
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    WITCHMAS EVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Is there where we're supposed to be?" 
 
    The Gnome shrugged. 
 
    "It's where I was told to drop you." 
 
    "I'm glad he didn't take it literally." 
 
    "Me too," I answered Elvis. 
 
    "You too what?" the gnome asked. 
 
    "I'm glad you didn't take it literally," I told him. 
 
    Gnomes were practiced at the art of deception and if I tried to hide something from him, even as innocuous as this, he'd worry on it like a puppy with a bone, and that curiosity would turn him into a stalker until he found out. 
 
    "I almost did," he said. "But I wasn't sure if you could fly." 
 
    There were no known instances of wizards who could fly.  There were hundreds of cases where wizards attempted a flight spell. None of them were successful thus far. 
 
    They could use brooms. They could ensorcell cars, and rugs, and I had even seen a bicycle. But so far there were zero success stories of magic men or women who could soar with the eagles. 
 
    I suppose technically they could, if you counted falling as soaring. 
 
    "What if you teleported?" Elvis asked and put a finger on his chin. 
 
    "In air?" 
 
    He tapped his long ghostly fingers, shaking the fringe on the white karate jumpsuit and making the sequins sparkle in the sunlight. Ghosts were less visible in the daytime, but that didn't stop Elvis's ghostly remnant from defying the known laws of magic. 
 
    "If you could control your thoughts on the way down, push back the panic and concentrate, theoretically you could poof just before you hit and roll with it." 
 
    I had to think about that one. 
 
    First, falling is scary. It's our ancestral human nature from when we lived in tress and falling meant pain, or death. That startle reflex is hard to overcome. 
 
    Skydivers do it. 
 
    There are military men with thousands of recorded jumps, so I knew it could be done. 
 
    But they had a thin polyester cloth to stop them from plummeting to their death and smacking into the ground, turning their bones into razor sharp slivers that sliced through arteries and veins. 
 
    Blunt force trauma ain't pretty. 
 
    I've seen people smashed with a Troll hammer, and trust me, squished is gross. 
 
    Which is how most wizards ended up when they tried to fly. 
 
    "It's been tried," I told him. 
 
    I was unsure if that was true, and he rolled his eyes around searching what was left of his memory to see if I was right. 
 
    Then he shrugged. 
 
    So did the gnome. 
 
    The little man stuck out his tiny hand. 
 
    "I've got to get going Marshal. Guess you do too." 
 
    I looked around at the flat expanse of sand covered scrub where he had deposited us. 
 
    "Do you know something I don't?" 
 
    "Booby," he said in a Yiddish accent. "I know lots of things you don't." 
 
    He hopped into the back seat of the bi-plane and cranked the propeller. The rear end swung around, the engine screamed to a high pitched roar and he shot into the sky after just a few bounces down the runway. 
 
    It took a moment for the plane to balance and settle, but he righted it and puttered toward the horizon back the way we had flown. 
 
    "What a weird little man," Elvis said into my ear. 
 
    I could swear the gnome tossed up a middle finger we could see from here. 
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    "You know which way to go?" Elvis asked. 
 
    I glanced around. 
 
    We could have been in the middle of nowhere, except it had to be somewhere. Southwest, I was sure. Near Vegas because that's where I needed to be. 
 
    But the flat scrub and wash pan desert was empty as far as I could see. 
 
    "How high can you float?" 
 
    Elvis nodded like an idea just occurred to him. 
 
    "I could float up and take a look." 
 
    "Do that," I smirked. 
 
    I watched him lift up into the air roughly twelve feet. Add his six foot ghost frame too it, and Elvis was eighteen feet higher than me. 
 
    "What do you see?" I called up to him. 
 
    "Desert," he yelled down. 
 
    "Totally worth it." 
 
    He spun around and fell back to float next to me. 
 
    "Here she comes, driving down the street," he sang. 
 
    "That's me giving you the funniest look," I said. "There's no street." 
 
    But I saw the plume he was referring too. 
 
    Something was incoming and by the rooster tail of dust it threw up, whatever it was, it was blazing. 
 
    She arrived in a cloud of dust that refused to settle on her mode of transportation. A cherry red glossy '74 Caddy Droptop from a time when size was synonymous with luxury.  The paint almost glowed under the blazing sun, chrome flashing like Morse code flare signals. 
 
    The beige interior was immaculate, oversized plus seats in a minimalist style. 
 
    The driver surprised me. 
 
    She was four foot eleven, jet black hair and Jackie Onassis shades that hid three quarters of her face. She gripped the thick wheel with tiny hands at ten and two and looked over at me as the dust cloud parted to blow past her and the Caddy before settling to the ground. 
 
    "Aren't you a little tall to be a gnome?" I asked. 
 
    "Aren't you a little short to be a stormtrooper?" she snapped back. 
 
    I liked her. 
 
    She lowered the glasses to give me a once over, almond shaped eyes squinting under the daytime glare. 
 
    "You're the Marshal?" 
 
    She said it like she didn't believe it. 
 
    I shifted my useless leather bomber aside to show her the badge. 
 
    "I like your hat," she smiled, brilliant white teeth against naturally darker skin. I noticed her canines were a little larger than the rest and pointed. 
 
    "Thanks," I adjusted the Stetson I'd adopted from my western counterpart. 
 
    He'd been wearing it when the demon monster I'd created killed him, his blood crusting some of the top of the hat.  I hadn't decided if I was going to clean it yet, or wear it as is for penance. 
 
    "Are you going to get in or bake out there all day?" 
 
    I scooted around the back of the Caddy, drinking in the appearance and appreciating it.  
 
    I had an old pick up truck myself, on the verge of being considered a classic if it wasn't for the dents, dings and shoddy paint job holding it together. 
 
    This machine was a work of art.  Nineteen feet from trunk to grill and seven feet wide. It didn't command respect on the road so much as it earned it through sheer size and attitude. 
 
    The passenger seat was as plush and comfy as it looked. I settled in and buckled up with a lap belt. 
 
    "Kiko," she introduced herself. 
 
    The glasses were back, hiding her eyes, and her arms and legs were covered with fabric. Only the skin on her hands and a crescent shaped portion of her face was visible to the sunlight. 
 
    Made me wonder a few things about my new companion. 
 
    "You know you're not supposed to take rides from strangers," she quipped and dropped the car in gear. 
 
    Watching her drive was an exercise in itself. She had to sit on the edge of the seat to reach the gas and brake, and hanging onto the oversized steering wheel was like watching a kid swing on the monkey bars. 
 
    I couldn't relax if I had a spell to make it happen. 
 
    The only spell I could keep on deck was a poof one to move me out of the way if she decided to cross into oncoming traffic. 
 
    Lucky for us, there was none. 
 
    "I don't take candy from strangers," I said after a moment of watching her on the wheel. "Hitchhiking is acceptable." 
 
    "Knu sent me," she turned to face me. 
 
    I pointed at the road when she kept looking a little too long for comfort. 
 
    Knu was a gnome I knew in New Orleans, a medium who spoke with ghosts, and also one of the most powerful magic users I'd met. She knew the Judge, and wasn't afraid to curse him, which told me something about her level of magic. 
 
    Nobody messed with the Judge. 
 
    Gnomes were creatures of Fae, left in this world when the ways were sundered. I had recently learned they were cousins of sorts with leprechauns, pixies and most of the other wee folk of myth and legend. Knu was my teacher in that regard. 
 
    She taught me by doing some sort of Vulcan mind meld that showed me her past. 
 
    She kept a lot from me though. 
 
    Like how she knew I was headed for Vegas. 
 
    And how she had a friend ready to offer a ride. 
 
    I rolled it around in my head. 
 
    The Judge had popped me up on a riverbank in NOLA after I returned with a dead witch’s body, the first I was tasked to track down.  Instead of poofing me to the place where the next fight was, he returned me to the Big Easy, and a pilot buddy of Knu's showed up to fly us Northwest. 
 
    Now Kiko. 
 
    The not Gnome. 
 
    "Leprechaun?" I asked. 
 
    "Please, do I look Irish?" 
 
    "No," I snorted. "The Japanese do not look Irish." 
 
    "At least you can tell that much," she snorted back. "Most of you guys just guess." 
 
    I racked my brain for tales of little folk from the volcanic chain in the land of the rising sun, but came up short. 
 
    "Pixie?" 
 
    "Do I look vacuous?" 
 
    "Nope. You look Japanese." 
 
    She barked out a laugh. 
 
    "You want to tell me where we're going since you won't say what you are?" 
 
    "I'm the driver, that's what I am." 
 
    When she grinned, I could see the sharp tips of her canines. 
 
    "Vampire?" I ventured. 
 
    I'd run into a nest of vampires in NOLA. It had not ended well for them, but their leader owed me.  His name was Claude, he was older than dirt and cleaning house. He tricked me into doing his dirty work for him. 
 
    The laughter nipped the air as it whipped across the windshield. 
 
    "Me a bloodsucker? I take my steak rare, but that's about as close as I get." 
 
    I leaned back into the seat. 
 
    There weren’t many day walking vampires, but the Japanese were home to a few. Something about the diet of blood rich with fish made them long lived. 
 
    Whoever she was, she was good. 
 
    She hadn't answered any questions, except the unasked one. Enough info to get me in the car, and I could see the Vegas skyline shimmer on the horizon, heatwaves rising up off the two lane blacktop making it look like the mirage of an oasis. 
 
    "Round one Kiko." 
 
    "Around what?" 
 
    "You win round one," I told her. 
 
    She smirked, as if this was the only outcome she expected, and we rode the rest of the way in comfortable silence. 
 
    Until Elvis started singing like he was approaching Mecca. 
 
    “Lord a mighty, I feel my temperature rising.” 
 
    Which I guess to him, it was. 
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    Kiko wheeled the big ass caddy into the valet and slid to a stop in front of the automatic doors. 
 
    "Where would you like to start?" Kiko watched me through her owl eye sunglasses. 
 
    They made her face hard to read, like a mask. 
 
    I wondered what she had to hide. 
 
    "Drink." 
 
    "Drink?" 
 
    "I do my best thinking with a cold one drinking." 
 
    "Did you try to do that?" she smirked. 
 
    "The ryhume?" I bragged. "What did you think." 
 
    "Don't." 
 
    "Fair enough. But I still need to make a plan and get the lay of the land. And I'm thirsty. So two birds, you know." 
 
    "What about birds?" 
 
    "That expression, two birds, one stone." 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    "I've been in America for decades, but your idioms still sometimes make no sense to me." 
 
    "You throw a rock and kill two birds," I demonstrated, but without the rock. "Saves you time." 
 
    "And how much time have you saved telling me all of this?" 
 
    She cracked open her door and grabbed the six foot caddy by the lapel of his stomach, dragging his face down to her level. 
 
    "Anything happens to my baby, I'm going to kill you," she lifted up her glasses so he could see her eyes. "You get me Juan?" 
 
    Juan for his part gulped and let out a very high pitched sound that resembled yes ma’am. 
 
    I'm surprised he didn't piddle himself. 
 
    There was a tingle of magic in her voice when she did it, and mind magic was very strong. 
 
    Also very wrong. 
 
    Doing it in front of the Marshal was a good way to take a lightning bolt to the face. 
 
    I shifted the coat aside again and cleared my throat, tapped my finger on the badge. 
 
    Kiko dropped her glasses to hide her eyes, grinned and shrugged. 
 
    Like she wasn't scared of me in the slightest. 
 
    Juan got into the Caddy very slow. He dropped it in gear and checked both front and back before pulling out to reach the valet parking lot. 
 
    Kiko skipped over to join me, hooked her arm through mine and dragged me toward the hotel entrance. 
 
    "Welcome to Vegas Marshal." 
 
    She hopped out without looking back and walked inside of a casino. 
 
    “Guess we’re going in,” I said to the ghost floating three feet behind me, not quite touching the leather seats. 
 
    “Marshal,” Elvis whispered.  “Look.” 
 
    He pointed a ghostly digit to a group of men spilling out of a luxury bus like clowns out of a VW. They were all dressed like him, or variations of him. Silver sequened jumpsuits. Jumpsuits with flames. Jumpsuits that sparkled. And one with lights. 
 
    I couldn’t make out much on the Elvis’ face. 
 
    Ghosts were hard to read as it was, and the combination of sunlight and neon washed out his almost transparent features. 
 
    But what I could see looked awestruck. 
 
    And sad. 
 
    “The Flying Elvi,” I said. 
 
    “I wanted to join,” he sighed. “Before, I think.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t work so well after,” I told him. 
 
    He turned to me and kipped up one eyebrow to match the curl in his lip. 
 
    “Ghosts don’t fly?” 
 
    I shrugged and wondered if the movement was lost on him. 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    He glanced down at his translucent arm as if surprised he was a ghost. 
 
    “Hey! You coming?” Kiko yelled from the dark interior of the casino and stamped one foot on the carpeted floor. 
 
    “Come on,” I told Elvis. 
 
    I didn’t need to. 
 
    Since he was tethered to me because I got him killed, whichever way I went, he got dragged along. 
 
    Even backwards, bobbing in the air and staring at the dozen Elvis impersonators lining up to follow in our wake. 
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    The inside of the casino was a different world. 
 
    Not literally, though that would have been cool. The noise level was akin to being back on the battlefield, with thousands of voices yelling over the chorus of machines, and bells, and whistles and clangs. 
 
    There was music and laughter, tears and smoke. People lined the slot machines, swiped electronic cards against magnet readers and pulled levers to set off the noise. 
 
    They swirled around tables playing blackjack and roulette and craps. 
 
    People were everywhere, losing, winning and all of them making noise. 
 
    It fell away in waves as Kiko walked through, leading us to a bar set in the center of the casino. 
 
    She perched on one barstool and crossed her athletic legs. 
 
    "What can I get you?" 
 
    Ever met one of those people who make your skin itch? The sound of their voice makes you want to do violence to their person, usually in the form of a fist smashing into a perfect nose, or hands wrapped around their well muscled necks. 
 
    The bartender was that guy. 
 
    Perfectly muscled, perfectly coiffed hair, manicured eyebrows and gray eyes. Did I mention the dimples? 
 
    Oh yeah, I bet the ladies fell all over their panties for the dimples. 
 
    Plus, he was a vampire, so it wasn't like they had much choice. 
 
    "Beer," I ordered. "Local." 
 
    He sniffed. 
 
    Glanced over a well rounded shoulder covered by a dry cleaned and pressed shirt that cost more than my truck. 
 
    I followed his eyes to the row of taps set into the underside of the bar. There were dozens of them stacked on top of each other. 
 
    I sighed. He was gonna ask me which one and then to prove himself an ass, he was going to launch into a litany about different craft beers. 
 
    He turned back to me and smirked and I wiggled the tip of one finger, ready to send him to bartender heaven. 
 
    Kiko saved him. 
 
    Or saved me too, because the explaining to the local constubulary why I blasted a bartender into a million sparkling pieces in a casino would have been a pain. 
 
    "Ultra," she said. "Bottle." 
 
    The smirk got smirkier, if that was even possible and he turned away to show her his posterier as he bent over to retrieve it. 
 
    She caught my eye and gave a small shake of her head. I didn't know what she was trying to say with the motion. 
 
    "He seems-" Elvis said as the guy turned back and curled up one corner of his lip to show off the tip of a long fang. "Pointy," Elvis finished. 
 
    "Nice hat," the bartender sniffed at the Stetson. 
 
    It had belonged to the now former Marshal of the West, who met his demise recently. He bequeathed me his cowboy hat, a fetish and nod to our profession marshalling the men and women who used magic. 
 
    His blood was still on it, a crusty Rorshack blot or Pollack painting across the brim and one side. The vamp could smell it. 
 
    The smirker set the bottle in front of me and twisted the top off with just his thumb as he held the neck in his palm. It was a cool trick, and I hated that it looked cool. Hated that he did it. Hated even more that I was going to have to practice to try it, because damn if it wasn't a sight. 
 
    He went to work on a fruity frozen concoction in front of Kiko, trying to lock eyes and mesmerize her in front of me. 
 
    The bartender liked to play with fire. 
 
    Some guys are like that. They just want to get into a pissing  contest with just about everyone to let the world know something happened to them when they were younger. 
 
    It was worse with vampires because there were a ton of issues that went along with immortality, I bet. Plus the whole sparkling vampire craze of the last few years really did a number on their street cred. 
 
    He poured the alcohol into a glass in front of her and slid it on a coaster beside her hand. 
 
    She took a sip and gave him an approving nod. 
 
    I glanced at Elvis. 
 
    His eyes were roaming the floor of the casino, searching for other impersonators. 
 
    "We can't talk here," Kiko leaned over and whispered into my shoulder. 
 
    "Then why the hell did you bring me?" I grunted. Took a sip of my own. 
 
    "You look thirsty. And tired." 
 
    I was, but I wasn't about to admit it. 
 
    Elvis and I had just came from New Orleans fighting the second witch from a coven in Memphis. They had called up a group of demons that I accidentally scattered to the winds, and now was charged with hunting down. 
 
    The Big Easy wasn't so much. We met good witches, good vampires and a lot of trouble solving that particular problem. 
 
    Which led us to Vegas and the enigma sitting beside me. 
 
    "You have to get permission to work here," she told me. 
 
    I took another sip. 
 
    Snorted. 
 
    "She's telling the truth, Marshal," the bartender was back. 
 
    He heard every word because vampires have super hearing, which my companion knew. 
 
    I drained the beer in two swallows and set the empty on the top of the bar, which gave me a reason to keep both hands on the marble countertop. 
 
    "I've got the only permission that matters," I said. "The Judge sent me." 
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    Elvis wants to help the trapped ghosts of Elvis impersonators. 
 
      
 
    This leads them to a local witch who is secretly working for Gloria. 
 
    She pretends to help the Marshal and betrays him. 
 
      
 
    Kiko demands payment for driving him around. 
 
    They go dragon hunting. 
 
    I'm not some Vegas Knight on a dragon Quest, I snapped. 
 
    Tell me about it. She sneered. I met the Vegas Knight. I worked with the Vegas Knight. And you sir are no Vegas Knight. 
 
    I lifted and eyebrow and tried not to laugh. 
 
    Wait, there really is a Vegas Knight? 
 
    Of course. 
 
    I was just kidding. On the verge of breaking out in a Monty Python sketch. 
 
    What is a mighty python? 
 
    Monty, I corrected. 
 
    No, his name was Loyen. 
 
    The Vegas Knight was named Sir Loyen? Now you're just messing with me. 
 
    Why would I joke about a dead Man? She stared over at me, right hand on the wheel so her chin was tucked into the curve of her arm. Dark eyes flashing as the oncoming headlights played off them.  
 
    I felt a surge in my sirloin and did a quick check on the extent of the Vegas spell. 
 
    Nope. Out here, it was all me. 
 
    Dead Knight, I said like a man trying to take his mind off certain things. 
 
    She smirked. 
 
    By the dragon. 
 
    Did you know own about this? I asked Elvis over my shoulder. 
 
    I am the one telling you, am I not? Kiko said. 
 
    A dragon in America, the ghost answered. No. But the watchers know about the Knights. 
 
    Knights? Plural? 
 
    Yes, Kiko sighed. There are on every continent where dragons live. Who do you think keeps the humans safe? 
 
    I didn't know what to think so I couldn't answer her. 
 
    Until thirty minutes ago, I didn't know dragons were real. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vegas Vamps 
 
      
 
    Rock and roll vampires. 
 
    One gets the drop on me and almost takes my head. 
 
    This gets me introduced to the head of the Nest who has a ripper problem. 
 
    Thank a God your here. Now it's your problem. 
 
    He sounded bored as if giving it to me to solve was gauche already. 
 
    How is this my problem? 
 
    You are the Marshal. It's your job. 
 
      
 
    The Scorpio is a sex monster. A local witch is working with it to build up sex frenzy with the last spell. Last. 
 
    Gloria us using local witches to do the heavy lifting and sweeps in to steal the essence e. 
 
      
 
    I watched the fields pass by on one side, the mighty Mississippi on the other, though once it flowed past Memphis it really earned the nickname, Big Muddy. The water was pitch black in the faint light of a crescent moon, but I'd seen enough of it to know that hundreds of thousands of pounds of silt poured into the River from tributarys that leeched topsoil into the water. 
 
    As the River descended, it got wider and muddier, until it roared past New Orleans and down into the Gulf. Give a hundred years without manmade intervention and all that silt would form islands. In the past hundred years, manmade intervention had prevented that, hence the changing landscape of the Lousianna coastline. 
 
    I turned away from the River and it's muddied history but got just as morose looking out over Cotton fields. Highway 61 stretched over there somewhere, known as "The Blues Highway." Not many people knew that the blues originated in Mississippi, created by newly freed slaves still searching for their place in the South. 
 
    Jazz in New Orleans, Blues on the way down. I loved music, and in my almost one hundred years got to hear a lot of it. 
 
    "Did you see that?" 
 
    Elvis floated on the seat beside me. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Out there." 
 
    He nodded toward the cotton fields. 
 
    I couldn't see anything, just puffs of cotton flashing by in the field. Cotton that was impossible for me to see in the moonlight. That wasn't cotton. 
 
    "Ghosts," said Elvis. 
 
    "Where are they going?" 
 
    "I don't know. It's not like theres a newsletter." 
 
    The man came on the announcer and said we were stopping in Greenville. 
 
    "Greenville, maybe?" Elvis took a guess. 
 
    The brakes on the train squealed as it rolled to a stop. The Greenville station seemed like it was lifted out of the fifties. It was a long box building set up on a rectangular platform on the edge of a field. The lights in the building were on, but the platform was practically empty. 
 
      
 
      
 
    After midnight in rural Mississippi, I'd expect nothing less. 
 
    Elvis floated up out of his seat and toward the door. 
 
    "We don't have time for this," I said. 
 
    "Do you hear that?" 
 
    He floated outside. 
 
    I almost didn't follow him. Seriously, I had a job to do, and twelve monsters to stop. The longer I delayed, the worse things would get. I didn't have time to go chasing my ghost all over the emptiness of Mississippi cotton fields. 
 
    Huh. My ghost. Like he was my pet or something. 
 
    I hopped off the train and chased after him. 
 
    He was standing in front of another ghost. This one was an old black man, shoulders hunched, hair white around the edge of his bald head. It kept going into a beard that was snow colored, against a brown suit that looked second hand. 
 
    "Marshal," said Elvis. "This is Blind Dog." 
 
    I nodded a hello and he pulled a porkpie hat out of thin air and tipped it before covering up his bald spot. 
 
    "Blind Dog, this is the Marshal. Tell him what you told me about the Devil." 
 
    "Ain't no devil, son, not like you done gone and think about him. Scratch is real, Legba is real but he's one of them there demons. Makes his trade along the crossroads." 
 
    "You trade your soul to a demon to play the guitar?" 
 
    Blind Dog waved his hand and a smokey guitar materialized beside him. He slung it across one knee as he squatted off the ground. His fingers picked along the strings and played a gorgeous throaty blues riff. 
 
    "You get more than just playin when you do something like that," said Blind Dog. 
 
    He picked a riff and slid through a progression. Elvis found his foot tapping along. He turned to me. 
 
    "You feel that?" 
 
    I nodded my head in time with the music. I couldn't help it. 
 
    "Yeah, I feel it." 
 
    "We have to help them." 
 
    "We don't have time," said the Marshal. 
 
    "Then make time. They're trapped here. No souls means they can't move on. Look out there." 
 
    He pointed a ghostly finger as shades and appiritions appeared out of the darkness of the fields, drawn to the edge of the station by the strains of a blue's guitar. 
 
    Thousands of them. 
 
    A soul demon haunting the hinterland of Missisippi. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    You still love her, she said. It was in a low voice that carried across the room, muted by the large woolen tapestries that hung on each wall.   
 
    And the thing was she was right and also wrong because I did love her, or at least I loved the memory of her for after all it had been more than a decade since I had seen her, more than that even. 
 
    How can you possibly explain that to someone, except that of all the people in the world, she would understand for she had lost someone too.  Several someone's through several lifetimes and it never got easier. 
 
    I knew this just as well as she for the losses in my life stacked up like boxes and I had a time trying to sort and store and try to forget them. 
 
    That part of her sung to me, called to me because she too had lost her parents, and lovers and her sister, so many people for do many years that she built up walls around the place where her heart had been. 
 
    Maybe the walls in me recognized the walls in her or somehow something inside of me was peeking through a Sally port and saw something peeking back. Maybe it was our souls. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "Let's just recap okay Elvis?  I'm chasing a Voo Doo woman named Phyllis through the Big Easy, we have to find and stop her Zodiac Demon, and the head of her Coven has put a bounty on my head for any supernatural spell slinger that wants to come along and take out a piece of the Marshall.  Does that sound about right?" 
 
    "And you have to find the Watcher." 
 
    "Find the Watcher too.  Right.  Think we'll have time for Cafe DuMond?" 
 
    "I don't know boss, think ghosts can smell?" 
 
    I watched him take a really dramatic sniff. 
 
    "No.  Ghosts can't smell.  So I don't give a damn about Cafe DuMond." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As far as magic goes, there are things you can do to enhance the power.  Wards come to mind or objects, especially if those objects have signifigance. 
 
    Mine was a pistol.  A Colt .45 military issue from 1941.  Carried by a soldier, SGT Rankin, who stumbled across a hidden treasure trove in Italy where he was killed.  The Pistol was taken by Hermann Gerring and gifted to the Furherer. 
 
    The same pistol old Adlof ate on that fateful day in 1944. 
 
    Hitler used the gun to kill seventeen powerful Jewish Kabbalists.  All that mystical energy surrounding a hunk of metal created a very powerful channel. 
 
    I stole the gun from a German Mage in Romania, spoils of battle and all. 
 
    He was working with the damn Sidhe, picked the wrong side.  And I was lucky. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    FLASHBACK in WITCHMAS DAY (III) 
 
      
 
    The Marshal recovers in Las Vegas where he runs into a real paranormal expert, a ghost hunter who has taken a shine to capturing Elvis. 
 
      
 
    Elvis haunts the Flying Elvi, and the four major Elvis impersonators. 
 
      
 
    The Marshal has to get permission from the Vegas Vampire Coven to do something- or work with them to get something. 
 
      
 
    A wee person reaches out after the Gnome sends a psychic signal her way, it's the KITSUNE who comes to rescue the Marshal from a witch attack. 
 
      
 
    She tells the story of how the Vampire got to Vegas. 
 
      
 
    Nevada Territory - 1876 
 
      
 
    A Conestoga wagon rolled across the arid landscape, driven by a lonley emaciated man. 
 
    He spies a snake slithering across the rocks, jumped from the driver's perch and chased it down. He picked up a rock and beat the rattler, smashed it's arrow shaped head. 
 
    A giggle escaped his parched throat, and he lifted up the six foot body that still twitched and spasamed in the desert sun. 
 
    The man used his thin fingers to rip the partially detached snake head from the body and tossed it away, more fodder for the insects and other creepy crawlies that lived in the almost lifeless landscape. 
 
    He pinched the skin of the rattler near the neck and peeled it back in one practiced swoop. It came off in one piece and he dropped it at his feet. 
 
    His boots puffed up tiny clouds of fine dirt as he stepped away from the kill site and went back to the wagon. As he walked, he poked a grimy fingernail into the meat of the long thin muscle and drew a line straight down, spreading it apart to spill the slimy guts onto the ground. 
 
    When he reached the wagon, panic widened his crusty eyes. 
 
    "Oh no," he muttered and circled the wagon. 
 
    One of the rear flaps had come untied and fluttered in the arid wind. 
 
    He tossed the snake carcass up onto the driver's seat and tied the flap back down, double checking the openings to the interior on both front and back of the wagon. 
 
    Satisdied it was as tight as could be, he climbed back into the driver's seat and clucked the horses forward. 
 
    The two tired beasts plodded in exhausted trudge toward the far side of the valley. 
 
    A narrow range of mountains cut across the horizon, their destination a cut between the rises, seen only as a dark slash as the sun settled toward it. 
 
    The driver began humming. He curled the reins around his forearm and picked up the dead snake. Blood and juice ran down his ragged beard as he started chomping on the meat, chewing with worn brown teeth, and giggling as he drove. 
 
    An arrow arced out of the sun and slammed into his shoulder. 
 
    He screamed and pitched back into the thick canvas of the wagon cover. It held him upright as a second arrow whizzed into his chest. 
 
    He slapped the reins and the horses bolted as a group of Indian braves appeared around the wagon racing after them. 
 
    It was a short chase that ended near a small green meadow, an oasis in the desert. 
 
    The smell of water startled them, and the horse veered toward the grass. It took them into the path of one of the braves who lept from his horse onto the back of one hitched to the wagon. The lithe man drew up on the bridle, hauling the wagon to a stop near a shallow rock cave, hand built to define the spring. 
 
    The driver fumbled for a rifle under the seat, but three more arrows arced into his body, and he tumbled from his perch and landed with a splash, one hand near the muddy ground that defined the artesinal spring that bubbled underneath. 
 
    The braves ignored his fallen body and went to work on the wagon with practiced precision. 
 
    Two unhitched the horses and led them to a shallow puddle to drink. Two more untied the tight flaps and opened the dark interior to the setting sun. 
 
    The conestoga was empty but for a coffin. 
 
    The party of braves had robbed wagons before, and sometimes the pioneers buried treasures with their dead. It wouldn't be much, and they couldn't return to their village with such a small discovery, but still they had to look. 
 
    The two men hauled the box out and pitched it out of the back of the wagon. It flipped over, hit on the corner at an angle and broke open. 
 
    The Indian braves yipped in victory, quick sharp noises as they hopped from the wagon and turned the now open coffin over. 
 
    A man inside howled as the sun hit his skin. 
 
    The dark black suit that covered most of his body protected the unexposed parts, but the drifting bright rays that hit his hands made the flesh bubble and boil. 
 
    His eyes flew open, and the Indians screamed. The monster had no pupils, just pure black orbs that scanned the scene, saw the dead body of his most faithful servent and the sun still above the mountains. 
 
    The braves fumbled back, trying to notch arrows to their bows, but the creature flew at them. 
 
    Long nails lashed out and slashed throats, a trail of smoke the only sign of it's passage. 
 
    Blood fountained out of their still standing bodies, as the braves collapsed. Trickles of crimson rolled across the hard ground and into the pool of water that reached into the narrow cave, barely wide enough for a body. 
 
    Occupied now by the creature, the man with long fangs and black eyes, hiding in the shadow. 
 
    The skin of his face was burned and melted, his hands a scarred mass of tissue. 
 
    But his eyes were clear as he stared at the bodies leaking his sustenance into the water. 
 
    As he watched, the puddle turned a shade of pink, and then darker as more blood slowly made it's way into the water. 
 
    The horses ran off, all of them. He could hear their hoofbeats pound the earth as they sought to escape the scent of death that permeated the meadow. 
 
    The creature bent forward and slurped the bloody water into it's mouth. The burned skin started to heal. He drank more, taking his time to pull handfuls to his lips and sipping as the sun slipped behind the mountains, bathing the valley in twilight. 
 
    He pulled himself from the rock cavern and stretched as he sniffed the air. 
 
    The bodies of the braves were worthless. His razor sharp claws had cut too deep, their lifeblood drained into the spring. 
 
    But his servant still had blood. 
 
    The arrows killed, but also plugged the wounds so they crusted over. 
 
    He rolled the body and feasted on the grimy man's neck. The man had served him for over a decade in his life, the promise of immortality taunting him to maddness. 
 
    The vampire smiled as he slurped blood from the body. The man served him still, even in death. 
 
    His eyes caught a glow in the distance as he stood from the drained corpse. 
 
    He could make out a campfire, and a cabin, a two room structure on well packed dirt trail, an intersection. 
 
    Of course his servant would ride away from the trail to minimize their chances of discovery, but the simple minded fool did not stray too far from it for fear of getting lost. 
 
    That the Indians attacked so close to the post spoke to their desperation, and the fact that more might come. 
 
    He licked his lips in anticipation of that happening and began walking toward the trading post. 
 
    He could smell bodies on the wind, and moisture. This area of the valley was dotted with springs that created small pocket of meadows in the desert. 
 
    He knew where they were by that sign. He had seen it on the maps he studied. Maybe he wouldn't need to keep going to San Francisco, if western bound travelers could come to him through this place. 
 
    He would think on it this night, and stay for a few others, if only to gather more information on the place the Spanish referred to as the Meadows. Las Vegas in their beautiful language. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    There are reasons most folks don't know about magic.  Sure they believe it, like children on the edge of ten still sort of believe in Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny, but also know that only babies still believe that stuff. 
 
    We grow out of belief. 
 
    Most of us. 
 
    I didn't have that luxury.  I was born to magic parents into a magic time just before world war two.  My parents were attacked by the Catholic Church and disappeared, which happens a lot more than you think to folks with the ability.  I was put in the care of a priest who led the attack on my parents who raised me in an orphanage under his tutelage. 
 
    Seriously I didn't have any hang ups about my parents.  My childhood was mostly idyllic or at least as sane as a kid raised in a private boarding school monastary could be. 
 
    I had new roommates each year, and one or two close friends and was always under the watchful eye of the Father.  I was instructed in the rosary and confession, was denied communion until my confirmation and that wasn't allowed until after I hit puberty.  That's when they expected any latent magic to appear. 
 
    The first signs came when I was ten. 
 
    By the time I was twelve I knew I was different and hid it, like most boys who hide their secret longings in their heart or behind bathroom doors. 
 
    My body was changing, and whenever the Father tried to question me about it, I just assumed he was referring to the hair in new places. 
 
    For my twelth birthday, Father tried to kill me. 
 
    It didn't take. 
 
    I spent the next four years on the run, living on the streets of city to city, traveling the rails like a hobo.  I met a bunch of people, some kind, others not.  The kind ones got a little luck on their behalf in the form of magic, just whatever favor I could send their way.  A farmer fed me more eggs than I could eat, then boiled two dozen for me to carry with me.  I put a blessing on his cows and chickens so they produced more milk and eggs that never spoiled and never went bad. 
 
    A grandmother made me cookies once and I put a ward on her home so that bad weather and bad things just avoided it. 
 
    Two boys were travelling on horseback to New York and shared their meager meal with me one night and I gave them eternal safety, a personal ward that stayed with them for almost eight decades. 
 
    I won't share the details of the bad men. 
 
    They were mostly men and they are mostly dead.  Men who prey on children deserve horrible deaths, and I gave it to them, and watched while it happened. 
 
    The first time I felt guilty. 
 
    Good old fashioned catholic guilt for taking the life of another.  I didn't like it, I didn't like how it made me feel.  Except that I knew that with these types of people gone the world would be a better place. 
 
    I sometimes think about that in the dark of the night.  When I can't sleep and I wonder about the dark side and the light side.  The two wolves that fight inside us and the stronger one is the wolf we feed, if you believe in Cherokee legend. 
 
    I could have been a really great Dark Wizard.  Maybe not a great wizard, but just great at being bad. 
 
    Dark magic is usually used against innocent normal people and done so the magician gains advantage. 
 
    When those bad men tried to do worse things to me, I tapped into dark magic to cause them grevious harm.  I did unto their person horrors that dwarfed the acts they planned for me. 
 
    And when they died I moved on. 
 
    Maybe it was the Father's influence that kept me from becoming an evil man. 
 
    At sixteen, I joined the War. 
 
    It was in the war I learned that the world was a whole hell of a lot bigger than anyone knew, and that we were under constant attack from creatures of legend. 
 
    They wanted our world, and they wanted us in it, subjigated to their will and moving to their amusement.  The Sidhe. 
 
    Creature of fairie and fae, legend lost to modern man and slowly being forgotten much like the magic everyone once believed in.  How they hated us, hated that they relied on us to belive in them and that their paths to our world were being severed as we destroyed the wilderness in the name of progress. 
 
    The Sidhe kept coming at us and though forbidden by an edict older than even their memory against direct interference they still used their influence to try to usurp control of man. 
 
    They wanted us to remember them, and fear them.  Fear their magic which we no longer believed in. 
 
    They were bad. 
 
    It was one of the reasons I said yes when the Judge told me I was a Marshal. 
 
    Justice against the bad things. 
 
    And I never once considered that I might be one of them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
    It was literally the coolest thing to ever see. 
 
      
 
    I didn't see it, but it had to be. I sprinted across the ground and dropped to my knees on the slick surface, leaning back Matrix style as bolts whizzed over my head and body. Fingers held out unleashing hell on the witch, on her demon. Coat whipping in the wind and appropriate bad ass scowl on my brow. 
 
      
 
    Probably a good thing I didn't see it. 
 
      
 
    That's how I'm telling it though. For anyone who wasn't there. 
 
      
 
    "I was there," said Elvis. 
 
      
 
    "Shut up ghost." 
 
      
 
    "That's not how it happened." 
 
      
 
    "Did you hear the shut up part, or did I just say it in my mind?" 
 
      
 
    He was right. I hated it. 
 
      
 
    My slip and slide into battle started off well enough. I got the sprint part right. 
 
    But instead of dropping to my knees, one foot clipped the other and I sprawled on my face. 
 
      
 
    Instead of sliding in a very cool, awesome manner, magic blazing, it was more of a desperate crawl on the floor hoping like hell I didn't get my ass shot off. 
 
      
 
    Literally. 
 
      
 
    I fetched up in the corner where the wall met the floor and rolled over in time to shoot off a couple of blocking spells. 
 
      
 
    See, there's no way the first version isn't more entertaining. More elegant. 
 
      
 
    "I know you," said the ghost of my watcher. "I know how you operate. You're going to play this up and try to come out a hero." 
 
      
 
    "In the middle of a fight Elvis." 
 
      
 
    "Left." 
 
      
 
    I banged off a shot from the tip of my finger. It wasn't a lightning bolt, more like a shimmer in the air as energy transformed from my willpower into a manifestation of magic. 
 
      
 
    The result was an expanding circle of nothing that collided with another circle of shimmering air from the witch I could still hear cackling until a miniature sonic boom popped her quiet for a second. A literal second. 
 
      
 
    Then she cackled again. 
 
      
 
    "You snort when you laugh," I called out. "You're snorting." 
 
      
 
    That shut her up. 
 
      
 
    But now she was quiet and doubling down on the whole try to kill me thing. 
 
      
 
    I wiggled my fingers and tried to think of a way out of this predicament. Because the witch had back up. In the form of a demon, and they both had me dead on the agenda. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 
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    During the second book, the Marshall learns about the third witch summoning a Dragon in Montana.  Awakens an ancient Dragon. 
 
      
 
    “There are rumors afoot.” 
 
    “Afoot?” 
 
    “It’s an expression.” 
 
    “I think you’ve been hanging around Tera too much.” 
 
    “I’m tethered to you my corporeal friend, if I’m too close to someone it’s my proximity to you that’s the cause.” 
 
    “About that-” 
 
    “You haven’t found a spell to untether us.” 
 
    “I haven’t found a cure to this ailment.” 
 
    “I ail you.  You prefer I ale you?” 
 
    “A ghost who spouts beer instead of rumors.  That’s a tether I wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “The rumor is one of the witches has awoke a dragon.” 
 
    “A dragon.” 
 
    “In the West.” 
 
    “How far West?  All the way to Japan West?  Because I’ve always wanted to visit Japan.  I’d like to meet a Kitsune.” 
 
    “I can summon a Kitsune, if you like.” 
 
    “Kitsune can’t be summoned.  They aren’t demonic.” 
 
    “I meant summon as in to call, not the supernatural sense. 
 
    “You have a kitsune on speed dial?” 
 
    “Had.  One of the Watchers is Kitsune.” 
 
    “Their experience with dragaon’s may come in handy.” 
 
    “This particular dragon is not in Japan.  It’s in the West, as in the old Western part of Montana.  Big Sheep country.” 
 
    “I think it’s Big Sky Country.” 
 
    “Nope, Big Sheep. Dragons can’t carry off the sky to eat.” 
 
    “Dragon’s in Montana.” 
 
    “With a witch.” 
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
    “I told you, it’s gonna be that kind of day.” 
 
    
  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    LATER 
 
      
 
    “A dragon is as large as a whale.” 
 
    “One of those cute little white whale’s right?” 
 
    “Blue Humpback.” 
 
    “A flying whale.” 
 
    “That breathes fire,” she added.  “And is magic resistant.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “You could get a lance.” 
 
    “Do lance’s work?” 
 
    “How do you think Lance-a-lot got his name?” 
 
    “He killed dragons?” 
 
    “He and Merlin.” 
 
    “Knights of the Round Table were dragon hunters?” 
 
    “Merlin lived in Japan for almost a century before journeying to the Isle.  He carried with him the knowledge to protect and defend in the land through which he traveled and eventually settled to call home.” 
 
    “Where does one go about finding a lance?” 
 
    “They were destroyed in the Dragon wars.  You will have to make one.” 
 
    The Marshall pushed up the edge of his hat and sipped on the sweating bottle of beer between his fingers. 
 
    “I’m not up on my current metal-ology so I don’t know how to make a lance.  Is it like carving a spear point on the end of a stick?  Because that I can do.” 
 
    “Metallurgy,” said Okori.  “And no mere wooden stake would harm a dragon.  A lance must be forged. 
 
    The Marshall leaned his head sideways and shot a withering look at the Kitsune.  She didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    “I’m not a blacksmith.” 
 
    “You are a quest magic man,” she turned up the corner of one mouth into a cute smirk.  “A magic quest to build an object of magic the world hasn’t seen in over five hundred years.” 
 
    “I’m here to hunt a witch and stop a dragon,” he argued but it was weak. 
 
    “Your ghost friend can tell you how important this is, and to save the world.” 
 
    “Save the world?” 
 
    Okori bowed her head. 
 
    “He did not share this information with you.” 
 
    “Elvis?” 
 
    “I was going to, I swear, we just hadn’t reached that point yet.” 
 
    “The point where you tell me I have to save the world.” 
 
    “That one.” 
 
    “A dragon will self replicate in fourteen days once awakened.” 
 
    “Self replicate? Clone itself?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, the translation on that word may be wrong.  It will make babies.  Hundreds of dragon eggs scattered around the countryside.” 
 
    The Marshall sucked down the rest of his beer. 
 
    “Dragon babies.” 
 
    “Dragon babies who will awake hungry and wreak terror upon the world.” 
 
    “Hunt a witch, kill a dragon, find it’s eggs.  Magical quest,” the Marshall shook his head and stood. 
 
    “Collect the materials and forge the lance, kill the dragon, and if it’s laid eggs, you must hunt them as well.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    He laid a twenty dollar bill on the bar and zipped his leather bomber.  He glanced at the eyes of the Kitsune and felt a small tug at his heart.  Why did the bad ones always have to be so gorgeous? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Marshall has to find a meteor with the right metal in it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Marshall has to find a five hundred year old tree. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "You know you need a staff, right?" 
 
      
 
    I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    "I don't need a staff. This isn't the middle ages. I'm not Merlin with some crystal ball on a stick." 
 
      
 
    She grinnned, eyes twinkling and the magic she infected the world with reached out and tickled my loins. 
 
      
 
    Or maybe that wasn't quite magic, but hey, who's going to contradict me. 
 
      
 
    "A big long staff," she teased. "The gods know you need to compensate." 
 
      
 
    I opened my mouth to snap back and she slapped me in the abdomen with a branch from the redwood. 
 
      
 
    "This will do." 
 
      
 
    "Do what?" 
 
      
 
    "Whatever you ask of it," she said. 
 
      
 
    She ran her slender hands along the course bark, tracing a carbon streak from the lightning strike. 
 
      
 
    "Touched by heaven," she whispered. 
 
      
 
    "Cursed," I suggested. 
 
      
 
    She gripped it in her hands and pushed it further into my chest. 
 
      
 
    "I could tell if it was cursed. This is what you need," she glanced over her shoulder. 
 
    "For the lance. For your staff." 
 
      
 
    She bent over and grabbed another stick, eighteen inches long and twirled it in her fingers. 
 
      
 
    "You could even make a wand if you wanted." 
 
      
 
    "No thanks," I answered. 
 
      
 
    But I kept the branch. I didn't want to push it. 
 
      
 
    Besides, a walking stick could look kind of cool. If I took up hiking. 
 
      
 
    The wood thrummed under my fingertips, vibrating with unreleased energy. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Marhsall has to go to Yellowstone to forge the lance in the heart of the Earth fire. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Marhsal has to drive the lance up to the dragon lair. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Dragon has laid her eggs across the country. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The kitsune is captured by the dragon. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Marshal storms the cave to rescue the kitsune. Okari.  He destroys the dragon. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Marshal confronts the witch.  The Marshal and witch duel.  He kills her.  Her spirit goes to join Gloria. 
 
      
 
    It was literally the coolest thing to ever see. 
 
    I didn't see it, but it had to be. I sprinted across the ground and dropped to my knees on the slick surface, leaning back Matrix style as bolts whizzed over my head and body. Fingers held out unleashing hell on the witch, on her demon. Coat whipping in the wind and appropriate bad ass scowl on my brow. 
 
    Probably a good thing I didn't see it. 
 
    That's how I'm telling it though. For anyone who wasn't there. 
 
    "I was there," said Elvis. 
 
    "Shut up ghost." 
 
    "That's not how it happened." 
 
    "Did you hear the shut up part, or did I just say it in my mind?" 
 
    He was right. I hated it. 
 
    My slip and slide into battle started off well enough. I got the sprint part right. 
 
    But instead of dropping to my knees, one foot clipped the other and I sprawled on my face. 
 
    Instead of sliding in a very cool, awesome manner, magic blazing, it was more of a desperate crawl on the floor hoping like hell I didn't get my ass shot off. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    I fetched up in the corner where the wall met the floor and rolled over in time to shoot off a couple of blocking spells. 
 
    See, there's no way the first version isn't more entertaining. More elegant. 
 
    "I know you," said the ghost of my watcher. "I know how you operate. You're going to play this up and try to come out a hero." 
 
    "In the middle of a fight Elvis." 
 
    "Left." 
 
    I banged off a shot from the tip of my finger. It wasn't a lightening bolt, more like a shimmer in the air as energy transformed from my willpower into a manisfestation of magic. 
 
    The result was an expanding circle of nothing that collided with another cirlce of shimmering air from the witch I could still hear cackling until a miniature sonic boom popped her quiet for a second. A literal second. 
 
    Then she cackled again. 
 
    "You snort when you laugh,"I called out. "You're snorting." 
 
    That shut her up. 
 
    But now she was quiet and doubling down on the whole try to kill me thing. 
 
    I wiggled my fingers and tried to think of a way out of this predicament. Because the witch had back up. In the form of a demon, and they both had me dead on the agenda. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WITCHMAS DAY 
 
      
 
    I asked the Judge once why we were where we were and he looked with me with eyes made huge by the tiny glasses he wore, round spectacles perched on the end of his hawk like nose that made the pupils too large to stare at for more than a moment. 
 
    "I'm in Memphis," I explained.  "The nexus of Little Egypt and close to a ley line." 
 
    He said nothing which made me want to fill the silence with the noise of my voice, and I knew that was his training clashing against mine.  Even though he was and is a mentor, I learned much of my magic from hands other than his, and of course there is innate talent too which can have a bigger affect on the world we create than any of us realize.  I knew he was playing salesman to me, wanting me to talk more because no one can stand an idle silence. 
 
    I thought for a microsecond of stretching it out, a test of will between the two of us, and instantly felt a hum and sparkle of electric energy charge the air, like you sometimes feel when the clouds are thick with the promise of rain, and the metal gray sky shakes with thunder just before the lightening cracks.  The mere thought of a challenge, the hint of it set off a wave of charms and spells interwoven around his being that was effective as racking a Mossburg shotgun in the dark. 
 
    "The West Marshal," I continued and felt the tension in the air around us ease.  "He should be based in Los Angeles.  The ley line runs through San Andreas, and so the nexus of power is there." 
 
    Those eyes watching me again.  No nod of the head to continue. No movement whatsoever.  It was as if I were speaking to a marble bust of an ancient Greek God and I suppose that might not be too far from the truth.  Before he was Merlin, he had to be someone else, and before even that he may have been something more. 
 
    "Why then does he live in Las Vegas." 
 
    "Because." 
 
    "Because is not an answer." 
 
    Now when one chooses a battle, one must choose wisely.  One does not simply tweak the nose of the Judge of Magic, an ancient being with more power in his little pinky that I carried in my whole boot.  Both of them. 
 
    For a moment I thought I was going to end up toad dust.  Sure it would be a waste of a good Marshal, if I did think so of myself, but like I've mentioned before I'm not the best Mage out there, and there would be plenty of others willing to step into my place if the Judge would only ask. 
 
    Then the corner of his eyes crinkled and he laughed.  I didn't get the joke. 
 
    "Son, if I had a couple more men just like you we'd round up all these varmits likety split." 
 
    Gulp. 
 
    "Yes Sir." 
 
    I felt like I dodged a bullet.  One that came very close to parting my hair. 
 
    "Las Vegas son," he continued.  "Why do you think they set up shop at that particular oasis?" 
 
    "Water." 
 
    "That, sure, and plenty more besides.  It's got nature magic in the hills and canyons, and the ancient ones who were here so long left a lot of it around when they designated it, and consecrated it.  But what makes Vegas such a special place now is the magic we bring to it now." 
 
    I crinkled up my brow, trying to work one eyebrow up in a what you talking about Willis moment. 
 
    "The magicians?" I guessed.  Vegas was lousy with magicians.  The ones with their own shows, cabarets, and street performers.  You could swing a familiar cat by the tail and hit a dozen minor magic users on the Strip. 
 
    "The greenbacks.  The sawbucks.  Money," said the Judge. 
 
    We didn't have much use for money since we could conjure up just about anything.  Alchemy was pretty much magic 101 and anyone who learned the Arts figured out that casting pretty quick because unless you were willing to spend a lot of time hunting and grinding, ingredients cost money.  Space cost money. 
 
    Plus most magic users were extremely long lived so setting up an investment fund for the long term just made good sense.  I put a big bang into my alchemy lesson when I first came into magic and sunk it all into an annuity that paid me each year, just so I could live on the interest and never touch the principle. 
 
    What I'm saying is I never thought much about money because I put my money to work for me a long time ago and just forgot about it.  But I kind of knew the power of compound interest and even thought I didn't obsess on it, I knew my net worth was pretty high.  All the wizards I knew had values that doubled Buffett and Soros, only you would never see or hear their names in any circle. 
 
    Since I didn't pay attention to money, I wasn't aware of it's power, except peripherally. 
 
    But it made sense. 
 
    "Tell me why," the Judge instructed as if reading my mind.  I suppose he was. 
 
    "Vegas was a place of power before, and when they began building the casinos and tourist attractions, it became a mecca for money.  People would save for it, plan for it, believe in it and their faith in Vegas built the power up." 
 
    There was the nod and the smile I wanted, like a good teacher's pet. 
 
    "The people kept coming in droves and now by the millions," I said, thinking about how much ad money went in reminding people to visit Sin City, and even now it was being billed as a family vacation, with shows and rides and attractions.  That must have expanded the number of believers who in their faith gave even more power to the place. 
 
    Of course the Marshal would be in Vegas. 
 
    The ley line there, while weaker than San Andreas was made stronger through the power of the people who went there, and who believed in the money they brought their to sacrifice to the gambling gods in the hopes of a bigger return.  And when they left Vegas, they still continued to worship it from afar. 
 
    Because all that magic would draw a lot of magic users.  Wizards, mages, witches and warlocks.  Low level magic users performing on the street feats that boggled the mind, and the crowd was wowed and believed, which fed the magic.  Multiply that by thousands and you created an exponentially powerful place. 
 
    It's no wonder the Marshal of the West was one bad hombre. 
 
    He had to be to deal with all the Vegas madness, and he still had the rest of the US to cover as well. 
 
    "And you sent a Witch there," the Judge concluded. 
 
    "Get out of my head," I warned him. 
 
    Thunder rumbled the foundation of the stone building we were in. 
 
    "Please," I added. 
 
    The judge crinkled his eyes again and smiled. 
 
    "Son, go West young man." 
 
    And he flashed me into a junk yard on the outskirts of sin city. 
 
    "Damn it," I grumbled. 
 
    There was thunder here too shaking the air around me, and even though it was in the middle of a desert, he dropped me in a rare rainstorm.  Magic doesn't work that well in running water.  When it rains hard enough, it doesn't work at all and I was soaked to the bone within seconds of popping out into the space.  Looked like I had a long wet walk to the Strip. 
 
    Served me right for smarting off. 
 
    Probably wouldn't be the last time it happened. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The kitsune and Marshal drive around in the pickup truck to collect the dragon eggs. 
 
    “Do you think they’d make a good omlette?” 
 
    “What is an omlette?” 
 
    “Never mind.  What are you going to do with the eggs?” 
 
    “They will be sent to Mt. Fuji.” 
 
    “Into the volcano.” 
 
    “Some.  Some will be trained in the ways of magic.” 
 
    “Is that a good idea?” 
 
    “It is not mine to say.  I too follow orders.” 
 
    “What if I destroyed them?” 
 
    “I cannot allow that.” 
 
    “I don’t think you can stop me.” 
 
    He turned toward her and raised a finger. 
 
    The sky flashed in a silent explosion of white and when it cleared the Marshal stood alone in the field. 
 
    “She could have killed you, you know,” said Elvis. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You’re just a wizard.  She’s a god.” 
 
    “Small g.” 
 
    “Small g.  Big g.  You don’t tangle with deities man.” 
 
    “Elvis, I’m just trying to do what’s right.” 
 
    “Right isn’t always smart.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” 
 
    Elvis spun around in the air. 
 
    “She took the truck,” he said.  “Won’t bother me so much, but you…” 
 
    “These boots were made for walking,” said the Marshall and took off up the dusty road. 
 
    “She could have killed you, you know,” said Elvis as he drifted behind. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “But she didn’t.  Kitsune’s are tricksters, but when you threaten them, they’re pretty much cut and dried.” 
 
    “So the truck was a trick.” 
 
    “But leaving you alive, that I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s a trick too.  Maybe we’re two ghosts wandering the desert together.” 
 
    “Don’t even joke about that.” 
 
    “What? I can’t haunt a ghost that’s haunting me?” 
 
    “She should have killed you but didnt,” said Elvis.  “She must have liked you.” 
 
    They reached the edge of the crater and started up the road to the rim. 
 
    “It happens.  I’m a likable fellow.” 
 
    “Sure you are.  Likable.  Gullible.  Blind.” 
 
    “Blind?” 
 
    “Did you notice where the ghosts went for the last three witches you’ve killed?” 
 
    “Hell, I suspect.” 
 
    “Nope.  I’ve watched them whirl away, all to the same point.” 
 
    “So where are they?” 
 
    “I dont’ know yet.  Just a general direction.” 
 
    “So what does that mean?” 
 
    “They’ve got a summoning spell triggered on their death.  Someone is calling them.” 
 
    “Trouble.” 
 
    “With a capital T.” 
 
    We reached the rim.  I could feel the popping sensation when we moved out of the spell circle cast by Okori. 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” I told Elvis. 
 
    “Do you have a fix on where we find our next contestant?” 
 
    The ghost closed his eyes even though I suspected he didn’t need to do that.  He was being dramatic.  I could expect a hip wiggle at any moment. 
 
    “That way,” he pointed East. 
 
    “Any particular point Elvis?  East is a lot of country to cover.” 
 
    “Kentucky.  Coal Mines.  Start in Lexington.” 
 
    I flicked my finger and we whirled up into a transport spell.  Just as the world around us shimmered, I saw a tail flick in the bushes and the bright eyes of a fox watch us disappear. 
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    Some men liked to chop of the heads of their enemies and shove them on a stake for all the world to see. A warning.   
 
    But not this one.  She liked to take their heads and add them to a rope of braided twine only through the use of her magic, the heads of her enemies would remain alive.  Their eyes would roll and twitch and move, their mouths flipping and gaping and shaping words no one could hear for their voice boxes were missing.  These heads would bang together with knocks and chatters every time she moved and this old evil witchy women loved to dance so she moved a lot. She liked to shimmy to a song in her mind and the clacking heads would try to keep time in some macabre hypnotic rthymic roll. It was sick and amazing and some of the strongest mojo I had ever seen. 
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