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A week ago, the lives of my mom, dad, and sister were on the line. I battled a horde of vampires-turned-werewolf and werewolves-turned-vampire, in the middle of a ghost town filled with people-turned-ghost.  I faced down the biggest, baddest vampire of them all, a jerk named Vaclav.  I also had to kill my employer, a guy named Mr. Smith.  It's okay.  He was evil.  

It sounds like a pretty action-packed weekend, but it's kinda turning into how I spend my Saturdays.

My name is Maggie MacKay.  I'm a magical tracker.  

I live in an alternate dimension called The Other Side, but have earned enough Frequent Portal Points for all the jumps I make between The Other Side and Earth to almost qualify for a Dyson.  

Whenever monsters decide to invade Los Angeles, I get the call to haul them back.  It's like being the permanent designated driver for a bunch of asshole frat boys... with fangs...

Mind you, things have been a little hairier than normal these past few months, and I ain't just talkin' werewolves.  It started with vampires.  The werewolves came after.  And then the vampires bit the werewolves and the werewolves bit the vampires and now I've got a horde of creatures that can only be killed by silver stakes, all gunning at me.

And that was nothing compared to the terror in my heart at this moment.

"It is only brunch," Killian said to me from the passenger seat of my car.

Since my sister's "family dinner" had been destroyed last week, you know, because we were mildly busy saving the world, Mindy called for a do-over.  She was pretending it was a celebration of my dad's retirement.  I got the feeling it was more to make sure no stakings happened on a Sunday.  From the tone of her voice, she acted as if we owed her.  You let your sister get possessed one lousy time...

"Think of all the towers of pastries," Killian encouraged.  "You enjoy a good pastry."

The latest employee at MacKay & MacKay Tracking was a 6'5 blonde elf named Killian.  Some get distracted by his rakish good looks, but once you quit being blinded by his beauty, you usually just want to punch him.  We've been through some pretty big adventures together, though, so I let him stick around.  Okay, truth be told, I more than just let him stick around, I invited him to be my new partner.  We still haven't picked out stationery logos, but that's what a family brunch is for, right?  Awkward questions about your future and thinly veiled inquiries about when they are going to hear the pitter-patter of tiny franchise opportunities.  It's enough to make a girl open up a portal and let herself be swallowed up by another world.

Which I could do.  I'm able to open up portals between dimensions like nobody's business.  Okay, so my dad is better than me.  What can I say?  He's had a bit more practice.  But now that he's retired, the only thing he is going to be opening are tea bags at my mom's psychic eye tea shop, Leaf It Be, on The Other Side.  My completely normal twin sister, Mindy, lives a completely normal life as an accountant in Pasadena with a completely normal and totally nice husband, Austin, and a completely normal dog.  Oh, my sister does have a brownie named Pipistrelle, who is so adorable you might be able to count him as a pet.  He was looking for a good excuse to stick around Earth; she was looking for someone to clean the baseboards.  Pipistrelle LOVES cleaning baseboards.

"You know Pipistrelle can cook these chefs under the table. I don't see why Mindy decided to have a family gathering sixty miles from where any family actually lives."

"Really, Maggie, this shall be a most delightful human experience.  Why so ill-tempered?"

I looked at him in disbelief. "It is 9:00 a.m. on a Sunday morning and we have just spent the past hour battling it through all the weekend warriors returning from The Other Side to Earth, not to mention traffic on the 710 Freeway down to Long Beach, all so that we can eat an omelet.  I'm tired.  I'm cranky.  And I'm wearing a skirt."

Killian looked at me and remarked, "It is a lovely skirt.  Black continues to be your color." 

"I can't think in a skirt, Killian."

"I have difficulty thinking when you are in a skirt, too."

"Shut up, elf."

So down in Long Beach is this great big cruise ship built in the 1930's by the same folks who put together the Titanic.  Fortunately, this boat didn't make any claims about unsinkableness and Murphy's Law didn't feel the need to come out and prove a point.  

So, this boat chugged along happily for a number of years.  It was an ocean liner for the rich and famous in the 1930's.  Shuttled soldiers across the ocean to fight the bad guys in the 1940's.  And then in the 70's, it was sailed through the Panama Canal and docked in Long Beach, where it was turned into a floating hotel and the best Sunday brunch you'll find west of the Atlantic Ocean.  

"Your mother and father are meeting us on the ship?" Killian asked.

"Yeah, Mom and Dad stayed with Mindy last night.  Lucky sons of guns."

Killian looked at me. "That makes no sense.  Your mother is a woman."

Elves.  

So, Killian was actually better than most of his type I've dealt with.  Usually these elves are off gallivanting through the forest, braiding flowers in each other's hair.  If push came to shove, I don't think he'd be above making a daisy chain, but I know he'd never try to stick it on my head, and I think that's what true friendship is about.  

Elves have their own elfish language, but Killian was a multicultural Other Side Language studies major in school, so he can usually hold his own.  Usually.  I do my best to fill in any educational gaps whenever I got the chance. 

"Fuck it.  Hopefully someone will meet me at the door with a cup full of coffee and we can pretend that this morning was nothing more than some terrible dream."

We pulled into the parking lot.  In front of us was a massive, white, sun-damaged geodesic dome that once housed the Spruce Goose, the largest plane that ever flew, albeit for just a couple seconds.  Now it is used for storage or conference space or something.  Beyond it is a cute little half-timbered village that looked a bit like a Renaissance Festival of abandoned shops.  I think there might be a copy place still open, but I'd be surprised.  Beyond the little village is a port, usually filled with modern cruise ships ready to set sail for three glorious days to the Mexican Rivera.  Today it was empty.  

The only boat left was the Empress Adelaide, her three red smokestacks against the blue sky, sitting proudly in front of the city of Long Beach in a manmade harbor with a fake little fishing village and a fake little lighthouse atop a fake hill overlooking a mural of fake humpback whales all overlooking a fake little island where they processed garbage.  I'm sure it would have been more charming if I had some caffeine in my system.

We parked in the open-air lot.  The sun was shining all cheerfully, like I should be happy to be alive or some such crap.  I went to the trunk of my car and pulled out my gun.

"Now, Maggie.  This is brunch."

I felt like Killian didn't even know me. "Right.  This is brunch."

I stashed an extra round in my purse.

"Leave the bullets," he commanded.

"You ruin everything, Killian," I said as I pulled them out and put them back.

He shook his head.  "And the throwing stars."

I removed a couple from inside my wristband.  "Happy?" I asked.

"All of them."

I sighed and pulled the hidden one out of the lining of my bag.

"Thank you," he said.  He came and put his arm around my shoulders bracingly, "Just think—a family meal without being armed to the teeth.  I believe you might be setting a precedent."

"My dad gets to be armed," I pointed out.

"Sometimes you must allow the elders to be in charge," Killian soothed.  He looked up at the ship.  "Now, tell me about this place?"

"It is a hotel.  It has brunch.  It's haunted—"

"Haunted?" asked Killian.  He stopped in the middle of the parking lot.  "And your sister decided this was the ideal spot to gather your family together for a quiet Sunday meal?"

I could see a flicker of apprehension cross his face, the big baby.

"Bet you're wishing you had let me come armed," I said.

"Not when your mother is around," he replied.

Now that we were off the road and the diesel-desert-dust in my lungs got shoved aside for a little oxygen and sea air, I started feeling better about this.  The fact that Killian was starting to squirm was pure icing on the cake.  Frosting, even. Buttercream frosting on fluffy red velvet cake.  Haunted, shmaunted—I was hungry.

"They do make a mean omelet," I admitted.

"I do not understand," said Killian.

"You will."

We walked over to the gold carpet they have set up for visitors.  The carpet leads to an industrial tower structure of white pipes and corrugated metal built on the outside of the boat.  It houses the elevator that takes you to the various ship levels, then you walk across a bridge to check out the inside.  Mindy and I had been making wishes and chucking pennies off the outside walkways since we were little.  Right now, I only wished for caffeine.

"What does your mother feel about this place?"

I shrugged.  "She's actually never seen anyone ghostly on the premises.  Swears this is all just a big tourist trap.  Who knows."

The door to the elevator opened, and standing in front of me was the familiar face of an old Irish priest.

"Father Killarney!" I exclaimed.

His face lit up as he broke out in his Irish brogue, "Maggie-girl!"

Maybe this brunch wasn't going to suck as much as I thought it would.  

Father Killarney is an old Irish-Catholic priest and long-time friend of the family.  Turns out he knew my dad and my uncle way back before they even picked out whether to use their powers for good or evil.  Father Killarney also runs a cleanup crew and is on call whenever I need something sent back to hell.

I hurried inside the elevator and gave him a great big hug.  He reached out and grabbed Killian, bringing him into our group bear hug, too.  

"Hand off my ass, elf," I muttered under my breath at Killian.

Father Killarney broke away, gazing at us like we were more miraculous than a Bob Ross painting.  He ruffled Killian's hair.  "I see you decided to keep the elf around, did you Maggie?" said Father Killarney, a bit too delighted. 

"We just got him house trained," I replied.

Killian pinched me.

"Ah!  You are such a sight for sore eyes!" Father Killarney exclaimed, coming back to earth.  "So, how are the two of you doing?  You been off battling the forces of darkness again?"

I shrugged as I pressed the elevator button for the third floor. "Oh, the usual.  Foiled Vaclav.  Had a little altercation out in Ghost Town.  There was a thing with some werepires and vampwolves.  And that's about it.  You?"

"Oh, always one thing if it is not the other here in this town," he said, shaking his head.

"I didn't know you would be here," I said.  "Isn't Sunday supposed to be kind of a busy day in the work-schedule for you priests and stuff?"

"I pulled the early shift.  There is a wedding this afternoon, right here on the Empress Adelaide.  Worked it out perfectly so that I could also minister to your family."

The elevator ground to a halt and we stepped out onto the concrete bridge—not a ship bridge, just a bridge-bridge—and walked over to the boat.

"Are you sure you're not ministering to the free breakfast?"

"That is between me and my Lord.  But if your soul needs settling as to the purity of my motivations, I am more than happy to minister to you now.  I noticed you were not in one of my pews this morning..."

I cut him off.  "I will be worshipping at the holy altar of the dessert station, Father.  I hear someone saw the face of God in a crepe.  I'm here to investigate that his permits are in order."

"And I shall be happy to re-hallow the flan if it proves necessary," Father Killarney laughed.  He then took my elbow and steered me along.  He whispered gently as we walked through the door and into the boat proper, "Maggie-girl, you forgot to take your neck guard off."

I reached up, felt the Kevlar, and groaned.  Nobody would really care, but it had about as much couth as wearing a flak jacket to Thanksgiving.

"Killian!  I'm going to the little girls’ room!" I announced as I ditched the boys in the lobby near the grand ballroom.  I walked past two art deco elevators made of chrome and birds-eye paneling.  Parked next to the far elevator was a bored-looking photographer, snagging guests as they came through to commemorate this trip to nowhere.  I kept walking towards the portholes and turned left before I fell into the ocean.  

Hanging on the wall was a painting of a lovely old broad dressed in a white flowing gown and sash draped across the front.  The dress was gauzy and flowed about her like the painter had turned on a fan to capture the sexy.  Allure, eat your heart out.  Her grey hair was short and kept in tight curls close to her head.  Perched atop was a delicate little tiara.

"Empress Adelaide I presume?" I smiled as I passed.

It smiled back.

Now, I know about the whole Mona Lisa thing, where she semi-smiles at you and her eyes follow you around the room or whatever, but there's a difference between oil-paint tricks and actual twitches at the corner of a mouth.  I stopped and walked right up to that portrait and stared it in the eyes.

No bells and whistles went off in my head.  My tracker senses didn't scream, "MAGIC!" at me.  It seemed like just a normal old painting.  Mom swore this place was about as psychically active as a petting zoo, but there were plenty of other types of ghoulies that might have taken up residence.

"I'm here with my family for brunch when I could be at home in bed," I warned.  "I haven't had any coffee yet and I'm armed.  If you mess with me today, I swear to God I'll make sure you're hung in a basement."

The painting definitely didn't move.

I gave her one last don't-make-me-put-you-in-time-out-young-lady glance before going on to the restroom.

Restoration dollars only go so far, and this powder room sported a look that could only be described as high school teacher's lounge chic.  Lots of cheap, gold-flecked Formica and industrial naugahyde chairs.  I stood looking in the chipped mirror, my fingers on the locks of my neck guard, thinking about that stupid painting and trying to ignore my gut-instinct not to take the thing off.  I really didn't know if this was such a good idea anymore.  If I was going without a neck guard, I should at least have something sharper than a grapefruit spoon.  But my brain went through the laundry list:  The painting really hadn't moved.  I was brunching with a priest on a Sunday, so that should count for something.  And if I showed up at the table looking like things were going to go down at 10 a.m., it would put a damper on my sister's plans.  That's what settled it.  I wasn't going to give her ammunition for another do-over.

I spun the locks on the neck guard and let it fall into my hands.  I took a minute to massage the red marks on my neck where it had pressed too long against my skin.

If I got killed at brunch at least I would die with waffles in my belly, I told myself as I walked back out toward the lobby.  There are worse ways to go, and only one or two better.  After all, you only live once.

"Maggie!  Black to brunch?  You look like something straight out of the Dark Dimension," scolded a familiar voice.

Although sometimes once is enough.

"Hey, Mom!" 

She came over and squeezed me tight.  She was wearing her good pink muumuu with the yellow hibiscus flowers.

"Good to see you, too," I said, kissing her on the cheek.

"A little color wouldn't make you look so pale and washed out."

I sighed.  "As we've talked about, it's hard to hide in shadows from the vampires when you are wearing fuchsia."  I put the neck guard in my purse next to where my stake and handgun should have been.  Stupid Killian. 

"Bah.  Vampires.  It's the middle of the morning, Maggie," Mom proclaimed.

"A MacKay is always prepared," I reminded her.

She shook her head as if she couldn't believe she had raised a daughter who would place survival over fashion.

She fluffed her orange curls, recently having traded in her triangle haircut for something more helmet like.  Her transformation into Mrs. Roper was almost complete.  Everyone has to have heroes, I guess.

"Hey, Mom?" I asked.

"Hmmm?" she replied as she pulled out her coral lipstick.

"Have you been feeling anything funny since you got on the ship?"

She shook her head.  "No.  Not a thing.  Why?  Did you feel something funny?"  She turned to me, her eyes suddenly lit up. "Oh do tell!  I keep hoping that someday your gift will wake up.  Did it wake up?  You can tell me!"

"Right."  I cleared my throat, "So, I was walking past a painting in the hallway and it looked like it smiled at me."

"What?" Mom asked, suddenly looking concerned.  "Why don't you show it to me?"

We walked out into the hallway and I stopped.  The painting wasn't there.  I mean, the whole thing was gone.  Not a frame.  Not a hook.  Not a nail.  Nothing.  In fact, the lovely wall it had been hanging on was missing, too, and in its place was an accordion divider.

"It was right here," I swore.  I pulled back the divider and there was no wall behind it, just the ballroom set up for brunch and all of its normal, mortal eaters.

Mom felt my forehead.  "You don't seem to be running a fever."

I brushed off her hand.  "I'm fine.  There was a painting here.  And it is gone and so is the wall."

She looked around.  "Are you sure this is where you saw it?"

"I am pretty sure."  I stared at the spot I was sure it was at.  "Maybe I got turned around."

"Do you feel anything strange about this place?  Any fluctuations?  Any indications someone is tampering with the border?"

I shook my head again.  "No.  Nothing.  It feels so completely normal, I'd think that this place had never even heard of The Other Side.  You?"

She patted my shoulder.  "It will be okay.  You've been under so much stress lately..."

"Mo-o-om..."

"Hunting vampires is hard!  You freed all the citizens of that Ghost Town, and you haven't stopped since!  You haven't had a break in a week..."

"It's not that big of a deal."

She kissed my temple.  "It is to me.  Now, let's go see what sort of omelets they serve before those boys go and eat everything."

She linked her arm in mine and walked me to the ballroom. 

Dad was in the lobby waiting for us, talking up a storm with my twin, Mindy, and her hubby, Austin.  Killian and Father Killarney had already found their way over to the merry crew.  It was like the setup for a "priest, an elf, and a world walker went into a bar" joke.  

"You mob got your buffet pants on?" I asked, showing them the elastic waistband on my skirt.

I was greeted with cheers and we headed on in.  A row of waiters in white dinner jackets stood at the ready, lined up smartly next to the check-in desk to walk us to our seats.  

"Very fancy," I whispered to Mindy.

"Try not to spill all over yourself," she muttered back.

Our host walked us to our table.  It was dressed up in a linen tablecloth and had a good view of the ice sculptures.  The Grand Ballroom, itself, was an art deco wonderland.  The walls were inlaid wood and the two-story ceiling was held up with veneer columns.  Murals were everywhere you looked.  Lots of faux Asian flair: herons and whooping cranes and orchids.  On one side of the room was a great big painting of New York to Paris, with a brass track connecting the two and a little boat riding the track.  I pointed it out to Killian.  "So when this boat used to travel back and forth, they would position the boat up there so the passengers could see how far along they were on their trip."

Killian nodded appreciatively.  "Quite ingenious for such a primitive culture."

"We can't all be elves."

"Pity."

"We did, however, invent the Belgian waffle, which I've never heard served of in your forest."

"Bah!  Waffles!  Pipistrelle introduced me to an item called 'cheesecake.'  Do you think they have such a construct here?"

I patted Killian on the shoulder.  "I like the way you think, elf."

Mindy shook her head.  "Dessert?"

"With the way my life tends to go, I'm just hedging my bets.  It sure would suck if the last meal in my life was salad."

"Touché.  Dessert it is!"

The center of the room featured a parquet floor and more food stations than any single nation had an excuse to own—omelets to order, seafood, make your own crepes, Chinese food, prime rib, Build-a-Breakfast Burritos—you name it, they had it.  The waitstaff kept our glasses filled with coffee and fresh squeezed orange juice.  They offered champagne and stopped by frequently enough, I didn't even have to ask them to leave the bottle.  All in all, even grumpy-pants me had to admit it was a pretty fantastic brunch.

"So you have visited this vessel before?" Killian asked.

My mom nodded.  "Oh, I used to come here quite often, but I don't think William ever has."

Dad took a bite of his seafood salad and shook his head, "Nope, this is my first trip."

"We discovered this place back when he was caught in the boundary," Mom explained.

"If I had known, I would have worked harder to get out," Dad said, swallowing and then diving into his pile of peel-and-eat shrimp.

Father Killarney pushed himself back from the table and folded his hands upon his belly.  He looked up at the ceiling and got a dreamy look in his eye.  I braced myself.  The man was about to wax on about something.  I motioned to the waiter to bring me more booze.

"Oh, the Empress Adelaide used to shuttle movie stars across the Atlantic, pretty as you please, but during the war, they painted her the color of the fog and filled her with soldiers.  Packed them in like sardines.  And wouldn't you know, though she was chased by every U-Boat in the sea, this beautiful lady stayed just out of their grasp.  There was quite a bounty on her head back in the day.  They used to call her the Ghost Spirit."
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