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I’M A TRACKER.  ACTUALLY, my business card reads “Maggie MacKay - Magical Tracker”.  I find the bad guys and bring them in.  And right now, I was getting the shit kicked out of me.  It’s a crummy job and, unfortunately, it’s mine.

I appear to be a normal, thirty-something, Irish brunette.  You know.  With a penchant for bike leathers and, at this particular moment, wrestling vampires.

God, they stink.  The whole undead process does not slow the rotting corpse action.

I had a trace on this one since he crawled out of the sewer to sit in the church eaves, hell- bent on taking out a couple of nice old nuns.  I may not have all my priorities straight, but those ladies gave up getting laid to feed the hungry and care for the poor.  You don’t make gals like that lunch.

I had chased this sucker down a blind alley, silver stake in my hand.  Unnecessarily fancy weaponry?  Yes.  You are correct.  To kill a vampire, you just need a stake, anything pointy will do, but I never know what I’ll be tracking next, so I try to go for multipurpose tools.  Plus, my sister got this one engraved for me at Things Remembered last Christmas, which, I think, gives it some added class. 

“Come on, would you just die already?” I grunted as he grappled with me, trying to get his fangs in my neck.  I’d learned a long time ago to wear neckguards.  Vampires will go for anywhere you’ve got a pulse, but it’s when they get you in the neck that you have to worry.

“You are the one who will die!” he whispered, flipping me on my stomach and sitting on my back.

Crap.  Not good.

“I have been waiting a long time to destroy you, Ms. MacKay.”

Now, I might not be the swiftest boat in the fleet, but A) This guy shouldn’t know my name and B) what’s with the whole “long time to destroy me” action?  I figured if I was potentially going to snuff it, I should at least ask.  Between elbow punches to his ribcage as I tried to wriggle away, I managed to grunt out.  “How do you know me?”

“I am afraid you are the one with the bounty upon her head.”

“What does that even mean?”

I felt him fumbling with the locks on my guard.  I was not about to have any of this.  I grabbed him around the neck to roll him when I heard a THWACK and felt him stiffen, then fall off me.  He landed, his wide eyes frozen upon my face.

I sat up.

“It appeared that you were in need of assistance.”

My knight in shining armor was tall, easily 6’4, maybe 6’5, and impossibly gorgeous. The kind of guy you feel like you needed to apologize to afterwards for kissing because your face was unworthy of those lips.  Lord almighty.  He was slender and chiseled, golden locks tumbling around his merry blue eyes.  Oh, and pointy ears, which explained the whole unearthly beauty.  He was an elf.  And evidently on my side.  For the moment.

“Naw, I had him,” I said, standing up and brushing off my pants.  I so had NOT had him and a very terrified part of me didn’t want to admit how close I had been to being a blood bank bento box just a couple minutes ago.  “But, you know, thanks for saving me some time.”  

I picked up the vampire’s arms and started dragging him down the alley.

“Permit me to assist you, fair lady.”

I rolled my eyes.  That’s the deal with elves.  Gorgeous.  Mind-blowingly good lays.  But you had to put up with the ridiculously archaic crap that came shooting out of their mouth.  Still, he was stronger than me and I have no pride when it comes to getting out of moving dead weight.

“Eh, sure,” I dropped the vampire with a thunk.

The elf picked the evil undead monster up like he was a two-pound kitten.  Mrrrow.

“So, um... my car is over there,” I said, pointed to a beat up Honda Civic sitting by the curb.  “Just throw him in the trunk and I can give you a lift wherever you need to go.”

“Actually, fair lady, my business is with you.”

“Riiiight.  Any hints?” I asked.

“I have a proposition for future employment.”

Now, that’s more like it.  Business had been slow recently.  I operated in Los Angeles, the city of broken dreams and assorted crap.  There are millions of folks over here, each of them with huge imaginations and no outlet.  It tends to attract a certain crowd from the Other Side.  And when I say Other Side, I’m not talking about Brentwood.

There is this whole alternate world that exists in the same place, just a separate plane of existence, as the world that most humans know.  There are some gifted folks, like my mom, that can see in between these planes and figure out how one world is going to screw with the other (because that’s what we do).  For every push on Earth, there is a pull on the Other Side.  Normally, the two worlds stay happily on their respective planes, but sometimes the veil is kinda thin.  It happens when things get out of whack, and let me tell you something, there is nothing balanced about Los Angeles.  It is life lived with the volume cranked to 11 and with that much energy being put out, it’s like a light to a moth - except these moths are seven-feet tall and will eat your face.

That’s not to say the Other Side is filled with only monsters.  Hell, I live there.  There are some pretty good folks and sometimes they come over to Earth for a nice little staycation.  Central Casting has a field day when the circus comes to town.  All the movie monster extras you need, no prosthetics required!

But, unfortunately, I don’t get to deal with those dudes.  I get to deal with the scum of the magical world.  Vampires, werewolves, trolls, you name it.  If it is gross and wants to kill somebody, that’s where I come in.  It’s my job to haul them back to the Other Side - undead or alive.

I popped the trunk and stood appreciatively as the elf dumped the V-pire amidst my spare tire and crossbow.

“A job, huh?”

The elf nodded.

“What did you say your name was?”

“Killian, at your command.”

He bowed deeply, giving me a good look at his muscular back.  I could think of a couple of commands but none of them were appropriate within 500 feet of a church.

“Right.  Hop in.  We’ll talk,” I said as I slid behind the wheel, the car dinging at me insistently to buckle up my seatbelt.  “So, what’s this job?”

And that’s when my car felt like it had been hit by a freight train.

“Hang on!” Killian cried.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2


[image: image]


“WHAT THE FUCK!” I SCREAMED as I grabbed the wheel.

Killian reached over and covered me with his body as the windows exploded.

The car rolled, air bags deployed, and we tumbled ass-over-teakettle, spare change and Kleenex boxes ricocheting around us.

Note to self, clean out car prior to next magical attack.

And then, just like that, it was done.  I looked over at Killian as we hung upside down from our seatbelts.

“This is what I am here to see you about,” he said.

“I’m out.”

I unbuckled my seatbelt and fell to the roof that was now the floor of my car.  I climbed through where my driver’s side window should have been and stumbled to my feet.

“I’m out.  The answer is no.  Leave.  Now.”

Sirens wailed in the distance.  Killian unbuckled himself and did the fall-and-crawl.  “You are the only one I can turn to.”

“Listen, my car has been destroyed by an invisible something and the cops are right around the corner.  There is no way I can talk my way out of that vampire stuck in my trunk.”

Human police get a little cranky when they toss your car and find a corpse.

Killian looked over at my smashed vehicle, silver blood oozing out the back, sirens coming closer.  I saw him breathe in and make a decision before turning to me.  “How badly do you want me to fix it?”

Oh no.  No. No. No.

“You fucking elf.  Don’t you dare even pretend like you are about to bargain for a favor.”

“I already saved your life,” he said.

“You already did shit.  You almost got me killed!  I’m not binding myself to you!”

He opened his arms, palms up.  “Just say the words and I can make this all go away.”

Shit shit shit shit shit.  Those elves don’t spend all those extra years in the Other Side learning how to play nice, I’ll tell you that much.  I gripped my hair in my hands, only too aware of the warm sticky blood gushing from my scalp.  

People couldn’t know about me.  They couldn’t know about what I did.  If the folks on Earth got so much as a clue, I could have my license to travel between worlds pulled and be stuck spending the rest of my life in an asylum or pulling drinks at Starbucks.  SHIT.

I could see the lights of the cop car now.  Killian tilted his head.  “Trust me.”

“Trust you.  TRUST YOU OFF A CLIFF.  Fine, motherfucker, you’ve got it!  I bind myself to you.  In return for this favor, I owe you one favor.  Fix this!”

Killian snapped his fingers and immediately a maelstrom of air was whipping around me.  I saw the car right itself, the dents fill out, the windows re-grow.  The pain of the cuts on my arms and my head healed without even the slightest hint of a scar.  As the wind died, it was like nothing had ever happened.

The cop car slowed and the window rolled down.  The hunkiest officer a single girl ever laid eyes on leaned out.  I can’t believe I gave up a portion of my soul to an elf when I could have been frisked and handcuffed by this guy.  This was not my day.

“We heard that a woman was being attacked...”

Killian came over and draped his arms across my shoulders.  “My lady and I have not borne witness to any disagreements.”

The officer gave Killian a long look before talking to his partner.  “Keep driving.  Maybe they’re up ahead.”

Killian gave him a neighborly wave as they drove away.

I looked up at him.  “If I could get away with killing you, you would be dead right now.”

Killian smiled.  “You should get in line.”
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“WE SHOULD DISCUSS YOUR debt,” said Killian as he stared out at the lights on La Brea Blvd.

We were back in the car, headed for the border.  Massive paranormal attack or not, I had the body of the dead undead in my trunk and I really wanted the storage space back.

“You’re right and you have no idea the joy that bubbleth over when I think upon our upcoming fireside chat,” I said, opening up the console next to my seat.  “But I gotta get this guy dropped off in order to pick up my finder’s fee.  Color me crazy, I’m not so good at multitasking when it comes to fighting for my life and covering my rent.”

“I could get you there faster,” Killian said with a wicked little glint in his eye.

“You greedy bastard, I owe you one mark already, I’m not going down that road for more.  Jesus, you elves are all the frickin’ same.”

“Human favors are things of beauty.”

“Yeah, yeah...”

“You are a thing of beauty...”

“Can it, elf, or I will crush your summer fruit into a nice dinner wine.”

He smiled.

I fucking hate elves.

“Listen,” I said, flipping a couple switches on the dashboard.  “The border is coming up quick and I won’t be distracted by you or anyone else.  Got it?”

Killian settled back into his seat and made the universal sign for “after you”.  I gave him the universal sign for “up yours, buddy”.

The car hit 45 mph on the winding back roads of Mulholland.  Ex-mobster mansions are tucked into the sandy hills, their winding driveways barely visible in between the scrub brush and cacti.  LA, evidently, ran out of money for guardrails and upkeep, though.  The road is filled with potholes and the shoulder drops off sharply to canyons below.  We sped past a scenic lookout where, on a clear day, you can see the Hollywood sign on one side and the ocean on the other.  On a bad day, all you can see is smog.

But tonight, the air was clear and warm; the kind of night where you don’t know where your body ends and the world begins.  I pressed my foot to the floor and hit 70 on the hairpin turn.  We drove off the edge of the cliff and soared out into the open sky.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 4


[image: image]


THE CAR HIT THE GROUND with a thud.

“Crap.  Traffic.”

It was bumper-to-bumper in the Other Side.

The Other Side is pretty much every old book you’ve ever read come to life, settled in nice and cozy to the conveniences of modern living.  If you can imagine it, it probably exists over here.  The neighborhood we landed in had a particularly Victorian flair - cobblestone streets and Dickens-esque shops, bustle wearing bonneted ladies walking alongside the monsters of your nightmares.

We crept along to the backside of the police station.  A blue woman, and not in the emotional kind of way, an actual blue woman, came out and I popped my trunk.  She was flanked by two zombie porters.

“Nice one, Maggie.  Next time, try not to kill ‘em, okay?”

“Lacy, he’s a vampire.  He was already dead.  I just finished the job.”

She shook her head at me and then noticed Killian in my passenger seat.  “Well, well, well...,” she purred.  “Who’s the six-pack-of-awesome-going-on-under-the-silken-tunic sitting there in your car?”

I think I sprained my eyeballs rolling them so hard.  “He’s a fucking elf.  And he wants me to do a job for him.”

Lacy clucked her tongue.  “You could do worse.”

“No,” I said, slamming the trunk closed after the zombies lifted the vampire skip out.  “No, I don’t think I could.”

“Listen, honey...”  Lacy interrupted herself to shout at the zombie porter.  “Cut it out!  He’s a vampire!  He doesn’t have a brain!”

The porter removed his mouth from the vampire’s temple and continued to carry the carcass into the station.

Lacy shook her head.  “The work ethic these days...”

I gave her a sympathetic shrug, hoping if I appeared to look like I cared, she’d finish the paperwork faster.

She ripped off the receipt.  “Here you go.”

I smiled and tucked it into my jacket pocket.

“Check will be in the mail.”

“Thanks,” I said, climbing back into my car.

Lacy leaned inside my window.  “Listen, honey, you be careful, you hear?  Rumor has it you’ve pissed off a bunch of people.”

“Lacy, I know what I’m doing,” I said.  “Just keep the work rolling in.  I can handle it.”

I gave her a little finger wave as I backed out.

“You cannot handle it,” said Killian.

“Yes, I can,” I said, my knuckles turning white on the steering wheel.
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I OPENED UP THE DOOR to my house, keys jingling in the door.  My huge, orange tabby, Mac, came running up to me with sweet little “brrrows” of hello.  I scooped him up and buried my face in his fur.  There was nothing in the world this guy couldn’t fix. 

I walked into the center of the room and set him down, flinging my bag on the floor and kicking off my shoes.

“Can I get you anything to drink?” I asked Killian as I walked towards the kitchen to get Mac his dinner.

“Ambrosia nectar?”

“How about a beer?”

“That would also be acceptable.”

I grabbed a couple longnecks from the fridge and popped the caps, handing one to Killian.

I stepped back into the kitchen and sucked mine down as quick as I could, my hands shaking a bit as I opened Mac’s dinner can.

Today had freaked me out more than I could ever let anyone know.  That vamp almost had me.  I rolled my car.  I owed an elf a favor.

I popped the cap on a second beer and walked back into the living room.

Killian was lounging on my fat, plaid couch looking like he was ready to move in.

“Your home is quite pleasant,” he said, waving his bottle in the general direction of everywhere.

My place was a cozy two-story, arts and crafts style cottage I had picked up earlier this year.  I had some extra cash and needed a change in scenery, so I met up with a nice realtor witch who was able to pluck my dream house straight out of my brain and, with a few tweaks, grow this place for me.  It was almost all I had ever hoped for, but to Killian, I just shrugged.  “Yeah... well.  It works.”

“You have many human items here, down to this delicious beverage we are partaking of.”

“I spend a lot of time on Earth.”

The truth be told, I had never quite felt right living in the Other Side.

My father had been an Other Sider, though.  He met my mom on Earth.  They set up house, had two kids, and for awhile, we lived the California dream.  But they had to move the family to the Other Side of the border after a little incident where I discovered I wasn’t quite Earth material.

Some guy on the playground made fun of my math skills.  So I tried to deck him.  He ducked and my hand disappeared. I punched through dimensions.  Most cultures would have thrown me a coming of age party, but evidently this Quinceañera involved packing boxes and a moving van.

My sister was smart.  She hightailed it back to Earth as soon as she could steal Mom and Dad’s keys.  Got herself a nice boring little job in finance.  But with my special little gifts, I was stuck living amongst the magical folk.

No matter what wonders lay on the Other Side, it wasn’t where I grew up and, color me crazy, I kind of liked the order found in a place that abided by the laws of physics.

But a girl has to pay her rent, and since my typing skills were lackluster, I went into the tracking business with my dad.  And business is business.

“Okay, Killian.  Tell me what I need to know.”

Killian put down his drink.  “Tracker Maggie, there are terrible things that walk the night...”

“In plain speak, please.”

He breathed deep at the difficulty of translation.  Ah, elves.  Only they would get bent out of shape for having to say things as they actually are.

“We are in trouble and we need your help.”

I nodded.  Now we were getting somewhere.

“What kind of trouble?”

“There is an imbalance.  Echoes from this world are appearing in the other.”

“I don’t follow.”

“That invisible hand that threw your...car...”

I could see he totally wanted to say “moving vehicle” or “mechanical steed” or something equally ridiculous.  I wasn’t going to make this easy on him.

He shook his head in frustration.  “It has been some years since I took Human Dialects 401 at university.  I was once fluent,” he offered apologetically.  “It is why I was sent.”

Yes, Human Dialects 401 is an actual upper-level class here on the Other Side.  It’s a requirement for any Other Side language major, so that told me this guy wasn’t a slouch.  Sure, English wasn’t too far off for the elves, but sorting out American sayings from Cockney slang, Chinese euphemisms from Hindi cuss words, well... it takes a pretty smart cookie.  I spoke a little Elfish myself, but sounded more like a bad actor in a community theater production of Julius Caesar.

“It’ll come back to you,” I said as I leaned back and took another sip of my beer.  “Keep going.”

He closed his eyes again in concentration.  “That force that threw your car... It has been happening all along the boundary.  My mistress, the Queen of the Elves, wishes to put a stop to it.”

Crap.

“The Queen of the Elves wants ME to look into this.”

Killian nodded.

“Why me?” I asked, rubbing my forehead, wishing that this was all just a bad fucking dream.

“Your family can walk within the two worlds thanks to your father’s powers.  Your family can see through the boundary and sometimes into the future thanks to your mother’s gift of sight.  The Queen has heard you possess both their gifts.”

He was right.  I did.  My specialty was portal creation, though.  I could get from Earth to the Other Side with a little more than a howdy do.

That said, I didn’t want to howdy anything he was doing.

“Is it too late to back out of that favor?”

Killian took my hand in his, and perhaps it was just the effects of shot-gunning two twelve ounce bottles in five minutes, but I didn’t punch him in the nose.

“Dear Maggie, we know the vampire who almost killed you today was no accident.  He was not like those you normally track.”

I thought back to the words the sucker had uttered as we had struggled.

“He said there is a bounty on my head...”

Killian nodded.  I hated that I knew he wasn’t lying.

“Any idea why?”

“My mistress believes it is because you are a child of your particular parents, parents with gifts of dimension travel and sight.”

Ah, family.

“So, this makes the bad guys want me dead or alive?”

Killian nodded again.  “Or worse.”

He got me right where he needed me.  Dead I could handle.  It’s the “or worse” part that sends chills down my bones.

“Crap.”

I leaned back against the couch.  I was spooked.

“You are not alone in the Queen’s task,” Killian said.

“We’re all alone,” I replied.

“I am here on behalf of the elfin kingdom to aid you.”

I rose from my seat.  “Show yourself out.  We’ll talk tomorrow.”

With that, I walked upstairs and went to bed.
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I WOKE UP WITH MAC smothering my face.  I don’t know what it is about cats and the whole “the rest of the bed is not good enough for me, I want to be where your head is” action, but fortunately, he’s cute, so I let him live.

The sun was shining through my windows and I stretched to greet the day.

And then remembered the conversation from the night before.

What a way to ruin a perfectly good morning.

Desperate times call for desperate measures and it appeared to be time to pull out the big guns.

Time to visit my mom.

I walked downstairs and realized there was a man sleeping on my couch.  Okay, so an elf man, but a figure of the male species.  Killian, rather than showing himself out, had decided to spend the night.  God, the elfin men are pretty creatures.  I tried to ignore the way the sun and shadows lay upon his face, causing his sleepy bed head to glow like an angel’s halo.  It was nothing but elfin magic and I knew better.

Great.

The day was improving with each passing moment.

I stomped into the kitchen and fired up the coffee pot - Other Side or Earth, there is only one civilized way to greet the day.  While it perked, I fed Mac, since it appeared his highness was on the brink of starvation, and set about getting breakfast for us second class citizens.  I was slicing the bagels and fruit when I felt Killian’s presence even before he spoke.

“That looks good,” he said, wrapping his arms around me.  “Good morning, partner.”  He then walked over and helped himself to the coffee, leaving me standing there with a knife in my hand and the unfortunate decision whether or not to disembowel him.  Since it was before my first cup, I decided to wait until the caffeine kicked in.

“You’re still here,” I remarked dryly.

Killian shrugged.  “Think of me as your own personal bodyguard.”

“I’m a tracker.  I don’t need a bodyguard.”

“Then why did you sleep with your neckguard on?”

My hand reached up and touched the Kevlar collar.  In truth, I had been so tired, I had just forgotten.  Or at least, I wanted to tell myself that was the only reason.  I had learned to fall asleep in it long ago.  The sun was up, though, and there wasn’t any need for it during the day.

“I just forgot.”

I twirled the dial of the locks, my fingers knowing the clicks to release the combination.  It opened slowly like a heavy door.  I took it off and placed it on the counter, rubbing where it had cut into my skin overnight.

I could see Killian’s eyes widen as he looked at my neck.  I had gotten used to that look.  Hellz, you’d think a guy had never seen a girl with scars before.  I had plenty more to shock him with.

It was just that the scars were on my neck.  A vamp gets your carotid artery and you’re done.  He’ll either kill you or turn you and there’s no going back.  One of those bastards almost got me.  Once.  I staked him good and enjoyed the sound of puncturing his heart.  Still, he left me with a mess of scars that no amount of makeup could cover and nightmares that still left me drenched in sweat.  That’s when I started wearing the neckguard.  It helped.

Killian raised his hand as if to touch one.  I involuntarily flinched away.

“Don’t.”

“What happened?”

“You’ll have to buy me a couple more drinks before you get that story out of me.”

He lowered his hand and nodded, before volunteering.  “I could make them go...”

I cut him off.  I knew what he was trying to say.  “What, and owe you another favor?  Not on your life.”  I pulled two dishes out of the yellow cupboard and made up breakfast plates for both of us.  “Besides, they’re from a vamp.  There’s nothing anyone can do.”

Killian stepped back.  “My apologies.”

I had accepted the horror of them long ago.  “Yeah, well, they cut short my burgeoning career as a supermodel...”

We both sat silently, lost in thought as we ate our breakfast.

“I think they make you look even lovelier,” Killian finally said quietly.  “Please pass the bagels.”

I suddenly felt
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