down her body. My eyes followed one drop from her collarbone as it slid gracefully down the slope of her right breast, touching her aureole, then her rigid nipple, before falling away. Another drop wended its way from her belly button down to the dark thatch of hair at her crotch.

      I really wanted to grab a towel and rub her down, just in the interest of getting her dry. Or getting her wet? Shut up, you.

      However, as she was a ghost, rubbing her down would have been a complicated procedure. She tilted her head and smiled at me, then took her long hair in her hands and wrung out the water. Hair almost dry, she then shook her body, making exciting motions. I had to turn away and concentrate on drying off and rearranging my towel to hide an obvious erection.

      Composed, I turned back to find Akiko had materialized her clothes. She was dressed in her favorite anime outfit, this time with a green ladies’ tie and matching hair ribbon. She was sexier clothed as an anime fantasy girl than she had been naked.

      At my admiring look, she dimpled and said, “Shall we go work on the chart now?”

      “Yes,” I said. “We’ll leave Kitty-Sue here to get her rest.”

      Akiko cast an envious look at Kitty-Sue’s face. She missed being able to sleep. I touched her ghostly hand and led her away to Koji’s office so we could work on the chart.
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      Working through the night and the next day, coincidentally kicking Koji out of his office, we were able to create a new map chart that accurately reflected the local energy flows. It could also predict upcoming changes. At Akiko’s suggestion, I used a small quantity of my precious supply of dragon’s blood to mix with the ink. This allowed some intriguing spell-work to be run.

      We presented the chart to Koji on Friday night at 7:00 p.m. Kitty-Sue, the invisible Akiko, and I pointed out the new chart mounted on the wall.

      He examined the chart closely, putting on a pair of glasses to make out the tiny script. He seemed pleased with the results but looked askance at the floor. A set of footprints was embossed into the tile, looking something like one of those old-time “how-to-dance” illustrations. We had had to move some furniture around to create extra space.

      “These footprints,” he said, “what are they for?”

      Akiko beamed with pride as I explained. “Instead of staying in a fixed position, we found that moving enhances the chances of encountering the magical flows. These footprints will signal a required move to get in the path of the flow. This will increase the probability of success.”

      Koji shook his head in disbelief. “How would this work?”

      Time for a demonstration. Looking at the chart and the time, I said, “For the next nine minutes, the chart indicates that a positive random outcome spell will be most likely to succeed. Watch.”

      I touched the line on the chart for that spell, and the corresponding footprints that would force me to face the flows correctly lit up. I stepped on the glowing symbols, held my hands up in the correct position, and followed the steps as they moved. With my movements, I gathered five different types of energy: Earth, Air, Fire, Water, and Spirit. Then my movements weaved the energy into a spell.

      “Random positive outcome?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Good luck,” Akiko and I said in unison.

      When I was finished, Koji said, “You’ve never trained as a Ritualist?”

      “No,” I answered simply. That would be like training a sighted person to read Braille.

      “Yet you executed an almost perfect Ritualist spell for good fortune,” he said.

      “Almost?” I asked.

      “You got two steps wrong, and the hand position in the fifth and sixth step were incorrect,” he said.

      “Then you’ve been doing it wrong,” I answered flatly.

      Koji’s face darkened. I had just insulted his training. Kitty-Sue jumped in diplomatically. “Koji-san,” she said, “just as each school of martial arts has its own, hmm, preferences in form and balance, Scott-sensei’s teachings are informed by his background. I suggest you try his method. If it doesn’t work, you can always go back to your original method.” She paused for a moment, then continued, “With the new chart we prepared, the spells, no matter how performed, will have a much higher probability of success.”

      Koji was mollified. It took me a few seconds to parse her words. Had she finally called me Sensei? She never called me that. But her, as a representative of the kitsune queen, calling me “teacher” carried a lot of weight. I saw Koji’s estimation of my talents rise.

      “Koji-san,” I said, “there are still four minutes of optimum flow for the luck spell. Perhaps you should try it out now?”

      As we watched, Koji stepped up to the chart and touched the line that initiated the sequence, then he moved to the glowing footprints and followed the sequence. It took him two minutes to complete, but he handled the motions perfectly. Akiko and I watched as he captured the flows and wove the luck spell.

      Kitty-Sue, who couldn’t see the flows of magic, just looked on as if judging a dance competition. She appeared to approve of his grace and balance. He was breathing deeply when he finished.

      As Koji finished, I almost expected her to hold up a paddle with a “10” inscribed on it.

      “Ask him to test the luck spell,” suggested Akiko.

      “Koji-san,” said Kitty-Sue. “Do you have a way to test this ‘luck’ spell?”

      Koji took a final deep breath, almost as if afraid to test our work. Then he walked over to his desk and pulled out a pair of dice.

      “I haven’t been able to roll consecutive lucky numbers for over a year,” he said.

      He threw the dice on his blotter, holding his breath until the spinning stopped. Two fours showed. I was expecting a seven. Koji snatched the dice up again and threw. A three and a five. Eight again. Another throw. Six and two. He rolled another five times, always coming up with an eight.

      I opened my mouth to apologize that he couldn’t roll a seven. I was stopped by the look of triumph on his face. Wait, he was happy with those results?

      “Oh Koji-san,” said Kitty-Sue, “very lucky! You always throw lucky number eight.”

      I realized that a lucky number for an American wasn’t the same as a lucky number for a Japanese. Eight was lucky, for him, so the random positive factor spell helped him roll eights.

      Koji smiled a genuine smile for the first time since we’d arrived. Walking over to the wall-mounted chart, he pointed to one of the other spells listed. “And this spell?” he asked, trying to hide his eagerness.

      “The one that wards your office against intrusion?” I asked. I reached over and touched the symbol, which turned red. A bubble of psychic quiet surrounded the office. “If you want to practice the forms without danger, you will need to activate this ward. It cuts off magic flows so you can practice safely.” Akiko and I had argued over this ward. Ritualists needed a “safe space” to practice. A ward to cut off magic did that.

      I turned back to Koji. He suddenly looked much older. His hair was almost gone, the few remaining wisps completely white. His form was shrunken and his face full of wrinkles. He had fallen victim to accelerated aging, one of the side effects of the improper use of rejuvenation spells. Done incorrectly, they consumed life force instead of augmenting it. His true condition had been hidden under an illusion. Now with the flows of magic stopped, his illusion of relative youth no longer worked.

      I looked at Kitty-Sue and Akiko. Both seemed unfazed by the change. They probably had never been tricked by Koji’s illusion.

      “No, no,” he said, not noticing any change. “The one below it. The symbols seem to represent youth. Or something like that.”

      “Ah,” I said, “that’s our version of a rejuvenation spell. Go ahead and test it, but it won’t work correctly for another forty-seven minutes. And it won’t work at all as long as the ward is up. Then there will be a twenty-minute window for maximum effectiveness.”

      “But if done incorrectly,” he said, “can’t there be negative consequences?”

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “Screw it up, and you’ll get your life sucked out of you. That’s why I have the ward so you can practice. If you follow the footprints and the timing of the chart, it will always work. Magician’s honor.”

      He touched the link and activated the sequence. Instead of jumping to the steps, he stood to one side and watched the sequence of steps. Ahh, he was studying the pattern, using his excellent Ritualist memory to imagine the correct positioning.

      The rejuvenation sequence took about five minutes to complete. It was much more complicated than the luck spell. As the last footprint faded away, Koji looked disappointed.

      “Ninety-seven steps. I don’t know if I can...” He trailed off. Stepping to the other side of the office, he asked, “Scott-san, can you activate the sequence again?”

      He watched it through to completion from the new angle, committing the steps to memory. As the last step faded, he looked crestfallen. He turned away and noticed his reflection in a mirror placed by the door. He immediately realized that we had all seen through his illusion of middle-aged health.

      “I’m afraid I won’t be able to complete the sequence,” he said. “Some of the moves are beyond my physical abilities.”

      “The sequence isn’t easy,” I said. “But it’s the best way.”

      Akiko realized the problem and the solution. “Tell him the effects are cumulative,” she said.

      “Cumulative?” I asked.

      Looking at me as if at a slow student, she continued. “It’s not necessary to complete the sequence. Each time he completes the first section, a bit of youth will be restored.”

      “Cumulative?” asked Koji. “What do you mean?” Of course, he had not heard Akiko’s explanation.

      “Each time you perform the spell, even if only a few steps,” I said, “a bit of your youth will return. Eventually, you will be restored enough to go further.”

      “With no backlash?” he said in wonder.

      Finally understanding, I said, “When I said ‘screw it up,’ I meant making a wrong move or turn. Just stopping won’t cause any backlash. As long as the sequence is followed correctly, it can be interrupted. A misstep would cause a backlash. It was very difficult to design the spell to have only a positive component. But we did it.” The idea and execution had been almost all Akiko’s work. I was more of an “if you screw up the spell, pay the consequences” type. But she was more forgiving. One day, she would be a much better teacher than me.

      “Are the other spells equally forgiving?” asked Koji.

      Akiko shook her head, and I had to answer. “The other spells can have negative consequences. It was demanding to structure them to avoid that. We worked hard on the rejuvenation spell to avoid that, but it’s the only spell so designed.”

      A few more minutes of instruction and questions answered and Koji started getting nervous. A look at the clock showed that the optimum time for the rejuvenation spell would start in a few minutes.

      “Well, Koji-san,” I said, “we’ll leave you to your first test.”

      He nodded eagerly until I picked up the old map and rolled it up for transport.

      “What are you doing?” he asked. “That map is priceless.”

      Priceless, and dangerous. I don’t like leaving dangerous knowledge lying around. “Koji-san. Our agreement was that I would swap this map for my improved version. Now that you’ve seen my version work, I will need to take this map.”

      I could see him running our conversation over in his mind. He would have to agree that I had used the term “swap.”

      He still seemed agitated, so I said, “Koji-san, please try the rejuvenation spell while we go and have dinner. If the effects are everything you wanted, then join us in your bar for a celebratory drink. We can discuss this further later.”

      Dropping the ward, we exited the office, leaving Koji to perform his spells.

      A few minutes later, we were seated at the table in the restaurant, perusing the menu. They stocked my favorite Italian wine. This was going to be a good meal.

      After ordering, Kitty-Sue popped up a privacy bubble. “Boss,” she said, “I’ve got a lot of questions.”

      “About?”

      “About human magic,” she said.

      I poured wine for all of us, even duplicating a glass to Akiko’s plane. I inhaled the aroma before answering.

      “You know there’s a lot about human magic I can’t tell you, right?’

      “Yes,” she said, “I know you have secrets you don’t want to pass on.”

      I shared a glance with Akiko. Kitty-Sue had powerful magical abilities due to her kitsune nature. Shapeshifting, speed, strength, and a significant resistance to human magic. But they worked nothing like my style of magic.

      “Not so much secrets,” I said, “although we do have those. It’s like explaining colors to a blind man.”

      Akiko took a sip of her ghostly wine. “How would you describe to me how to produce the pheromone that attracts men? Is that a secret you can share?”

      “Oh, it’s easy,” said Kitty-Sue. “First you take a sniff… Um, no, that’s not it. You take your, your, tail?” She pursed her lips in thought. “Maybe I can explain better in Japanese,” she said. “There are no English words for the actions.” She rattled off a stream of Japanese to Akiko, none of which I understood.

      After several minutes, it was apparent that Akiko also did not understand. She ended up shaking her head in incomprehension.

      “OK, I understand,” said Kitty-Sue. “Let’s stick with the practical. Why does Koji-san have to do all of those dance steps to work a spell? I’ve seen you do your hocus-pocus without getting off your ass.”

      “Ah, that’s a good question,” I said. “Ritualists have to move to capture the flows, no, threads is a better word, the threads of the five elements of magic. Most magicians, even those of us who can see the threads, still need to move to capture the energy.”

      “So why don’t you dance?” she asked.

      “Magicians like Akiko and me here,” I said, “have the ability to influence the flows of magic. To make them come to us.”

      A skill I had learned by necessity in a Vietnamese POW camp. When you’re tied down to a torture slab, moving to the magic isn’t an option.

      “So, you make the mojo come to you,” she said.

      “Yes,” I said, “more or less. Remember, describing magic, even to another magician, is like the old story of the blind men describing an elephant. Each of us views magic a different way.”

      “OK,” said Kitty-Sue, “next subject. This healing and rejuvenation thing. It makes no sense to me. After you had been aged fighting Jorōgumo, it took you months to get back to your young self. But I saw you rejuvenate those two witches in New York in less than an hour. How come sometimes it takes hours, and other times it takes months?”

      I nodded to Akiko to explain; she and I had had a similar conversation. “It’s a matter of objectivity,” she said. “A healer working from the outside can work quickly because we can freeze? Halt? Stop the body of the patient. This allows us to make massive changes. Scott-sensei did that to Monica in Las Vegas.

      “However,” she continued, “working from within is much more difficult. Halting a process in your body will also halt the brain. It would be like trying to debug a computer program while it’s running.”

      “Or trying to tune up a car engine while driving down the freeway,” I said.

      “OK,” said Kitty-Sue. “I don’t expect to understand this completely. But I’ve seen you rejuvenate others, why couldn’t you just rejuvenate Koji-san?”

      “Give a man a rejuvenation,” I said, “and he gets younger. Teach a man to rejuvenate, and he can stay young for centuries. Teaching Koji-san this technique will make him a powerful ally. The other Ritualists will flock to him to learn his techniques and use his charts.

      “Plus, it would take a lot of the energy I’ve stored up to rejuvenate him. Remember, to heal Monica, I took five years of her husband’s life energy. I don’t see anybody here willing to donate a portion of their life force for Koji-san.”

      “OK,” said Kitty-Sue, “I’ve enjoyed the time here.” Indicating the impressive spread, she took a small sip of her wine. “And the accommodations are nice. But is all this work with Koji-san getting us any closer to stopping the ghost samurai?”

      “Closer, yes,” I said. “I don’t have any way to attack the samurai directly. Once he accepts the armor, I hope I can compel him to keep his promise. We needed to work with Koji-san to get access to the onsen. I needed to update the map so we can use it to divine the location of the rest of the armor. We need the armor to complete the deal with the samurai.”

      “You know he’ll try to break the deal,” said Kitty-Sue, crossing her arms. “He’s a rōnin. A warrior who rebelled against his master, a traitor. He cannot be trusted.”

      “I have a plan,” I said. “If everything works out, we’ll be able to exorcise him.”

      “If,” said Kitty-Sue in a chill tone.
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* * *

      Fifteen minutes later, Koji came into the restaurant. His step was lighter, his pace quicker, and he had a smile on his face. A look under his illusion showed some improvements already. A few new hairs were growing, and he had lost some wrinkles. He still had a long way to go, but he was on his way to a complete rejuvenation.

      He joined us at the table and accepted a glass of our wine. As I poured, he said, “I’d like to talk about the old map. It is of no use to you, but could be effectively used as a training aid by my fellow Ritualists.”

      “So, you’re saying it’s valuable?” asked Kitty-Sue with a sly grin.

      “Yes,” I responded before Koji could answer, “it’s very valuable. Koji-san, what are you prepared to offer for this map?”

      “It’s my family’s map,” he said. “It should stay with me.”

      “Sorry, my friend,” I said. “We’ve already made a deal for the old map.”

      Much more sensitive to Japanese emotions than me, Akiko said, “He wants the map badly. He might do something to block our mission.” She put a finger to her chin in thought. “The map isn’t that valuable to us. Is there anything else you could need from him to allow him to trade without losing face?”

      At that moment, a waiter appeared and proffered the bill. Damn, I had neglected to include meals and room service in my deal with Koji. Five years of free lodging in the onsen suite was wonderful, but a guy had to eat and have the occasional nip.

      I admired the cheap bastard. He was tricky. I had given him the ability to get his youth back and he charged me ten thousand yen for a bottle of wine. But, it gave me an idea.

      Looking at the bill, I took a deep breath and set it on the table between us. “Koji-san, my friend,” I said. “With your new spell chart you will be a famous sensei. Ritualists will flock to you to sit at your feet and learn from you.”

      Koji-san smiled, but it wasn’t genuine. He knew when he was being buttered up.

      “It occurs to me,” I continued, “that your teachings could be best propagated by using the older chart, reserving the use of the more potent chart in your office for only a select few.” Or him alone.

      Koji-san nodded. If he could keep the old chart, he could use it to teach spells, with a one-in-one-thousand probability of success, and still keep the better chart a secret. Magicians love secrets.

      “Now,” I said, “it occurs to me that I and my guests, of which there will be many in the next five years, will also need to have our meals and drinks compensated. If you would do me the honor of accepting this map in exchange for fully compensating all charges for my guests and me, I would consider that a fair trade.”

      At that moment, the buxom waitress came by to offer us coffee or tea. I saw Koji’s gaze slide up and down her body as she took our orders. I knew the rejuvenation was giving him ideas.

      “Could we possibly discuss a cap on the maximum number of guests?” he said. “Perhaps only three?”

      “Ten,” I said.

      “Four,” he said.

      “Seven,” I countered.

      “Six,” he said with finality. That was good because I was trying for five.

      “Agreed,” I said.

      “Agreed,” said Koji. “Starting—”

      “Today,” I said, pushing the bill towards him.

      He looked at the bill, then at me and raised an eyebrow. Oh yeah, the map. I pulled it out of my satchel and held it out. Koji grabbed the chart, but I didn’t let go. He looked at my face and picked up the bill. I let the chart go.

      Koji looked insufferably pleased with himself. He had a chance at rejuvenation, his old chart to use for teaching, and us on the way to eliminate the menace of the ghost samurai.

      “Ladies,” I said, standing up and motioning for Koji to rise with me, “please enjoy your tea. I have to have a few words with Koji-san.”

      Koji was puzzled by the “ladies” comment, as he still couldn’t see Akiko, but he followed me to the door of the restaurant.

      “Koji-san,” I said, “we will join you in your office in about thirty minutes to use the map to divine the location of the rest of the armor.”

      He nodded and turned away. I touched his arm, stopping him. In a voice too low for even Kitty-Sue to hear, I said, “Koji-san, I want to give you a warning about rejuvenation. Approaching puberty from the far side can be more disorientating than normal puberty.” I slid my eyes towards the buxom waitress he had been admiring, then Kitty-Sue. “You might be tempted to do rash things. Things that will complicate your life.”

      He snorted and clapped my back. “My friend,” he said, “I wish I could have those kinds of complications.”

      Back at the table, we enjoyed our drinks, mine with a shot of brandy, and tea.

      Kitty-Sue looked at me as she twirled her teacup. Then she asked, “Scott-san, aren’t you rich? I mean rich, rich. Almost billionaire rich?”

      “Yes,” I said, “and all it took was risking my life to defeat an alpha werewolf. With my hands chained behind my back.” Not to mention that I had gifted ten percent of my wealth to each of them. And I still ended up paying most of the bills.

      “We know the story,” she said, waving away my bragging, “we were there. But if you’re so rich, why do you bargain so hard?”

      “To keep in practice,” I said. “Magicians live and die by bargains. Mundane cash means little to us. But it has its uses.”

      Akiko finished her coffee and added, “Plus, Scott-sensei was raised cheap. In Tennessee coal country. Surviving there took a lot of ingenuity.”

      Kitty-Sue would probably never understand. In her world, duty, honor, and skill at her deadly profession were items of much more importance than money. I loved her from the tips of her furry ears to the tips of her furry tails, but some things we couldn’t communicate about.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Thirty minutes later, we were back in Koji’s office. I could tell from his deep breathing and sweat-soaked shirt that he had been practicing the steps for the rejuvenation spell.

      “Six steps?” I asked.

      “Seven,” he said proudly.

      “Excellent!” I said. By the time we finish with the ghost samurai, you should be at twenty steps.”

      Koji bowed his head. One thing about the Japanese, if they put their mind to doing something, they will give one hundred percent until they accomplish it.

      “OK,” I said, “now we need to use this map to divine the location of the rest of the samurai’s armor.”

      We took the chart off the wall and set it on the floor in a clear space. I retrieved the crystal globe that contained the lock of the samurai’s hair and placed it on the map. Once the spell engaged, the marble-sized globe should roll to the spot in Hakone where the armor resided. If the armor was outside of Hakone, it would roll towards the correct location.

      The similarity spell was complicated. And made even more so because I insisted the invisible Akiko perform half of it. I had already seen that Koji was perceptive enough to copy my spells. However, copying my half of this spell would teach him nothing.

      Setting the crystal sphere on the chart, I started the spell. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Koji-san drop a pencil and bend over to pick it up.

      The crystal globe vibrated in place for several moments, then started moving. Instead of rolling to a spot in Hakone, or even to a spot on the floor to indicate a spot outside of Hakone, the sphere zipped through the air and embedded itself in the plasterboard, passing through the space that had recently been occupied by the kneeling Koji-san. Looked like the good luck spell was still working for him.

      Looking at the direction, force, and angle, I could come to only one conclusion.

      “Oh crap,” I said.

      “What does that mean?” Koji and Kitty-Sue asked at the same time.

      “It means the armor is not in Japan,” I said.
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      “If it’s not in Japan,” said Kitty-Sue, “where is it?”

      “That’s a good question,” I said. “We need to make some more accurate measurements.”

      Koji-san had a very worried expression. I didn’t know why until Kitty-Sue said, “You’re not going to shoot any holes in his new magic chart, are you?”

      “No,” I said, “of course not. We just need to downplay some of the spell parameters to eliminate the logarithmic distance component.”

      Kitty-Sue perched her butt on the desk, crossed her arms, and said, “Whatever. Just don’t screw up Koji-san’s chance at a second childhood.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, and noted the look of relief on Koji-san’s face.

      The next few hours were spent recalculating vectors for the spell. Kitty-Sue’s interest waned quickly, and Koji-san was flagging.

      “Kitty-Sue, Koji-san,” I said, “this is going to take several more hours. Why don’t you two go and get some sleep?”

      “I’m fine,” said Kitty-Sue, who then stifled a yawn. “OK, I’m a little bit tired, but I can hang in there.”

      She saw my glance at Koji-san and understood. I didn’t want to keep giving free magic lessons to a possible rival.

      “Koji-san,” she said, “I think we should leave Scott to his calculations. Let’s go.”

      She took Koji-san’s arm and urged him through the door. She took one look back at Akiko and nodded, before saying, “Good night, Scott. See you in the morning.”

      Akiko drifted closer to my worksheet, examining my work. She immediately pointed out areas where the calculations could be simplified. I handed her the pencil and she started making new designs on the worksheet.

      “So, Akiko,” I said, “why don’t you reveal yourself to Koji-san? You can make almost any human see you, when you want.”

      “In my judgment, Scott-sensei,” she said, “Koji-san is not completely trustworthy. He yearns for more power than he can obtain through his own efforts. I think it best we not reveal too much to him.”

      Her thoughts paralleled my own. Good to know my perceptive student felt the same way. As I mulled over the worksheet, trying to find balance in the equations, Akiko spoke again.

      “Unlike you, Koji-san would never have turned down the dragon’s bargain,” she said. “The result of him getting that much power would be chaotic.”

      “Is that why you set your calculations for the new chart to only last five years?” After all, the previous chart had lasted hundreds, only losing accuracy when the energy flows drifted far away from their original locations.

      “Hai,” she said. “If he gains too much power from using our tools, it will only last a few years.”

      “And if he causes trouble while the chart is still potent?” I asked.

      Akiko willed herself into true invisibility; not even my magician’s eyesight could find her. “You have your invisible secret weapon to stop him,” she whispered in my ear from an inch away. I felt the chill caress of her ghost finger slide down my back.

      Was the message that one day, she might have to sneak up on me? Probably. Magicians go mad. When powerful magicians go mad, other magicians have to stop them.

      Akiko might have to kill me one day, but not today. We got back to work on modifying the direction spells and wrapped up by dawn.
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* * *

      “Ohayo,” said Kitty-Sue. She and Koji-san came in together. Kitty-Sue was bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, and carried two steaming coffee cups. But Koji-san was still looking rough. He would need a lot of rejuvenation and recovery before he could keep up with us.

      Handing one cup to me, Kitty-Sue set the other on the desk. Akiko sniffed appreciatively, then duplicated the coffee to her plane.

      “So, did you get your spell-work done?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “I believe so,” I said. “We’re ready to make another measurement.”

      Koji-san stepped back, closer to the door, putting Kitty-Sue between him and the chart on the floor. Smart guy.

      This time, however, there were no fireworks. The crystal globe was placed at the northernmost point of the chart. When the spell was invoked, the globe rolled off the map at an angle and stopped about ten feet away, under Koji-san’s desk.

      I carefully marked the angle and distance from the chart to the resting globe.

      Then we repeated the process, starting the crystal globe from the most southern point of the map. Once again, the globe stopped under Koji-san’s desk, at the exact same spot.

      We repeated the process several times to ensure we were reading the angles and distances correctly.

      I put the globe away, careful not to the let Koji-san see the gestures to open my dragonskin satchel, then started on the calculations. Akiko worked the same numbers independently, so we could compare answers.

      I finished my coffee and calculations at the same time. Akiko looked at me sadly, and said, “Scott-sensei, I show the armor as being lost in the Pacific Ocean. I don’t believe we can recover it.”

      “Did you use a straight line or a great-circle to calculate the location?”

      She bowed her head. “Gomenasai,” she said, “I used a straight line.” She looked at the numbers again and performed the calculation in her head, much faster than I could. She nodded to herself and said, “Yes. Now I see where the armor resides.”

      “Well,” said Kitty-Sue, “don’t keep me in suspense. Where is it?”

      Akiko and I answered at the same time. “Thailand.”

      “Oh crap,” said Kitty-Sue. “Another road trip.”
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* * *

      Koji-san seemed to be growing nervous. At first, I thought it was because of the difficulty in retrieving the armor. Then I looked at the chart and the position of the sun. It was nearly the next period of time when the rejuvenation spell would be most effective. He was anxious to get started.

      I returned the chart to the wall and cleaned up our pencil and chalk marks on the floor, leaving the space free for his rituals.

      “OK, team,” I said. “Let’s go have breakfast and make plans for our trip.”

      We used the breakfast buffet, which made it easier to get food for the invisible Akiko. It was also nice because the buffet had both Japanese-style and American-style breakfasts. Kitty-Sue and Akiko got rice, miso soup, grilled fish, and some pickled vegetables. I was able to enjoy an omelet and bacon, as well as toast and pastries.

      Finishing up her breakfast tea, Kitty-Sue set the cup down and said, “So, boss, it looks like we have to go to Thailand?”

      Hmmm, she only called me “boss” when she was in her bodyguard mode. She was already planning out the trip.

      “Yes,” I said, “the trail leads there. We’ll have to fly into Bangkok. From there, we can isolate the location of the rest of the armor.”

      “Let me know what I’m working with here,” said Kitty-Sue. “Is this going to be a repeat of our last trip? Are you going to need time to Zen out and suck up the local magic?”

      I looked at Akiko, who nodded in unison with me. “That’s why I was hoping the armor was still in Japan. The farther we travel from our home, the more difficult it is to use the magical forces.”

      “So, I’ll have to guard the two most powerful magicians in Asia because they can’t travel? Can’t you just tank up here? You said there’s a lot of energy in Hakone.”

      Kitty-Sue’s magic, totally different than ours, would work anywhere in the world. One of the reasons magicians did not travel much was that we needed to adapt to local magic. Until the adaptation was done, we had very little magic available. Taking a magician away from his home was one of the best ways to kill him.

      “After what we spent at the samurai’s onsen, plus what we’ve used up making the map,” I said, “it would take us about a week here to top up.”

      “And we don’t have a week,” said Akiko. She set her coffee cup down and frowned. “Although at least another day here will be necessary.”

      I took a closer look at Akiko. She was more ethereal than normal, having a harder time staying visible to us. Although ghosts don’t sleep, they still need time to rest and recover.

      “OK,” I said, “we’ll stay here at least another day. Akiko, please try to schedule a flight from Tokyo to Bangkok two days from now.” Akiko brought out her ghost iPad, the one I had given her for Christmas, and started tapping on the screen.

      Kitty-Sue looked at Akiko through slitted eyes. “Akiko-san,” she said, “when you got your pillow talk ‘language upgrade,’ did it include Thai?”

      “Chai, Ka,” replied Akiko. “Although there are some things that don’t come naturally. It’s hard to compare to English or Japanese. I’ll need to practice.”

      “So,” said Kitty-Sue, turning to me, “at least two of us speak the language. How about you? Can you speak Thai?”

      “Not really,” I said. “You know I’m not good with foreign languages.” What few phrases I did know how to say in Thai had more to do with cathouse bargaining than polite conversation.

      “OK,” said Kitty-Sue, “that’s fine. You have other talents.” She looked down for a moment, then continued. “You know I will have to tell my aunt where we are going.”

      It took a moment for me to digest this. Kitty-Sue was not a free agent. Plus, with her reputation for mayhem, traveling to another kingdom was bound to raise suspicions about the real nature of her trip. If someone important in Thailand died of “natural causes” while we were there, blame would immediately shift to Kitty-Sue.

      I nodded, then a thought hit me. “There’s no one in Thailand that your aunt would have a beef with? Right? I thought Thailand only had Thai supernaturals.”

      “There is a large Japanese community in Thailand,” said Kitty-Sue. “That includes some exiled kitsune and tanuke.” She looked at me levelly. “I have received no orders to ‘do my work’ in Thailand.”

      Her tone of voice indicated that this was a subject she couldn’t go into.

      “All right,” I said. “We have a plan. Kitty-Sue, please emphasize to your aunt that this trip needs to be only about recovering the armor. The lives of hundreds of the descendants of the ones who brought the samurai to justice depend on us getting this done. Also, if this is screwed up, she will lose a chance at being a minority owner in the onsen.”

      Kitty-Sue just looked at me. “Do you want me to talk with her?” I asked.

      “Oh, no!” she said. “I can be much more diplomatic than you.”

      She was right. My interactions with the kitsune royal family had been tense. Better to let her handle the diplomacy.

      One hour later, we were freshly scrubbed and relaxing in the suite’s onsen. Lounging naked with an anime-figured ghost magician and a lithe ninja kitsune assassin made me think about the winding road that led to this moment. Had it all really started the day I took pity on a ghost girl in the Roppongi subway? Or the date years before, when I had discovered I could see and control the flows of magic? Who could know their fate? Even the future-seeing dragon of Lake Ashi had indicated that my lifeline was too confusing to follow.

      My country-bred philosophy kicked in. I would do my best to get through the bad times, and enjoy the good times while I could. Hell, I had already outlived many magicians in my age group. We tended to expire early.

      After an hour in the water, I had to get out and cool off. Americans had a hard time with the temperatures that Japanese enjoyed. I rinsed off with cold water and sat on a chaise lounge.

      Outside of the pool, the swirls of magical energy were thinner, but still usable for recharging. Like a solar cell on a cloudy day, I continued to trickle charge my magical reservoirs.

      Looking at Akiko and Kitty-Sue enjoying the ambiance, I had a thought. There was someone else who could use the suite when we were not here. Nakamura-san picked up on the first ring.

      “Nakamura-san,” I said, “this is Scott. How are you, my friend?” I listened for a few minutes.

      “Sorry to hear your mother is not feeling well. Is she still wearing the amulet? Did she have a problem with the onsen therapy? Hmm, yes. I understand.”

      “Nakamura-san,” I said, “I have recently come into a free package at the Hattori Hakone Onsen. Unfortunately, I will not be able to take advantage of this prize. If you would do me the honor of accepting, I think you and your family would enjoy the stay here.”

      He objected, of course. He didn’t want charity. But by coaching it as a free prize that would go to waste otherwise, he accepted my offer of a free stay at the suite, starting two days from now.

      “Nakamura-san,” I said, “I am honored by your friendship. Just make sure your mother wears the amulet when she uses the onsen here.”

      After hanging up, I looked up to see Kitty-Sue looking at me through half-lidded eyes as she lounged in the pool. Of course, with her kitsune hearing, she had missed nothing.

      “So,” she said quietly, “Nakamura-san will be able to use this suite while we are gone? I thought your Deal with him was done. Giving him that healing amulet for his mother should have been enough.”

      “I don’t just throw people away after a Deal is done,” I said. “Nakamura-san is a friend. A friend who helped me when I needed it.”

      “A friend who helped you trick the kitsune queen with a mundane card trick,” said Kitty-Sue with a smirk. She continued, “I’m happy you remain loyal to your friends.” She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them wide. “Wait! This also sends a message to the queen. A message that Nakamura-san and his family are still under your protection.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “Nobody fucks with the magician.” I moved my gaze to Akiko, still happily Zenned out in the water and ignoring us. “Or fucks with his friends. It’s a lesson that many have failed to heed. I’m still here, they are not.”

      “You think you could challenge a nine-tailed kitsune queen in her home?”

      “Challenge?” I said. “Hell, yes. Win? Probably not. But she would suffer greatly.”

      She looked at me with a level gaze, which I held for what seemed an eternity. She finally looked down and said, “I will do my best to make sure that day never comes.”

      “As will I,” I said. “I don’t want a fight with your queen”—or her chosen representative— “but I have vows that are unbreakable. Forcing me to choose which vow to break would cause enormous destruction.”

      She lifted her hands from the water and gestured surrender. “It’s OK, Scott,” she said, using the name she only used when we were in private. “I’m sure the queen won’t risk that type of conflict.”
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      We left the Hattori Hakone Onsen on Wednesday morning. A quick train ride to Tokyo brought us to home. Akiko and I prepared for the trip while Kitty-Sue informed her family of the upcoming trip.

      Thursday afternoon, we flew out of Haneda airport and arrived in Bangkok six hours later. For our stay, I had made reservations at the Grand Hyatt Erawan for a premier suite. There were nicer suites, but this was nice enough for our purposes.

      As we examined the room, I sat on the bed and patted the mattress next to me. “I think we can really enjoy this trip,” I said to Kitty-Sue, raising one eyebrow.

      Kitty-Sue crossed her arms and looked at me levelly. “Boss,” she said, “what do you need to find this armor?”

      Hmm, she was calling me “boss” and acting very businesslike. She was in bodyguard mode and wasn’t interested in playing. Probably also still resented the attention the dragon had showered on me.

      “I have what I need in my bag,” I said. “Akiko-san and I will need to ‘Zen out’ tomorrow to get used to the magic here. After that, we can use our spells to find the armor.”

      Looking at Akiko, Kitty-Sue said, “Akiko, let’s take the other bedroom and let the magician get his rest.”

      The next morning, I awoke refreshed. The room was bathed in the dawn light, filtered through heavy clouds. May in Bangkok is rainy season. The energy of millions of Bangkok residents, so very different from Tokyo or New York, flowed through the air.

      I hopped out of bed and shouted “Good morning!” to Kitty-Sue and Akiko before taking a luxurious shower. I knew as soon as we stepped outside the air-conditioned hotel, we would get another shower.

      The girls met me at the door, ready to go. Kitty-Sue was in her Japanese businesswoman form and outfit, with no sign of her ears and tails. Akiko was wearing her schoolgirl costume.

      We rode the elevator down to the restaurant where the buffet was served.

      The hotel provided an excellent breakfast buffet. We always preferred buffet style dining, as ordering for the invisible Akiko would raise eyebrows.

      After breakfast, we went to Lumpini Park to start the acclimation process. I remembered bright sunshine and bustling crowds the last time I had visited. Due to the rain today, there were fewer people in the park than normal. We walked down one of the paths and stepped off into the grassy area. Kitty-Sue set up a kitsune privacy bubble and took guard station on one knee.

      I pulled Princess and a mat from my satchel. I handed Princess to Kitty-Sue to assist in the guarding, then tossed the mat on the grass to serve as my seat. I raised an eyebrow at Akiko to ask if she wanted one, too. She shook her head and gestured to indicate she could merely let the raindrops pass through her body.

      Once she was ready, her cute schoolgirl uniform morphed into a new uniform: a brown tunic over brown pants, with soft leather boots. A part of me regretted not being able to look up her miniskirt as she got into position, even though I had had plenty of opportunity to see her naked in the onsen. She floated down to a seiza position, resting an inch above the wet grass. I joined her on the ground, only using a slightly more awkward cross-legged position. We both went into the trance magicians use to attune to a new magic area.

      The flows of magic in Thailand were different from New York. More personal, one-on-one. Instead of several powerful demigods, the Thai supernatural world had legions of minor deities. Every section of the land had a resident spirit.

      Watched over by the ever-vigilant Kitty-Sue and Princess, Akiko and I spent two hours in meditation. We finally woke and returned to the hotel. After a quick shower and change of clothes for Kitty-Sue and myself, we had a nice lunch in the hotel’s restaurant.

      I had expected Kitty-Sue, with her preternaturally sensitive nose, to want to avoid the spicy dishes. Instead she picked the spiciest dishes, indicated by five peppers on the menu. I stuck with three-pepper spiciness. Akiko took one sniff at our selections, shook her head, and picked her items from the one-pepper menu. No ghost peppers for my ghost apprentice.

      After we returned to our room in the hotel, I heard a knock at the door. Opening it, I saw the concierge, who handed me an envelope. After tipping and sending him on his way, I examined the envelope.

      It was made of high-quality linen paper. On the front, written in Spencerian script, was To the Resident of Premier Suite # 2.

      Ever practical and protective, Kitty-Sue snatched the item from my hands. She remembered the trap set for us in New York, one that only affected magicians. She sniffed the envelope and shook her head, indicating she detected no poisons.

      She raised one eyebrow and said, “No perfume. A man wrote this. A magician. I don’t recognize the scent.” She gave me a look that indicated she had been expecting a missive from a female. “Shall I open it?”

      “I can detect no magical traps in the letter, Scott-sensei,” said Akiko.

      At my nod, Kitty-Sue manifested a blade and slit the flap on the envelope open. The message, written in the same painstaking hand, was short and to the point:

      As a newcomer magician in my area, you should make your intentions known. Meet me at the below address at 4:00 p.m. today.

      Below was an address written in Thai. Akiko drifted closer and read the address. “It’s in an area called Soi Cowboy,” she said. “Isn’t that a tourist area?”

      “No signature, no trace of magic,” I said. “I can’t tell who this is from. Maybe we should just ignore it.”

      Kitty-Sue snorted. “When has ignoring danger ever helped?” Kitty-Sue preferred to face danger head-on, blades in hand. I preferred to run from danger. Still, she had a point. Having an unknown agent behind us, especially one who had tracked us down so soon after arrival, was a danger we couldn’t dismiss.

      “OK,” I said. “But we’re not going at 4:00 p.m. We’re going to get there at least two hours early.”

      Kitty-Sue, Akiko, Princess, and I soon left the hotel and climbed into one of the three-wheeled taxis, called tuk-tuks, that are common in Bangkok. Princess, in deference to the rain, morphed into her umbrella shape. Kitty-Sue sat next to me, and Akiko hovered alongside the vehicle as we zigzagged through the traffic.

      We arrived at the address located on Soi Cowboy, and I paid the driver. As I was a Westerner, he cheated me, of course, doubling the price. I could have argued but settled for cursing him with a flat tire.

      At the entrance, I sniffed and said, “It’s just a bar. No wards. Let’s check it out.”

      The bar wasn’t as impressive as the locales that flanked it. In fact, it looked run down. We entered after paying the cover charge. At least they didn’t charge me for Kitty-Sue’s entry. The invisible Akiko glided past the door-girl without even stopping.

      Looking around at the club showed a run-down area populated by tiny tables, most of which were empty. I hoped for the owner’s sake that business would pick up later. On the left side of the room was a small stage where three young Thai girls were dancing. They had classical Thai features, slim bodies, and long black hair. Each wore a bikini of a different color. Two of the three had tattoos, something that had been unheard of when I last visited. The third girl was much taller than the other two, with lighter skin and much larger breasts. On the breast of each girl’s bikini was a small tag with a number embossed on it. A sound system played the latest dance music.

      Heading towards the rear of the bar, Kitty-Sue beat me to the chair facing the door. Akiko slid into the chair next to her, leaving me with my back to the entrance. I hung Princess over the back of a chair to my left and sat opposite Akiko, giving Kitty-Sue a clear view of the entrance.

      A waitress came over and took our order. She was dressed in the same bikini and number tag outfit the dancers wore. The waitress made that graceful clasped hands and short bow gesture called a wai and asked us what we wanted. She was surprised when Kitty-Sue answered in perfect Thai. A Johnnie Walker Black Label for me (of course), a cup of coffee yang for the invisible Akiko, and nam soda for herself.

      “Your Thai is much better than I thought,” I said to Kitty-Sue. She could have helped with the tuk-tuk driver.

      “Kitsune are very good with languages,” she replied. With a quick glance at Akiko, she continued, “And we don’t have to sleep with demigods to get that talent.”

      Instead of getting angry, Akiko smiled and said, “Jealous of wisp? We could always go back and visit Elvis and see if he is interested in you.”

      The dancer’s set finished, and the girls walked off the stage, each making a wai to the Buddha statue that sat on a shelf near the stage. The oncoming dance crew performed the same gesture before walking up the stairs to the stage.

      The waitress came back and dropped off our drinks. I was surprised to find my Johnnie Walker Black was the real thing, not the watered-down crap that other bars tried to serve. Maybe this place was better than I’d thought.

      I mused on how nice it would be to have a bar. I could stock only top-shelf liquors, control who entered, and ensure employee honesty by cursing thieves. My thoughts were interrupted by Akiko.

      “I understand the language,” said Akiko, “but I don’t know why the dancers and waitresses wear those numbers.”

      Kitty-Sue and I shared a glance. Who should break the news to Akiko? Despite her encyclopedic knowledge of the language, she was still innocent.

      At a tiny nod from Kitty-Sue, I said to Akiko, “All the dancers and waitresses are ‘for hire.’ Thais consider it very impolite to point at a person, so they wear the badges with numbers. If a customer fancies a lady, instead of pointing, he gives the number of his intended to the mama-san and arrangements are made.”

      “Thank you for explaining, Scott-sensei.”

      “Yes,” teased Kitty-Sue, “your extensive knowledge of hookers and bars is impressive.”

      Akiko looked at the male bartenders and nodded her head at them. “But why are the men also wearing numbers?”

      I looked at Kitty-Sue and said, “Your turn.”

      A quick stream of Japanese cleared up the confusion in Akiko’s eyes, which was replaced by the downcast eyes and flushed cheeks of embarrassment. How a ghost could blush was a mystery for another day.

      I waved the waitress over for another round. I still felt uncomfortable with my back to the door. Magicians are not very trusting.

      Noting my discomfort, Kitty-Sue said, “Don’t worry, boss. Nobody can sneak up on us while I’m here.” Nodding at Akiko, she continued, “And we have an ever-vigilant ghost with us.”

      After the drinks had been delivered, Kitty-Sue concentrated, and a bubble of kitsune magic appeared around us. The attention of all the patrons slid off of our little group.

      “See?” she asked. “Now nobody will notice us. With us, you’re as safe as if you were at home.”

      Protected by my bodyguards and magic, we had several more drinks. The dancers’ sets lasted for about twenty-five minutes each. Between sets, they either flirted with customers or sat in a gaggle at the rear of the bar and chatted in Thai.

      “I think we should leave and continue trying to track down the samurai armor,” I said. “I’m sure it’s to the north. If we travel around, I can triangulate the location.”

      “I think it’s better to eliminate any threat on our back trail,” said Kitty-Sue. “Besides, you’re a magician. You can throw off almost any magical attack.”

      “There’s more than one way to attack a magician,” I said. “What if one of the dancers is an assassin?”

      Watching the dancers for hints of attack, Kitty-Sue narrowed her eyes and said, “You’re right. There’s something wrong with one of the dancers. That girl in the middle. She moves like Koji-san.”

      Akiko and I twisted our heads to look at the dancer. Sure enough, in the magical spectrum, she would touch the streamers of magical energy that drifted through the air. As she touched them, they would be absorbed into her body. However, the movements were not the precise, practiced moves of a Ritualist. Her dancing was more organic.

      Akiko said, “Not like Koji-san. She’s not a Ritualist. And it looks like she can’t see the magic. Some kind of low-grade talent. Not really dangerous to us.”

      “Some can feel the magic,” I said. “Like many of the weak magicians we saw in Las Vegas. They can absorb some magic, perform low-level tricks, and generate good luck for themselves.”

      After taking another sip of my whiskey, I continued, “But she has some talent. Moving from her home to Bangkok must have been a shock, but she has adapted enough to absorb the local magic.”

      “How can you tell she’s not from Bangkok?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      I raised my hands to my chest, about to explain, when I saw the flash in Kitty-Sue’s eyes. I continued raising my hands past my chest and pointed to my nose and said, “She’s probably from Northern Thailand. They have larger noses and lighter skin than those from the South. They are usually taller.”

      “Lanna Thai!” said Akiko, like someone filling in the last piece of a puzzle.

      The dancer heard us, even through Kitty-Sue’s bubble, another sign that she was talented. She waved and smiled at us, displaying perfect teeth.

      “Lanna Thai?” asked Kitty-Sue, ignoring the girl. “What’s that?”

      “That’s what they call Thais descended from the Lan Na Kingdom. It was a separate country until the seventeenth century,” I said.

      “And you can tell all that just from looking at her...” Kitty-Sue’s eyes narrowed and her lips formed a thin line before she continued, “nose?”

      I picked up my drink and finished off the last bit. “It’s a talent.” At Kitty-Sue’s disbelieving look, I said, “Let’s ask her, she’s just finishing her set.” The girls were stepping off the stage and making their bows to the Buddha statue.

      The first two dancers walked past as if we were invisible, due to Kitty-Sue’s bubble. The tall girl smiled at us and was about to go past when I said, “Sawatdee-khrap. Do you speak English, tilaq?”

      She smiled brightly and stepped closer. She made the wai gesture and responded, “Sawatdee-ka. Chai-ka, I speak English, nit-noy.”

      “Would you like to join us?” I asked, ignoring the disapproving looks of Kitty-Sue and Akiko.

      She reached to pull out the empty chair, freezing like she had seen a snake as she saw Princess. She couldn’t tell what the umbrella-shaped object was, but she could tell it was very dangerous. I picked up Princess and put her on my right side.

      Once she was seated, I was able to examine the Buddha amulet around her neck. It had that unearthly “realer-than-real” look of an enchanted object.

      “That’s a very nice Buddha,” I said, staring at her large breasts. “Where did you get it?” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kitty relax now that I was displaying more interest in magic than mammaries.

      She touched the amulet, unconsciously transferring the energy she had gathered from her dance to the object. She looked around in puzzlement. Usually, at this point in her talks with customers, a waitress would appear and offer the customer a chance to buy the dancer a drink. I tugged my ear, a signal to Kitty-Sue to drop her bubble of quiet.

      As the bubble dropped, I asked the girl, “Would you like a ladies’ drink?” She nodded enthusiastically. I waved a waitress over and got another round for all of us, including an overpriced soda for the dancer.

      Waiting for the drinks, I continued chatting with the girl. “My name’s Scott,” I said, holding out my hand.

      “My name is Daeng,” she replied, taking my hand. Her grip was strong and her hand had calluses. A magical probe showed her to be slightly talented, young—barely past nineteen—and healthy. Well, that was probably due to the amulet she wore.

      I introduced Kitty-Sue. As they shook hands, Kitty-Sue did her own version of a probe, taking a deep sniff of Daeng. Her nose could tell a lot, from species, to magical potential, to what she had had for breakfast.

      I didn’t introduce Akiko, as Daeng wasn’t gifted enough to see her. When our drinks arrived, there was an extra iced coffee for Akiko at the “empty” spot at the table. Daeng couldn’t see Akiko, but she could see the glass of iced coffee move across the table as Akiko used a spell to duplicate the drink to her ghostly plane.

      I saw goosebumps spring up on Daeng’s all-too-visible flesh. Her hand flashed to her Buddha charm and she muttered, “Phi jai-dam!”

      “She’s not an evil ghost,” I said to Daeng. “She’s my student.”

      Kitty-Sue jumped in and explained in Thai that I was a teacher and the invisible-to-her ghost was my student.

      Still, Daeng scooted her chair back as far as possible to keep distance between her and Akiko’s chair.

      To change the subject, I said, “So where are you from?”

      “Chiang Rai,” she said. “I leave farm to work Bangkok.”

      I smiled at Kitty-Sue to rub in the fact that I had correctly guessed Daeng’s origins. She ignored me, but I saw her sniff deeply. Now that she knew where Daeng was from, she was cataloging her scent. Somewhere in her brain, Kitty-Sue had cataloged that unique scent as “Daeng; female; young; Northern Thai,” and probably a dozen other categories I couldn’t understand.

      Daeng sipped at her drink, and her goosebumps subsided. Not that I was paying particular attention to her smooth flesh, not at all.

      “That’s an interesting Buddha,” I said, resisting the urge to point. “It looks very old.”

      “Chai kha,” she said. “Gift from grandmother. Very lucky.”

      Akiko drifted closer, phasing through the table to better examine the amulet. I saw the goosebumps come back on Daeng’s arms as she approached.

      “Nice design,” said Akiko. “Not quite an Artifact of Power, but an adequate Channeling device.” With a satisfied nod, she slid back into her seat. “Not as good as one of our designs, but still very nice work.”

      “It could be made much more powerful with just a few tweaks,” I said.

      “You can make my Buddha luckier?” asked Daeng. “Like my grandmother could?”

      “Why is your English so much better now than five minutes ago?” asked the suspicious Kitty-Sue.

      “The owner sends us all to English classes,” said Daeng. “Most of the girls don’t like studying, but it helps with tourists.”

      “Then why didn’t you start out with good English?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      Nodding her head at me, Daeng said, “Men don’t like girls who are too smart.”

      Then she turned to me, “So, you said you could improve my grandmother’s Buddha?”

      “It would take a lot of work,” I said. “I don’t really have time. Although, perhaps we could make a—”

      I felt a kick from Kitty-Sue to remind me not to get sidetracked making Deals with random bar girls.

      “What Ajarn-Scott means,” said Kitty-Sue, using the Thai word for teacher, “is that you have a very nice Buddha. And”—she looked at me sharply before continuing— “you should be very happy with what you have.”

      The waitress delivered another ladies’ drink for Daeng, right on schedule. This waitress had the same Northern Thai features as Daeng. She and Daeng chatted for a minute in a language that sounded Thai, but I couldn’t understand a word. I saw Kitty-Sue was equally puzzled.

      Akiko looked back and forth between our puzzled faces and said, “I understand them. But I don’t think you do.”

      “It’s nice to know there are some languages you don’t understand,” I said to Kitty-Sue.

      “It’s not possible to learn them all,” she said, then looked at Akiko, “unless you cheat.” Akiko just smiled.

      My momentary triumph was quashed when Kitty-Sue continued, “It would take me several weeks to learn that language.” She turned to me with a smile and asked, “Scott-san, how long have you been studying Japanese?”

      I hated having my inadequacies pointed out to me. “Let’s just get back to our mission,” I said.

      “Yes,” said Kitty-Sue, nodding at Daeng, “let’s get back to business.”

      Kitty-Sue was right, as fascinating as the delectable Miss Daeng was, she wasn’t part of our quest. Time to move on.

      So, when the bell rang for Daeng’s group of dancers to get back on the stage, we said our goodbyes. I put Princess back in her spot, hanging on the back of the chair.

      “She drank a lot,” said Akiko. “But those drinks were just soda water. Why is that?”

      “The dancers encourage men to buy them drinks,” I said. “As long as he’s buying, the lady keeps him company.”

      “So, it’s her job?”

      “Yes, Akiko,” I said, “it’s her job. The girls also get fifty percent of the drink price.”

      At Akiko’s puzzled expression, Kitty-Sue said, “Don’t be shocked. Hostess Clubs in Japan do the same thing.” Looking at me, she added, “Just with more class.”

      Then she said, “So this is your kind of place? Sleazy and filled with hookers. Feel right at home?”

      The music shifted to an old John Denver tune, “Country Roads, Take Me Home.” I took a long drink of my whiskey, relishing the smoky taste, and nodded.

      “When you’ve lived as long as I have, you’ll find you can’t go home.”

      “Sounds sad,” said Kitty-Sue. Akiko nodded in agreement.

      “You learn to make a home wherever you are,” I said. The music changed again, to “Wherever I Lay My Hat That’s My Home.”

      “So, this is your ideal home?” scoffed Kitty-Sue. “A run-down bar?”

      I reached across the table and took her hand in my left. With the other hand, I stroked the almost intangible Akiko’s arm.

      “What?” I said. “Hell no. This is my ideal home because you and Akiko are here with me.”

      Kitty-Sue smiled, but pulled her hand away. “Boss,” she said, emphasizing we were here on business, “don’t get homesick now. We have a lot to do.”

      I sat back and took another sip of whiskey. She was right, my inclination to play around could risk our mission. I turned in my chair and watched the dancers. The delectable Ms. Daeng was dancing her heart out, following a pattern only a magician could appreciate.

      I shook my head and turned back to Kitty-Sue and Akiko. A comment made by the dragon came back and I said, “Yes, she’s not part of our mission. The dragon told me to look out for redheads. Daeng’s definitely not a redhead.”

      Kitty-Sue’s claws gripped my hand, almost piercing the skin. “What did the dragon slut say?” She squeezed even harder for emphasis. “What did she say exactly?”

      Taking a calming breath, I patted her hand. “Nothing that applies to us here. She said that ‘women in red’ would cause me some trouble.” Rethinking the dragon’s phrasing, I continued, “She had to mean a redhead. Right?”

      Kitty-Sue’s claws retracted and she pulled her hand away. She crossed her arms and her face had a thoughtful expression. She looked at Akiko. They both nodded at the same time, communicating in the almost-telepathy that all women seem to have.

      “Do you want to tell him?” said Kitty-Sue. Tell him what?

      Nodding assent, Akiko turned to me. “Scott-sensei,” she said, “the dancer’s name is Daeng.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “so what?”

      “Daeng is a common name in Thai,” she said. “Do you know what it means?”

      I shook my head, and the girls said in unison, “Red!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Meeting the Jungle Lord

      

      

      “Nonsense,” I said. “It’s just a coincidence.” As if in argument, the bar’s sound system started playing “Superstitious.”

      At their smug looks, I explained, “I hate prophecies. If you start trying to wrap your life around the mutterings of demigods, you’ll end up stuck in their games. I have no intention of following prophecies.”

      Kitty-Sue took a sip of her fizzy water. “Boss,” she said, “fate is fate. Don’t all those stories about trying to evade fate say it’s impossible?”

      “Not with magic,” I said. At her disbelieving look, I continued, “A greater power”—well, it had been Elvis— “told me that magicians are like pieces on a chessboard that move by themselves. With magic, we can redirect fate.” Actually, he had used a checkerboard as his example, but the principle was the same.

      The girls exchanged another of those thought-sharing glances.

      “Boss,” said Kitty-Sue gently, “didn’t it occur to you that this ‘greater power’ only told you that so you’d do the opposite of what you were inclined to do?”

      “Don’t try to tangle me with paradoxes,” I said. “Anyway, this has nothing to do with our mission.”

      Looking over at the dancing Daeng, Kitty-Sue said, “Yes, let’s concentrate on the mission.”

      We spent the next hour listening to music and watching the dancers. I avoided any more chats with Daeng, determined to avoid tempting fate.

      Four p.m. came and went with no appearance by our message sender. I was getting increasingly nervous. I fingered the pocket that held the letter from the man who had issued the invitation.

      Seeing my nervousness, Kitty-Sue said, “Looks like our host is a no-show.”

      “So, you’re suggesting we continue the mission without talking with this magician?” I said.

      “Hell, no!” she said. “I think we should hunt him down and teach him a lesson. We can’t afford to have enemies on our backtrail.”

      “Hunt him down,” I said. “How could we do that?”

      “From the scent on that letter,” she said, “I could track him down.”

      “Then, where is he?” I asked.

      “His scent is all over this bar,” she said. “He must be a regular.”

      All this talk about hunting and tracking brought back a memory. Taking out the envelope, I examined the handwriting. Who did I know that wrote in eighteenth century script? “I’m beginning to think the note was from a colleague of mine,” I said, putting the envelope away.

      “Colleague? Another knight?” guessed Akiko. Kitty-Sue’s eyes brightened at the question. Her attraction to royals was a sore point. I didn’t know if she was truly excited about royals, or if it was an act to tease me, but any mention of the royal family piqued her interest.

      “A bit higher up than a knight,” I muttered.

      “Really!” said Akiko.

      “How much higher?” asked Kitty-Sue. There was even a thrum of interest from Princess. Was my entire team turning into royal groupies?

      “He’s a viscount—” I was interrupted as Euterpe weighed in and the sound system changed songs to the old Gene Chandler classic, “Duke of Earl.” The dancers looked confused at this change in the playlist.

      “So, what do you call your friend?” asked Akiko.

      “He’s not a friend,” I said. “As a matter of fact, he’s promised to kill me on sight.”

      Kitty-Sue looked at me through narrowed eyes. “What did you do to piss him off?” As if I had to be the problem.

      “I saved his wife’s life after a mugging,” I said. The old song finished and a new oldie started, the theme song to an old cartoon about George of the Jungle. The bartender was pushing buttons on the sound system frantically.

      “Why does he hate you for that?” asked Akiko.

      “Remember how intimate healing is? How I had to touch Monica in Las Vegas to cure her? How much she enjoyed the process?” Akiko nodded and Kitty-Sue’s face soured. I continued, “In those days, my control wasn’t as good. I needed to get even closer to work.”

      “By closer, you mean...” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “It was the only way I knew how to do the spells,” I said. Taking a large gulp from my drink, I continued, “He’s never forgiven me. But I couldn’t let her die, as long as it was within my power to save her.”

      “She called your name in her dreams for months,” whispered the voice of the most dangerous man I had ever met. The cold chill of a steel blade touched my throat. I froze in place, then raised my hands slowly, fingers spread to show I wasn’t about to cast a spell. A subsonic thrum came from my magic sword disguised as an umbrella, and my palm tingled; I knew that Princess could flash to my hand in an instant. I also knew that my assailant didn’t need more than an instant to decapitate me. At the upward pressure of his blade, I slowly got to my feet.

      He was so close I could see his profile out of the corner of my eye.

      I glared at Kitty-Sue, my hyper-vigilant bodyguard, who had somehow missed the killer creeping up on our table. She mouthed a silent, “Sorry,” before turning her attention to my assailant. Blades of crystal were suddenly in her hands, and she said in a calm voice, “If you hurt my boss, you’ll never make it to the door.”

      I noticed he kept me between him and Kitty-Sue, one predator acknowledging the danger posed by another. Even with my better-than-human hearing, I could detect no sounds from him. When stalking, he was as quiet as Akiko.

      The tension was broken by Akiko. She slurped the last of her iced coffee, then waved a hand in the air like a student in class. As my attacker’s eyes flicked to her, she said, “I’m glad you can see me. So, what’s a viscount? Should I call you duke or earl?”

      I finally heard him as he took a deep breath. “Neither. The correct form of address is ‘lord.’” The pressure of the knife blade eased a tiny amount.

      “Lord what?” asked Akiko, leaning forward in interest.

      “Lord Greys—” he started, then corrected himself. “Lord John. John Clayton.” His proper British accent had faded over the years; only the slightest trace remained.

      “Well, Lord John,” said Akiko, “would you mind removing that knife from my teacher’s throat? I still have lots of lessons to do.” Tiny wisps of lightning gathered around her form, and her hair started to rise as she gathered power.

      I like to think it was the sight of my allies—the inhuman kitsune killer; the ghost mage of unknowable power; the strangely thrumming Princess—that stayed his hand. But John had never let fear dissuade him.

      Perhaps it was the genuine regret that he had heard in my voice about the incident with his wife.

      The blade’s pressure eased, and he said, “Of course. I would hate to interfere with a lady’s education.”

      When the blade disappeared, Kitty-Sue put away her knives, and the lightning flashes that circled Akiko faded away. I slumped back into my seat, grateful that my knees hadn’t given out.

      John stepped out from behind me. He hadn’t changed at all in the intervening years: still tall and lean, shaggy dark brown hair, a deep tan, and gray eyes that missed nothing. The faded scar above his left eye was the only imperfection on his face. He moved with the grace of a panther. Despite the heat and muggy rain outside, he was dressed in a well-tailored suit of the finest wool. His only concession to the heat and humidity was the absence of a tie around his neck. He had never liked ties. Hell, he had never much liked clothes.

      Nodding at the empty spot, as if asking permission to join us, he moved to slide the chair back, only to be met with a hiss from Princess. I grabbed Princess and soothed her by rubbing her hilt and motioned for John to have a seat. I kept the magical sword in my hand, her weight a comfort. With her, I had killed a werewolf alpha. John glanced at my hand and smiled, dismissing the danger Princess represented. John had also killed werewolves, but had not needed a magical sword to accomplish the feat.

      Before sitting, he bowed slightly and said, “Hajimemashita, John desu.” Both girls rose, bowed, and introduced themselves. Not only did he speak perfect Japanese, but he had also quickly identified their origin, noting the tiny differences between Japanese features and those of other Asians. John had always been good with languages.

      Tall, dark, handsome, polylingual, a lord, and with a pantie-dropping accent to boot. I was suddenly jealous.

      “John Clayton,” I said, stripping him of any titles, “do we have unfinished business?”

      He breathed deeply, and a look of pain crossed his eyes. “I rescind my vow to kill you.” His mouth tightened as if the words were poison: the face of a proud man admitting a mistake.

      “So, we have a truce?” I insisted. I knew he was not ready to swear an Oath to the man who had violated his wife.

      “We have a truce, Sir James,” he said, extending his hand. I stood, transferred Princess to my left hand, and shook his. His grip was firm but not overpowering. Although he had out arm-wrestled bull gorillas, he had no need to impress me with his strength.

      “Truce, Sir John,” I said. “But I prefer to go by Scott now. Scott Freeman.” I rarely used the James Covenant identity.

      “A true Scotsman, now, are ye?” he said in a thick Scot’s accent. Instead of being offended at my appropriation of his origins, he laughed.

      At my gesture, he seated himself. “Ladies, Sir Scott, allow me to buy the next round.” The music shifted to the old Tokens song, based on a Zulu piece, about the lion sleeping. Euterpe was weighing in that the Jungle Lord would keep his truce.

      As I sat, John raised an eyebrow at Kitty-Sue. “If you would be so kind as to drop your camouflage?”

      The kitsune bubble dropped, allowing the noise of the bar to fill our space. At the slightest gesture from John, a waitress ran over.

      “Sawatdee-ka.” She waied to John and awaited his order.

      John glanced at Kitty-Sue and Akiko, who indicated that they wanted refills. John sniffed and placed orders in Thai. Another sparkling water for Kitty-Sue, another iced coffee with cream for Akiko, a fresh tumbler of Johnnie Walker Black Label for me, and a Laphroaig for himself. All our preferences gathered from one glance and a sniff. I could tell Kitty-Sue was impressed by the sensitivity of his nose. John had the senses of an animal.

      I noticed our glasses were fuller this time, one and one-half shots instead of a standard shot. The advantage of being a regular here. A taste showed my Johnnie Walker was still one hundred percent original.

      “I don’t know why you drink that blended concoction,” said John. “Only single-malt scotch is real scotch.”

      Glad to be off the uncomfortable subject of his wife, I replied, “It’s not the best in the world. But it’s pretty damn good, and I can find it in almost any bar in the world.” Indicating his drink, I continued, “This is probably the only bar in Soi Cowboy that has Laphroaig.”

      “That’s why I chose this bar for our meeting,” John said. “Now why are you in my territory?”

      Kitty-Sue opened her mouth to respond that she had more right to be here than this arrogant Westerner; but she bit back her reply at my head shake. Magicians are territorial, as adapting to an area and learning to use the flows of local magic linked most of us to our chosen home.

      “We’re innocent tourists. It’s a free country,” lied Kitty-Sue. “Why did you invite us here, to this hooker bar?”

      “I felt the presence of another magician in my territory,” said John. The music shifted to an old Phil Collins song, “In the Air Tonight.” “I narrowed down your location and left a message at your hotel.”

      Taking a sip of his drink, John continued, “I tracked you, but didn’t recognize you.”

      “You didn’t recognize Scott?” said Kitty-Sue, surprise in her voice.

      “Neither scent nor sight was the same as the man I knew,” said John. “It was only when I heard his voice that I recognized him.” Turning to me, he said, “You’ve changed a lot in these last few years.”

      “It’s the haircut,” I said. The changes I had undergone were extensive. Added height, because short men are underappreciated; changes in my scent, due to consorting with dragons; and extra muscle mass, which helps in a fight. I was very different from the skinny kid he had met in Vietnam.

      “Still, the question remains,” said John. “What are you doing in my territory?”

      Now that we had a truce, I could answer his questions. “What all magicians do. We’re looking for rare treasures and magical artifacts.”

      “I know who you are!” said Akiko, interrupting our discussion.

      “Really?” asked John.

      “Oh, it’s obvious,” she said, waving a hand in the air.

      “You’re British. Right?” she said. John raised an eyebrow and tilted his head, assenting to the obvious.

      “You were an orphan. Right?” she asked. John nodded.

      “You were raised by a family that treated you as a different species, who knew nothing of magic. Right?” she continued. He nodded again.

      “Your story is detailed in dozens of books and movies. Right?” John nodded again, a trace of a smile on his face.

      “And that scar on your forehead,” she said with satisfaction. “That’s a dead giveaway.”

      “So, milady ghost,” said John. “Who am I?”

      In the background, the stereo started playing an old Ray Stevens parody song, “Guitarzan.” The dancers on the stage milled around uncertainly before dancing to the new music.

      Crossing her arms and nodding to herself, Akiko announced triumphantly, “You’re Harry Potter!”

      The scar on John’s forehead turned red.
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      “Bad guess?” asked Akiko, waving away his anger. “Never mind, I’ll figure it out eventually.”

      Taking control of the conversation, I said to John, “So why are we here?”

      “I told you,” John said, “I sensed another magician in my area. You know better than most that I don’t leave threats behind.”

      Although this was true, it wasn’t the full truth. Magicians have ways to mislead without telling a lie. “No,” I repeated, “why are we here, in this particular bar at this particular time?”

      John’s eyes betrayed nothing to me, but Kitty-Sue jumped in. “He wants something from you!” Then she held her hand up. “Wait, not you. He didn’t know it was you until just now. He would have ignored a low-threat magician. What can Scott do that other magicians can’t? Something obvious from his scent or aura?

      “You’re looking for a healer!” she said. John reluctantly nodded. Kitty-Sue took a sip of her fizzy water and smiled at her deduction. “You sensed a healer here in Bangkok and hunted him down.”

      At John’s tiny smile, confirming her deduction, Kitty-Sue smiled.

      “But you don’t need a healer,” said Akiko, who had examined John with superhuman senses. “You’re in perfect health. You need a healer for someone else, someone you care about.”

      Looking at me, John said, “How do you keep any secrets around these two? I haven’t seen anything like that since I worked with Sherlock.”

      Unwilling to be sidetracked, Kitty-Sue inhaled deeply and said, “I smell someone in this bar. Someone who was recently touched by John. An older woman? Yes, that’s it.” Turning her head towards the door behind the bar, Kitty-Sue said, “She’s up there, upstairs.”

      I took a final drink of my Johnnie Walker, finishing the glass as I thought. All the puzzle pieces were there, the only thing that didn’t fit was Kitty-Sue referring to the person as “an older woman.” John’s mate was kept young by the same pills that had maintained John’s youth and vigor.

      “John,” I said, suddenly certain, “did the immortality drug stop working for her?”

      “Aye,” he muttered, “almost twenty years ago. She started slowing, sleeping more, aging.” The bar’s sound system shifted to an old Queen song, “Who Wants to Live Forever.”

      “And you waited until now to ask for help?” I said.

      “Yeah,” said Kitty-Sue, “you must know other healers. Scott can’t be the only healer you know. Why not call on them?”

      “Many have tried,” said John, “but none have been able to help. The African magic that is the root of our immortality is alien to our Western magic.”

      “So, go back to Africa,” said Akiko.

      “I searched the African continent up and down,” he said. “Five years searching for that tribe that had the secret to the longevity pills. All to no avail. Much has changed in Africa. Those people are gone, and their secrets with them.”

      “So,” said Kitty-Sue, “you’re down to sniffing out random healers who cross your path. Desperate customers make for good Deals.” She smiled her self-satisfied smirk, ignoring John’s angry look.

      At my reproving look, she added, “Sorry, just want to make our position clear.”

      “Desperate,” said John in a low voice, “yes, I am desperate. Scott is the last person on Earth I would ask for help. But here I am, asking for help. No other healers have been able to do anything.”

      “That’s because Scott-sensei is the best healer in the world,” said Akiko. “I’m sure he can—”

      I held up a hand, interrupting her, then said, “Akiko-san, I appreciate the vote of confidence, but until we can examine the patient, there’s no way we can guarantee a positive result.” Sure, I’m pretty good, but “best in the world”? I’ve had a lot of failures.

      “Still,” said John, “you’re here, you’re good, and you want something. It can be the basis for a Deal.”

      Time for refills. I needed more information from John before attempting to make a Deal. I waved to the waitress and ordered another round of drinks. When the drinks arrived, the waitress also dropped off three bowls of snacks: peanuts, popcorn, and fried crickets. John and I had survived on raw bugs during our time in the jungles of Vietnam, so the fried version was merely a delicacy. I waited to see if Kitty-Sue or Akiko would like them.

      Not too surprisingly, Kitty-Sue eagerly grabbed a cricket and started munching. I guess her fox form had eaten a lot of bugs. Akiko seemed hesitant, so I said, “Akiko-san, would you like me to transfer some snacks for you?”

      With a tiny shudder, Akiko replied, “No, thank you, Scott-sensei. I prefer the peanuts.” She slid the bowl over and duplicated the snacks to her plane.

      Taking a sip of my Johnnie Walker, I said to John, “So Lady Jane is here? Why not ask her to join us?”

      Looking around at the mostly unclothed staff, John replied, “She would not feel comfortable in this group.”

      Before I could say anything, Kitty-Sue interjected, “Didn’t she used to swing around on jungle vines nearly naked? Seems a bit late to get prudish.” Kitsune didn’t have much use for false modesty.

      “Lady Fox,” said John, “it’s not modesty. To sit here, in the midst of all this youth, beauty, and vigor, is a painful thing for her.”

      “So, if she won’t come here,” I said, “how do you expect us to help her?” The “us” was intentional. I wanted John to know we were a package deal, and any truce or Deal made would have to extend to my entire group.

      “We have a room upstairs,” said John. “We can join her there.”

      “OK,” I said, then finished my drink. “Call for the bill and we can visit Lady Jane.”

      John waved at a waitress and used his forefingers to trace a square in the air, the sign used in Thailand to ask for the bill. I didn’t protest when he paid for all of our drinks. After all, the bastard had almost killed me on sight.

      We walked behind the bar and through the door. The closing door cut out all the sounds from the noisy bar. Excellent soundproofing spell-work. John had always been good at that.

      We entered a small bedroom with one occupant, a grandmotherly type who was seated in a chair, peering at a book through thick-lensed glasses. I looked around for Lady Jane, but only saw this old lady.

      “Jane,” John said loudly, to catch her attention, “we have guests.”

      When she turned her wrinkled face to us, I gasped at the changes. This was Lady Jane, but withered to near death. She struggled to her feet to greet her guests.

      I turned to John. “How did this happen? This is much more than twenty years of aging.”

      “Her deterioration is accelerating,” said John with a frown. “I have done as much as I can for her, but nothing seems to help.”

      He bit his lip in frustration. “Can you help her?”

      I opened my mouth to say that I would do anything to help an old friend and lover, but Kitty-Sue jumped in. “We will have to perform a thorough examination before we decide if we can help.”

      She was right. I had almost given away any bargaining power. We still needed help to track down the samurai’s armor. I had once loved Jane, but couldn’t balance her life against the hundreds that were in danger back in Hakone.
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      Looking at Jane, who was peering at us through her glasses, I noted that one eye was clouded with a cataract. She cupped one hand behind her ear to listen. Almost blind, nearly deaf, trembling with stress; I had doubts I could help. I also had to ascertain her mental state. If she was too far gone to consent to a Deal, I couldn’t help her. One of my ironclad rules was to not make Deals with those who couldn’t consent.

      “John, please ask her to sit down, and we will examine her,” I asked.

      As he led her back to the chair, Jane asked, “Who’s with you, John?”

      “Just some professionals who might be able to help you,” he said.

      First, to determine if she was able to consent. I decided to perform some temporary spells to assist her vision and hearing long enough to finish the evaluation. I slid the spectacles off of her nose and examined them. Glass and plastic, with no magical component. My spells would ruin the glasses, but with any luck, she would never need them again.

      I reached into my satchel and pulled out several instruments, as well as a piece of vellum. A few minutes of spell work and the glasses had been modified. The glass lenses removed and replaced with constructs of Air and Spirit. Akiko hovered close, eager for any chance to improve her knowledge.

      As I worked, I explained to my student, “I use Air to form refracting lenses. Spirit to transfer the light to the inside of her eyes, bypassing the clouded corneas.”

      “Can’t you have the light’s, mm, information travel directly to her optic nerve?” she asked.

      “Information overload,” I said with a shake of my head. “Too much, too fast, would cause headaches, confusion, and eventually a stroke. We should always try to use the body’s built-in systems.”

      “And for her hearing?” she asked.

      “On the earpieces, I have placed two small disks of Air,” I said. “They will capture sounds, transfer the sounds to ultrasonic, then focus the ultrasonics to her cochlea, allowing her to hear.”

      “Ultrasonics?” asked Akiko. “Why use ultrasonics? She can’t hear ultrasonics.”

      “No, of course not,’ I said. “The ultrasonic projections focus on her cochlea and heterodyne back to the normal hearing range. Her cochleae are in bad shape, but this will allow her to hear.”

      The ever-practical Kitty-Sue interjected, “Why aren’t you selling these on the open market? You could make millions.”

      “The devices have to be adapted for each person,” I said. “Plus, any spells that use Air and Spirit deteriorate quickly.” Well, I could make them permanent, but I wasn’t about to demonstrate my greatest secret in front of John.

      “So, why bother?” said Kitty-Sue. “Just wave your magic wa—” She stopped with a guilty look at John. “Um, make with your hocus-pocus to fix her ears and eyes.”

      Looking at John with a mercenary glee, she continued. “You could consider that a free sample of what we can accomplish.”

      Despite our time together, Kitty-Sue didn’t understand Deals. “I need to know if she is competent to make a Deal before starting. Until then, I won’t use magic on her.”

      “So, you need her permission?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Informed consent,” said Akiko. “It’s the basis of our vows. Otherwise, it would be too easy to slide into temptation.”

      “But she consented already,” said Kitty-Sue. I raised an eyebrow.

      “All those years ago,” she continued, “when you saved her life. With your magic wand.”

      “No,” I said firmly, “consent isn’t continuous. It has to be given at each instance.” I gave Kitty-Sue a look to let her know I wanted to avoid talking about the last time I had helped Lady Jane.

      I finished up the spells and returned to Jane in her chair. “John,” I said, “would you hold her hand? This might be a bit of a shock.”

      With John holding her fragile hand in his gorilla-strong grip, Jane seemed to gain some measure of strength through the contact. I slipped the glasses on her and activated the spells.

      It took a few minutes for her to adapt. She twisted her head like a fly was buzzing around her ears, and her eyes watered. It took so long that I began to fear that her mind was too far gone to save.

      Then the watery eyes turned to tears of joy. “John!” she said, “I can see your face clearly! These glasses are wonderful.”

      So, she recognized John. That was a good start.

      “But who are these people?” she asked, pointing at Akiko and Kitty-Sue and me. “These two girls and this man?” Good, the glasses allowed her to perceive Akiko. That would make the conversation easier.

      John didn’t answer, so I stepped in. “Hello, Lady Jane,” I said, “I’m Scott. This is my student, Akiko, and my companion, Kitty-Sue.” The girls both bowed to Lady Jane.

      “Scott...” she said in a voice so full of confusion I thought her attention was fading, indicating senility. Then she halted my thoughts by saying, “I know your voice. You’re not named Scott. You’re Sir James. An old and dear friend. Is this change an illusion or a seeming?”

      “No illusion, Lady Jane,” I said. “I’ve grown a bit since those days, and my hair is styled differently, but it’s still me.”

      “I knew it,” she said with a firm nod. With John’s help, she pushed herself up from the chair, then walked over to take my hand, leaving John behind. I felt a tingle: not magic, at least not my style of magic, just the touch of an old lover. I smiled down at her for the first time. My growth and her age-induced shrinkage had destroyed the equality we once had, but beneath the ravages of time, the face of my old friend showed.

      I heard Akiko say, “Ahem.” Strange, since ghosts don’t get coughs, then I looked up to find John and Kitty-Sue standing in the same crossed-arms position and looking on with grim expressions. Stereo jealousy. I gave them both a level look; damned if I was going to treat Jane like a stranger because they were jealous.

      Ignoring them, I turned to Jane. “Lady Jane, it’s so good to see you again.” Covering her hand with mine, I smiled down at her and continued, “I use the name Scott Freeman now. Please call me that.”

      “You magicians and your fake names,” she said. “Always hiding, always holding secrets.” She turned her face towards John. “Even you go by dozens of names. Doesn’t it get confusing?”

      Turning her attention back to me, she said, “Of course I’ll call you Scott. And what is this ‘Lady Jane’ nonsense? Please call me Jane.”

      I smiled at her; she certainly seemed to be sharp enough to accept a Deal. “Jane,” I asked, “do you know why I’m here?”

      “To rekindle an old flame,” she quipped. “In my case a very old flame.” John was suddenly beside us, traveling through the intervening space without seeming to have moved. Jane laid a hand on his arm, halting his eruption.

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it?” she said, continuing her teasing. “John is tired of the company of an old woman and hopes you can magic some juice back into her.”

      “That’s not—” started John before I interrupted him.

      “Jane,” I said, “neither of us wants you to fade away. I would like to help you. But you have to consent, or we can do nothing.”

      I stepped back to stand beside Kitty-Sue and Akiko, more to show that they were part of my group than to distance myself from the murderous glint in John’s eyes.

      “Jane, John,” I said, “are you willing to make a Deal?”

      John nodded his assent but held his tongue.

      Gesturing down at her frail body, Lady Jane said, “What, and give up all of this experience?” Then she laughed. “Hells, yes! I would love to be able to love again.” Then her eyes sharpened. “But what are you asking in return? Magicians don’t heal people without getting something in return.”

      Akiko gave a tiny head shake. She knew we couldn’t make a Deal until we examined Lady Jane. There were many things beyond our magic. I nodded back at her and said, “The bargaining comes later. For now, we just need to examine you and see if it’s within our abilities.”

      “Please lie down on the bed,” I said, “and I”—I felt a spark touch my spine— “and we can examine you.”

      As she positioned herself on the bed, Jane asked Akiko, “So you’re a healer, too?”

      “My apprentice,” I said, “a magician and healer.”

      What followed was the most frustrating hour possible. Over the years, John had entwined his magics with Lady Jane’s body, protections against injury and accident, both mundane and magical. Since the mugging that had almost killed her, John had spent enormous magic and effort in protecting Lady Jane.

      Lady Jane was as well protected as if she were wearing a suit of armor, and just as hard to help. No wonder the other healers had given up in frustration. I looked at Akiko at the end of the examination, and she gave a tiny shake of her head. She agreed—no external agency could help Lady Jane.

      Sure, I could probably cancel the protections, especially with John’s help, but many of the spells were sustaining her life. Trying to undo the protections at the same time as healing her was beyond my skill.

      We came out of our examination trance to find Kitty-Sue and John in similar poses, both squatted down on the floor, waiting with the patience of a predator.

      With a bitter taste in my mouth, I said, “Jane, John. I’m very sorry. But your condition is beyond my skill.”

      “I thought you were the best,” growled John in frustration.

      “It’s not my skill that is lacking,” I said, my pride hurt. “It’s those protection spells you gave her. It would be like trying to perform an appendectomy on a person in a suit of armor.”

      “Then remove the armor!” he said, standing and stepping closer.

      “Lord John,” said Akiko, “her life depends on the armor. Removing it will end her life.”

      Jane struggled to sit up in the bed, then swung her feet to the ground. “So, there’s no hope? No way to help?”

      “No,” I said, “you’re mundane. You can’t heal yourself, and John’s spell-work prevents me from acting on your condition externally.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kitty-Sue whispering in Akiko’s ear. Then I felt a tingle race down my psychic connection to Akiko. She had an idea.

      “I can cure her,” said Akiko confidently.

      “Really?” asked John, hope in his voice.

      “Really?” I echoed. “How?”

      “I can do the work from the inside,” she said. “Her resistance to magic won’t be a problem if the healing comes from within.”

      I opened my mouth to object, but the calm confidence of Akiko stayed my objection. She was a powerful mage, a healer of high aptitude. As a ghost, she could possess Lady Jane to do the work. If she said she could do it, she could.

      John did object. “Impossible!” he said. “I will not allow some random ghost to possess my wife.”

      Akiko’s voice was cold. “I am no random ghost, John,” she said, the first time she hadn’t used his honorific. “I am a magician, skilled in healing, with abilities you can’t comprehend.”

      “I will not allow it,” repeated John.

      Lady Jane and Akiko both glanced at John, dismissing his objections, and turned back to each other.

      “So now I must make my Deal with you?” asked Lady Jane. I opened my mouth to assist Akiko in the bargaining, only to be quieted by a glance.

      “Yes,” said Akiko, “the rejuvenation Deal is with me. However, I need my teacher’s assistance. His conditions will become part of the Deal.”

      Turning to me, Lady Jane asked, “What do you want?”

      Considering for a moment, I started high. “Fifty years of his life force to rejuvenate you. I also need John’s help tracking down and retrieving a magical artifact,” I said.

      “So,” she said, “a theft?”

      I smiled. “In some eyes, it would be a theft. However, I can assure you, we only wish to return the item to the original owner.”

      “John,” said Lady Jane, “are you willing to help Scott in this endeavor?”

      I expected John to object again. Akiko’s calm insistence, coupled with his knowledge of our abilities, seemed to have convinced him this healing was possible. We were probably their last resort. I anticipated he would bargain hard.

      Instead of bargaining, John simply said, “I can’t let her die if it’s within my power to save her,” echoing my earlier statement. I squelched my regret at not asking for more. What were fifty years to an immortal?

      Turning to Akiko, Lady Jane said, “And you, milady magician? What boon do you require for this service?”

      “I miss touching and being touched,” said Akiko wistfully. “I think we can make a Deal if you allow me to experience life through you.”

      Glancing down at her anime-sized breasts, Akiko continued, “I can even offer some enhancements.”

      Lady Jane raised her eyebrows and scoffed, “I have no need of those.” But I saw the look in her eyes; not many women would turn down the idea of “a little extra” here or there.

      “Not just those,” said Akiko. “I can upgrade you,” she offered. “Almost any physical attribute you desire. Supple skin, of any shade you like—palest white to darkest ebony. Hair—luxurious and shiny, straight or curly, of any hue of the rainbow. Stronger, faster, more limber. Senses enhanced—food will taste sweeter, the smell of a rose will make you weep, the touch of a lover”—she glanced at John— “on your silk smooth skin will incite forgotten passions.

      “With my instruction, you will have control of your body. Eat and never gain an ounce. You can be as smooth as a baby or hairy as a monkey. Perhaps to remind someone of their youth.” Here she looked again at John.

      “Strength,” continued Akiko, “the strength of several men. You would never need fear to hear the step of an unknown man at your back. Speed—reflexes to rival a cobra’s strike. You would be more than a match for any normal man.”

      “All well and good,” said Lady Jane. “But I’m more interested in preserving my mind and memories. Many men are strong and fast, but remain imbeciles.”

      “I can’t make you smarter,” said Akiko. “That veers dangerously close to mind control, which is forbidden.” At this, I saw a tiny nod from John. Affecting someone’s mind was an automatic death sentence for magicians.

      Akiko continued, “But I can guarantee your mind and memories will remain inviolate. Not smarter, no. But you will regain the quickness of wit you enjoyed in your youth. I can also guarantee that your memory will be improved, able to handle the demands of a long life.”

      Damn, she was good. I almost wanted to be possessed to get all that. She was using almost the same sales pitch I had used on the New York coven. Still, Lady Jane had a doubting look.

      “This sounds like a great Deal,” said Lady Jane. “Perhaps too good to be true? Milady ghost, how much ‘life experience’ do you hope to get from this arrangement?”

      “Hmm,” mused Akiko with a finger to her ghostly lip. “How much do I want? As I said, I miss touching, hugging, kissing.

      “How about I ‘borrow’ your body for a short while? Annually? With a guarantee that it will be returned in better shape?”

      “How ‘short’ a while?” asked Lady Jane, suspicion in her eyes. Although frail now, she had been bargaining for hundreds of years. She wasn’t going to jump at the first offer.

      Akiko made the two-handed weighing gesture. “Fifty-fifty? How does that sound?”

      Lady Jane’s eyes went round in shock. “You want me to give up half my life? Impossible!”

      I thought the Deal was dead, then Lady Jane added, “I can give you no more than a day per year.” I saw the glint in her eye. She was enjoying the bargaining.

      They went back and forth for several minutes, finally getting stuck on Akiko’s insistence that two months per year was the minimum she could accept, and Lady Jane offering only one month.

      “I want to make this Deal happen,” said Akiko, using the same phrasing I had used on other occasions. “Thirty days is a very short time, not enough to enjoy. The first thirty days alone will be spent rebuilding your mind and body and restoring your youth. Then I would have to wait another year before tasting life again.”

      Then she looked at John. “I could accept a thirty-day limitation only if this caveman acknowledges that during my possession, he has no claim on us nor any say in what we do.”

      “So, our marriage vows would be in abeyance?” asked Lady Jane.

      Looking at the glowering face of John, Akiko said, “Yes, I’m afraid I must insist.”

      “Impossible,” said John in a low, dangerous tone. “I won’t allow you to sully my wife’s reputation.”

      Lady Jane breathed deeply. “It’s not for you to ‘allow,’ John. If she wants to use my body, don a bikini, and dance for men downstairs, it’s fine with me.” John growled and turned away, unable to watch.

      “Hey,” said Akiko, “at least I didn’t ask for your treehouse.” OK, she had known all along who he really was. The Harry Potter comments had been a joke.

      Our attention turned back to Lady Jane. She held a wrinkled hand to her chest and a pained look crossed her face. She didn’t have much longer. “I will accept your Deal, milady ghost. What do I have to do?”

      Akiko pulled out the ring she wore on a necklace. It was her shintai, her spirit home, and housed her essence. She held the ring on her palm and offered it to Lady Jane. “You must take the ring and place it on your finger of your own free will.”

      John returned to her side, pain evident on his face, a man who would lose his mate no matter what happened. At least with Akiko’s plan, the separation would be short.

      Reaching out her right hand, Lady Jane took the shintai ring from Akiko. Looking at her left hand, she bit her lip and decided. Fumbling a bit, she removed her wedding band and handed it to a shaken John. “I’ll wear this again in thirty days, John. I hope you will wait for me.”

      With no good choices left, John reluctantly took the simple gold band, face downcast.

      Lady Jane slid the shintai onto her third finger, sealing the Deal.

      “Now take my hand,” said Akiko.

      John turned away, unable to watch. Kitty-Sue looked on with bright eyes. She had been possessed by Akiko but had never seen the process from the outside.

      Lady Jane lifted her hand, then hesitated.

      Kitty-Sue said, “Lady Jane, don’t worry. I’ve done it, and it’s not bad. It’s like traveling in a carriage with a dear friend. Sometimes one of you drives, sometimes the other. But you will always enjoy the trip.”

      Lady Jane gathered her courage and grasped Akiko’s ghostly hand.

      It took a few seconds, due to John’s magical protections, but Akiko stepped into Lady Jane’s body.

      Lady Jane clawed the glasses away from her face. “Ouch,” she said in Akiko’s voice, “I need to fix my eyes and ears first.

      “Scott-sensei, could you perform the energy transfer? I need it to get started. Twenty-five years should be enough.”

      Twenty-five for her and Lady Jane, twenty-five for me, minus the universe’s cut. I took Lady Jane’s hand in my left, ensuring I was touching the shintai ring with my dragon blood tattoo. I turned to John, who had unbuttoned his shirt and stepped forward with no hesitation. Once he had agreed, he had no problem following through. I put my hand on his chest, and he dropped his magical defenses.

      Draining the energy took mere moments, and it filled my reserve to bursting before I sent half into the shintai ring that now adorned Lady Jane’s hand.

      Such a transfer would have crippled most men. But John was much more than a man. He endured the stripping away of his life force with the same expression I had seen him use when shot in Vietnam. A slight tightening of his eyes and firming of the lips.

      Lady Jane lay back on the bed, and Akiko started her work. After about a half hour, her eyes opened, and she sat up with a sigh.

      Akiko’s voice said, “The eyes and ears are much better, but they still need a lot of work.”

      She slid off the bed and walked over to the mirror. I could see the change in her expression as Jane’s soul took over.

      She peered at her reflection. “I thought it would work faster than this,” she said. “I’m still old.”

      “Jane,” I said, “Akiko and I warned you the process would take time. Working from inside your body makes it very difficult to heal and rejuvenate.” Rejuvenation from inside was like a mechanic working on a running engine, nearly impossible, and it required a deft touch.

      I stepped over to her and examined our reflections in the mirror and said, “You already look much better.” It was true. Although she was still frail looking, her posture had improved, the cataract was gone, and her arthritic hands were no longer liver spotted.

      “I feel so much better,” she said with a thoughtful look. “Akiko’s efforts have made a difference already.”

      She turned to me and took my hand. “I’m just so impatient to become the woman I once was.”

      John examined her through narrowed eyes. “How do we know it’s really my Jane speaking?”

      Jane’s face changed from the animated warmth of Jane to the composed visage of Akiko. It was the same face, but the difference was obvious, as was the change in her aura. “Lord John,” she said in Akiko’s measured tones, “even you should be able to tell the difference in our auras. My Deal stands.”

      Changing back to Jane’s voice and mannerisms, she stepped over to John and took his hands. She continued, “Don’t worry, dear heart. This is not really possession. More like two friends sharing a carriage.”

      Although unconvinced, John nodded in acceptance.

      “Well, now,” I said, “we need to discuss our trip to retrieve our artifact.”
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      “What, now?” he asked. “I need to stay here and watch over Jane.”

      “Sorry,” I replied, “we’re on a deadline. If we don’t get back with the artifact in two weeks, all hell will break loose in Hakone.”

      “Deadline?” asked John. “What deadline?”

      “We need to return to Japan, with the artifact, before the next full moon on the eighth of June,” I said.

      “If you cannot meet the deadline?” asked John.

      “The ancient wards that keep the ghost of an insane samurai imprisoned will fall,” I said. “Once he is released, he will proceed to kill the descendants of those who brought him to justice. Hundreds, if not thousands, will die.”

      I saw the battle as John fought his contradictory feelings. He wanted to stay with Jane but had already sworn to assist us. “Can Jane not accompany us?” he asked.

      It was Akiko who answered. “That’s not possible. I will need rest, lots of good food, and solitude to complete the rejuvenation.”

      Akiko’s red-framed ectoplasmic spectacles appeared on Jane’s face. She blinked several times, then said, “Oh, that’s much better.” Then she continued, “Scott-sensei, I think that I will not be able to assist further. This recovery will take an enormous amount of power. I fear I won’t be able to return to Hakone before the deadline expires.”

      Breaking a Deal already started would have drastic negative consequences. I opened my mouth to reassure her, but Kitty-Sue beat me to the punch.

      “Don’t worry, Akiko-chan,” she said, using the in-family diminutive of her name. “We’ve got this. On our team, we’ve got the monkey-man and the luckiest magician alive, led by the best kitsune ninja in the world. If we can’t pull this off, nobody can.”

      I raised an eyebrow at the “led by” comment, but let the other comments stand.

      “Anyway,” said Kitty-Sue, turning to John, “Lady Jane’s protected by your magic, as well as the most powerful ghost mage in the world is acting as her guardian. She doesn’t need your help.”

      The spectacles faded and Lady Jane’s spirit took over. She shuffled over and sat on the bed again, the glasses reappeared, and her expression changed back to Akiko’s.

      “Our agreement,” said Akiko, “our Deal stands. You must leave us to our devices. You can be reunited with your Lady Jane in thirty days’ time.”

      It was surprisingly difficult to watch; the subtle cues and micro-expressions changed so much between personalities, it was dizzying. I blinked and turned away.

      I went over the sequence of events that had led up to losing the assistance of Akiko. At each step, we had been faced with choices that had seemed inevitable. From my dalliance with the dragon to helping Koji-san with his useless charts, to finding Lady Jane in desperate need of magical healing. At each step, the right choice had led to this: Kitty-Sue and me, with the grudging assistance of John Clayton, set to hunt down and steal a doubtless well-guarded magical artifact.

      I had to admit the truth—without Akiko, our chances of success were very low. Almost as strong as me in raw power, she had a Gordian knot cutting mind, a mind that saw ways to get around problems I would butt my head against.

      Well, we would just do the best we could without her assistance. I could see no other way to proceed.

      I blinked and found that an hour had passed. I vaguely remembered John and Kitty-Sue chatting. The two most dangerous people I knew apparently had a lot in common.

      At my blink, they both turned their attention to me. Kitty-Sue turned to John and asked, “Did he always zone out like that?”

      “Never when on a mission,” John said. “But at the base, he would do it. We just thought he was so lazy that he had learned to sleep with his eyes open.”

      Speaking of sleeping, the form of Lady Jane was curled up on the bed. She had apparently changed to a nightdress and gone to sleep while I had been musing. I checked my phone and found it was 03:00 in the morning.

      It was Lady Jane’s body, but the small smile on her face was pure Akiko. Akiko loved to sleep: a vice denied her since she had died. A vice only available when she possessed someone.

      “So,” I started, using a low voice to avoid waking our sleepers, “here’s what we need—” I stopped at Kitty-Sue’s upraised hand.

      “We’re all set, boss,” she said. “Akiko and Lady Jane will stay here, in this apartment. She has all the help she needs here, and John has set some powerful protections on the apartment.

      “Do you have enough stolen mojo-juice to do that location spell now?” she asked. Both John and I winced at that sentence; me because the life force was not stolen, and John at the description of his life force as “mojo-juice.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I have enough energy to power up that spell now. We can get a location for the armor.”

      Crossing her arms, Kitty-Sue said, “Then we need to get moving. John, grab your kit and get ready to go.” Then she did something that belied her drill-sergeant manners. She stepped up to the bed, leaned down, and kissed Lady Jane/Akiko’s forehead.

      “Bye, Akiko-chan, Lady Jane,” she whispered. “See you soon.”

      Kitty-Sue strode over and stood by the door, impatient to go, while John grabbed his essentials. I noted John was reluctant to say goodbye to Jane. He was probably weirded out by the possession.

      As I gathered up the spell-craft materials I had used to modify Jane’s spectacles, John stepped close and said in a voice too low for Kitty-Sue to hear, “You have a habit of encountering unusual women.” His eyes darted to Kitty-Sue, who apparently wasn’t paying attention, then he continued, “Remember the kinnaree?”

      “Patty Pak-wan?” I whispered. Wow, I hadn’t thought of her in years.

      “Quit talking about old girlfriends and let’s get going,” said Kitty-Sue. Yeah, those kitsune ears are hard to beat. I stuffed everything in my satchel. Turning, I saw John and Kitty-Sue at the door. I held up a finger in a just a moment gesture.

      Stepping over to the bed, I whispered, “Sweet dreams, Akiko, Jane.” I stroked her cheek with my fingers. “We’ll see you at the end of this adventure.”

      I turned to the door, only to be met with matching stares of disapproval from John and Kitty-Sue. Disapproval, or jealousy? Screw them; I cared for both Lady Jane and Akiko. I stepped past them without a word and headed downstairs.

      Downstairs, at the bar, the music, booze, and dancers were still in action. John stopped on the way out to speak with the manager. Kitty-Sue and I exited and waited in the muggy heat. Even at 03:00, Bangkok was hot and humid.

      Reflecting on John’s actions, I finally realized something. “John owns this bar!” I said.

      Kitty-Sue looked at me with a raised eyebrow and replied, “Of course he owns the bar. That’s why he has an apartment above the place.”

      John stepped out of the door at that moment and walked up to us. We were standing beside a line of tuk-tuk three-wheeled taxis. Kitty-Sue and I turned to get into the first one in line.

      “So, you’ll follow us?” I asked, pointing to the next tuk-tuk. The tiny vehicles only had room for two passengers.

      “No,” said John as he hefted his bag onto his back, “I feel like a run. I’ll meet you at the hotel.” With that, he loped off into the night.

      Kitty-Sue was already sitting in the tuk-tuk, and I slid in beside her. This time, she spoke with the driver in Thai, giving him the address of the hotel. Soon we were off, careening through the streets. Even at this hour, there was traffic and people everywhere. Like Tokyo and New York, Bangkok never sleeps.

      Bangkok never sleeps, but my ninja girlfriend does. She dozed off in the tuk-tuk, resting her head on my shoulder.

      Ten minutes later, we arrived at the hotel. I roused Kitty-Sue, and we paid off the driver before heading in. I noted that this time, with Kitty-Sue speaking Thai and bargaining, the fare was less than half what we had paid earlier.

      In the lobby, there was no sign of John. “Do you want to wait for John?” I asked Kitty-Sue.

      “No,” she said, “he’s a resourceful guy. He can call us from the lobby when he gets here.”

      As we walked to the elevator, Kitty-Sue’s features shifted, fox ears peeking out and her two tails sprouting like flowers. Her kitsune “don’t-see-me” magic protected us from humans and cameras.

      We stepped into the room and found John sitting in the dark, patiently waiting for us. Kitty-Sue suddenly had blades in her hands.

      “Don’t ever try that stalking trick around me,” she said through tight lips.

      “My apologies, milady,” said John as he rose from the chair. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      That was the wrong thing to say. I had seen Kitty-Sue face down murderers and monsters. Implying she lacked courage rubbed her the wrong way.

      In answer, one crystal blade flew through the air, directly at John’s head. It glittered with kitsune magic, leaving a comet streak in its path.

      John was fast enough to sidestep the knife, but instead, he chose to try and pluck the blade from the air. Depending on quick reflexes and magical protections were a serious mistake around a pissed-off Kitty-Sue.

      The blade swerved in midair, turning almost ninety degrees before impaling itself in John’s left hand. The shock on his face was evident. The blade had evaded his reflexes and penetrated his magical defenses, a new experience for him.

      He managed to pull the knife from his palm, watching Kitty-Sue for further signs of attack. Kitty-Sue had another blade ready but did not throw it.

      Looking down at the blade, which was still squirming and glittering with energy, John said, “What the hell is this?”

      “Kitsune magic,” I said. “Well, kitsune magic combined with my glass blades.”

      John threw the blade to the floor. Before it could hit the ground, Kitty-Sue made the recall gesture that brought the blade back to her waiting hand. I was proud of that boomerang spell. The hilt of the blade made a thwap sound as it hit Kitty-Sue’s palm.

      As John stared at his still-bleeding hand, which should have already started to heal, Kitty-Sue smiled in satisfaction.

      “Lord John,” she said, “I’m sorry if I frightened you. My apologies.”

      “Apology accepted,” said John. He pulled out a handkerchief and bound his hand. “As I hope you will accept my most sincere apologies.”

      Looking down at his bound hand, John muttered, “Why isn’t it healing?”

      Kitty-Sue stepped closer and took his hand in hers. She unwrapped the cloth gently and examined the bloody wound. Inside the wound, tiny glitters of magic flashed. Kitty-Sue concentrated for a moment, then ran her forefinger across the wound. The sparkles all flowed from the wound to her finger and were absorbed by her.

      As we watched, the now clean wound closed and the flesh knitted over, leaving a small scar.

      John used the cloth to scrub up any remaining blood. As a magician, he was careful not to leave any body fluids that could be used in an attack.

      Kitty-Sue took his hand in hers again and examined the wound. “That’s going to leave a mark,” she said. “Does it hurt?”

      “No,” said John, “it feels good. The scar will serve as a reminder not to underestimate beautiful women.”

      Kitty-Sue dimpled at the compliment and looked into John’s eyes. Her ears perked up, and her tails wagged. The moment went on far too long, them gazing into each other’s eyes and Kitty-Sue holding John’s hand.

      Finally, I had to say, “No flirting on the job. We have a lot of work to do.”

      John jerked his hand back, suddenly serious. He raised an eyebrow at Kitty-Sue and asked, “Pheromones?”

      “Who, me?” said Kitty-Sue with a smile. Then she turned serious. “I have them, but don’t use them on allies.”

      Turning to me, she said, “Unlike my sister, I depend on my natural attractions.”

      “Milady Fox,” said John, “while I admire your skills and your natural attractions, I am married.”

      John turned to me, changing the subject. “Are you ready to divine the location of this armor?”

      Kitty-Sue smiled brightly and said, “While you two magicians work your hocus-pocus, this little fox is going to take a nap.” She walked over to the door to the bedroom. Was that a little extra wag in her tails?

      At the door, she turned and gave her mischievous smile. “Lord John?” she asked.

      “Yes, Milady Fox?” he said.

      “Aren’t your marriage vows in abeyance for the next thirty days? Why let Lady Jane have all the fun?”
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      I turned away as Kitty-Sue closed the door. John was standing there with a bemused expression on his face. He was absently rubbing the healed scar on his left hand. He saw my look, shook his head, and said, “Let’s get this tracking spell set up.”

      I had prepared some maps that covered the entire country of Thailand, as well as regional maps. We would start out with the overall map and then narrow the location down.

      I set up the maps, bordering the edges with glyphs and patterns that would feed energy to the location spell. After another hour of painstaking work, the largest map was ready.

      John watched the proceedings with the patience of a predatory cat, seated on his haunches without moving anything but his eyes. My style of magic was very different than his. Although he understood my glyphs and symbols, his interest was low. I remembered the same expression on my own face when I had spent an afternoon watching a friend paint miniatures, a hobby that had never caught my interest.

      The first map was completed as the dawn light came through the windows. Setting the crystal globe that contained a lock of the samurai’s hair on the edge of the map, I activated the spell. The globe vibrated in place for a few moments, then rolled to the upper right corner of the map.

      Performing the same spell on a series of smaller scale maps finally brought the location into focus. The crystal globe rolled in a circle in an area called Chiang Rai, near the Golden Triangle.

      As the globe continued to roll in circles, John asked, “Why doesn’t it stop and give a precise location?”

      “Magical interference,” I said. “It should lock on to the exact position, but something is blocking it. We’ll have to get closer to narrow it down.”

      “That’s not an easy area to travel through,” said John. “We will both be at a disadvantage there. If your deadline is that close, we won’t have time to acclimate to the magic flows in that area.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered, “this job just became ten times harder.” Turning to John, I said, “Don’t you know any magicians in that area? Someone willing to make a trade?”

      “There is one I know,” John said reluctantly. “One of my club’s dancers is a minor magician from Chiang Rai.”

      Damn prophecies. “You mean Daeng?” I asked. At his nod, I continued, “She’s low-powered, untrained, and much too young. She would be more of a danger than a help.”

      “Still,” said John, “she’s the only magician from that area I know of.”

      Did the prophecy mean she would betray us? Or that she would fail at a critical moment? Thoughts whirling, I finally halted them and made a decision as if I hadn’t heard the dragon’s prophecy.

      “We might be able to use her,” I said. “Can you call her and ask her to meet us here this afternoon?”

      Walking over to the mini-bar, I took a Coke from the fridge. I offered John a drink, but this hotel didn’t stock Laphroaig, so he declined.

      “What is likely to interest her in making a Deal for assistance?”

      “I have no idea,” said John.

      “But she works for you,” I said.

      “I don’t get involved in my employees’ lives,” he said. “They only know me as a bar regular who has a partial ownership interest in the business.”

      “If she gossips about who you really are and what you can do, it might mean you’ll have to leave the bar.”

      “To save Jane, I’d gladly torch the place with my own hands.”

      “OK,” I said, “maybe we can offer her something for her assistance. Ask her to come to the hotel later this afternoon, and I’ll propose a Deal to her.”

      “It might be better if Milady Fox makes the Deal,” said John. “You seem to have trouble making good Deals when females are involved.”

      He was echoing Kitty-Sue’s earlier comments. Was I that easily swayed by a pretty face, pert breasts, a dancing butt, and a charming smile? The fact that my thoughts drifted that way was proof that he was correct.

      I nodded in agreement, then said, “You’re right. I’ll let Kitty-Sue help make the Deal.”

      I stepped over to the bedroom door. “You can use the second bedroom. I’m going to sleep until three p.m. Try to get Daeng here by then.”

      Exhausted, I stepped into the bedroom. Kitty-Sue was curled up on the bed with her tails curled up cutely. I sat on the edge of the bed and stroked her tails, luxuriating in the softer-than-mink feel.

      “Shouldn’t you be looking for a lizard to pet?” she said. I knew I could never sneak up on a kitsune.

      “You’re much softer,” I teased. “And I like you more.”

      She sat up and turned to look at me, a frown on her face. I pulled my hand away from her tail. “I didn’t tell you to stop,” she said with a pout.

      “Don’t you have an ape-man to rub against?” I joked, then reached out to continue stroking.

      She tapped her nose. “The nose knows,” she said. “He’ll remain loyal to Lady Jane, no matter what she does while they are apart.”

      On reflection, she was right. I had never known John to dally around on his mate.

      “You’re right,” I said. Then, overcome by curiosity, I asked, “And when you smell me?” Did I want to know?

      She laughed and said, “We both know what you are.” She took my hand and brought it to her chest, where the phantom dagger I had created had pierced her heart.

      “What am I?” I asked.

      “A crazy magician who will never commit to only one woman,” she said. “You’re almost as bad as a tanuke.”

      She leaned in and set her head on my chest, her furry ears tickling my nose. We hugged for a moment, then she said, “So, Patty Pak-wan?”

      The memory of Patty’s kisses, after she had eaten Thai food much too spicy for my Western mouth, and how they had burned pleasantly on my lips, intruded on my thoughts.

      “Just a friend,” I said, pushing the thought away.

      “Just a kinnaree friend?” she said. “Graceful, long-legged, sensuous. Weren’t you afraid of getting Avian Flu?”

      Kitty-Sue knew more about Thai supernaturals than I expected.

      “I’m always careful,” I said. Except with the dragon.

      “You know what Pak-wan means?” she asked.

      “It’s just a nickname,” I said.

      “Pak-wan in Thai means ‘sweet mouth,’” she said. “That can mean sweet talker or bullshitter.”

      I mused for a moment on Patty’s sweet and spicy mouth, then felt claws at my throat.

      “I’m not the jealous type,” lied Kitty-Sue. “But I don’t like it when you think of other women while holding me. And if I ever catch you with feathers anywhere on your body...”

      “Don’t we have an agreement not to talk about exes?” I asked. Do not make any jokes about how she tasted like chicken. Even my insane subconscious knew not to piss Kitty-Sue off.

      As her claws retracted, I continued, “Anyway, kinnaree are short-lived. I’m sure she’s long gone.”

      “Good,” said Kitty-Sue, without a trace of regret. Her touch turned into a caress.

      “Kinnaree are short-lived,” I repeated. “How about kitsune?” How long would we have together?

      Her eyes flashed in anger. Kitsune are very secretive. “You want to know how long I can be useful to you as your bodyguard?”

      “You know I’m not talking about you being my bodyguard. I don’t want to know your secrets,” I said. “I just want an idea of how much time we can have together.”

      She took my hand in hers and looked into my eyes. “‘All we have is now,’” she said. “Isn’t that your quote? We have time, but it will never be enough.”

      “So, you’re evading the question?” I asked.

      She smiled sweetly and said, “Kitsune don’t talk about these things.” She leaned closer and whispered in my ear, “But I can tell you a secret. If you really want to know.”

      “Yes,” I said, “tell me.”

      “The more tails we have, the longer we live,” she said. Then she ruined it by giggling. Was she joking, pulling the leg of the human magician?

      I leaned back and looked at her suspiciously. “Are you trying to get me to help you get more tails?” Our last adventure, which had resulted in her getting her second tail, had come very close to killing me.

      She gave me that look that meant she wasn’t going to talk about this anymore.

      She scooted backward on the bed, putting her back against the headboard. “Maybe that’s my plan,” she said. “Or maybe I just don’t want you to worry about me. I can take care of myself.”

      That was certainly true; she was one of the most dangerous people in the world. Then she derailed my thoughts with her next comment. “Isn’t that why we’re together?”

      “What?” I asked.

      “You could have, and have had, many human women,” she said. “Fragile, mortal women. Instead, your closest friends are a kitsune shapeshifter and a ghost.”

      Holding out her hand, she popped out her claws and examined them. “I am very hard to kill, and Akiko is impossible to kill. You picked us for that reason.”

      I hate it when my girlfriend knows me better than I know myself. Had I really avoided human women because of those fears?

      Time to lighten up. I reached out and took her clawed hand, much stronger than human and capable of so much violence. As I stroked her hand, her claws retracted.

      “I don’t just like you because you’re a hard-to-kill, murderous vixen,” I said. She dimpled at the compliment. “You’re a good person, a person I trust. Human, ghost, or kitsune, I haven’t had many of those in my life.”

      She was suddenly in my lap, wriggling her butt into my erection. “You trust me?” she asked. “Even though...?”

      “Yes,” I said, “even though you might have to kill me someday.”

      She leaned in for a kiss. A long time later, as our lips separated, she said, “That’s the most romantic thing you’ve ever said.”
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        A Deal with Daeng

      

      

      At 4:00 p.m., I was waiting in the hotel lobby for Daeng. She stepped into the lobby from the street, soaked from the afternoon rain. She was wearing a pair of thick glasses, so spotted with water that she had to remove them to see. She headed towards the reception desk to ask them to call my room, but I walked up behind her before she could speak.

      “Ms. Daeng,” I said, “thanks for coming.” I was careful not to touch her. While Thai bar girls have no shame while working, in public, they don’t like displays of affection. Well, at least that had been the custom when I was last here.

      She jumped at my voice and turned quickly. Her hand went to her Buddha amulet, and I saw the glint of magic. I smiled broadly to ease her fear. She looked around suspiciously, probing to see if Akiko was nearby.

      She decided to play like I was a normal customer and made the wai greeting. “Sawatdee-ka, Ajarn-Scott. Good to see you again.” She turned to the clerk at the counter. A few sentences of rapid-fire Thai and the clerk nodded.

      He turned to me and asked, “Is this lady your guest, sir?”

      “Yes,” I said, “Ms. Daeng is my guest.” At my confirmation, the clerk took Daeng’s National ID card. She wouldn’t be able to get it back until I escorted her back down to the lobby. It was a way to cut down on theft and crime, and it worked well.

      In the elevator, Daeng noted we were going to the higher, more expensive, floors and relaxed slightly.

      She bit her lip before speaking. “Is phi jai-dam still with you?” she asked in a fearful voice.

      “Her name is Akiko,” I said, “and she is not with me now. And she’s not an evil-hearted ghost.”

      Strange that she was more afraid of gentle Akiko than the murderous Kitty-Sue. Still, her fear subsided at my assurances that Akiko was not around.

      We stepped into the suite to find Kitty-Sue waiting. Kitty-Sue smiled and said hello in Thai. Daeng looked back and forth between us and sputtered out, “Threesome cost extra.”

      Kitty-Sue glanced at me and raised an eyebrow. I shook my head. We had no time for playing around. Kitty-Sue’s approving smile showed this was another test.

      Daeng was dripping on the floor, so Kitty-Sue urged her into the bathroom to shower and dry off. Ten minutes later, Daeng was back out, drying her hair with one of the hotel’s thick towels. She was wearing a silk robe provided by the hotel. Her glasses were still steamed up from the shower, and she peered myopically at us. As she walked, the front of the robe would slide open, showing she was naked underneath. Her tiny purse clutched in her hands prevented her from holding the robe closed.

      As Kitty-Sue opened her mouth to start discussing our project with Daeng, John chose that moment to come out of his bedroom.

      “Foursome cost extra-extra,” said Daeng.

      “Sawatdee khrap,” said John in greeting.

      Daeng started suddenly at recognizing his voice. She pulled up the hem of her bathrobe to clean her glasses, revealing even more of her shapely legs. Once the glasses were clear and back on her nose, she made a wai greeting to John, much deeper than the one she had given me. The wai is similar to the Japanese bow, the lower the bow, the greater the difference in status.

      “Sawatdee-ka, Peter,” said Daeng. “You want me...?” She trailed off uncertainly. John wasn’t the type to dally with his workers.

      Before John could respond, Kitty-Sue stepped in and said, “Mr. Zhan isn’t interested in your qualities as a dancer. We want your help as a wicha.” I puzzled for a moment before realizing that Peter Zhan must be another secret identity for John.

      “I’m not a wicha,” said Daeng. “Not like my grandmother. She was very strong, but she died before she could train me.” She looked down in embarrassment. “I’m only good as a dancer now, no magic.”

      “Let’s go and have a seat in the living room,” I said. “We can discuss if you can help us and what your payment will be.”

      At the mention of payment, she perked up, nodded, and followed us into the living room of the suite.

      The room was set up with Western-style chairs and a couch. Kitty-Sue sat on one end of the couch, and I indicated that Daeng should sit on the other side. Daeng performed a complicated maneuver with her robe and legs that ended with her kneeling on the couch with her legs tucked underneath herself, tiny purse wedged between her hip and the arm of the sofa. Well-mannered Thais don’t aim their feet at people; it’s a sign of disrespect. She couldn’t sit with her feet on the floor because of the short robe. Her response was elegant.

      I gathered drinks for everyone: A Coke for Daeng, water for Kitty-Sue, whiskey for John and me. The mini-bar didn’t stock his favorite, but he accepted.

      “So, Daeng,” I said, “we would like you to become our ‘tour guide’ for a few days. I will pay you to take us around and visit some attractions.”

      “Pay?” she said, then quickly followed with, “How much will you pay?”

      Starting low, I said, “Twice your normal income from the bar. Does that sound fair?”

      She nodded, but then stopped. “Where do you want to tour?”

      “Your hometown, Chiang Rai,” I said with a grin.

      Her quick head shake wiped the smile from my face. “No! Not Chiang Rai.” She crossed her arms in front of her large breasts and looked stubborn.

      “You don’t want to go home and visit your family?” I asked. “I’ll pay for everything.” Daeng looked stubborn and grabbed her purse as if preparing to leave.

      With a sharp “keep quiet” look, Kitty-Sue interjected in Thai, asking questions and discussing terms. It was clear I had hit a cultural misunderstanding that would have ruined the Deal. Luckily, Kitty-Sue was here to smooth the way.

      John just leaned back and observed. Of course, he understood the conversation but wasn’t going to help. This was my Deal, and I had to strike the terms. After a few minutes, Kitty-Sue smiled at Daeng and turned to me.

      “Of course, Ajarn-Scott isn’t asking you to go home to your family as his bar-girl,” she said. “He wants you to go as an employee of his company, with a very well-paying job.”

      I nodded at the condition. Hell, I was still paying a salary to the woman who had tried to trade me off to a wolf pack. One more on the payroll wouldn’t hurt. It would be cheap.

      “And,” continued Kitty-Sue, “Ajarn-Scott insists that I take you shopping to get you businesswoman outfits so you can look very professional.” Kitty-Sue helping her shop? OK, maybe not so cheap. I nodded at this extra condition.

      “Tour guide only?” said Daeng. “Not as a girlfriend? No dancing?” I smiled at the euphemism but nodded acceptance.

      “Strictly professional, Pe-Daeng,” I said, using the honorific to show she now had a higher rank. “No dancing.

      “Is the Deal acceptable to you, Pe-Daeng?” I asked.

      “‘Well paying,’” said Daeng. “How well paying?”

      “Fifty thousand Thai baht per month,” I offered. With the latest exchange rates, that would be about fifteen hundred dollars a month. Average salaries in Thailand ran about twenty thousand baht. I thought this was a good offer.

      She looked down and said in a small voice, “It seems low, Ajarn-Scott.”

      I felt a flash of anger. More than twice a good salary for this city, and she wanted to complain? Kitty-Sue interjected quickly, speaking with Daeng.

      Kitty-Sue finished, and Daeng nodded vigorously. Kitty-Sue looked at me and said, “She thought you offered fifteen thousand a month, I told her you had offered fifty thousand.” I should have been writing to avoid miscommunication.

      “Are you happy with the Deal?” I asked again.

      “How long will the contract be?” asked Daeng.

      Contract? What contract? Ah, she was worried I would only pay the first month, get what I needed, then dump her. Her experiences with men had conditioned her to expect short-term engagements.

      “Contract,” I said. “Yes, one year.” At least I wouldn’t have to divorce her at the end of the year. “If you like the job, and you do well,” I said, “you can work longer.”

      Daeng released her grip on her purse and folded her arms. She licked her lips; there was obviously something else she wanted.

      She took off her glasses and fumbled with them in her hands for a few moments, then said, “Can I get new glasses, too? I can’t see good with these anymore.”

      I was ready to agree and seal the Deal, but had another thought. “Pe-Daeng,” I said, “I can fix your eyes better than new. No more glasses, no more blurred vision, no more problems reading. Would you like that?”

      Daeng put her glasses back on and looked at Kitty-Sue to see if she supported this outrageous notion. Kitty-Sue knew that what I was offering was worth more than two jobs and a dozen shopping trips, but she trusted me.

      “Fix my eyes with magic?” Daeng asked. At Kitty-Sue’s nod, Daeng said, “OK, you fix my eyes, give me job, buy new clothes, and I’ll take you to Chiang Rai.”

      Then she looked at John. “Sorry, boss. I quit.”

      Turning to me, she said, “When will you fix my eyes?”

      “Now is the best time,” I said. “Lean back in the couch, and I will put you to sleep to perform the operation.”

      I stood and approached Daeng. Reaching forward, I pulled her glasses from her nose. She wouldn’t need them anymore.

      Daeng leaned back but didn’t close her eyes. I used my version of a sleep spell on her, the same I had used when Monica had been my patient in Las Vegas. I made the gestures and whispered, “Sleep.”

      Daeng didn’t even blink.

      “Is her magic interfering with yours?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “No,” I said. “It’s something else.” Then I realized the problem. “Of course! The sleep spell only works if the subject trusts me.”

      Popping up a kitsune bubble to keep our conversation private, Kitty-Sue said, “That’s going to be tough. She doesn’t trust anyone.” Glancing at Daeng as she sat on the couch, wide awake and clutching her purse, she continued, “You know she’s got a knife or razor in that bag, right?”

      “Of course,” I said. “I would be surprised if a Bangkok bar girl didn’t have a razor in her purse.” Her profession didn’t lend itself to building trusting relationships.

      “If you do your hocus-pocus while she’s awake?” asked Kitty-Sue. “What happens? You didn’t have to put the witches you worked on in New York to sleep.”

      “Some can handle the changes,” I said, “others react badly. Usually, those who work with magic can support it. Daeng has some magic but at a very low level. Working on her eyes while she’s awake could cause pain, disorientation, and mental exhaustion.”

      “If she’s such a low-level magician, why do we need her?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “She’s already attuned to Chiang Rai,” I said. “Even with her low power, she can help John and I attune ourselves to the new area.”

      “Low level,” mused Kitty-Sue. “Can’t you give her a boost? Make her more useful?” Then almost as an afterthought, “Make her your student, as you did with Akiko?”

      Make her a student? Why would Kitty-Sue want me to...?

      “You want her to become my student?” I asked.

      “If it helps us,” said Kitty-Sue. There was an odd look on her face, and a strange perfume in the air. Was this what kitsune jealousy smelled like?

      “And the fact I never have sex with my students doesn’t have anything to do with this request?” I said with a grin.

      Kitty-Sue sniffed derisively and turned her head away. “Oh, that’s right. You have that vow. I had completely forgotten about that.”

      Still, it wasn’t a terrible idea. I gave it some thought. Daeng already saw magic, albeit poorly. She had some talent. She could be trained. It wouldn’t be like trying to give the talent to a mundane. I’d tried that before, with disastrous results.

      “It’s not a bad idea,” I said. “I’ll make the offer.” As I turned to Daeng, Kitty-Sue dropped her bubble.

      “Pe-Daeng,” I said, “would you like to learn more magic?”

      She gave me a suspicious look. “You want to change our deal?” she asked. Her hand caressed her purse.

      “I want to offer you a better deal,” I said. “Would you like to become my student?”

      “What would I have to pay for these lessons?” she asked.

      “Pay, why noth—” I started, then interrupted myself. This cynical woman would be wary of free gifts and promises. “You would have to swear to be loyal to me, follow my orders, and help me with my endeavors.”

      “Follow orders?” she asked, looking at my crotch. “All orders?” She shook her head. “I don’t like having a boss.”

      “OK,” I said. “It’s up to you. I don’t think you’d make a good student anyway. Too cynical and suspicious. We’ll stick with the original deal.”

      I stepped behind the couch and touched her temples lightly. “Try to relax,” I said. “This is going to feel strange, maybe hurt a bit.”

      “Hurt?” she said. “Why?”

      “I’m going to reshape your eyes, repair any damage, and increase the number of photoreceptors in your eyes. It will cause some pain. More than that, it will be disorientating.”

      Kitty-Sue spoke in Thai, much too quickly for me to understand. John understood, but had little interest in my Deals. He sat back and sipped his whiskey while we bargained. I continued my preparations for healing Daeng’s eyes.

      “Wait,” she said as I started massaging her temples, readying the magical probes that would allow me to reshape her eyes.

      “If I become your student,” she said, “will I still get paid for this trip? Get to keep the job?”

      Had she thought that I would not keep a promise? She didn’t know much about me or magicians in general. “Yes,” I said. “You will keep the job, the better eyes, and the clothes.”

      “Chai-ka, Ajarn-Scott,” she said, “I’ll be your student.”

      I took a look down her robe, which had fallen slightly open as she talked to reveal the slightest hint of nipple, and resigned myself to only looking for the foreseeable future.

      “Then you’re my student,” I said, sealing our new relationship. I sent tendrils of magic into her head, focusing my attention on her eyes. The hardest part first; I examined the number and types of photoreceptors. Sure enough, she had the extra cone cells that designated a Pentachromat, someone who could see all five of magic’s primary colors.

      I drew from the pool of energy I had taken from John and encouraged the photoreceptors to multiply. I could have jumped them up to the maximum, but that much change in vision could cause madness.

      Once the photoreceptors were humming along nicely, doubling at my request, I slowed time down to look at the shape of her eyes and corneas. Reshaping the eyeballs to eliminate focusing problems required a delicate touch. I cleaned the vitreous liquid of any floaters, strengthened all the muscles related to eye movement and focusing, then enlarged capillaries in her eyes.

      Next, still at maximum speed, I examined her cornea. I saw her problem, the reason she couldn’t get beyond the basics of magic. Pentachromats have corneas that allow the infrared and ultraviolet spectrum through. Mundanes’ corneas block these extra spectra. It helps protect the sensitive parts of mundanes’ eyes from too much radiation. Daeng had cornea only slightly more transparent to these bands than a normal human.

      I took a deep breath and thought for a few sped-up moments. I could transform her cornea, giving her full spectrum magician vision. But even with her limited number of photoreceptors, that would be like bringing a person who had lived below ground in a lightless cavern up to the desert. At the least, it would cause migraines and a lot of confusion. At worst, it would cause madness. I had to tread carefully; driving my student insane would not help with this mission.

      I settled for setting up a slow change in her corneas. I increased their transparency to the extra spectra by ten percent. Then, over the next few weeks, her cornea would become more and more transparent, giving her time to adapt. Not a great solution, but the best I could come up with.

      I had started to come out of the healing trance when an inner voice said, What if she betrays you? Are you going to trust a bar girl you just met? I wanted to ignore my paranoia, but it had saved my ass on several occasions. I temporized, leaving hooks in the spell-work on her eyes that would allow me to reverse the changes. If she stayed a loyal student, she would soon be able to remove the hooks and continue the upgrade work on her eyes herself. If she tried to betray me, I could drop her back to her previous state. A magical prenuptial agreement.

      Finished to the best of my ability, I let time speed back up to normal. The time trick isn’t magic; it’s more a matter of going into overdrive. That lets me do it even when my magical reserves are low. The downside is that it takes a lot of physical energy and speeds up the aging process. Using the trick had once saved my life, but left me as a toothless bald old man. It had taken weeks of rest, good food, and the exercises I hated to restore my youth.

      I looked down at Daeng and saw tears streaming down her cheeks. The operation had been painful. I continued rubbing her temples and urged her body to release endorphins to counteract the pain. Her tears dried and she took a deep breath. Looking down past her nose, I could see her nipples harden, pushing out the material of the robe. Her legs squeezed together and her hands started stroking her thighs. The scent of her arousal wafted through the air. Too bad I couldn’t do anything about that.

      Kitty-Sue’s hand reached from behind, resting on my shoulder, and I felt the tips of her claws at my throat. She whispered in my ear from behind, “Boss, I think she’s had enough of your hocus-pocus.”

      “Yes, Kitty-Sue,” I said as I slowed down the stroking, “I don’t want her to grab my wand.” That quip brought a tightening of the grip on my shoulder. I dropped my hands and took a step back. The claws at my throat retracted.

      “Pe-Daeng,” I said, “how do your eyes feel? Is your vision improved?”

      She looked around the room, blinking quickly as her eyes took in details she would never have been able to see before. “I can read the numbers on the thermostat!” she said, pointing to the thermostat mounted on the wall twenty feet away. Then she brought her fingers very close to her eyes. “I can see the sparkles inside my nail polish. It’s like looking through a microscope.”

      Then she looked at her arms and shook her head. “Why do I have these spots on my skin?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “in ultraviolet, almost everybody has those spots.” I stepped from behind the couch and stood in front of her.

      “But you don’t have them,” she said. Peering at John, she added, “And neither does Khun-Peter.”

      “I can teach you to smooth out your skin so it’s an even tan even under the extra spectra,” I said.

      “What are those tattoos on your arms?” she asked.

      “A type of...” I hesitated. What was the word in Thai?

      “Those are a type of Yantra tattoo,” said John. At her puzzled look, he used the more popular term. “Sak yan tattoos.”

      I held up my right hand, palm facing me, and trickled magical energy down my tattooed meridian lines and into the circled pentagram on the back of my hand. Each triangle of the pentagram lit up with one of the colors of the magical spectrum: infra, red, green, blue, and ultra.

      She shut her eyes quickly and said, “Stop that! It hurts my head.”

      “Sorry, Pe-Daeng,” I said, “it’s a lot to get used to at once.” And it’s only going to get worse.

      “Even with my eyes closed, I see those other colors,” she said, then placed her hands over her eyes.

      “Will I have to get those tattoos, too?” asked Daeng, keeping her hands over her eyes.

      Kitty-Sue stepped from behind the couch and said, “No. Not all magicians get them.”

      “Anyway,” I continued, “it will be a long time before you are at a level that tattoos like mine would be useful.”

      Daeng pulled her hands from her face and peered at all of us. As she took in Kitty-Sue, shock appeared on her face. Daeng’s new vision had pierced Kitty-Sue’s glamour. “You’re not human! You have big ears and two tails. What are you?” She grabbed her purse.

      I had to suppress a smile at the idea of this human trying to use a knife on my inhuman girlfriend.

      “I’m still me,” said Kitty-Sue gently, “and I mean you no harm.”

      Daeng shook her head several times and squeezed her eyes shut again. Tears leaked out from her closed eyes. Damn, even having her eyes clear slowly wasn’t enough to allow her to adapt. The slightest expansion of her magical vision was painful for her.

      “Pe-Daeng,” I said, “you’re going to have to get used to seeing things differently.”

      “It’s too much,” she whispered.

      Maybe she wasn’t capable of handling magic. I might have to reverse the changes to keep her sane. I was preparing the spell when Daeng did something unexpected. She snatched her old glasses from the table and popped them back onto her nose and peered through the lenses.

      “That’s much better,” she said. “Not so many colors now.” She looked at Kitty-Sue and said, “You look human now.” She pulled her glasses down on her nose to peer above the glasses and shuddered. She quickly pushed the glasses back. “This is better, but everything’s kind of blurry,” she said.

      I glanced at John to get his opinion on whether Daeng could help us on this mission. He shrugged his shoulders, leaving the decision to me. I was glad I hadn’t jumped Daeng up to full sensitivity all at once. Even a ten percent glimpse of the magical world was proving too much for her to handle.

      I debated pulling the enhancements that allowed her to see magic. Of course, the improved vision would remain; a deal is a deal. But I had taken her as my student. I needed to find a way to train her. The glasses, with their lenses that blocked most ultraviolet and infrared light, seemed to help her. Maybe I could do something with them.

      “Pe-Daeng,” I said, “close your eyes and give me your glasses.”

      Squeezing her eyes closed, Daeng took off her glasses and handed them to me. I had to pull them from her grip. “Don’t worry,” I said, “you’ll get them back in a minute.”

      I cast a transformation spell on the lenses, changing the curvature to remove any magnification. I changed the composition of the glass to make it more transparent at mundane light frequencies and block more of the ultraviolet and infrared spectrum.

      “Here,” I said, handing the glasses back, “try these now.”

      She put the glasses on and opened her eyes. She stared at her arms and said, “Good, the spots are gone.”

      She looked at the thermostat and said, “I can still read the numbers.”

      Then she looked at Kitty-Sue, squinting in an effort to see if there was anything unnatural about her. “No tail, no big ears,” she said. “You look much better this way, Pe-Kitty-Sue.”

      Kitty-Sue looked nonplused. She was much prouder of her kitsune features than of her mundane glamor, but she took the compliment with grace. “Thank you, Pe-Daeng,” she said.

      Kitty-Sue turned to me and said, “What now, boss?”

      Before I could answer, Daeng asked, “Why do you call him ‘boss’? Isn’t he your teacher, too?”

      “Oh no, honey,” said Kitty-Sue. “I’m his bodyguard.”

      The expression that crossed Daeng’s face was almost too quick to see. First, surprise that this tiny Japanese woman, almost a head shorter than her, could be dangerous enough to be a bodyguard. Then the realization that Kitty-Sue was much more than she appeared.

      “Pe-Daeng,” I said, “your first lesson in magic is that relative size is not an indicator of how dangerous someone is.” My thoughts flashed back to Ashley. In human form, she had been much smaller than me. But only an idiot would underestimate her power.

      Turning to Kitty-Sue, I said, “We need to rest. I used a lot of energy to fix Pe-Daeng’s eyes. Pe-Daeng will have to sleep and dream to start adapting to her magical vision.”

      The girls exchanged a look that I couldn’t fathom. Then Kitty-Sue said, “We aren’t tired. We have lots of energy. Someone promised us a shopping spree.”

      It was now about 7:00 p.m. The shopping center should be open until at least nine. How much money could Kitty-Sue and Daeng spend in two hours? A lot, I decided. I reached into my satchel and pulled out a Gold American Express card.

      Handing the card to Kitty-Sue, I said, “We’ll have dinner when you get back. Try not to overload your suitcase.”

      Kitty-Sue looked at me in surprise. “I’m not going to let her use my suitcase. We’re buying new luggage for her.”
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        Dancing with Nang Tani

      

      

      Late the next morning, we were grouped together near a large tree in Lumpini Park. Despite the steady drizzle of rain, we were formed up next to Daeng. I was on her immediate right. On Daeng’s other side stood Kitty-Sue. An iPhone propped at the base of a tree was playing Spotify on random to provide music.

      “You want me to teach you to dance?” asked Daeng as she pushed her rain-spotted glasses up on her nose. She shook her hips like the thousands of other bar girls in Bangkok.

      “Not like that,” I said, only slightly distracted as Kitty-Sue copied her moves perfectly. “We want you to dance as you did in the club. Not a sexy dance.” I made a few motions, clumsy compared to Daeng and Kitty-Sue, reaching for the waves of magical energy that swept through the area. Damn magic flew through my fingers like a school of tiny fish. Until I was attuned to the area, I couldn’t gather more than a fraction of the local energy.

      “OK,” said Daeng, “you mean like this?” She swayed back and forth in the graceful patterns of a classical Thai dance.

      The music changed to a Thai composition. Without interrupting her steps, Daeng said, “How did you change the music from here? Magic?”

      I opened my mouth to tell her about Euterpe when Kitty-Sue jumped in. “It’s his imaginary girlfriend.” Then she said something quickly in Thai. I only caught the Thai word for crazy.

      I closed my mouth and concentrated on the dance, matching Daeng step for step on her right. Kitty-Sue matched her on her left. The music helped keep the rhythm of the dance.

      However, Daeng was still not gathering all the energy she could. With the glasses hampering her vision, she was missing the heaviest magical flows.

      “You’re going to have to take off your glasses to complete this lesson,” I said.

      She was hesitant, but I was insistent. In a few minutes, she was dancing without her glasses, expertly gathering magical energy with each motion. Kitty-Sue and I moved with her, matching her steps. Gracefully in Kitty-Sue’s case, somewhat less gracefully in mine. John, already attuned to Bangkok, stood by the tree and watched.

      I was sure we made quite the sight and was thankful for Kitty-Sue’s privacy bubble that protected us from prying eyes.

      That was until I made a turn and saw the bark of the tree behind John form the shape of the face of a woman. For an instant, I was sure it was an optical illusion caused by the random pattern of the bark. Then, on my next pass, the face winked at me.

      We continued our dance. Kitty-Sue seemed to anticipate the moves. Although her style of magic didn’t require this attuning, she appeared to enjoy the exercise.

      After several more minutes, as my breathing was becoming labored, Kitty-Sue asked, “Boss, why do you need to move like this to top off? Didn’t you say you could make the magic come to you?”

      “Once attuned,” I gasped, “I can do that. But first I have to...” I trailed off as I tried to put the concepts into words.

      While thinking, we continued the dance. A few children, between the ages of six and ten, had noticed us. More open than adults, they could easily see through Kitty-Sue’s privacy bubble with the piercing gaze of innocence. Two joined our dance, lining up beside Kitty-Sue and making our line five dancers long. The other children stayed back and watched, swaying in time to the music.

      I noted one of the child dancers, a girl of about ten, was absorbing a tiny amount of magic. Another potential magician? Or a witch? Only time would tell.

      Back to my explanation to Kitty-Sue. Attune? That word didn’t quite capture the idea. Match resonance? As if Daeng was a tuning fork emitting a vibration and I was a nearby unit that needed to match her frequency? Yes, in mundane terms, that might be a close analogy.

      “…match my frequency to the local magic. Pe-Daeng is already attuned. By matching her, I can come into resonance much quicker.” Most people would not have been able to follow the thought, but Kitty-Sue had seen how I would drop off into thought and complete a sentence minutes or hours later.

      The dance was working: the wisps of magical energy that had escaped my grasp earlier now flowed into my hands, feet, and chakras. I felt the warmth of magic fill my reservoirs at a trickle.

      At the next turn of the dance, I saw her step from the tree. A beautiful Thai woman with long, long obsidian hair and skin with a light green tint. She had a bright red flower of an unknown plant gracing her left temple. The center of the flower faded to a delicate pink shade. She wore a green top that left her midriff bare, and a skirt of dark green was wrapped around her hips, nearly reaching the ground. Her clothing appeared to be composed of interwoven leaves. Her bare feet moved soundlessly on the grass, not bending a blade as she moved.

      She made no sound, but John smoothly stepped to the side as she approached from his rear. There was no creature, natural or supernatural, that could stalk the world’s greatest hunter. John nodded and smiled at the tree spirit.

      She was a Nang Tani, a Thai tree spirit. In Western terms, a dryad. They could be either bothersome or good. Since John didn’t seem alarmed, I assumed she was no danger to us.

      She stepped closer to our group, hips swaying to the rhythm of our dance. She stepped into place with perfect timing, taking a position in front of Daeng. Her steps were slightly different than Daeng’s, which caused a flash of confusion on Daeng’s face. However, Daeng quickly adapted, matching the motions of the Nang Tani. My estimation of my new student rose considerably. Unlike the stubborn Koji-san, she was open to learning from those who knew more.

      The tree spirit’s moves were better, more graceful, than ours, and she was capturing more magic than we had been able to gather. Following her moves, I felt the flow of magic increase, the trickle now a steady stream.

      As we danced, my breathing eased, although the new steps were much more physically demanding. A deep inhalation that tickled my lungs showed why. The Nang Tani was flooding the area with her oxygen-loaded exhalations. I have a high tolerance for alcohol, but this was something else. The iPhone switched songs, now playing an old song by Sweet, “Love Is Like Oxygen.” Euterpe was playing her games. Drunk on oxygen, I laughed, and the group laughed with me.

      At the change in music, the tree spirit looked back at me with a smile on her face, acknowledging the change in the song. Her steps changed tempo, matching the new tune, but still very effective at gathering magic. I wondered momentarily if she could see Euterpe.

      The laughter of the children as they danced with us under the pouring rain, the grace of the Nang Tani tree spirit, the exaltation of magic, all combined to bring tears of joy to my eyes. I wept with the joy of practicing magic, then wept for those who couldn’t share my madness. Luckily, the rain washed the tears away before they could be noticed.

      This day, gloomy and overcast to some, was bright and memorable to me. Something I would treasure in my old age if I lived that long.

      After an hour, I could dance no more, even invigorated by the extra oxygen. I couldn’t make my feet move in the smooth patterns of the dance. Euterpe must have sensed this as the music faded away, leaving us. I had managed to recover enough magical energy to replenish what I had used upgrading Daeng’s eyes.

      Daeng’s Buddha amulet glowed with the magical energy she had managed to gather, enough to fuel her luck and health spells for a long time.

      Finally, we stopped and formed a circle. The Nang Tani gave a slight wai to the group, and we all answered with a much deeper wai. She reached out and touched the shoulder of the girl who had talent, then leaned in and whispered in her ear. Then she made another bow to the group and faded away in a wisp of fog that wafted back to her tree. Was it my imagination, or had she smiled and winked at me before fading?

      The children, a brother and sister it seemed, from the way the girl was protective of the younger boy, laughed and clapped as the tree spirit left. I was sure their joyous laughter had helped draw the Nang Tani out to dance with us. They deserved a reward.

      I reached into my pocket to give them some money, then hesitated as the image of a western farang handing money to a prepubescent girl flashed through my mind.

      “Pe-Daeng,” I said, “give the children a thousand baht each.”

      She looked at me in surprise. “You like little girls?” She stepped in front of the children unconsciously. Good instincts.

      “I’m always looking for new talent,” I said before I realized how that sounded.

      Kitty-Sue laughed and spat out a sentence of Thai.

      “Oh Lord, no!” I said at the same time. “Magical talent, the child is a potential magician. She could see Tani the Tiger-Lily, and she spoke to her.”

      “Tani the Tiger-Lily?” asked Daeng in puzzlement.

      “He makes nicknames for powerful beings,” said the ninja shapeshifter assassin I had nicknamed Kitty-Sue. “One of these days, he’ll tease the wrong one and end up splattered across the landscape.”

      “Tani Tiger-Lily,” mused Daeng. “Because of the flower in her hair? It’s more of a lotus than a lily.”

      “Have you ever noticed how much a lotus looks like...” I stopped the simile at Kitty-Sue’s murderous glare. At least she was learning my sense of humor wasn’t just reserved for kitsune jokes.

      “It’s a good name, though,” said Daeng. “Thais always use nicknames.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “because your real names are too damn long.”

      The girl had been standing shyly behind Daeng. She peeked out from behind her and smiled. “My name Toy,” she said.

      “And she speaks English,” I said with a large smile at the kid.

      “Nit-noy,” she said. Well, even a little bit of English was good. She knew enough to know we were talking about names.

      We had gotten far away from the original subject. “Pe-Daeng,” I said, ensuring the children heard me use the honorific, “talented children like Toy need to be supported. She doesn’t have a wicha grandmother to help her.

      “Give her and her little brother the money and get her full name. Tell her to come back here for dancing lessons with the green lady. Tiger-Lily can teach her some basics that we can’t.”

      Daeng tilted her head in puzzlement. “My grandmother taught me. Why can’t we teach her?”

      “We’re not her family,” I said. “My—our—brand of magic depends on making Deals. It’s our code, the rules we live by.”

      “So, make a ‘Deal’ with Toy,” said Daeng, making air quotes with her fingers. “Nobody helps her, she’s gonna have a rough life.” She turned and smiled at Toy to let her know we weren’t saying anything bad about her.

      “We can’t make Deals with children,” I said, “or anyone that isn’t able to consent.” Kitty-Sue followed up with a string of Thai that, I hoped, explained the restrictions of my brand of magic to Daeng.

      “But she still needs hope,” whispered Daeng. “Growing up like this”—she waved at our group— “will be very hard.”

      Hope. Could I give the child some hope? Without making a Deal? How about a gift? A gift of good luck? This would take a few minutes of spell-work. Stepping over to a relatively dry spot under the branches of Tiger-Lily’s tree, I reached into my dragonskin bag and extracted one of my most prized possessions. A golden Saudi Guinea coin, gifted from a dragon’s hoard. Engraved with my special brand of glyphs that turned it from potent object to an Artifact of Power. I didn’t have many more of these, and probably wouldn’t be able to get more anytime soon.

      The two siblings were dancing to the music from my iPhone, some Thai tune I didn’t recognize. Euterpe doing her part to keep the kids amused.

      While they danced and played, I worked on the coin. Daeng looked on in interest, John with a studied indifference, and Kitty-Sue with the patience of a predator.

      “I can give her some hope,” I said. “Make life easier for her. I’ll need a lock of her hair.”

      Kitty-Sue moved faster than I could see, flashing out with her knife and slicing a lock of hair from Toy. She had acted before I could finish my sentence. She held out the lock of hair to me. I stepped back abruptly, holding my hands up.

      “It has to be freely given,” I said. “It’s useless if stolen.”

      “But she’s a child,” said Kitty-Sue. “Do the ‘rules’ keep you from accepting the hair from her?” I was getting sick of air quotes.

      “Not exactly,” I said. “I can weave a luck charm for her without breaking the rules. It will be like Daeng’s amulet.”

      “Really?” asked Kitty-Sue, glancing at Daeng. “Didn’t seem to keep someone from ending up as a hooker in a low-class bar.” She smiled at John and said, “No offense.”

      “My good luck charms have some more ‘oomph’ to them,” I said.

      “So, she’ll win the lottery?”

      “Hell, no,” I said, “that’s ruined more lives than it’s ever helped. If money were the answer, I could make the kid rich.”

      At the mention of money, Daeng’s ears perked up. She would soon learn that mundane cash was only a small part of our life.

      “All that aside,” I said, “Toy has to agree to give me this token.”

      “OK,” said Kitty-Sue. She chatted with Toy in Thai for a few moments, then turned to me and said, “She agrees.”

      Looking at Daeng, I said, “See how easy it is to get a child to agree to terms? She would happily give up twenty years of her life in exchange for an ice cream. That’s why we don’t make Deals with children. It’s too easy to cheat them.” Still, I took the tuft of Toy’s hair from Kitty-Sue and quickly braided it into a small circular wreath.

      This was going to take a few minutes. “Kitty-Sue,” I asked, “could you take the kids to have a snack?”

      When the group returned, the new amulet was ready. I had fixed the coin to a thick gold chain. I held the necklace out to Daeng so she could inspect my work.

      She pulled her glasses down on her nose and gasped, “It’s so bright!”

      She looked at her amulet, then compared it to mine. “You’ll teach me to make my Buddha better?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Eventually.”

      She pushed her glasses back up and examined how the chain looked in the normal spectrum. “That’s a two-baht chain,” said Daeng. “You can’t give that to a child. Someone will snatch it off her neck in five minutes.”

      “Not with the spells I put on it,” I said. “It will appear as a worthless chain to mundanes. Anyone who tries to steal from Toy will be in for a nasty surprise.”

      “Two baht?” said Kitty-Sue. “It’s worth much more than that.”

      “Baht is also a unit of weight for gold in Thai,” I said, surprised that she hadn’t absorbed this info along with her language skills. “Two baht is about one ounce of gold.”

      Daeng pulled her glasses down again and looked at Toy. “I see the colors of the charm match Toy’s colors. Why is that?”

      “The charm is attuned to Toy’s aura,” I said. “The magic will only work for her. That’s why I needed the lock of her hair.”

      I handed the charm and necklace to Daeng. “Make sure she agrees to accept this gift. You must say it is given freely, with no expectation of anything in return. She must put it around her neck herself.”

      As Daeng spoke with Toy, I raised an eyebrow at Kitty-Sue. She nodded. She would follow the conversation to ensure Daeng translated correctly. As Daeng held the charm out, Kitty-Sue nodded to indicate the translation had been correct.

      Toy examined the necklace in fascination. I expected her to put it on right away. Instead she surprised me by turning and putting the necklace around her little brother’s neck.

      She turned to Daeng and chattered in Thai. I waited patiently for a translation. The necklace’s spells wouldn’t help the little boy, as it wasn’t attuned to his aura.

      “She says that Chackrit needs the good luck magic more than her,” said Daeng.

      “Chackrit?” I asked, unsure of the pronunciation.

      “That’s the boy’s name,” said Kitty-Sue.

      I tried a few more times, but couldn’t get the tones right.

      “Can I call him Jack?” I asked finally. Toy nodded.

      “Tell Toy that the good luck magic won’t work right for Jack,” I said.

      Toy crossed her arms stubbornly and spoke through Daeng.

      “She says Jack needs the luck much more than her,” said Daeng. “She says she can take care of herself.”

      I briefly wondered what kind of trouble the child could have that required his older sister to sacrifice her good luck charm for him.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” I said. “Give me a lock of Jack’s hair and I’ll make another charm.” I was rewarded by Toy’s expression as it changed from a stubborn pout to a bright smile. I hoped she wouldn’t turn into a witch who would end up trying to kill me.

      With a fresh lock of hair, I sent the children out for another ice cream cone while I worked on the second charm. At this rate, I would soon be out of magic-infused gold coins. Not to mention the time it would take me to refine them into Artifacts of Power.

      John watched my work calmly. However, there was an undercurrent of agitation in his manner. Finally, he said, “That spell is a refinement of that ‘bulletproof’ spell you used in Vietnam.”

      “It’s based on that spell,” I said.

      “Does it redirect bullets at any innocent bystanders?” he asked.

      The memory came back suddenly. The firefight in that tiny village. We had been surrounded by VC troops and bullets had been zipping through the air. I still remembered the sound the bullets made as they thwipped past my ears.

      As the bullets continued to miss, I had felt triumph that my spell worked. Followed by terror as the bullets that missed me hit my teammates. Even John, able to blend into the scenery and become almost invisible, had been hit several times.

      I looked at John and shrugged in apology. “This spell is much more complex,” I said. “Good luck for the wearer doesn’t mean that anyone around will automatically have bad luck.”

      “And you’ve tied these spells to not one, but two Artifacts of Power,” he said. “I know people who would give a considerable sum for just one of those charms.”

      John didn’t know I was one of the few people in the world who could create Artifacts. A secret I kept very close. I wanted to avoid the fate of the goose that laid the golden eggs. Hell, being a healer was bad enough.

      “Yeah,” I said, “but I’m almost out of Artifacts.” Until I can make more. “I’m not interested in selling them off.”

      John looked at me coolly, certain I wasn’t telling the whole truth. Too bad; we were allies, not friends.

      The amulet was completed and gifted to little Jack. He was very proud of his and Toy’s matching amulets.

      “That kid is going to live a strange life,” I said.

      “Why? Is he going to become a magician?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “I don’t see a trace of the talent,” I said. “Not like Toy or Pe-Daeng. But wearing that amulet every day will make him sensitive to magic.”

      “Sensitive?” asked Daeng. “Will it hurt him?”

      “No, of course not,” I said. “He will know that magic exists, see things most humans never see, become part of our world.”

      “You could help them,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “How?” I said.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “Start a school like Hogwarts or something.”

      I was about to object that I had neither the time nor temperament to start a school, but my objections stopped when I saw the Nang Tani stick her head out of her tree. She gave a big smile and a nod.

      If the local tree spirit liked the idea, I should listen.

      “OK,” I said. “I’ll start a school.”

      Turning to Daeng, I said, “That will be your job. The job you’ll do for me after our trip. School for the kids and magical training.”
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        Lord of the Ring

      

      

      Two days later, Kitty-Sue, Daeng, John, and I sat in a row ringside of a Muay Thai fight in Chiang Rai. Princess was propped between our chairs, where she could get a good view of the fights.

      In my hand was a warm bottle of Singha beer. I gathered energy and let it flow down my arm to my hand. Daeng, sitting to my left, felt the tingle of magic and pulled down her glasses to watch. With a moment’s concentration, I removed the heat from the bottle to chill it down. The bottle frosted over and beads of water formed on the glass.

      “Can you teach me that spell?” she asked excitedly. “It looks simple.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Magic is moving energy. Heat is a form of energy. With this spell, you can encourage the heat to move.” After a few minutes, she had the spell down and was practicing on her can of Coke. I applauded her success in dropping the temperature of the can by several degrees.

      Daeng put her glasses back on and sighed. “I’m glad I got the spell to work,” she said. “But I’m still getting headaches without my glasses.”

      “It just takes practice,” I said. I pulled another warm beer and a can of Coke from the small cooler between my feet, chilled them down quickly, and passed them to Kitty-Sue and John on my right.

      Tonight, they were in disguise. John was wearing a loud Hawaiian shirt, much too large for him, as well as a pair of brown cargo pants.

      Kitty-Sue was transformed. To avoid the implication of the kitsune queen’s assassin nosing around in Thai Kingdom business, she had used her shape-shifting abilities to hide her identity. True shape-shifting, not a glamour. Her new appearance was as real as real.

      Now she had the look of a plus-sized American woman in her late twenties; blue eyes and short blond hair topped off her disguise. She had a pearl necklace around her neck and a dolphin-shaped brooch pinned to her blouse. Plus-sized, but not flabby, she had the look of a well-fed mama bear.

      “Thanks for the beer,” she said, grabbing the bottle out of my hand and popping the cap with a thumb. She drank it down in one swallow. “Holy crapsticks! It’s hotter than the inside of a grain silo in August. Dig me out another of those brewskis.”

      “Kitt—” I started, only to be interrupted by a slap on my thigh.

      “Call me Pam!” she said. “I’m in character.”

      Yeah, cartoon character. But I chilled down another beer with my left hand while rubbing the stinging palm print on my thigh.

      She exchanged her empty bottle for the frosty bottle, then looked down at the Coke in her left hand. She looked over at John and said, “Bowman, are you sure you want to drink this crappy sugar water? It’ll ruin your liver.”

      John just smiled and held out his hip flask filled with Laphroaig. “I’m just using it as a mixer,” he said.

      Daeng looked past me in surprise. This was a facet of my crazy kitsune girlfriend she hadn’t seen before. “Is she imitating someone?” whispered Daeng.

      Of course, even though she was transformed, Kitty-Sue’s hyper-acute kitsune hearing still worked. “Hell yes!” she said. “This is just like an adventure from my favorite show, Bowman.”

      The mention of the name of the show tickled a memory. A cartoon about a group of secret agents who go on improbable adventures. Cyborgs, satellites, and Russian robots? All impossible. Some writers don’t know when to quit.

      “What makes you think this scene is like that show?” I asked.

      “Ain’t it obvious?” said “Pam” as she downed another beer. “Monkey-man is a handsome killer who’s good with an archery set, so he’s Bowman. I’m Pam, the lovable HR girl with a rough exterior but a heart of gold. You, Scott are… are... Well, I haven’t figured out your part yet. Comic relief?” She nodded to herself as if confirming her decision.

      “And me?” asked Daeng. “I bet there aren’t any Thai in that show.”

      “Oh, that’s where you’re wrong,” screeched Pam as she slapped my thigh hard enough to leave another red handprint. “You’re perfect! The long-legged, big-boobed woman with enormous hands and a penchant for hooker-heeled footwear. Even the name is perfect.”

      “There’s someone in this show named Daeng?” she asked.

      “Not that name,” said Pam. “Where are you from? What is your name for your people’s kingdom?”

      With a puzzled look, Daeng said, “I’m Lanna Thai. But I still don’t see—”

      “LANA!” screeched Kitty-Sue, as if proving a point.

      It took me a moment; then I started giggling. Even John smiled at the joke, leaving Daeng in the dark. I finally laughed out loud and turned to Pam and gave her a high-five. Kitsune are crazy and prone to all kinds of jokes, but I like that in a girlfriend.

      “If you want to call me Lana,” said Daeng with a perfectly deadpan expression, “that’s OK.” Then she pushed her glasses up on her nose and held up a finger. “But I charge extra-extra-extra!” She held the serious expression for about ten seconds, then exploded into giggles.

      I passed out more chilled drinks from our cooler. Like my bag, it was bigger on the inside and held a large number of drinks. Unlike my bag, the spell was temporary and would fade by dawn.

      Socially lubricated, we waited for the first match. Muay Thai style fights are very common in Thailand. The best students of each school or area come to compete against the best of the competitors. The matches are rigorous and fairly fought.

      If you believe that, you’re a sucker. Real Muay Thai fighting only takes place in the gyms and the occasional back alley. In the public arenas, where bets can be made, the fights are more of a spectator sport than a real competition.

      Just as the first opponents of the night entered the ring, a short, balding Thai man sidled up to Daeng and whispered to her. Kitty-Sue heard every word. She turned to me with Pam’s smile on her face and said, “He’s offering Lana a cut of our losses if she can convince us to bet on the fights.”

      Daeng shook her head violently, rejecting the offer.

      It was nice to have an honest student. Of course, the fact that she had helped me create five wallets with magical booby traps that morning might have had something to do with her attitude. The wallets had one hundred dollars in each of them, as well as a note in Thai that a reward was offered for the return of the wallet and contents. If not returned, the note promised an aging curse that would subtract five years of life from the thief. I had gone out with all five wallets, refusing her offer to accompany me, to walk the crowds in the tourist area. If she had been with me, the pickpockets would have avoided the bait.

      Two hours later, I had returned, minus the five wallets. After another two hours, the deadline to return the wallets for a reward passed. Daeng and I had just completed our dancing exercises to attune to Chiang Rai and were back in our room. I had been leaning against the counter, breathing heavily. Daeng was still chipper and full of energy, not even breathing hard.

      Daeng watched as the life energy of five thieves flowed into me, making all my tattoos glow as they conducted the siphoned life force. What a rush! My deep breathing smoothed out and the sweating stopped.

      Daeng bit her lip before asking, “Is it fair to take life energy for minor theft?”

      “Is it fair to steal from anyone?” I asked. “Our branch of magic requires truth and working only through Deals,” I said. “We have a lot of power. So much power that we have to place restrictions on ourselves.”

      “Restrictions, Deals?” she asked. “You made no deals with the pickpockets. You just took their energy.”

      “Stealing from a magician is making a Deal,” I said. “Only with no bargaining. The magician decides what to charge.”

      “Aren’t you stealing this armor from another magician?” she asked. “Won’t he be able to take your life?”

      “That’s not going to happen,” I said. “We are taking the item back to the original owner, so it’s not theft.”

      “Your rules are confusing,” she said, then bit her lip before asking, “What if I break a rule by accident? Will you suck out my life?”

      “Of course not,” I said. “You’re my student, my responsibility. No one will make a Deal with you.”

      “This is confusing,” she said.

      “Welcome to magic,” I said.

      So Daeng was reluctant to make a deal to rip off the ignorant farang tourists. After the gambler had left, I asked, “Why didn’t you take the deal? I could bet on the bouts.”

      “Ajarn-Scott,” she said, “you will always lose. Whoever you bet on will lose. You might win one or two bets, then he will double the wager, and you will lose.”

      Kitty-Sue leaned over and said, “Tell him what else he said. About your father’s debt.”

      Daeng looked embarrassed. She looked down and wouldn’t meet my gaze. “He offered to cancel my family’s debt if I could get you to bet enough,” she said in a whisper.

      “Your father owes this man money?” I asked. Daeng kept quiet, obviously uncomfortable with the subject.

      I felt a sharp elbow in my ribs from Kitty-Sue. “That’s why she’s”—cough— “was a hooker in a low-class bar in Bangkok. Most of the girls who go to Bangkok do it to pay off family debts.”

      I opened my mouth to ask questions: How much money? How long had she been “paying off” this loan? Hell, she was only about nineteen or twenty now. How old had she been when she volunteered to pay off these debts? I closed my mouth without saying a word. She would probably not want to answer these questions.

      “So, call the asshole back,” I said. “Tell him I love to bet on sports.”

      “No, Ajarn-Scott,” said Daeng. “You will lose much more than my debt.”

      “You know I can’t lose, right?” I said.

      “Even if you win, he will send the fighters after you to take all of your money,” said Daeng. “He has lots of enforcers. That’s how he gets people to pay up. The fighters serve as his enforcers.”

      I looked to my right, at the two deadliest people I knew. “Are either of you worried?” I was greeted by a laugh from John and a feral gleam of anticipation from Kitty-Sue as her blue eyes took on the tawny gold color of a fox.

      Kitty-Sue’s eyes faded back to the blue of her assumed identity, and she said, “Boss, isn’t this going to delay our mission? We don’t have much time left before we have to return to Hakone.”

      “The truth is that I don’t have enough magic reserves to find the armor and get it back,” I said. I hated to admit I couldn’t do something, but this was a serious problem. “Without Akiko’s help, I need to be fully charged up to evade any magical traps the thief has set up.”

      “What about your dancing?” she asked. “Isn’t that helping?”

      “Dancing with Daeng is a big help,” I replied. “But progress is slow.” I grabbed another bottle of Singha beer and leaned back in my folding chair. I chilled the beer down and popped the top.

      “I need to find a way to recharge faster,” I said. “Draining the life force of criminals is the best way to get it done.”

      “Mmph,” said Kitty-Sue, “if your energy is so precious, why are you wasting it chilling down beer?”

      “Touché,” I said. “But it only takes a tiny amount of magic to chill a drink. You certainly aren’t complaining when I chill your beer. But you’re right. I shouldn’t be wasting energy, especially here, in a magical dead zone.”

      Daeng suddenly looked alert. “Is that why it feels so, so dry here?” Kitty-Sue looked surprised, as the air in the tiny stadium was oppressively hot and muggy. Since Daeng didn’t have a word for lack of magic, she had to use the closest approximation.

      “The word we use to describe the lack of magical energy is ‘anamanic,’” I said.

      “Anamanic?” asked Kitty-Sue, the new word tickling her linguist instincts. “Isn’t that the wrong prefix for that word? Shouldn’t it be—”

      “Let the magicians handle the labels, Kitty-Sue,” I said.

      Turning back to Daeng, I said, “Yes, that dry feeling is the lack of mana, the energy of magic. Places like casinos, hospitals, and churches don’t have much magic.”

      “So how do we do magic here?” asked Daeng. With a frown, she concentrated, and the can of soda in her hand dropped suddenly in temperature, a hint of frost on the side indicating she was getting better at the spell.

      “Because magicians can store magical energy inside themselves,” I said. “The more you learn and train, the more energy you can store internally. Then, there are other ways to store energy.” I raised my hand to point to her Buddha amulet but stopped myself. Pointing is rude to Thais. “Your Buddha amulet lets you store some energy.”

      “Boss,” interrupted Kitty-Sue, “can’t you save your hocus-pocus lessons for when we aren’t on a deadline?”

      She was right; I had a tendency to lecture when the subject of magic came up. “She’s right,” I said to Daeng, “no time to waste. Call the bookie over, and we’ll bet on the next match.”

      The two opponents entered the ring one at a time. Muay Thai fights have a lot of rituals. The fighters enter without their gloves, but still wearing a headband called a mongkhon and an armband called a pra jiad, as favors for luck. They then perform a wai to a Buddha, then circle the ring and perform three wais in each corner, always moving in a counterclockwise direction. After the circuit is complete, the fighters perform a dance called wai khru ram muay, or ram muay. Some fighters do acrobatic maneuvers, fingertip push-ups, handstands, and flips. Other fighters perform simple forms.

      I remembered one fight I saw many years ago; the more acrobatic and flamboyant fighter saw the simple ram muay of his opponent and forfeited the fight without a blow exchanged. At the time, I hadn’t realized how much you could tell about an opponent by how well they moved through even the simplest form.

      Muay Thai fighters are divided into many weight classes so that opponents rarely have more than five pounds difference between them. For this bout, the fighters were probably within one pound of each other. The first to enter the ring, in bright yellow shorts, performed his dance with a lot of verve and energy.

      However, his opponent in bright green trunks, although he performed a simpler dance, moved like his joints were oiled steel, each move precise and controlled. Repetitive motions always followed the same path through the air, with no variation in angle or distance. He danced with the precision of our Nang Tani tree spirit.

      John and I exchanged a glance and a nod; green trunks was the better fighter.

      “Tell the bookie that I want to bet on the guy in the green trunks,” I said.

      Daeng raised her hand to call the bookie over. She then pulled her glasses down and examined the fighters. “I think I went to school with that fighter.”

      “Which one?” asked Kitty-Sue in Pam’s voice, “the one in the green trunks?” At Daeng’s nod, Kitty-Sue continued, “Ohh, he looks nice. Did he treat you nice?”

      Daeng was confused by the question but nodded.

      “Then we’ll kill him last,” Kitty-Sue said with the air of someone doing a great favor.

      “Thais don’t joke about that,” said Daeng.

      “OK, OK,” said Kitty-Sue, “old boyfriends are off-limits. We won’t kill him.” This she said with the air of a queen granting clemency.

      “He wasn’t a boyfriend,” said Daeng primly. “Just one of the few who treated me decently.”

      “Not a boyfriend,” mused Kitty-Sue. “Just a friend? I won’t kill him, just inflict a lot of pain.”

      Daeng looked for a long moment at Kitty-Sue, searching for a trace of humor. She was met with the blank gaze of a feral.

      The tension built up for several seconds, then Kitty-Sue said, “Let’s just enjoy the fight, OK? I won’t hurt him if I can help it.”

      They exchanged one of those glances that women use to convey a ton of information in a second. Kitty-Sue narrowed her eyes, then asked, “So what’s your boyfriend’s name?”

      Before Daeng could answer, the bookie hurried up. While we had been talking, the first round had started. Unlike US boxing matches, Muay Thai fights allow betting during the fight. The odds can change a lot after the crowd has seen the first round.

      It took a few seconds to place my two-hundred-dollar bet on green trunks, and we watched the fight.

      The fight followed standard Muay Thai rules: five rounds of three minutes each, with a two-minute rest break between rounds.

      Of course, I won. Both because Daeng’s friend was the better fighter and as bait for me to continue betting. I raised my bet to five hundred dollars on the next match. I won that match also. The bookie paid off with fake reluctance, muttering in Thai about lucky farangs.

      When betting on the second match, I “accidentally” let the bookie see my wad of US cash. His eyes flashed with greed.

      The third bout started. This time the fighters were much heavier and more evenly matched. On this match, I bet two thousand dollars.

      My fighter wore red trunks; his opponent was in dark green. Both muscled like Greek statues with improbably thick thighs, a combination of diet and harsh Muay Thai training. Watching the intro dance, I could tell my fighter was much better than his opponent.

      He fought well, dominating his opponent with a flurry of punches and kicks. But after the fifth round, when the winner was announced, he had lost.

      The bookie came over, and I paid off the bet. He said through Daeng, “It was a very close match. You almost won. Would you like to bet on the next match?”

      Grimacing like a sore loser, I said, “Hell, no. That was fake!” I took a big swallow of my beer before continuing. “Hell,” I said, “I’d bet double or nothing that my friend could kick his ass.”

      The bookie looked at John, who raised his whiskey flask in salute. He licked his lips, anxious to get some more money from the foreign chumps. “It’s true that we have an open competition match after this fight. If you would care to wager on your friend, we could set it up.”

      Looking back to John, I said, “Hey, John, are you up to a fight with one of these midgets?”

      “Hell, yeah,” John replied. “Set it up; it sounds like fun.”

      The bookie had a whispered conversation with Daeng. I could tell from Kitty-Sue’s puzzled expression that they were talking in the local dialect. The bookie had caught that Kitty-Sue could understand standard Thai and had shifted to the local dialect. After he had left to make arrangements for John’s bout, I turned to Daeng and asked, “Has he canceled your debt?”

      “Not yet,” she said. “He promised after John gets beaten.”

      “Oh hell,” said Kitty-Sue, “that’ll never work. John won’t get beaten.”

      “Will he cheat with magic?” asked Daeng.

      “No,” I said, “that would never work. All fights have rituals that prevent cheating with magic.”

      “Rituals?”

      “Yes, for Muay Thai, the ritual dance eliminates the effects of magic. In Japan, the sumo fighters throw salt in the ring to prevent any magical influence. Humans have developed ways to prevent magic from influencing sports.”

      “So how can Kuhn-John win without magic?”

      “He’s very strong and very skilled,” I said.

      Daeng said, “I’ve seen this before. A lot of farangs think because they are bigger and heavier than the Thai fighters that they can beat them. Even if Khun-John is strong, he hasn’t had the training to go up against a professional fighter.”

      John just smiled. How to explain this to Daeng? “Have you ever heard of the ten-thousand-hour rule?” At her headshake, I continued, “It’s the belief that if a person can work at some skill for ten thousand hours, he can become an expert.” I considered how to phrase this without lying and without giving up any of John’s secrets.

      “John has studied martial arts for a long time,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t ask how long. John probably had more than ten thousand hours of study of every martial art, one of the advantages of a long lifespan.

      Daeng still looked doubtful, so I added, “Even if he loses, we can still follow through on the plan.” This was met by a small humph from John and a Pam-like giggle from Kitty-Sue.

      As we chatted, the last fight finished. I hadn’t bet on this fight, so I wasn’t interested in the outcome. The bookie came back to our row and asked, “Is your friend ready to fight?”

      “Hell, yes,” said John as he stood, only staggering slightly. He grabbed the back of his chair to balance. “Pam, honey,” he said, “you have anything of yours I can wear as a favor?”

      “Favor?” asked Daeng, “what is this favor?”

      “Cool,” squealed Kitty-Sue as she reached into her purse and pulled out two silk scarves.

      Kitty-Sue quickly spun the first scarf into a tight roll, stood, and wrapped it around John’s head, tying it off with a knot in the back. She then did the same with the second scarf, this time wrapping it around John’s upper arm.

      “You’re using these favors as a mongkhon and a pra jiad,” said Daeng. “But the mongkhon is supposed to come from a teacher.”

      Instead of answering, I asked, “John, has Kitty-Sue taught you anything about fighting?”

      John looked down at the back of his left hand, which still showed the scar from underestimating Kitty-Sue, laughed, and said, “Yes, it was a painful lesson, but well received.”

      John stepped into the aisle and walked up to the ring, turned, and waved at the crowd. Kitty-Sue followed, saying, “I never thought I’d end up being a cheerleader for a monkey, but here I am.”

      The bookie said, “So, how much do you want to bet on your friend?”

      It had gone from the “double or nothing” of the two-grand bet to “how much do you want to bet?” in a few minutes.

      Pulling out a wad of cash, I thumbed through and counted out eight thousand dollars. “Think you can cover this?” I asked as I handed the money to Daeng.

      The bookie bit his lip; this was a lot to bet on one fight. But he was certain the judges would rule in his favor no matter how well John fought. He turned and waved to one of his colleagues, who ran up and handed him a leather satchel. “I have four thousand US dollars,” he said. “The rest in Thai baht. Is that good?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Daeng, count it up and make sure it’s all there.”

      As Daeng was counting, John’s chosen opponent stepped into the ring and began his dance. He must have been their heavyweight champion, as he was nearly as tall as John and seemed to outweigh him. He wore purple silk trunks and was heavily muscled, with thighs that looked disproportionately large.

      A brief exchange with Daeng resulted in the bookie coming up with something more to cover his side of the bet, a document that brought a smile to Daeng’s face. That must have been the document that detailed her father’s debt. “It’s all here, Mr. Scott,” said Daeng as she placed the document in her purse. The bookie reached out to take the money, only to be met with my hand on his wrist.

      “I want to keep the money where I can see it,” I said. “Miss Daeng can hold it for us. Surely you trust her?”

      He nodded reluctantly and pulled his hand back.

      As the Thai fighter finished his dance, it was time for John to enter the ring. John pretended to be clumsy as he kicked off the sandals he had been wearing and reached over his head to grasp the top rope. He pulled at the rope, seemingly unable to get into the ring.

      He muttered to Kitty-Sue, who smiled and bent down behind John. She grabbed his butt in her hands and pushed him up, extending her arms completely to push John above the ropes to get into to the ring. I hoped no one had noticed that she had lifted his entire one-hundred-ninety-pound weight using only her arms.

      Kitty-Sue must have also caught the mistake, because she turned to the crowd and said, “Wow! Buns of steel!” as she made squeezing motions with both hands. Even though the crowd didn’t understand her English, the pantomime gestures made the point clear and they laughed with her.

      The laughter turned to murmurs of surprise as John pulled off his extra-large Hawaiian shirt, revealing his body. John was heavily muscled, but not like a bodybuilder. He had the slim, highly muscled build of an endurance athlete. John handed the shirt down to Kitty-Sue, who quickly folded and put it away as John started his dance.

      Although his wai khru ram muay dance wasn’t as acrobatic as his opponent’s, his every move was precise and controlled. John moved strangely, each foot rising only a millimeter above the surface of the ring as he took his steps. The effect was that he seemed to glide from position to position like an ice skater.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Daeng licking her lips. Her opinion of her former boss was being reevaluated. “How does he move like that?” she asked.

      “Like what?” I said.

      “Like he’s floating, like a tiger,” she said.

      “It’s a kung fu technique,” I said, “makes it hard to follow his movements. He tried to teach me once, but I didn’t have ten thousand hours to train.” Also, we had been in the middle of a war zone, making practice sessions hard to schedule. John did the float unconsciously, barefoot or in combat boots, he made no noise when moving. I had to work at it and usually failed.

      “Kung fu, Muay Thai,” said Daeng, “what other martial arts does he know?”

      All of them. “I don’t know,” I said. “He enjoys them.” Ten thousand hours of high-intensity training in every martial art, and the ability to quickly recover from almost any injury meant John was one of the deadliest men in the world.

      John finished and handed his mongkhon and pra jiad to Kitty-Sue, who stashed them in her purse. The seconds hopped into the ring and taped up John’s hands and put on his gloves for him.

      The announcer said something in Thai over the PA and John and his opponent faced off. A short wai, then they retreated to their corners, waiting for the bell to ring.

      At the sound of the bell, both stepped forward cautiously. The first round is usually a chance for the fighters to feel each other out. As they circled, closing in, the Thai fighter tried an old trick: he stomped loudly on the canvas, hoping the sound would make John look down and leave him open to attack.

      A trick that would only work on amateurs. John slid back faster than his opponent’s follow-up kick, causing the kick to flail at empty air.

      John crossed his arms and shook his head, saying without words that these tricks wouldn’t work. The fighters closed again, trading kicks, elbow strikes, and punches.

      The first round continued. John kept dodging the Thai fighter’s kicks and punches with apparent ease. While it showed enormous speed, evading was frowned upon in Muay Thai.

      At the end of the first round, John was behind on points, and the betting turned against him.

      The second round was more of the same. Now the Thai fighter spent more time trying to clinch. John was so much faster that he easily evaded him.

      The third round was closely fought, the opponents trading real punches. The round was almost over when I recognized the mirror technique John was using. Every time his opponent would kick with his right leg, John would match the kick with his right leg. Every strike was duplicated, down to the last detail. It was like they were dancing instead of fighting.

      It was a humiliating technique, showing not only that John could match their champion blow for blow, but he was good enough to predict exactly which strike he would use next. The Thai champion grimaced in fury and redoubled his attack, but couldn’t counter John’s skill.

      At the bell, both fighters went back to their corners for the two minutes of rest. The Thai fighter was covered with sweat and was toweled down by his trainer. John had the merest trickle of sweat running down his back.

      The fourth round was more of the same: the Thai fighter unable to close with John, and John matching him blow for blow. The Thai fighter tried a few feints and fake outs, throwing kicks and punches halfway, then stopping. His face grew angrier as John matched his movements precisely, down to the feints. Still, the judges were giving the points to the local fighter.

      Fifth round. The Thai fighter knew that he couldn’t win with skill or technique, so he tried to use his conditioning. Muay Thai fighters spend a lot of training time kicking sandbags to build up the density of their bones and the strength of their thighs. This allows them to strike with enormous force. It’s not uncommon for these strikes to break bones.

      The fighter thought that he would be able to strike John’s shins hard enough to break his bones. That was a mistake that was soon evident as his most potent strikes were countered by John with equal force and no damage.

      After this exchange, the Thai fighter was exhausted. He stood numbly on shaking legs, gasping for breath. Although he kept his hands up, it was obvious he was finished.

      “Looks like John will win,” I said to Daeng.

      “No,” she said, “the judges will award the match to the other fighter.”

      John, with his preternaturally acute hearing, heard our exchange. He looked down at me and raised an eyebrow. I raised my hands, thumbs touching, palms out, and with two forefingers raised. A goalpost sign.

      John nodded and closed on the Thai fighter, who raised his arms weakly.

      Just as the bell rang to signal the end of the match, John dropped low, using his left leg to balance on. Then he kicked up with his right leg, hitting his opponent in the chest so hard that he flew from the ring. The poor bastard arced so high that he didn’t touch the ropes, then crashed onto the patrons in the front row. The crowd went silent, shocked at John’s display of skill and strength.
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      John’s unlucky opponent was pushed off the people he had landed on, and he fell to the ground. He rolled over slowly onto his hands and knees. For a moment, I thought he would stand and try to continue.

      Instead, he clasped his gloves together on the floor in front of him and placed his head on his gloved hands. The most abject of wais, acknowledging defeat.

      I saw the judges’ faces darken and was certain that they would still award the match to the local fighter. Until Kitty-Sue jumped five feet straight up in the air and screamed, “Yeah, John!” in a voice that shook the rafters. She landed without a sound; then she broke out in a song in Thai. I couldn’t follow the words. Whatever the tune was, it was catching, as the crowd started to sing along with her. Kitty-Sue danced and sang and waved her hands. Were those pom-poms in her hands? Where the hell had she pulled those from?

      The crowd continued the chant while Kitty-Sue slipped out of her shoes. She leaped towards the ring, grabbed the top rope with both hands, pulled her knees up to her chest to bring her feet over the rope, and dropped into the ring. She strode to the center of the ring and grabbed John’s right hand, holding it up to acknowledge his victory.

      The judges took a look at John in the ring, hand raised triumphantly, buoyed by the chant of the crowd, then at his opponent, still bowing on the floor, and decided even they couldn’t give the match to the Thai fighter without a riot.

      The bookie was looking at the scene in shock with his mouth hanging open. I reached over to Daeng and took the wad of cash, as well as her father’s promissory note, from her hands. “Pleasure doing business with you,” I said as I stuffed the money into my pockets.

      I stood and picked up the cooler and Princess. “Miss Daeng, we have to get going.”

      John and Kitty-Sue both stepped quickly to the center of the ring, took two running steps and leaped over the top rope to land lightly on the floor.

      Watching Kitty-Sue, in Pam’s body, perform acrobatics that sent her large breasts bouncing, engendered wicked thoughts. I wondered if I could convince her to keep this shape for a while. What good is having a shape-shifting girlfriend if you can’t take advantage of it? Wouldn’t that be like living with Gordon Ramsey and not getting a nice meal every now and then?

      Our bookie looked like he was having a heart attack, face livid with anger barely controlled. However, Thais consider losing calm embarrassing. He bit back his anger and smiled. “Congratulations on your win,” he said. “Would you like to bet again?”

      “I don’t think you could afford to lose again,” I said.

      As we headed to the exit, I could feel the bookie’s eyes boring into my back.

      We made our way to a local restaurant and enjoyed a great meal. We enjoyed tom yum gai soup, pad Thai noodles, larb minced pork, fried rice, and ice cream for dessert. The waiters were only slightly surprised that we ordered double portions of everything. The Singha beer was flowing freely, and we had a good time. Even Kitty-Sue, who usually didn’t drink, was quaffing beer. Keeping up her Pam persona, I guess. I preferred wine, but when in Rome.

      Over the course of the meal, the scrapes and bruises on John’s fists, elbows, feet, and especially his shins faded away. He healed at a phenomenal rate.

      “Khun-John is a very good fighter,” said Daeng. “When he taught you, how did the bouts go?”

      Go? He kicked my ass every time. I exchanged a glance with John. “John would win any one-on-one fight,” I replied. John raised an eyebrow at the distinction, then nodded.

      “One-on-one?” she asked. “So, if you had help?”

      “If I had a magical .45 with enemy seeking bullets, and could stay far enough away,” I said, “I might be able to win.”

      Daeng laughed at the joke.

      During the meal, I had given a lot of thought to our next steps. I checked the time on my iPhone. Time to move on to our next stage. Nine p.m. in Thailand, it was 10:00 a.m. in New York. Time to tie up some loose ends.

      “Daeng,” I said, “we will need to split up soon. The next part will be dangerous.” A normal human, even one with some magical ability, would be a burden for our next phase.

      I willed my dragonskin satchel into visibility, which brought a gasp of surprise from Daeng. I reached into the bag, deeper than seemed possible, and pulled out a brand-new iPhone and iPad, both in black.

      “These are for you,” I said, handing them over to Daeng.

      She turned them on and puzzled through the intro screens until she could set the language to Thai. Then she turned them over to examine the back. “Do the chargers’ colors match the case?”

      “Charger?” I said. “There’s no charger. An inertia spell recharges the battery. Carrying it around is enough to keep them fully charged. Sort of like those old-style self-winding watches. Only with no moving parts.”

      “Hey, Scott,” said Kitty-Sue, “can’t you tell she doesn’t like the color?”

      “Color?” I said. “That’s the easiest thing to change.” I taught Daeng the words and showed her the glyphs to trace to change the colors of the cases. Then helped her set up her iTunes account. She clapped with excitement and shifted the colors to match her pale blue blouse.

      She made a wai with the iPhone clutched between her palms, a Thai way of saying thank you for a gift. Then she looked with longing at the screen open to the App store, bit her lip and said, “Ajarn-Scott, I don’t know if I can accept these gifts. I can’t afford the monthly payment.”

      “Who said anything about a monthly payment?” I said. “These are company phones; you don’t have to pay anything. Make all the calls you need and download all the apps you want, as long as it can be used for your job.”

      She made another wai, deeper this time. “Khob khun kha, Ajarn-Scott. What will be my job?”

      “I’m going to set up a school in Bangkok. I want you to run it, as well as continue your studies of magic and English.”

      “You want me to be the boss?” she asked with a grin.

      “Yes,” I said. “Your new job will require dealing with some of my other employees.” At that, Kitty-Sue raised an eyebrow. My relationship with Selene Select Partners was not an employer/employee one.

      “I’ll introduce you to my, my...” Words failed as I tried to categorize Ms. Cappuccetto’s position.

      “His pain-in-the-ass assistant,” offered Kitty-Sue, her tone stating that those two had no love lost between them.

      I propped my iPad up against some beer bottles and activated Skype. I tugged my ear and Kitty-Sue created a privacy bubble around our table.

      The line rang several times before it was answered. “Selene Select Partners. Mr. Freeman’s office. How may I help you?”

      Her voice sounded strange. Kitty-Sue cocked her head to listen, then touched her ear. I turned off the audio, and Kitty-Sue said, “There’s someone else there. A female, whispering.”

      I turned the audio back on and said, “Ms. Cappuccetto, I have some new assignments for you. Please turn on your camera.”

      “I don’t know how...” She trailed off in confusion.

      “Bullshit,” I said. I forced my will through the link and turned on the camera remotely.

      I saw Ms. Cappuccetto’s head, topped by her red hair, centered on the screen. She was holding the iPad to frame only her face. Her lips were trembling, and the image shook, indicating her hands were shaky. With a snap of my fingers, I zoomed the image out.

      The new image was a standard waist-high shot. Ms. Cappuccetto stood in my office, the sun streaming in through my windows.

      It took a second to register, but I finally noticed that she was wearing a standard business suit, not the humiliating French maid outfit I had ordered her to wear.

      “Ms. Cappuccetto,” I started, then stopped for a second. My next words were low and dangerous. “Red, why are you out of uniform?”

      Ms. Cappuccetto was pushed aside, and another face filled the screen. Ally, the head bitch of the werewolf pack that ran the Wolves of Wall Street, the real power behind Selene Select Partners. She had had a hate-on for me ever since I had killed their alpha in fair combat.

      “Asshole, the EEOC says you cannot make wearing a sleazy French maid costume a condition of employment. They are very interested in pursuing this case,” she said in an “I’ve got you by the balls now” voice.

      “You thought that bringing in the mundane authorities would stop me?” I said with a grin. “My answer to the EEOC is FOAD.”

      Ally’s blue eyes turned tawny, and her pupils turned to slits, a sign her wolf was coming to the fore.

      “You’ve been whispering in my employee’s ear,” I said.

      Turning my attention to Ms. Cappuccetto, I said, “I hope you have spare uniforms there. If you are not dressed appropriately in two minutes, the consequences will be severe.”

      She glanced to her left at a file cabinet. Smart girl, she had kept a change of clothes ready.

      “As for you, Ally,” I said, “it’s time you learned a lesson about magicians.”

      “What are you going to do, asshole?” Ally taunted in her gravelly half-wolf voice. “You’re on the other side of the world.”

      “Quando il gatto non c’e, i topi ballano,” I quoted. Kitty-Sue’s eyes widened in surprise. She knew when I started using Italian, things were going to get interesting. The spell I had spent the last few months preparing would be devastating to a shapeshifter.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “cover your ears.” She opened her mouth to object, saw the look in my eyes, then put her hands over her ears.

      A quick glance around the restaurant showed that no one else would be affected.

      I spoke an Italian spell, a spell of binding, a spell of release: a curse in Italian that consisted of a quote from Dante, along with subharmonics and ultrasonics. I noticed Princess sang the curse along with me, adding to its power.

      My iPad, magically enhanced, carried the spell to the office of Selene Select Partners in New York.

      On our end, bottles and glasses broke, and a plate glass window shattered, causing panic among the patrons of our restaurant. I managed to save several bottles of Singha beer.

      My throat was raw after that, so I took a long drink of my beer. I motioned to Kitty-Sue that she could uncover her ears. John had a puzzled expression, like he was trying to remember the words to a forgotten song. The spell I had used was far outside his school of magic, leaving his attempt to understand it useless. Daeng was dazed and shook her head. I was drained of energy—all the energy taken from the pickpockets was gone, fed into my spell. Two steps forward, one step back.

      “Yes, Ally,” I said, “I am a hemisphere away. And my Oath means I can’t hurt you.” I took another long drink of my beer. Ally had a perplexed look on her face, like someone who reaches for a weapon that is no longer there. Her eyes had shifted back to their normal blue color.

      “Why can’t I feel the moon?” she asked in a tiny voice.

      I growled out, “Fucking lawyers aren’t the only ones who can find loopholes. I just freed you from your curse of lycanthropy. Until I will it, you will remain human; remain vulnerable, remain weak.”

      “What?” she said. “That’s impossible!” I saw her strain to trigger her transformation with no success. “Isn’t it?” she added.

      “Oh, yes, one other thing. You’ll start to age normally.” I threw in another insult. “Is that a gray hair I see?”

      She tried to bluster, slamming her hand down on the desk in a gesture that, minutes ago, would have broken the desk in half. She broke her hand. She looked in horror at her twisted fingers and said, “Why don’t they heal? Why don’t they heal?”

      Her eyes turned to me through the screen, and I was glad she was far away. “What did you do to me, you bastard? I’ll rip your guts out!”

      I repeated, “I have freed you from the curse of the lycanthrope virus. I can just as easily return you to your former state.”

      “I don’t need you, you bastard!” she screamed. “I’ll get Brock to bite me again.” In the background, Ms. Cappuccetto cowered in fear. I almost felt sorry for her. Of course, she had once thrown me to the wolves, so sympathy was in short supply.

      “Oh, little bitch,” I crooned, “that will just result in terrible scars. Scars that will never heal. You’re fucking immune until I will it.”

      “I’ll get the witches—” She was stopped by my laugh.

      “Oh, by all means,” I said, “get a second opinion. Ask them how well they did removing the phantom dagger from their tattoo artist. Ask them to show how well they can counter my spells. Talk with Wendy, the good little witch, who can no longer pronounce curses.”

      “Hell,” chimed in Kitty-Sue in Pam’s voice, “that little witch can’t even say her own fucking name!” Then she laughed in glee at the joke. Crossing magicians carried a high price.

      I whispered another spell and reached through the screen of the iPad. Twisting my right hand counterclockwise, so my thumb pointed down, I grabbed Ally’s expensive silk blouse at the neck and turned my hand up, bunching the collar so tightly around her neck she couldn’t breathe. Then I lifted her off the ground. The iPad on her end levitated with my arm.

      Ten minutes earlier, she could have ripped my arm off for this; now she was helpless. My fingers tore through the material but bunched up enough to hold her in midair.

      “My reach is long,” I said, “and my patience is short. We may be in different worlds, but I will always be able to reach you.” I dropped her to the floor. She landed on her butt with a slam that would leave bruises. It took her a few moments to pull herself up to her feet. I pulled my arm back through the iPad.

      Ally was a backstabbing bitch, but she knew when she had a losing case. She moved directly to bargaining. “What do you want?” she asked in a low dangerous voice.

      “I want you to leave my employee alone,” I said. “I want you to stay the fuck away from my offices. I want you to be a good little tame bitch and not cause any more trouble.”

      “You ruined my outfit,” she muttered as she gathered the strips of the torn blouse together. The look in her eyes would have set iron aflame, but she nodded slightly.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kitty-Sue smile and mouth the word “Costume.”

      “One more thing,” I said. “You will have to wear that ‘goddamn sleazy French maid outfit’ every day. If it’s good enough for Ms. Cappuccetto, then it’s certainly good enough for my bitch.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, but I looked past her at Ms. Cappuccetto. “Ms. Cappuccetto,” I said, “do you have a spare uniform that Ally can wear until she purchases her own?”

      “Of course, Mr. Freeman,” she said. She stepped over to a filing cabinet and pulled out a spare uniform and tossed it to Ally. Acting with an intelligence buoyed by self-preservation, she pulled another uniform out and quickly started to change. I was only slightly distracted by her naturally red pubes.

      “Change now, Ally,” I said. “I don’t want to catch you out of uniform again.” I had never seen a werewolf blush before. Or perhaps it was rising anger that reddened her face.

      She opened her mouth to argue. I raised one finger. “That’s one,” I said. “If you’re not changed by three, the immunization is permanent.”

      “Two,” I said. She looked in my eyes and saw the resolve. She suddenly started stripping, hampered by her broken hand. Her blouse was pulled over her head, and her shoes came off. Then she slithered out of her skirt and panties. Good thing for her broken fingers werewolves didn’t wear pantyhose.

      Werewolves aren’t modest. For Ally, the humiliation was having to dress to please me, a mere human magician.

      The new blouse was on, but she couldn’t do up the buttons with her broken fingers, so she settled for pulling the front closed. There were tears of pain in her eyes as she pulled up the black miniskirt. Since Ally was much taller than Ms. Cappuccetto, the skirt was scandalously short on her. I could see her pubes peeking out of the bottom of the skirt.

      I held up my third finger and started to say, “Thr—” when Ms. Cappuccetto helped by throwing the white apron around Ally’s waist and tying the bow in back. The apron was long enough to partially hide Ally’s crotch.

      “Hmph,” I said. “Close enough. But get your garter belt and stockings by tomorrow.” Kitty-Sue was peering through the screen, enjoying Ally’s humiliation.

      “There will be random uniform inspections,” I said, then felt Kitty-Sue’s claws on my arm. “Held by my beautiful assistant, Ms. Kitty-Sue.” The claws retracted, and Kitty-Sue smiled.

      “My reach is long,” I said, “and mercy is short. If I die, the immunization is permanent. You will stay human, never to feel the bright silver moon on your skin, never to run through the cool forest, never to feel the strength of a were. You will age, watch wrinkles appear, the gray hairs sprout, the joy of life wane. Until finally, you will think your time as a wolf was a fever dream, an episode of madness. And you will curse the madness, curse the wolf. On that day, your wolf will die.”

      I let that sink in for a moment while I finished my beer. I had a sudden thought. Ally-as-human would not last long in New York. The pack would either exile her or kill her. They had no use for mere humans. But I had a use for her, had a service she could perform.

      “Unless…” I said.

      “Unless what?” she asked in a whisper, all traces of her attitude gone. Ally’s head was bent over her hands, her intact hand cradling her broken right hand. Tears dripped on her joined hands.

      “Unless you come to Bangkok. To work here at my nonprofit, work here to help any human magicians.”

      “You want me to run your office in Bangkok?” she asked haughtily. That would be a big step down for her, from an internationally famous lawyer of a multibillion-dollar firm to running a small nonprofit in Thailand.

      “Oh, no. You will never be in charge,” I said, happily dashing her hopes. “I want you to come here and work for my student, a mere human magician, Ms. Daeng.” At this, Daeng leaned in and gave a little wave. “To serve her, to wait on her hand and foot, to always be ready with coffee in the morning, to run her errands as if your life depended on it.”

      I raised a finger. “To wear the goddamn uniform every day until I release you from your service and lift the curse.”

      She couldn’t meet my gaze. Instead, she looked down and whispered, “How long?”

      “A fucking hundr—” I was stopped by Kitty-Sue’s claws on my bare arm. She was right, a hundred years was too much. In my anger, I would have condemned Ally to death or insanity. Time to bargain.

      “How long do you think I should give you?” I asked.

      “A week,” she snapped back quickly, looking pleased with herself. At the look in my eyes, she backtracked. “A month,” she offered.

      Kitty-Sue shook her head, and I agreed; in a month Ally would learn nothing.

      Out of sight of the camera, I flashed ten fingers twice at Kitty-Sue. She shook her head and made the twirling finger to her head sign for insanity. Twenty years would drive Ally crazy. Not that I gave a shit, but leaving her with no hope would be counterproductive.

      I flashed ten fingers, and Kitty-Sue shrugged her shoulders. She wasn’t sure the were-woman could last that long without her wolf.

      “I like ten,” I said over the video.

      “Ten months!” said Ally. “That’s way too long!”

      “Ten years,” I replied flatly.

      Her face collapsed, and she started crying. Unfortunately, I remembered her taking part in the hunt—the hunt where I had been the prey. Her tears only sweetened my revenge. I could see her quick glances to see if the tears were having any effect. At my stone-faced reaction, she instantly dried up.

      “Ten years of slavery, just to get my wolf back?” she pleaded.

      At the desperation in her voice, Kitty-Sue gave a tiny shake of her head and made the thumb-and-forefinger squeezing gesture indicating I should drop the ten years to a lower number.

      “If you get here in three days and don’t cause any more trouble, I will make the curse last only seven years,” I said.

      “Seven years?” she said. “But if you die, it becomes permanent?” At my nod, she continued, “The way you piss people off, you’re certain to die in the seven years, then I’ll never get my wolf back.”

      Kitty-Sue and John both nodded at this. Magicians aren’t noted for long-term survival. Did I really piss people off that often? Yes.

      I looked at Daeng; could I transfer control of the curse to her? I drank more beer while considering the phrasing of the transfer spell.

      “Daeng,” I said, “please remove your glasses.”

      “Chai-ka,” she said as she pulled the glasses off. It took several minutes to transfer control of the spell to Daeng; it was harder than creating the original spell. In the end, she had the elements she would need to remove Ally’s curse, as well as a few parole days. Daeng now had both carrot and stick. Now either Daeng or I could unlock the spell when necessary.

      While we had been working, Ms. Cappuccetto had helped Ally button up her blouse and straighten up her apron.

      “So, Ally-cat”—I saw her anger at the nickname and decided to keep it— “Ms. Daeng will be your boss here in Bangkok.” Ally couldn’t resist a sniff of derision at this young woman being her boss. I continued, “And you would do well to obey her, for she holds the key to the cage that contains your wolf.”

      I gave Ally Daeng’s phone number and instructed her to contact Daeng for further orders when she arrived in Bangkok in three days. I closed the connection and turned to my companions.

      Daeng had a strange expression on her face. She couldn’t meet my eyes. Finally, she muttered, “Will I have to wear the ‘sleazy French maid costume,’ too?”

      I leaned back and looked at her, overcome by the image of her dressed as a French maid. “Well,” I said, “you certainly have the legs for it—” A sharp pain in my shin, made by a Pam-sized foot, interrupted me.

      With a nasty look at me, Kitty-Sue said, “No, sweetheart. The French maid uniform is only for women who try to kill him.” With another dirty look at me, she continued, “You will never be forced to wear that uniform.”

      “I don’t understand,” said Daeng. “All the women that try to kill Ajarn-Scott—”

      “And don’t succeed,” interrupted Kitty-Sue.

      “And don’t succeed,” repeated Daeng, “are forced to wear that uniform?”

      “Exactly!” chortled Kitty-Sue. “We call them the ‘Faction of French Maid Assassins.’”

      “I don’t understand all of your jokes,” said Daeng. “But I won’t have to wear the uniform unless I try to kill Ajarn-Scott?”

      “Honey, don’t worry,” said Kitty-Sue, “I’m sure you won’t cause trouble for Scott.”

      “Although, I have to admit,” mused Kitty-Sue, “almost every woman he knows tries to kill him. It’s like a curse.”

      I crossed my arms. “Kitty-Sue, you know that’s not true. Not every woman I know tries to kill me.”

      “Oh yeah, it’s only the ones who screw you. So, what’s the percentage?” asked Kitty-Sue. “More or less than fifty percent?” She laughed loudly.

      “You know I don’t discuss exes,” I said.

      “I don’t plan on betraying and killing Ajarn-Scott,” said Daeng as she rose from her seat and headed towards the restrooms.

      I waved to the waiter to bring more beer.

      “Speaking of betrayal,” said Kitty-Sue. “You know Ally is planning something.”

      “When did you hear that?” I asked.

      Kitty-Sue and John shared a glance. Of course, they both had much better hearing than me, so had caught some of the whispers in the background I had missed during the phone call.

      “You know she’s gonna ask Brock to come here and kill you?” said Kitty-Sue.

      “Yeah,” I said, “he’s going to have to get in line.” The number of people who wanted me dead was long, and I had just added to the line. “I’ll make Brock wear the damned uniform if he tries anything.”

      Daeng overheard as she returned and took her seat. She seemed upset at the talk of more werewolf assassins.

      “You thought having werewolves come into my domain in Bangkok was a good idea?” asked John.

      Oh, yeah. Pissing off a wolf pack and having them come into John’s area could be considered a bad move.

      “You’re right,” I said. “It’s not a good idea.” I was ready to stammer an apology when John interrupted.

      “Not a good idea,” echoed John. Then he clapped his hands together. “It’s an excellent idea,” he said with a broad grin. “I welcome the sport! That pack of failed mongrels will be a great addition to my trophy wall.”

      The thought of Ally-cat’s head mounted on a wall brought a smile to my lips. Maybe I could keep the white maid’s hat on her mounted head.

      In Pam’s voice, Kitty-Sue said, “I got dibs on the tails! I have a great use for them.” Then she looked at John shyly. “Unless you want them?”

      “Not at all,” said John. “I’m only interested in the heads.”

      “Of course,” said Kitty-Sue, “if they know the Jungle Lord is here in Thailand, they might steer clear.”

      “That would be a shame,” said John. Looking at the three of us, he said, “Let’s just keep that bit of information unadvertised, for now.” Daeng looked on in puzzlement. She didn’t know about John’s heritage.

      “So,” I said to John, “you’re offering to help Daeng if the pack shows up?” I wondered what his assistance would cost me.

      John’s eyes brightened, and he leaned forward eagerly. “I would consider it a favor if you let me handle the wolf pack.”

      Turning to Daeng, he said, “Just call me if any other wolves show up.”

      “Chai-ka,” said Daeng. “I will try not to bother you. But if the wolves come, I will call.”

      I had a sudden vision of a moonlit night on Soi Sukhumvit in Bangkok. A werewolf pack was racing down the road, weaving madly through the heavy traffic, howling in fear as they were chased by John, wearing only a loincloth, swinging from the skyscrapers with his grass rope. Daeng followed in a racing tuk-tuk.

      I shook my head to clear the vision. Prophecy or overactive imagination? While I had been lost in thought, my friends had continued talking.

      Turning to me, Daeng asked, “Ajarn-Scott, I ate a lot, but I’m still hungry. Is this an effect of the magic?”

      “Yeah,” I said, “using magic speeds up your metabolism. In time, you’ll learn to control it. Advanced magicians”—I nodded at John— “can survive without food for a long time.”

      The table was bare and all the bottles empty. Kitty-Sue dropped our privacy bubble, and we called for the bill. I insisted on paying for the broken window, even though there was no evidence that we had caused the damage.
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        Of Course, It’s a Trap

      

      

      We walked out into the warm night with rain still coming down. May in Thailand is almost always wet. Princess was in her umbrella shape, so I popped her open and held her over Kitty-Sue and Daeng. John and I had spent so much time under jungle rains that we enjoyed the drizzle.

      Daeng reached a hand towards Princess to take her from me, ignoring the warning hiss of metal-on-metal that came from her. She was stopped by Kitty-Sue. “Don’t touch Princess until you’ve been introduced.”

      “Princess?” asked Daeng.

      “Yes,” said Kitty-Sue, pointing at Princess, “his umbrella, his sword, his bloodthirsty instrument of war. The last girl who tried to grab Princess ended up in a pet carrier on her way to a furry convention.” She didn’t mention that the last girl had been her evil sister. She had trapped me with pheromones and magic, and it took all my skills to break her spell. After escaping, the sexy scent of her sister’s secretions had almost driven Kitty-Sue to murder me. Did I mention her sister was evil?

      “Hey, what was the name of your boyfriend from the tournament?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “His name is Bandit,” she said. “Why?”

      “Just in case we run into him again,” said Kitty-Sue.

      I laughed at the name, but squelched the laugh when I realized this was not a joke. Kitty-Sue gave me a cool look. Someone with as many names as I have used shouldn’t be making fun of other people’s names.

      We came to a crossroads, and Daeng indicated we should turn left. I shared a glance with Kitty-Sue and John, who both nodded slightly. We followed Daeng down the left-hand road.

      “Daeng, I want you to have this,” I said, handing her the cash and documents from winning the bets, along with the small cooler.

      “Ajarn-Scott,” she said as she stuffed everything into her purse, “this is a lot of money.” She looked down the street nervously and bit her lip. Tears filled her eyes and were washed away by the rain. “Why do you trust me? What if I run away with your cash?”

      “You’re my student,” I said, “not my slave. Anytime you want to leave, you can go. Take the money with you. Hell, if you want, I’ll change your eyes back, and you won’t see magic anymore.” I’ve had a lot of students quit. You can’t force a student to love magic.

      I pointed back the way we had come, the real direction of our hotel. A local moto taxi was approaching. “You should get a tuk-tuk and get out of here.”

      “My family...” she whispered.

      “I understand,” I said. “You have to protect them. Don’t worry.”

      Daeng gave me a hug, a very un-Thai gesture. I enjoyed the feel of her large breasts against my chest. The scent of her damp hair wafted in my nose, and I regretted making her my student and, therefore, off-limits. It had been a long time since I had hugged a human.

      A steady tapping noise interrupted us. Kitty-Sue was tapping her foot in impatience. Since she never makes noise unless she wants to, this was a warning. How long had we been hugging? I broke away from Daeng.

      “I’ll wait for you at the hotel,” she said.

      “No,” I said, “take the money and go back to Bangkok. I want you to take care of Jack and Toy. Continue your dancing lessons with Tani Tiger-Lily. Ally-cat will be here to help you in a few days.”

      “Chai-ka,” she said, “I won’t quit, no matter what happens. I’ll take care of the kids.”

      She turned and made a wai to Kitty-Sue and John, then slid into the seat of the tuk-tuk.

      “Nobody ever trusted me before,” she said. Daeng looked down at the ground before saying, “You know it’s a trap, right?”

      “Of course, it’s a trap,” I said. “I’m depending on it.”

      The tuk-tuk made a U-turn and headed away. Daeng watched us through the tiny plastic window in the back of the tuk-tuk until she was out of sight. I wondered if I would ever see her again.
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        It’s a Trap! There Are Three of Them

      

      

      We walked down the nearly deserted street under the drizzling rain. John moved silently, curiously hard to see even though he was still wearing that flamboyant Hawaiian shirt. I had to look directly at him to be sure he was there. His steps were quick as he glided through the rain, smooth as oil on glass.

      Kitty-Sue, still in Pam’s form, moved just as silently, belying her weight and clunky shoes. She sniffed the air and a feral gleam came into her eyes. “They’re there,” she whispered, pointing with her nose, “just around the next corner.” She shivered with anticipation.

      In infrared, I could see the dim glow of bodies that seeped around the corner. It’s hard for a human to sneak up on a magician. And I would say it’s impossible for them to sneak up on John or Kitty-Sue.

      As we neared the corner, John held back, fading into the gloom. Between one blink and the next, he had disappeared. Kitty-Sue started thumping her feet on the sidewalk, muttering complaints about the rain and how Daeng had abandoned us. I played with my umbrella, popping it open and closed to make noise.

      “So, it’s a trap,” I murmured.

      “Of course, it’s a trap. But for them. John and I are the trap,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “Wait,” I said, “what does that make me?’

      She furrowed her brow. “The cheese in the trap?”

      I held Princess up and for a moment the insane thought of her piercing me like a toothpick through a cheese appetizer flashed through my mind. How many beers had I had?

      Those thoughts were swept away by the appearance of the bookie and his fighters. Five fighters, one limping badly. Must be the asshole that John had beat.

      I pretended to be happy at the bookie’s appearance. “Hey, buddy,” I said, “how’s it going? Let’s go have a beer. After all, you’re buying.”

      His expression soured at my mocking tone. He spat out a command in Thai, and the fighters circled us. I felt the thrum of anticipation through the hilt of Princess; she was eager for enemy blood. A bubble of kitsune magic surrounded us, dropping the background noise of the city to a low level.

      “He’s asking where the strong guy is,” Kitty-Sue translated.

      I suppressed my urge to look upward, certain that John was above us. “Tell him that John had to take a taxi to the hotel because he was hurting from the fight,” I said.

      At this, the bookie smiled, the thought of our best fighter out of commission warming his cold, thieving heart. His fighters moved around us, putting us at the center of a circle.

      The bookie spat out another sentence in Thai.

      “He wants the money back, plus all our valuables,” translated Kitty-Sue.

      “Offer him all the money back if he’ll leave Daeng and her family alone,” I said. At her quizzical look, I said, “He’s not attacking, I have to give him the choice.”

      I concentrated on the bookie. I briefly considered his balding pate. Perhaps bribe him with regrowing his hair? Many men would give a great deal to have a full head of hair again.

      A look in his eyes showed the avid greed of an insatiable man. No amount of money or magic would ever be enough for him. I felt sorry for a moment as I mentally put him into the “better off dead” column.

      “He says he will take everything and beat you, too,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “OK,” I said with a smile that didn’t need translation, “let’s do this.” I furled Princess and held her in front of me in a swordsman’s stance. The bookie stared at me as I brandished the umbrella, then gave an order to his fighters. I could sense them moving in closer at our backs.

      Kitty-Sue shook her head at me, then slipped off her shoes, leaving them on the street. She popped off the buttons of her blouse with one hand, then tossed the blouse aside, revealing her huge breasts barely contained in a white sports bra. Then she pulled up her skirt to a scandalous length to give her legs freedom.

      The bookie laughed until she punched one fist into her other hand, creating a thunderclap sound that stopped all the fighters in their tracks.

      Kitty-Sue licked her lips and said, “I’m going to enjoy this.” No knives appeared, as she was still incognito to avoid the appearance of a kitsune working in Thailand.

      I ignored the fighters behind us, confident that John would take care of them.

      At my right, Kitty-Sue moved faster than humanly possible. A punch to the throat of one assailant crushed his trachea, leaving him gasping for breath on the sidewalk. Another double kick, to a knee and to a crotch, left a second assailant on the ground, unable to move.

      Although I heard nothing, the lack of an attack showed that John had taken out the other two assailants without a sound.

      Princess made a sound like a bell ringing as she transformed into her katana shape. A quick slash disemboweled the bookie before he realized I was holding a flaming sword instead of an umbrella. He stared at his intestines as they spilled out, falling to the street. Princess sang with the joy of drinking blood. The bookie stared at the blood on Princess’ blade as the rain washed it away, then folded to the ground. The stench of entrails wafted through the air.

      I had a moment’s hesitation before thrusting Princess through his black heart, sucking out the remaining years of his life. Hell, he was dead anyway, no hospital on Earth could heal him. The jolt of energy, stronger than twenty espressos, brought me fully awake.

      I looked down on his desiccated body, which was aged to dissolution, the rain washing away the last few strands of hair the bastard had. I whispered a prayer the bastard would find peace. Even assholes deserve a prayer for redemption.

      I turned back to the other fighters. Four of them were permanently disabled, two with broken limbs and one with the floppy look that indicated a broken spine. The one with a crushed trachea was slowly turning blue. He wouldn’t last much longer.

      Only one appeared reasonably intact. I approached him with Princess raised.

      “Hold off, boss,” Kitty-Sue said. “this is Bandit, Daeng’s friend. We don’t want to kill him.”

      At the look in my eye, Kitty-Sue stepped back and pointed to the others. “Take care of them first,” she said.

      I dispatched the four disabled fighters, sucking the life energy from them through Princess, repeating my prayer that they find whatever peace they could. Don’t know how Buddhists felt about praying for the dead. Didn’t really care. The more honest part of me realized the prayers were more for me than the people that attacked us.

      I felt my energy grow with each life I absorbed. Princess sang in my grip, urging me on to a killing spree. I took a deep breath and raised Princess. There were thousands in this city that should be killed.

      John’s hand clamped down on my shoulder, breaking Princess’ spell.

      Having a bloodthirsty supernatural sword as a companion could cause problems. That’s why I didn’t call on her often.

      One last squeeze on her hilt, then I relaxed my grip and tried to force Princess back to her umbrella shape. No fun! she said in her zither-toned voice.

      “Enough fun for now,” I said. She was a powerful weapon, but barely controllable. Like a nuclear hand grenade, she needed careful handling. Every time I used her as a conduit for life energy, she grew in power. My arm rose again, urged upward by my blade, pointing Princess at the cloudy sky. Above us, thunder rumbled and lightning flashed across the sky.

      “Quit playing Highlander,” I said to Princess as I pushed her down. “Lightning might not hurt you, but for me it would sting like hell.”

      It wasn’t until I had regained control of Princess that John let go of my shoulder. Suddenly certain that his dagger had been pointed at my heart, I forced Princess back into her umbrella shape.

      Kitty-Sue walked back to where she had discarded her shoes. Despite her size, she bent over gracefully to pick them up. She upended them to drain any rainwater, then slipped them back onto her feet. She smoothed down her skirt and walked over to where she had tossed her top.

      Looking at the missing buttons and tears, she tsked and said, “I’m hard on clothes when I get excited.”

      “Allow me,” I said, taking the blouse from her. A quiet spell and a tiny surge of magic caused the buttons to roll back to my foot, then roll up my pants to my waiting hand. I tossed the buttons towards the blouse held in my left hand and they all flew back to their original spots, the thread obediently rejoining and weaving them back in place.

      Another spell repaired the tears in the fabric. I looked at Kitty-Sue and said, “Perhaps another color? I can easily change it.”

      “So, you can leave a design only visible to magicians that says ‘Property of Scott Freeman’?” she replied. “No thanks, I’ll make the fashion choices.”

      “A childish prank?” I said. “I would never do that.” Well, almost never. I handed the blouse back to her.

      While I had been working on the blouse, Bandit had backed up against the nearest building. His eyes were wide with terror as he stammered out a sentence in Thai.

      “He says you’re not human,” translated John. “Fixing that blouse with magic proves it.”

      “So, the killing of his friends, disemboweling the bookie, sucking out their life force through a magical flaming sword, calling up thunder and lightning, then transforming the sword into an umbrella didn’t scare him, but a little magical tailoring did the trick?” I asked.

      “You know how it works,” said John. “Humans can’t accept real evidence of magic. By tomorrow, these drained bodies will be classified as victims of a lightning strike.

      “It’s the simple things,” he said, nodding at Kitty-Sue, who was just finishing buttoning up her blouse, “that drive them crazy.”

      We stood in front of Bandit, Kitty-Sue and John flanking me. He pressed his back tighter to the brickwork.

      “What should we do with Bandit?” I mused. He was no longer a threat, so killing him was out. Unless he attacked us again. The way he was clamping one arm against his side indicated he had a couple of cracked ribs. I replayed the fight in my mind; Kitty-Sue had kicked Bandit in the chest, tossing him several yards away. After that, the fight had ended before he could jump back in. She could have easily killed with the same blow.

      “Are you getting sentimental, Kitty-Sue?” I asked.

      She sniffed in derision. “I thought you wanted one to survive so he could let everyone else he knows not to fuck with magicians.” She flicked her short hair back. “It’s just a coincidence that he’s Daeng’s friend.”

      Speaking through Kitty-Sue, I said, “Bandit, here’s the Deal. I’ll let you live because Daeng asked us not to hurt you. You owe her your life.” I held up my hand and activated my pentagram tattoo. “If you ever see someone with a tattoo like this, run the other way.”

      John stepped to one side, allowing Bandit an egress. Bandit slid along the wall until he was several meters away, then gave a deep wai. It must have hurt like a bitch, due to his broken ribs, but he did it. Seconds later, he was gone, the beat of retreating footsteps echoing down the street.

      “So, what about the bodies?” she asked. “You going to send them to the center of the earth, like you did with the werewolves and witches?”

      Do that enormously complicated spell in a foreign area? Without the help of Akiko? “No,” I said, “it’s a lot harder to do that here. Plus, when they’re found, people will believe they were hit by a lightning strike.”

      “So, boss,” said Kitty-Sue, ever the practical one, “do you finally have enough hocus-pocus juice to find this damned armor?”
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        Rumble in the Jungle

      

      

      I started walking down the street, away from the dead bodies and towards a more populated intersection, where we could catch a taxi. “Yeah,” I said, “I can find it now.”

      I pulled the crystal globe that contained a lock of the samurai’s hair out of my satchel and fed my newly acquired energy into a tracking spell. The tug of the globe felt like a magnet pulling at it. I had a direction and a rough sense of distance. I pulled a pouch and thong from my satchel and placed the globe inside the pouch. The thong went around my neck. My hands were free and I could still feel the tug of the crystal.

      Both John and Kitty-Sue noted the direction I turned. Kitty-Sue was surprised when John and I started walking away from the corner.

      “Hey,” she said, “aren’t we going to get it now? Why are you going in the wrong direction?”

      “Triangulation,” I said. “We need a precise location so we can get as close as possible using the roads.”

      Three hours later, our taxi dropped us off on the side of a road. We had made that driver’s month with our seemingly random changes of direction and destinations. He hesitated to let us out in this unlit section of roadway at 1:00 a.m., but we insisted that we had a pickup arranged. He probably thought we were there to make a drug deal.

      As the taxi drove off, the darkness descended on our little group. Of course, for magicians and fox spirits, darkness wasn’t an issue. The nearly impenetrable wall of plant life at the side of the road was. That was going to make this tough.

      “So how far away is this treasure?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Six miles in that direction,” I said, pointing at the wall of trees.

      “Ten kilometers,” she said, “in the rain, through the jungle. You know I’m a city girl, right? I liked scampering around in the forest when I was a kit, but now...”

      “Oh, come on,” I said, “it’ll be fun. Just like camping out. And the rain helps keep the bugs down.”

      “In these shoes?” she said, pointing at her Pam-sized footwear. “I think I need to change.”

      I reached into my dragonskin satchel and pulled out a pair of lug-soled hiking boots. I changed my footwear, putting my old shoes in the satchel.

      John elected to go barefoot, slipping out of his shoes and handing them to me for safekeeping. He removed his Hawaiian shirt, made a complicated fold, and tied it around his neck like a sling. He then reached into his pants pocket and started pulling out a woven grass rope about as big around as my thumb. He pulled and pulled, and the rope kept coming, like a magician’s handkerchief trick. I couldn’t tell if his pocket was like my dragonskin bag, or if the rope was magically extending. Once the rope finally ended, he looped it up and slung it over his shoulder.

      With a start, I realized that this was the same rope I had seen John using in my vision of him chasing werewolves through the streets of Bangkok. Did I catch the prophecy bug from that damn dragon?

      “Milady fox,” said John, “if you would care to don your other form, I would be honored to carry you to our destination.” He gestured at the sling he had created.

      “Oh, my lord,” said Kitty-Sue, “you’re such a gentleman. I gladly accept your kind offer.” She gave me the “see how to treat a lady” look.

      I had the suspicion that if I had made the same offer, I would have ended up carrying her Pam-sized body piggyback through miles of jungle.

      With that, her form started to shift, becoming smaller and smaller, until a red-furred fox with two tails sat on the road. I briefly wondered where the hell her clothes went when she changed. I knew her clothes weren’t a glamour; if they were, I wouldn’t have had to repair her blouse. Another mystery of kitsune magic. I’ll understand women before I understand kitsune magic.

      Kitty-Sue scampered up John’s legs and landed in the sling, giving a yip of pleasure. In a tiny voice, she said, “Wake me when we get there.” Then she closed her eyes and dropped off to sleep.

      John raised an eyebrow at her behavior, and I said, “She’s fast, strong, and extremely dangerous. But she needs to sleep like humans. She can’t push off sleep as we can. She’ll wake refreshed and ready to kill.” I could have sworn I saw the dozing fox grin in her sleep.

      With Kitty-Sue getting a ride, I was suddenly the anchor that would slow down our expedition. Of course, John would be much faster than me in the jungle. Sometimes I regretted being raised by humans.

      I furled Princess, enjoying the pitter-pat of raindrops on my head. I briefly considered asking Princess to turn into a machete to help cut through the jungle. The problem was that an enchanted object like her blazed so brightly in the magical spectrum that it would be like carrying a spotlight through the jungle. I preferred to sneak into this place.

      Also, she probably needed some downtime. With a whispered “goodnight,” I slipped her into my dragonskin bag.

      Looking up, I saw that John had already disappeared into the undergrowth. He was so smooth that he didn’t leave any trail to follow, so I had to hurry to keep in sight of him. It was one of the reasons I held the globe that guided us. John was not a team player.

      Once we entered the jungle, the steady rain stopped, the canopy above us acting as an umbrella. Relief from the rain was accompanied by misery from another direction. An endless swarm of stinging bugs raced to follow us and feast on our bodies.

      Bugs were crawling over my mouth, nose, and ears. Just like in Vietnam, an unprotected human was a tasty target for the bugs. I stopped for a few moments to concentrate, willing the electrons near my skin away to create a positively charged area. Not enough to become a human bug zapper, just enough to confuse the insects. This spell took the tiniest trickle of magic, almost nothing compared to the reserves I now held. And most importantly, almost imperceptible to magical entities.

      I closed in on John, able to move faster without the bugs’ distracting stings. He had used a spell like mine in Vietnam, and I expected the same tonight. Instead, when I closed on him, I saw that no bugs were near. Then I caught a very faint citrus smell. It followed him like a personal cloud the bugs didn’t enter.

      He looked down at Kitty-Sue still asleep in her sling and smiled. “It seems your friend has a lot of tricks tucked away, even when sleeping,” he said. “Her perfume is keeping the bugs at bay.”

      I suddenly regretted not carrying her myself. She wouldn’t have really maintained her Pam-sized body to trick me, would she?

      It took about thirty minutes to get back into the rhythms of working through thick jungle. Those skills hadn’t been needed in many years. After a frustrating ten minutes, slipping and sliding on every vine that was on the path, I finally decided to watch how John traveled. By stepping like him, twisting and turning as he moved, it finally became easier to move through the dense brush.

      Compared to his unconscious grace, I was like a toddler trying to imitate the dance steps of an expert. It took a lot of concentration, and I could never match the eerie silence of his moves, but at least I could make progress.

      Another twenty minutes brought us to a large clearing. There was a wooden house in the center, mounted on large poles to avoid the effects of seasonal flooding. It was inhabited, probably by one of the local farmers and his family. At this time of night, the entire family was sleeping, but they would wake with the dawn in a few hours to start another day of backbreaking work. I wondered briefly if Daeng’s family was near.

      Just like in Vietnam, almost no part of this jungle was uninhabited. The human race spreads and grows, ending up in the most unexpected places.

      John looked back at me, raising an eyebrow to ask which direction we should take. The globe indicated we should traverse the cleared area and reenter the jungle on the other side of the house. John headed towards the house, intent on taking the direct path.

      The only problem was that this family had dogs. John couldn’t have missed the dogs; any danger would stand out to him. However, he was confident that his silent passage wouldn’t wake the sleeping hounds.

      He wouldn’t wake the dogs. His noisy fellow magician, however, would cause a ruckus. I followed John closely, stepping in his steps, trying to emulate that silent stride.

      I had a spell that would make me invisible and inaudible to humans. But it didn’t work well on animals with senses sharper than a human’s.

      I heard the dog wake, the flopping of long ears as he shook his head followed by a deep sniff. In the gloom under the house, I could make out his form, glowing in infrared, as he rose up.

      Animals were sensitive to my dragon-scented body: some were sent into a paralyzed state, some ran away, and some reacted badly. This was one of the bad reactors.

      I raised a hand, a spell ready to quiet the animal permanently, when the dog took another sniff of the air, yawned deeply, and settled back down to sleep.

      After we had reentered the jungle, I whispered to John, “Was that you?”

      “No,” he said, “it was Milady Fox. Without rousing, she sent out a scent that put the dog back into a relaxed state.”

      “Yeah,” I said, “she’s tricky like that.”

      We came across several more man-made clearings, all traversed the same way. Cutting through the cleared sections was more dangerous, but saved a lot of time compared to circling around them.

      Six miles doesn’t seem like much on a map or going down a paved road. But in the jungle? Our progress was measured in hundreds of yards per hour, not miles per hour.

      Hell, even a game trail would have been like a highway compared to some of that jungle.

      After two hours, we were almost to our goal when we came on a deep ravine. Looking over the side at the river rushing hundreds of feet below us, I let out a groan. The other side of the ravine was almost thirty yards away. Looking to the left and right, I could see no easy way to get across.

      “Well,” I said, “this is going to suck.” Using magic to cross the ravine would set off alarms to any sensitive in the area.

      John looked at me quizzically as he pulled his grass rope off of his shoulder, careful not to jostle the still sleeping Kitty-Sue. “It’s OK,” he said, holding up the line, “I’ve got this.”

      “Isn’t that too short to let us get down to the bottom?” I asked. “Not to mention climbing the other side would take hours.”

      “Hours?” muttered John as he walked off a short distance. “How could that take hours? Anyway, I have a faster route in mind.”

      Well, it would take me hours. John was a lot nimbler than me. He could probably scale the damned cliff in minutes.

      John was busy looking around the edge of the ravine. He grabbed a fist-sized rock and expertly tied a Monkey’s Fist knot around the rock with the end of his rope. He adjusted the loops of his rope on the ground, ensuring there were no tangles, and placed a heavy rock on the end of the rope.

      He then took several steps back, holding the Monkey’s Fist in his right hand, wound up like a major league pitcher, took a running step, and hurled the weighted line across the ravine. All without jostling the snoozing Kitty-Sue enough to wake her.

      We waited several seconds for the line to land. I squinted to see his target, the limb of a sturdy tree on the other side. Even with my eyesight, magically upgraded to the limits of human vision to 20/5 acuity, I had a hard time seeing the target.

      Without a trace of magic to guide it, the line arced over the limb and the weighted end spun around the branch, fastening it securely to the tree.

      John nodded in satisfaction and lifted the rock to free his rope. He backed up to the nearest tree and scampered up the bole faster than I could have taken stairs.

      I’m stronger than most humans, with agility and reflexes tweaked to maximum, but it still took me several minutes to get up to his level on the tree.

      I stood unsteadily on a branch below John, a bit wobbly due to the slickness caused by the constant rain. John stood as though he were on a street corner, not perched twenty feet above the ground on a slippery tree branch. He sniffed at my uncertain posture and said, “Quit playing around, we don’t have a lot of time before dawn.”

      With magic, I had no fear of falling. Hell, even a fall from this height could be healed quickly. But I didn’t want to risk using magic this close to our destination. There was no way to tell if there were sensitives on watch.

      I watched as John wrapped his rope around the bole of our tree. He made a complicated knot I had never seen in the Boy Scouts. Watching the knot-work made my eyes water.

      “So, you’re going to leave your rope behind?” I asked.

      Another look of disbelief. “No,” he said, “of course not. That’s a timed knot. It will release in five minutes.” With that, he shimmied farther up the tree and set his feet on the thin rope and started walking across. He walked with a gait and balance that seemed so natural that it hurt my eyes to follow.

      About ten feet out, just where the edge of ravine started, he turned to me and impatiently asked, “Would you like me to carry you across?”

      “You know, John,” I said as I reached into my satchel, “this is one of the things I hate about you. You make this shit look easy.”

      I pulled out a harness and a set of locking carabiner clips. I put the harness on carefully, making sure the straps were tight. Two short safety lines ran from my harness to the locking carabiner clips, which I hooked to the grass rope. I had to assume that John’s line was strong enough for this task. Hell, I wasn’t sure I was strong enough for this task.

      “Time’s ticking,” said John, looking at his knot.

      “Go ahead,” I said. “I don’t want to cause the rope to sway with my movement and cause you to fall. You get across first.”

      He snorted at the idea that my movement could make him lose balance. The bastard could probably walk a skipping rope without a misstep. But he turned and headed across the void.

      Of course, challenged by his superhuman balance, I leaped to the rope and walked across like a headliner at Cirque du Soleil. On a rain-slick grass rope as big around as my thumb.

      Yeah, right. I clipped my two safety lines on the rope and swung underneath, grabbing it with both hands, and crossed my ankles over the rope. I inched across like a sloth hanging from a branch. The bastard could have anchored the rope a few feet higher to make this a downward trip, but he hadn’t thought of that, so, I inched uphill (up-rope) hand over hand. At least the rain washed the sweat from my eyes.

      The little timer in my head hit three minutes when I was halfway across. That was when I wondered how accurate John’s five-minute knot-work was. Did he add a few seconds as a safety factor, or did he cut it short? Knowing John, I hurried my pace.

      I avoided looking down. I could survive a fall from this height, but that would require magic and ruin the mission. Without magic, I could survive by speeding up to allow me to land perfectly and spread the impact out over several extended minutes. I had done that the time my chute failed.

      Bad luck to think of old accidents. Hell, that hadn’t even been an accident—the chief had sabotaged my chute. He was stunned to find me alive, holding a knife, when he landed. I made sure to make it look like enemy action so his family would be proud.

      Even before I was a magician, I had made it a rule. Nobody fucks with me.

      I shook the rain out of my eyes and came back to the present. I was almost across, just a few feet from the edge, when the rope untied itself from the distant end.

      Hanging in space for a brief, terror-filled moment, I suddenly wondered if the rope was strong enough to hold my weight without breaking, even if it bent across a sharp rock on the edge of the ravine.

      The line held, John’s handiwork proving much stronger than anything synthetic. However, it was still slick with rain, and my hands slipped on the rope, letting me slide down.

      With a grunt of effort, I squeezed my grip as hard as possible, burning grooves into my palms with my desperate grab. I slowed, then stopped, then managed to get my boot wrapped in a loop of rope. Gritting my teeth, I started inching up carefully. My two safety lines were now at risk of tangling in the rope, which slowed my ascent even more.

      I felt a jerk on the rope and had the sensation of sudden movement. A moment of panic and then I realized the rope was being pulled up and me with it.

      Above me was John, squatting on the edge of the ravine. He was pulling the rope up hand over hand, apparently without effort. Damn gorilla-strong jungle lords, making everything look easy.

      In seconds, I was close enough for him to grab my hand and pull me up to the edge. I took several steps away from the drop-off, then sank to my knees, breathing heavily. I pulled off the safety lines and the harness and stowed them in my satchel.

      I didn’t want to use magic, but couldn’t continue without healing. My hands were badly torn, my muscles were trembling, and I was sweating in the heat. A trickle of energy taken from my deceased enemies healed my injuries, flesh knitting and muscles recovering in seconds.

      With a deep breath, I stood and looked at John. Comparing his unmarked form and easy stance against my mud-splattered carcass brought a flash of jealousy. John rolled up his rope, placed it on the ground, then stuck one end in his pocket. Like an unnaturally long snake, the rope undulated and squirmed until it had disappeared into his pocket.

      “Dawn is less than an hour away,” said John, nodding to the east. “We need to get this done.”

      I pulled out the tracking globe and added energy to activate the spell.

      “There’s just one problem with that,” I said.

      “Yes?” asked John.

      “I can’t find the damned armor!”
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        Treasure Retrievers

      

      

      The crystal globe rested in my hand, stubbornly staying where it was instead of tugging me towards the missing armor.

      “Are we on top of it?” asked John. “If it’s right below us, the globe will tug straight down.”

      “No,” I said, “the spell is omnidirectional. I think crossing the ravine triggered an obfuscation spell to mask the location.”

      “A concealment spell intricate enough to fool both of us?” asked John.

      I pursed my lips in anger. “Yes. I wish Akiko could have come. She’s an expert at this kind of spell. Even if the location was out of phase with reality, she could find it.”

      The concealment spell was designed to confuse human senses. How could we get around that?

      I watched John. He was stroking the softer-than-mink tails of the sleeping Kitty-Sue. At my look, he pulled his hand away, looking slightly guilty.

      “Let’s wake Kitty-Sue and get her advice,” I said.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “wake up. I need you.” Despite all the movement and jostles of our trip, she had remained fast asleep until now.

      The tiny fox in the hammock created by John’s sling wriggled and yawned. She said, “Are we there yet?” in her small voice.

      Then she shook herself awake. In a flash, she had escaped John’s embrace and scampered to the ground.

      She quickly moved through her stages of transformation: from two-tailed fox to partially human four-breasted half fox to her favorite ninety percent human form—the one with almost no body hair, fox ears, slit eyes, two beautiful furry tails, and two breasts.

      “OK, boss,” she said, stretching her arms above her head, “I’m awake.” Turning to John, she continued, “And I thank you most kindly for the ride.”

      John, ever the gentleman, even though he had been raised in a jungle, kept his eyes above her collarbone. “You are most welcome, milady.”

      Kitty-Sue looked back and forth between the immaculate John, who was unknotting his shirt and putting it back on, and my bedraggled state. The bastard didn’t even have wrinkles in his shirt.

      “So, boss,” said Kitty-Sue, “did John use that rope of his to drag your sorry ass through the jungle? Because that’s what it looks like.” She took the sting out of her comment with one of her mischievous grins.

      “We all have talents,” I said. “The gentleman gorilla here can walk out of the most savage jungle looking like he stepped from a GQ photo shoot. You can sleep through miles of jungle trekking—”

      “And what’s your talent?” Kitty-Sue interrupted.

      “My talent is bringing you all together to accomplish a mission.”

      Kitty-Sue gave me a doubtful look, but kept quiet for a few moments, before asking, “So your talent is begging for help from the right people?”

      The memory of Daeng, Lady Jane, John the ape-man, Akiko, and even the Nang Tani tree spirit flashed through my mind. Where would I be without the assistance of others?

      John’s impatient look stopped my urge to banter with Kitty-Sue. “Yes, Kitty-Sue,” I said, “and now I need your help. My location spell stopped working, now that we are close to our goal.”

      “So, your hocus-pocus lost its focus?” she asked. “OK, show me this broken compass you’ve been following, and I’ll see if kitsune magic can find what you’re missing.”

      I held my hand up, the globe dangling from the thong, and poured energy into the location spell. The sphere remained pointing straight down.

      “Why don’t you just follow the globe?” asked Kitty-Sue in a puzzled voice.

      “Because it’s pointed straight down, Milady Fox,” said John. “And Scott assures me the object is not below us.”

      “Straight down?” said Kitty-Sue, tilting her head. “Can’t you see it’s pointed that way?” I followed her pointing finger, but the finger was also aimed straight down.

      I was ready to respond that I knew the treasure wasn’t underneath us and that the globe was only reacting to gravity when my eyes unfocused and I saw the globe tilted far from vertical. It was aimed to the northeast, away from the ravine. It was like looking at one of those holographic cards that changed depending on the viewer’s angle.

      I suddenly had a headache and was unable to focus on the globe. I blinked, and the globe was back in the straight down position. The headache receded.

      Kitty-Sue watched John and I strain to focus on the globe and said, “Do I have to lead you two? I can’t believe a powerful magician and a monkey man can’t make this work.”

      “As I said earlier,” I said, “I have a talent for asking the right people for help.”

      “So, we must follow you to find the treasure?” asked John. “What are we to do, each grab one of your tails as you lead the way?”

      Kitty-Sue looked shocked. “Lord John! A lady doesn’t just let anyone grab her tail,” she said.

      “My apologies, Lady Fox,” said John, who had spent the last several hours carrying the sleeping kitsune and stroking her tail. “What do you suggest?”

      “Pull out that magic rope of yours,” she said, “and I’ll drag your misdirected asses around until we find the treasure.”

      Looking down at her naked body, she pursed her lips in thought, then said, “Anyway, in a couple of minutes, I won’t have any tails to tug.”

      While John pulled his rope out of his pocket, Kitty-Sue transformed into the heavyweight Pam. Her hair shortened, then turned blond. I noticed she had made Pam a natural blond, top and bottom. Her tails shrank to nothing as her breasts increased dramatically in size. Her bare feet sank into the dirt as her weight increased significantly.

      She intertwined her fingers and stretched her arms out in front, twisted her neck, then smacked one fist into the opposite palm. This sent interesting ripples through her new body.

      “Hey!” she said in Pam’s voice. “No ogling. Can’t a lady get changed in peace?” Then she ruined her display of ire by giggling. She turned away in false modesty, and I saw that she still had cute dimples on her butt, but they were now much farther apart.

      She spun back as her clothes popped into place: the white blouse with a dolphin pin brooch, the dark blue skirt that ended just above the knees, the pearl necklace, and the sensible low-heeled shoes that completed the outfit.

      “Now that I’m incognito,” she said, “let’s get this show on the road.” Reaching out, she took the globe from my hand and the rope from John. She wrapped the thong holding the sphere around the fingers of her left hand, leaving it dangling, and wrapped John’s rope around her right hand.

      I looked at John, who shook his head, then gestured that I should grab the rope and follow behind Kitty-Sue. He would take up the rear.

      After a few steps, both John and I tugged on the rope. “Kitty-Sue!” I said, “you’re walking us towards the cliff.”

      “No, I’m not,” she said. “I’m walking us straight towards the location.”

      “Lady Pam,” said John, remembering to use her pseudonym, “it does appear that we are headed to the cliff.”

      She stopped and turned to look at us. “Who’re you going to trust,” she said, “me or your lying eyes?”

      At the look on our faces, she temporized. “OK, if I’m wrong, I’ll go over first, and you can haul me back. Doesn’t that seem fair?” She turned back to the front.

      I looked for a moment at her wider than average butt, estimating her heft. Then I shrugged. John was with me, and he had been able to hoist me easily by that rope. Together, we could surely lift Kitty-Sue in this form.

      “More than fair, Lady Pam,” said John. I noted he tightened his grip on the rope.

      We followed the striding Pam, her sensible shoes making no noise on the ground, and headed towards the cliff. At the last second, when it seemed she would march off the cliff, the air around us made a kaleidoscope spin that left me dizzy, the air in front of us shimmered, and a large clearing with a huge house in the center appeared. At our backs was an impenetrable wall of jungle growth.

      Entering this area was something like walking through one of Kitty-Sue’s kitsune privacy bubbles.

      Kitty-Sue stopped, and a look of concentration came over her face. A kitsune privacy bubble popped into place, surrounding us. As long as it was in place, most humans would not notice us.

      Now inside the warded area, I could see that the globe Kitty-Sue held was pulling in the direction of the house. Not just a house, more of a multitiered mansion. It was centered in the large clearing, about three hundred meters away from us.

      Like all local houses, it was raised off the ground, resting on a series of cement pillars. The roof had a steep slope and extended far beyond the walls of the house to direct rainwater away from the foundation, as well as provide shade. The gables extended up to a sharp point, the wood extending past the top to make a V shape above the peak. I remembered that the V shapes were some kind of ward.

      There was a large swimming pool between us and the house, and I had a subconscious urge to avoid getting near the water.

      Fifty feet in front of us was a chest-high cement pillar holding up a platform. On this platform stood a miniature version of the large house.

      “Why do they put these dollhouses out front?” muttered Kitty-Sue.

      “It’s a phi-baan,” John and I said at the same time. John nodded to me to continue. “A spirit house. When an area is cleared to construct a house, Thais believe the spirit of the land is dispossessed. To avoid bad luck, Thais build a new home for the spirit.

      “The spirits also act as guardians of the people in the house. Like a magical fire alarm. We’ll have to avoid alarming the spirit.”

      Kitty-Sue scrunched her face in thought. “My pheromones don’t work on spirits,” she said, “but I can probably sneak past with no problem.”

      “As could I,” said John. Then he nodded at me. “However, some of us are not so stealthy.”

      “I’m not stealthy,” I said as I reached into my satchel and brought out two objects. “But I’m sneaky.”

      I handed the eight-ounce tumbler I had produced to Kitty-Sue, then checked the bottle of Johnnie Walker Black I had pulled from my bag of tricks. I read the label to ensure it was a mundane bottle, not the magic liquor gifted to me by the ascended spirit of Elvis. I was saving that for a special occasion. Another damn prophecy I might or might not live to experience.

      Satisfied that it was a non-magical brew, I cracked the top and motioned for Kitty-Sue to hold out the glass for filling.

      “Boss,” said Kitty-Sue in a reproving voice, “I know you like to drink, but we’re in enemy territory and up against a deadline. Do you think this is the best time to start a bender?”

      “Quiet,” I said. “This isn’t for me. It’s for the spirits in the phi-baan. They love to drink. A few snorts and they’ll never know we’re here.”

      Somewhat mollified, Kitty-Sue held the tumbler out. I poured, filling the glass almost to the brim.

      “Now be a good little sneaky girl and set this glass on the platform near the dollhouse,” I said.

      With a doubtful look, Kitty-Sue asked, “Are you sure this will work? What if these Tinkerbells are teetotalers?”

      “I haven’t seen one yet that could resist good whiskey,” I said. John snorted at that. His opinion of blended whiskeys was well known. “Compared to the cheap Mekhong whiskey they’re used to getting, this will be ambrosia.”

      Kitty-Sue nodded. “I have to bow to your extensive experience with drunks.”

      She turned away, then said, “You guys should step back near the tree line. Once I leave, the privacy bubble will go with me.”

      John and I stepped back near the tree line, careful not to cross the border that would prevent us from finding our way in again.

      I sniffed the bottle before recapping it, rejecting the urge to take a drink, then stashed it away. I pulled Princess and her scabbard out and strapped her around my waist. I put her on my right side, ready for a left-handed draw. The faintest thrum from her indicated she was awake and ready for battle. She was smart enough to know this was a time for stealth, not attack.

      Kitty-Sue rejoined us in less than a minute, restoring the privacy bubble. We waited patiently to see if the fairies would take the bait.

      Nothing happened for several minutes. I was getting antsy because dawn was only a few minutes away. John and Kitty-Sue were smiling for some reason. Then I noticed the level of whiskey in the glass. It was down by about a third. The spirits, faster than hummingbirds, were zipping out and sipping the whiskey faster than my eyes could see.

      Soon, the glass was empty, and the tiny house was silent. We walked closer, and the sound of tiny snores could be heard.

      “I think it’s safe now,” said Kitty-Sue. “Let’s get inside before the Tinkerbells wake up with a hangover.” We approached the house, our path curving away to avoid the swimming pool. Strange that we all subconsciously agreed it was better to steer clear of that body of water.

      

      There was a winding stairway that led up to the main floor from the ground. Flanking the stairs were two stone statues, temple guard dogs. They were about four feet high and carved with such detail that you could see the strands of their fur.

      As we approached, the heads of the dogs turned with a grinding, rock on rock sound. Their eyes glowed with supernatural energy. Mouths opened, revealing sharp stone teeth.

      Kitty-Sue held back, saying, “Boss, they look like dogs, but they don’t breathe. I can’t help with them. And I don’t think they can be bribed with a little whiskey.”

      “It’s OK,” I said, “they are pledged to protect the owner from harm or theft. We have no intention of harming the owner.” I said it as much to the dogs as to Kitty-Sue. I reached out and took the crystal globe from her hand. “With this, I can prove we are here to retrieve a lost object. As long as we aren’t stealing, they won’t bother us.”

      I held the globe under the stone nose of the nearest dog. Even without breathing, they had senses that could tell I was there to retrieve, not steal. They settled back into place.

      “Seems like a pretty glaring security flaw,” said Kitty-Sue. “What’s to keep a thief from loaning the owner a pen, then breaking in to ‘retrieve’ it?”

      We headed up the stairs as I responded. “The thief would also have to get out past the dogs.”

      I could see Kitty-Sue’s look of concentration as she worked out a way to steal from this place. I’d seen a similar look on Akiko’s face as she worked through a complicated spell.

      “You’re welcome to come back after this mission is finished to try your luck,” I said. “But for now, we need to concentrate on the armor.”

      “Yes, boss,” she said with a disappointed look. “No multitasking.”

      I pushed the double doors open, revealing a long hallway. It was much longer than the size of the house would allow. The floor was composed of white and black marble tiles. There were glyphs that swam into view inside the marble, appearing for the merest second, then fading. The cycle repeated in a seemingly random pattern.

      We stepped inside as the first rays of dawn came over the horizon, Kitty-Sue leading the way, with John right behind her. John only stepped on the tiles that Kitty-Sue used. He turned to me to explain, but I just nodded and said, “I know the tiles are rigged. Go ahead.” I was careful to step only where they had stepped.

      On each side of the hallway, tiny alcoves held objects of immeasurable beauty and power. Even Ashley’s treasure trove hadn’t compared to this.

      The door remained open behind us, but stepping into the hallway was like going through an airlock. The temperature held at a steady sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit. From the speed that our clothes were drying, I would say that the humidity was also tightly controlled. Somebody had gone to great trouble to provide a perfect storage environment for these treasures.

      Kitty-Sue had run ahead, hopping from one safe tile to the next, looking in each nook as she passed. “Holy shit, boss,” she said, “the stuff here could set you up for life! Hell, several lives.”

      Even John, who had seen immense treasures in his adventures, seemed impressed with the variety of objects available.

      “Please curb your larcenous impulses, Kitty-Sue,” I said. “We’re here for only one thing.”

      She nodded to me and put a serious expression on her face. Until she reached the next alcove.

      “Oh. My. God,” she said, stopping and staring at the object. I stopped behind her and examined the item.

      It was an ancient parchment, with writing in three distinct languages. I could read none of the three. In fact, looking at the first section hurt my eyes. What did it remind me of? Oh yeah, the shapes of the letters were in the same script found on Princess’ hilt.

      The middle third of the parchment was covered in writing that looked remarkably like tiny fox feet had scampered over the page. Each minuscule paw-print was turned at a different angle, looking like a thumb-sized fox had danced across the page with ink-stained feet.

      The bottom language was very similar to Japanese kanji characters. But I could not read any of these kanji symbols.

      “We’ve been looking for this for centuries,” said Kitty-Sue. “My queen would give me a third tail if I brought it back to her.” She licked her lips, and her hand stretched out slowly.

      “Why is it so valuable to her?” I asked.

      “It’s like the Rosetta Stone,” she said, halting her hand before it touched the object. “It has the Fae language, the fox language, and ancient Japanese all in one place. It could be used to translate those languages. We don’t like to have that information in public.”

      Perhaps she approached too closely to the alcove; perhaps her heightened interest triggered it; perhaps we had stood too long in one place. The entry doors behind us slammed shut with an echoing finality.

      “It seems I have guests,” said a voice from the far end of the hall.

      “Oh, shit,” I said. “The owner’s home.”
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        Meet the Master

      

      

      He stepped from the shadows at the distant end of the hallway that hadn’t been there a moment before. A tall thin fae man in that curious enameled ceramic armor that they favored. The markings on his armor denoted a high rank, much higher than the knighthood bestowed on me by the acceptance of Princess.

      His face had that unnatural beauty they all possessed and those bluer-than-blue eyes, like a clear summer sky, that were unnerving to look into. He stepped forward with a grace that I could never match. As he moved forward, he had a puzzled look on his face. I felt that tingle that indicated he was trying to warp time. Too bad that particular fae trick didn’t work around me.

      Between one step and the next, he glanced at Princess in her scabbard, read the Fae script on her hilt, and recognized her. With the tiniest nod, he indicated he knew who we were. This probably saved our lives; the rank I enjoyed due to Princess indicated it would be impolite to kill my friends and I on sight.

      “John, Kitty-Sue,” I said, “our host is here. May I present Prince...?”

      “Raggio di Sole, of the Summer Court,” he said helpfully.

      It took a second for me to realize he was playing, using Italian to show he knew my history. “Prince Sunbeam? That’s how you wish to be known?” I asked.

      He smiled, showing perfect teeth that seemed a little too sharp. “It’s a close translation.”

      He stepped closer, showing no fear, and stood before us. His steps were as quiet as John’s when he stalked, despite the encumbrance of his armor.

      “However,” he said, “I must ask that…” He spoke a string of fae words that I couldn’t wrap my ears around, but I recognized it as the string of syllables that was Princess’ fae name. “…have a peace bond placed. It is considered very rude to enter the home of a prince with an unbonded weapon. It would be like carrying an AR-15 into the Oval Office.”

      Bind my companion, my most trusted, most potent weapon? I opened my mouth to object, but the slight smile on Sunbeam’s face stopped me. He was waiting for a chance to kill us. With John and Kitty-Sue on my side, he would have a hard time; but if we could avoid the fight, it would be better.

      I put my hand on Princess’ hilt and said, “Princess, do you wish to submit to this?”

      “Hai,” came her response. I processed this for a second. Princess didn’t normally use Japanese. Hai in Japanese is not really a “yes,” it’s more of an “I hear you.” She wasn’t happy, but would submit.

      “Of course, Prince Sunbeam,” I said. “Unless attacked, Princess and I pledge for the next hour not to attack you while in your home.” I had made the vow as limited as I could, with a location, target, and time limit.

      Prince Sunbeam stepped closer and extended his hand. We gripped, and I felt the Oath coalesce, the Oath that would prevent me from using Princess against him for the next hour.

      At this distance, a scent wafted from him: a combination of cured leather, summer pollen, and something else.

      “Sploosh,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “What?” I said, turning to her.

      “Sorry,” she said, “I’m in character. And he smells damned good.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, then shut it again. What could I tell this assassin? Ignore the handsome fairy prince because he might be dangerous?

      “Prince Sunbeam,” I said, ignoring my urge to mention kitchen appliances, “we came here because it has come to our attention that a certain object that was lost was entrusted to you for safekeeping.”

      “And what would this object look like?” he asked. “As you can see, I have many objects, both mundane and mystical, in my home.”

      “A suit of samurai armor, engraved with potent magics,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “Not ringing any bells,” he said with a smile. Fae don’t speak untruths, but they have a million ways to avoid answering questions.

      “The armor we search for is missing the helm,” I said.

      “Still, perhaps this armor now sports a different helm,” he offered.

      I reached into my satchel and pulled out the helm I had bargained for in Ashley’s cavern. “It would have designs like these,” I said with a smile. No way he could avoid admitting that the armor in his possession was the one we were looking for.

      A bitter look flashed across his face, then he said, “Why yes. I do believe I have something similar in storage.”

      I handed the helm to John, who could protect it much better than I. “Perhaps we could examine it? To determine if it matches the helm? We are eager to reunite the armor with the true owner.”

      His eyes probed me for a moment, seeking to find evidence of a lie in my statement. Since I fully intended on giving the armor back to the samurai, just before I sent his revenge-obsessed ass to hell, I passed the prince’s inspection.

      “Of course,” said the prince. Turning to the right-hand wall, he made a gesture. Suddenly, the alcoves started speeding past like the windows of a railroad car. They stopped so suddenly, I felt a jerk. I saw Kitty-Sue look at the left-hand alcoves. They hadn’t moved, and her treasure was still in place.

      The right-hand alcove now displayed a suit of samurai armor. The armor we had been seeking for days.

      The prince looked between the armor and the helm, his sunny smile gone. “There’s a slight resemblance,” he said. “But unless you can prove provenance, I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

      I cast my eyes down with a dejected expression. I could see his smile broaden.

      “If only we had an item from the original owner. Like a fingernail or a lock of hair,” I said.

      At Prince Sunbeam’s spreading smile, I continued with my most innocent expression, “Maybe this will work?” I held out the crystal sphere that contained a lock of the samurai’s hair.

      It was clear to any sensitive that the items were all linked, as the sphere, the helm, and the armor all glowed with the same emanations. Sunbeam’s bright blue eyes darkened to the gray of a summer thunderstorm, but he maintained his composure.

      “Oh, I see,” he said. “In that case, I’m happy to return this item that inadvertently found its way into my home.” As if this suit of armor had followed him home like a lost puppy.

      “I’m sure the owner will be most thankful for the item’s return,” I said.

      With a reluctance only apparent to a close observer, Prince Sunbeam opened the display case that enclosed the samurai armor. A scent wafted out: sweat, ancient blood, and magic. An image of the samurai, reunited with his armor and helm, standing over me with a sword in his hands, flashed through my mind. The image was gone in an instant. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Was this another precognitive flash?

      John stepped forward and lifted the armor from its stand. Turning to me, he raised an eyebrow. Carrying this through Customs would be difficult.

      I stroked the invisible glyph on my dragonskin bag and it opened. Another gesture and it opened even wider, the opening now the size of a Hula Hoop.

      John, Sunbeam, and Kitty-Sue leaned forward. I said, “Don’t look inside! It’s time-warped, you could lose days of your life.” John and Kitty-Sue averted their eyes, John dropping the armor and matching helm into the opening. With a gesture, I closed the opening and the armor was safe.

      But were we safe? There was a new look in the prince’s eyes, the greed of a collector. Fae had a special relationship with time; they could speed up and slow down the passage of time. That’s why mortals could spend a decade in the fae lands and return to Earth the next day. My bag, with its time-warping interior, was like sugar to flies.

      As the satchel faded back to invisibility with camouflage mode, Prince Sunbeam licked his lips. “Perhaps you’d consider a trade for that bag?” he asked. “While not intrinsically valuable, it would allow me to complete a collection.”

      “Sorry,” I said, “it has sentimental value. It’s not for sale or trade.”

      Looking at the alcove that contained the document that had been of so much interest to Kitty-Sue, Sunbeam nodded and said, “Perhaps another item from my trove would serve as an adequate trade?”

      I hated to dash the look of hope in Kitty-Sue’s eyes, but shook my head. How to explain that giving a time-warping bag to a fae would only make him a threat to the mundane world? Dragon magic, mixed with fae abilities, could only cause chaos.

      “I believe our business is done, Prince Sunbeam,” I said. “We have an appointment elsewhere.”

      “Of course,” he said. “Go in peace.”

      As we turned away, he added, “Oh, by the way. There might be some small impediments to your egress. Your entry unfortunately released a number of time-locked criminals trapped here. Do be careful on your way out.”

      My oath kept me from attacking this scheming fae, but Kitty-Sue and John had no such compulsion. They both stepped forward quicker than I could move, only to see Prince Sunbeam fade away as if a cloud had occulted him.

      “What the hell did he mean?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “He’s been collecting thieves,” I said. “Any thief who entered here was frozen in time until now. He just set them free to attack us. He’s hoping to take the satchel and the armor from my dead body.”

      Kitty-Sue’s eyes glittered with anticipation. “He doesn’t know who’s with you.”

      Then she pointed down the hallway, back the way we had come. “What’s happening to the door?”

      John and I turned and saw the hallway extending, the exit door moving farther and farther away. When the door stopped, it divided, then divided again, repeating the process until there were thirteen exit doors visible. Along the now prolonged hallway, arched doorways appeared, where before there had been only the alcoves for the treasures.

      We turned back to Kitty-Sue and she said, “Don’t worry, I can sniff out the real exit.”

      “Yes,” said John. “We just have to make it down this hallway full of thieves, murderers, and monsters.” His eyes were as bright as Kitty-Sue’s as he pulled out his knife.

      Kitty-Sue took point and headed down the hallway. I noticed she no longer skipped tiles, just paced normally. Apparently, the floor traps had been disarmed.

      Twenty feet down the hallway, on the right side, a huge man, at least seven feet tall, stepped from an opening. He was human, but massively muscled and his body was covered in scars. There was a large knife in his right hand.

      He kept the left side of his body hidden by the doorway.

      “The voices,” he said as his eyes darted around, “the voices tell me I need to kill her to get out.”

      “You mean me?” said Kitty-Sue. She stepped forward on silent feet. “You’re welcome to try.” Despite her size, she moved like a stalking panther.

      “Not you,” he said. “Her.”

      Faster than any of us could react, he stepped into the middle of the hallway and pulled his captive in front of him, holding her by her long hair.

      “Ajarn-Scott,” said Daeng, “I’m sorry. They said you were injured and needed help.”

      The man held her hair in his left hand and had a wicked knife at her throat.

      “Put your weapons down, or I’ll gut this hooker friend of yours,” he growled.

      “Do you know how many dead hookers I’ve left behind?” I said. Crossing my arms, I continued, “Go ahead and kill her.”

      Kitty-Sue said, “You’re not supposed to call them ‘hookers.’” She slid one foot back slowly, shifting her balance. “They prefer to be called prostitutes.”

      Turning to Kitty-Sue, ignoring Daeng’s kidnapper, I said, “When they’re still alive, they’re prostitutes. After they’re dead, they’re all hookers!”

      To get our attention, the kidnapper let go of Daeng’s hair and wrapped his hand around her neck and held her out at arm’s length in a show of strength. Daeng’s high-heeled shoes dangled in the air, inches above the floor.

      A show of strength, and stupidity. While Daeng had been held in front of him, Kitty-Sue had no clear shot.

      “I swear I’ll break her neck if you don’t—” His voice stopped abruptly as two crystal blades embedded themselves in his eyes, followed by a third blade that hit his larynx. He choked, dropped Daeng, and tried to pull out the blades. Unfortunately for him, they were kitsune blades. They eagerly squirmed around in his wounds, forcing their way in to cause further damage. His blood-slick hands slipped off the handles, and he toppled to the floor.

      Daeng looked on, with an indescribable expression on her face, as her assailant expired. Would she be angry we had distracted the kidnapper with that banter?

      “Nice blades,” said Daeng. Then she leaned down as if to extract the knives from the body. Kitty-Sue made the recall gesture and the blades flew back to her. She plucked them from midair and hid them away.

      “You’ll have to ask Scott to teach you to make your own magic blades,” said Kitty-Sue. “These are MINE.”

      Daeng turned to me and licked her lips. With a bloodthirsty smile and greedy eyes, she asked, “Ajarn-Scott, will you teach me to make knives like those?”

      Even Akiko, my most advanced student, couldn’t make blades like that. “One day,” I temporized. “You’ll have to study a lot more before you can make those.” I shrugged in apology.

      “Sorry about the hooker comment,” I said, to change the subject. “Hope you’re not angry.”

      “Why should I be angry?” asked Daeng. “I’m not a hooker or a prostitute. I’m the student of a great magician. Whatever job I had before doesn’t really matter.

      “Anyway,” said Daeng as she put a ‘hooker-heeled’ shoe on the dead kidnapper’s head, “he started it.” Putting a foot on someone’s head is a Thai gesture of utmost contempt.

      “How did you end up here?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “A Thai policeman came to the hotel and told me my farang boss had been beaten and left for dead,” she said. “He offered to take me to the hospital. When I got to the street, someone put a bag over my head and carried me here.”

      Had the damn time-warping Prince had enough time to set this up? Yes. Once out of my satchel’s area of influence, he could easily set this up. What other surprises had he set up?

      I shook my head, the only way to get out was before us, down the hallway.

      Stepping over the slowly spreading pool of blood, we continued down the hallway. I gestured for Daeng to follow Kitty-Sue. John and I brought up the rear.

      About halfway down the hallway, our next challenge appeared. A green-skinned female stepped out. Female, but of a size that dwarfed the kidnapper we had just dispatched. She was naked from the waist up, with huge breasts and an over-muscled body. Her eyes were large and round, flashing red in anger. From her mouth protruded a set of upward pointing fangs. In her hands was a long, ornately carved staff. The damn thing must have been eight feet long and must have weighed thirty pounds, but she moved it like it was a broomstick.

      “Yaksha,” said Daeng as she slid backward, bumping into me. “Very dangerous to thieves.”
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        Yaksha on a Leash

      

      

      Kitty-Sue threw one of her enchanted blades at the monster, but that staff moved through the air with a sonic crack, intercepting her knife and sending it away to embed itself into the wall.

      Kitty-Sue made the recall gesture, and the knife jerked from the wall and flew back to her hand. “Let’s see you do that trick with two blades at once,” she said.

      Two blades flew, aimed at the yaksha’s eyes, but the damned club still intercepted them.

      John slid forward until he stood beside Kitty-Sue. He sheathed his knife, then started pulling his grass rope from his pocket. “If milady would allow me? It appears this redoubtable beast may need our combined talents to best.”

      The yaksha advanced on John and Kitty-Sue, her deadly flail whistling in the air. Kitty-Sue slid one step back and said, “I’ll watch your back.”

      Good advice. I spun around to watch our backs for anything that might come down the hallway from the interior of the house. I pulled Princess from her scabbard and held her ready. My oath not to attack Prince Sunbeam meant I couldn’t hunt him down, but defense was permitted.

      “Daeng,” I said, “watch the fight with the yaksha and let me know if I need to step in.” Would Princess in her longest form be able to pierce the yaksha’s defense? Her hilt thrummed in my grip at the unspoken question. She was eager to try.

      A number of doubts tumbled through my mind as the fight progressed at my back.

      Would I have been a better choice than John or Kitty-Sue to fight the green-skinned monster? No, they were both better fighters than me, even with Princess to help me.

      Should I have given Princess to John or Kitty-Sue for this fight? No, Princess wouldn’t work for John. The number of people she trusted enough to wield her was small: me, Akiko, and Kitty-Sue, who preferred her knives.

      The sounds of the fight went on for minutes, the whistle of the staff followed immediately by a bang as it missed and hit the floor or wall. John didn’t speak; he had never spoken during a fight, just moved in deadly silence.

      Kitty-Sue kept up a running litany of insults to the monster. “Hey, watermelon tits!” she called. “I’m gonna carve a slice of your fat ass off to make green eggs and ham.” The insults must have had an effect, because the monster started responding, her deformed mouth making the words almost incomprehensible.

      “Blond bitch!” she said. “Put those knives away and make this a fair fight.” The five-hundred-pound monster with a magical staff wanted Kitty-Sue to put away her knives?

      “Hey, fat ass,” said Kitty-Sue, “that’s a great idea. Let’s make this a fair fight. Why don’t you diet yourself down to my size to make it even?” A thwack sound came as the yaksha deflected Kitty-Sue’s thrown blade.

      “Hey, she-Shrek,” said Kitty-Sue, “drop two hundred pounds, and you’ll be down to fighting weight.”

      Two more thwacks indicated the monster had batted away two of Kitty-Sue’s blades. I saw them speed down the hallway, stop in midair as Kitty-Sue called them back, and race back our way even faster than they had been sent. One was aimed straight for my right eye.

      I heard Daeng gasp as her hand pushed my head to force me out of the path of the knife. Not far enough—it looked like the knife would split my left eye, instead of the right. I didn’t blink as the blade swerved in flight to miss me entirely.

      “Did you do that?” asked Daeng.

      “Of course. I don’t make blades that can hurt me,” I said. “There’s a spell to keep them from hitting me. Keep your eyes on the fight.”

      As an afterthought, I continued, “You’d better stay close. You don’t have any protections.” I felt Daeng push her back up against mine so she would be within the safe zone from Kitty-Sue’s projectiles. Her warm body and firm butt were only a momentary distraction.

      I wanted to turn and watch the fight, help if I could, but the lessons of jungle patrols with John stuck. Each man monitored his sector. Trying to watch everywhere at once only led to getting overwhelmed. You had to trust your teammates.

      Daeng kept up a running commentary on the fight, which my imagination filled in with the sounds that we heard.

      “Khun-John has wrapped his rope around her ankle,” she said.

      “That’s good,” I said.

      “She’s pulling him around like a small dog on a leash,” she said.

      “That’s not good,” I said. I had a weapon that could end this fight, a very long-range weapon, loaded with a bullet that could destroy almost any supernatural creature. But using it would leave me unarmed against the samurai, a much more dangerous foe.

      John had said he could handle this fight, I had to believe he could do it.

      Several more times, Kitty-Sue’s blades flew past us, just missing. That sneaky ogress was aiming for us!

      “Khun-John has wrapped his rope around her other ankle—” Daeng was interrupted by a tremendous crash that made the floor shake. Far down the hallway, I saw several objects vibrate out of their alcoves and drop to the floor.

      “He’s got the rope around her throat,” said Daeng, “but her arms are still free.” Once again, Kitty-Sue’s knives zipped past us, then boomeranged back. The monster’s staff was still working.

      The shadows at our end of the hallway thickened, making it hard to see the end of the hallway. “Anything that comes through that fucking fog is going to get skewered,” I shouted. I raised Princess and willed energy to flow through her. She responded by shooting a gout of flame ten feet long. The shadows disappeared.

      Would that lance of flame help against the monster? Probably not. With my luck, it would just burn John’s rope and free the bitch.

      “He’s got her on her stomach,” said Daeng. “He did something with his rope. It’s contracting, pulling her head back towards her feet.”

      “Are her hands still free?” I asked.

      “Yes, but her face is changing color.”

      Another whistle of her staff that ended with a thunk instead of a smash. A chill ran down my spine.

      “Oh!” said Daeng, then silence. I poked her with my elbow to let her know I was waiting for an update.

      “Khun-John has been hit.” Her voice trembled. “It looks like his leg is broken badly.” She waited a few more moments before continuing, “He’s on the floor, and he isn’t moving.”

      “You bitch!” said Kitty-Sue in a voice that scared even me. “I’m going to take that dildo of yours and shove it up your ass so far, it comes out of your mouth.”

      “Daeng,” I said as calmly as I could. “Listen carefully. I need to turn around. I want you to turn with me so that you end up facing the other end of the hallway. If you see anything, let me know.”

      A few seconds to process and I felt her begin to spin to her right. I followed by spinning to my right. We ended up in the same back-to-back position, but now I faced the fight.

      John didn’t look good. He was lying on the floor on his back. One leg was normal, but the other leg was twisted around so that the toes faced backward. John could heal from almost any injury, but he needed time, time to get out of the danger zone before that monster pounded him to paste.

      As I looked, he raised up to a sitting position. Ignoring the twisted mess of his leg, he reached for the loose end of his rope.

      “I’m going to move towards them now,” I said to Daeng. “Keep backing up.” The yaksha had squirmed her way to one side of the hallway. She grasped at the wall with her left hand in an attempt to rise up. Despite the tight rope that ran from her neck to her ankles, forcing her spine into a backward curve like a bow, she almost succeeded.

      While she was distracted, Daeng and I managed to slide past her. Now we were all on the exit side of the hallway. When she saw we were past her, she started grunting and frothing at the mouth.

      John’s rope seemed to stretch slightly. I asked John, “Will the bindings hold?”

      “They’re strong enough to hold a bull elephant,” he said. “Against her? I don’t know.”

      “Can you move?” I asked.

      “Not without help,” he replied. Despite the enormous pain he must have been feeling, his voice was calm. “You can leave me behind. It will fulfill my end of the bargain.” He paused for a second, then said, “Watch over Jane for me.”

      “You can do that yourself. We’re not leaving anybody behind.” I sheathed Princess, leaned down, and grunted as I lifted him so that he could stand on his one good leg. His smashed leg hung limply, more sausage than leg.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I said, “can you help John?”

      From spitting anger at the yaksha, to a smiling face in an instant, Kitty-Sue said, “After he was courteous enough to carry me through the jungle? I’ll be happy to return the favor.” She moved over and took my place under John’s left arm. Her Pam-sized body fit perfectly.

      John had kept the rope in his hand. The monster saw this and grabbed the line, hoping to pull John and Kitty-Sue back within range of her hands. The line tightened, stretched slightly, then was parted by Kitty-Sue’s thrown blade. The knife returned to her hand with a satisfying thwack.

      “Now, Fiona,” I said in my most calming Shrek voice, “that wasn’t very nice.” I waved at Kitty-Sue and John to head towards the exit.

      “But her name isn’t Fiona,” said Daeng in a puzzled voice.

      I had a choice, try to kill her so she couldn’t chase us, or try to make peace. Could you even make peace with an enraged yaksha?

      “Fiona, dear,” I said. “I’d like to propose a deal. You promise to stop attacking us, never to seek us out, to forget we were ever here, and I will let you go. Do you like that?”

      “Never,” she spat through her teeth and redoubled her efforts to break the rope. Her green face turned a darker color as she pulled her ankles away from her head.

      “Boss,” shouted Kitty-Sue, “we’re at the door. Leave her to choke to death and let’s get out of here.”

      I started backing up, with Daeng at my side. Remembering the multiple doors, I shouted to Kitty-Sue, “Get John out of here and back to the jungle. Leave the right door propped open. We’re right behind you.”

      We were very close to the exit when the section of rope tying the yaksha’s neck to her ankles parted with a snapping sound, and the monster scrambled to her still bound feet. Over twenty feet separated us from the monster.

      The taste of freedom was on my lips; that lumbering bitch couldn’t catch us.

      Then she threw the damn staff. I clawed at time, slowing the passage enough to allow me to dodge. The staff zipped past me, but I wasn’t the target.

      The sound it made as it struck Daeng in the back was a sickening thunk. Daeng dropped face down on the floor. Her purse flew open, all the contents and her new iPhone slid across the floor. Her legs had that floppy look that denoted spinal damage, her breathing was wet sounding, and blood was coming out of her mouth. She was dying in front of my eyes. I couldn’t help her with the yaksha attacking.

      The yaksha was tearing at the ropes binding her ankles. In a few seconds, she would be free to pursue. She tilted her head up and snarled, “I will never stop hunting you. As long as I’m alive, you will be my prey.”

      I glanced at the broken rag doll body that had been Daeng, then back at the leering face of her assailant. A calm came over me, and I took a deep breath. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the monster’s staff start to roll, heading back to its mistress.

      As I stroked a glyph on my satchel to open it, I saw heads sticking out of the doors down the hallway. Opportunistic monsters were waiting to pick over our bones after the yaksha finished.

      The staff rolled close enough for the monster to grab. Having it in her hand seemed to increase her strength as she shredded the final strands of rope binding her ankles with her other hand. She stood, unencumbered by ropes, feet wide apart, and snarled. One hand went to her throat to rub at the marks left by John’s rope.

      I pulled my .45 automatic from the satchel and aimed at the monster. I automatically took the stance that had been drilled into me by endless repetition: feet shoulder width apart, left hand palm up to cradle the butt, right hand snug against the rear safety, finger on the trigger, just barely taking up the slack.

      She smiled at my weapon and licked her lips as if contemplating how I would taste. She said in a voice harsh from her near strangling, “Oh, the human has a gun! I’m so scared.” She slapped her staff into her open palm, making a sound like a thunderclap.

      Without looking around, I said, “Kitty-Sue, get John and yourself as far away as possible. This will be LOUD.” I had no idea what effect the weapon would have on supernatural bystanders.

      For the first time, I could hear the sound of John and Kitty-Sue’s steps as they limped away.

      I pulled the trigger, and the first round left the barrel of the gun.

      The magic staff jerked but wasn’t fast enough to deflect the bullet. At least she wasn’t as well protected as Wonder Woman. However, the round did no damage. It ricocheted off her elephant-thick hide.

      “Is that all you’ve got, magician?” she asked. The smile with those enormous fangs was disturbing.

      Instead of answering, I sent the second round her way. This round also bounced off, but it left a tiny mark. The third round left an even larger mark. With the fourth round, which had bounced off her chest, she brought her meaty paw up to rub the spot where the round had landed.

      The fifth round made her jerk as if stung by a bee. She finally understood that the rounds were getting more and more potent. She leaned forward and made to charge me before I could fire any more rounds, but she was too slow.

      The sixth round hit her damned staff, shattering it and sending shards flying. Some of the shards hit her hard enough to cut into her skin. Green blood welled up from her cuts.

      Now she was backing up, hands held in front of herself. “No, no,” she said. “I’ll leave you alone. I’ll never bother you again.”

      Even under this duress, I could see she was lying. The anger in her eyes assured me she would never stop.

      I poured energy into my automatic, beefing up the air baffle spells that kept the noise of the shots from deafening me. I squeezed the trigger on my seventh, most powerful, round. The round I had spent months preparing, pouring energy into the glyphs that were carved into the bullet. The round I called a god-killer.

      BOOOOOM.

      The flash blinded me, despite the fact I had closed my eyes. Not good shooting practice, but this round was self-guided. I could only hear a high-pitched whine. The damn sound baffling spell hadn’t been enough to save my ears.

      I blinked and poured healing energy into my eyes and ears. There was no way to tell if any of the other monsters were getting near.

      In seconds, my vision and hearing were coming back, but there was still buzzing in my ears. It would take a long time to get back to normal.

      A look down the hallway showed immense devastation. The only thing left of the yaksha was two standing legs. Her torso from crotch to head had been obliterated. Green blood and gore coated the hallway walls for at least twenty feet back from where she had stood.

      As I looked, the two legs fell, one forward and one backward.

      At the far end of the hallway, there was a gaping hole in the wall. Hell, it looked like the entire end of the building had been torn away. Unsurprisingly, all the lurkers had pulled back. The fae prince was long gone.

      I reversed the sound spell; now it amplified my voice. “Nobody fucks with the magician,” I roared, shaking the walls. “Or his friends.”

      As my echoes faded away, I heard many creatures running away.

      I looked down at my .45, my most powerful long-range weapon, representing years of spell-crafting. The barrel was split like a half-peeled banana, with a stench of burned metal wafting from it. I also smelled burned flesh, which I assumed was the yaksha. Then I realized the .45 was still red-hot and the stench was my hand burning where it touched the metal. I forced my hand open, and the .45 dropped to the floor.

      “That’s no way to treat a weapon,” Kitty-Sue said from the door.

      “It’s not a weapon anymore,” I said. I concentrated and sent healing energy into my hand. Daeng had stopped breathing. I listened for her heartbeat and heard nothing. Poor human. She should have never been mixed up in magician business.

      “Why aren’t you far away?” I asked. “Wait, was it the stone dogs?”

      “Oh no,” she said, “when they heard that sonic boom, they ran away with their concrete tails between their legs. Hell, every supernatural within one hundred kilometers felt that.”

      “So why are you here?” I insisted.

      “‘We never leave anyone behind,’” she quoted.

      “Only the dead,” I said, pointing at Daeng on the ground. Yeah, if she had seen me point, she would have been offended. I blinked back tears at the sight of her lifeless body. Her iPhone clicked on by itself, and the Guns N’ Roses cover of “Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door” started playing.

      “Well, we won’t leave until she’s dead,” said Kitty-Sue. “It’s not much, but at least she won’t die alone.”
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      It took a few seconds to process Kitty-Sue’s statement. “She’s not dead?”

      Holding thumb and forefinger about one-half inch apart, Kitty-Sue said, “She’s very close. She only has minutes left.”

      I dropped to my knees beside Daeng and reached out to touch her throat. It was true; she had a thready pulse that was growing weaker by the second. My damaged ears hadn’t been able to hear her heartbeat.

      “Even if she lives,” said Kitty-Sue, “her human body is beyond repair.”

      I was ready to rebuke Kitty-Sue but held my tongue. She was kitsune. Maybe she thought I was as sensitive as her, knew how close Daeng was to death, and wanted her to die peacefully; maybe she thought Daeng wanted to die, unable to face a lifetime as an invalid; maybe she didn’t know just how great a fucking healer I was.

      I sent a trickle of energy into Daeng, strengthening her pulse while searching for ways to patch her injuries.

      “Boss,” said Kitty-Sue, “isn’t she beyond your help? Didn’t the dragon’s prophecy—”

      “Fuck the dragon and fuck her prophecy,” I said. “Prophecy can be twisted; twisted by a powerful magician. I’m not leaving Daeng behind.”

      Kitty-Sue was silent a few moments while I worked. Then she said, “OK, boss. All the monsters here were scared off. I’ll go out and help John set his leg. He said something about Air splints.” She stepped back through the door.

      I forced enough energy into Daeng to bring her to consciousness. I flipped her over onto her back and rested her head on my lap. I needed permission to make the extensive repairs she needed. Even though she was my student, the rules still applied.

      “Pe-Daeng,” I said as her eyes fluttered open. “You’ve been injured badly. I can fix you, fix you like I fixed your eyes. But you have to ask for it.”

      “It hurt to fix my eyes,” she said in a breathy whisper. “Will this hurt more?”

      “Not if I put you to sleep,” I said.

      “OK,” she said. “You fix. Fix good.”

      “Thank you, Pe-Daeng,” I said. “Now go to sleep.” I made the gestures and whispered the spell to put her into a deep sleep.

      It wasn’t until after the spell had taken effect that I realized she had finally trusted me enough to succumb to the sleep spell.

      The iPhone shifted to a low-key background tune I didn’t recognize. “Euterpe,” I said, “this will take a lot of concentration. Please watch my back.” Yes, the insane magician was asking his invisible girlfriend to watch his back.

      Over the next hours, I poured all my stored energy and all of my skills into repairing the damage done to Daeng’s body. Once the danger of her dying was past, I worked on upgrades. She would never gain weight, never get gray hair, never need to fear some goddamn kidnapper being able to overpower her.

      Hell, maybe I could make her tough enough to survive hanging around a target like me. Could I give her anything more? I looked around and saw her Buddha amulet. The chain had broken, and it had been cast aside. I stretched, grabbed it, and examined the damage. The tiniest touch of Fire repaired the broken link.

      Akiko and I had discussed ways to augment this amulet, make it even more powerful. The good luck and health spells were good but not as good as they could be, and the amulet was only a temporary repository. It could only do so much, as the energy drained away almost as fast as it could be gathered. The charms I had created for Toy and Jack were more powerful.

      I reached into my satchel and pulled out one of my enchanted solid gold guinea coins. I only had a few left, but Daeng deserved every advantage. A word of power, so potent that Daeng shuddered in her sleep to hear it, energized the coin. A whisper of spirit and fire melded the coin to the back of her Buddha amulet. I plucked a strand of her long black hair and wove it into a tiny garland while whispering spells. Finally, I merged the garland with the coin and amulet, keying the spells to her alone.

      I placed the amulet around her neck, using that peculiar S-shaped Thai clasp that required the user to bend the soft gold open, then close it again. She seemed to breathe easier with her grandmother’s amulet around her neck.

      A few words of power and her face and hair were cleaned of blood. Hell, I even cleaned her clothes; the stains and wrinkles faded away from her white silk blouse, gray jacket, and black skirt. Her businesswoman outfit, which she had been so proud to buy.

      I was exhausted. The energy used on healing Daeng and upgrading her amulet had used up all of the life force I had taken from the bookie’s murderous crew.

      Through the open door, I could see dawn breaking. Then I realized that something was wrong. No way we could have spent a full day and night in this house. Even counting the hours spent working on Daeng, it should have only been early afternoon.

      Unless the house had one of those fae time-warping spells embedded in the walls.

      My thoughts were interrupted by the iPhone changing to an old Jimi Hendrix tune, “Foxy Lady.”

      Kitty-Sue came back on silent feet and stood in the doorway. She had shifted back to her almost-human kitsune form. Her expression was unreadable. Then I realized that Daeng’s head was resting in my lap and I was stroking her hair.

      “Her heart sounds stronger.” Kitty-Sue tilted her head, then said. “Much stronger. What did you do?”

      “I healed her,” I said. At Kitty-Sue’s gaze, I added, “I also gave her some upgrades. She’s got to be tough to hang with us.”

      “Yes,” said Kitty-Sue, “she’ll have to be tough to hang with you.”

      It took a second to process. “You want to abandon me?” I asked. “Why would you want to do that?”

      “You have someone,” she said, nodding at Daeng, “someone human.”

      “You’re jealous of Daeng?” I said. “You know she’s my student. I’ll never have a relationship with her as long as I’m her teacher.”

      The look on her face was strange. There was something I was missing. I was getting better at reading her inhuman expression.

      “There’s something else,” I said. “It’s not jealousy. You’ve never been jealous before.” There was a tiny tremor in her hands. If I didn’t know better, I would say she was scared.

      “What are you afraid of?” I asked sharply.

      She didn’t answer, just pointed with her nose at my destroyed .45, abandoned on the floor.

      “It’s just a gun.” A gun with more firepower than a WWII battleship. “Anyway, it’s useless now.”

      “But you can make another, right?” she asked. At my nod, she continued, “You will make another. If you used that weapon in Tokyo, I am sure my queen would order your death.”

      “That weapon saved all of our lives,” I said.

      “Yes,” she said, “and it can kill yaksha, and dragons, maybe even a nine-tailed kitsune.” She stroked the scar on her chest where my phantom dagger had pierced her heart. “I already took this wound from your last weapon, to save your life.”

      I nodded, acknowledging her sacrifice. “I have to protect myself. Without weapons, I would end up enslaved.”

      “My queen would never countenance someone with that much power causing trouble in Tokyo.”

      “She don’t start none,” I said, “there won’t be none.”

      Kitty-Sue licked her lips as she thought. I wished I could fathom what went through her head.

      “Can you pledge not to use a weapon like that in Tokyo?”

      “No,” I said flatly. “I have to be able to protect myself.”

      She slid backward on silent feet while shaking her head.

      Before she could exit the building, and exit my life, I said, “I can swear not to use it unless attacked.”

      She stopped, tilted her head, and frowned. She had that “weighing options” look. Finally, she nodded. “OK,” she said, “I think I can convince the queen that that’s a safe option.”

      I realized I had been holding my breath, and let out a sigh. “So, you’re not leaving?”

      “Not yet,” she said, taking a step closer. “But what about the prophecy?” She nodded at Daeng, still asleep on my lap. “The women in red who will cause your death?”

      “I don’t believe in prophecy,” I said. “Anyway, that could mean Daeng; it could mean Ms. Cappuccetto; it could even mean my favorite red-haired fox girl.”

      She giggled, a comforting sound, then said, “You do seem to have a lot of redheaded women in your life.”

      Nodding at Daeng, she continued, “Even if she almost caused your death, you managed to survive.”

      Daeng opened her eyes, looked up at me, and licked her lips. “I’m alive?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I healed you.”

      “I will need to go shopping,” she said.

      “Shopping?” I asked.

      “Yes. I need to shop for the costume.”

      Thinking her brain was still scrambled from the injuries and healing, I asked, “Why would you need to get a costume?”

      “I almost kill you, right?” she asked.

      “It didn’t happen that way—” I started.

      “All women who try to kill you have to wear French maid costume, yes?”

      “What?”

      “Cappuccetto Rosso, Ally-cat, now me. We all almost kill you. We all have to wear that costume. I need to buy the costume.” She had been awake, had heard my conversation with Kitty-Sue, and come to her conclusions. Then I remembered that Kitty-Sue, with her inhuman senses, could always tell if someone was asleep or faking.

      Daeng shook herself and rose to her feet. A testament to my work, she moved smoothly, as if she weighed nothing. She looked to be in the prime of health. She ran her hands down her flanks, smoothing out her skirt. She frowned, then said, “My clothes seem smaller. I don’t remember my skirt and blouse being this tight.”

      Kitty-Sue looked at Daeng’s enhanced figure, then raised an eyebrow. “Upgrades?”

      “It’s a matter of balance,” I said. “With the increased mass and size of her pectorals and glutei, I needed to add some extra tissue.”

      “Extra tits and ass,” said Kitty-Sue. “How come all of your ‘upgrades’ end up with more tits and ass?”

      Daeng was stretching, swinging her arms behind her back. The fabric of her blouse was stretched dangerously close to the ripping point. She’s your student, I thought, and averted my gaze.

      “I feel good. No, I feel great,” said Daeng. “Is this what you feel like all the time?”

      “Hell, no,” I said. “I feel old and tired, and worn out.”

      Kitty-Sue made that tapping on her wrist motion that indicated time was short. “We need to get out of here, and back to Hakone,” she said.

      Playtime over, I walked over to my destroyed .45 and picked it up. I looked at it for a long moment, then put it away in my satchel. “There goes my second-best weapon against the ghost samurai,” I said.

      “Second best?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      “Yes,” I said, “Akiko was our best chance. She could match him trick for trick. The .45 was my second-best chance.”

      “That’s why you didn’t use it before?” asked Kitty-Sue. “You were saving it for the samurai?”

      I nodded. “I was saving it for that bastard.” I clapped my hands and smiled, putting a good face on the loss of my most potent weapons. “Still, with Princess, you, and John to help, we can give the bastard a good fight.”

      “Bad news, boss,” said Kitty-Sue. She looked at the floor and wouldn’t meet my gaze. “John is out. He said your Deal was over now that you have the armor.”
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      I reviewed our agreement. He had pledged to help me recover the armor. He hadn’t pledged to do anything more. He was sticking to the letter of the Deal. I felt a sense of disappointment.

      “I can’t believe he would do that,” I said.

      “Boss,” said Kitty-Sue in her “explaining to children” tone, “you once screwed his wife to save her life. He made peace with you to save her Victorian ass again. Then you set her up to break their marriage vows. You’re lucky he didn’t pledge to kill you again.”

      “So, he just ran away? With a mangled leg? Into a jungle filled with bugs, slugs, and snakes?” I said.

      “He said he felt more at home there than in Bangkok,” said Kitty-Sue. “He said he would heal and return after his wife finishes her ‘dalliance.’”

      “And Jane made the Deal with Akiko on her own,” I said. “John’s attitudes are very old fashioned. He’s acting like she had no mind of her own.”

      Kitty-Sue tilted her head and peered at me through squinted eyes. “Yes,” she said, “it’s amazing how common those old-fashioned attitudes are among magicians.”

      Daeng had been gathering the contents of her purse, scattered when she had been attacked. She perched her glasses on her nose and breathed a sigh of relief.

      She reached for her knife, a cheap switchblade that had popped open when it hit the floor. Instead of closing it and putting it in her purse, she looked at it like she had never seen it before. Then she balanced the knife vertically on her index finger. She flicked her finger, and the knife spun once in the air, then landed on her middle finger, still balanced perfectly.

      The spells that powered the air conditioning were failing, allowing insects to enter the hallway. A fly zipped past and landed on the wall near a spot of green yaksha blood. Daeng glanced at the fly and flicked her wrist in a motion too fast to see, and the blade was quivering in the wall. The two halves of the fly fell to the ground.

      “Boss,” said Kitty-Sue, “what all was included in these ‘upgrades’ of yours?”

      “Pretty much the whole package,” I said. “Strength, speed, enhanced reflexes.” We watched as Daeng pulled the knife from the wall with her left hand, performed the same balancing act on the fingers of her left hand, then skewered another fly with an offhand toss. “Yeah,” I said. “She’s also a bit ambidextrous.”

      “She’s better than you with a knife, said Kitty-Sue.

      “She had a lot of natural talent already,” I replied.

      Daeng looked at the knife stuck in the wall, started to walk across the hallway to retrieve it, then stopped suddenly. Her arms whipped into a complex pattern of strikes and blocks while her feet moved in patterns her dance teacher never taught her. “I know kung-fu,” she said in amazement.

      “Calm down, Neo,” said Kitty-Sue. At Daeng’s puzzled look, Kitty-Sue just shook her head. I hate it when nobody gets my jokes, too.

      Turning to me, Kitty-Sue said, “I thought you said to it takes ten thousand hours to master anything.”

      “It takes mundanes ten thousand hours,” I said. “It took me ten thousand hours. I can give out my physical skills. Magicians cheat.”

      With a reproachful glare at me, she said, “You’re going to get this overconfident kid killed.” Kitty-Sue morphed into her Pam shape. “I’m going to have to teach her a lesson.

      “Hey, Daeng,” said Kitty-Sue sharply, “do you think you can take me?”

      “In that form?” said Daeng. “I can run circles around you.” She started to move closer to Kitty-Sue in perfect form, faster than most humans, and struck a serpent-quick blow designed to barely miss Kitty-Sue’s nose.

      Kitty-Sue’s block was faster than human, and Daeng’s strike stopped like it had hit a brick wall. Kitty-Sue moved inside Daeng’s space, hooked a foot behind her ankle, and dropped them both to the ground. Daeng slapped her arms on the floor, softening her landing. It would have pushed her back to her feet if Kitty-Sue hadn’t landed on top of her. Daeng woofed loudly but struggled against Kitty-Sue.

      For one second, Daeng managed to spin so that she was on top of Kitty-Sue, but another spin put Kitty-Sue on top again. Their arms were locked in a cross-wristed grip, legs entwined, neither able to move. A few humps and then they were still, face-to-face, straining but not moving.

      Daeng looked angry, then resigned. “OK,” she said, “you’re still a better fighter.”

      Kitty-Sue smiled, then looked confused for a second. Her face closed the distance to Daeng’s, and they were nose-to-nose, gazing into each other’s eyes. Kitty-Sue said, “Sploosh.”

      Daeng was breathing hard, her breath puffing out Kitty-Sue’s hair. “What does this ‘sploosh’ mean?” she asked.

      “It means Pam’s bisexual,” muttered Kitty-Sue. She released her grip and stood quickly. She reached down and gave Daeng a hand up. She seemed reluctant to let go of Daeng’s hand, but finally let go.

      “That was to teach you that even if Scott gave you all of his skills, there are still a lot of better fighters out there.”

      Daeng looked at her knife, still stuck in the wall. “Maybe if I used my knife...”

      “Oh, honey,” laughed Kitty-Sue, “if I ever come at you with a blade in my hand, you had better run away.”

      Daeng went to the wall and pulled her knife out. She had a pensive look, then proved her intelligence by folding the blade and putting it away. With a deep wai to Kitty-Sue, she said, “Thank you for the lesson, Ajarn-Kitty-Sue. I will be careful in the future.’

      Kitty-Sue returned the wai with a Japanese bow. “You would make a good student,” she said.

      Daeng finished gathering her dropped items, retrieving her lipstick and a compact. Then she picked up her iPhone and looked at the display.

      “Ajarn-Scott,” she said, “is this the correct time?”

      I looked at the display; the time seemed right, 7:00 a.m. Then I noticed the date, a full three days after we had entered the house.

      “Crap!” I said. “We have to go right away. We lost three days in this damned time-warped funhouse.” I grabbed both of their hands and headed out the door.

      The mystical guardian dogs were still nowhere to be seen. Maybe my shot had scared them off permanently.

      Without the hiding spells, the exit from the glade that held the house was now visible. The road looked abandoned. We were a long way from town.

      I looked around and spotted the phi-baan house. “I need a translator,” I said. “Could you ladies come with me?”

      As we approached the phi-baan house, I reached into my satchel and pulled out a fresh bottle of Johnnie Walker.

      The empty glass was still sitting on the pedestal. I could feel activity inside the house, and the feel of tiny angry eyes was burning pinpricks into my skin.

      “Sawatdee-khrap,” I said. The angry gazes started to burn even more. Then I cracked the cap on the bottle, and the aroma of Johnnie Walker wafted out. The invisible pinpricks of their pissed-off gazes faded.

      “Pe-Daeng,” I said, “please let the spirits know that I really need to get back to the airport. I would appreciate their assistance getting transportation.”

      The high-pitched voices chattered away for a few minutes. Daeng shook her head. “Ajarn-Scott, they don’t want to help you. You caused a lot of trouble here.”

      I poured a finger of scotch into the tumbler. “Tell them I apologize for the disturbance. If I can’t get transportation back to the Chiang Mai airport, I’ll have to sit here and finish off this bottle of whiskey by myself.”

      I took a big sip of Johnnie Walker, fighting down a grimace. I had never liked drinking on an empty stomach. I set the tumbler back on the pedestal and waited. Between one blink and the next, the level of whiskey in the glass lowered.

      “However,” I continued, “if I can get out of here right away, I’ll have to leave this almost full bottle of whiskey because they’ll never let me take it through the airport.”

      As Daeng translated, the buzzing voices increased in volume, sounding like an argument.

      An argument that ended as a taxi pulled up to the driveway.

      “Kapoom-khrap,” I said, setting the bottle next to the glass. I started to turn away, then stopped at an irritating buzzing. “Sorry,” I said as I turned back and unscrewed the cap to the bottle.

      Moments later, we were in the back of the cab; the befuddled driver seemed happy to drive us to the airport.

      As I leaned back in the seat to take a well-deserved nap, Kitty-Sue said, “Couldn’t you have just called a cab? Why all the song and dance with the whiskey? Did you just need a morning shot?”

      “No,” I said, “it’s a bad idea to leave pissed off phi-baan spirits behind. They can cause all manner of misfortune and can hold a grudge. This way, they get rewarded for helping, and won’t be holding a grudge.”

      “You seem to go to a lot of trouble trying to turn enemies into friends,” said Kitty-Sue. “You even tried to make peace with the yaksha.”

      Keeping my eyes closed, I said, “I seem to remember a killer kitsune who trapped me in a giant spider web.” I put my hand on her ample thigh and stroked. “Befriending her was one of the best decisions I ever made.”

      I scooted back and laid my head on her Pam-padded shoulder. “I need to sleep now. It’s been several nights, and I can’t afford to doze off on the plane.”

      “It’s OK, boss,” said Kitty-Sue, “you take a nap. I’ll watch over you.”

      I heard a whisper from Daeng, “Is he afraid to sleep on airplanes? Why?”

      “Because magician’s dreams can make an airplane crash,” responded Kitty-Sue. Their conversation continued, but I was out.

      A few hours later, we were at the Chiang Mai airport, waiting for the Thai Airways flight to Bangkok.

      In the waiting room, I showed Daeng the basics of control that would allow her to work around electronics without disturbing them. It proved to be difficult for her.

      “This meditation is hard,” she said. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

      “It’s OK,” I said, “I’ll ensure that we don’t disturb the aircraft on this flight. You’ll have to avoid air travel until you can control your impulses.”

      She pulled out the iPhone I had gifted her. “Why doesn’t our magic affect these?”

      “I put special protective spells on the case to prevent interference,” I said.

      Once back in Bangkok, we checked back into our hotel. Kitty-Sue made reservations for our return flight to Tokyo for the following afternoon.

      Early the next morning, we traveled to the new offices I had rented for my Bangkok project. A project which consisted of an untrained magician, her preteen student, and an ex-werewolf who hated my guts.

      I was sitting in the boss’s chair, flanked by Daeng on my right and Kitty-Sue in her Pam form on my left, when Ally-cat walked in carrying a Starbuck’s cup in her left hand. Her right hand was clumsily wrapped in an elastic bandage; it was swollen to twice its normal size.

      “Damn door’s unlocked,” she muttered as she entered. “I’m sure I locked it last night.”

      “It was locked, Ally-cat,” I said. “You can’t lock out the boss.”

      The shock of seeing us caused her to fumble the Starbuck’s cup. She tried to grab the cup with her right hand and dropped it to the ground.

      Ally-cat looked around as if someone were going to rush in and clean up her mess. The bitter look on her face was satisfying.

      “Ally-cat,” I said, “clean that mess up before I introduce you to your new boss.”

      Such a delightful look of hate. Ally opened her mouth to scream, saw the look on my face, and clamped her mouth shut. She set her purse on the desk, then scurried into the small bathroom and came out with a handful of paper towels to clean up her mess.

      After disposing of the paper towels, Ally came back out and stood in front of my desk. A slight tremble in her knees showed her nervousness. Without her pack or werewolf abilities, she was a normal human female.

      I looked at the clock, which showed 8:30 a.m. “Starting time is 9:00 a.m.,” I said. “Your orders are to wear your uniform during business hours. Why are you still not dressed in your uniform?”

      “What?’ she spluttered. “First, I still have 30 minutes. Next, you can’t be serious! I’m have no intention of parading around here in a costume like a hooker in a cheap bar—”

      Her voice stopped abruptly as she saw the softball-sized globe of flame that appeared in my palm, the bright blue flames casting shadows on the walls. Her eyes were drawn to the flames. She didn’t even notice the far more dangerous flicker in Daeng’s eyes. Shouldn’t have mentioned hookers.

      “Either in costume or naked,” I said.

      “I don’t even have a costume...” Her voice trailed off as the flames grew brighter.

      Ignoring Ally, I turned to Daeng. “Do you see the pattern in the flames?” At her nod, I continued, “Can you make the same spell?”

      In a few seconds, Daeng had a small ball of blue flames in her hand.

      “Now this spell will burn away any nonliving item that it is cast upon,” I said. At Daeng’s puzzled glance, I continued, “For example, suppose your employee shows up to work in inappropriate attire and refuses the chance to correct her mode of dress. This spell will burn off the inappropriate clothing, leaving only hair and flesh behind.”

      I tossed my softball of flame at Ally. She tried to dodge, but the ball curved and followed her until it set on her head. The flames slid down her form in a hoop, burning away all of Ally’s clothes and her elastic bandage. A tiny tornado of air carried away the smoke.

      “That was a three-thousand-dollar suit!” she exclaimed.

      “It was three thousand dollars of inappropriate office attire,” I said blandly.

      I turned back to Daeng, ignoring the naked, sputtering Ally. “Now your spell is a bit different,” I said. “It looks like it would also burn off all of her hair, as well as her clothes. Is that what you wanted to do?”

      At Daeng’s nod, I said, “That would hurt worse than a full body Brazilian wax and leave her looking like a Mexican Hairless.” Then I gave Daeng a big smile. “It’s beautiful!”

      Taking a closer look at Ally, I saw her legs were peppered with stubble. I tilted my head and looked at her. “Ally-cat,” I said, “the last time I saw you naked, you preferred the smooth look. Hairy legs might interfere with your mandatory silk stocking look.”

      Ally pressed her lips together in anger before answering. “I prefer the ‘smooth’ look. But I can’t control my body hair anymore, and I can’t shave with a broken hand.”

      Ally tried to get Daeng on her side. She looked imploringly at her new boss and said, “Don’t you agree that wearing that ridiculous French maid costume is degrading?”

      The twenty-year-old ex-hooker looked around the plush office, her plush office, located in one of the most exclusive office buildings in Bangkok. Her face hardened, and ball of flame in her hand brightened. “That costume is a big step up from the outfit I used to wear.”

      Daeng casually tossed the ball of spelled flame at Ally. Ally jumped slightly, but already knew it was futile to run. Instead of starting at her head, the flames circled Ally’s waist like a hula-hoop, then rolled down, removing all hair from her lower body. Ally yelped as the flames burned away her hair.

      “Damn,” said Ally, “that stings worse than a Brazilian wax!” She turned away from us and rubbed herself to ease the pain. I saw the bruises from her fall in New York had not yet healed.

      “See, Ally-cat,” I said, “your new boss is even helping you with your grooming. Now the stockings won’t run.”

      Turning to Daeng, I said, “Good work on getting it to only affect part of her body.”

      “Yeah,” said Daeng, “I wasn’t sure if I got the up-down axis correct. It was a fifty-fifty chance she would lose all of the hair on her upper body.” Daeng stared at her open palm, and another ball of flame appeared. “I’m sure of the direction this one will take.”

      Turning back to Ally, I said, “So, you didn’t even prepare for the possibility that I was serious? Didn’t even stash away a uniform in case—”

      Ally’s glance at the filing cabinet showed I had guessed right, but she shook her head. “So, I’ll have to send you out to the mall naked to buy a new uniform.” I rubbed my chin, then said, “But that’ll make you late for work.”

      I turned to Daeng. “What should the punishment be for being late for work?”

      Daeng looked down at her pulsing hair-removing fireball and grinned. The flames grew brighter.

      “OK, Ally-cat,” I said, “grab your purse and hit the mall. You’ll get your punishment for lateness when you return. The clock ticked over to 8:45 a.m.

      There was a knock at the office door. Kitty-Sue sniffed and said, “Oh, good. He’s here. Ally, please let our guest in.”

      Ally opened her mouth, took one look at Kitty-Sue’s face, and went to the door. Opening it, she said, “Welcome to Freeman Enterprises. Please come in.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Freeman Enterprises

      

      

      In the doorway, mouth dropped open in surprise at the naked, nearly hairless, foreign woman who greeted him, stood a familiar man from Chiang Rai.

      “Bandit!” squealed Daeng as she stood up.

      Bandit made a wai at our group as he entered at Daeng’s gesture, totally ignoring the naked woman, the hefty Kitty-Sue, and the ball of mystic flame in Daeng’s hand.

      The flame went out as Daeng made a wai to Bandit and started chattering in high-speed Lanna Thai.

      After a few minutes, Daeng turned to me and said, “Bandit has lost his job in Chiang Rai. He said he was invited here to interview for a job. Did you invite him?”

      “That would be me,” said Kitty-Sue. “I thought you might need help here.”

      I raised an eyebrow at Kitty-Sue. Was she sure she could trust this guy? He had been part of a group that attacked us a short time ago.

      She shrugged and touched her nose, then nodded at Daeng. I mentally translated her gestures. Not a great choice, but basically honest, and loyal to Daeng.

      “Pe-Daeng,” I said, “ask Bandit to run an errand for us. We need more coffee and a couple of boxes of mixed donuts.” I handed a wad of Thai baht over to Bandit.

      After Bandit had left, I turned to Ally. I nodded at the clock, which stood at 8:55. “It looks like you won’t make it into your costume before work starts,” I said. Daeng held up her hand, and the ball of flame sprang into existence again, the reflection of the blue flames glittering in her eyes.

      “Wait! Wait!” Ally said. “I just remembered, there’s a spare uniform here.” She ran over to the filing cabinet and pulled out a French maid outfit.

      I turned away from her. Not that either of us cared about nudity; Ally was a former werewolf, and I was jaded. Kitty-Sue gave a slight grin of approval. She never did like me looking at the naked bodies of females. Except hers, of course.

      “Could one of you help me?” said Ally. After a pause, she added, “Please? I can’t do this with my broken hand.”

      Daeng looked down at her ready-to-throw fireball and shook her head.

      Surprisingly, Kitty-Sue stepped over and helped Ally get dressed. Maybe her Pam persona was nicer than Kitty-Sue.

      Thirty seconds of frantic fabric rustling noises, followed by Kitty-Sue saying, “Hell, no! Throw those panties away. They’re not part of the uniform.” Well, not much nicer.

      Just as the clock ticked over to 9:00 a.m., Ally scrambled to stand in front of the desk. She cradled her broken right hand in her left, gave her brightest, fakest smile, and said, “Good morning, Mr. Freeman.”

      I tilted my head, inspecting the uniform for flaws. Black, low-cut blouse, very short black skirt over visible garters and silk stockings, and a frilly immaculate white apron, all topped off with a tiny white lace hat. The perfect French maid. Of course, she was also a perfect killer in her preferred form.

      I shook my head in disappointment, which wiped the smile from Ally’s face, before turning to Daeng and saying, “Miss Daeng, this is Ally MacGill, your newest employee. As you can see, she has a bit of trouble following orders.” I nodded at the ball of clothing-eating flame in her hand. “But you have the tools to discipline her.

      “Ally-cat,” I said, “say hello to your new boss. Refer to her as Miss Daeng.”

      Ally bit her lip but finally said, “Good morning, Miss Daeng. It will be a pleasure working with…” At my glare, she backtracked. “Working for you.”

      “Good morning, Ally,” said Daeng. “I’m sure we will get along well.” She looked regretfully at the orb of magic in her hand, and the flames died out. Ally heaved a sigh when the flames disappeared.

      Then the ball returned, the flames much brighter. “I’m sure more lessons won’t be necessary?” said Daeng.

      Ally’s good hand went to cover her head as if protecting her hair. “No, no,” she said. “I learn quickly.”

      The ball of flames faded away, much slower than before. Daeng reached into her purse. “One more item to make your costume complete. You must wear it every day.” She tossed the item to Ally, who grabbed it out of the air with her good hand.

      “Is this a name tag?” asked Ally. Then she turned it over. “No name. Why does it only have a number on it?”

      “That’s my old number,” said Daeng. “I want you to wear it every day to remind me about my past.”

      Ally gave Daeng a puzzled glance, then tried to pin the number to her blouse. Her broken hand stopped her until Kitty-Sue stepped in to help.

      “Ally,” I said, “the kind woman who helped you get dressed is Pam. She may drop in from time to time to check on our project.”

      “Good morning, Ms. Pam,” said Ally, not realizing she had met Pam in her kitsune form before.

      “Let’s get to work,” I said. “We have a flight to catch. Ally, show us what you’ve accomplished here.” I nodded at the computer on the desk.

      “Well,” she said, “I have leased these offices for us. I have rented a very nice apartment for Miss Daeng.” She opened a drawer and drew out a set of keys and handed them to Daeng. From the way Daeng’s eyes widened in surprise when she saw the address on the key chain, this must have been a very nice address.

      Ally sat down at on small stool in front of the computer to log in and show us documents. She grimaced when she tried to use the mouse with her right hand, shifted to use the mouse clumsily with her left, and took a long time to get logged in.

      “Stop,” I said. “Give me your hand.”

      “No!” she said. “I can do it! Don’t punish me, please.”

      “I’m not going to punish you, I’m going to fix your hand,” I said. I reached over and took her broken hand. An ultrasonic probe showed a mess. Hitting that desk had fractured many bones in her hand and ripped some tendons. Used to the regenerative abilities of a werewolf, she hadn’t known how bad the damage was. She should have seen a specialist.

      “What will it cost me?” she asked, wary of making a Deal with a magician.

      “You work for me now, right?” I asked. She nodded reluctantly.

      “You get the employee discount,” I said. “One year.”

      Her face broke, and tears flowed. “I’d rather cut my arm off than give you a year.”

      “OK,” I said, “your loss.” I released her hand, and it thumped to the desk, eliciting a gasp of pain from her. If she thought tears would change my mind, she didn’t know me at all.

      Kitty-Sue reached over and tapped Ally’s shoulder. The look of relief on her face was quickly followed by horror as she found her entire arm was numb. She jerked her arm off the desk, and it hung limply at her side.

      “Quit crying,” said Kitty-Sue. “The nerve block will go away in about ten minutes. I only did that to stop you from wailing. Why don’t you want to be healed?”

      Looking at me with a strange expression, she continued, “You know he ends up healing almost all the woman who try to kill him. You should take advantage of it.”

      “I can’t stand the thought of adding an extra year of being stuck in human form to my sentence,” said Ally.

      “I never said that,” I said. “I said I would have to take a year’s worth of your life energy to heal you.”

      “So, you won’t add any time to my imprisonment in this human form?”

      “Not for this healing,” I said. Any time? She was trying to get me to agree to limit my options. I hated dealing with lawyers. This Deal would have to be crystal clear.

      “Here’s the Deal,” I said. “You will lose one year of your life force. In exchange, I will repair all damage to your right hand.” I waved a hand expansively. “Hell, I’ll even throw in a complete physical.”

      “Will it hurt?” she whispered. I saw the twinge of her eyes as Kitty-Sue’s nerve block started to fade. Ally lifted her right hand up with her left and carefully placed it on the desk.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said as I took her hand in mine and concentrated on how to fix the mess. I looked up at her face to see tears seeping from her eyes.

      “Can you stop the pain, like she did?” asked Ally.

      “A nerve block will interfere with the healing,” I said. Then I asked, “Do you trust me?”

      She shook her head involuntarily. Yeah, she trusted me as much as I trusted her.

      “Then my sleep spell won’t work on you,” I said. “I only have one other option, endorphin overload to block the pain while I work.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Ally suspiciously.

      “I’ll increase your endorphin levels while I work. That will distract you from the pain.”

      “Is it addictive?” she asked.

      “No more addictive than good sex,” I said.

      “Great sex,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “Really great sex,” added Daeng.

      “I don’t know...” she said.

      I could tell she wanted to argue more, perhaps get some more concessions, but the pain was coming back. The brief respite caused by the nerve block must have made the renewed pain even worse.

      I rose from my seat; I didn’t have time to waste on healing crazy ex-werewolves. “I’m sure you can find a local doctor to patch you up. You’ll probably lose the use of your ring and pinky fingers, and your hand will always be stiff and hard to use. You’ll have to learn to text and type left handed. I’m sure you’ll adapt.”

      “I’ll be crippled,” she said.

      “You did it to yourself,” I said. She wasn’t going to get a lot of sympathy from me. “As long as you can still do your job, we’ll probably keep you around.”

      It was the probably that did it. “OK,” she said. “Fix my hand like new. Take one year of my youth. Not a minute more. I accept your Deal.”

      She sat back on the small secretary’s roll-around stool on the right of the desk, one leg crossed over the other. I barely looked when she crossed her legs.

      I sat in the executive chair. Ally gingerly laid her hand on the desk, palm up. She was shivering in fear and pain.

      I stroked her arm to get a feel for her energy flows. I sent a wave of endorphins through her brain, and she relaxed visibly. “Pull your top down,” I said.

      She started to object but instead licked her lips as a dreamy look came over her face. She reached up with her good hand to loosen the collar of her blouse. Her top opened, revealing her small pert breasts, with rigid nipples. Strange how moments before, when she had been completely nude, she hadn’t looked so enticing as with her blouse open.

      I raised my hand to touch her chest, and she grabbed my hand and placed it on her left breast. She seemed disappointed when I slid my hand up higher. I felt her nipple slide across my palm as my hand moved to the center of her chest, to her chakra.

      With my magic superconducting tattoo against her chakra, I drew off one year of her life force. She was still young, with a youth maintained by her recently lost werewolf nature. Only the sharpest eye could see the tiny wrinkles deepen slightly around her eyes.

      Healing someone with their own life force is a balancing act. With unlimited time, I could encourage the body to repair itself and use a minimal amount of energy. With severe time constraints, like when Daeng was injured, and moments from death, I would have to burn up a lot of energy to complete the same repairs. Daeng’s healing couldn’t have been done using her own life force; the damage had been too great. The energy for her healing had had to come from an external source. I had burned through the decades of energy taken from our attackers to save her.

      The concentration for healing leaves me vulnerable, and I was only barely aware of our surroundings. But Kitty-Sue was there to watch my back. I dimly heard and dismissed Bandit’s return with our breakfast items.

      Ally’s pain levels were rising, so I sent a fresh wave of endorphins through her body.

      “Sploosh,” said Kitty-Sue as the scent of Ally’s arousal wafted through the air. “Boss,” she said, “you might want to hold back on that.”

      I ignored her, almost done with the process. Bones went back in place, knitting together and healing; tendons reattached; swelling tissues shrank. Ally’s hand was as good as new.

      I took a moment to scan her body, looking for any problem areas. The bruises on her butt were quickly healed.

      Only her eyes were an issue. She had lost her werewolf-sharp vision and gone back to worse than average sight. She probably thought this was how all humans saw. I upgraded her vision to 20/20. No need, or Deal, to give her anything better. I certainly wasn’t going to give her any upgrades.

      I sat back and admired my work. Holding her hand up, I moved all her fingers and twisted her wrist to ensure free movement. I looked into her eyes, and she blinked rapidly, then looked around the office.

      Ally licked her lips again and wriggled on the stool; her nipples were still hard. She leaned closer and parted her lips to speak.

      Pam grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her back, pulling her blouse closed to cover her. “Boss,” she said, “turn off that orgasm whammy spell before she ruins the chair.”

      I looked down and saw I was still holding Ally’s hand. Very unprofessional. I let go, and she slid her hand back. She held it up and wriggled her fingers, then clapped her hands together like a child.

      “Are you happy with the results of your company physical?” I asked.

      Ally stared at her hand, the memory of the pain fading away as she moved her fingers. She peered at the far wall, where a calendar was mounted.

      “I can see the tiny print on the calendar,” she said. “I haven’t seen this clearly since I became human. Did you do something to my eyes?”

      “Just corrected your vision to 20/20,” I replied.

      “No extra charge?” she asked sharply.

      I looked at her levelly. “Don’t ever intimate that I lie or misrepresent a Deal.” I looked at her hand. “I can return it to its previous state with a snap of my fingers.”

      She covered her healed hand with her other, then looked down and said, “Sorry. I don’t do much business with magicians.”

      “Are you happy with the healing of your hand and eyes?” I asked. “You have to accept that the Deal is complete.”

      Ally’s eyes shifted back and forth as she tried to find a way to twist this to her advantage, but she finally said, “I accept that the Deal is complete,” completing the pledge.

      I looked over at the fresh donuts and coffee that Bandit had set on the table. Next to the food was the change from my money. Don’t know if I could ever trust a man named Bandit, but this time he had been honest.

      I grabbed a black drip coffee and a donut. After healing someone, I was always ravenous. That’s why I had asked Bandit to bring two boxes of donuts. I had forgotten that our group included a Pam-sized kitsune, a Muay Thai fighter, a female magician, and an ex-werewolf who had just undergone healing. The donuts disappeared faster than if they had been plopped down at a policemen’s convention. I only managed to get three for myself.

      While eating, I noticed that Ally was still squirming in her seat. The endorphin rush hadn’t worn off yet. She was eying the impressively muscled Bandit. Was she licking her lips because of the frosting or because of Bandit?

      Office romances were not my business; only the results mattered to me.

      While eating, between yearning glances at Ally, Bandit had been talking to Daeng. Turning to me, Daeng asked, “Ajarn-Scott, what salary did you offer to Bandit? What do you want him to do?”

      Then, plaintively, “What do you want me to do?”

      Wasn’t it obvious? Well, no, it wasn’t obvious. I had never discussed my plan with Daeng. Too much time spent retrieving artifacts, dancing with spirits, and burgling fae princes.

      I suddenly felt foolish, like the idiot sergeant I had had in Nam. He had never explained his objective, just threw out orders and expected everything to work out.

      “Our objective,” I said, “is to find and nurture magic users. Children like Toy are rare. Magical talent is easily squashed, misdirected, or destroyed. Many magic users end up in insane asylums, unable to relate to the mundane world.”

      Ally interjected. “So, all of this,” she said, waving her hand around the office, “is to help one little girl? Hell, just give her money for school. You’re going to end up spending millions to help one child.” She had the stubborn look of someone who was convinced that she had never had any help, neglecting that she had been part of a werewolf pack who had helped her every step.

      “Not just one child. I hope to find more,” I said. “And money can be a curse. This child needs training, needs protection from those that would abuse her talent, needs to know she isn’t crazy because she talks to spirits.”

      Ally had a calculating look, then said, “How rare are magicians? I know you, the ghost girl, Miss Daeng, and now this Thai girl. It seems like the witches have you outnumbered.”

      I don’t lie, but I can easily evade. “Chihuahuas have wolves outnumbered. Are you worried about them?” How rare are magicians? Too damn rare.

      “So that’s the mission,” I said. “Find and encourage magical talent in Thailand. Use the resources of this office to get them schooling and training in magic.” I looked at Ally, ensuring she understood. “Protect them from those who would do them harm.”

      “A Hogwart’s for Thai kids,” Kitty-Sue said.

      “And Bandit’s salary?” asked Daeng, returning to the original question.

      I looked at Pam, who had invited Bandit to Bangkok. She gave a tiny shake of her head, leaving the details to me. “He’s going to work from this office, running errands”—I nodded at the meal— “doing anything you need to be done. He’ll need to help Toy and Jack get to their English lessons after school. He’ll need to escort you and Toy to dancing lessons with Tani Tiger-Lily.”

      “And salary?” asked Daeng.

      “Give him twenty-five thousand baht a month,” I offered. Half of Daeng’s salary should be good for Bandit.

      A bit of chitter-chatter in Lanna Thai and Daeng turned to me. “Where will he live? With me?”

      “Only if you want,” I started, then stopped at Kitty-Sue’s headshake. “But it’s better if he has his own place to stay. He might see too much of the magical world if he stays with you.”

      “He could, um, you know, stay with me,” said Ally. “At least until he gets settled and finds his own place.” She licked her lips. Perhaps searching for stray crumbs, perhaps in anticipation. She was stroking her thigh with her recently repaired hand.

      We all looked at her in shock. The ice queen werewolf bitch was offering Bandit a place to stay? “Boss,” asked Kitty-Sue, “just how strong was that orgasm whammy you used?”

      Shaking my head at Kitty-Sue, I said, “It’s never had this effect before. Maybe they were destined to meet.” I had to smile at Kitty-Sue’s derisive snort.

      “In any case,” I continued, “those are things the local team will have to sort out with the manager.” I nodded at Daeng to let everyone know she was in charge. “We have to get going. We have a plane to catch.”

      “Wait,” said Daeng. She nodded at Ally. “What about her salary? Who will pay that? And how much is she to receive?”

      “A million dollars a year should be enough,” said Ally.

      “Nice try. How about a dollar a year?” I countered.

      Turning away from Ally, I said to Daeng, “Ally doesn’t need money. She already has a lot. She still receives money from her last job. You’re her salary.”

      “Me?” asked Daeng. “You expect me to...”

      “No,” I said hastily, “not that. Do you remember my curse?”

      “Something about eventually forgetting she was ever a wolf?” asked Daeng, with a puzzled expression.

      “Yes,” I said. Nodding at Bandit and Ally, I continued, “Magic protects itself from humans. Their memories shift, covering any evidence of magic, making them mundane.”

      At Daeng’s puzzled expression, I said, “Ask Bandit what happened to his old boss and co-workers.”

      A few sentences of Thai and Daeng looked at me in wonder. “He says they were all electrocuted by a lightning bolt.” In a lower voice, she continued, “He has no memory of you, your magic sword, Kitty-Sue, or John after the fight.”

      “That’s how humans react to magic,” I said. “If a human is not exposed to magic regularly, they forget it exists. A guy named Randi owes me a million dollars, but always forgets the bet. Now, why do you think someone like Ally wants to work with you?”

      “She can’t stay with her pack,” said Daeng. “She would be exiled or killed. She doesn’t know any other magic users. She needs to stay close to magic to remember her time as a werewolf. It’s her only chance to regain what she lost.”

      Ally, sore at being the subject of our conversation, interjected, “I know other magic users. You’re not that special.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “You mean the Witch’s Coven? How much did they ask to let you ‘serve’ them?”

      Ally opened her mouth to lie, saw our expressions, and changed her mind. “They wanted all of my shares in Selene Select Partners,” she said. “I would have been broke, and their servant for seven years.”

      She sniffed. “Your Deal was slightly better.”

      “You know witches always lie,” I said. “They’re the opposite of magicians.”

      Ally looked at me with scorn. “I think I could have written an ironclad contract.”

      “And who would enforce this contract?” I asked. She had no answer to that, and we were out of time.
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      We gathered ourselves and prepared to head to the airport. I shook Bandit’s hand; then he made a wai to us. Ally got a nod; I was hesitant to touch her hand again. The intimacy of the healing process, especially with someone I didn’t like, made it hard to touch again.

      Kitty-Sue surprised me by hugging Daeng, a hug that went on for a long time. She whispered something in Daeng’s ear that made the Thai girl smile.

      Kitty-Sue surprised me even more by hugging Ally. She also whispered something in Ally’s ear. Instead of smiling, Ally’s face turned white.

      In the taxi, I asked Kitty-Sue, “What were you whispering about?”

      “With Daeng,” she said, “just girl-talk, and a bit of advice.”

      “And with Ally-cat?”

      “I just told her what I’d do to her if she fucks up this plan of yours and anything happens to those kids.”

      At the airport, Kitty-Sue walked into a ladies’ room as Pam and came out as herself. I couldn’t help myself; I hugged her. It was comforting touching someone and not hearing the catalog of physical problems that always went through me when I touched a mundane.

      Kitty-Sue wasn’t used to public displays of affection; hand holding was her normal means of showing closeness. I felt her foxtail, invisible under her glamour, tickle my face. She chuckled and said, “Did you miss me?”

      I pulled back and grinned at her. “Of course,” I said, “you’re my favorite girlfriend.”

      I felt her claws at my back, ready to shred. “Favorite?” she muttered. “Only the favorite? And who else is on the list?”

      “Well,” I said, “I recently met this lady called Pam. She’s something else.”

      The claws retracted, and we pulled apart. I took her hand and started walking towards Customs.

      “I didn’t think you’d like Pam,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “What’s not to like?” I said. “She’s a big woman, strong, independent, and has a wicked sense of humor.”

      “She doesn’t have that quality all of your other girlfriends seem to have,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “What would that be?” I asked.

      “She hasn’t tried to kill you...” Long pause. “Yet.”

      An hour later, we were in the air, heading towards Haneda airport in Tokyo. The cute stewardess, excuse me, flight attendant, kept us topped up with first-class champagne. Even Kitty-Sue, normally a nondrinker in bodyguard mode, had a sip when I toasted her.

      After my third glass of champagne, I took her left hand in my right. Her hand was tougher than leather, had vicious claws that could slice through almost anything, had killed lord knew how many men, and fit in mine perfectly. “Have I told you how much you mean to me?”

      “Pak-wan,” she said, using the Thai term for a bullshitter. But she smiled and looked away and squeezed my hand.

      “Really,” I said. “I wanted you to know that before I face the samurai.” I had known since I became a magician that one day my vows would force me to accept a challenge that would end me. I was sure this was the one.

      We held hands for a few minutes before her irrepressible nature reasserted itself. “I think you’re acting like this because you want me to shift to my Pam body for outrageous sex.” Her grin lightened my soul.

      “Is Pam a member of the mile-high club?”

      She giggled. “Not yet.”

      I nodded to the restroom. “Want Pam to earn her wings?”

      “So, you like Pam?” she asked. Alarm bells went off; even a crazy kitsune would react badly to the wrong answer.

      “Only because she’s really you,” I said. An answer that would have made no sense to anyone but us.

      “She’s not, you know,” she said.

      “Not what?”

      “Not really me,” said Kitty-Sue. “It’s hard to explain to a non-shifter. Pam’s appetites are different than mine. I didn’t know until she grappled with Daeng.” Kitty-Sue looked at me and licked her lips. “She’s willing to do a lot of things I wouldn’t do.”

      I opened my mouth to answer and found myself speechless. This was one of those situations that women are great at: no matter what the man says, it can be taken wrong. I nodded and responded with a joke. “So, there’s a chance?” I asked, nodding at the restroom.

      Kitty-Sue reached over with her right hand, just as deadly as her left, and stroked my cheek. “After we finish this mission, I promise you a night of Pam-sized fun.” She chuckled. “Pam might be more woman than you can handle.”

      “It’s a date,” I said. It wasn’t until I was drinking my next glass of champagne that I realized that Kitty-Sue had gotten me to think beyond the present mission, to a future to hope for. Damn, she was smart.

      From Haneda, we took the monorail to Hamamatsucho station in the center of Tokyo.

      Then we took a taxi to the ANA Intercontinental Hotel. Although it delayed our trip to Hakone, Kitty-Sue insisted on going to the hotel for a meeting with her queen to report on our trip. I tried to convince her to head directly to Hakone. “Can’t you just email the queen?” At her headshake, I continued, “Facetime? How about that damn Tailbook account you have? Can’t you just friend the—” I stopped myself from completing the sentence, which might have saved my life.

      “No,” said Kitty-Sue, making the crossed-wrist gesture Japanese used to indicate they really mean it. “Kitsune have to meet in person. One can lie in an email or a video chat. In person, my queen can smell out the slightest deception. She insists I meet with her.”

      “OK,” I said, “let’s go and meet the queen.”

      “Gomenasai, Scott-san,” said Kitty-Sue. “This is a kitsune meeting. Rogue magicians are not invited.” She gave me the imploring look she used when her duty conflicted with her desires.

      “No problem,” I said. “I’ll just hang out in the bar. Grab me when you finish your audience with herself.”

      We split up in the hotel lobby. My mood improved when I saw my favorite barman behind the counter. “Nakamura-san,” I said. “It’s so good to see you here. How are you?”

      With a bow and a smile, he returned my greeting. In seconds, he had set a polished crystal tumbler on the bar, dropped in a single perfect cube of ice, and poured a generous shot and a half of my favorite drink. I picked up the glass and inhaled the aroma of Johnnie Walker Black Label before taking a sip of the ambrosia. I know, everyone knows only tasteless clods drink good whiskey with ice, and John Clayton hates blended scotch. Screw them all. I know what I like.

      “Please pour yourself a drink,” I said to Nakamura-san. As he prepared his drink, I continued, “How’s your mother? Were you able to take advantage of the Hakone Onsen?”

      He gave me a deep bow before replying. “Yes, she is feeling much better. The onsen has eased her arthritis. She now walks without pain. I thank you greatly for your help.”

      As I sipped again, he continued, “Although we are worried about her memory. She swears that she was almost crippled with arthritis until she started wearing that good health charm and visiting the onsen. We all know she was only starting to feel the effects of arthritis.”

      No, she had been bent almost double, living in constant pain, and ready to die before I made that health charm for her. Once again, mundanes’ memories rearranged themselves to avoid facing the fact that magic exists. Nakamura-san’s mother, wearing a magical amulet, retained some memories. But no one believed her.

      Sometimes I almost regret performing miracles and never receiving gratitude for the results. Then I remember the Salem witch trials, and how quickly gratitude can turn to hate, and push those thoughts away.

      “I’m happy that the onsen has made her feel better,” I said. “You and your family are always welcome to use it when we are not there.”

      Nakamura-san refilled our glasses, careful to give himself only a single shot, compared to my double. He was honest to a fault. Except when dealing cards, that is.

      Princess gave a warning buzz just before the approaching stench made me gag, just before a set of arms embraced me from behind. Her massive breasts rubbed against my back.

      “Hello, Scott,” said the voice of the woman that had almost killed me and had stolen my magic sword.

      Holding my breath, I turned around on the stool and smiled. “Hello, Nasty.”

      She stepped back a few feet, letting me draw a small breath through my mouth. Natsumi was Kitty-Sue’s older sister. I used to call her Naughty-Sue, until she tried to kill me. Then I switched to calling her Nasty. Kitty-Sue’s evil sister. No, not soap opera “evil.” She was “screw her sister’s boyfriend to death and rob his corpse” evil.

      “Did you miss me?” she asked.

      I had to admit she looked good. Black velvet hair on her tails and ears, more than ample bosoms, an ass to die for. She exuded sex appeal and had the attention of every man in the bar and even a few women. Her attraction was aided by her use of kitsune pheromones, sexual attractants that warped good sense. She was irresistible to everyone in the bar.

      Except for me. Due to some judicious auto-brain surgery, her particular brand of pheromones was disgusting to me. The only way to escape her trap had been to rearrange my neural pathways to invert the sensation of her scent. Instead of being incredibly attracting, it was redolent of garbage and dead bodies.

      Still, she looked good. The demon in my mind said, “Once you’re past the smell, you’ve got it licked,” and produced an image of nose plugs.

      Yeah, I wasn’t about to stick my dick back into that particular meat grinder. I locked the bad thoughts away.

      “Not in the least. Don’t you have a furry convention to attend?” I asked. “You’re still looking for your soulmate, right?”

      She showed her fangs, and her claws extended to slash, only to be stopped as Kitty-Sue appeared and took her arm in an iron grip. “Now, sis,” she said, “don’t be rude to my magician.” Kitty-Sue was more possessive around her sister.

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” said Nasty. “I was talking to that lovely sword.” She pointed but was careful not to try to grab Princess. Princess hated Nasty almost as much as I did. The zinggg! sound of a sword being drawn rang through the bar, Princess’ way of warning people just before attacking.

      Nakamura-san was watching, almost drooling, at Nasty’s sheer sex appeal. I snapped my fingers to get his attention. “Nakamura-san,” I said, “please get some drinks for my friends.” Looking at Kitty-Sue, I said, “A Shirley Temple for Kitty-Sue.” Then I looked at Nasty. “How about a strong-smelling drink for her strong-smelling sister?”

      “Strong smelling?” asked the barman. “I don’t know...”

      “Ouzo, make it two,” I said. I wouldn’t be able to enjoy the Johnnie Walker as long as she was around. The smell of licorice should cut down on her stench.

      “Ouzo it is,” said Nakamura-san, producing a nearly full glass of the strongly scented liquor. The fumes brought a short respite from Nasty’s stench. I kept the glass in front of my face so the ouzo fumes would block her smell. I briefly considered changing back so her smell didn’t bother me. Just one sniff, whispered my evil side. No fucking way.

      “Have you seen that the hotel has remodeled the rooms?” asked Nasty with her most innocent expression. “They have a new layout, with bigger beds. If you’re interested in seeing them again, I could give you a tour...”

      Looking her up and down, I said, “I’m not interested in revisiting old places. No matter how you dress them up, they still have an air of failure.” I took another sip of the ouzo before continuing. “Speaking of old things, didn’t you just have a birthday?”

      If looks could kill, well, I would have been dead as soon as she walked into the bar. Bringing up her age just added to her ire. Age was a touchy subject with Japanese women. A woman who passed her twenty-fifth birthday without a mate was called a “Christmas Cake.” A cake nobody wanted after the twenty-fifth.

      Turning to Kitty-Sue, I reached for her hand and asked, “All done with your meetings? We can go anytime.”

      “Yes,” she said, squeezing my hand in return. I paid Nakamura-san, not even balking at paying for the ouzo for Nasty. It was worth it to abate her smell.

      As we turned away, I said, “Oh, Nasty? Could you do me a favor?” She looked at me in surprise, then I continued, “Please tell your mother I said ‘hello.’”

      Yeah, it was rude, but she had tried to kill me. If she weren’t Kitty-Sue’s sister, she would have been sold off in an auction at a furry convention.

      We caught a taxi to the JR train station and hopped on the next train to Hakone. At least here the weather was nicer. I love Thailand, but the rainy season is a pain. Even Princess seemed happier after shifting from her umbrella to her cane shape.

      I leaned back in my seat and prepared to meditate. I needed to gather as much energy as possible before confronting the samurai.

      “Boss?” said Kitty-Sue in a hesitant voice. “We should talk about my meeting with the queen.”

      “Let me guess,” I said, “you asked for help against the samurai. She refused, saying she would be rid of a bothersome samurai ghost or a bothersome magician. Either way, she wins.”

      “She didn’t use those exact words,” said Kitty-Sue. “There was more.”

      “Did she add anything that would help in this venture?”

      “No, boss,” she said.

      “Then let’s talk after this is over,” I said.

      Kitty-Sue took a deep breath, then said, “Yes, boss. You get ready for the samurai.”

      Gathering energy on a moving train is hard, but not impossible. My reserves were increasing at a trickle. While meditating, I gnawed at the problem of the ghost samurai. His damn ectoplasmic bow was a formidable long-range weapon. Without my .45 and magic bullets, he had more range than me. What did I have to negate that trick?

      Nothing. Speeding up would let me evade the arrows, but since the bastard had an inexhaustible supply, he would eventually wear me down. Could Princess block those arrows without sending the shocks through to me? Princess could survive the shocks; hell, she might enjoy them, but I would be incapacitated.

      I had to convince the samurai to pass on to the next world once I returned his armor. He had promised. Could I trust his promise? Hell, no. He was a rōnin who had betrayed his master. Lying to me wouldn’t even register to him as an issue.

      Could I beg Ashley for help? No, she had already stated that she would not—or could not—interfere in the eviction of the samurai. What good are supernaturally powerful girlfriends if they can’t help you exorcise a damn ghost?

      How about Ashley’s eggshell? That was an immensely powerful object, with more potential energy than an idle nuclear power plant. And just as tricky to extract energy from. It would take months of study to allow me to access that energy.

      Who else could I ask for help? The kitsune queen had already made her opinion known; she would be no help. The queen was the most powerful supernatural entity I knew in Japan.

      I thought briefly about asking Jorōgumo for help. Yes, that’s how desperate I was. Her previous incarnation had trapped me in her web and tried to drain me of life and magic. I had escaped only by the hair of my fake teeth. I shuddered at the price she would ask and put that thought aside.

      Could Koji-san and the other Ritualists help? It was their asses on the line, as well as mine. They were the equivalent of a Cub Scout troop when what I needed was Seal Team Six. Still, they could gather energy, feed it to me for the fight, and protect the civilians.

      Yes, that was the best of many bad options. As we pulled into the Hakone train station, my eyes snapped open. I said, “OK, Kitty-Sue, here’s my plan. We will ask Koji-san and the Ritualists to help. They can gather energy for me and protect the descendants of those who betrayed the samurai. With their help, we have a good chance to defeat the ghost.”

      Kitty-Sue looked at me with a serious expression, all traces of her joking nature gone. “Bad news about that plan, boss,” she said.

      She held up her iPad, and I saw entries on the Japanese version of Facebook. It looked like Koji-san was on fucking vacation in Hokkaido, as far away from Hakone as possible.
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        It’s a Trap; There’s Two of Us

      

      

      In the taxi on the way to the Hattori Hakone Onsen, my anger grew. Damn Koji and his worthless group of sycophants. I mulled over dark thoughts of revenge until I felt the sharp jab of Kitty-Sue’s elbow in my side. Looking over at her, I opened my mouth to rip into her. She pointed with her nose at the taxi’s GPS screen, which was flickering and flashing with random static. The car’s engine started coughing and sputtering.

      Shit. I was so angry that magic was leaking out and affecting anything electronic nearby. Under Kitty-Sue’s reproving look, I calmed my racing heart and lowered my emanations. The GPS screen cleared, and the car’s engine started running smoothly again.

      I nodded to her to let her know I appreciated her feedback. We pulled into the hotel, and in ten minutes, we were in the suite’s onsen. I was so fixated on our situation that I never noticed Kitty-Sue getting undressed and slipping into the water. It was then that I realized how serious this was. The day I can’t enjoy a peek at a beautiful woman is the day I give up. I noted she kept the jewel-studded collar out of the water, although it was a powerful magical artifact impervious to most forces.

      I slid gingerly into the hot, hot water. Although not as powerful as the haunted onsen, this onsen was very good. The volcanic flows that heated the water to near boiling also conducted magical energy from the center of the earth to the surface.

      On a nearby table, my iPhone was propped up, streaming a selection of music with Spotify. Right now, the selection was acoustic. The relaxing tunes spread through the room.

      I made a pillow of my small towel and leaned my head back to rest it on the edge of the pool. After a few deep breaths and a centering exercise, I was calmer. The trickle of magical energy increased, continuing my task to fill my reservoirs.

      Through lidded eyes, I watched Kitty-Sue as she watched me. Once she saw my face calm and breathing slow, so did hers.

      After fifteen minutes in the water, I was reaching my limit, both in heat and in magical absorption. Due to my interaction with Ashley, my reservoirs were much larger, but using ambient magic to fill them still took a long time.

      “So, boss,” said Kitty-Sue after several more minutes, “what’s our plan?”

      “We have to convince the samurai to pass on to the next world and give up on his dreams of vengeance,” I said. “Or destroy him,” I added.

      “Pass on?” she asked. “He’s an onryō. Their only purpose is vengeance. What if he doesn’t want to move on?”

      “Once he has his armor back,” I said, “with all that extra magical weaponry, nobody can force him through that door.”

      “So, don’t give him the damn armor,” said Kitty-Sue.

      “I already vowed to return his armor,” I said sourly. “Breaking that vow would have severe consequences.”

      “How severe?” she asked. “Losing your hocus-pocus severe? Losing an eye severe? Losing an arm severe?” She peered at me through half-lidded eyes. “You know I’d still like you without magic?” she said.

      Ignoring her reassurance, I said, “Worse than that, I’ll probably die. It would be worth it to eliminate the samurai, but even my dying can’t guarantee that.”

      “We face death every day,” said Kitty-Sue with a warrior’s determination.

      I reached over and traced the heart-shaped scar on her naked breast. “It’s not my life I’m worried about.” This damn link that tied her life to mine; if only I could break it.

      She took my hand in hers and brought my fingers to her lips for a kiss. “I like hopeless battles,” she said. “I don’t regret one minute of our time together.”

      “If only Akiko were here,” I said. “As a spirit, she could match the samurai trick for trick.”

      “She had to take her chance,” said Kitty-Sue. “She was going insane, losing contact with the real world.” Kitty-Sue wore an introspective look. “It was getting worse over the last few months.”

      “I hadn’t noticed,” I said.

      “She couldn’t even haunt her family,” said Kitty-Sue. “Her presence just made them more attractive to supernatural threats.”

      Kitty-Sue shook her head in exasperation. “I think the fact her family stopped talking about her was difficult for her. Nobody wants to know they are fading from their family’s memory.”

      “She has us as a family,” I said, then had a second thought. I had taught her magic, called her part of my family, and made love to her, but did she know how much she meant to us? I hadn’t even noticed she was in pain.

      “Although I haven’t been a good partner,” I said. I shuddered, despite the heat of the onsen. The damage an unhinged ghost magician like Akiko could cause would be devastating. I would hate to have to destroy her.

      “Well,” said Kitty-Sue, “she has a mortal form for now. That will keep her grounded. Too bad she got stuck in Jane’s body.”

      “If the bastard John had decided to help,” I continued, “a fighter like him, wielding Princess, would have been more than a match for the samurai.”

      “So, you and Princess can’t match the samurai?” Kitty-Sue looked over at Princess leaning against the wall in her cane form. A zither-like riff, sounding remarkably like a snort, came from her.

      “Princess is powerful and very talented,” I said. “When we’re together, I’m the weak link.” Princess stayed quiet for a moment, then strummed agreement.

      Kitty-Sue shook her head violently. “Stop thinking about what you don’t have. No Akiko, no monkey-man, no big tank of hocus-pocus juice. Screw that. Concentrate on what you do have.”

      I felt my expression turn sour. “I have a sword, but not enough skill; I have a bag of tricks that won’t work on a ghost; I have a broken pistol and no more magic bullets; and I have a vow I can’t break.”

      The music changed suddenly, now playing the Imagine Dragons’ cover of “Stand By Me.” A cool breeze, with the faintest hint of the Aegean Sea, blew across my face, softer than a lover’s caress.

      “I have the support of the Muse of Music,” I said.

      “Your imaginary girlfriend,” scoffed Kitty-Sue. The music changed to “Imaginary Lover” by the Atlanta Rhythm Section.

      I stopped for a moment and caressed her face. “I have the best damned kitsune assassin in the world.”

      The music changed again, now playing “I Can See For Miles,” by The Who. I continued, “But the ghost will see you coming from a mile away.”

      I slumped back into the hot water, ignoring the increasing temperature. I was getting light-headed from the heat.

      “If only you could trick the bastard,” she said. “No kitsune believes in fighting fair.”

      “Neither do I. But I can’t lie to trick him,” I said.

      I watched Kitty-Sue through the steam, the vapors obscuring her features. I remembered Akiko and how her body had displaced the water when she entered the pool, leaving a body-shaped void. A void that someone else could fit into. An idle thought, or a subconscious hint?

      The music changed again, now playing a very old song, “Judy In Disguise,” by John Fred and His Playboy Band. Thanks, Euterpe, I thought.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I asked, “you remember shifting into Akiko’s form when she possessed you?”

      “Of course,” she said, raising an eyebrow, “during our threesomes.” She chuckled at happy memories, then continued, “I can imitate her exactly. But I can’t turn into a ghost, much less a ghost magician. In her form, all I have is my kitsune magic and physical skills.” A crystal blade suddenly appeared in her hand, glittering with magic. “I don’t know if these will affect a ghost.”

      She frowned, then said, “I wanted to find out, but Akiko would never let me experiment on her.”

      “But you do have a talent that neither Akiko nor I have,” I said.

      “What? she asked, brow furrowed in puzzlement.

      “You can lie.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We returned to our bedroom for the next phase. A night of preparation, spent crafting spells and discussing the imitation game.

      After my third attempt to correct Kitty-Sue’s recitation, she snapped. “This Rōnin doesn’t even know Akiko; he will never ask about her family. Stop filling my head with details I don’t need.”

      “I just want you to be ready,” I said.

      “I am ready,” she replied. “Any question he throws at me will be answered with a lie.” She took my hand. “And I’m a good liar. I can handle the questions.”

      “How good?” I asked. “This has to be perfect.”

      She walked over, took my hands in hers, looked deeply into my eyes with that hypnotic vixen gaze, and whispered in a heartfelt tone, “I love you.”

      I couldn’t breathe for a moment. Where had this declaration come from? Kitty-Sue hated the “L” word. I stuttered for a second, trying to prepare a response. “I-I-I lo—”

      She put a finger to my lips to stop me. “See how good a liar I am, boss,” she said with a grin. “Don’t worry about the lies, I’ve got that covered.”

      She dropped her hands and turned away, pacing as she thought. “How about this aura thing? Whenever I shifted to Akiko’s form before, you could always tell us apart by our auras. Will the samurai be able to do the same thing?”

      “I’ve got a spell that will camouflage your aura,” I said. “As long as you maintain her shape, nobody can tell you from Akiko. It would fool even me.”

      Kitty-Sue yawned and looked at her phone to check the time. It was after 2:00 a.m. I had tricks to push the need for sleep away, but Kitty-Sue needed to rest.

      “Why don’t you take a nap?” I said. “I’ll wrap up these spells and wake you when it’s time to go.”

      Instead of protesting, Kitty-Sue nodded and curled up on the bed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At 10:00 a.m. the next morning, we were dropped off by a taxi a short distance from the trail that led to haunted onsen. Kitty-Sue had shape-shifted into a perfect duplicate of Akiko. As the taxi pulled away, I pulled Princess and a scabbard from my satchel and strapped her on.

      Between one step and the next, Kitty-Sue’s outfit changed. Her blouse and skirt combo was gone. She was now wearing a Maiko costume consisting of a flower print kimono with wide sleeves, an elaborate obi wrapped tightly around her waist, and traditional wooden-bottom sandals. Her face was expertly made up with pure white makeup, ruby red lips, and mascara-lined eyes. Her kansashi hair ornaments tinkled slightly in the breeze. It was strange to hear anything, as the real Akiko was a silent ghost and Kitty-Sue was a stealthy assassin.

      “One more item,” I said, pulling out a red-framed pair of ectoplasmic glasses. I put them on her and said, “Now you’re perfect.”

      “Of course,” she replied in a perfect imitation of Akiko’s voice.

      I leaned closer and inhaled deeply with my eyes closed. “You even smell like her,” I said. Memories of Akiko flashed through my mind, triggered by her scent: Akiko studying her magical texts, pushing her glasses up on her cute nose; her charming laugh when I told her a joke; the wild look in her eyes when we made love.

      Kitty-Sue pushed me back, not ungently, and said, “I miss her, too.”

      To change the subject, I examined Kitty-Sue’s dress. There was something that didn’t seem right.

      “There’s something about your kimono that looks different,” I said. “When Akiko dresses in a kimono, she wraps it differently. Right-over-left, instead of left-over-right?”

      Kitty-Sue raised an immaculate eyebrow and said, “In Japan, the living wear their kimono left-over-right. When we bury our dead, the kimono is wrapped right-over-left. Ghosts always wear their kimonos as they were laid to rest. That’s why Akiko always wears her kimono that way.”

      “Oh,” I said. I had been her teacher for years and never noticed that detail. What other details had I missed? So much to learn, so little time. Did the immortals also feel the pressure of time?

      “And now your kimono is left-over-right because your powerful magician master managed to bring you back to life,” I said. That’s the story we had settled on. A story that could only be used due to Kitty-Sue’s shape-shifting and prevarication talents.

      “Are you sure you will be able to move in that outfit?” I asked as we neared the ward that circled the onsen. “You look like you’re wrapped up tighter than a Christmas gift.”

      “Yes,” she said, “that’s why Velcro was invented.”

      At the border of the ward, I took Princess in hand and willed her flames to appear. I drove her into the ground and urged our power to merge with the spells that protected the onsen, or protected the world from the inhabitant of the onsen.

      Kitty-Sue’s hand dropped to her thigh, and she rubbed it as if she had been stung by a bee. “Boss,” she asked, “what the hell was that?”

      “The ward was ready to fail,” I said. “Now I’ve merged my energy with the ancient magic to bolster it. As long as I live, the ward will stand.”

      “You should warn a girl before you do something like that,” she said. “I felt that through the collar.”

      Looking at her kimono-clad leg, I said, “You’re wearing an Artifact of Power like a garter belt?”

      “Of course. Couldn’t wear it around my neck. It doesn’t go with this outfit, and I wasn’t going to leave it. It’s my most precious possession.” She paused for a moment. “Besides you, of course.”

      I willed Princess to calm her flames and slid her into my scabbard. I took Kitty-Sue’s hand, and we stepped over the border together. The quiet of the forest descended, all traces of external noise blocked, only the chirping of the insects and tweeting of the birds audible now. The air smelled incredibly clean.

      It was a good day.

      Inside the boundary of the onsen, I could feel no magical lines of force. The samurai guarded the energy jealously, not allowing anyone else to use it. I wouldn’t be able to recharge until the samurai was gone. I turned to internal resources, like a scuba diver putting on a regulator.

      Kitty-Sue walked on unconcerned. Kitsune magic didn’t have the same limitations as human magic. Her deadly skills were also unaffected by location.

      We reached the glade in front of the hot spring, the spot we had used for our picnic and bargaining session with the samurai.

      “Arashi Shichiro Takeda!” I called out. “I stand ready to complete our bargain.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      
        The Foresworn Samurai

      

      

      I stood for several minutes, but the samurai did not appear. Was he playing a waiting game? Hoping the wards would fade so he could escape and not face me?

      Kitty-Sue sniffed and turned her Akiko button nose directly to our left. “He’s over there, invisible to humans and magicians.”

      “But not to my talented apprentice,” I said. “Please translate what I say. Takeda-san, if you can hear me, I bring your armor and compel you to fulfill your end of the bargain.”

      I expected him to attack, but he didn’t. By following Kitty-Sue’s gaze, I could tell that he was moving to stand in front of us, about twenty feet away.

      He came into visibility slowly, as if appearing was painful for him. His form wavered in and out of visibility, looking as if a stiff breeze was all that was needed to blow him away.

      All bullshit of course. I had also read Sun Tzu. Appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak.

      Once his form was completely visible, he bowed to me, then gave a much shallower bow to Kitty-Sue. I matched his bow, an acknowledgment of equality. Kitty-Sue, in keeping with her presumed appearance and status, bowed much lower.

      Kitty-Sue spoke with the samurai for several minutes. I waited calmly, expressing no interest in the conversation. Of course, the samurai noted that my apprentice now was in human form, no longer a spirit. The plan was for Kitty-Sue to use this to convince the samurai that I was such a powerful magician that I could even return the dead to life.

      Appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak.

      All we needed for the plan to work was for the samurai to express a wish for a new life. I could then force him to pass on, dooming him to his “new life.”

      The samurai drifted around Kitty-Sue, examining her from all angles. He was careful not to approach too closely. He took a few deep breaths, despite the fact that ghosts don’t need to breathe, to examine my student with all senses. Kitty-Sue’s pheromone control made it possible to duplicate Akiko’s scent perfectly, so even this test was passed.

      The samurai finally faced me again and bowed, much lower than before, to show respect for the level of power I had demonstrated. Then he spoke at length.

      Kitty-Sue turned to me and said, “Takeda-san says that he fears he is too weak to accept a new life.” She paused before continuing, “Unless his essence is revived by the return of his armor. Even then, he feels it is time for him to move on, as per your previous agreement.”

      I triggered a spell, one I had used several times in the past. A door appeared, hanging in midair. A door to the afterlife. The door looked different depending on the viewer, colored by their perceptions. The spell took about ten percent of my reserves.

      “Please tell Takeda-san that he needs expend no effort to cross over,” I said. “I have provided the means to allow him to go to his reward. Without donning that armor that no doubt holds painful memories for him.”

      By the quickly quelled look of astonishment on his face, the samurai hadn’t expected me to be able to perform any powerful magic inside his onsen, where he controlled all magical flows. Returning Akiko to life was powerful magic, but with the proper resources, could be accomplished.

      Too bad our vows prevented us from stealing a life to bring the real Akiko back.

      Creating an afterlife portal without using ambient magic was much more impressive than reviving a ghost.

      Appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak.

      Now it was up to Kitty-Sue to use her talent as a liar to trick the samurai through that door.

      And she was a magnificent liar. From the snatches of the conversation I could understand, she cajoled, enticed, and promised heavenly rewards once the samurai passed on.

      Hell, she could have talked me into going through the door even though I had a lot left to do in this world.

      But all the talk was as nothing to the samurai. He refused the chance at a new life. He was fixated on his vengeance, insisting that he would pass on only after his armor was returned.

      If only he could have been convinced to request I give him another life. I would have shoved him through that door into his next life faster than one of his damned arrows.

      The advantage of him arguing with Kitty-Sue was that I was bound to tell the truth, as was the real Akiko. Kitty-Sue was free to ignore his comments and continue her attempts to convince him.

      The eloquence of Kitty-Sue’s speech ran up against the iron-hard stubbornness of an onryō, a vengeance ghost. They were incredibly single-minded. The samurai turned to me and made his demand clear, holding out his hand to receive his armor.

      Driven by my vow to return his armor, I reluctantly reached into my bag and pulled out the helm I had received from Ashley. I handed it over first. As he placed the helm on his head, the ancient metal merged with the ectoplasmic helmet he sported.

      The addition of the helm increased his power, as well as his control over the magical flows of the onsen. Where before, he had only enough control to deny the magic to anyone else, now he could absorb more of the onsen’s energy.

      But the helm wasn’t enough for him. He continued to hold out his hand. The slightest grin on his face showed he knew I had the rest of his armor and had to return it to keep my vow.

      I pulled the armor out of my satchel and lifted it up. To a magician’s vision, it glowed with energy. Delicate traceries of inlaid runes spider-webbed over the armor, magical energy conductors almost as good as my dragon blood tattoos.

      I couldn’t keep a look of despair from crossing my face as I handed the armor over. The samurai smiled in triumph as he grabbed the armor and slithered his ectoplasmic body inside. I stepped back as he donned the armor to allow room to maneuver.

      Kitty-Sue moved faster than humanly possible, placing her body between me and the samurai. Still my bodyguard, even though our plan was in tatters. My hope now was that the samurai would be compelled to fulfill his vow and pass through the door into the afterlife.

      I nodded at the door and said through Kitty-Sue, “Our bargain is almost finished. It’s time for you to go to your reward.” Which I hoped included centuries of torture.

      The samurai laughed, the first time he had displayed strong emotion. Buoyed by the power conferred by rejoining with his armor, he placed a hand on his sword and shook his head.

      A part of me wondered at how someone could so easily break a vow, while the rest recognized that an honorless rōnin would have no problem breaking the latest in a long string of broken vows.

      Kitty-Sue spat a sentence at him in archaic Japanese. His eyes narrowed in anger, but he held back. He had no idea of the power that this reborn ghost magician could wield.

      His eyes darted back and forth between us. Any attack aimed at me would have to go through Kitty-Sue and her unknowable talents.

      Instead of attacking, he sped away, making a beeline for the edge of the warded onsen, eager to escape and start killing. He was confident that the added energy of his armor would be enough to shatter the wards.

      Deep in my soul, I felt the clash of his armor against the wards. The wards I had tied to my life force as reinforcement. Less than a second later, the sound of the crash rang through the glade.

      He was back in a flash, spectral eyes glowing a fiery red and radiating menace. He halted in an inertia-denying second when he saw my hand on the pommel of Princess.

      “Takeda-san,” I said calmly, “your only exit from this glade is through that door.” I nodded at the floating portal. Kitty-Sue translated my words, but the gestures were clear.

      In a whispered aside, Kitty-Sue said, “Couldn’t you just hocus-pocus the door in front of his flying ass?” Kitty-Sue was very practical. Too bad the rules forbade those kinds of tricks.

      “You have to choose to go through the door,” I said, both to the samurai and Kitty-Sue.

      The ghost samurai, who had waited centuries to escape, crossed his arms. Every line of his stance indicated he knew the wards would soon fail and all he needed to do was be patient a bit longer. The glow from his eyes faded away.

      “Takeda-san,” I said, taking a gamble, “your only exit is through the door to the afterlife. I have reinforced the wards with potent magics. As long as I live”—Kitty-Sue gave me a sharp glance to let me know she didn’t like telling the samurai this— “the wards will hold. I’ll come back in a hundred years to see if you’ve mellowed.”

      I backed away from the ghost, motioning for Kitty-Sue to precede me down the trail. She gave a minute shake of her head. It was her job to protect me, not mine to protect her. I had a brief struggle with my conscience, then realized that if I died, so would she, and the wards would be down, freeing the samurai.

      We were halfway across the glade, backing away slowly, when I noticed the samurai’s eyes. With each step we took, they pulsed with red, becoming brighter and brighter. I tightened my grip on Princess and loosened her in her scabbard.

      Perhaps he interpreted this as fear, perhaps he just snapped, but the samurai attacked. He flowed across the intervening distance much faster than a human could move.

      But not faster than a kitsune. Kitty-Sue was in front of him. Instead of facing his charge head-on, she slid to one side, the sound of Velcro releasing accompanying her change in stance. Then as he neared, she was grabbing his chest-plate and twisting, throwing the samurai to the side. I had once seen an Aikido master perform a similar move, but not that fast. For once, the armor was an impediment to the samurai, as it remained solid, allowing Kitty-Sue to use it as leverage.

      There had been a flurry of hand moves when they had touched, too fast for me to follow. Kitty-Sue’s move had put a few yards between them. She held one of her kansashi hair ornaments in her hand. The ornament had been a hidden weapon.

      Sneaky Maiko. The knife should have easily pierced the samurai’s armor, but the blade was now bent and twisted.

      Kitty-Sue tossed the blade to the ground. “So, silver doesn’t work,” she said. Then she smiled, her feral grin looking out of place on Akiko’s face. “I have lots of other blades.”

      The samurai held his hand up in triumph. During their exchange, he had managed to pluck Kitty-Sue’s glasses from her face. His grin said, more clearly than words, “I’ve got you now. I have taken your magic glasses. If you can’t see me, you can’t harm me with your magic.”

      “Oh, really,” said Kitty-Sue, drawing one of her crystal blades and throwing it unerringly to hit the samurai in his ghostly eye. “It doesn’t seem to have affected my aim.”

      The blade, charged with kitsune magic, would have been deadly to the living and damaging to most supernaturals, but the ghost samurai was tough. He reached up and pulled the blade from his ectoplasmic eye. The blade wriggled in his iron-hard grip, but was unable to move. The tiny, glittering motes of magic faded away from his damaged eye and the ectoplasm reformed, leaving him as good as new. Only a slight dimming of his face indicated how much the recovery had cost him. Unfortunately, with access to the energy of the onsen, he quickly returned to full power.

      He threw the crystal blade back at Kitty-Sue, faster than human, but slower than her. She reached up with a lazy motion and plucked the blade from the air. She nodded, as if to thank him for returning her property. Suddenly, she was holding four blades, two in each hand, ready to throw.

      The exchange had given the samurai time to draw his sword. Like me, Kitty-Sue preferred to attack from a distance, especially if her opponent was a sword-wielding bastard, so she threw her four blades one after another.

      However, just as the yaksha’s club had done, the samurai’s sword deflected the knives. He used the same technique the yaksha had used, aiming one of the deflected blades at me, the man whose death would free him from the onsen. The disappointment on his face when the knife curved around me and flew back to Kitty-Sue’s waiting palm was sweet.

      I took a breath and started speeding up my metabolism, I would need every advantage in this fight.
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        Savage Samurai Swordfight

      

      

      Kitty-Sue continued throwing her blades; each time a knife was deflected, she called it back to throw again. The result was a continuous rat-tat-tat ringing out through the glade, her four knives appearing as a continuous stream of projectiles.

      I briefly wondered how long she could keep up this effort as I reached into my bag and pulled out a weapon. I didn’t have my magic .45 and enhanced rounds, but I still had some mundane weapons.

      I took my shooter’s stance and brought up my Glock 21 to aim at center mass. A quick look at his backdrop showed clear, and I started firing. The first shot bounced off his armor but got his attention. His damned armor was bulletproofed, so I aimed for his head. Did ghosts have a T-zone?

      No matter, now that he knew I was shooting, he evaded my shots like Neo in the Matrix. And he still managed to keep deflecting Kitty-Sue’s blades. My thirteen rounds were soon exhausted with no effect on the fight. I dropped the Glock back into my satchel.

      Staying back far enough to be safe allowed the hyper-fast bastard time to evade. This fight would have to take place close together.

      I pulled Princess and held her in my left hand, my dominant hand. No screwing around trying to trick him with a right-handed attack and then switching. That trick only worked on idiots and werewolves.

      Even with my increased metabolism, he was still much faster than me. I used a portion of my remaining magical reserves to transfer inertia and momentum from my body, allowing me to move even faster. My satchel cinched itself tighter and slid up to stay on my back, safely out of the way.

      As I closed on the samurai, I felt Princess reach out through our connection, sharing her skills with me. My steps changed into a smoother gait, keeping my center of gravity perfect for an attack.

      I saw Kitty-Sue glide closer, never stopping hurling her blades. I was close enough that I could hear tiny grunts of effort as she threw each knife, the clang as it was deflected by the samurai’s sword, and the smack as the knife returned to her hand for another throw.

      The samurai changed his stance, angling so that he could see both of his attackers. He was the apex of our deadly triangle, subject to simultaneous attacks, but still managed to deflect both Kitty-Sue’s knives and Princess. Damn, that bastard was fast.

      Kitty-Sue moved in even closer, no longer throwing her knives, but using them to slash at the samurai’s arms while evading his overhand slashes with inhuman speed.

      For the barest instant, the scene froze. Kitty-Sue was crouched low, both hands holding her crossed knives above her head. At the intersection of those blades, the samurai’s sword was trapped. Glittering kitsune magic flowed over the knives, becoming too bright to watch where their weapons touched.

      The bastard was open. I pulled Princess back and prepared a killing thrust while channeling magic through my weapon.

      But my strike was too slow. With neither a fae’s time-warping abilities nor a ghost’s ability to ignore inertia and momentum, I wasn’t fast enough to save Kitty-Sue.

      The samurai freed his blade and thrust it through Kitty-Sue’s heart. The energy of his blade met with the magic of the phantom dagger that already occupied her heart. The result was a magical explosion that threw Kitty-Sue’s body ten yards away. She landed in a lifeless heap.

      Princess and I screamed together, adding more energy to our thrust. Surely no armor forged of man and magic could withstand our attack. We were wrong.

      The resulting explosion threw me many yards away. Princess flew from my nerveless grip. I tried to use my arm, only to find it was broken in three places, bones shattered by the released energies.

      I looked over the glade to Kitty-Sue’s body, appearing lifeless, and Princess. My Princess was severely damaged, the blade bent nearly to ninety degrees.

      “That magic blade will be an excellent addition to my trophies,” said the samurai in English. The bastard had been holding out. Not only was he fast enough to dodge bullets, he had also been pretending that he only spoke that old version of Japanese. Now he stood above my injured body, sword held high, ready to deliver a killing blow, just as my vision had foretold. I hated being right.

      I slowed time desperately, spending years of my life force in a futile attempt to delay his final strike.

      My palm itched to bring Princess back to continue the fight. Nothing happened. As I looked, the blade attempted to straighten, accompanied by hypersonic screams of anguish. Still, she slid a few inches closer to my hand. I closed my fist, canceling the calling. Another blow like that would destroy her; I couldn’t risk her destruction. The release of all that fae magic could be worse than freeing the samurai.

      My most potent weapon damaged and screaming in pain; magic useless against his armored form; even the formidable Kitty-Sue unconscious or dying; I lay under the sun-dappled tree awaiting the killing stroke of this samurai.

      “You could have never beat me,” he said. “Reunited with my armor, neither human, spirit, nor magic can harm me.”

      He raised his sword higher, enjoying his moment of triumph. With my death, the wards that kept him trapped in this onsen would fall, allowing him to ravage the descendants of his enemies.

      I took my last breath, admiring the blue of the sky, the green of the trees, and the cool feel of the grass under my body.

      As the sword started to descend, a body hurled feet first into the samurai’s chest, throwing him back twenty feet. I was astounded to see that the magical armor had dented under the impact of those bare feet.

      My savior landed lightly on her bare feet in front of me. An auburn-haired female, muscled like a bodybuilder, moving with the grace of a ninja, advanced on the prone samurai.

      “Neither human, nor spirit, nor magic can harm you?” she said in a strangely echoing voice. “How about all three in one?”

      I recognized the voices. This was sweet Lady Jane’s body, inhabited by the ghost of Akiko, the most powerful mage in Japan.

      The samurai scrambled to his feet. He looked longingly at his sword, which had landed dozens of paces away, then measured the distance to his adversary. No chance to retrieve the sword without turning his back on the new enemy.

      With a snarl, he manifested his ectoplasmic bow and arrows, swiftly sending three shafts at Jane and Akiko’s body.

      Moving faster than even my speed-enhanced vision could follow, Jane/Akiko snatched the arrows from midair. Transferring all three shafts to one hand, Jane/Akiko whistled, and the arrows drooped like withered flowers.

      Looking from the limp arrows to the samurai’s crotch, Jane/Akiko smiled and said, “Looks like you have erect-arrow dysfunction.” She tossed the arrows to the ground, and they disappeared before touching the soil.

      The samurai grunted, and his bow and arrows disappeared. He rushed his opponent, intent on overpowering her using his greater size.

      He had underestimated her speed. I barely saw her drop, left hand and left foot planted on the earth, her right leg sweeping out and catching the samurai’s legs. His rush continued, but then he was airborne, unable to change direction or speed.

      But the bastard was good. Even encumbered by the armor, he managed to curl and roll, and ended up on his feet again in microseconds.

      As I struggled to rise, the two opponents closed to within striking distance. A flurry of kicks and punches followed, the sound of their strikes rolling through the glade like thunder. I saw magic coalesce at the points on her body where the samurai’s blows landed, protecting her. His kicks and punches were powerful but blunted by her magic.

      Jane/Akiko’s strikes were faster, much faster, but didn’t seem to have much effect on the samurai.

      I finally made it to my feet, then pulled my useless left arm straight and stuffed my left hand into my belt to keep it from interfering and prepared to help.

      But how to help? Compared to these two, I was slow and clumsy. Princess was injured and bent. I bitterly regretted the loss of my god-killer round and the .45, but even if I had it still, shooting while they were fighting at that speed would risk hitting Jane/Akiko.

      It was then I noticed the pattern of her attack. While enduring numerous blows that she could have evaded, she was hitting the samurai in the same spot on his armor. The spot she had dented with her foot-first entrance. Each blow flashed magical lightning. She was weakening the protections of the armor. The protections that served to block all magical attacks.

      With the last flurry of precisely aimed blows, the armor’s runes broke with a snap. Jane/Akiko stepped back, breathing in gasps. I could see their combined auras were dimmed, almost flickering to extinction. Now that the samurai was vulnerable to magical attack, they had no more magic to use.

      The samurai had also been working towards a goal. He had directed the fight to place him close to where his sword had landed. He stepped back over his blade and picked it up in a blink.

      Against the unarmed samurai, Jane/Akiko had prevailed. Against the samurai armed with his magical sword, she had no chance. I was steps away, but my one-armed charge would only slow him down for an instant.

      I prepared to charge, to give my life to allow Jane/Akiko to survive, when I glanced down and saw Princess at my feet. A thought flashed through my brain, a last attempt. I picked up the badly damaged blade: my Princess, my bloodthirsty instrument of war.

      I didn’t have the strength or right-handed skill to wield her, but I had the energy to heal her. While Jane/Akiko dodged and jumped, I poured decades of my life’s energy into Princess. I watched as my hand withered, wrinkled, and liver spots appeared. I cried as the life flowed from my body. The tears dried as I saw the glow of Princess’ spirit increase, the bent blade straighten, and the fae runes that adorned her hilt light up like fire.

      I was spent, close to death, as I staggered closer to the combatants. “Jane!” I shouted as I released Princess in a weak toss.

      The samurai smiled, certain he could intercept Princess with his blade and quickly end this fight. He stepped forward, and his sword flashed out. His grin faltered when Princess twisted in midair and evaded his effort to bat her to the ground. The sound of Princess’ hilt in Jane/Akiko’s palm was louder than a thunderclap.

      The samurai stepped back, bringing his blade to a guard position. I could see his estimation of the danger posed by the short sword form of Princess, and the knowledge that he could beat an unschooled opponent with a short sword flashed through his eyes.

      Princess morphed in an instant, changing into a two-handed samurai blade. At the same time, Princess sent energy to Jane/Akiko. Jane/Akiko’s aura brightened, her back straightened, and her feet moved into the correct sword-fighter’s stance. As she had once done in my fight against a werewolf alpha, Princess shared her sword-fighting skills with her wielder: skills honed in the bloodthirsty fae realm, skills she had been augmenting by watching sword-fighting movies almost nonstop since entering my life.

      Physically and psychically exhausted, I could no longer maintain my hold on time. As time sped up to normal, the two combatants appeared to speed up to a ridiculous level. The flash and crash of enchanted blades sent kaleidoscopic waves through the air.

      I hobbled backward as fast as possible. My only contribution to the fight would now be as a hostage to the samurai.

      It ended quickly, the flickering of the warriors freeze-framing in an instant: the samurai on his back on the ground and Jane/Akiko above him.

      A sword flashed past my head and embedded itself to the hilt in a nearby boulder. The samurai’s sword. Inches to the right and I would have been decapitated.

      I played the sequence back in my mind. The samurai had seen that he couldn’t beat this opponent—an amalgam of human, spirit, and magic—and thrown his sword at me. He had tried to kill me so that the wards would drop and he could escape the onsen. Although it had been too swift for human eyes, I was certain that Princess had tapped that blade mid-flight to alter its course.

      Defiant to the end, the samurai snarled at Jane/Akiko. His growl halted abruptly as Princess penetrated his armor through the weakened section and skewered his ghostly heart. Centuries of hate, bile, and magical energy flowed from the samurai’s form into Princess. With a last whisper of hate, the ghost samurai of the Hakone onsen faded to nothing. He left behind the sword and his broken armor.

      I collapsed to the ground, overcome with relief and exhaustion. I looked over at the tableau before me: Princess planted in the empty armor, glowing with energy, and Jane/Akiko bent over gasping for breath, bleeding from a dozen wounds.

      The door I had created, a portal to the afterlife, drifted closer. To me, it looked like the ill-fitting door that had stood in my family’s shack in Tennessee. In the winter nights, we had stuffed rags in the gaps to keep out the cold. In the summer nights, we stuffed rags in the gaps to keep the bugs and snakes out. On gentle summer days, the rays of welcoming sunshine beamed through the gaps, enticing us to exit and exult in the warm sun.

      The portal was my door into summer.

      As if in a dream, I could hear the next life; dear friends and family were calling. I was ready to choose to go through the door.

      It would have been so easy to let go; prophecies be damned.

      But, in the real world, I saw the limp form of Kitty-Sue twitch. She was alive! And still cursed to follow me into death. I heard my mother’s welcome fade away, becoming the song of the birds flitting through the trees.

      I took a breath, then another one, then yet another. I looked up at the sky and saw the form of Jane/Akiko above me holding Princess. She knelt down beside me and placed Princess in my hand.

      “Scott, my love,” she said, “I can’t let you die. Use the energy of Princess to heal.”

      I couldn’t tell which voice she used, Jane’s or Akiko’s. In the end, it didn’t matter. Hell, maybe they both felt the same.
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      We were lounging in the volcanically warmed waters of the no-longer-haunted onsen, my onsen. The pool was a marvel of nature. One end was fed by a stream of snowmelt water from the top of the mountain. The other end had a second stream that came from a volcanic vent. The admixture of the two streams created a sharp temperature gradient in the twenty-foot-long pool. One end was chilly, and the other end was near boiling. By moving down the length of the pool, one could choose the best temperature for relaxation.

      Kitty-Sue and Akiko, both used to much higher temperatures than me, were at the hottest section. Lady Jane and I were near the middle. Princess was propped up on a nearby rock, next to my iPhone playing soft background jazz.

      Kitty-Sue shifted suddenly, her Pam form displacing much more water than her normal shape. The wave of extremely hot water washed over Lady Jane, Akiko, and me.

      “Oh my,” said Lady Jane, “I’ve never seen such a remarkable transformation.” She was staring at the extremely curvy form that Kitty-Sue now wore. I had to admit, she was a beautiful woman: blond hair, blue eyes, more-than-generous breasts, and a smile that warmed my heart. Her breasts, supported by the water, were peeking over the waterline, showing the heart-shaped scar she wore no matter which shape she used. The transformation was remarkable; even the collar had changed into a string of pearls. This was something I had never considered possible.

      I was looking forward to the night of Pam-sized sex she had promised.

      “No shit,” said Kitty-Sue. “And your transformation from a little old lady, with one foot in the grave and the other on a banana peel, into this magnificent warrior woman? That’s one for the fucking record books!”

      Oh yeah, Kitty-Sue was a lot more vulgar when in her “Pam” form. She said it had to do with the nature of shape-shifting.

      Lady Jane stood, baring her heavily muscled torso, and struck a pose that would have won a bodybuilding championship, then said, “Well, even I have to admit the changes are significant. But it took almost a month! Your transformations take only seconds.”

      At a glance from Akiko, Lady Jane quickly added, “And I had the assistance of the greatest ghost magician in the world.”

      Turning to face Akiko, Lady Jane curtsied, bringing her chin down to the water level, then standing. I watched the rivulets of water trace patterns over her body, caught myself staring, then looked at Kitty-Sue to see if she had noticed my interest. Didn’t want her to get jealous.

      Instead, I saw her with a reflective look in her eyes as she stared at Lady Jane’s body. Her bottom lip was between her teeth, and she took a deep breath. Using her kitsune senses to judge Lady Jane’s interest?

      Lady Jane eased over to Kitty-Sue’s position, eyes fixed on the scar. “And this scar?” she asked. “It always stays with you?”

      With a glance at me, Kitty-Sue said, “Yes, it’s permanent. I like to think of it as a love bite.” Then she laughed loudly, shaking her breasts vigorously. “Another bite like that would probably kill me.”

      “May I touch it?” Lady Jane asked in a soft voice.

      Kitty-Sue nodded. Lady Jane used her left hand to cup Kitty-Sue’s breast and lift it, then traced the scar with the forefinger of her right hand. “In Africa,” said Lady Jane, “there were tribes that practiced scarification. It was considered a rite of passage to get the first procedure.”

      They were standing close together; Lady Jane continued to trace the design with her forefinger. I tamped down a flash of jealousy, then wondered where that emotion had come from. Kitty-Sue had warned me that her Pam form had different appetites than her default form.

      I looked at Akiko and raised an eyebrow. She shrugged and shook her head. She and Lady Jane had shared a body, shared thoughts, shared life, but there were still things she didn’t know about Lady Jane.

      I closed my eyes and returned to meditation; I still needed to regain a lot of energy to get back to normal. I felt Akiko also descend into a Zen state to absorb energy. The singing of the birds, chirping of the insects, and the soft conversation, interspersed with the occasional chuckle, between Lady Jane and Kitty-Sue eased stresses I hadn’t known I had.

      An hour later, we exited the pool and donned terry cloth robes and sandals. I pulled two picnic baskets full of food provided by the hotel kitchen from my satchel, as well as a ground cloth. In a few minutes, we had our picnic set up, with copious amounts of food and drink. Lady Jane sat opposite me, with Kitty-Sue on her right and Akiko on her left.

      “Kitty-Sue,” I asked, “what would you like to drink?”

      My hand was already on her preferred soft drink, but she surprised me by saying, “One of those cans of Yebisu beer for me, Scott.”

      Different form, different appetites. Lady Jane took a chilled white wine, Akiko ghosted an iced coffee drink to her plane, and I popped a bottle of red wine.

      We each recounted our stories. First, Akiko and Lady Jane recounted how they had striven to accelerate the rejuvenation process, as well as the physical enhancements for Lady Jane. They had been assisted by Tani Tiger-Lily, who had shown them more efficient ways to gather Bangkok magic. Then, once they were able to travel, the desperate race to return to the onsen before the deadline. It looked like I owed the Thai dryad a debt.

      Then Kitty-Sue told our part of the story. She was a much better storyteller than me, providing background and details that I would never have noticed. Of course, in her version, the kitsune was much more heroic than the magicians. I wondered if this was the version she had told to her aunt.

      I was on my third glass of wine when she finished, having eaten and drunk my way through two plates of fried chicken, plus some side dishes.

      There was a long pause as we digested the food and the stories. Then, speaking simultaneously, Lady Jane and Akiko asked Kitty-Sue, “Can we see it?”

      It? What it? I thought. The samurai armor? That had been neutralized and placed in a display cabinet in the hotel’s lobby. What were they talking about?

      Kitty-Sue looked at me for a long moment, dropped her eyes to the ground, then said, “Sorry, boss.” She then reached into her bag and pulled out a rolled-up piece of vellum.

      My heart stopped in my chest when I saw what she had. It was the damned scroll from Prince Sunbeam’s home. My hands raised to cast a relationship-ending spell.

      “You stole from a fae prince?” I said. “You know that he will do anything to get that back.”

      “Just like that samurai armor,” said Kitty-Sue, “he has no more claim to this than he did to the armor you retrieved. My queen has agreed to a significant concession for the return of this item.”

      “A significant concession?” I said. “Weren’t you supposed to get a third tail for returning this?”

      Kitty-Sue looked away, unable to meet my eyes. “I found there was something I needed more.”

      “More than a third tail that would rank you higher than your sister and extend your life?” I said. “What could be more important than that?”

      “I traded this scroll,” she said, shaking the vellum, “for the indulgence of letting a crazy gaijin magician continue to live and work in her country.”

      A thousand thoughts flashed through my mind. Anger that Kitty-Sue had taken the item, against my direct orders. Then resignation that this item was vitally important to the kitsune clan. Then the realization of the sacrifice she had made to keep me safe.

      I realized my hands were still up, then spread my fingers and lowered them to my lap. It was only then I noted that all three women were seated together, shoulder to shoulder. Akiko lowered her hands from a defensive position, Kitty-Sue’s fingers moved away from “knife throwing” position, and Lady Jane relaxed from her tense posture.

      I did the only thing I could. From my seated position, I bowed as low as possible and said, “Kitty-Sue, I appreciate your sacrifice and hope to be worthy of it.”

      I topped off my wine and took a long sip. “You realize he will come after us, right?” I said. “He now considers this a matter of honor. With his time-warp abilities, he can strike at any time, either in the next five minutes or the next fifty years.”

      “Time warp?” asked Jane. “What’s that?”

      “The fae can warp time, speed it up or slow it down,” I said. “It’s the basis of most of their abilities.”

      “Can you match him?” asked Jane. “I’ve seen you move really fast.”

      “My speed is more of a metabolic trick,” I said. “I can, mm, ‘overclock’ my metabolism to speed up. But it costs me a lot of energy, accelerates the aging process.”

      “And the fae,” interjected Akiko, “can slow down time to appear to go faster, right?” I could tell she was already working on ways to protect against this. “At no metabolic cost.”

      “And your fastest speed,” said Kitty-Sue, “is still slower than a kitsune, or a ghost.” She nodded at Akiko. “Or a ghost samurai.”

      Kitty-Sue took a drink from her beer, burped, and held up one finger. “Wait,” she said, “he couldn’t do those tricks in his home. What did you say there? Something about how the time-warp doesn’t work around you?”

      You’re giving away too many secrets, whispered my conscience. Yeah, but it might save their lives. “Not me,” I said, nodding at my satchel sitting on a nearby rock, “but my satchel. It has a built-in time-space warp. Creating another time-warp near it is almost impossible. Only a fae queen could do that. Prince Sunbeam doesn’t have that kind of power.”

      “Can you beat him?” asked Jane.

      “Not in a fair fight,” I said. “I have Princess”—at a gesture, she flew to my hand faster than thought— “but he has a blade of equal make. Plus, he has centuries of sword fighting experience.”

      “Oh shit,” said Kitty-Sue, crumpling her empty beer can. “Who said anything about fighting fair? We’ll kick his ass.” She reached for another beer.

      Crazy kitsune overconfidence. “I don’t know how...” I said.

      Popping open another cold beer, Kitty-Sue continued, “Yes, if only we had, you know, a magic sword that could kick the shit out of fae swords.”

      At Princess’ warning zing, Kitty-Sue said, “Sorry, Princess.” She was looking over at the granite slab where the samurai’s magic sword had been impaled.

      We all got up and walked over to the boulder. Knowing it was futile, I said, “Yeah, it’s a powerful weapon, but I can’t get it out. It resisted all my magic and all of my strength.”

      “Maybe,” said Kitty-Sue, “you’re not magical enough, or strong enough.” Stepping up to the sword and grabbing the hilt, she placed one sandal-clad foot on the boulder and heaved with all of her might. The sword didn’t budge.

      Breathing heavily, she stepped back, rubbed her hands together, and said, “Maybe it needs a touch of magic.”

      This time, she pulled even harder, and motes of kitsune magic flowed around her body and flew down to the spot where her hands met the hilt. All to no avail. The sword would not release from the stone.

      She stepped back and bent down, placing both hands on her knees. Between gasps, she said, “Gimme a minute, and I’ll try again.”

      Akiko drifted closer. “Maybe it’s a matter of the type of magic,” she said, “and not might.” She touched the hilt of the sword. “Mmm, strange that I can’t phase it. It seems solid no matter what I do.” Grabbing the handle, she tried to pull it out but failed. She drifted back in defeat.

      “Maybe it just needs the right person to touch it,” said Lady Jane. “Like the story of King Arthur.” She reached out and grabbed the hilt, putting her foot up on the boulder as Kitty-Sue had. Her robe slid back, revealing her incredibly well-muscled legs, as well as the fact she had not put on any panties.

      Despite her best efforts, she couldn’t budge the sword.

      We all looked at the ground in defeat. Then my iPhone cycled a new tune, The Turtles’ version of “Happy Together.”

      Lady Jane looked askance at the iPhone, and said, “Is something wrong with that device?”

      “No,” I said. “It’s just Euterpe talking to me.”

      “Who’s Euterpe?”

      “His imaginary girlfriend,” said Kitty-Sue. “Doesn’t like to talk about it.”

      “She’s not imaginary…” I started, then stopped. No use in trying to convince her. “Imaginary or not,” I said, “she comes up with some good ideas.”

      “And what’s good about an old sixties’ tune?” asked Kitty-Sue.

      I looked at Akiko, who nodded. She knew what Euterpe meant.

      “Lady Jane,” Akiko asked, “would you don my ring again?”

      Lady Jane looked between Akiko and me, then nodded. “Yes, of course. If it will help.”

      She took the ring from Akiko and placed it on her third finger.

      Akiko stepped over to Lady Jane and melted into her form. Lady Jane’s eyes closed, and when they opened, they were Akiko’s eyes, framed by her ectoplasmic glasses.

      Jane/Akiko stepped to the sword and placed their hands on the hilt. Instead of using muscle or magic, only the lightest pull caused the sword to slide from the stone as if it were being pulled from a scabbard.

      They held the sword aloft, this Japanese Excalibur, crafted by a swordsmith/magician of unparalleled skill. Th

      e muscles in their arm rippled with inhuman strength. There were glittering ancient kanji characters flowing across the blade, evoking power. A cloud covered the sun, and thunder rumbled.

      “Holy shit,” said Kitty-Sue. “That’s cool.”

      Then she had a concerned look. “Hmm,” she said, “a ghostly woman magician, possessing a red-haired woman, wielding a sword capable of destroying a fae sword. Do you know what this means?”

      “With them on the team, we have a chance against a time-warping fae prince?” I answered, hope rising in my chest.

      She turned and slapped me on the shoulder with her Pam sized hand, shoving me back several feet. “No idiot! Your prophecy about ‘women in red’ causing you trouble looks more and more like it’s gonna come true. And you’ve screwed both of them! The curse holds up.” Her eyes glittered in anticipation.

      My mouth was suddenly dry.
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