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To Baby  

A little, old man-soul in a furry body.  A prince among dogs.
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Mob of criminal masterminds?  More like an obstinacy of idiots.

"You got them, Killian?"

"In my sights," the elf replied.

For the past three months, my partner and I have been on the run hiding from vampires, fairies, elves, and all manner of the undead.  

Threat of impending doom aside, it wasn't the worst.  There are no seasons in SoCal aside from green and brown, so one beautiful day just faded hazily into another, interrupted by moments of life-threatening terror.  We kept food on our plate by picking up side jobs – rock monsters attacking trains, SpaceX bringing home payloads that needed to be transported directly to Area 51, etc.  And this, our current job, which involved foiling some nasty goons who thought they were flying under the radar when they decided to take down a nut shack.

Oh, you read that right.  You've heard of working for peanuts, but this was ridiculous.

Along I-5, there's a little roadside market that specializes in garden supplies and California almonds from all the growers in the central valley.  Nice place to grab some marzipan and potting soil.  Not so nice if you're a regular ol' family stopping by thinking you want a snack, not realizing you're about to become a snack.  

Fortunately, we managed to scare off most of the tourists with our official-looking FDA disguises, rolling in as health and safety inspectors.  We announced loudly that we were here to shut things down after an outbreak of bacterial hyperplastic cankers in the almond supply.  Listen, it was the scariest sounding stuff I could find on Google.  Nobody wants cankers on their nuts.  

Unfortunately, the blissful weather of just ten-minutes ago had given way to a freak thunderstorm.  As we circled around to the back open-air patio and garden gift shop, the skies had opened and decided to dump all the water in the Golden State directly on our heads.

"So, does anyone actually enjoy piña coladas while walking in the rain?  Because it seems to me they would just become diluted," Killian observed.  He waved his finger upwards.  "And I do not appreciate getting lost in the rain.  Is this a part of the human mating ritual or more false advertising like the value of diamonds?"

I slapped back a large banana leaf some overzealous landscape artist had decided needed to go in front of the parking lot entrance.  "Most definitely false advertising," I grumbled.

My name is Maggie MacKay.  I'm a magical tracker.  I am, in fact, a very wet, very grumpy magical tracker.

But while I might have looked like a drowned rat, my partner, Killian, was wearing the torrential downpour like a men's cologne ad.  He's an elf.  Looking good is what they do.  

Several months ago, he and I had escaped from a vineyard in northern(ish) California where the vampires had been turning people into the day's pairing with a side of Medusa snakes.  Fortunately, we crushed Medusa under a rock and, well, "she dead", as the kids are wont to say.

Unfortunately, Vaclav was alive and well.  And in the process of trying to stop an intererdimensional implosion, Killian had momentarily taken off the locket which kept him hidden from the Queen of the Elves and tapped into her power.  As such, the Queen's shadow elves began a relentless search-and-retrieve mission.  You've heard of shotgun weddings, but the elfin queen needed to stop reading the Dogpatch Gazette for dating tips by Daisy Mae.

Funny thing, however... we had managed to keep one-step ahead of them.  Now, I don't know if it was because Killian learned something from the Wiccan magic books he picked up during our time in Magic Valley or that I could bounce us into another dimension when the heat got too bad... or if the shadow elves had figured out their boss was batshit crazy and were taking their sweet time hauling Killian back to do us all a favor.

I wasn't about to stick around to clarify.

Trovac, the rotund elf of the Los Angeles underworld, had been providing us with these opportunities to keep our bank account in the black.  Dare I say that we were doing better now than we ever did working for the system.  And that was good, because the system was, from what I heard through Lacy, Father Killarney, Xiaoming, and my dad, completely fucked.  Stan, the head of the World Walkers, had been turned into a statue and had taken up a second career as a lawn ornament in Vaclav's castle.  And seeing how I was the only one with the diamond earrings that could cut a person out of marble, it appeared he was going to be staying that way for the foreseeable future.

There was an unfortunate discovery that the denizens of Fairy and the Other Side vampires had a war going on.  They both wanted to tear holes in the "time-out" boundaries the World Walkers set up several millennia ago and use the Earth as their battlefield, winner take all.  

And, because we're just lucky, both sides haaaated us.

But as Killian and I sat there, drowning in the rain, watching the sack-of-manure bastards spend way too much time moving around sacks of literal manure, when my phone buzzed.  

I had a cheap-ass, pay-by-the-minute burner.  I provided the number to my inner circle in case of emergency.  My twin sister, Mindy, was heavily pregnant and I didn't need the guilt of missing that event brought up at every winter solstice.

And, as if I had suddenly inherited my mom's ability to know what was about to happen, my mom's name was flashing on the screen.  

"Shit.  It's my mom," I said to Killian.

I could see the goons slink through the shadows ahead.

"Answer the phone," he said, resting his hand on my shoulder and giving me his sparkling, reassuring smile.  "You told them to only contact you in an emergency.  I shall ensure our quarry does not escape."

"Save some punching for me," I replied, as I steeled my courage.

"Always," he mouthed.  

Now, the thing about the locket he was wearing was that it cut him off from one of his main superpowers, namely being able to charm the pants off anything with two legs.  Most people on the lam would have spent their time boning up on how to survive an encounter with the elite task force of assassins after us.  Killian, however, decided to work out a workaround to enable him to access his elfin glamour.  And while it didn't hold the wallop it used to, I felt a warm sense of reassurance in his "Always" that I knew wasn't all empathy.  

Elves, amirite? 

But as he dashed out into the ever-darkening rainstorm I couldn't help but smile.

Since I couldn't punch some bad guys, I punched the button on my phone.

"MAGGIE!  How are you, dear?"

"What's wrong, Mom?" I asked, watching the goons gleefully discover and haul away a special fifty-pound bag of what I'm sure was not almonds.

"Well, it's just been so long, I wanted to get caught up."

"Now is a REALLY bad time," I said, watching as Killian ran after one of the goons and tackled him like a linebacker.  I winced as they hit the ground and scrambled with each other.  The bag of nuts had spilled open and out popped a glowing pile of the Other Side's version of priceless jewels into the gravel.  It was going to be a gawddamn nightmare picking them out of the rocks in the middle of a monsoon.

"Your sister is wondering when you are throwing her baby shower."

Killian and I were on the run.  People were dying. I looked at the phone in disbelief.  "I'm sorry... what?"

"Well, her due date is almost here, and it just seems like your focus has been all over the place."

I watched as Killian punched the goon in the gonads.  The elf played dirty.  To be fair, goon gonads are not in the normal spot.  I think people refer to them as chesticles.  I could see Killian wince as he realized what he had done.  I guess he didn't fight as dirty as I thought.  But it did the job.

Suddenly, a vampire came flying in out of nowhere.  Guess the overcast skies gave him enough cover to attack without turning into a glob of goo.  

"I'm reserving a hall for her now!" I hissed into the phone.  "I gotta go!"

As I hung up, I could hear Mom saying, "I know you aren't!  I'm a psychic and you're going to forget—"

Killian was so busy watching the goon, he didn't even notice the bigger danger heading his way from above.  I was grateful we both had taken to wearing our neckguards as part of our M-Team uniform.

"Killian!  Behind you!" I shouted.

Killian turned and his eyes opened wide.  "MAGGIE!  BEHIND YOU!"

I turned just in time to face two undead dudes bearing down on me.

"FUCK!" I said, ducking as one tried to take off my head with his overgrown claws.  "What the fuck are you doing out at this time of day?"

And as he followed it up with a left-hook, I caught a glimpse of a charm bracelet on his wrist.

So, I wasn't completely up to speed on Mad King Cole of Fairy's current plan to destroy all of creation.  And before you go thinking Fairy is a fairyland, think of it more like the Dark Dimension, except with prettier people.  But King Cole tried to create a big portal through a blood sacrifice in a German Village in Torrance, CA.  He captured my dad and held him in a maze in a Renaissance Festival and we had to fight a dragon to get him out.  And then there was the little awkwardness that if he managed to kill Killian, a portal would be created from Killian's corpse to the side of the love who had claimed him, a.k.a. the Queen of the Elves.  And King Cole was banking on that free ride to the Other Side.  Kill Killian, kill the Queen, claim the magic of the Elfin Forest, rule three dimensions atop a mountain of skulls or something.

But on the Other Side, we had the vampire Vaclav.  He, too, was trying to kill the Queen, because then he could get access to the power of the Dark Dimension and all his banished cronies.  Now, bringing vampires out of a land of darkness into the light can prove problematic when you're working with a sun allergy.  So, he teamed up with my evil Uncle Ulrich, who made these charm bracelets that allowed vampires to walk in the shadows of day without poofing into piles of undead dust.

With all the battling factions, it was hard to keep track of whose ass we were kicking.  But the charm bracelets were a good clue.

"Did my fucking uncle make you a fucking piece of jewelry?" I said, grabbing the vampire's arm and flipping him over my head like I was in some sort of 1970s elfsploitation flick.

I noticed out of the corner of my eye that Killian went sailing to the ground.  And that's when the second guy was on me.  I was so busy trying to keep the vampires off my neck that I had to let Killian take his lumps.  And, to be fair, I was trying, but the vampires weren't feeling the synergy of my plan.  

I killed them, but I got lucky.  A stake here.  A stake there.  The third guy tripped and fell on Killian's discarded stake, which had found its way between two rocks.  Popped him like a balloon.

I sat down hard on the ground next to Killian, trying to catch my breath.  He was out cold.  He was still breathing, so I knew whatever the damage, it hadn't done him in yet.  But I, personally, needed a minute before I could carry him to the car.

Turns out he didn't need my help, though.  His eyelids fluttered open.

"You okay?" I asked, holding a scraped knuckle against my t-shirt to see if I could get the bleeding to stop.

"I am as to be expected," he groaned, taking a moment to blink and reorient himself.

I patted him on the shoulder.  "Good man."

"I am not fond of this sensation," he replied, wincing as he pushed himself into a sitting position.

"Which one?"

"Mortal."

I looked at the locket filled with nothingness that was now hanging out of his tunic.  "Sucks to be you," I noted.

"The leather is all wet," he complained as he put it tidily back into his shirt, patting his neckguard to make sure that was in place, too.  "Now it will get stiff and chafe."

"You want me to pick you up a chain or something besides that leather strap?" I asked him.

He shook his head.  "I most likely will not survive long enough for the thong to wear out."

So, yes.  I snorted.  Call it post-almost-died giggles.  It happens when you're sitting in a puddle in the middle of a monsoon, Other Side gems ground into the gravel, vampire corpses all around you, and your target has gotten away.  "You said 'thong'."

"You are drunk on adrenaline, Maggie," he smiled.

"Do elves wear thongs?"

"Only this kind," he replied. "We prefer our genitalia to exist as Mother Nature intended and not with a string inserted in the most uncomfortable of places."

"You going commando right now?"

"Always."  He made the mistake of letting out a half laugh and immediately regretted it.  He grabbed his side.  "I fear I may have fractured something."

"Feel like sharp, stabbing knives in your side every time you inhale?"

He winced and nodded.

"Probably cracked a rib."

He shook his head like he couldn't believe we humans put up with this garbage.  "What do your people do to heal such a wound?"

"Um... nothing?" I said.  "I mean, you can wrap it but it is pretty much just deal with it."

"That does not seem like real medical advice," stated Killian.

"It's sort of how humans work."

"I would kill for some ambrosia..."

"I can get you a fruit smoothie...?" I offered.

He wiped the rain from his face.  "You have yourself a deal."  He pushed himself up and groaned.  "Our job has gotten away."

Sure enough, in the vampire attack, the goons had hightailed it.  Trovac wasn't going to be pleased, but at least the bag broke and we would be able to recover most of the crystals.  You know.  With a bunch of tweezers and a magnifying lens before the tourists came back.

I rolled over and pulled out the vampire's arm.  "Did I mention this yet?"

"What?"

I showed off the charm bracelet to Killian.  "Vaclav's in business with my uncle again," I said.

"That is a pile of bovine excrement," Killian replied, which was about as close as the elf got to cussing.  "Speaking of family, what did your mother want?"

"I forgot I was in charge of setting up Mindy's baby shower."

Killian sighed, the rain pouring down on his head as he looked from one vampire to the next, to the scattered crystals in the gravel.  "Perhaps we could try to capture the goon again?"

"If the shadow elves kill us, we won't have to throw this party."

"Done."  With a sly smile, Killian removed his locket for just a moment.  I saw the energy of the Elfin Queen fill him, healing his body and refilling his life force.  Sure, the shadow elves now had a pinpoint on us, but hey, what is life if you're not living on the edge.  The elf needed a power-up.  He then put it back on with a satisfied pat.  "Happy to be of service."
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Chapter Two
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I pulled the minivan into the driveway and hopped out.  It had been one of our recent investments.  Nothing is more forgettable than a nondescript vehicle in a nondescript color with tinted windows so you can't see a fugitive elf or wanted World Walker inside.  Plus, plenty of seat belts for when Father Killarney, Xiaoming, Lacy, and Graham joined us.  And the seats folded down for when you needed to roll an unconscious body into the back.

"Hello!" I shouted as I opened the door to my sister Mindy's house.  "We're here!"

Killian and I needed to go drop off the gems with Trovac, but when faced with the wrath of an underground elfin mob boss vs. the wrath of my mom, I knew which fire needed to be put out first.

My twin sister, Mindy, and her husband, Austin, live in a gorgeous old Victorian in Pasadena.  I don't know which was fancier – the gingerbread architectural details on the outside or the shabby-chic decor on the inside.  If I had to describe my sister's aesthetic, it would be "poufy."  Poufy chairs that you could sink into, vintage dolls and teddy bears in frothy lace, high-end antiques and high-end antique knockoffs.  If décor design was food, Mindy's house would be a confectionery shop.

They have a goofy red Irish setter who was dancing around the foyer with excitement, his nails clacking on the hardwood floors.  He didn't settle down until Killian gave him the proper attention.  Elves and dogs have a lot in common.

That said, I'm not sure who was more excited to see us, the dog or our brownie friend, Pipistrelle.

"The great Maggie MacKay has returned!  Triumphant in her victory!"  Pipistrelle squeaked as his round little body skipped into the hallway with great leaps and bounds, but then pulled to a stop and narrowed his eyes at Killian.  "And are you the same elf of the MacKay legends or a doppelganger come to destroy us?"

Killian held up the locket.  "I am still Killian of Greenwold."

"Hip hip, hooray!" shouted Pipistrelle, jumping up to punch the sky.  "All have survived the day!" The little brownie looked up at me, pleading as he clasped his hands together over his heart.  "Please, may I be of assistance to the heroes of Earth and the Other Side?"

I thought quick.  Not having a task for a brownie is like showing up after a business trip without a present for the kids.  "My shoes sure could use a good polish," I said, pulling off my black Doc Martens.  

He got so excited he forgot to breathe.  If you think Khloé Kardashian has a thing for shoes, you've never seen a brownie.  Their dream was to find a nice cobbler to settle down with and spend the rest of their days swimming through a pile of leather soles like Scrooge McDuck.  

Pipistrelle reached out with grabby hands and clutched the dirty, worn leather to his chest like a two-year-old hauling around his favorite blanket.  "Thank you.  Perhaps someday I may accompany you on an adventure."

I looked at Killian.  I had a tough enough time keeping the elf on the DL.  Hauling around a brownie was just looking for trouble.  "Um... sure?"

Killian knelt to get to eye-ish level with Pipistrelle.  He gave the little brownie's baldhead a brotherly rub.  Pipistrelle melted like a pug getting his ears scratched.  "We would be honored to be accompanied by you anytime, my little friend."

Mindy came wobbling in from the kitchen.  "Are you serious?  If you steal my brownie during my third trimester, I am done with you."

Killian drew closer to Pipistrelle and lowered his voice.  "But your mistress is in great need and your greatest service to Maggie and myself would be to continue to protect her when we must be away."

"Damn straight," Mindy said, giving us both the side-eye before waddling into the living room. 

Killian and I exchanged a glance, both knowing how narrowly we escaped that trap.

"Good to see you, Mindy!" I shouted.

"I swear to all that is holy, if something wicked this way comes I'll feed you to the monsters myself!  And take off those elf boots, too, Killian," said Mindy, coming back to wave her finger at him.  "Just because they're silent doesn't mean I can't smell them.  Don't go tracking ghoul guts onto my carpet.  Pipistrelle just shampooed it."

"I would be happy to clean it again!" Pipistrelle piped up as he ran back from the other room, arms outstretched to take Killian's shoes in this footwear BOGO bonanza.

"Yeesh.  Your chain mail is in a bunch," I said to Mindy, only half-joking.

She turned to me, a stiff smile plastered on her face.  "Because you weren't here, Mom and Pipistrelle have been working hard on my baby shower.  I explained to Pipistrelle the rain machine wasn't necessary, but he insisted!"

"Rain machine?"

"For the SHOWER!" Pipistrelle shouted.

Mindy looked at me like her head was going to explode.  

I got the drift.  I leaned over.  "Maybe Pipistrelle and I can sit down and he can tell me allll the great things he has planned—"

Pipistrelle looked up at me with big watery eyes and whispered, "It would be an honor."

"—and you can go upstairs and put your feet up, Mindy," I finished, pointing toward her bedroom.  Girl needed a time-out.

Mindy looked like she was going to cry.  "I'm just so tired..."

"There, there..." said Killian, taking her gently around the shoulders and steering her to the stairs.  "Maggie and I are on the job."

Mindy paused halfway up and turned back to us.  "Maggie, Pipistrelle has already pulled together some of the decorations.  Could you bring them up from the basement?"

I didn't even want to contemplate the mountain of crepe paper Pipistrelle had probably stockpiled.  "I'm a dainty flower."  I motioned to the oh-so-helpful Killian.  "Get the big, strong elf to do it."

Killian shook his head.  "I am a guest."

"Your days of being a guest are done."

Mom suddenly came into the room.  Her muumuu was a swirl of fall colors and autumnal leaves that matched her orange perm. 

"Maggie!" Mom chided.  "Go get the box for that poor brownie.  Don't make him feel bad about needing help.  He has been talking all day about how much it means to him to have the Mighty Maggie carry a box up for him."

Game.  Set.  Match.  Mom had found my kryptonite.

"Sure," I said.  I pointed at Killian, "But you and me are gonna have words later, you lazy elf."

He touched his now healed ribs and winced.  "Ow."

"Baby."

"Don't give that partner of yours a hard time!" Mom piled on.  "He's mortal and obviously injured."  She leaned in and whispered.  "I can sense these things."

"Faker," I said, giving a parting shot. 

"Now, why don't you come with me, dear," Mom said, herding Killian in the general direction of the dining room.  "Pipistrelle has baked us a Bundt cake."

"You're gonna love it!" Pipistrelle shouted, dashing into the kitchen, dragging Killian's boots behind him like a little kid with a cape.  

I sighed as they all marched forward to partake in his culinary genius.

"The faster you get those boxes, Maggie," Mom nagged, "the faster you get your treat."

Mom plays dirty.

I walked down the unfinished wooden steps and pulled on the chain to light the bare bulb.  There was a washer and dryer, and tidy shelves with carefully labeled plastic bins for each of the holidays.  I could hear Pipistrelle distantly exclaim something about ice cream and then footsteps as he and my mom clomped outside.  Guess regular, old, naked cake wasn't good enough for Killian of Greenwold or something.

Grumbling, I could spot Pipistrelle's project from across the room.  There were probably ten boxes of decor.  And then he had painted a Raphaelite mural on six-feet of plywood with my sister and Austin sitting beatifically on a rocky shore as waves and a rainstorm floated in a baby in an upside-down umbrella.  I realized that we probably needed to sit down and have a good talk about how babies don't come from flash floods.

But as I picked up the first box, I stopped.  It felt like someone hit a drum and I was standing in the middle of it.  The reverberation caused the entire room to warp and rebound.  My heart caught in my throat as I ran up the stairs, tossed the décor in the living room, and tore up the steps.

Killian was fast behind me.

"What is it, Maggie?" he called.

"Mindy," I said, running two at a time.

I slid to a stop in front of the nursery, my heart pounding out of my chest.  It was shut.  The handle was cold.  I opened the door.

Mindy stood, frozen.  

She was trapped in a pool of silver light.  Her hands were pressing on the bubble like
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