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"Mindy MacKay?"  I asked, breathlessly.

The cranky little candy striper gave me a look up and down, taking in my ripped-up luau costume and scraped knuckles.  "Visiting hours are over..." he said, pointing to a sign over his left shoulder like we were really putting him out.

Killian and I had driven hell-for-leather to the Pasadena hospital.  Yes, we had just saved the world from an apocalypse, installed Lacy as Queen of Fairy, and managed to offload a whole bunch of El Diablo merch in the process.  But Mindy had given birth and I had missed it.  I was never going to hear the end of this.  And now some dumbass receptionist was getting in our way.  

"We're FAMILY—" I started to protest.

But Killian was done.  Like a sniper in a black op, he pointed his fingers like finger guns and zapped that receptionist with some good ol' fashioned elfin glamour.

I could almost see the gentle warmth of goodwill settle upon the snooty guy.  His face softened as all the worries of the world dropped from his shoulders.  

"She just had a baby..." I calmly explained.

"AW!!!  I love babies!"  He turned to his computer.  "Let's take a look... Ah!  Here we are.  Tower six on the thirteenth floor.  Room 1366."

"Thank you!" I said, barely waiting for the words to finish dropping out his mouth before Killian and I were running for the elevator bank.  

The receptionist called out after us.  "Tell that new mama I say hello!  And let me know if I can be of further assistance!  Always happy to help!"

My name is Maggie MacKay.  I'm a thirty-something magical tracker, although after the year I'd had, I felt like I was pushing a million.  It used to be my job to be the long arm of the Other Side law, hauling the bad guys back from their soul sucking vacations in California.  I mean that literally.  There are so many soul sucking monsters in Hollywood.  It accounts for the whole living-in-paradise-and-feeling-a-general-malaise vibe that infuses this whole town.  But then, there was an unfortunate situation where the vampires and elves and fairies fell into a war, and my partner, Killian, and I somehow ended up being at the center of that Venn diagram of folks they all wanted to kill.

Killian is a six-foot-five-or-whatever elf with the sun-kissed blond locks you only find on surfer dudes in Malibu.  If looks were a crime, this elf would have been locked up for life.  But instead, he got locked up in a rapidly failing magical tracking business with me.

He had this ex from hell, the Queen of the Elves, who had sworn if she couldn't have him, no one could.  She set about hunting him down with the goal of dragging him back to her side for a shotgun wedding.  To be fair, she had been caught in an energy loop that fed her soul to the Dark Dimension and didn't come back exactly right.  Think Stockholm syndrome in one of the most powerful entities in several dimensions.

Added onto this mess was word got out that if anyone killed Killian, it would create a tunnel of love straight to the heart of the elfin kingdom.  This is handy if you want to kill a queen.

So, we had queens and kings and fairies and vampires all out to git us.

And Killian had been hamstrung up until about three hours ago by an amulet of Nothingness that had blocked his whereabouts from the Queen.  It cut him off from her power, but also meant he was powerless and much more mortal than he had ever been in his life.

But as we were taking down Mad King Cole, who was trying to pull down the boundary between Fairy and Earth by throwing people into a volcano, Killian started a symbiotic partnership with a hei-tiki carved from a dragon heartstone.  It gave him back his powers by allowing him to tap into some new source that hopefully wasn't evil.  It seemed nice so far, but that's how evil can sneak up and git ya.  

However, before we even had a moment to lounge by the pool with a mai tai and figure out our next course of action, I got a call that my sister had her baby.

I wish I could say it was the craziest weekend I'd ever had.

Killian and I reached the elevator bays, the hospital smell of disinfectant burning my nose.  From the light-up board on the wall, all the elevators were on the top floor and we had a wait.

"I can't believe Mindy had her baby before I threw that baby shower," I said for the millionth time.  I banged on the buttons trying to will our vertical ride to arrive faster.

Killian was a champ.  Every time I whined, he came up with a new reason why this wasn't the end of the world.  

"I am sure that the joy-filled experience of meeting the baby at the party will vastly outweigh your guests missing out on Pipistrelle's rain machine," he kindly lied, marking Enabling Excuse #1,799,901.

But suddenly, a familiar face carrying a bottle of juice and a cardboard tray full of coffee rounded the corner from the lobby.

"Father Killarney!" I exclaimed, feeling my shoulders unknot just at the sight of him.  

When you're in a family like ours, you need whatever protection you can get as quickly as possible.  If I was running this show, I'd have Father Killarney throwing holy water on the baby over the nurse's shoulder in the delivery room.  The fact he was here already took a whole load off.

Our family priest had tidied himself up.  His 5 o'clock shadow had been shaved back to more of a "9 AM", and his wild hair was slicked down beneath a black fedora.  Even his polyester black uniform looked to be from the newer side of his closet.  

He came over and gave me a peck on the cheek.  "What a day for the MacKays, Maggie-girl!  Congratulations on keeping your family safe and sound to get to this moment.  Quite a feat."

"You're telling me," I said.  

He then held up the coffees.  "Your mother told me to buy them before coming up.  She thought you might appreciate it."  He then pointed with his chin.  "And the orange juice is for you, Killian."

"This is a celebration," my elfin friend exclaimed, taking the bottle with glad wonder.

The panic subsided.  Of course my mom was on top of our arrival time.  We weren't late.  We arrived just as she had expected.  In fact, any earlier, and it would have sent her into a tizzy that she was out of sync.

I grabbed a cup gratefully and smelled the delicious brew.  This stuff was strong enough to keep doctors awake on a 28-hour shift.  It was totally giving me life.

"Mothers really do know best," Father Killarney said.

I took a sip and then tilted my head toward him.  "Speaking of mothers... Mindy has a full house with my parents and we trashed the hotel we were staying at in San Diego on account of some zombies.  Any chance we can crash at the convent tonight?"

It should tell you something that he didn't even blink when I mentioned zombies were involved.  Instead, he gave a huge sigh.  "We really need to be getting you a more permanent living situation."

"Pleeeease.  For the sake of the baby..."  

He gave me the side-eye, but I could tell I already won.  "No opening hellmouths under the church or bringing shadow elves to the playground?"

"Promise we won't be attracting any more than the normal attention!"

"That's not much of a promise there."

"But, you see, we actually can do more than just promise."  I gave Father Killarney a wink and motioned to Killian's chest like a game show hostess.  "Get a load of our secret weapon."

"Should I show him it now?" Killian asked with excitement.

"Yes, show it to him now."

Killian tugged back the collar of his Hawaiian shirt and Father Killarney pulled his round, wire rim glasses out of his shirt pocket with one hand.  He squinted to get a better look at the indigo lines on Killian's chest.  "Saints preserve us!  What have you acquired there, Killian?"

"Protection," he said.  

"There was a hei-tiki carved from a heartstone," I started to explain.

"It connects to nature and allows me to draw on a different source of energy."

"A different source..." Father Killarney mused.  Far from being happy about this change in fortune, Father Killarney's brow became furrowed.  "And you're sure it is tapping into a good source, not the Dark Dimension like that stone which captured your queen?"

I looked guiltily at Killian.  "We're not exactly sure..."

Father Killarney leaned back his head with exasperation.  "Have I taught you nothing?  Do not go tapping into unknown power sources before you know where the power they're channeling is being sourced from!"

"Well, we'd ask the guy who knew about it, but that guy is Trovac."

Father Killarney threw a hand to the heavens, being careful not to spill his tray.  "Saints preserve us!  This is the job that Trovac sent you on?  Retrieving the hei-tiki?"  He then pointed at Killian.  "The one currently embedded in the chest of your partner."

"Yeah... so it is going to be a little hard to complete the terms of our contract."

"Trovac is not known for his forgiving nature," Father Killarney oh-so-helpfully reminded us.

I winced, remembering the guy Trovac beat up behind his bar for not doing his job.  The truth of the matter is if he found out we were holding out on him, we were fuuuucked.  "But it hides Killian from the shadow elves!"

Father Killarney folded up his glasses.  "So, what you're saying is you may not need to be frightened of the shadow elves, but you may be bringing Trovac's henchmen to my door?  That's not better, Maggie."

"We'll... well, we'll figure it out."  I gave a big sigh, ready to change the subject, and as luck would have it, the elevator dinged to announce it had finally arrived.  "Do you want to see the baby or what?"

Father Killarney seemed as relieved as I was to see the doors open.  "I would most definitely be interested in meeting the newest member of the MacKay clan.  See what sort of trouble this child will be dragging me into if the elves don't finish us all off before I reach a ripe old age."

We waited as a patient in a wheelchair exited and then got in.  

"You wouldn't know what to do with yourself if it wasn't for us causing trouble," I commented.

Father Killarney hit the button for floor thirteen.  "I would relax in my quiet little world of church services and the occasional exorcism."

"You'd be so bored," I said, sipping my lukewarm hospital grade coffee.  

I saw him try to deny it, but then he gave me a little acknowledging smile that he probably would.

The elevator dinged again as we finally reached Mindy's floor.  We exited and made our way through several long corridors of sterile white linoleum.  Gotta admit, we had been through so much in the past  forty-eight hours, I hadn't really had a chance to sink into the reality of what was happening.  

But now that Mindy's room was in sight, a sensation that I think I could identify as excitement started bubbling up in my chest.  I mean, I was about to meet my very first niece.  The next generation.  My flesh and blood.  It was huge.  

Father Killarney took off his hat and we stepped into the room to greet the party princess.  

The room was filled with pink roses and pink balloons.  Mindy was in the bed in a frilly pink gown, her black hair piled up on top of her head, while Mom and Dad, and Mindy's husband, Austin, were all gathered around.  They let out a great cheer as they saw it was us.

As Father Killarney passed out the beverages, Mom came over and put her arms around my shoulders.  She guided me, proudly, to Mindy.  "Come see the baby!"  She paused, admiring my outfit.  "What a lovely caftan!"

I figured I'd save the explanation of where we were coming from until later.  "I have a suitcase full of them in the van.  You're more than welcome to help yourself."

Dad shook Killian's hand and eyed up his Hawaiian shirt.  "Tropical luau?"

"Of doom," Killian confirmed.

"When are they not..." Dad sympathized.

"Hey, Maggie!" Mindy said, holding up a little swaddled bundle.  "I made this!"

The baby was beautiful.  I mean, wrinkly and pink and freshly squeezed, but beautiful. She had a thick head of dark hair and her eyes hadn't quite figured out how to open yet.  Her squished up little face gave a yawn and then she made a soft baby noise.  It was like looking into infinity.  I kissed Mindy's forehead and actually felt tears prick in my eyes.  

"This kid... Who's cutting onions in here?" I said, brushing them aside.  "She's gorgeous."  

"Ashlyn..." Mindy murmured to her little one.  "Meet your Auntie Mags..."

"Hey, Baby Ash!" I said, giving her a little finger wave.

Austin shook his head.  "I told you that was going to end up being her nickname."

Mindy replied primly as she pulled him down for a kiss, "It means 'dream' and 'Ashlyn' reminds me of 'Austin' which reminds me of you, my darling love of my life, and I think that's just the perfect little name for our perfect dream of a little girl."

Killian walked over and shook Austin's hand.  "Congratulations to the new father."

Austin's grinned in a way I hadn't ever seen him smile before.  "Thank you."

"And we shall have to call you Uncle Killian," Mindy informed him.  She pitched her voice high and pointed the baby at him.  "Meet your Uncie Killian, Ashlyn!"

Killian stood a little taller, and I could see he was taking his new position as unofficial uncle to heart.  "I should like that very much," Killian replied, absolutely beaming.  

Father Killarney cooed, "She's a wee little chip off the old MacKay block!"  He leaned over.  "And now, like the fairy godfathers in the stories, my first gift is a little blessing."  He placed his hand on the baby's head and closed his eyes, murmuring some soft words.  But suddenly, he flinched, his eyes flying open like he had been hit with an electric shock.

Mindy looked at him strangely.  "Is everything all right?"

Father Killarney pursed his lips and muttered a prayer, making a sign of the cross.

"You're starting to scare me, Father Killarney," she said, half joking, half serious.

"Never you fret, little mother."  He replied, placing his hand on her head.  I noticed his thumb made a sign of the cross on her forehead, too, however.  "Well, you're coming home tomorrow, aren't you?  How about I come over first thing and we can start planning the christening." 

"That would be great," Mindy replied, still eyeing us warily.

This was getting weird.  I elbowed Killian, and he got the cue.  He gave the whole room just a little poof of "everything is fine" glamour and Mindy relaxed.  New moms have enough to stress about.  They don't need "something about your baby zapped a priest trying to bestow a blessing" on top of everything.

However, Mom was looking at Killian a little strangely.

"There's something about you, Killian, that seems to have changed.  Cut your hair?"

He opened up the front of his tunic to reveal the new blue tattoo beneath his neckguard.  "I formed a symbiotic relationship with a Māori protective spirit?"

"No, that's not it..."  She then had a lightbulb moment.  She clasped her hands together, causing the wings of her shocking pink caftan to flutter.  "Oh!  The thing with Lacy just happened, didn't it!  That's the aura of a newly single bachelor!"

I looked at her curiously.  "You knew that would happen?"

She seemed amused I would even raise the question.  "A psychic mother always knows..." she said, patting my hand.  "Now... tell me everything about Lacy."

Seeing how things were about to devolve into matters regarding intradimensional politics, and our family's propensity to call such politics onto the doorstep of those in our immediate surroundings, Austin stood up.  "It has been wonderful to see all of you, but Mindy and the baby really need some sleep."

"Of course!  Of course..." Father Killarney said, leaning over to kiss Mindy once more on the forehead, while whispering another prayer of protection and healing.  He smiled warmly and reassuringly and said, "We shall see you tomorrow.  Don't forget!"

"I won't," she replied.

There was a rush of hugs and kisses and promises to text when we got to the convent safely, and then we walked out the door.  Mom and Dad stayed to get instructions on who to tell that the baby had arrived and items Austin and Mindy had left behind at the house in their mad rush to the hospital.

I could hear Mom say as we walked away, "I know!  I know!  The bag by the side of your front door!  You act as if I've never peered into the future before and didn't know exactly what you need..."  

Father Killarney fell in step beside Killian and me.

Once we were out of earshot, I asked, "So... what was that whole thing with the baby?"

He glanced warily up and down the corridor and then put on his hat.  He didn't say a word until the elevator dinged and we climbed aboard.

But as soon as those doors closed, he spilled like a cleanup in the dairy aisle.  "There's some strange power around that child..." he said.  "Never felt anything like it."  Father Killarney scratched his cheek with his knuckles.  It was the ol' priest's tell for when he had some unpleasant thoughts to process.  "Do you remember that time in Ghost Town when your sister was possessed..."

Did I?  Austin seemed to bring it up at every family dinner.  My old landlord had turned out to be an evil member of the Bringers of Light organization, and he had this necklace that stole souls and placed them inside the beads.  He had captured Mindy's soul this way.  She had been barely pregnant at the time, but as they say, the first trimester is when the most damage can be done...

The bell to the elevator dinged and the doors opened to the lobby.

"I am thinking perhaps something may have remained," Father Killarney admitted.

It chilled me to my core.  Killian reached out like he wanted to give my arm a reassuring squeeze, but it's hard to find anyone's limbs under all the fabric of a torn up caftan.  After batting around a couple of the folds, he opted for a bracing hand on my shoulder.

But the thing about finding out your niece may or may not hold the remnants of an ancient evil is you don't have the luxury of stewing over the mess for too long.  Gotta get down to it like you would a dropped egg on the kitchen floor.  I squished down all my feelings and focused on the action plan.

"What are our choices?" I asked.

"Well, I will search through my library," said Father Killarney.  "A speedy baptism certainly won't do any harm."

"I'll get Pipistrelle on it and we'll have a baptism put together in a matter of hours."

"Where is he?" Father Killarney asked suddenly, realizing our little shadow was nowhere to be seen.

"Parking the car."

Father Killarney sighed.  "One of these days, someone will notice there is no one in the driver's seat who can see over the steering wheel."

"The windows are tinted.  He's fine.  Plus, he really likes to drive.  Says it makes him feel like he's a cheetah.  I don't exactly know what that means, but assume it's in relation to the speed and not eating antelope on the veldt." 

Father Killarney continued as we walked out the front sliding doors to the curb.  "Well, I'll talk to Xiaoming and see if he has any insights." 

Killian, however, decided to open up a whole other can of horrible worms.  "Father, what if it is not an external force," he mused.  "What if it is... her...?"

Father Killarney's eyebrows raised as his brain sorted through the consequences of that hypothesis.

Seeing our reaction, Killian tried to walk it back.  "Could it be the MacKay power has been born in her, too?" Killian explained.  "Some combination of her mother's power and her grandparents' power.  Perhaps Austin even has some recessive power?  Like tends to attract like..."

"That hypothesis is slightly better than my sister being possessed by a demon," I said.  I watched Father Killarney with interest to see his thoughts on this take.

Unfortunately, all Father Killarney could do is shrug.  "Well, we won't know until we try to cast it out.  If it stays, it might just be her."  He then laughed, trying to break the tension.  "You MacKays always were hellions.  Let's hope it isn't literal."

This wasn't exactly inspiring hope, but I figured there wasn't much we could do until he was able to douse the kid in holy water and see if she caught fire.  
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Pipistrelle pulled the minivan up to the curb as an ambulance whizzed by, sirens blaring and coloring the night in white and red strobes. 

I opened the door.  

"How is the new child of the family MacKay?" Pipistrelle asked.  He was so excited, he was almost trembling.

"You are going to love her," I replied, honestly.  "Now, scoot over.  I'm driving."

The brownie looked a little disappointed he wasn't going to get to play Grand Theft Auto through the streets of Los Angeles, but dutifully crawled over the center console to take shotgun.

I couldn't help the resigned sigh that slipped out of my mouth as Killian slid open the rear door and had to push aside all the boxes of Trovac's merch that had fallen over.  The brownie must have been doing donuts in the parking lot while we were upstairs.

"What the hell are we going to do with all this junk..." I wondered.

Killian seemed less concerned.  In fact, he seemed like someone had just handed him a $5 off coupon for pizza.  "Do you think he will let us keep it?"

"Only if we exchange it for the hei-tiki.  And while I'd never admit this in front of Father Killarney, I'm not looking forward to that conversation."

"Well, perhaps we should hang onto all this until he asks for it back."  He pulled a red El Diablo t-shirt off the floorboard and held it against his destroyed Hawaiian shirt.  "Fetching?" he asked.

"Ah... my little magpie..." 

"Or should I ask, 'Better than what I am currently wearing?'" Killian clarified.

"I'll give you that," I replied.

Killian looked up at the hospital entrance.  "Perhaps Ashlyn would appreciate an El Diablo onesie...?"

I stopped him right there.  "No one is turning my niece into a walking billboard for Trovac's dive."

"I would like a onesie!" Pipistrelle chirped.

"Just for you, my fine friend," Killian said, tossing one to him.  "In celebration of the arrival of the child."

Pipistrelle squeezed his big head through the neck hole and pulled it over his clothes, snapping the crotch over his little man shorts.  He held out his arms and turned on the seat so we could get a gander of his fashion stylin'.

"That looks great, Pipistrelle!"  I then reminded Killian, "You know that Trovac is going to take any missing inventory out of our paycheck."

The half-naked elf just about caused a twelve-wheelchair pileup standing in the middle of the sidewalk changing out of his shredded, bloodstained polyester shirt. "We shall just say the zombies ate them."

A horn gave a friendly little toot as a white twelve-passenger van drove by.  I gave Father Killarney a wave.

"Get in!  The priest is going to beat us to the convent!" I said as I turned back to Killian.  And then I stopped, kind of shocked.  All Killian's scrapes and scabs had healed over and his skin was looking as fresh and new as the baby.  I blinked.  "Wow.  You must be feeling better than you have in awhile."

He seemed confused.  He smoothed the red fabric of the El Diablo t-shirt along his abs like you do when you're looking for the coffee you spilled down your front.  "It is a very flattering... Does it cast a healthier glow?"

"No.  Look at your knuckles, Killian."

He glanced down and seemed as surprised as me to see all the bloody bits were gone.  "I... do not know what to make of this."  He flexed his fingers, as if to reassure himself that these were actually his hands.  "Now that you mention it, I do feel better."  He grew thoughtful.  "In fact, I have not felt this well since before the Queen was held in thrall."

"We should probably tackle that whole 'where-is-the-power-coming-from' issue sooner rather than later," I stated.

Killian sighed.  "Must we?  This is all rather nice."  He looked even closer.  "Even the calluses on my fingers have disappeared."

"It's making you into an ol' softie," I half-teased, still not quite sure what we had signed him up for when he accepted the dragon's heartstone into his chest.  "What if it is reverse aging you and I wake up one morning to find you're a baby?"

"I would like you if you were a baby," Pipistrelle said as he buckled himself into the front seat.  "I would take you to the zoo and we would hug the tigers."

"You can't hug the tigers, Pipistrelle," I gently informed him, knowing if I didn't say something, he just might try.

"You can hug anything at least once if you are brave enough," he replied.  His big eyes gazed up at me and blinked.

"No tigers."  I shut my door and fastened up.  "Killian?  We're in a ten minute zone.  Are you ready to go yet?"

Killian stepped inside, rolled the door shut, and got settled.  "Well, even if I fail to have the centuries erased by this magical artifact, I say we go to the zoo anyway."

"Hip!  Hip!  Hooray!" Pipistrelle cheered, punching the sky as I pulled the minivan out of park and we headed to Father Killarney's church in Hollywood.

He flicked the radio on to a station that had been playing the same power ballads for the past thirty years, and he and Killian had a little car karaoke for the whole thirty-minute drive to the church.  I may have even joined in for a couple refrains.  Listen, it was a party.  My niece was here and life was good.  

We arrived at Father Killarney's church off Sunset and La Brea.  It was a large, white plastered building with a bell tower and nod to Spanish architecture.  Usually the clay-tiled roof was lined with gargoyles, but I guess they were out on the hunt.  

I pulled into the concrete parking lot next to the school.  There were hopscotch and four square courts painted onto the faded blacktop, as well as a couple circles that I knew Father Killarney used in emergencies for his extracurricular demon cleanup.

As soon as we arrived, Sister Magdalena came out of the convent.  She was dressed in a knee-length polyester skirt and sensible loafers.  She folded her arms in the Southern California chill despite the cardigan she wore.  Couldn't say I blamed her.  It was like... sixty-five degrees or something.  It was flipping freezing.  The wind blew her fringe of dirty blonde bangs and almost turned her blue veil into something from The Flying Nun.  Sister Magdalena might have looked sweet, but she had been a downright delinquent back in the day.  She worked on Father Killarney's cleanup crew.  When there was holy ground that had been violated or a demon needing exorcizing, she was there with a suck-o-evil vacuum cleaner to hoover up the mess.

She came over as we piled out of the van to give us a warm hug, but then raised an eyebrow when she got a gander at Killian's shirt.  "Really, Killian?  El Diablo?  At a church?"

He looked down at his shirt, horrified.  "It is merchandise from our last employer."  

"You're working for El Diablo?" she clarified.

"No!  Merely Trovac—"

"Like I said..."

"My apologies for the offense!"  And then he took it off and stood there bare-chested.

Sister Magdalena cast her eyes to the heavens.  "Lord, you are testing me."

I grabbed the first thing I could find to cover my partner up, which happened to be a similar caftan to the one I was wearing.  As I helped him find the arm and head holes in the miles of palm-fronds-and-pink-hibiscus-printed polyester fabric, Sister Magdalena turned to Pipistrelle.  She then noticed the devil face smiling at her on the onesie he was wearing and I think almost had an aneurism.  

But she swallowed back her words and plastered on the accepting smile of God's hostess.  "I have been tidying in the school and I am in desperate need of some help, Pipistrelle.  Would you be willing?"

His eyes got huge and he clasped his hands together.  "This is a most joyous celebration indeed!  Yes!  In honor of the baby child born to the Family MacKay!"

"And I think I might even have a finger-painting smock to keep your lovely... one-piece suit from getting ruined."  Sister Magdalena reached out and took hold of Pipistrelle's hand.  She then turned back to Killian and me.  "We're going to get this party started while you two talk with Father Killarney.  He's in the rectory."  And then over her shoulder she muttered out of the corner of her mouth, "And maybe you could put all that El Diablo clothing in the rag bag..."

Killian and I made it over to the back of the church and opened the door.  Inside, the sound was muffled by the thick red carpet and all the layers of white, lead-based paint.  Yes, it was a retrofit nightmare that probably should have been changed when the clean-up witches rebuilt the church after Killian and I burned it down
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