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IT WAS A BITTERLY COLD January morning.  "Bitterly cold" meaning 55-degrees Fahrenheit on the Other Side.  

What can I say?  I still measured temperature by my own internal Los Angeles Weather Scale.  I kept hoping someday I would become "cold hardy," but hadn't made the shift yet.  I tried to console myself with the thought that any vampire who tried to use me as a juice box would starve from the thinness of my blood.

However, my partner seemed to have no troubles. 

"Good morning, Maggie," said Killian, walking through the front door of the office to M&K Tracking all chipper and happy, like it was a sunny summer day and not the dead of winter.

M&K Tracking Other Side HQ was a small, one room affair over a greengrocer shop.  My dad started renting it over twenty years ago and when he retired and Killian stepped up to the plate to put his own name on the nameplate.  

While it still hung on to some of its 1940s noir charm with its slow moving ceiling fans and Stickley furniture, the encroaching vines and potted plants on Killian's side were totally harshing the vibe.  Although in his green tunic and tights, there was a bit of camouflage action happening which was great for him, but sucked for me.  I would be the first thing a monster saw when he stormed the office while Killian could do his best impersonation of a philodendron.

I wondered grumpily if that was Killian's plan all along.

I was so cold, though, I would have welcomed a werewolf with open arms if just to snuggle into that fur before being devoured.

Killian walked to his oak desk and flung himself into his wooden swivel chair, giving himself his traditional morning twirl.

I clutched my steaming cup of coffee in both hands for warmth and glowered at him.

He planted his elfin boots flat on the floor and grinned at me.  "I shall never tire of greeting the day that way.  Spinning chairs!  Human invention is a marvel..."  He pounded his chest with both fists like he had just taken in a bracing gulp of mountain air.  "So!  I do believe it is almost February, Maggie.  Do we have any cases to close out before the end of the month?"

It was a valid question.  

I picked up the stack of cases and threw half of them at him.  "Let's find out!"

Grabbing them all midflight like a hockey player grabbing a puck out of midair, Killian dropped the stack on his lap and started flipping through.  

"The year is already progressing rapidly," Killian offhandedly remarked. 

I grimaced.  "Yeah...  And just when you think things are on track, February comes around with a left hook."

Killian paused with curiosity.  "What are you talking about?"

I'd take any break in a storm, even if it meant discussing ancient human history with Killian.  "It was considered an unlucky month.  So unlucky, the Romans actually shorted it by a couple days so they could blast through to March."

Killian leaned his elbows on the top of his desk, his eyes huge.  "You do not say..."

"I do."

He shook his head, delighted and amused.  "You humans!  Such strange ways..."

"Um... those who consult the heavens and question what flocks of birds have told him should cast no stones."

"That is quite different," replied Killian, primly. "Elfin astronomers are extremely skilled and their ability to read the stars is legendary."

I couldn't believe he was falling for that line.  "Killian, my MOM can read the future better than those astronomers.  They aren't reading the stars.  They're just psychics.  And bad ones at that."

"Why do you have to ruin everything, Maggie?" he said, returning to his pile.

"It is a part of my charm."  I sighed, opening and closing a case before tossing it to the side.  "Phoenix rebirth crowd control..."

"That could be fun!" Killian exclaimed, picking up my discard.  "A good opportunity to shout at things, Maggie!"

"Good opportunity to get a third-degree burn," I countered moving onto the next.  "Drunken cupids..."  I tossed it onto the pile, too.

"They are so cute when they cannot work both wings at the same time."  Killian got a blissful look on his face as he remembered with nostalgia.  "The way they squeak when they crash into a potted plant...  Do you remember when that one lost his loincloth in the Venus flytrap?" 

"I'm not getting flashed by some flying fat man's dingle berries today."

"But they are fairly easy work for the relative pay," Killian countered.

I gave him a glare.  "You're just hoping one of them fires off one of those arrows and causes me to magically fall in love with you... again."

A great big smile cracked Killian's face.  "You have to admit, it was fun."

I pointed at him.  "We swore we would never talk about it, Killian. WE SWORE."  I moved on to the next file.  "Punching out ogres... punching out trolls... punching out minotaurs..."  I flung the paperwork onto my desk.  "All these bore me."

"Punching things no longer interests you?" Killian asked, suddenly very concerned.  "Are you feeling well?"

I was cold.  I was miserable.  In fact, I wasn't feeling 'well' about life right now.  "Don't you long for more?" I asked.  "It is a new year!  We should be taking cases that advance the reputation of our firm, not doing grunt work and goblin cleanup."  I stood, suddenly fired up and resolute.  By gum, I deserved to be able to afford a space heater for under my desk!  "Let's get a case that is worthy of our time and attention."

"You just want to bedevil Frank, don't you?"

All of my ills could be traced back to that ogre.  And the fact he never sent us after devils, which could be bottled and used as hand warmers, except during the hottest days in July when you didn't want a devil in your glove compartment, put him directly on my list today.  "The answer is a resounding 'yes'."

I grabbed my keys and various items of weaponry, then strode out of the office.  I heard Killian lock up behind us.  He had a special door-locky-spell thing that kept angry monsters from throwing us surprise parties.

The street was pretty quiet.  Most creatures were quietly in their dens, catching up on their beauty sleep until the witching hour.

My car was around the corner.  I had learned a long time ago not to make it easy on someone staking out our office which vehicle was mine.  Jiffy Charm's hex change service is frickin' expensive and a person really doesn't want to get all the punches in the Frequently Cursed Club Card.

However, there was no mistaking Killian's car, so he embraced living on the edge and always claimed the closest parking space every morning.

"I shall drive," Killian informed me with pride.

I looked over at his junky elfin jalopy and sighed.  I sure hoped it had a heater.

"You love my ride," he stated.

I gave him a simpering smile.  "More than happy to let you drive," I said.

Killian looked at me rather surprised.  We climbed inside and he commented as he fired up the engine, "I had been expecting more resistance from you, Maggie."

I found the heater and blasted the car with warm air.  It was glorious.  I mean, excluding the glitter that coughed out of the vents.  One of the occupational hazards of driving on magic.  "Any day I don't have to clean ghoul guts out of my trunk is a good day."

Realization dawned.  "Oh.  My car is the one that will have all the waste matter from our potential job inside it..."

"Yep!  Aren't you lucky, Killian!"  I gave him a friendly little punch in the side of the arm.

"Remind me never to volunteer again."

"Oh no!" I announced, patting the finely upholstered leather bench seat.  "I think this is officially our 'gather up the monsters' car.  I can hardly wait to stick a troll in your rumble seat."

We drove through town, past the black-and-white blocks of Grayscale and through the Dickensian main street where little goblin Oliver Twists didn't beg for more. They frickin' took all the porridge they wanted and you were lucky if they didn't take your fingers, too.  If you've never been to the Other Side before, the imagination and dreams of Earth bled through and manifested here.  It's kind of like LARPing.  Except the "R" stands for "Reality."

We putted over the drawbridge and pulled into the courtyard of the courthouse.  It was a dark gothic nightmare of grim stones and cold iron.  The guards on the turrets stood at the ready and didn't relax when they saw it was us.  

Killian parked next to the Bureau of Records and yanked on the handbrake.

"Are you ready?" he asked.

"Today is the first day of the rest of our lives," I said.  "Let's make it a kickass one."

We jumped out of the car and made our way into Frank's office.

It was a cramped affair.  Filing cabinets and a large desk took up most of the space.  What was left over was taken up by the ogre processing paperwork.  He hadn't quite figured out how to button all the buttons of his yellowed shirt and his brown suspenders were the only thing keeping his green corduroys from falling around his ankles.  He rolled the one eye in his pointy-head as he saw who it was, and then tried to hide behind a narrow filing cabinet.

“Hey, Frank!” I said cheerfully, leaning against the counter.  "Any new jobs come in?"

He shouted.  “You have a stack of unfinished jobs!”

"Sure, but those are just small potatoes," I replied, dinging his service bell.  "We're looking for something with a little more return on the investment."

"I am sure I have a kitten stuck up in a willow tree or a snipe that needs hunting," he growled.

"I do like kittens..." Killian murmured to me.

Just then, the door swung open and five men walked in.

Now, this in and of itself is no big deal.  However, these were the strangest fellows.  They had matching mutton chop sideburns and wore old-fashioned morning coats with tails.  Atop their heads were stovepipe top hats.  

And their waistcoats featured symbols I recognized as warding protections from the Pennsylvania Dutch.

The one in the front doffed his hat.  "Excuse me, my good sir!"

Frank poke his eye above the cabinet to glare at him, as if challenging him to see what happened if he called him "sir" one more time.

"I am afraid we have lost a magical animal, and I was told you handle such affairs.  I am afraid it is very time sensitive."

"We don't have anyone—" Frank started to say.

Killian cheerfully cut him off and turned on all the charm.  "Ah!  My partner and I are most excellent at tracking mislaid magical animals and available for hire!"

I felt just the slightest hint of glamour.  Not enough to make a potential client's knees go weak, just enough to make us seem pretty fancy.  

I elbowed Killian and then added meaningfully.  "For the right price."

The men gathered their heads together and consulted.  Finally, their chosen spokesperson said, "It is worth any cost."

Frank gave a snort so big, a wave of his halitosis wafted across the room.  "Don't say that.  She's gonna take you to the cleaners."

The leader ignored him and stepped forward to address me.  "You see, in two days’ time, it will be Groundhog Day and..."

His short, round friend stepped forward and said in a high-pitched voice, "And we need you to secure us a groundhog."

It was one of the strangest requests I had ever heard.  "Excuse me?"

"Spring will not come without the groundhog," the leader said.

I could see that Killian had a lot
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