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M&K Tracking.  I admired the newly re-lettered door featuring our company name in glorious gold letters.  It was close enough to the old business my dad and I ran, MacKay & MacKay Tracking, that hopefully return customers wouldn't get too confused.  I wanted to glom onto whatever street cred we MacKays had, because I was sick of our current spate of scraping the bottom of the barrel nonsense.  Ever since Dad left the family business, folks seem to have decided they wanted to let someone else figure out whether his snot-nosed kid had the chops to take over.  Let’s just ignore the fact that I was running this place by myself for three years while Dad got himself trapped in an inter-dimensional prison.  They'd see.  But if things didn't change, I'd have to start running coupons for Buy One Staking, Get the Second FREE!  I would just leave out the part that after our recent experience with the vampire race, I'd happily throw it in gratis.  Shoot, I'd pay them for a good excuse to start poking things with sharp objects.

It would sure eat the pants off of what I had going right now.  I opened the door to our office and walked inside.

My name is Maggie MacKay.  I'm a magical tracker, able to open dimensions and walk between the worlds of Earth and the Other Side whenever someone or something has overstayed its welcome.  Killian is my new partner, a six-foot-something forest elf whose favorite dumb party trick is using his wood-ish ways to charm the pants off of anything with two legs.  At least I think two legs is where he draws the line.  

Killian and I had been having a go at this business partnershipiness for about a month now, opening up shop after we saved the world... again... and my dad’s decision that being trapped in an inter-dimensional boundary between worlds, freeing a town full of ghosts, and bringing his daughter back from a time-vortex was enough adventure for any man's career.  

So Killian stepped up to the plate, making the excuse that he should be around in case the werepire Vaclav decided to show his ugly mug.  Killian also made some noise about the MacKay Tracking killer health benefits — 'killer benefits' is a tier in Other Side Omniversal Healthcare for those who spent a lot of time battling things out with bad guys.  No co-pay.  

But we all knew the truth: the lure of tromping through the forest to talk to bunny rabbits didn’t hold the same appeal it once did for Killian.  Slaying vampires will do that to a person.  He wouldn't admit it, but I knew Killian was looking for an excuse to hang out in the presence of my awesomeness and dust some vampire fangs.  And even grumpy ol' me had to admit Killian had proven his worth.  Plus, tall people are nice to have around when you need to reach things on top shelves.  

So, here we were, one full moon-cycle into running our very own agency.  It was in the same one-room affair my dad and I had occupied, sans evil landlord.  Yes, most landlords are evil, but this one was eviler than most, and I'm not talking about rent hikes and deferred maintenance.  Mr. Smith turned out to be a vampire bent on our destruction.  He died under mysterious circumstances which I know absolutely nothing about.  Nothing.  

But since he died, no one had shown up to collect the rent.  Inheritance rights are a little fuzzy on the Other Side.  Personally, I think he probably ate his next-of-kin long ago.  But these things usually come down to a winner-takes-all-unless-a-lawyer-gets-involved situation.  Since no lawyers had shown up and no one seemed to notice and/or care that Mr. Smith was dead, I went ahead and filed the paperwork down at City Hall.  Once we finished paying the back taxes, the building would officially be ours, and as soon as that happened and our luck turned around, we were going to remodel this place into the next Taj Mahal.  Okay, so maybe the inner guest-room closet of the Taj Mahal.  But shwanky enough to be Taj Mahal adjacent, nonetheless.  You know, if we could get some business going.  I tried to tell myself it was just a seasonal slump and maybe evil had taken a holiday, but you know things are bad when you keep hoping someone would show up to make your life a living hell.  

Speaking of slumping and making my life hell, Killian was hunched down in his chair, legs propped up on his desk, reading this week’s briefs on the back of his eyelids.  Slacker.

“Killian!  We got a gig!” I announced as I dropped the stack of folders in his lap.

He startled awake, practically falling out of his chair as he tried to explain, “I was—”

I looked at him, daring him to even try.  "—sleeping on the job?"

He smiled and rubbed his face with his hand.  His elfin blues twinkled up at me.  "Contemplating the meaning of the universe.  Really, Maggie, where is your benefit of the doubt?"

I was suddenly awash with warm feelings, a winter's day before the fire, snuggled close to a loved one.  The whole world looked like I was viewing it through a gauzy haze of romance and candlelight.

Fucking elf.  

I smacked him with a file folder upside the back of his beautiful, blonde head.  He winked and turned off his glamour, allowing the room to return to the usual state of menace one expects living and working on the Other Side.

I flung myself into my wooden chair and started unpacking my pockets.  “Up late partying?”

“Solstice,” he admitted, resting his forehead in his palms.

“That’s still two weeks away...” I said as I dumped my gun into my drawer.

“You know how the elfin people can be with their holiday celebrations...”

“Sad that it’s become so commercial,” I replied. You could barely walk into a shop without being inundated with decorations and cards, not to mention the non-stop carols.  If I had to listen to one more radio station play It’s the Most Wonderful Light of the Year, some disc jockey was going to be seeing permanent darkness. 

“Well, nothing shakes off an ambrosia hangover like a little work,” I chirped.

“You are a terrible liar.”

“It’s why you love me.”

Killian picked up the files I dropped in his lap and put them on his table.  He held his head carefully as he flipped through.  “Please tell me it is not another gargoyle outbreak.”

I guiltily went over to the stack, took the top five cases, and shuffled them to the bottom.

He looked at me.  “Truly?  More gargoyles?”

I shrugged my shoulders.

One gargoyle.  We happened to befriend just one gargoyle named George on a haunted cruise ship and Frank, the one-eyed ogre at the Other Side’s Bureau of Records got wind of it and fast-tracked us into winged garden gnome retrieval - a.k.a. gargoyle round-up.  Good old, Frank.  Always looking out for us.

It’s not that gargoyles are tough to bring in, they’re just tough to take down... from the eaves of a cathedral.  They spend their nights gallivanting about the roof peaks of various religious centers like a pack of heathen monkeys.  With the light of day, they freeze into those fun little stone-carved statues that so many goth kids are in lurve with.

Wasting your time and energy trying to capture them while they are running around is an easy way to get oneself killed.  They have a reputation for being able to scare-off evil, and that’s because they are scarier than evil.  It’s a fight-fire-with-bigger-fire fight, which is sometimes just what the doctor ordered.  More times than not, though, it is a whole Pandora’s Box of awfulness when you use gargoyles to handle a pest control problem.  

So more days than not recently, Killian and I would find ourselves stuck rigging climbing harnesses and ladders and belay lines and then marching off to the far distant corners of some crumbling roofline to chisel away the unwanted gargoyles where they sat.  Yes, chisel.  With a chisel.  Gargoyles like to bind themselves to roofs.  Want to know what they use?  Poop.  Gargoyle poop.  They poop and then sit in it and then it all turns to stone and it is a pain in the ass, pardon the pun, to un-cement them from their perch.  And, mind you, you have to start off at the crack of dawn to get it all done before sundown because you do not want a reanimated gargoyle in your car.  Trust me on this one.  Trust my car upholstery and my busted trunk. 

So it is up at sunrise, find where the gargoyle moved to in the middle of the night, climb up, chisel him off, don't think about the petrified garg-poop, transport a frickin’ rock statue down to the ground without dropping or breaking him, cross back to the Other Side, and turn in the slab.  Then race home to rinse off of all the gargoyle dust because when the moonlight hits you, it has a nasty little habit of transforming into a stinky layer of gargoyle crap.

Like I said, gargoyles are bigger than evil.

And there were a ton of these cases.

All coming our way.

And Frank was loving it.

“Can you inform Frank we are not available for gargoyle removal anymore?” Killian begged.

I walked back to my desk.  “I, unlike you, you tree-dwelling elf, have a thing called a 'mortgage' that needs paying and, evidently, this is all Frank’s got going on right now.”

Killian sighed.  “I suppose we should consider ourselves fortunate for the opportunity.”  He picked up the next folder.

“I wonder why the sudden outbreak in gargoyles,” I mused as I settled into my chair again.

“Perhaps they’re breeding.”

I leaned back in my seat.  “Fantastic.  The gargoyles head over to earth for a little R&R and are humping in all our high holy places.”

“It is a perfectly natural biological...”

"Yeah, but it takes all night for them to get hard."

"Maggie..."

“When did joining the Mile Heavenly Club become all the rage?” I said, spinning in my chair.

“You can cease.”

I stopped and shot finger-guns at Killian.  “I guess if one of them calls out ‘Oh god’ they’re actually close enough to hear the answer.”

“You realize if we are struck by lightning, this will all be your doing.”

“Gives the phrase ‘Holy fuck!’ a whole new meaning."

“Are you done yet?”

I sighed.  “Yes.”

“Shall we go?” he asked.

I hauled myself to my feet.  “Yep.”
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“A little more to the left,” I shouted helpfully.

The gargoyle had tucked himself tightly into a little eave of Father Killarney’s church there in the heart of Hollywood.  Chiseling him out was gonna be fun.  For Killian.

He was clinging to a ladder as our retrieval bucket swayed softly in the breeze, slightly below our criminal statuary.  He was sporting a pink bike helmet Mindy leant us and some knee pads.  Someday we would be able to afford a cherry picker and this whole process was going to get a helluva lot easier.  You can't carry a boulder down a ladder, so ropes and buckets were where we were at.  Killian started scraping and I held the ladder tight.  Like I said, we had a partnership.  Now, you might be asking yourself how he got to be the lucky bastard up on the top rung while I was stuck far below.  Well, evolutionary speaking, elves are better climbers than humans.  Okay, so not really, but I figured if Killian was dumb enough to fall for the statistic, I was smart enough to dish it out.

"You're doing great!" I shouted at him.

Father Killarney wandered out, shielding his eyes with his hands.  “Looks like we have a little yellow bird up on our windowsill.”

I re-established my hold on the bucket rope. “Just cleaning out some vermin for you, Father.”

We were lucky that we didn't seem too out of place.  Ever since the epic battle with the horde of dopplegangers on Father Killarney's front steps, he had been raising funds to do some repair... erm... 'restoration work' on the 'historic property'.  There was scaffolding around the far side of the building and construction equipment everywhere.

“You could leave him if you like,” he said as the sound of Killian’s chisel filled the air.  “I’ve always been appreciative for the gargoyles looking out for us.”

“Wish I could, but he was supposed to just be here on vacation,” I replied.  “Frank would have my head.  Plus, the entire tracking society would have a great big laugh that Maggie McKay couldn’t even bring back a gargoyle in broad daylight.”

“No chance of extending his stay with a work permit?”

I shook my head.  “Sorry, Father.  It’s the bureaucrazy.  Once that gargoyle broke the rules, he got himself a one-way ticket.”

Father Killarney sighed, “A shame.  I suppose you’ll need to take the rest of them, then.”

I looked at Father Killarney sharply.  “Rest... of... them...?”

He started to say something and then stopped himself.  “I should show you.”

From the look on his face, this thing he wanted to show me was not a storage room filled with gargoyles pre-packaged in rolling suitcases ready for an easy trip to the Other Side.

“Killian?” I shouted.

“Yes?”

I could tell by the tone of voice now was not a good time.

“How close are you to being done?”

Killian grunted and I heard the sound of stone sliding on stone. “Almost... got... him...”

The weight on the rope took a dangerous dip as the gargoyle fell out of Killian’s arms into the bucket.

“Bring him down, Maggie.”

I slowly let the rope out of the winch.  Killian put his two feet on either side of the ladder and slid the whole way to the ground.  He made it in time to catch the bucket before its arrival.  I ran and opened the door to my car.  He carried over his living boulder and dumped it in the back seat with an “oof!”

He wiped the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand and removed his pink helmet.  One shake of his head was all he needed to fluff out his boyish curls like he was the star of his very own Pantene commercial.  “Now.  You were in need of something?”

I jerked my thumb at Father Killarney.

Killian looked at me warily.  “Please tell me he does not have another one...”

Father Killarney waved at us to follow him, guilt written all over his Irish mug.  We walked around the church to the school’s cement playground.  Foursquare courts and worn-out basketball hoops littered the yard.  Father Killarney kept walking, passing through the chain link fence to the parking area.  Along the alley was a row of white stucco garages with white wooden doors.

Father pulled a key ring out from his belt.  He looked like he could have been a jailer.

“Now, don’t judge me.  Leave that for God,” he said, fitting his key into a padlock.

The priest was making me nervous.  “Don’t make me turn into his avenging angel, Father.  Show me what you gotta show me.”

Father Killarney pulled up the garage door.

I groaned.

Lining the garage, like chickens perched in a hen house, were rows of gargoyles.

“Father Killarney...  What were you thinking?” I asked.

Father Killarney rubbed his hands nervously.  “Now, before you go saying anything, they came to me for sanctuary.”

“That’s what all my skips say.”

“You might not believe me, but I have an obligation to protect all of God’s creatures.”

“You couldn’t have picked puppy dogs?”

“The gargoyles said that they are fearful of a great outbreak of evil.  They’re looking out for me as much as I am looking out for them.”

“I hardly think...”

“You should think, Maggie.  Think about what it might mean when I’ve got a garage full of gargoyles who feel the need to come protect my church,” he said, his voice getting high pitched as he waved his arms around like I was missing something important.  “Gargoyles don’t. just. show. up,” he said slowly.

I looked at their sleeping, roosted forms.  This was a nightmare.  No way could Killian and I remove a single one of them without breaking one of their toes.  And what if Father Killarney wasn't talking crazy and they actually were here for a reason?  I looked at Killian and he looked at me.  I rubbed my face with my hand.  “FINE!  You win."  I could hear Killian exhale a huge breath of relief.  I elbowed him to get his shit together.  We were professionals now and I needed to at least pretend like Father Killarney was walking on thin ice.  I pointed my finger at the priest.  “I didn’t see anything, but only because you’re a friend of the family.  You tell those gargoyles of yours if any of their paperwork comes across my desk, there is nothing I can do.  Tell them to keep their files current.  I’ll try to get them a work permit to be out here, okay?  But don't push me.”

Father Killarney patted my shoulder.  "Thank you, Maggie-girl.  Just one last thing...”

“Yes?”

“Would you two please find out what evil force is being unleashed and causing them to come here?”
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Killian had been relatively silent the whole ride from Father Killarney's church on Earth to the prison intake where we needed to dump our skip on the Other Side.  

I flipped off the radio.  “Care to fill your partner in on what those wheels in your head are churning?”

He looked at me, as if suddenly remember that he was in a car with me and a stone gargoyle, who, may I point out, was looking at me between the seats with his petrified angry eyes every time I glanced into the rear view mirror.

“I was contemplating what might have caused the gargoyle influx...” he replied, shifting in his seat.

“Yeah...” I sighed.  “If they had some sort of organized leader, we could ask him.  But, unfortunately, they are too terrifying to hold city council meetings.”

Killian shook his head. “Maggie, have you ever heard of that many gargoyles appearing in one place before?  Legal or otherwise?”

“Um... Notre Dame?”

“What?”

“In France.”

I could see Killian scroll through the textbooks in his mind.  "Yes.  I remember... The cathedral in Paris with the hunchback.  What was his name?"

"The hunchback... of Notre... Dame...?" I offered.

Killian rolled his eyes at me, a sign we were spending way too much time in one another's company.  "No.  His proper name."

"OH!  Quasimodo.  Heard of him?"

"Rings a bell."

"Ha ha." I groaned.  And then saw that Killian wasn't even aware of what he had done.  "Heard he opened up a shop on the Other Side after all that nastiness with the pitchforks and the fire."

"He is still alive?" 

"Think so.  I mean, osteoporosis hit him a hundred years ago, but you can't really tell."

"So this Notre Dame Cathedral has gargoyles?”

“Yep, gargoyles and a bunch of other permanent guards.  Union gig.  Heck of a retirement plan.”

“What is their duty?”

“Guarding relics.  The place was gutted by a vampire mob during the French Revolution.  The gargoyles hang out to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

"But these are not union gargoyles.  They are voluntarily breaking Other Side law to gather.  Are there any threats of mobs attacking Father Killarney’s church?” asked Killian.

“I can’t think of anything he’s got of any value...” My voice trailed off.  “I mean, other than himself..."  I thought back to how he was kind of instrumental in taking down my Uncle Ulrich and cleaning up the desecrated churches that Vaclav was hoping to use as portals to the Other Side.  "The vampires wouldn't hold a grudge against him, would they?”

Killian laughed.  “Vampires?  Holding a grudge?  Why, you are mad to suggest such a thing.”

“Shit.”

Killian patted my hand.  "Think on the positive side.  It is most likely just vampires.  It could be worse."

"I don't think that is thinking positively, Killian."

I pulled up in front of the Other Side police station and yanked on my parking brake.  “Wait here.  I’ll be just a minute.”

I popped open the door and picked up the gargoyle.  I swear he weighed 2.3 million tons.  He was as uncooperative as a cat in a harness.  I lugged him inside and rolled him onto the reception counter.  I rang the little bell to let them know I had arrived.

“You did not just put a gargoyle on my counter,” said Lacy as she came out of the office kitchen.

Lacy is a blue woman in charge of intake at the Other Side prison.  If Pamela Anderson licked Willie Wonka's wallpaper without blowing up into a blueberry, you'd have Lacy. 

“Order up!  Hot and ready, delivered in thirty minutes or less,” I said, dinging the bell again.

She pressed a button on her phone and spoke into the intercom.  “I am going to need a cart at reception.  Cart at reception, please.”

She pulled out her intake book and started pushing the papers over to me to sign.  “Do you have any idea how hard it is going to be to sweep up all that dust before the moon comes up?”

“You’re preaching to the choir.  My partner is covered in it.”

“You’re making me long for the days that you showed up on my doorstep with a baggie of ghoul goo.”

“Tell Frank to start sending us after less foul prey.”

“You better believe I’ll be making that call.”  She leaned over and pressed the intercom button again.  “I said I need a cart at reception.  Does anyone even work around here anymore?”

I heard the shuffling feet of the zombie porters.  You’d think hiring zombies would be an unwise move, but zombies are after brains and there is little risk in a government facility.

“Finally!  Get this gargoyle outta my sight, please,” Lacy barked.

I watched as the zombies slowly rolled the gargoyle onto their cart and rolled him away.  By the time they were gone, Lacy had finished cutting me my check.

She held it out with two fingers and gave me a wicked little smile. “So how is business going over there at M&K Tracking?”

“Booming,” I replied dryly as I took her money.

“If that partner of yours ever needs a personal assistant, you make sure to pass along my number,” she said, giving me a wink and a hitch of her hips.

Lacy was hot to trot after Killian.  As was the rest of the world.  Elves and their frickin' glamour.

“Trust me.  You’re on his short list,” I said.

“Oh, I've got a long list of things I could do for him.  Glad to see you kept him around.”

“I needed someone to carry my gun.”

“I’d be happy to carry HIS gun.”

“I'll pass that on!” I said, heading for the door.  "Gotta go!"

Lacy shouted after me, “Next time, you send that partner of yours in for the check, ya hear?”

I plopped down into the driver’s seat and started up the car.

“Everything proceed accordingly?” Killian asked.

“Your girlfriend sends her regards,” I replied, holding the check up with two hands and making it dance.

Killian smiled. “I look forward to the day when our business is in need of reception services.”

“If you snag Lacy using magic, it's cheating,” I informed him as I revved the engine.

"Cheating, you say?  Breaking the rules?  Do you think she might punish me?"

I flicked the tip of his pointy ear. "Watch it, elf."

We meandered through the streets of downtown Other Side until we arrived at the entrance of the Elfin Forest.  The forest is surrounded by a low brick wall with a black iron fence on top.  The wall fronts the visitors' entrance to their land.  The gate is made of cast iron and looks a lot like Central Park.  It's the sort of spot that looks like an invitation for some punk kid to hop over.  The Elfin Forest, however, is not Central Park and you don't go for a stroll in there as a non-elf if you want to live.  Seriously, you do not mess with the elves.  They will take you out.  We're not talking violence.  We're talking they will look into your eyes and, channeling the voice of Mother Nature, tell you that they are deeply, deeply disappointed.  Then they will hammer it home with a little reverse glamour of guilt.  THEN they'll take you into the middle of their forest and let you try to find your way out.  And that's just for the idiots who trespass.  If you've got something wicked in your mind, they'll just shoot you on the spot and let you bleed, all while your mind replays your biggest regrets en loop before you die.  Elves.  They get in your fucking head.

And that is why, other than that one time I saved Killian by transporting us in, I had never actually been inside the elfin forest.  And why I never offered door-to-door service when I was giving Killian a ride home.  And why he never invited me in to see his pad.

I pulled the car to a halt and reached across to open Killian's door for him, anxious to get him out so I could get cleaned up. “See you tomorrow.”

He unbuckled his seatbelt.  “Do you have any amusements scheduled for the evening?”

“Vacuuming up gargoyle dust.  Then burning the vacuum.”

Killian reached out his arm to give me a hug and I shrunk back.  “Not until you wash that dirt off you.”

He laughed and leaned over, giving me a peck on the forehead.  “You know you enjoy it dirty.”

Killian jumped out of the car, closed the door, and gave himself one quick shake.  The gargoyle dust flew off his body and onto the ground in one easy poof.  He took off into the forest at a loping jog and for the first time ever, I wished I was an elf.  For hygiene purposes.  Only.
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