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I clung to the hell-horse's back, the inky night of the Dark Dimension pressing down around us.  Killian's arms were wrapped around my waist.  His breath was getting shallow.  Elves aren't supposed to go into the Dark Dimension and we had pushed him too far.

"Hurry, Maggie..." he murmured.  His voice was quiet and sleepy and his grip was loosening.

I grabbed onto his arm.  "Hang on, Killian!  I can see the bridge ahead of us!"  

But the shimmering portal was missing.  Father Killarney and Xiaoming were not where they were supposed to be.

We weren't going to make it.  They had screwed something up.

Fuck.

Where the fuck were Father Killarney and Xiaoming?

And that's when Graham, that asshole of an angel, dropped out of the sky.

It was looking like this was not my day.

But I'm getting ahead of myself.

This crapfest actually started over a month ago.  If I had known what I was about to get myself into, I would have kept that shitty job as a studio PA.

"Thanks for driving, Killian," I said as the California sun beating down on us.  I mean, everyone enjoys a convertible, but the elfin people's only vehicle looked as if the Munster-mobile and Chitty-Chitty-Bang-Bang got together and had an ugly baby.  Mother Nature's A/C sucks when your vehicle maxes out at 35mph and I was baking without the comfort of a roof.  I mean, it was September, so it was to be expected, but man, it was a scorcher.  I pulled my dark brown hair off the back of my neck to try and get some air.  I guess the only saving grace was I was still incognito.  Trovac, the fat elf, set me up with mom khakis and a polo shirt when I decided I needed to lay low for awhile, and the pastel ensemble was slightly cooler than my black leathers.

Killian pulled the jalopy into the vast, blacktop parking lot of Father Killarney's stomping grounds.  "Of course," he replied, his blue eyes twinkling affectionately at me.  He reached over and gripped my hand bracingly, as if he could will courage into me for what I was about to face.  "Plus, the church intersects with the elfin forest," he added, "so getting home will be that much easier."

So much for the altruistic generosity of friendships.

My name is Maggie MacKay.  A few hours ago, Killian and I foiled a plot by an evil movie studio.  I mean, more evil than most.  The Bringers of Light had teamed up with a group of six old white dudes named the Shareholders.  They tried to harness the power of people's unhappiness to bring down the boundary between Earth and the Other Side, and welcome in the Dark Dimension like some bad CGI summer blockbuster.

So, we handled that.  It's what Killian and I do.  We also managed to free a bunch of World Walkers who had been transformed into statues by a medusa.  Said medusa was the girlfriend of a politician my dad and I dragged into custody earlier.  Said politician also happened to be the brother of the new head of the World Walker Association.  

We also managed to create a rift between Earth and the Other Side in the middle of an amusement park, which meant from here on out, my types were going to have to get annual passes to patrol the area for party crashers.  

OH!  And I was on the same team as Vaclav, the homicidal, shadow-lurking king of the evil vampires, for about two minutes.

Long story short, my entire world had been flipped upside-down and everything was fucked.  I mean, not as fucked as it had been, but the fucked was generally located in a cluster-like formation around my life. 

And I was moving in with Killian.

Listen, it had been a very busy few weeks and, I gotta say, it wasn't entirely my fault.  I had to burn down my house to escape from a goblin the World Walker Association sent after me.  Killian had to vacate our office after we got raided.  And he was in possession of my cat.  If you had a nickel every time you heard THAT old sob story, right?  But, what's a girl to do?  

THAT'S why I was sitting in Killian's jalopy outside of Father Killarney's church.  Killian managed to convince me I'd have a better fighting chance against the bad guys if I surrounded myself with Other Side types who were used to dealing with these sorts of things, as opposed to hanging out with run-of-the-mill humans, which were just tasty little Capri Sun packets in the eyes of a vampire.

Also, Killian didn't say it, but I could tell that he needed my help, too.  He looked like shit.

The queen of the elves was in a state of suspended animation, and the elfin forest was dying without her life force.  And when I say elfin forest, I include the elfin people in that.  They are one with the land and the land is one with them.  Kumbaya.  Namaste.  Whatever.  The elves were dying.

Killian turned off the car and coughed like a two-pack-a-day smoker.  He pulled a ruffly handkerchief out of his ruffly elfin sleeve to wipe something distinctly not ruffly off his hand.  

"You know,” I remarked, “the polite thing nowadays is to cough into your elbow, elf."

"And then I would have the phlegm from my elfin lung staining my velvet elfin sleeve and would have to sit here wiping it out of my elfin elbow with my hand, thus defeating the purpose," he replied, turning off the car.

"Did you hack up your lung?" I asked, squinting at him accusingly and just daring him to lie.

He laughed.  "No."

"Promise?"

"Not lung."  And then that fucking elf opened up his handkerchief so that I could see his phlegm.

"You are so gross!" I said, pulling away.

"You inquired."

"That doesn't mean you show it to me!" I informed him.

All back-and-forth aside, he had coughed up what looked like black tar.  As the queen remained separated from the forest, everything was decaying.

"Is that the rot?" I asked, not joking around this time.

He smiled, but there was a grim tightness around the corners.  "It seems to have settled in my lungs.  No matter.  You and I shall find the solution to this issue you brought crashing down upon our doorstep and all will be well again."

So, here's the other thing.  I'm pretty much responsible for putting the queen in that suspended animation state.  I smuggled over a stone that appeared to be able to open a rift to the Dark Dimension, and I had to zap her into a feedback loop to turn it off.  If we cut the circuit, she'd either reopen the portal or die.  Both options would result in killing everything else.

Which was why we were on Father Killarney's doorstep.

I hopped out of the jalopy and shut the flimsy metal door behind me.  It had no roof, so it's not like the doors actually served much of a purpose.  Heck, the car was so old it didn't even have a seatbelt.  

I didn't really have any stuff to bring in with me.  It all went up in smoke when I set my house on fire.  All I had was a duffle bag of terrible looking mom-clothes that made me want to set another house on fire to get rid of them.  But still, I had dutifully packed my duffel as I cleared out of Trovac's tenement.  He swore that he chose my style to help me blend in at the studio, but I was pretty sure no one in Los Angeles would have been caught dead OR alive in the clothes he picked out.  Adding insult to injury, he was charging me an interest rate that bordered on extortion for the privilege of his makeover.  I'm just cheap enough that if he was going to charge me Macy's prices for Fashion District rejects, by gum, I was going to wear them ‘til my elbows poked through.  Plus, they might be from Wal-Mart, but I knew if I left them in a roof-less jalopy in the middle of Hollywood, they'd soon become some crackhead's clothes from Wal-Mart.

Father Killarney's church was quiet.  It was a work day and all the kids in the associated parochial school were inside giving their teachers a taste of what it would be like if the Dark Dimension took over the Earth.

We walked up into the rectory and I knocked on the brown, wooden door.  There was a brief pause and then it opened.  There was Father Killarney, and man, he was a sight for sore eyes.  He was dressed in the black shirtsleeves and polyester pants of his office.  Gotta say, he and I could have put on one heck of a color-palate-themed runway show.  His white hair was flying all over the place and it looked like his beard hadn't been shaved since his last illegal poker game.

Father Killarney ushered me in quickly, glancing about to make sure we hadn't been followed.

"Do you need a razor for Christmas?" I asked him as I stepped into the cool of the A/C.  "Because there are only 101 shopping days left, and it looks like I might need all that time in order to get you properly stocked up."

He waved my words away, shutting the door behind Killian and locking it.  "With the psychic disturbances you keep bringing to my door, Maggie, I've been finding myself with a lot of sleepless nights," he scolded.

"Psychic disturbances?" I repeated, wondering what the heck he was talking about.

"Hell-holes and end-of-the-world doomsday clocks.  I've been up all night praying for your divine protection."

"Could have just bought me a Kevlar vest to match my neckguard," I told him as I set down my duffel bag.  "I hear Amazon Prime can deliver in an hour."

He ignored me as he walked over to the refrigerator to pull out a couple sodas for Killian and me.  "And then you coming here so late in the day.  Cutting it a little close, are you, Maggie?" he scolded in his lilting, Irish brogue.

I sighed.  As if it wasn't enough to have to do what I was about to have to do, I was going to have to deal with a talking to on top of all that.  Killian gripped my forearm reassuringly.

He poured the sodas into glasses, shaking his head like he had been taking lessons from my mother.  "Oh, quite a stir you've been causing, Maggie-girl.  And don't you be telling me you burned down Firebrand World?  If I have to get a refund for my youth group..."

"You can tell all your youths that, in addition to stopping the Shareholders from opening up a permanent portal in everyone's favorite amusement park, I made all the roller coasters and dark rides safe for their teenage hijinks.  Sort of," I replied, taking the glass and changing the subject.  "Is Xiaoming coming?" 

"Aye," Father Killarney replied.  "I told him we were having a poker night.  No other way to get him to leave his apartment during rush hour."

When Father Killarney said I was cutting it a little close, he wasn’t talking about sunset when the vampires came out.  He was talking about Sunset Boulevard and the rest of the gawdawful traffic in the City of Angels.  It was 4:45 p.m. and that ten-minute difference would turn the forty-minute drive from Chinatown to Hollywood into a two-hour-plus slog.  And Xiaoming hated traffic almost as much as he hated me.

There was a rap at the door and Father Killarney opened it.  Xiaoming was wearing a polyester Hawaiian shirt and carrying a walnut box filled with chips.  His half-burned cigarette butt hung out of his mouth.

"What she doing here?!" he yelled towards me, and then pointed his finger at Father Killarney in accusation.  "You... said... this.... POKER NIGHT!"

"And it is," said Father Killarney, pushing him indoors.  "Indeed, it is.  But Maggie is leaving town and she said she needed to talk with us before she left."  He took Xiaoming's cigarette from the man's lips and flicked it expertly out into the parking lot.  "No smoking indoors, Xiaoming," he said.

The Chinese guy grunted, scraping his feet angrily on the mat.  Father Killarney shut the door behind him.

Xiaoming eyed my khaki pants and pink polo shirt suspiciously.  "You look like a girl for once," he observed.

"Yeah," I admitted, really not wanting to go into why this was pretty much my new uniform.  "I'm undercover."

He grunted.  "Your black leathers are not good.  You look like something out of the Dark Dimension.  You should stay undercover."  

"You been talking with my mother?" I asked as I sat down across from Chinatown's self-appointed Michael Kors.  I took a sip of the soda.  "Listen, I'm in a little bit of trouble."

"Are you bringing werewolves?"

"No."

"Dragons?"

"No."

"Hellmouths?"

"I hope not."

He stuck a cigarette in his mouth but didn't light it.  He took out his deck of cards and started shuffling.  

"I am really, really trying not to open a hellmouth," I insisted.

"You lie too much."

"In fact," I continued, "I am trying my best to close one up."

"YOU LEFT A HELLMOUTH OPEN!" he shouted at me practically jumping out of his chair.  "You an idiot, Maggie MacKay!"

I held up my hands to calm the guy down.  "It wasn't my fault!"

"It is never your fault.  Except it always your fault."

I breathed deep, swallowing down all of my desire to introduce the hell that was inside my mouth.  

Killian decided this was a good time for him to interject some old fashion ambassador skills.  "It is her fault, but this is bigger than anything we can repair.  We, not only Maggie and myself, but all the elfin people, need your help."

That elf had the magic touch.  And I didn't even feel a hint of glamour.  Xiaoming sat down, still full of piss and vinegar, but he let me give him the low-down on everything that happened - the Queen of the Elves, the World Walkers, the interdimensional police, everyone who was after me because of that stupid rock.

"And what did you think would happen, Maggie MacKay?" Xiaoming asked matter-of-factly.

"How the hell should I know?  I can tell you it wasn't this."

He shook his head sadly as if to rub in I should have foreseen how my actions were about to lead to the end of the world.

"So.  Why you so important you make our poker night late?" said Xiaoming.

I looked over at Killian for strength.  "First off, I know that you brought the earrings to the elfin forest, Xiaoming, and I wanted to thank you.  You saved our lives."

"You should thank me by letting me have poker night.  Not sit here ruining poker night.  I not save world for poker night to get ruined by you."

"Right.  So, that's the thing.  You helped me save the world."

He played with the lid of the walnut case and shrugged his shoulders like it was no big thing.  "Sure.  Sure."

"And I wanted to ask if you.  If both of you.  If you and Father Killarney would like to help me save the world... on a more regular basis...?"

They both looked at me like I was a little crazy.  Father Killarney went over to the mini-fridge and pulled out the sacramental wine.

"Hear me out," I said, holding up my hands.  "We've been doing this for like, what, a year now?  Shit—-"  Father Killarney gave me the stink eye and I corrected myself.  "—-Stuff has gone down.  It's been catch as catch can.  It's been fighting a defensive battle.  I'm just saying, rather than reacting to the enemy at our gate EVERY TIME, we start punching back first."

"God abhors violence," Father Killarney reminded me.

"That's not what the Old Testament would suggest."

He downed his entire glass of wine and poured himself another.

"Listen, this isn't going to stop unless we start cutting the legs out from under their platform."

"That is a terrible metaphor, Maggie," Killian commented.

"I'm not an English lit major!" I shouted.  "I'm JUST SAYING that I think if we were a bit more strategic, we'd have a whole lot less mess to clean up.  If we had figured out they were going to come after your window in the basement—Father Killarney?—if we had seen that coming and been ready for it, I wouldn't have had to set Hollywood on fire via the back of a dragon.  If we had known that medusa was going to start turning World Walkers into statues?  My dad and I could have thrown her in the clink when we had her.  I'm just saying, let's stop letting THEM define what we're doing.  Let's start making them react to us."  I pointed at Father Killarney.  "You run the best magic cleanup service in three worlds, Father Killarney.  And I don't even know how you do it other than strong arm the nuns at the convent to give you a hand with the vacuum cleaner."

"It's a Dyson."

"And Xiaoming," I said.  "You can jump within worlds.  How?"

He shrugged.  "Magic."

"Right.  That's what I'm talking about.  I don't know how ANY of this works.  Vaclav teamed up with me."

"WHAT?" both Xiaoming and Father Killarney said.

"And I REALLY didn't want to."

"WHY YOU NOT STAKE HIM!?" shouted Xiaoming at me.

"Because he saved my life," I shouted back.  "And that is really, really fucked up.  The most evil fucking vampire in two dimensions saved my fucking life and it is because he knows more than I do.  I'm fighting blind here.  I need your help."

I could see they were starting to bend a little.  Killian was on it with his pitch.  We could have made a killing as an Amway team.

"There is a weakening in the veil at Firebrand Park," Killian informed them.  "Maggie was unable to heal the portal correctly and creatures will come through.  We have no ability to monitor this situation."

"A weakening in the veil at the Firebrand Park?" Father Killarney reiterated.  He scratched his whiskers.  "I'll have a talk with the gargoyles when they get up," he stated.  "Tell them they have a new duty."

"See!"  I said.  "Look at that!  Problem solved!  I had completely forgotten you had a shed full of gargoyles looking for something to eat.  And forgetting about them is saying something, because they are scary as all get out."

Father Killarney and Xiaoming looked at one another like this might be a little easier than they thought it was going to be when I had first started flapping my jaws.  They seemed to have some sort of unspoken conversation.

Finally, Xiaoming looked back at me.  "In China, we sacrifice the good of the one for the good of the many.  We are only as strong as our weakest link.  You are our weakest link.  You let us fix you?"  Ah.  So the conversation was unspoken because they’ve already had it twenty times.  The How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maggie MacKay Conversation.

"Fix me?"

"Train you, Maggie," said Father Killarney leaning forward and then looking at my partner.  "You, too, Killian."

"Great," I said, really not feeling that way at all.

"You get office?"  Xiaoming asked.

"Um... sure?" I replied, not sure why he needed office space.

"You get us uniform?" asked Xiaoming.

"Are you serious?"

He gave me a look to let me know how serious he was, which was serious.  "I want a cape."

"I think capes would make us stand out a bit more than we want to be sticking out," I apologized.

"INVISIBILITY CAPE, MAGGIE!" He sat back in his chair with a huff.

Killian stepped in to smooth things over, once again. "That is an excellent idea, Xiaoming.  It would serve not just as a statement, but a practical use as well."

Xiaoming held out both hands towards Killian as if he couldn't believe that I hadn't figured it out before the elf did.

I wasn't losing this battle.  "I thought that invisibility capes had to be woven by a specially trained group of magic elves under the moonlight?"

"Now that so many of us have died, we have a few extras."

Way to go Killian, making me feel like an ass.

But Xiaoming had no squeamishness about putting on a dead elf's cape.  "This is a good idea.  This is why we keep the elf around."

"It would be rather useful," admitted Father Killarney.

"You want a uniform cape, too?" I asked.  "Are you kidding me?"

"I only said that it would be useful," he replied apologetically.  But I could see Father Killarney really wanted an invisibility cape.

"FINE!" I replied, throwing up my hands.  "Killian?  As soon as we get home to the elfin wood, we'll make them some uniforms."

"Oh, are you living in the woods together?" said Father Killarney, giving us a disappointed shake of his head.  "You know what God says about living in sin."

"We're not living together," I replied, trying to put an end to this entire line of questioning.

"I could marry you anytime you feel the time is right."

"We're not getting married."

"It would make things ever so much easier when we explain our partnership to others," Killian pointed out.

"I'm PERFECTLY okay with things being really, really awkward and difficult when I explain it to others," I replied.  "Can we get back to the mission?"

"Yes!" said Father Killarney, leaning forward.  "What is our first magical mission?"

I looked over at Killian.  "Well... we need to save the elfin race."

Xiaoming shrugged.  "Okay.  And then what after that?"

Despite it all, I smiled.  We were going to be okay.
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The elfin jalopy rumbled over the rocks and sticks of the riverbed and then Killian pulled the car to a stop.  "Welcome home."

I let out an exhausted groan and leaned my head against the dash.  "Oh, fuck me..."

This girl had officially opened one too many illegal portals for any one day and I was D.O.N.E.  It was a wonder I hadn't been sucked into the boundary making the jump from Father Killarney's place to the forest.  Unfortunately, I hadn't.  Instead, I had just been sucked into the elfin forest.

I looked around.  The last time I had been in this neck of these gawdforsaken woods, Killian had been on the brink of death and a bunch of elfin doctors came out of the bushes to whip him back into shape.  I knew the cavalry wasn't coming this time.

I fell out of the car and grabbed my duffle.  As far as I was concerned, we could set up camp here and take a nice, long nap for about two weeks.

The thing that kept me from being able to slump down and surrender to peaceful unawareness was the forest.  The forest was not looking good.  The once green trees looked like a forest fire had gone through, but hadn't reached the top of the trees yet.  The ground was black.  The vegetation had turned to dust.  The rot was creeping its way up the trunks of the trees.

I sighed.

Killian saw where I was looking.  He knew what was on my brain.  "We shall find the solution," Killian assured me, patting me on my shoulder and just about knocking me to my knees.  "The queen would not have asked you to come into our lives if she did not also know that you held the key."

"Right," I said with a sigh as I flung my bag over my shoulder.  "But think about how if she didn’t invite me over in the first place, this wouldn't have even been an issue at all."

"You shall just have to free her so that you can apologize in person."

I did not even want to think about how THAT conversation was going to have to go.  Sorry, your majesty, for killing a bunch of your people and getting you stuck in a portal rift.  My bad.

I tried to figure out which would be worse - having that conversation or avoiding it all by allowing the universe to implode.  It was a tossup.

"Come along, Maggie.  What is it that you humans say?  'Pull up your large woman undergarments' and 'open a tin cylinder of bodily harm' upon the evil-doers."

He was so proud of his pep talk, I didn't have the heart to tell him he was waaaay off.  Instead, I just hiked up my high-waisted mom-pants and trudged after him.  Slacks were going to make trekking through the forest real fun.  

"WAIT!" I said, grabbing onto his arm.

"What is it, Maggie," he
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