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To Adam Jackman 

and 

every P.A. who has ever had to make a coffee run
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Chapter One
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I woke up to the sound of my phone ringing.  Blearily, I peeled open my crusty eyes and tried to read the clock.  2:00 a.m.  No good ever comes from answering the phone at 2:00 a.m.  A part of me wanted to pretend this time could prove the exception, but the odds were not in my favor.

"Killian, get that, would you?" I mumbled into the pillow.

I felt the bed shift as Killian snuggled against me.  "You get it."

It took me a moment to remember what happened last night.

Killian is my partner... erm.... was my partner at M&K Tracking.  He's a six-foot-something, ridiculously good-looking wood elf who, up until yesterday, was my go-to guy whenever I needed someone to hold my gun.  But circumstances dictated that we close up shop at M&K Tracking and close it quick-ish.  So, that's how things started.

We began by packing up Killian's apartment.  About an hour in, I explained to him that moving tradition dictated pizza and beer for the helpers.  That resulted in him informing me that it was ancient elfin custom to provide fruity ambrosia concoctions as a goodbye gift to the movee.  We decided it was high time for a little cultural exchange between our peoples.  

So, after we finished all the beverages in the building, we decided to take our 'cultural exchange' to the streets and proceeded to have ourselves what I liked to call an itty bitty bender.  

Killian snuggled in closer and I heard the crunch of a paper parasol he still had tucked behind one ear.  

I'm pretty sure someone may have slipped us some witches' brew because, seriously, after the fifth or sixth bar, all I remember was Killian and I stumbling into his apartment below M&K Tracking and... passing out simultaneously.

What?  

You thought we hooked up?  

Do you even know me?

I pushed him away.  "Ugh, get off me!"

Fucking elf.

My name is Maggie MacKay.  A few days ago, Killian and I were caught up in a plot to destroy... oh, everything.  The bad guys were hell-bent on destroying everything.  It started with Vaclav and his vampires and their usual plot to tear down the border between Earth and the Other Side so that they could come over for a midnight snack whenever their tummies got rumbly.  Blah blah blah.

But THEN we discovered there had been an even bigger bad out there gunning for us.  The group was called the Bringers of Light and THEY were intent on breaking down the border between the Dark Dimension and the Other Side, too.  Their plan involved getting rid of the elves.  Not exactly sure why, but some pointy-eared bug had crawled up their butt.  I gotta say, prior to working with Killian, I probably would have signed up to play for their team myself.  I mean... fucking elves...  But the fae-folk of the forest weren't half bad once you figured out how to put up with them.

That said, the Bringers of Light were assholes.  Sneaky assholes.  Last year when my dad was still in the business, he and I hauled in a politician who was on vacation with a medusa.  Said politician's brother was a snore named Stan who took over as president of the World Walker association.  You'd think someone that boring would cause everyone to fall asleep prior to being able to organize a political coup, but Stan started throwing the World Walkers into prison and then used his brother's lady love, said medusa, to turn the World Walkers into statues.  Even worse, Stan pulled my permit.  

The World Walker Association supposedly hired an angel named Graham to haul me in.  Really, Graham was working for Stan and the Bringers of Light.  Sounds like a bad doo-wop group.  But Graham tricked me and Killian —okay, just me... I was the only one who fell for it—Graham tricked ME into smuggling an artifact from Earth to the Other Side.  This artifact was capable of opening a permanent portal to the Dark Dimension.  And, because I didn't know any better, I gave it to the Queen of the Elves.  She went batshit crazy and almost killed my partner.  We cock-blocked that fuckup, but now, the queen was trapped in a state of suspended animation, and it was up to me and Killian to figure out how to shut down the power of the Dark Dimension stone without killing her.  

The ecosystem of the elfin forest was unimpressed by the queen existing in a grey-area when it came to the black-and-white question of living and dying.  Unfortunately, the elves are a little like honeybees:  when the queen is not queening and time passes without a replacement in the ranks, the elves go to shit.  The Mother Tree's roots were rotting without the Queen's life force.  The remaining elves were like asthmatics being forced to run in the smog.  Killian and I were going to have to break up the business so that he could save the elfin race as best he could while I tried to figure out how to unfuck the fucked-up-ness.  It was bad times all the way around.

But not as bad as a phone that would not stop ringing at 2:00 a.m.

"I want to hire you, Maggie," Killian groaned.  "Kill the phone.  Kill it.  I will personally open the treasury of the elves to get you to impale it with any stake of your choosing."

Yawning, I hauled myself out of the bed and shuffled my way across the cold floor.  Past Killian’s elfin boots.  Past my elfin boots.  Past my leather coat.  Past... Killian's tights?

I paused.  "Killian?" I asked.  "Are you wearing tights?"

"They bind."

Normally, this would have been just cause to rework the office dress code policy, but we were closing up shop.  And I was too hung-over to care.  I shuffled on.  

Killian had a dining room table made from tree roots he somehow convinced to grow like furniture.  I found my phone there, next to my keys and weaponry.  

This apartment actually used to be a vampire lair, but Killian had transformed it into his own little glen-away-from-elfin-glen, for those times when we had a long night at the office.  Or a long night out-of-the-office.  The ceiling looked like the August sky and he had plants everywhere.  Something about life force being a good defense against the undead.  I found pointy things to be a better option.

I picked up the phone.  "Hello?"

"This is the Other Side Police Department.  Are we speaking with Margaret MacKay?"

They used my formal name.  This was not good.  

"Speaking," I said, wishing I was in better fighting form.

"There has been a break in at 451 Midsummer Road.  Is this your place of residence?"

I sat down hard on one of the dining room stumps.  I guess from the look on my face, Killian figured out something was going down.  He kicked off the sheets and stumbled my direction.  I guess at some point he had switched into a long, white, man-nightie.  He looked like he could go on as Ebenezer Scrooge in a burlesque version of A Christmas Carol.

"That's my house," I replied to the dispatcher as Killian began dispatching some coffee. 

"Were you planning on returning to your home tonight?" the guy asked.

"No, I'm out of town," I lied.  A) I was in no condition to drive anywhere.  B) I was in no condition to fight the forces of evil anywhere.  "I'll be there in the morning."

"Huh."

I heard a little shift in his tone, like he was running through the scenarios of why a girl like me wasn't headed home straight away with this sort of news.  

"I'm working," I added.

"Right.  Working," he replied with what, if I was not mistaken, was a hint of disbelief.  "We'll leave an officer to keep an eye on things.  Give us a call tomorrow and we'll work with you to catalog what seems to be missing."

I hung up the phone and tossed it on the table.  The noise of it clanking was enough to cause both Killian and me to wince.

"What was that in regards to?" Killian asked, putting the cup of coffee in front of me.

I swallowed down the bitter nectar of life force rejuvenation and let it roll down the back of my throat.  Probably once I woke up, I'd be more upset, but for now, the robbers could have whatever it was they were looking for and the rest of my Other Side-ly belongs, too, if it meant my head would stop throbbing.  "Break in at my house," I said.

At once Killian was at the ready.  I wish I had the ability to shake off the effects of a hard night the way the elves could.  "Should we go there now?" he asked.

I shook my head and wiped my face with my hands, wishing Killian would use his indoor voice.  "And do what?  Damage has been done."

"I cannot believe someone would even attempt to burglarize your home," he replied, pouring himself some orange juice.  Hair of the dog.  I raised my coffee mug in admiration as he continued on.  "Do they not understand who you are?"

"Idiots," I replied.  "Good thing I'm a tracker, huh?"  I laughed without humor.  "We'll head over tomorrow, I'll catch their scent, and dispense a little justice MacKay style, preferably when the sun is up and they are fast asleep in their tidy little crypt."

"Unless that is exactly what they want you to do..." said Killian slowly, his eyes narrowing as he sipped from his cup.

"What?"

He set down his glass and leaned against his kitchen counter, arms folded.  "Someone—"

"I'm pretty sure, if I remember correctly from getting ambushed in the elfin woods and fighting an undead dragon, that it was vampires."

"SOMEONE," Killian continued giving me a glare to shut my trap while he noodled this thought through out loud.  "Stole from my people to draw the Shadow Elves out in order to slaughter them.  What if whoever did this wanted to draw you out in order to slaughter you?"

The elf, in addition to looking too good for 2AM and sobering up too good for 2AM was entirely outthinking me too good at 2AM.  "Perfect timing is perfect, isn't it?" I remarked.

"We have a lovely evening on the town, which one could assume would have rendered you... perhaps not at your strongest..."

"Delicately put," I said, taking another sip of the coffee to try to get my brain up to working speed with the elf.

"If you were at home, you might have been caught unaware.  Or if you were still at the height of our revelry, you may have returned home and then gone... how do you humans put it... with your 'guns a-blazing' to extinguish this evil?"

"Very likely."

"And you may have followed them, hoping to catch them before they could go too far.  But neither of us would have been in a state for defending ourselves."

"Lucky for us, we passed out."  

"Excellent preemptive strategy."

Killian and I clinked glasses.

"Will you be able to track the perpetrator if we wait until morning?" enquired Killian.

"Oh, ye of little faith."  I replied.  "It takes more than a couple hours to hide from a MacKay."

Killian looked at me with his baby blues and his eyes got all sad and crinkly around the edges.  "Unknown forces infiltrated your home, and whether they were intent on taking advantage of our absence or our state of inebriation, you must pay more attention to your surroundings in future days," he warned.

"I should?" I repeated incredulously to make sure I heard him right.

A little worry line appeared down the middle of his Botox-perfect brow.  "I am not going to be here, Maggie," he reminded me gently.

Aw, it was like a punch in the teeth, and a punch in the teeth at 2AM when you're hung-over is especially cruel.  I looked around Killian's apartment and wondered who was going to take care of all his plants while he was gone.  If it wasn't some sort of a trap, then whoever broke into my house was looking for something, and if they didn't find what they were looking for, the office would be next on the list.  And Killian wouldn't be around to help me sweep up the broken glass.  The sucky thing about learning to rely on someone is that you forget how it used to seem normal to do things all by your lonesome.  I tried to remind myself that I was a one-woman-band long before Killian showed up with the lousy job that started this whole mess.  

But I was going to miss the dumb lug.

I sighed, getting up to rinse out my dumb mug.  He was right.  I DID need to start paying more attention, get back to that place where I knew no one had my back except me.  It's a lot easier to be pleasantly surprised when someone shows up to help rather than to be crushingly disappointed when everyone fails you.

I squished all those thoughts deep into the crevasses of my skull where I wouldn't have to look at them too hard.  Right now, there was stuff to deal with.

I turned on the tap and waited for the water to run warm.  "You think someone in the bar was watching us?" I asked.

"We went to seven bars, Maggie."

"You think that someone in the seven bars was watching us?"

"Other than everyone?"

Killian was right.  Between Vaclav's grudge and the World Walker Association now in the clutches of evil, there was not a single place I could go in the Other Side where someone wasn't keeping tabs on me.  The only reason I hadn't been hauled in was that I threw Graham, the fallen 'angel', into the slammer first.  He was probably the only bounty hunter with the skills to bring me down.  That and whenever the bad guys figured out some scheme to put me away, I got sprung by Lacy, everyone's favorite prison intake officer.

"Well, my place is warded, so it wasn't vampires," I reasoned.

"That is encouraging."

"Which means those Bringers of Light bastards are most likely behind it."

"It would seem logical," said Killian, coming over to take the mug out of my hands and dry it.

"How the hell do we protect ourselves from a loony cult of doomsday activists?"

He wiped the cup out thoughtfully.  "Go on a vacation and allow the vampires to eat them?"

"Not such a bad plan," I replied, grabbing his OJ glass.  "Remind me to give you a raise."

"How about some paid leave, instead?" asked Killian.

"I love you, Killian," I said.  "But not that much."
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Chapter Two
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I pulled my car up in front of my house.  I bought this Arts and Crafts style bungalow awhile ago with some spare cash, back when such a thing actually existed in my life.  A real estate witch had plucked the image out of my head and caused the house to appear just as I had always imagined it.  I loved my little house.

And seeing it busted up sucked.  

Last night, it all seemed sort of surreal and distant.  Now, the glass smashed out of the front window and the police-issued spell tape surrounding the property was bringing the reality of the situation home, so to speak.  I slammed the car into park and yanked up the brake with a little too much force.

The only comfort was my psychic-sensitive mother hadn't called in hysterics, which meant this was a mere bump in the road, not some game changer.  Or she and my dad were off vacationing in an alternate dimension that had lousy cell service.  Both were entirely possible, so I was back to no comfort.

There was a guard goblin sitting on my porch, which was a good sign.  It meant someone on the police force still had my back.  I got out of my car and walked through the spell tape, feeling it close itself behind me.  Spell tape creates a fairly impenetrable bubble around a crime scene ('fairly', because come on, it's government work.)  Only those special VIPs listed as "safe to enter" can come in.  

But something didn't feeling right...

I stepped into the front yard and gave the goblin a wave.  "Hey!  I'm the homeowner."

The goblin's buggy eyes narrowed into slits as he observed me.  His pointed tongue slithered out from his under bite to lick an offending booger from his gray-green nose.  He yammered something at me in goblinese and then scurried away on four legs to do something.  I assume to call his superiors to let them know I was around and ready to start cataloging things.

I watched his dog-like body trot out to his patrol car, open the door, and climb inside.  He held a phone up to the side of his helmeted head.  My red flags were still going up but I had absolutely no idea what was making me feel so ooked.  

I didn't need to bother unlocking the door.  The dead bolt had been destroyed by someone kicking their way in.  From the psychic imprint it left behind, it felt more a police boot print than a burglar boot print.  Guess the coppers figured if someone was inside, there was a reason they weren't answering the door.

The only person I cared about was my cat.

"Mac?" I called, looking around for his fluffy, orange form.  I knew I'd have felt it if anything bad happened to him, but he was usually there to greet me with a friendly 'brrrrow'.  Considering that his full-time job was sleeping in a sunbeam, with occasional temp work hunting down any imps setting up shop in my garden, the absence of ‘brrrrow’ was no cause for concern, but I knew I'd feel better once I found him.  

The house had been tossed.  From the ratio of smashed vs. missing objects, I got the sense that their mission was more of a psychological one.  While I wasn't particularly fond of strangers getting their grubby paws all over my stuff, the fact they wanted me quaking in my boots made me mad rather than a-skeered.  I don't quake for anyone, much less a bunch of asshats who think messing up my shit is all it takes to put the fear in me.  I wasn't going to cower on principle.  I'm ornery like that.

Still, it sucked to see picture frames cracked and the fabric on the sofa slashed.  I fucking loved that sofa.  I touched the tear.  Three rips started wide and then drew in towards the bottom.  So, I was dealing with a clawed, three-fingered monster.  Four if it had a thumb.  But at least that eliminated werewolves.  Had to be a living creature, because the undead wouldn't have been able to get past my wards.

I found the same three-clawed mark running along the length of the wall and up the stairwell.  It was going to be stupid expensive to get it patched up.  They don't exactly do homeowner's insurance on the Other Side.  There's no profit, what with all the monsters roaming around these parts.

In the bathroom, the mirror was smashed and my towels were crammed in the toilet.  Well, now I was going to HAVE to move.  I hoped whoever did it got the whole seven years bad luck.  I still didn't see that they had taken anything.  

More importantly, though, I wasn't getting a clear sense of what sort of creature it had been.  It felt like something with a long stride, and yet, as I examined the wooden jambs, this something was small enough to get through a doorway without crashing their shoulders into it.  That ruled out bugbears.  Most of the damage was done around waist-high level, with occasional damage above, like it was a shorter, jumpier creature.

I went into my office.  The futon inside had been ripped to shreds like someone with knives for hands had bounced on it, and the frame was broken.  A week ago, I had thought to myself that it was time for my office to stop looking like a frat boy's dorm room.  Now it looked more like a frat boy's dorm room after the best night of his life.  

Sometimes the universe does for us that which we cannot do for ourselves, and sometimes that's sending a squad of short, jumpy, knifey creatures on a mission to intimidate and redecorate.  Either way, I was getting new furniture. 

The wall panel to my armory had been pulverized, but the door held, just like it was supposed to.  Everything would be in automatic lockdown, which sucked, but I was glad to know no one was spicing up Sunday dinner with my secret stash of Whole Witches' All Organic Garlic Heads.  That shit is expensive.

I walked into my bedroom and it wasn't really that bad.  Looked like, from the broken window, this was where my burglar made his exit when the police showed up and spoiled his party.  I added "ability to jump out of two-story windows" to my clue list.

I heard a little meow from under the bed and I pulled up the dust ruffle.  Mac stretched out his orange paws and yawned at me.

"Nice sleep?" I asked him dryly.  "You're slacking on your attack cat duties."

I reached underneath the bed and dragged him out.  He was none too happy with me and tried to turn his body into a lead weight.  I've taken down trolls with less body mass than my cat, but I managed to pull him out.  I held him in my arms and scratched under his chin.  He responded by booping me with his head and then trying to eat my hair.  I looked out the window at where my perpetrator had escaped.  There were four big ol' footprints in the ground where he had landed.

"So what's waist high, got four legs, but can get up on two long enough to tear down my sheetrock, and can jump out of a second story window without breaking said legs?" I murmured into Mac's fur.

Outside, I watched the police-goblin crawl out of the police car onto his all-fours and leap-run to the door of my house, his loping form eating up the distance.

"Oh," I said.  "Goblins."

So it turns out that maybe my burglar ate my police officer or maybe my police officer was actually the burglar and this was a setup or maybe a doppelganger ate a goblin and replaced his body with a look-a-like, but whatever the fuck was going on, that goblin was coming back, my armory was in lockdown, and things were fucked.

Mac heard the noise of the goblin running into the house and scrambled out of my arms.

Screw the world.  I needed to save my cat.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three
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"Gawddamnit, Mac!" I shouted, rushing out after him.  "Stop running away from me when I'm trying to save you!  If you get yourself eaten by a goblin I swear by everything holy I will pass him the ketchup."  

For the record, I would never pass a goblin ketchup.

So.  Goblins.  They are living.  They have fairly thick hides, but aren't impossible to defeat.  Best to go at one with an ax or a mace, both of which were now in lockdown in my other room.  Fantastic.  All I had was my gun and my stake, both of which were relatively useless.  Goblins are like old leather.  A bullet just sort of bores through them, like an awl making a hole.  You need something that'll do some large-scale physical damage.  I wished Killian was around with his famous collapsible stick.

I looked around the room to improvise.  The goblin had taken all this time to call someone from the car and I didn't want to be around when the reinforcements arrived.  My phone started ringing in my pocket.  It was Wagner's Flight of the Valkyries, a special tune I had assigned for when my mom was calling.  If she was phoning, it meant she had felt what was about to happen, and that wasn't good.  If I survived it, I'd also have to survive her interrogations.  Neither outcome was particularly makin' my day.

I had a baseball bat under the bed.  It wasn't perfect, but it was going to have to do in this pinch because I could hear the goblin nearing the bedroom door.  Up until now, his crashing around downstairs sounded more like standard-level police-goblin crashing rather than murderous death-hunt crashing, so I think he thought that I still thought he was a good guy.  Goblins also aren't exactly the brightest.  

He opened the door, saw me with the bat, and came at me with his claws.  That was three fingers and a thumb, just as I had deduced, for anyone interested in goblin anatomy.  I stood sideways and swung at him like a hitter at the Multi-World Series.

Now, while not the hardest Other Side creature to dispatch, Goblins aren't a cakewalk, either.  Goblins are a dirty business.  They move fast and can use their momentum to climb up walls.  My arm vibrated in my shoulder socket as the baseball bat connected with his jaw.  

It threw him backwards and he struck the hall like Wile E. Coyote at the bottom of a cliff.  Except this guy was vertical.  His claws left skid marks in the bead board.  I lined up for his next attempt and wished I had something with an edge to it.  The baseball bat might render some monsters senseless, but as well as thick hides, goblins also have thick skulls.  

I knelt down as he took a flying leap at me and knew I needed to get down to the kitchen for some cutlery.  I fired a couple bullets at him, which knocked him back but didn't do much to slow him down.  In fact, it just made him come at me angrier and faster.  I backed out of the room and just about tripped over Mac as he ran right behind my feet.

"Cat!  Get out of here before you get me killed!" I shouted.

Mac scrambled down the steps and I figured the cat had a good plan.  I tore off behind him.  I could hear the goblin gobbling up the distance between us.  I grabbed ahold of the wooden banister and swung around, using my speed to boomerang myself into the kitchen.  I had one of those fancy knife blocks on the counter and started throwing them at the goblin like a circus sideshow star.  If I ever decided to take up a second career, turns out I had a real skill for narrowly missing a target.  I grazed one of his ears, which wasn't effective at all.  I grabbed my toaster oven and used it to whack him on the side of the head as I looked around for something else.  I opened the refrigerator door and used it as a shield as he ran headlong towards me.  My feet slid on the floor.  Rolling pins, cookie sheets, I pretty much emptied my cupboards as I threw everything except the kitchen sink at him.  And I seriously would have ripped the kitchen sink right out of the wall if I thought it would slow him down.  Where were all of
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