
The M-Team

Maggie MacKay – Magical Tracker: Book 5

by Kate Danley


Table of Contents

Title Page

The M-Team (Maggie MacKay:  Magical Tracker, #5)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter  Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Did you like what you read?

Acknowledgements

Other Books by Kate Danley

Legal Stuff

The Maggie MacKay: Magical Tracker Series

Book One: Maggie for Hire

Book Two:  Maggie Get Your Gun

Book Three:  Maggie on the Bounty

Book Four:  M&K Tracking

Book Five:  The M-Team

Book Six:  Maggie Goes to Hollywood

Book Seven:  Maggie Reloaded

Book Eight:  Maggie Goes Medieval

Book Nine:  Eine Kleine Nacht Maggie

Book Ten:  Of Mice and MacKays

Book Eleven:  Moons Over My Maggie

Book Twelve:  Auntie Mags

Book Thirteen:  Maggie Impossible (COMING SOON!)

Maggie Holiday Short Story Specials

The Ghost and Ms. MacKay

Red, White, and Maggie

My Maggie Valentine

Lazy, Hazy Days of MacKays

The NutMacKer Sweet

Luck of the MacKays

A Merry Maggie Messmas

The Know Spell Hotel

Miss Spell's Hotel

And more to come!

www.maggieforhire.com

Visit Kate Danley's online shop at KateDanley.com

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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DUSK.  EVERYTHING ALWAYS happens at dusk.  I glanced at the darkening sky as our car crawled through the soft, brown hills towards the coast.  The road was jammed as far as the eye could see.  It was nothing but brake lights as Killian and I rolled into town.  Mansions were stacked into the hills.  I'm sure their owners were laughing smugly at us peasants, toasting each other with chilled chardonnay held by the stem so as not to warm the grapes with aaaall the body heat found in the human fingertip.  

The only thing worse than vampire attacks is fighting for a parking space in a beach  town during the summer.  

"Perhaps there..." Killian whispered, pointing at a lot charging twenty-bucks.  

It was a whole new level of evil, but I forked over the cash.  We didn't have much choice.  I pulled my car in between two SUVs who decided they qualified for the spaces marked specifically for compact cars, and killed the engine.  Killian and I took a moment to brace ourselves.

"Are you prepared?" Killian asked.

I nodded, wishing there was some way, any way not to go.  I opened the door.

A woman walked past and out onto the Laguna sidewalk.  She wore a beaded gown and had a face pulled so tight, it would make an Army sergeant doing a bed inspection weep with joy.  I yanked at the hem of my little black dress.

Business had been slow at M&K Tracking this month.  This was the first gig Frank, the one-eyed ogre, had handed over since Killian and I burned downtown Hollywood.  I have a feeling he must have been out sick and his temp mistakenly handed us a case.

So it was doubly important that we got it right.

Unfortunately, our skip had decided to hide in plain sight among Los Angeles society, and our best chance for catching him was to infiltrate the upper echelon without alerting them to the fact that M&K Tracking employed the hoi polloi.  Hence why we were here and why I was wearing a skirt.

There is this bonkers event in Laguna Beach where a larger than life piece of art by Renoir or Rembrandt is put on the stage.  Then, cleverly painted people insert themselves into the painting, and they hold really still.  And thousands of people come to sit and watch.  Really, that is all there is to it.  I don't get it either.

But our skip, a breed of Other Sider who could change his coloring, had nailed the interview and had been spending his summer doing his best impersonation of Blue Boy.  Although this was not a crime in and of itself, Ken the Chameleon forgot to turn in his paperwork to hang out on Earth six shows a week for twelve weeks.  In an effort not to have the stage manager call the police when he didn't show up for his makeup call, we were told to hold off until the final performance before hauling him in.  As far as I'm concerned, having to do the show the full run seemed like punishment enough.

But tonight was the night we needed to haul him in for official justice.

Killian and I walked the busy sidewalk towards the outdoor theater.  It had a faux front that looked a lot like an adobe mission.  It was already dusk and the entrance was washed in a bath of gold spotlights.  I knew that Ken would be in the dressing room until it was time to make his appearance, and if he ever hoped to work in paints again, he wouldn't dare run out before the lights came down on his tableau.

Inside the gates was an art show, host to a number of SoCal folks.  In fact, in a one-mile radius, there were three art shows.  This one was the best.  The talent declined the further on down the road you went, from "genius" to "community college midlife crisis."

There was soft music playing.  The band was set up on a black stage in the middle of a grassy courtyard.  Surrounding it were white, tented booths with paintings of the California coast and metal sculptures to put out in your koi pond.  I noted a couple of silversmith shops, thinking of the nice impression their jewelry would make on a vampire's face.  The courtyard was littered with tables and chairs where happy, older couples were splitting bottles of wine and discussing how Muffy was dropping out of Harvard to pursue a career as a yoga instructor.

"This is not unpleasant," remarked Killian.  "Oo!  Look!  A gift shop!"

Killian, my 6'5 elfin partner, was a sucker for a tourist trap.  He majored in Human Studies in college and I think justified his purchases as continuing education expenses.  He was absolutely delighted to have any excuse to mingle with humans.  Tonight, he was dressed in jeans and a white-button down, but had left the top couple of buttons and sleeves undone and brushed his long, curly blonde hair over his ears to cover up their pointy tips.  He was practically a poster child for the California beach scene.  Unfortunately, his attempt to fit in was attracting way too much attention from the ladies.

He, meanwhile, was completely clueless to the melting hearts in his wake and was ready to make a beeline to the shop.  Before I could persuade him that he didn't need a "Dress the Venus de Milo" magnet set for the refrigerator he didn't own, I was interrupted by the sight of someone I knew.  "What the hell is he doing here?"

Killian stopped and looked over to where my eyeballs were fixated.  "Who?"

"Don't let him see you see him."  I replied, manhandling Killian in the opposite direction.  I casually nodded with my head.  "Graham the Bounty Hunter."

Graham's duties and mine overlapped a bit.  He stuck to the more hardened, humanoid criminals, though, while I got stuck with those of the more magical variety.  He usually stuck to the Other Side since he wasn't a World Walker.  Had to rely upon the official portals if he came over to Earth.  It was strange to see him here—not unheard of, just odd.  He was said to have a three-headed dog he wasn't afraid to bring for a ride-along on particularly tough cases.  Tallish guy, brown hair, pretty non-descript, which makes him blend-in great in a crowd.  His "trademark look" was a long, black trench coat, which I personally think is idiotic.  Ever tried to run in a trench coat?  It gets wrapped around your legs and you look like an ass.  Lots of material there for a monster to grab onto when you're in a sticky situation.  

But Killian was impressed.  He glanced over like I had told him some celebrity was sitting over at the bar and practically gushed, "You know him?  I have heard he is excellent at his job."

I shrugged.  "We’ve had a couple beers in the same room over the years, but I don't really KNOW-him know-him."

"Should we see what brings him here?"

A clanging bell began to ring, indicating that the show was about to begin, and I realized the opportunity had passed.  "Eh," I said.  "Maybe we'll see if he wants to buy us some chamomile tea at intermission."

"Chamomile tea?" asked Killian as the wave of humanity started sweeping us towards the theater's entrance.

"Wouldn't want to throw him off his game with anything harder," I quipped as I tripped on the sidewalk.

We took our seats towards the front of the theater.  We needed to make sure we witnessed his violation firsthand before we met him at the stage door.  Plus, didn't want to get run off by security for being creepy.

The theater itself was a white proscenium stage, the seating built into a hillside.  I guess management didn't need to worry too much about people sneaking in.  The walls were all rock and scrub.  There were probably a thousand people in the theater, but I still managed to spot Graham.  He was seated on the other side of the house, close to the doors, just like us.

The lights dimmed and the orchestra started up.  A wave of applause ripped across the audience, and up came the first tableau.  

A painting the size of the stage was moved forward on wheels and then the actors took their places.  The lights shifted and flattened everything out so that it looked just like something you'd see hanging on the walls of LACMA.

Killian started applauding like it was fireworks on the 4th of July.

"Really, Killian?" I asked.

"Did you see what they did?" he replied, his wide eyes rapt as they brought in the next tableau.  "It looks just like the painting!  And they did it without magic!  The ingenuity of these humans!"

I made a note to haul him off to the Magic Castle sometime.  David Copperfield was going to blow his mind.

I tried not to shift in my seat and spoil the show for him, but I gotta say, I was way past ready to go when Thomas Gainsborough's masterpiece finally showed up.  Our skip, Ken, was there already, dressed in shiny blue satin and sporting the 1770's version of a mullet.

I tugged on Killian's arm.  "Let's go."

I could read the disappointment on his face as he quietly stood up with me and we walked in a half-crouch down the aisle and out of the theater.  I heard a few exasperated exhalations from the crowd.  I was more bothered that Ken's eyes flickered over to us as we crept out.  He wasn't allowed to move, but I'm pretty sure we were noted.  I was hoping he wouldn't try to make a quick getaway via a bathroom window or anything.

Around the theater was the stage door.  I settled with Killian in the shadows by a large tree, but then looked over to see someone else was already there.

"Maggie MacKay?" Graham asked.

I was shocked he knew who I was.  "Yeah," I replied.  There was a pause that hung between us.

He took in Killian.  "You on a date or something?"

Before Killian could say anything that would take me twelve years to untangle, I said, "Picking up a skip.  You?"

He eyed me warily.  "Me, too," he replied. "Funny coincidence."

There was another long pause between us.

"Who you picking up?" he asked.

"A gentleman named Ken," said Killian, jumping in.  "I was quite impressed by his portrayal of Blue Boy tonight.  I wish we could have stayed to watch more.  It really is a remarkable show, is it not?  I cannot imagine the man-hours..."

As Killian yammered on, Graham turned to me.  "I'm picking up Ken."

That shut Killian up.

"What do you mean?" I asked.  "I got the paperwork to haul him in."

Graham laughed, but it wasn't a laugh filled with any sort of humor.  More of a sucks-to-be-you sort of laugh.  "Have you checked your mail recently, Maggie?"

I looked over at Killian and then back over at Graham.  "Yeah."

"Must not have gotten to you yet," is all the explanation I got from him.  He unfolded a piece of paper from his jacket pocket and handed it over to me.  "I'm afraid you've been relieved of duty on this case."

I took it from him.  With a lot of confusion I scanned over its contents.  "What the hell?  I'm wearing a dress for fucking nothing?"

Graham took it back, giving me a big ol' glance up and down.  "You seriously were planning on taking down a skip in that getup?"

I stared at his stupid trench coat.  "That was the plan."

"Is he correct about this assignment?" Killian asked.

My confusion was quickly being replaced by outrage.  I jerked my thumb towards Graham.  "Looks like it.  According to his paperwork, Frank took us off and forgot to mention it."

"Oh," said Killian, at first with disappointment but then with a little sparkle of joy, "Does this mean that we can go back in and see the rest of the production?"

At that moment, Ken came strolling out the stage door.  One look at us and he took off in the opposite direction.  Graham didn't even let him get ten footsteps away before he was hot on his trail.  Graham, that smug son-of-a-bitch, yelled back at Killian and me, "Looks like it!" 

I sighed with longing as Graham tackled Ken and I heard Ken protest, "You can't take me!  I'm a bringer of light!"

All I could think was that it should have been me punching Ken in the face.

I turned back to Killian sadly and said, "Yeah.  Maybe we can share a chamomile tea."
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"SON OF A BITCH," I said, staring at the envelope in my hand, knowing that this was the letter Graham had been asking me about the night before.

Killian, bless his pretty little blonde head, popped up from behind one of his random potted plants.  Our office looked like a gawddamned rainforest.  I was really starting to understand the appeal of slash and burn.  I swear to god, it was worse than living with a crazy cat lady.  Withered?  Ailing?  Dead, in a pot?  It was like he was on a mission to adopt every stray plant in our neighborhood and nurse it back to life.  

"What is it, Maggie?" he asked.

As I slit the top, I kept praying that it might just be someone checking to see if I wanted to renew my subscription to World Walkers Weekly.  

It wasn't.

Killian and I managed to trash half of downtown Hollywood last month.  Mind you, we were saving the Earth from imminent destruction via hellhole and honestly, Hollywood was enough of a hellhole to begin with that I was surprised anyone even noticed the damage.  But, according to the summons, the World Walkers Guild wanted to know why exactly I was riding a dragon through the skies of Tinsel Town and would need to hear me say out loud in a contrite tone that I learned my lesson and would pinkie promise never to do it again.  I wasn't allowed to take any jobs until I came down to their offices for this little heart-to-heart, and they conveniently had a specific date and time scheduled for me to do it, or I would face immediate arrest.

Rule Numero Uno about being a World Walker is that the Earth doesn't get to find out about the Other Side.  Sure, a lot of folks knew about this alternate dimension because there were immigrants and smugglers and all sorts of bleed-thru.  But on the whole, that which happens on the Other Side stays on the Other Side.  

Torching downtown Hollywood was a great big ol' violation of those terms. But I couldn't believe they didn't understand it all went down due to extenuating circumstances.  I knew for a fact they already sent over some clean-up witches who went through and got things all back in order.  Wiped out the memories.  Rebuilt the block.  Someone would have to have a photographic mind about how many pieces of bubblegum were stuck on a particular corner to notice anything was different.  So, even though this was a big deal, it wasn't like irreparable damage had been done.  I did my job.  I provided job security for some others.  Some harm, but no foul.

So I had no idea why they were coming down so hard on me.  I was going to be under total scrutiny from here on out.  Normally, I wouldn't have minded a little break as I worked my way back into the World Walker good graces.  But I had a partner now.  And a business.  Not to mention a vampire named Vaclav and something even bigger and badder out there gunning for me.  I didn't have time for this shit.

And mind you, I didn't exactly want to go dragon hunting in the first place, but I didn't get a choice.  Some jackass decided to rip open a rift to the Dark Dimension in the basement of our family priest's parish, and I was the only World Walker who seemed to have noticed.  Never mind that the only reason the boundary was still holding was because Killian and I were on the job while they were all off getting pedicures.  You'd think the Guild would be a little more concerned about that little detail.  Instead, I was getting the smack down.  Their little note outlined the whole process for going before the review panel of Walkers, who in my humble opinion were unfit to lick my steel-tipped boots.

The unfortunate truth was that they held the power to revoke my license, though, which would make getting work pretty lousy.  Sure, I could become a stake for hire and probably get enough private guard duty to keep a roof over my head.  But truth be told, that wasn't my deal.  I wasn't looking to bruise my knuckles if I didn't have to.  Despite recent events, I was a World Walker, not a thug.  My specialty was the thingy with the portals.  Monsters had a right to exist on the Other Side just as much as the next slobbering, tentacled werebeast and I really didn't want to get sucked into the gray area of fiefdom enforcer.  It would be like volunteering to be a Blood and then moving into Crip territory.  Crypt territory, that is, since with vampires it’s all a bit more literal than L.A. gangland.  Or I could get an office job, in which case I would just stake myself.

I put it in my drawer.  "Nothing," I said to Killian.  I so didn't need him worried about my license being under review.  We'd cross that bridge if it came to it.  

He gave me a look like he couldn't even believe I was trying to pull a fast one on him.

"A love letter, all right?" I insisted, really wanting him to drop it.

"No, it was not," he replied, not getting my hint at all.

"From an old flame, who wants to see me.  Now water your plants, elf," I pushed.  

But he pushed back, even bringing an injured tone to his words.  "Really, Maggie, you can talk to me about these things."

I pulled the letter out and held it up so he could get a good long look at the door of misery that was about to open for us.  "This?" I said.  "This is what we call a 'summons' from the World Walker Association."

"I am to assume this is a bad thing?"

"It certainly ain't a good thing," I said, flinging myself back in my seat.  

"What do you believe that they wish?" he asked, coming over and perching his tights-wearing-ass on my desk.

I pointed to the air around his derriere.  "I'm totally going to have to Lysol that." 

"Or perhaps stroke the spot longingly when I am gone, thinking about the times we once had, back when I used to sit upon your desk," he mock sighed.

I pushed him off and pulled out my spray bottle of Cooties-B-Gone, making sure to give it a good long wipe.  Fucking elves.

He went back to his plants to whisper sweet nothings in their leaves and pour water into them like he was feeding them champagne from a slipper.  "The question stands, Maggie."

"Let's just say that perhaps not everyone was enamored with our world-saving methods."

"I should think with the stakes being what they were," he replied, "they would have been grateful for any manner of methods that we might have used."

"You would think," I replied.  "Welcome to the World Walkers Association."

"Shall I ask the Queen of the Elves to speak as a witness on your behalf?" he offered.

I held up my hands.  "Slow your roll there, mister!  Don't go making things worse."

He seemed genuinely confused by my reaction.  "How could someone with her authority and power make things worse?"

I ticked off the reasons for my bubble-brained partner.  "A governmental entity asking a World Walker to act on her behalf without going to the Association?  One race has declared a secret war upon another race?  Not to mention the illegal portal I ripped open to bring over those gargoyles.  Just... don't.  Don't.  We're in deep enough."

"I believe that you may be underestimating her power," Killian replied, putting his serious face on.

"Believe you me, partner, there ain't enough power in this world to get through to these asshats."  I pushed back from my desk.  "Never fear.  I'll handle it."

And that was to prove my first mistake.  Of the day.
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"DAD!" I SHOUTED, OPENING the door to my mom's psychic eye tea shop, Leaf it Be.

"Really, Maggie!" said my mother, looking up at me.

Tonight, she was sporting a leopard-print caftan and had wrapped her bottle-orange hair up in a velvet turban with jet-black sparklies.  Sitting on the couch with her was a witch I had never seen before.  Judging by the tea leaves on the saucers and the nasty look the witch was giving me, I had interrupted something important.

"Sorry!  Sorry," I said, backing into the kitchen.  "Don't worry.  Mom's really good at these reading things.  I didn't upset the grand unveiling at all.  Please don't hex me..."

The witch narrowed her eyes at me and pursed her lips.

I pretty much could place my bets that the next flat tire I got was totally going to be because of this chick.  I pushed my way through my mom's beaded curtain and into the kitchen before the witch could get too good a lock on me.  I heard Mom say in the background, "Now, the biggest warning I have for your future is that any negative energy you put out will result in a two-fold return of bad luck upon you."

Way to go, Mom!  Always thinking on her feet.

In the kitchen, there was a pot simmering on the stove, filling the back part of the house with the smell of garlic and tomatoes.  Sometimes, when you’re strengthening the wards that keep vampires at bay, you make the house smell like awesome.

I wandered into the back room, but Dad wasn't there either.  The television was on, so he didn't go far.  Probably decided there wasn't a whole lot he needed to be doing in the house while Mom had a customer.  

I kept walking out the back.  The sun was going down and the sky was just starting to twinkle with little stars.  It was the perfect August night.  Across the lawn, there was a light in the garage.  Drifting across the yard on a soft breeze were the sounds of Dad whacking on something metallic, accentuated by some creative vocabulary words.  What can I say?  The man taught me everything I know.

I pushed open the door.  "Hey, Dad!"

He looked up.  He had Mom's vacuum cleaner in twenty thousand different pieces, all scattered around the floor of the garage.

"Starting a new hobby?" I asked.  "Modifying Mom's Electrolux to an Electrosux?"

He wiped the sweat from his forehead and exhaled with a sense of deep disapproval that this machinery was not bending to the glorious new future he had planned for it.  "I was thinking I could modify this to suck up any Dark energies that tried to get through, but this damned thing..."  He gave it a well-placed kick.

"Well, that'll fix it," I remarked.

He shook his head as he tossed his wrench onto his wooden tool bench.  "I'll have to find out from Father Killarney where he got his."

Father Killarney pretty much ran the Merry Maids of magical cleanup.  Not too long ago, he had managed to re-consecrate a church that had been messed up by a bunch of ghouls and vampires.

"If only you had told me," I said, leaning against the car.  "I would have gotten you one for Father's Day."

"You could get me one now," he offered.

"It's not Father's Day."

"I was stuck in the Boundary for several Father's Days."

"Sure saved me a bundle on gifts."

"I'd say you owe me some presents," he replied, wiping his hands on a filthy rag.  I'm not sure which was dirtier.

"I'll get right on that," I laughed.  I pointed at his project.  "So what's this whole starting-up-a-competitor-to-what-Father-Killarney-does-so-well?"

"Oh, it's not that," he said, waving me away, suddenly entirely too interested in the pieces and parts he had spread around.

"Oh no," I said.  "You don’t..."

He looked up at me sheepishly.

"You don't actually feel bad about destroying Father Killarney's church?"

Seems I had hit the proverbial nail on the head.  "Do you have any idea how many years it took to build that thing?  The fire damage!  The smoke!  It's the least I can do..." he motioned impotently to the vacuum.

"Dad," I explained patiently, "tithing mom's broken vacuum to the church isn't going to get you any closer to heaven.  In fact, once Mom figured out what you've been up to, I'd say you're one step closer to the other place."

We stood there in silence looking at the mess.

"I have to do something..." he said.

"Dad, we saved the Earth from annihilation.  It's what that darned church was there for in the first place.  It is what Father Killarney does for fun."

"But you should have seen his face..."

I pressed my eyes until I saw fireworks.  I felt just as lousy about it as he did, but somebody needed to be the strong one in this conversation.  Otherwise it was going to turn into a complete guilt spiral and we didn't even have Mom here to blame.  "I know, Dad.  I know.  I feel bad, too.  We'll throw him an interdimensional bake sale or something."

"Did word get back to the Guild....?"  The question hung in the air between us.  The florescent bulb overhead buzzed loudly.

There was no avoiding it.  I sighed and nodded.  "Yep.  That's what I'm here to see you about."  I dug into my jacket pocket and passed him the letter.  "How bad would you say this is?"

He sucked in air through his teeth as he read.  "Oh, Maggie-girl.  It ain't good."

"I figured that much."

"They want you tomorrow?" he asked, unable to hide the worry in his voice.

"That's what the letter says," I replied.

Dad ran his fingers through his graying-blonde hair.  "Good to know our dues are being put to good use."

"Must be an election year."

"All I can say is to tell them exactly what happened and hope that justice will prevail."

We both looked at one another for a moment.  And then busted out laughing.  "Good one, Dad."

He tried to cheer me up as he pushed the vacuum pieces around with his foot.  "Listen, what you did is supposedly exactly what we're here for: to keep the boundary up.  Sometimes things happen and they forget that's the original mission typed up in the Association Bylaws.  Hopefully, they'll take a look at all the good work you've done recently..."

"Like, saving us from utter annihilation."

"That.  And say that burning down a block in downtown Hollywood while riding on the back of a dragon for every human in a three mile radius to see was worth it."

I took the paper back.  He knew, and I knew, that they were not going to say that it was.  I was so fucked.

He held up the hose and beater bar and asked, "Have you ever considered a career in vacuum repair?" 
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