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  Prologue


While my dahling Tess flies from here to there on a big mechanical machine that makes so much noise it hurts my tender little ears and smells too ripe, I’m wandering around the chat room looking for something to do. 
The vast whiteness that stretches on and on, broken only by an occasional door to another dimension is strangely quiet today. I can’t even find the demons that are supposed to be on guard duty. They keep beings inside their home dimension, only allowing passage to a privileged or wily few.
I’m one of the few. Imps may go anywhere. Convincing the guard demons of that is another issue altogether.
I stumble across a round stone door I haven’t noticed before. It smells odd. My pug nose wiggles overtime trying to discover what lurks behind before I open it.
Stone, copper, dust, and sage.
I’ve smelled that before.
Instantly wary, I tug on the handle until it squeals in protest on rusty hinges.
I freeze—waiting, assessing.
No one comes to pummel me into submission or back where I came from.
So, like a good little imp, I poke my nose inside the scant inches between the round stone door and the arched stone jamb.
“Gargoyles!” I chortle. “Gargoyles in their natural form.” Translucent spirits flit about. The smallest have hardly any features at all, just amorphous wispy forms. The larger ones begin to show signs of eyes, nose, and mouth. Nothing individual about any of them.
They all play tag with inanimate cutouts of demons, practicing pushing over bad guys with only the power of their aura. Some are better than others.
They are all good enough to keep me out. I can only watch from the doorway.
An old guy, his wrinkled and threadbare robes made of smoke sagging around his potbellied form, follows the youngsters about with a clipboard. He peers over half glasses at the antics of one particularly talented child. The twisted grimace on his face appears carved out of stone. He’s lived long enough to develop features and a personality. A grim one from the way he frowns.
The kid he concentrates on can’t be more than two or three centuries old. He won’t stand still long enough to get a bead on his developing features. I get hints of bat wings.
“Report,” the old guy barks, quill pen poised over his notes.
“Six Damiri lurking behind that pillar,” the kid nods toward a Gothic column I hadn’t seen before he pointed it out. Maybe it didn’t exist before he mentioned it.
“Check. What else.”
“Two Cthulhus in the moat, reluctant to come out. And a pair of Windago hunting innocents who enter the forest trying to find sanctuary.”
“Very good. We have an emergency vacancy,” the old guy intones. “You are young yet, but you are the best student we’ve had in three centuries. Go now. Replace the ancient one who fell asleep. His corner is a vitally strategic post. We need younger energy to fill the gap.”
The kid salutes, bouncing up and down in his enthusiasm. Then his misty body trails off and escapes through the door I left partly open for my own escape.
The venerable gargoyle tutor makes a check mark on his clipboard and moves on to supervise another pupil.
The distinctive smell of stone, copper, dust, and sage shifts. Now I get granite, moss, and clay tiles.
So that’s how they do it! The spirit form of the gargoyle inhabits the stone or metal body which gives them definition. Their magic exists only in their apotropaic ability to repel demons away from the edifice they protect.
Hmmm. I wonder if the kid’s smell is unique to him, or merely his type. I know that scent. I do not trust the man who cannot mask it behind a musky aftershave.
This is info my babe may need.
Time to check on her. She should have changed planes and started on the final leg of her journey.






  
  Chapter 1


Gambling became legal in Nevada in 1931, the same year the divorce laws were relaxed.
“Tess, my darling.” Donovan Estevez cupped my face in his long-fingered hands. His thumbs rubbed circles against my cheekbones. The rasp of his calluses on my skin awakened nerve endings and sent flaring signals of welcome to my fevered brain. Then he traced my scar from temple to chin, trailing kisses along the ridge. 
“I find this scar very sexy.” He feathered more kisses behind his fingers’ trail. “I can’t see it, but I know it’s there. Clouded with mystery and promises.”
I waited, willing him to move closer, linger, and savor. Magnetic tingles drew our mouths closer. He held back.
“Are you certain?” he whispered. His warm breath drifted across me like the softest of spring breezes.
A new face appeared in my vision. Gollum peered at me from behind Donovan’s shoulder, a stern frown of disapproval and . . . aching pain marring his lean face. He pushed his glasses up to hide his eyes.
I tried to banish the image of my friend and mentor; my Gollum. I could never think of him as Guilford Van der Hoyden-Smythe, PhD.
“Yes,” I said to Donovan, doing my best to ignore my misgivings.
Our bodies pressed against each other in an explosion of sensation, bonding us together. Our mouths blended and molded, opened. Our tongues entwined in an eternal dance, mimicking a more intimate joining.
Clothing disappeared without seeming to have ever been worn.
I stood on tiptoe, stretching to feel as much of him as I could. His hands ran the length of my back and lifted me higher by my bottom.
I nestled my face into his shoulder and inhaled his unique scent of copper, sage, and hot dust, enhanced by a dry cologne. A sigh rose, constricting my chest with anticipation. I belonged here. We fit. We were meant to be together.
“No, you don’t,” Gollum said, the erudite scholar, not a lover or a friend. “You belong with me.”
A sharp pain in my neck wrenched me awake, out of my pretty dream. My head jerked forward and back against the airplane seat. The jet engine grated on my ears and my nerves. My balance skewed to the left.
I automatically keyed my laptop to save, and a back up to a flash drive.
One night. I’d had one wonderful, erotic, special night with Donovan.
Then I had three comfortable nights sleeping on Gollum’s sofa, the only intimacies between us on the level of dear friends.
One friggin’ night with Donovan. Not enough, part of me screamed.
Never again, my common sense replied. Not until he honestly told me of his past and his current agenda.
“Tess Noncoiré, you snore in a most unladylike manner,” Mom said with a delicate sniff. Then she turned her lost and fragile gaze back to contemplating the agricultural patterns of the Midwest thirty-five thousand feet below us.
“Where are we?” I asked on a yawn. I scrubbed my face with my hands, trying desperately to banish the dream, the wanting, the need for a man I could not trust.
“We’re somewhere south of Chicago,” Mom replied. She played with her pearl necklace, more out of habit than nervousness.
Well, duh. I looked at my watch. An hour and a half after we’d lifted off from O’Hare. About another hour to Las Vegas.
A frisson of alarm suddenly clawed at my spine from tailbone to nape. I twitched in the too-narrow airplane seat, two seats side by side on our side of the aisle, three across the aisle. The tingles spread down my arms, making my fingers itch to hold a weapon.
The underlying smells of plastic and cleaning fluids combined with stale air, stale coffee, and stale bodies suddenly intensified. My nose is keen. My otherworldly imp’s nose is better. Something was off here.
What?
Beside me, my mother glared at me, mentally ordering me to sit still, just like she used to do in church.
Nervously, I closed my laptop, secured it in the case, and shoved it beneath the seat in front of me. Then I unfastened my seat belt. Once free of my lifeline and slave driver of a novel, though little more existed than an outline and first chapter, I slid into the aisle, stretching and arching my back.
I used the innocuous movement to scan the other Las Vegas-bound passengers. Mostly couples in casual shirts and slacks headed out on vacation. They bubbled with excitement. A constant susurration of sound rose from their discussion of show tickets, excursions, and spa treatments. Discussion of the show “Fairy Moon” flew about more than any other. I hoped to get tickets for me and Mom to the hottest show in Las Vegas.
When excursions came up in the conversations, more than one mentioned the geological wonder of the Valley of Fire, only an hour north of Las Vegas. I’d have to think about that one if time allowed, with a full conference schedule and babysitting Mom.
Scattered throughout the nearly full coach seating, I spotted a few intense men and women flying solo. Their garb varied from business suits to jeans and Tees. They had the haunted look of addicts. Gamblers.
Then there were the business people. Suit jackets off, ties loosened, working furiously on their laptops.
No one person stood out in the crowd as different. No one person kept their gaze locked on me.
If I had a stalker, he wasn’t going to be easy to spot. But then that’s what stalkers do. They stay in the shadows and watch. Waiting for the opportunity to lunge. Like a crocodile.
Ambush predators.
I prefer fighting demons. At least with monsters from other dimensions, I know who I’m fighting and why.
“Mom, I’m walking back to the restroom.” I spoke slowly and distinctly, making certain I had her attention before I touched her shoulder.
She nodded and drifted back into the tangled world of her nightmares. Last month she eloped with a demon: Darren Estevez. He was also the foster father of my former lover Donovan Estevez.
Fortunately, an escapee from a pan-universal prison had murdered him thirty-six hours later and Mom only had to endure one night of his inhuman attentions.
She coped. She went about each day’s routine without protest. Darren had drained a vital quality from her. I’d never forgive him for that.
I had a few issues with him over the way he’d manipulated Donovan as well.
I hoped this five-day junket to Las Vegas would help Mom separate her mind from those horrible days of existing in demon thrall. I could stretch it to a week if I had to. Maybe some natural wonders out in the Valley of Fire would do the trick if all the glitz and neon of Las Vegas didn’t.
A writers’ conference was paying me and covering most of my expenses. For four days I had workshops to present. Up-and-coming writers wanted to pick my brain on breaking out of midlist into best sellers. New writers wanted my secret formula (there isn’t one) for getting published. Independent and small publishing was a different topic altogether. One had I not ventured into. Yet. But the day was coming. 
The conference should only involve a few hours each of four days. The rest of the time I could show my mom the wonders of the oasis of light and noise and frivolity (not to be confused with la frivolité or tatted lace, a pile of which sat tangled and ignored in her lap).
Something, anything, to bring back the twinkle of mischief to her eyes. Normally, she delighted in playing the martyr—especially after Dad moved in with the love of his life, Bill Ikito. Mom had a right to feel used and abused since Darren and should revel in her martyrdom. Now, she lapsed into too-long sessions of silence and depression. No complaints. No trying to make me feel guilty for her problems.
What was worse, she no longer tried to play my sister Cecilia and me against each other. Cecilia with her architect husband, her three children, her PTA meetings and garden clubs, no longer exemplified Mom’s definition of a proper woman. I, the black sheep of the family, who fought demons and dressed up in costumes at Science Fiction /Fantasy conventions, was now her crutch and anchor in life.
No fair. I shouldn’t have to take maternal responsibility for my mom. I was the baby of the family, the one all the others should take care of.
I took my time strolling along the aisle, nodding casually to anyone who looked up. Making myself as skinny as possible and plastering up against a seat back so the flight attendants could move about collecting drink and snack debris—no such thing as meals aboard anymore. Good thing I’d fed Mom in Chicago, not that she ate much.
Nothing out of the ordinary caught my attention. No suddenly averted glances or angry glares. Not even Scrap, my interdimensional imp, showed on my radar.
And now that I was moving about, the sense of danger and foreboding had vanished.
Just my imagination working overtime.
Yeah. Right.
While I was up and about, I might as well use the facilities.
“We’ll be preparing to land soon, ma’am,” an attendant in her prim gray jumper and white blouse, informed me. “The captain will ask you to resume your seat within minutes.”
Sure enough, the floor had begun a gradual downward tilt.
“I won’t be long,” I reassured her.
The miniscule cubicle—barely enough room for me to turn around in—gave me just enough privacy to ask for other-dimensional help. Blue room smells dominated here, almost pleasant after the staleness of coach.
“Scrap?” I whispered into the ether. “You anywhere close, buddy?”
What? he answered querulously.
“Well excuse me for interrupting your sojourn in the freeze-dried garbage dump of the universe.” Scrap said he’d visit his mum while I flew south. He didn’t like airplanes much.
A few mumbled grumbles passed through my mind. What’s up, babe? he finally asked in an overly bright tone, like he was hiding something.
“Have I acquired a stalker?”
Not that I can tell from here. I’ll let you know when you hit Vegas.
“And if that is too late?” This time I sent the mumbled grumbles his way. Mine were more specific and less polite.
No stalker worth his salt will cause an incident on a plane. No way to escape.
“And if it’s a demon? Some demons can open the door and fly to safety.” A Damiri demon, like Darren Estevez, took a bat form naturally.
I was pretty sure that Donovan Estevez, his foster son, could do the same, though I’d been told by semi-reliable sources he was now fully human. I didn’t want to risk pushing him too hard, too far, too fast to force him into his natural form.
If you’d picked up a demon stalker I’d know, dahling. Trust me, the only danger you are in is from the fashion police. Faded jeans and stained golf shirts are for gardening, not flying to Las Vegas. And couldn’t you do something else with your hair than cut it as short as a boy’s? You look like a poodle.
Visions of short, fat, cranky dogs that yapped continuously flashed across my mind. I might have lost weight as part of the ritual that gave me Scrap—ten days of one-hundred-three-plus fever will do that to a body. But in my heart, I was always short, fat, and cranky.
“I thought you liked boys?” I needed to change the subject.
Boys, dahling, not girls looking like boys. I could almost smell the smoke from his favored black cherry cheroot.
I snorted as I washed my hands and checked my image in the wavery metal mirror. The mass of dirty-blonde kinky curls had brightened a bit over the last year thanks to a magical comb Scrap had given me. But the curls hadn’t relaxed and I was tired of the tangles, so now I sported a bob that would have been cute if it didn’t tend to stick out like an uneven afro.
Still feeling like a pair of eyes tracked my every move, I meandered back toward my seat, just in front of the wing.
A slender young man of no particular note in dress or form twitched as I passed. He looked pasty. His equally young companion, wearing an unremarkable suit, dozed in the center seat. At least I presumed they were together. Mr. Twitchy had both hands on the other man’s arm.
An acrid scent whispered across my senses. Fear.
“Sit down, lady,” Mr. Twitchy hissed at me.
“What?” I hadn’t touched him, hadn’t done anything to attract his attention other than walk past him.
“I said sit down! We’re going to crash. I know it. I just know it.” The smell of fear on stale sweat nearly overwhelmed me.






  
  Chapter 2


The building of Boulder Dam (now Hoover Dam) in 1931 and the creation of Lake Mead behind it changed the economy of Las Vegas from an agricultural railroad town to a tourist destination.
My heart leaped to my throat. My balance tilted again. I had to grab the back of my seat to remain upright. Again. 
“Tsk,” an older woman behind me clucked. “Flying is safer than walking across a street.” Her hours-too-old perfume told a different story. Mr. Twitchy’s fear began to infect her.
You might want to listen to the guy, Scrap said.
I didn’t like his tone. Anxious. No sarcasm. No drawled “dahling,” or affectionate “babe.”
“Everybody, sit down!” Mr. Twitchy moaned. “Please sit down before we crash.”
I plopped back in my seat and fastened my seat belt. Then I made sure the laptop was secure under my feet and the flash drive clipped to a lanyard about my neck and safely tucked into my shirt pocket. I’d emailed the work in progress to myself from O’Hare. If both the computer and the flash drive trashed, I’d only lose about an hour’s work.
I’m obsessive about backups. Or hadn’t you noticed?
Of course, if the plane crashed hard enough to trash both the laptop and the flash drive, I’d be dead and wouldn’t have to worry. The novel and its sequel became the problem of my agent, my editor, and my literary executor, all good friends of mine.
The plane bounced and plunged. I felt like I’d left my stomach a hundred feet above me.
Mom clutched my arm so tightly I knew she’d leave bruises. I don’t bruise easily.
Yelps and gasps all around us. Mr. Twitchy moaned, “I knew it. I knew it. We’re all going to die.”
The canned air permeated with staleness became claustrophobic. More than one person tugged at a collar or neckline, seeking more air.
A steward emerged from behind the curtain separating us mere coach passengers from first class. He blanched as the plane banked right and then sharply left. He grabbed the curtain with both hands, nearly ripping it from its cable support.
Sweat poured off Mr. Twitchy’s brow. He rocked forward and back, enduring his own private agony.
That’s when I got scared. The guy had to be a sensitive. He knew things, bad things before they happened.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” a reassuring male voice came over the intercom. “We are experiencing a bit of turbulence. The captain has turned on the seat belt sign. Please return to your seats immediately. We ask that you put away all carry-on items and secure your trays. Return your seats to an upright position.”
All of the flight attendants disappeared to their own seats.
“In other words, prepare for a crash,” I muttered. This was much more than the slight sideways jiggles we’d had off and on all the way south from Chicago.
The incandescent blue of Saint Elmo’s fire shot around the wing tip.
“A bit of turbulence? I’d say that was an understatement.” Mom sounded like her old self. Then the flash of fire in her eyes faded and she resumed staring out the window.
I followed her gaze. Weird, red-rock formations flowed and twisted out of a gray-brown background below us. Splotches of black drizzled over the top. Like looking at the bottom of a seabed without the sea. The shadows promised mysteries. I’d hate to get lost in that trackless and waterless wilderness.
“The Valley of Fire,” the man sitting behind me whispered. “It’s awesome.”
The plane lurched again. We lost more altitude. The gasps and cries of alarm grew louder. A small child wailed in distress.
We passed the Valley of Fire and approached volcanic formations. This landscape was born of fire and tumult; just as trackless and without water.
“Las Vegas has put us into a holding pattern. We’re experiencing some severe crosswinds at this altitude. So please, ladies and gentlemen, sit back and relax. We’ll keep you updated.”
“Scrap, I could use some help here.”
“Who are you talking to?” Mom whispered back at me.
“Myself.”
“Fine time to start talking to yourself.”
What’s ya need, babe?
“A little information.”
On my way, but I’ve got to fight my way through some pretty ugly energy in the chat room first.
Scrap always had to fight his way into or out of the chat room—that’s the big white place with no sense of size or shape that exists between dimensions, giving access to all other dimensions. Some called it limbo.
I called it purgatory.
“Are these crosswinds normal?” I whispered, hoping Mom wouldn’t hear me and get any bright ideas about ghosts or demons. Another encounter might tip her over the edge of sanity.
The plane banked again, smoothly. The jumping about ceased.
Everyone breathed a sigh of relief.
“Las Vegas informs us that we will be circling for about another fifteen minutes. We’ve climbed above the severe crosswinds,” the copilot said, almost cheerily.
“They’re coming back,” Mr. Twitchy shouted. “We can’t escape them. Not now, not ever! They’re coming to get me. You all are just collateral damage.”
Excited murmurs all around us.
I peered around Mom out the window. Plain old desert undulated beneath us like the bottom of a seabed. But the weird red-rock formations northeast of the city were coming into view again.
The plane took a nose dive. Bounced. Tilted. Climbed. Rocked. Dove. The wing tips moved a fraction of a second after each jolt.
Worse than a roller coaster.
Screams. Wailing cries. A miasma of unpleasant scents. Mom looked like she’d lose her lunch.
Mine wasn’t sitting too well either.
Mr. Twitchy jumped up and ran toward the front. “We’ve got to get out of here. We’re all going to die!”
I stuck out my leg.
He fell face first. Lay there pounding the deck.
More people got up. Some paced the aisle in agitation.
A steward tried desperately to push them back into their seats. The more he tried, the more people tried getting into the aisle.
Screams deafened me.
“Tess, you have to do something.” Mom turned wild eyes on me. Her grip tightened on my arm.
“What can I do about crosswinds?” I returned.
“Are they truly crosswinds born of this Earth?” Her eyes took on an unearthly red glow. Demon thrall. Something other than my mother spoke with her voice.
I shuddered and leaned as far away from her as I could.
Are they otherworldly, Scrap? If so, there might be a rogue portal that bypassed the chat room hidden in the red-and-black shadows. I really hoped Scrap would catch my telepathic message. He didn’t always. Our bond is not perfect. I couldn’t risk Mom or anyone else hearing me talk to an imp that was transparent in this dimension except when he transformed into my choice of weapon.
I don’t know! he wailed. They’re winds, but the source? I can’t find the source.
Where are they strongest?
Silence.
Another steward appeared from the rear and tried desperately to get people to sit down.
Mr. Twitchy pulled himself up, eyes wild. I saw the same panic reflected in the faces and cries of all those around us.
I unfastened my seat belt and pried Mom’s hand off my arm. Then I rose and hauled Mr. Twitchy to his feet from the deck. “Sit down and shut up. You are only making things worse.”
“They’re coming for me. Evil spirits use the winds to find their victims. We’re all going to die!”


      [image: image-placeholder]I edge my way toward the Earth portal in the chat room. New guardian demons have sprung up since I looked into the gargoyle nursery. Can’t let these guys know where I’m really headed. A weird-looking demon I’ve never seen before tracks my every movement. He’s all full of red scales and flits like a faery. He smacks me with the force of a fully loaded semi going seventy in a fifty-five speed zone. A little morphing and removal of the hard edges, this could be a faery on steroids dressed in unnatural neon colors of clashing orange and pink over the red scales and black hair, lips, and nails.
He smells of rancid tobacco and burning sewage.
This is not good.
From infancy, imps are schooled in many types of demons and their weak points. We have to know so that we can help our Warrior companions fight these guys.
If new demons are cropping up, then there’s trouble brewing. The balance of the universe is going cattywhumpus.
What else is new?
The not-faery demon raises his hand for another blow. I duck underneath and scoot toward the wooden door with heavy iron crossbars. Iron doesn’t bother me, but it should hold back a faery—even a not-faery-for long enough for me to open the door and duck back into reality.
Curses and taboos. The door sticks.
No, it’s not stuck; the not-faery is holding it shut with his big hand resting on the iron. I smell flesh burning from the contact. My opponent doesn’t care. A real faery would have flitted home whimpering and affronted by now.
I gulp.
My road back to Tess is rarely easy.
I still my inadequate wings for half a heartbeat. An endless time in the chat room where time is just another dimension. No way to know if the gargoyles I saw are in training now or a thousand years ago.
Then, with a mighty swoop, I push myself straight up and butt my knobby head right into the family jewels.
Mr. Stoic-pain-means-nothing jumps and howls and screams like a banshee deprived of robbing a soul and backs off.
I grab the door and am outta here.
Gray-brown desert with splashes of khaki plants is a welcome relief from the bare whiteness of the chat room that goes on and on and on without definition. Khaki is so not my color, but it’s an improvement over white.
I look around, trying to orient myself. Shivers run up and down my spine so hard they almost shake loose the beautiful warts on my bum. I worked hard to earn those warts in battle; I won’t lose them now to the creepy crawlies. No sirree.
I’m in the wrong place. I should have popped out on Tess’ shoulder. She’s near. But not close enough.
A plane cruises by thousands of feet above me. That’s where Tess is. And she needs me. I sense the plane is in trouble. If it doesn’t get out of the holding pattern that loops it through this space soon, the pilot will lose control and crash. The magnetic forces of this place are screwing up his instruments. The winds spiral up and assault the plane from every direction. The pilot can’t steer clear or outrun them.
He’s as lost as I am.
More shivers and portents of doom.
I’m surrounded by weird rock formations. Lots and lots of red, both broken and flowing. Something draws me here. Something that feels like death and liberation at the same time.
A mural of writhing petroglyphs dances across a rock face above me. I can’t read the exact symbols of human figures and broken lines, but I sense a human running, endlessly running in circles away from evil, only to confront it again at the next turn.
This area is a maze of dead ends, and caves, and winding canyons that lead right back to the starting point. Or off into another dimension.
My senses reel. I can barely tell up from down, north from south, good from evil.
Dust, drier than a mummy, clogs my nose.
I try to pop out of the here and now, through the chat room to go back to Tess. The magnet of this place keeps pulling me in.
This is too creepy even for me.
Not a gargoyle in sight to repel me.






  
  Chapter 3


The oldest rocks in the Valley of Fire are only six hundred million years old, compared to four billion years for the oldest rocks on Earth.
“No one’s going to die. Not on my watch.” I shoved and twisted Mr. Twitchy into the nearest seat. Then I clamped his seat belt closed. 
He immediately reached for it as if it cut off his breathing.
“Stay there,” I said in my teacher voice, the one no teen dared brook.
His emotions continued to infect the rest of the passengers. No one, it seemed, except Mom, was willing to remain seated.
The plane tilted again. And again.
Screams.
I longed for a strong dose of Mom’s lavender sachets to counter the hideous air.
A good belt of single malt scotch wouldn’t hurt either. I preferred Lagavulin, but I’d settle for Sheep Dip.
A man ran forward from the extreme rear, clawing his way past the rest. Three stewards couldn’t hang on to him. His eyes wouldn’t focus. “I’ve got to get to the captain. I’ve got to make him land. Right now.”
A steward tried to follow him. Too many people blocked his way.
I couldn’t let him get past me.
He outweighed me by a good one hundred pounds and stood nearly a foot taller than me. He looked like a fullback with the ball under his arm and the goalposts within easy reach. I didn’t have a weapon. I didn’t have enough mass to stop him. Especially since the plane nosed down again, giving him momentum and challenging my balance.
Some god or goddess must have been looking over my shoulder that day. Not that I believe in such things. A little kid, wailing like a banshee, trying to get away from her mom’s too tight hug, raced forward, between and beneath the maze of legs. She got ahead of Mr. Fullback.
I grabbed her up and held her so she could see my face.
“Mairzy doates and dosy doates and liddle lamzy divey,” I sang in my brightest voice.
As if I’d conjured it, I caught a whiff of freshly laundered sheets, dried in a warm spring wind, and folded away with sprigs of lavender. Home, comfort. Safety.
The little girl blinked at me in amazement.
“A kiddley divey too, wooden shoe?” she whispered in the high lisping toddler monotone.
Then we giggled together. I raised my voice and continued the nonsense song.
“Mares eat oats And does eat oats And little lambs eat ivy A kid’ll eat ivy too Wouldn’t you.”
Mr. Fullback stopped short, grabbing the seats on either side of him. He blinked in confusion. Like he didn’t know where he was or how he got there.
The little girl and I sang the ditty again from the top. Cautiously, I eased back into my seat. Mom belted me in. Then she raised the arm between us and helped me shift the child to the more secure place. She joined us on the third round of song. Her strong contralto balanced my soprano nicely.
Mr. Twitchy picked up on the chorus, in his quivery tenor, fighting panic with every word.
Slowly, quiet and order prevailed. Soon the entire coach section was singing. And seated.
I tired of the nonsense words and started up an old campfire song.
“Down in the meadow In an iddy biddy pool Swam three little fishes And a momma fishy, too!”
Mom picked up on it—she’d taught it to me after all. She gave me my first voice lessons in church choir, too.
The crowd around us took a few moments to catch on. Eventually, they sang the chorus with us.
Boop Boop Diddim Daddum Waddum Choo!
“Thanks,” the hapless steward said quietly, touching my shoulder. “I’ll take Jessie here back to her mama. And I owe you a drink when we get to Las Vegas.”
“Make it Lagavulin, single malt.”
He grinned at me and held up one thumb in agreement. Then he gathered up the little girl, both happily singing, and deposited her with a relieved mother.
“You did good,” Mom said.
“We’re entering final approach for landing, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for your patience.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Ten minutes later we landed in Las Vegas. I could feel the sun beating on the outside of the airplane the moment we stopped at the gate. The whoosh of fresher air entering from the airport relieved much of the olfactory stress. I sat back, eyes closed, and soaked up the heat, letting it banish the anxiety of the last half hour. It felt like a week.
I let the other passengers scramble for their bags in the overhead and scurry for the exit. No sense in fighting them to get out first. I’d learned long ago that on airplanes and in airports the hurrier I go the behinder I get.
Mom seemed content to wait.
When I opened my eyes, Mr. Twitchy was still strapped in the seat across from me. The captain stalked back to lecture him firmly about the panic he’d caused. “We’ve added your name to the list,” he warned. “Next incident and you’re banned from flying again in this country, maybe arrested for causing an incident.”
His angry presence blocked my easy exit.
When the aisle was clear, I looked over at the abashed Mr. Twitchy. He looked like he wanted to cry. “I can’t help it,” he said to no one in particular. “I’m clairvoyant.”
“Not a great one. We ran into trouble, but we didn’t crash, and no one got hurt—except for some bumps and bruises. And that wouldn’t have happened if people hadn’t reacted to your panic and started running about. If they’d stayed seated, nothing would have happened. You’re also a projecting empath,” I said. “You need to work with a competent psychic on controlling that talent.”
“You’re one, too,” he said defensively.
I started to protest. The events of the flight replayed in my mind like a videotape on fast forward. “Maybe I am. I used it to calm people for a positive outcome. If I hadn’t, Mr. Fullback, or even you, might have opened one of the exit doors, causing depressurization and sucking a lot of people out the door to their deaths. Think about that next time you have a vision.”
I stood up and yanked my computer bag out from under the seat.
“You don’t know that,” Mr. Twitchy retorted.
“I know that if I hadn’t stopped you, you might have made your ‘vision’ come true. A self-fulfilling prophecy.”
“Listen to her, young man. She knows what she’s talking about,” Mom said. She handed me her overnight bag from beneath the seat, and marched down the long aisle to the exit, as full of majesty and determination as I’d ever seen her.
I whistled a jaunty tune and followed her, very happy to have my mom back.


      [image: image-placeholder]“Took you long enough,” I admonish Tess as she steps into the terminal from the long walkway off the plane. I flit around and around, then land on her shoulder. I have to hold on for dear life. Her life as well as mine. I do my best to disguise my tremors of fear as indignation. “You could have warned me you were going to be late getting off the plane.”
Actually, I was the late one. I’d tugged and twisted and yanked myself away from those awful magnetic rocks with a great deal of difficulty. If Tess had gotten off the plane a moment earlier, I’d have some serious explaining to do.
And I will explain. Just as soon as I figure out what went on. Or if she treks out there on one of her mad excursions. Tess does love to explore when she visits new places.
You’d think she’d lose her fascination with rocks now that she’s ditched the ghost of her geologist husband; and the demon construct made to look like the late and barely lamented Dillwyn Bailey Cooper. We’ll see if the delights of Las Vegas keep her on the straight and narrow. I don’t think we can fight whatever lurks out there in the desert. I don’t think we need to.
Yet.
“You couldn’t amuse yourself rigging the slot machines?” Tess rejoins, sotto voce. Her gaze goes to the bank of computerized one-armed bandits not ten feet away. A number of people exit the plane and make a beeline for the bright lights and clanging bells, eager to begin losing money.
“Come on, babe. Let’s go shopping. I need a new feather boa, and you need a little glitz in your evening gown! We have an awards banquet to go to Saturday night!”
“Later. I’ve got show tickets to buy,” Tess mutters angrily. Like she’d really rather go shopping with me but knows she has to come up with those tickets because it’s the only thing Mom has asked for since Darren died.
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  Chapter 4


Most workers in Las Vegas make little more than minimum wage, even in the biggest and most impressive casinos. They rely upon tips to survive. Everyone in Las Vegas expects a tip, from the bellhop, to the dealer, to the massage therapist, to the bus driver. 
“I’m having a massage in half an hour,” Mom announced as we checked in at The Crown Jewels Hotel and Convention Center. The noise from the casino ten paces away and down three steps from the narrow lobby nearly obscured her words. The writers’ conference had opted for a small hotel/casino off the strip. Much more affordable for a gathering of under one thousand people.
Not able to compete with modern glitz and glitter, The Crown Jewels had gone for the genteel poverty look of an English manor. Dark wood wainscoting and hardwood floors, accented with deep red velvet drapes and upholstery, dim lighting from Tiffany style shades on floor lamps, and an abundance of potted palms and rubber trees gave welcome relief from the bright desert sun outside.
That and the air-conditioning. The red Oriental style carpets, and the upholstery had just the right touch of threadbare shabbiness. I thought it succeeded quite well in providing a comfortable and welcome ambience.
However, the sour reek of tobacco smoke drifting in from the casino and embedded in the upholstery spoiled the atmosphere.
I can smoke in here! Scrap chortled. Everyone else does.
Just what I needed. “You will not smoke around any of the conference people,” I replied under my breath. “Offend one of them with your cigars, and I’ll feed you to Gollum’s cat.” Scrap had a running feud with the long-haired white monster that owned my lodger back home.
I accepted our key cards and room assignment from the hotel desk clerk.
“You do realize, Mom, that you will have to remove all of your clothing for the massage.” I tried to keep the surprise out of my voice.
“Not in public, Tess. They give you a bath sheet and keep it very discreet and professional. I’m not totally ignorant of the world.” She hmfed and trotted off toward the elevator, leaving me to collect our bags. Again.
“I’m going to try again to get show tickets for tonight. If I do, we’ll need to be at the theater by six,” I called after her.
She waved an acknowledgment.
I flagged down a bellhop. Gone were the days when I could flit off to a weekend science fiction/fantasy convention with only a change of underwear and my toiletries crammed into a small backpack. I also found room in there for half a dozen books to be signed by the authors attending the same con. Now I traveled with professional clothes, banquet/party clothes, rugged clothes and hiking boots for excursions, a whole suitcase of my own books in case the convention dealers didn’t have enough copies, and my trusty laptop with backup external hard drive and extra flash drives. I also brought an e-reader on a small tablet with a screen big enough to actually read and apps to collect autographs from the author.
While I sorted and organized my gear plus Mom’s, Mr. Twitchy entered the hotel lobby and sidled up to the registration desk as if he didn’t want to be seen. I saw no trace of his luggage or a bellhop in tow.
“Welcome back, Mr. Sancroix,” said the perky desk clerk. She handed him a key card. He didn’t fork over a credit card or sign a registration form like the rest of us had to. Even though the writers’ conference paid for my room, I still had to leave a credit card number on file against incidental charges like room service and purchases in the gift shop.
With barely a nod of acknowledgment, Mr. Sancroix marched toward a broad flight of stairs leading to the mezzanine.
I smell imp, Scrap wiggled his pug nose and slapped my back with his barbed tail in excitement. I could almost feel it.
“How can you smell anything over the stale cigarette smoke?”
Scrap alit from my shoulder and flitted around the lobby on stubby wings working his pug nose overtime. He honed in on Mr. Twitchy Sancroix.
“He a regular?” I asked the bellhop, jerking my head toward Mr. Twitchey’s retreating back.
I betcha he’s related to that last Sancroix guy we met. I just know it. I smell an imp. Scrap bounced from rubber tree to lamp to drapery pull.
I hoped he wouldn’t break anything. Sometimes bits and pieces of him materialized in this dimension just enough to wreak havoc.
The bellhop pursed his lips and rubbed his thumb against his fingertips.
I sighed and slipped him a moderate tip.
He looked at it with a frown, then back to me hopefully.
I stared him down.
This time he sighed. “Junior pops in and out a couple times a month for ten days at a time, practically lives here. His uncle has been here for the past three weeks solid, visiting.”
“That would explain the lack of luggage, if he keeps clothes here. The uncle wouldn’t have a first name of Breven would he?”
Betcha he does! Scrap chortled. Just betcha. How much you wanna bet? This is Vegas, after all. They bet on everything here. How much, babe? How much you wanna bet?
We’d met a Breven Sancroix briefly a few weeks ago. My Sisterhood had sent him to help me with a little demon problem. Only by the time he showed up, I’d solved the problem, or rather beaten it back to the otherworld. Breven and his dominant male imp Fortitude (Scrap called him Guts because the grumpy senior imp didn’t return his affections) were the only Warriors of the Celestial Blade I’d met outside of a Citadel. We solitaries, or rogues, aren’t too common.
For two of us to show up at the same off-Strip hotel in Las Vegas at the same time seemed too much of a coincidence. I don’t believe in coincidence.
The bellhop stared at his empty hand.
“I’ll find out myself.” I smiled at him and trotted off to the elevator. “Scrap, what’s appropriate to wear for the hottest show in Vegas?”
That little midnight-blue number with layered chiffon and just a touch of beads and sequins.
“I don’t remember buying a dress like that.”
Because you haven’t bought it yet. I spotted it in the underground mall on the discount rack. Let’s hurry before someone else snatches it!


      [image: image-placeholder]“Sorry, ma’am, those tickets for ‘Fairy Moon’ have been sold out for months. I can get you two single seats, separated by half the theater in August.”
I glared at the young man working in the box office for the show Mom had asked to see.
“Who in their right mind comes to Las Vegas in August? The heat . . .” No windows or clocks in any of the casinos to hint at the harsh sunlight outside. My eyes already hurt from the glare. Mid-April was bad enough in the desert. No way was I coming back in August.
“Ever heard of air-conditioning?” The attendant signaled the next person in line to move forward. The middle-aged blowsy bottle blonde wearing a bright orange tank top and green shorts three sizes too small shoved me out of the way.
“Psst, missy,” a weak little voice whispered in my ear.
Back off, dude, Scrap hissed back.
I whirled, hands up, expecting Scrap to stretch and morph into my Celestial Blade.
He remained firmly attached to my left shoulder, leaning over and baring his multiple rows of teeth at the sharp face of a skinny man about my own height. Unusual to find a fully grown man as vertically challenged as myself.
“I got tickets.” The little man looked around nervously, twitching his nose a lot like a weasel.
Don’t trust him, babe, he smells funny. Scrap spat out his cigar only half smoked.
“I don’t trust him. But if he’s got tickets to ‘Fairy Moon,’ I’ll listen.” Two steps away from the ticket counter and I was close enough to smell something rancid on the man’s breath, barely masked by an overly sweet and oily hair tonic.
No kidding he smelled funny.
He backed up with small mincing steps, subtly leading me toward an exit, a fire door nearly hidden behind a huge potted palm. We had privacy. I had him in the corner. He couldn’t grab my money and run.
“Name?” I demanded of the scalper.
“Names aren’t necessary between friends. And right now I’m your best friend with tickets. Two seats together. Not the best, but not the worst either.” He smiled, revealing small, pointy teeth.
“Okay, Mr. Weasel.” He smelled of very ripe musk.
He winced but didn’t lose the smile.
“Scalping tickets isn’t exactly legal. How much are we talking?”
“Five hundred apiece.”
Ouch.
“Even my mom’s heart’s desire isn’t worth that much. One hundred apiece or I call hotel security.” Or I’d bash in his pointed nose myself.
“My boss will bite hard if I sell for less than four-fifty.”
“Bite hard? What is he, a vampire?” I almost laughed. I can’t believe in vampires. I may write fantasy fiction, but that is one topic I won’t touch. No one comes back from the dead. I’d learned that the hard way with the ghost of my husband.
“Yes. She is a vampire. A very old and powerful vampire.”
He really believed that. His eyes glittered in terror. His almost offensive aftershave intensified.
Best I play up to his fears.
Scrap trembled and flicked his barbed tail. I don’t think this guy is kidding, dahling.
“Two hundred. Your boss will only make a light snack of you.” I had that much in cash. Time enough to hit the ATM before the show.
“Three-fifty.” His neck lost a bit of tension. He still looked around, constantly scanning the mingling crowds around the box office.
“Two-fifty.” That would drain my wallet. About what I’d planned on having to spend on tickets after searching on line at home.
“Okay, okay. You’re signing my death warrant, but I’ll let them go for that.”
I reached for my wallet inside my belt pack.
Not yet, babe. Make him prove he’s got the tickets. I don’t like the way he smells.
I trusted Scrap’s nose, as long as it wasn’t clogged by allergies from Gollum’s cat Gandalf. Gollum might be one of my best friends and a convenient lodger, but his cat and my imp had periodic turf wars.
“Show me the tickets.”
“Show me the money.”
“How do I know they aren’t forgeries?” I cocked my head to the side, giving Scrap a bit of room to do his thing if we needed to fight. My feet took an en garde stance automatically, right foot forward, left turned out at a ninety-degree angle, knees bent, balance centered.
“Now would I try to cheat a lady like you?” Mr. Weasel held out his hands palms up in a universal gesture of helplessness.
Helpless, my cute little bum. He’s a were. Knew I’d smelled that stench of rotten meat and musk before. You’d think these guys would learn to brush and floss!
“You don’t look like a werewolf, little man. Show me the tickets.”
Not a werewolf, babe. A wereweasel. Much more dangerous. Sneaky little bastards. But tied to the moon just like their canine cousins.
“That’s a new one. We haven’t encountered weres before.” Time for research.
“We?” Mr. Weasel gasped. His eyes turned yellow and the irises slitted vertically.
Uh-oh.
“We, as in my imp. Ever met a Warrior of the Celestial Blade before?” I held out my palm. Scrap hopped onto it and stretched his neck and bandy legs to make him look taller, ready to transform.
Except he remained firmly in his imp shape and only a pale pink. Normally Scrap became my weapon only in the face of a demon or someone impossibly evil. Then he flushed bright red and stretched easily.
Mr. Weasel’s tanned and leathery skin, with a significant brindled-brown five o’clock shadow, blanched. He shifted his weight to the balls of his feet, ready to run.
“Tell me true, Mr. Weasel,” I pinned him with my gaze. “Are your tickets forgeries?”
“Y . . . yes.”
“And I should fork over good money and risk embarrassing my mother when we are denied entrance to the theater—why?”
“Because Lady Lucia will kill me if I don’t come up with a grand by midnight.”
“Tell Lady Lucia that I don’t care. And the next person in her employ who tries to cheat me will eat my Blade.”
I spun on my heel and headed for the taxi stand.
Mom and I would have to settle for the lounge act in the casino of The Crown Jewels.
As I passed a blackjack table, a girl who didn’t look older than fifteen, clad in layers of pastel chiffon, pushed a pile of gold chips toward the dealer. Stranger yet, she wore fairy wings in the shape of double oak leaves. I’d seen that girl and her costume on dozens of posters around town advertising the show “Fairy Moon.”
Tacky of her to wear her costumes out in public. She even had the mottled pastel body makeup to match the pinks, greens, blues, and yellows of her costume. What was her producer thinking?






  
  Chapter 5


Elvis Presley first played Vegas at the New Frontier Hotel in 1956. He closed after one week of a two week gig.
“I have to check in with the conference people and get my schedule by five,” I grumbled as I got out of the taxi at four thirty. 
You will change your clothes, dahling, Scrap insisted.
No sign of Mom back at the room. She must still be with the massage therapist in the spa on the top floor.
“Of course. I’ll even look professional.” I shook out my layered maroon peasant skirt with the handkerchief hem and the light pink embroidered gauze blouse.
Scrap snorted. That might look professional at a con, babe. But this is a writers’ conference. Go for the navy blue suit.
“Yuck. I didn’t even pack it.”
But I did!
Scrap’s chortle made me cringe. The brat had too much control over my life.
Slacks, pale blue tuxedo front blouse, rope of gray freshwater pearls, and your navy flats, he instructed, pointing to each item in the closet or on the bathroom vanity.
I growled at him, but obeyed. Like most of the gay men I knew, he had a better fashion sense than me. For that matter, most of the straight men I knew had a better fashion sense than me. I loved threadbare jeans and Tees. Jeans are neutral. Color combinations didn’t matter.
But I always felt better looking my best. Scrap took care of me in more ways than just in battle.
Conference Registration looked like chaos with only a hint of organization. That hint set it above and beyond the normal SF/F cons I attended. Along with the clothing people wore. Scrap was right. These people took professionalism to heart. Lots of suits. An occasional pressed golf shirt and khakis. No jeans at all.
At a con, I’d expect any one of these people to work for the hotel.
Tanya, the liaison for the pro writers nabbed me seconds after I stepped off the elevator on the mezzanine. She led me to a small room to our left, away from the knots of attendees waiting for their badges.
“We have a full house this weekend,” Tanya bubbled. A tall and leggy woman with café au lait skin, she ate up the distance to the Green Room with ease. I had to work my hips almost painfully to keep up; either that or run. Most undignified and unprofessional.
“We sold every single spot three months ago,” Tanya continued with hardly a breath for air. “We’d raised the rates to keep the attendance to pro and truly serious pre-published writers. I hope you don’t mind that we added a second session of your ‘Is It Love or Sex’ workshop.”
Inwardly I groaned. Outwardly I smiled. “That’s fine.” I got paid by the hour in the classroom with these people.
“While you’re here, we have simple sandwich makings and veggie trays at lunchtime in the Green Room, cold cereals for breakfast, to cut down on your expenses. I understand your mother is with you?”
“Yes
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