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The Case of the Mischievous Monster Mash

The door crashed open, jolting me awake.

“No one’s sleeping!” I shouted, lifting my head from the desk. A piece of paper was stuck to my face, covered in drool.

A huge creature squeezed through the entrance, spreading its wings once it got inside. It was seven and a half feet tall, had dark gray skin, and possessed eerie-looking violet eyes. “You drooled all over yourself again.”

“I did not!” I unglued the paper from my face and used it to wipe up the spittle.

“I hope that document isn’t important.”

“Of course not.” I crumpled it up and tossed it into the wastebasket. It was an annoying bill we had to pay. Definitely not important. “Now stop being all judgy and fork over the food.”

He sighed but complied, setting out a bevy of Chinese food cartons.

I dug in immediately, stuffing noodles in my mouth. “You’re the best, Ned!”

Oh right, I should do some introductions. Hi, I’m Elena Awiakta, the most amazing private eye in Starbrook City. According to whom, you might ask? Well, me. What other reference do you need?

My cool last name is Cherokee in case you’re wondering. I’m half Native American, half Brazilian, and total irreverent goofball!

Ned is my detective partner. He’s a gargoyle. I thought Ned was a pretty weird name for a gargoyle, but that’s what he was going with. I generally made it a practice not to argue with five-hundred-pound creatures. Unless they were keeping delicious food from me.

Ned delicately popped chicken into his huge mouth. I had no idea how he was able to use chopsticks with those hot dog-sized fingers.

I not-so-delicately tore open the containers and shoved sweet and sour chicken between my lips as sauce dribbled down my chin.

Ned scrutinized my messy face. “How are you able to get so many dates?”

I wiped the sauce off with my arm, chewing noisily. “Hey, Ibn ery aractiv.”

“What?”

I swallowed, the sweet and soury goodness coating my throat. “I said, I’m very attractive.”

“You certainly are,” a sweet-sounding voice called from the doorway.

A petite woman bounded into our office, brightening the dim lighting with her smile. She was light and airy, seeming to float across the room like something out of a dream.

I gaped at her, noodles hanging from my mouth. “Oh, um, thank you,” I replied, slurping up the dangling delights. “I, uh, usually don’t have food dripping from my mouth.”

“Yes she does,” Ned supplied.

I elbowed him as I walked around the desk, which hurt my arm more than his stomach.

I swatted a bunch of papers and leftover food containers off a chair and cleaned it with the bottom of my T-shirt. “There you go, Miss…”

“Kalypise. But please, call me Kaly.” Her voice was like a sweet melody carried on a gentle breeze.

I stared at her for way too long: she wore a bright aqua dress that seemed to move perfectly to show off her shapely legs. My gaze trailed to a brilliant anklet, filled with stones of swirling blue. A similar one encircled her tiny wrist. “Sooo pretty… I mean your name, it’s, uh, really pretty.”

She clasped her hands together adorably. “Oh my goodness, thank you!”

I hopped onto the desk, swinging my legs and trying to keep my gaze locked on her vibrant aqua orbs and not the larger orbs slightly south of there. “We don’t get many naiads in here.”

Her eyes expanded. “How did you know?”

Yes! I got to show off my amazing detective skills. I loved this part of the job.

“Well, I knew you were a nymph with the bright colors, airy clothing, and the ethereal way you move. Your jewelry is water-themed but doesn’t contain specific ocean iconography. So you’re likely a fresh-water nymph, which makes sense with all the lakes around here. Naiad was a likely choice.”

“You’re amazing!”

“Well you know, I don’t like to brag.”

“Yes you do,” Ned snorted.

“I think I detect a whiff of Lucent Lake,” I said, ignoring him.

“Yes!” Kaly replied, not perturbed by our bickering. “Lucent is my lake.”

I smiled. “I’ll have to go there more often.”

“Since my irreverent partner is too busy analyzing your body, let me take over,” Ned interjected. “What can we do for you, Naiad Kaly?”

I folded my arms and pouted. Why did he have to ruin my fun? Like solving cases was more important than my love life.

Kaly jumped up and down like a teenager on a sugar rush. “I’m competing in the annual Monster Mash Dance Competition!”

I smiled at her bubbly exuberance. “That sounds fun.”

“Yes, it’s a most enjoyable event,” Ned added.

I gaped at him. “You can dance?”

“Of course.”

“You never told me that. As your amazing partner, you’re supposed to tell me everything.”

He harrumphed. He liked doing that when he disagreed with me.

“C’mon, I tell you all my secrets.”

“I don’t want to know all your secrets,” he replied.

“I do!” Kaly exclaimed.

“Thank you!” This was a girl after my own heart. “I always knew naiads were smart. Besides being beautiful of course.”

She gave me that radiant smile again, and I almost fell off the desk. Yes! I was so getting laid.

Ned harrumphed louder. Geez, how was a girl supposed to hook up with a hot naiad with a grumpy gargoyle in the room?

“How do you need our assistance with the Monster Mash?” he asked.

I leaped off the desk. “You need an amazing partner to help you win it. I’m your girl!”

“Oh, that’s so nice of you to offer. But I already have a partner and, um…” She bit her lip, like she was nervous to tell me something.

“Humans aren’t allowed in the competition,” Ned finished for her.

“What?!” I exclaimed. “That’s an outrage. I’m sending a strongly-worded e-mail. After I finish eating.”

“You realize humans have tons of competitions and this is one of the few for supernatural beings.”

I plopped on the desk, pouting again. I hated it when he was right. “I know. That’s really cool you guys have that. But I like hanging out with supernats way better than boring old humans.”

“Please stop calling us supernats,” Ned grumbled.

“It’s short for supernatural,” I explained to Kaly before turning back to Ned. “It’s totally going to catch on.”

“It makes us sound like super-powered bugs.”

“Some of you are super-powered bugs.”

Another harrumph before turning his attention back to the lovely naiad. “I believe you were about to tell us how we can help.”

“Yes! Someone is trying to rig the competition and be a big meanie!”

I stifled a giggle. Naiads were adorable.

Ned’s eyes narrowed. “No one has ever tried to cheat during the Monster Mash.”

“I know,” she agreed. "It’s where we all come together in friendly competition and hardly anyone ever dies.”

I wrinkled my nose. That was reassuring.

“This is one of our most time-honored events that has helped keep the peace between species,” she continued. “But now everyone is accusing each other of trying to cheat, and it’s a big poopy mess. Oops, sorry for the naughty language.”

I knelt in front of Kaly and took her hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll ferret out the sneaky supernat and stop them from ruining your fun.”

“Thank you so much!” She toppled off the chair, falling into a wonderfully warm embrace.

After the nymphy hug, she floated over to the door. “I’m sorry humans can’t attend, but maybe you can watch me some other time.”

“I’ll watch you do anything,” I blurted out like a creepy stalker. “I mean, I’d love to watch you dance. I bet you’re amazing.”

She smiled and disappeared out the door like flowing water.

Ned smirked.

“Oh, shut up,” I said, flicking my long dark locks over my shoulder.

“Is it possible for you not to have sexual intercourse with one of our clients?”

“Hey, I didn’t have sex with that mummy. Mainly because it was taking forever to unwrap him and find his huge–”

“We must focus on the case!” he interrupted.

“Okay, geez, you brought it up. I know the perfect place to get some leads.”

“Oh no.”

“Oh yes! Let’s go!”




***




I walked into The Temptress, a club that managed to look both swanky and casual. It was full of supernats. But unlike the stupid dance competition, humans were allowed. This club had taste!

Ned had decided to wait outside. Clubs weren’t his scene. I guess he expected every informant to be an opera lover.

I sauntered up to the bar and was greeted by a breathtaking sight.

Cassia.

The proprietress of the bar befitted her namesake: a Malaysian goddess whose long black hair framed her exquisite face and flowed toward curves that should be criminal.

She was the kind of girl who made you soak your shorts just being in her vicinity.

She was also a vampire.

“Hello, love,” she greeted me with a warm smile, rubbing my hand gently.

“Uhh,” I replied eloquently. I was always momentarily stunned into silence whenever I saw her. “Hi Cass, how’s business?”

“Much better now that you’re here.” She set a sparkling blue drink in front of me with one of those cute umbrellas sticking out of it.

“Ooh, thanks!” I slurped it up, the tropical delight coating my throat and sending a pleasurable shiver through me.

Her hand was now on my forearm, making my hairs stand on end. “On an exciting case?”

“Yes! We have to foil a fiendish dance delinquent.”

She smiled knowingly. “Oh, the Monster Mash. I’ve heard the rumors.”

Cass knew everything that happened in the city. That’s why she was my favorite informant. It definitely had nothing to do with me staring dreamily into her mesmerizing amber eyes. “You’re amazing. Spill.”

“Information doesn’t come free, love.”

I stopped slurping on the straw and shuddered. Cassia always charged a very specific price.

“Um, okay, but could you bite me somewhere more discreet this time?”

“Of course.” She leaned in and whispered in my ear.

I spit out my drink. “Cass!”

“You didn’t protest much last time.”

Her hair tickled my cheek, and my body turned to putty. I caught myself just before my knees buckled.

“I’m, uh, on a bit of a time crunch. Can I take a rain check on the payment?”

“Sure. But I’m going to charge extra.”

I gulped. Oh boy.




***




I rejoined Ned, who was standing under a flickering lamp post.

“You told her she could suck your blood again, didn’t you?” he said.

“What? Of course not!” How did he always know this stuff? Oh right, he was a detective.

“I hope you don’t let her chomp on your posterior.”

“I am not letting her bite my ass!”

I was totally letting her bite my ass. But for some reason, he didn’t like hearing about my kinky escapades. What a weirdo.

“Oh c’mon,” I continued. “You know you’re hard for her too.”

“Of course, I’m hard. I’m a gargoyle.”

I groaned. “Well, I got the information we needed, so you should be singing my praises as the most amazing partner in the universe.”

He grunted, apparently not wanting to acknowledge my amazingness. But I wasn’t going to let that dampen my enthusiasm.

I hurried forward. “Let’s go track down this lead before the sun comes up!”




***




I stood on top of a roof, dangling our quarry upside down over the pavement. Every good detective knows that’s how you get information out of suspects.

Ned stood next to me, sighing and shaking his head. If he had his way, we’d sit down and have a nice chat with the fellow. Boring!

“Ahhh!” the green-clad gentleman screamed. “Pull me up. Please!”

“Not feeling so lucky now, are you?” I gloated.

“That’s a gross stereotype. Leprechauns aren’t any luckier than any other creature.”

I glanced down at him. Hmm, there weren’t any gold coins dropping from his pockets. But c’mon, he was totally ruining my cool line.

“We know you’re one of the judges for the Monster Mash,” Ned informed him in his gravelly voice.

“And we know you owe lots of money,” I added in my super-sultry voice. “Who’s blackmailing you?”

“I… I don’t owe anyone any money. If ye don’t pull me up this instant, I’m making an official complaint to–”

I dropped him. Hey, we didn’t need any more bad ratings for our detective agency. People should keep their stupid negative reviews to themselves.

My hair whipped across my face as Ned swooped off the roof.

Four seconds later, he deposited the trembling leprechaun next to me. Who proceeded to collapse to his knees and vomit.

You might be thinking dropping suspects off buildings was a little extreme. But I knew Ned would catch him. Plus, there was a freshly filled dumpster directly below, so, worst case, our new buddy would have just been all smelly.

Ned crossed his arms. “What did we say about dropping people off roofs?”

“That it’s a very effective way to get them to confess?”

He gave me a frowny face. Well, an even deeper frowny face than usual.

“Oh c’mon, it’s fun! Wanna do it again?” I hauled our green friend to his feet.

“No! Please, no. I’ll tell ye what you want to know. I… I owe thousands of dollars to the Goblin King.”

Ned and I glanced at each other. Shit, the Goblin King. And not the David Bowie version.

“For what?” Ned inquired. “Gambling? Drugs?”

The leprechaun glanced around, making sure no one was listening.

He motioned us closer. “I… I have an addiction… to… Chibibibis.”

I blinked. Okay, that was definitely not what I was expecting. But it was so much better!

“Chibibibis!” I exclaimed, shaking him. “I love them! I have a huge collection.”

Ned let out one of his long sighs. But don’t listen to him. Chibibibis were the cutest collectibles ever: anime-style girls and critters with oversized heads and adorable outfits. Ned had even scored me the super-rare Pookyooky character. See? He was a big softie under his gargoyle grumpiness.

My fellow collectible comrade relaxed after finding a kindred spirit. “Aren’t they the most adorable things on the planet? Would you like to see me collection?”

“Would I?” I squealed.

Ned cleared his throat. “May I remind you we’re on a case?”

“No you may not. Nothing’s more important than Chibibibis!”

The not-so-lucky leprechaun and I walked arm-in-arm, chatting non-stop as we made our way toward the stairs.

Ned stomped along behind us, probably wondering why he ever agreed to have a super-weird human as his partner.




***




After bonding over our collectible crushes, Larry spilled the beans. Oh, that was my Chibibibi buddy’s name. Yup, Larry the Leprechaun. Just go with it.

The Goblin King agreed to wipe Larry’s debts clean if he voted for Gobby’s choice in the Monster Mash. But Larry didn’t know who he was supposed to vote for. That information would apparently come right before the competition.

We told Larry we’d keep him safe while we figured out the Goblin King’s sneaky plans. Our new leprechaun friend was hesitant, but when I told him he could play with my entire Chibibibi collection, he instantly agreed. I knew my cute obsession would come in handy someday.

Ned flew off with Larry to stash him in my apartment. While I went to pay off my own debt.

And man did I pay for it. I walked out of The Temptress, rubbing my sore tush. Did Cass really have to bite me that hard? Well, her information had paid off. And I always honored my agreements. Especially when a gorgeous vampire was involved.

The starry blackness above me was almost ready to give way to the dawn. Being a private eye meant sleeping at strange hours.

I stretched, craving some shuteye. And that’s when I realized I was being followed.

Crap. Can’t a girl geek out over Chibibibis, let a hot vampire chomp her cute butt, and go home without dealing with scummy criminals?

I crossed the street, stepping over puddles from yesterday’s storm. I caught the reflection of my pursuers in the window of a parked car. There were two of them, both wearing trench coats and fedoras.

I fished around in the pockets of my jean jacket, searching for my repellent.

That was a bad move. They must have thought I was going for a gun because they pulled out two pistols and shot at me.

Goddammit. I’d gone a whole week without getting shot at. Almost a new record.

I dove over a car, the bullets shattering glass and making swiss cheese out of the body.

I stayed low, using other cars as shields. Which meant a lot of property damage. That seemed to happen all the time on our cases.

I reached the end of the block, about to run out of protection.

Two clicks told me the goons were releasing their clips and were about to reload. Now was my chance.

I bolted from my hiding spot across the street, my ass muscles burning.

I zipped into an alley, bullets taking out chunks of the wall and spitting bits of stone into my face.

I skidded to a halt. Dead end. Of course. I had broken Rule #1 of fleeing from bad guys. Never run into alleys. Ned was going to scold me something fierce. If I got out of here alive.

Before I could come up with an ingenious plan, the two dull-dressed individuals strolled into the alley.

Shit.

“Hi guys, you don’t happen to be Chibibibi fans, do you? I can score you some super-rare ones.”

They glanced at each other. Then raised their guns. Dammit, why couldn’t I get chased by bad guys with good taste in collectibles?

A roar reverberated through the alley, and a large shape blotted out the moon.

A mammoth creature landed in front of me, wings spread wide.

“Ned!” I had never been happier to see him.

He pulled me into his muscular body, wrapping his wings around me.

Bullets tore into his back. He grimaced, trying not to show how much it hurt. Gargoyles were a lot tougher than humans, but they weren’t invulnerable.

“Cover your ears,” he ordered.

He turned and let out an ear-piercing roar. The mooks dropped their weapons, clutching their orifices.

“Yeah, Ned. Ear-fuck those baddies!”

I was about to spring into action when the first rays of the sun peeked over the horizon.

And turned Ned to stone, freezing him in an angry roar.

Well, fuck.

Our assailants grabbed their guns off the pavement.

I huddled behind Ned, bits of him covering me in dust as the bullets ripped through him. There was going to be nothing left of him if these assholes kept it up.

I peeked between his legs. The trenchies stalked forward.

I snatched a piece of Ned that had broken off by my feet. I didn’t like using him as a weapon, but at least it wasn’t his dick.

I vaulted over his wing and hurled the stone at one goon. It smacked him in the head, toppling him over.

I flung a vial from my pocket into the other idiot. It cracked open, spilling its contents all over his face.

He screamed and clutched his ugly mug, knocking his fedora off. He was a goblin. I had already surmised as much. While the Goblin King had many different kinds of supernats under his employ, the size and gait of these two losers gave them away. And the smell.

Speaking of which, my goblin buddy wasn’t enjoying the scent I just doused him with: elf sweat. Goblins hated elves and couldn’t stand having anything that reeked of the lithe creatures on them. I didn’t know what they were talking about. All the elves I knew smelled like a spring meadow dotted with lavender. But that was goblins for you.

How did I get elf sweat? Um, that’s one of those stories Ned doesn’t want to hear about. Let’s just say it’s really difficult to make an elf perspire. They have crazy endurance, so I had to work my ass off.

Gobby #1 struggled to his feet. I roundhouse kicked the gun out of his hand and rammed my knee under his chin. His head snapped back, and he collapsed like a falling tree.

Gobby #2 leaped onto my back, clawing at me wildly. Apparently, he was really pissed off about the elf sweat.

I shielded my eyes from getting gouged, twirling my body around and trying to dislodge him.

I rammed him backward against Ned, knocking the air out of him, then smashed my elbow into his cheek, sending his gross head ricocheting off Ned’s chest. He collapsed in a heap, probably dreaming about cute goblin chicks.

I leaned against Ned, catching my breath.

“Thanks for the assist, partner.” He didn’t reply. He was always the strong silent type in the morning.

Now I just needed to figure out how to get him out of here.




***




Hauling a huge gargoyle statue back to the office wasn’t the easiest trick. Fortunately, Cassia offered to help. She could be very sweet that way. Though not so sweet when she said I owed her another debt. Geez, couldn’t she find other humans to be her tasty snack?

I lounged on our tattered couch, taking multiple cat naps while waiting for my buddy to get over being stoned.

My eyelids drooped, and I was about to doze off for the tenth time when huge chunks of rock fell to the floor. Followed by a big gargoyle butt heading right for me.

I rolled off the cushions, barely avoiding Ned’s large posterior. He collapsed onto the couch, shaking the entire office. No wonder our furniture was in such bad shape.

I was trapped under his meaty legs on the floor, lying in gargoyle dust, but at least I hadn’t been squished. “Um, Ned?”

“Elena?” It always took him a minute to get his bearings after changing back to his animated form.

“Hi.”

“Where are you?”

“Stuck under your legs, you big lunk.”

He raised his tree trunks, and I scrambled up. “My apologies. You’re so small I didn’t see you.”

“Hey, I’m a perfectly normal size. Everyone looks small compared to a gargoyle.”

“Yes, we are quite impressive.”

“And so modest too.”

“Look who’s talking.”

He tried to stand. I put my hands on his chest. “You’re not going anywhere. I need to dress your wounds.” Now that he was back in his non-stone form, the bruises and cuts from where he’d been shot were evident.

“It is nothing.”

I rifled through our huge case of first aid items. “Oh, stop being such a tough guy.”

I stood behind him, pressing gauze to his wounds to stem the bleeding. “Man, those assholes really shot you up.”

“Yes, goblins can be quite annoying.”

“And stinky!”

“Indeed. Even worse than humans.”

“Hey!” I sniffed my shirt.

He patted my hand. “It’s a scent I’ve gotten very accustomed to and would surely miss if you weren’t around.”

I threw my arms around his neck, giving him a teary-eyed hug. “Yes! I knew you loved me. I’m the most amazing human in the universe!”

“That is a bit hyperbolic, but very well.” He clutched my hand. It disappeared in his massive paw.

I kissed him on the cheek. “Oh, and thanks for saving my life. You were pretty amazing yourself.”

“Yes, well… it would have been very difficult to find a new partner.”

“Shush. You’re ruining the moment.”

He shushed. I rested my head on his broad shoulder, continuing to embrace him. I didn’t get a lot of heartfelt moments with my gargoyle buddy, so I was going to really soak this one up.

I finished bandaging him, and he grunted in approval.

I scooped up the leftover first aid items, but he caught my arm before I could return them.

“Elena… thank you for protecting me when I was in my stone state. I owe you a great debt.”

I blinked. Holy shit, when did grumpy pants turn into the gushy gargoyle?

“Someone wants another hug, don’t they?”

“No, that is not nece–“

“Too late!”

He winced. I probably should have saved the super-hug for after he healed up.

“Oops, sorry!”

“It is all right. But let us return our attention to the case.”

I sighed. Sappy emotional time was over. But it’s the most I’d ever gotten out of him. I’d have him reading romance novels in no time.

“Okay, fiiine.” I paced, trying to come up with a clever plan. “We could go see the Goblin King.”

“No one gets in to see him,” Ned replied. “Unless you’re invited. And that’s not an invitation you want to get.”

That was true. I wasn’t sure even my irresistible charm would work on King Gobby. Time for more ingenious thinking!

My eyes lit up mid-pace. “I’ve got it!”

“Oh no.”

“You haven’t even heard the idea yet.”

“I don’t need to.”

“We’ll go undercover at the Monster Mash!” I thrust my hand up in a pop-star power pose and waited for the amazing applause.

I got crickets instead. Ned stared at me with one of his classic disapproving faces.

“Please tell me you’re joking.”

“I never joke about dancing. Or food.”

“You can’t enter the competition. It’s only for supernats, I mean, supernatural creatures.”

I jumped up and down. “Yes! I knew supernats would catch on. You’re so hip, Ned.”

“Elena,” he sighed, putting a hand on my shoulder to stop my pogo stick movement.

“Okay, I know I’m not a supernat. But I can disguise myself as one.”

“This is a terrible idea. Do you know how much trouble you’ll get in if you’re caught?”

“Um, of course not. Like I study all your arcane supernat dance contest rules.”

His whole body sagged as he let out a long sigh. “Even if that works, you’ll need a dance partner.”

I smiled. “I’m looking at him.”

Ned’s eyes got big, which was saying something for a gargoyle. “Absolutely not.”

I clutched his arm, hopping up and down again. “C’mon, you said you’re a great dancer.”

“It’s too dangerous.”

“Ned, our whole job is dangerous. We just got shot at by stupid goblins.”

He harrumphed. He hated it when I made sense.

“Plus, we promised Kaly. We never give up on a case. That’s the rule, remember?”

Louder harrumphing. “I hope Miss Kaly appreciates this.”

I leaped onto him, wrapping my arms and legs around his huge torso. “Yes! I knew you’d see the amazingness of my plan. Oh, and of course Kaly will appreciate it. And she can show it by providing me some nymphy naked time!”

He set me on the floor. “Is that all you think about?”

“No. I think about food too. Ooh, is there any leftover takeout?”

He rolled his eyes and handed me a cardboard container, which I noisily slurped up.

“How do you plan to pass for one of us?”

“Leave that to me!”




***




The Monster Mash was held in a gorgeous Gothic manor. I marveled at the decor as I strolled in with Ned.

“This is so exciting!” I exclaimed, clutching his arm.

“You’re not acting very vampire-like,” he scolded.

I passed a large baroque mirror and admired my ensemble: a lovely ballroom dancing dress, black on the torso and crimson below my hips.

Cass had picked it out and helped me look like the hottest vampire ever. Well, next to her.

“Haven’t you ever heard of super-peppy vampires?”

“No.”

“Well, you have now!”

Before he could retort, we reached the sign-in table.

“Welcome to the 583rd Monster Mash!” a friendly ogre greeted us. “Name and species please.”

“Hi! We’re thrilled to be here. I’m Elena, a sexy vampire. Check out these awesome fangs!” I bared my teeth, showing off the extended incisors Cass had fitted me with.

“Oh, yes, they’re, um, very nice,” the ogre replied, apparently not used to vampires showing off their teeth.

Ned elbowed me, apparently also thinking I wasn’t being a good denizen of the night.

“Oh, and this is Ned the gargoyle.”

He bowed. “It is an honor to be part of such a prestigious competition.”

I rolled my eyes. What a suck up.

“I can’t wait to see your moves on the dance floor,” the ogre said, batting her eyes at him.

Ooh, Ned had an admirer. He needed to get laid something fierce, so, hopefully, he and this ogre lady could have some rock-hard fun later.

She gave us each a piece of paper with a number, which we attached to our costumes. Ned looked super-swanky in his dance tuxedo: black over white with tails streaming behind him. A crimson rose stuck out of his lapel, matching my dress. No wonder the lady ogre wanted to jump his bones.

“You look really hot, Ned,” I told him as we surveyed the snazzy supernatural creatures.

“Er…” He hated getting compliments. “Thank you, Elena. You’re, uh, quite fetching.”

I beamed. “Aw, thanks.”

“Especially when you don’t have spaghetti sauce running down your chin.”

I frowned. He had to ruin it. “Let’s snoop around and see what we can find out.”

We went in opposite directions, mingling through the crowds of sparkly dressed supernats. It seemed like every species was represented. And I was the only human getting to see this. So cool!

I strolled by a gigantic cake and squeezed my way between two werewolves when a goddess appeared, dressed in a shimmering light blue dress.

Our nymphtastic client rushed over and yanked me into an alcove, giving us a modicum of privacy.

“Elena, what are you doing here?” Kaly asked in a cute whisper.

“Shhh. I’m undercover as a super-hot vampire. See?” I displayed my fangs.

She clasped her hands together. “Ooh, they’re so nice. Please bite me!” She covered her mouth, blushing. “I mean, you have to get out of here. You’ll be in so much trouble if you’re caught.”

“No way. We promised we’d help you.” Her proximity was enchanting, light brown strands dancing across her shoulders, making her look even more beautiful.

“You’re such a sweetie!” she gushed, hugging me. She smelled like cinnamon and lilies. I wanted to keep my face buried in her hair, but I realized continually sniffing her lovely locks was another creepy stalker thing.

“One of the judges hasn’t shown up,” she said, still holding me close.

“Oh yeah, we stowed him away somewhere safe, so Head Gobby can’t get to him.”

“Ooh, he gets real grumpy when you call him that.”

“I should introduce him to Ned. They can be grumpy together.”

She bit her lip, which somehow made her look even cuter. “But what does the Goblin King have to do with it?”

Before I could tell her, my number was called over the magic PA system, which sent the audio directly into my ear. “Oh shit! Ned and I are up. Time for some Supernat Samba!”

“Elena, wait–”

I scampered off, the rest of her words getting lost in the noise of the crowd. Hey, I wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to dance in the Monster Mash. If we won, maybe they’d let humans enter every year. Or maybe they’d put me in supernat jail. I’m sure Ned would visit me every day.

I found my partner by the entrance to the dance floor, tapping his foot impatiently. “Where have you been?”

“Flirting with Kaly. I mean, doing important detective stuff.”

He ignored my sass. He was good at doing that. “I overheard they found a last-minute replacement for our leprechaun friend.”

“Excellent! That means the Gobster probably hasn’t had a chance to influence the new judge.”

“Exactly. But he may have other nefarious plans to affect the competition.”

“Oh no! Nefarious people are the worst.”

“Please be serious. We’re supposed to dance after the current couple finishes.”

“Hey, I’m super-serious. Wait till you see my amazing moves!”

“Well, you’re about to get your chance.” He proffered his huge hand. I took it and smiled. My gargoyle buddy could be quite the gentleman.

He escorted me onto the dance floor. We passed a gorgeous elf lady and super-hairy sasquatch, who had just finished an intense routine. The elf glistened with sweat, which somehow radiated her beauty even more. The sasquatch was probably really sweaty too, but who could tell under all that hair.

Ned spun me into the center of the dance floor, where I struck a sexy pose. He got into position, looking very debonair.

The spotlight bathed us in golden light. I took a deep breath, steadying myself right before the music began.

A colorful Latin beat sent us into motion. I twirled into Ned’s arms and went into a backward basic samba. Even though I had never met my father, my Cherokee momma had introduced me to my Brazilian roots, so I was very familiar with samba and loved shaking my tush to the vibrant music. But who would’ve guessed Ned was so light on his huge feet?

He sashayed back and forth like he was walking on air, matching my movements perfectly. He twirled me away and back into his strong chest, my dress swirling around my legs and almost giving the audience a peek at my derrière.

We threw in some voltas and bota fogo combinations. The crowd hooted and hollered, which spurred us on even faster.

We were like whirling dervishes, moving perfectly in time with each other. When we briefly separated, I shook my hips like Shakira, which I hoped made Kaly soak her pretty fairy panties.

I was feeding off the energy of the crowd. Holy crap, we could actually win this thing.

“Throw me!” I said as I spun into Ned. He hurled me over his head like I was weightless. I soared high above the dance floor, tucking my arms against my chest and twirling like a corkscrew. It was exhilarating! Ned was taking me dancing every week from now on.

My hulking buddy caught me and immediately swung me by my legs so my head almost touched the floor. The crowd oohed and ahhed as we did even more impressive aerial maneuvers. I had always been crazy flexible, and it was totally paying off.

The roar from the audience was deafening. Yes! We were so going to win.

And then a huge chandelier plummeted right at us. No! We were so going to die.

The light refracted off the white crystal, creating a dazzling display. A dazzling display that was about to crush me.

“Ned!” I screamed, drawing his attention to the imminent danger.

He threw me upward at an angle. I twisted my body, the crystals cutting wisps of my hair and just barely missing the rest of me.

He launched himself in the opposite direction, the chandelier smashing into the floor a split second later. He shielded himself with his muscular wings, the glass shards bouncing off them.

He zipped upward, catching me in mid-air.

“Ned, you’re amazing!”

“Gargoyle wings are quite useful,” he replied.

“Look! Up there!” I spotted a shadowy figure leaping through the rafters. “Activate human dart!”

He hurled me like an arrow at the fleeing fugitive. I felt like Supergirl, able to leap Gothic manors in a single bound.

I crashed into the sneaky fiend, tackling him off the wooden beam he was traversing.

And then we were falling. Crap.

Fortunately, there was something below us: the huge cake. The creative confection was almost the size of Ned.

I twisted my quarry around, so he would take the brunt of the blow. We splatted into the gooey goodness, sending frosting flying everywhere and silverware clattering to the floor.

The table holding the cake split in half, depositing us on the floor, completely covered in frosting and fluffy goodness. I licked some off my finger. Yum! Supernats sure knew how to make delicious desserts.

I straddled the baddie, wiping enough cream off his face to see he was a goblin.

“Okay, you stinky jerkface. Why were you trying to take us out of the competition?”

“Your dancing sucks!” he spat. What?! That was it. It was one thing to try to kill me. But criticizing my sweet moves was going too far.

I spotted the elf girl from before. “Gorgeous elf lady! C’mere!” I dragged her down into the frosty mess. “I need your sweat!”

She looked at me, bewildered. What? Like she didn’t get that request all the time.

I squeezed some perspiration out of her golden locks. They splattered jerkface’s, well, face.

“Ahh!” he yelped. “Okay, okay, I’ll tell you.”

Yes! Elf sweat was the solution to everything.

“You will tell them nothing,” a voice boomed.

The crowd parted. And there stood the Goblin King.

He was taller and wider than most goblins. He wore a three-piece suit with a top hat adorning his grayish-green head and carried a walking stick.

He also exuded authority. The crowd fell into a hush as soon as he spoke.

His cane click-clacked against the floor as he slowly approached me and the cake goblin.

Ned landed beside me, ready for action. I smiled at him, grateful for his support.

Head Gobby towered over me.

I proffered a handful of confection. “Hi, Sir Goblin King. Would you like some cake?”

His eyes narrowed as they flicked between me and the mess in my palm.

“Oh, um, cake’s not your thing? Okay!” I shoved it in my mouth. Sooo good!

“What are you doing to my minion?” His voice brooked no shenanigans. Unfortunately, shenanigans were my specialty.

“Your stupid minion just tried to kill us. Admit it, you were trying to take us out because you were afraid we would win. You’ve been trying to rig the whole competition!” I finished with a dramatic accusatory finger jab like I was a prosecutor on Law & Order: Supernat Squadron. Frosting flung off my hand onto the king’s suit.

The crowd gasped. Though I wasn’t sure if it was at my accusation or the fact that I had soiled his fancy clothes.

I smiled sheepishly, wondering if I was about to be carted off to the goblin dungeon.

“Your claims are meaningless, human.”

Ohhh shit. “Wh… what? I’m not some stinky human. I’m a super-cool vampire. See?”

I exhibited my fake fangs. And he promptly ripped them right out of my mouth.

“Son of a bitch!” Fuck, that hurt!

A collective gasp echoed through the hall. I hopped to my feet, glancing around nervously. I was so screwed.

“Do you know the penalty for violating the sanctity of the Monster Mash?” he asked.

“No! Why does everyone think I know these things?”

Ned stepped in front of me. “Your Majesty, I have no quarrel with you, but I cannot let you harm my partner.”

I sighed. Aw, Ned. He was getting the biggest hug ever after this. Assuming we survived.

“You dare defy the Goblin King?”

I scooted next to Ned. “Yeah, we dare! And stop talking about yourself in the third person.”

The royal goblin glared at me. I thought laser beams were about to shoot from his eyes.

A flash of blue and the scent of spring overloaded my senses. I blinked and Kaly stood before us, hands on her hips, staring up at the king.

“Don’t you dare hurt Elena. She’s super-sweet and smart and really cute!”

Okay, it was official. I was totally smitten with this girl.

“She has no business being here,” Chief Gobster retorted.

“I hired her and Ned to figure out who was being a big cheating meanie. I can’t believe it’s you.”

I couldn’t believe the Goblin King was letting a tiny nymph talk back to him. Kaly was so brave!

He stared at her. Then sighed, his shoulders hunching. “I did it to make sure you would win.”

Kaly stomped her foot. “Daaad! Why do you always have to be such a poop head? I want to win on my own.”

Dad? Ohhh fuck. How the heck was a big grouch like the Goblin King the father of such a beautiful and super-sweet naiad like Kaly?

“I’m sorry, jellybean. I just want you to be happy.”

“I’ll be happy if you butt out, stinky breath!”

I suppressed a giggle. She sounded like an angsty teen, even though she was probably way older than me. Nymphs lived very long lives though looked eternally young. Not a bad gig.

The Goblin King looked away, stung by her words. She immediately hugged him. “Ah! I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean it. Your breath isn’t stinky at all. Well, sometimes it is, but I still love you!”

He embraced her, patting her delicate head. “I love you too, jellybean.”

I clutched Ned’s arm. “Aw, isn’t it sweet?”

“You realize he was just about to severely punish you.”

“Well, yeah, but now everything’s cool.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” the gushy goblin intoned.

Crap. I thought I was going to get away scot-free. “Haha, let’s just chalk this up to me being a weird, zany human and call it a day, okay?”

“It is true,” Ned added. “She’s the weirdest human I’ve ever met.”

I wrinkled my nose at him. But in this case, maybe my weirdness would help.

“I will let you go unpunished,” the Goblin King announced.

I jumped up and down. “Yes! You are so wise and benevolent, Kingster.”

“However,” he continued. “You must come dance for me every week for the next two months.”

“Hey! I’m not a stripper!”

Ned elbowed me. “He means you and I will ballroom dance for him.”

“Ohhh. That’s totally different. Sure thing! Will we get paid? Ow!”

I received another gargoyle elbow. “We would be honored, your Majesty.” Ned bowed, yanking me down to imitate his gesture. Okay, fine, I guess we could put on free performances. Especially if it meant my cute human butt wasn’t thrown in supernat jail. Plus, I’d get to see Kaly every week. That alone was worth it.

“Now, let us continue the Monster Mash!” the Goblin King proclaimed.

Ned and I watched the fantastic displays on the dance floor, impressed by how talented all the different creatures were. We were disqualified because I was a human. Which was totally stupid and unfair. I was going to write several strongly-worded e-mails. After a romp in the supernatural hay with Kaly.

Speaking of, she and her lady gnome dance partner got second place. And with no interference from King Gobby. The lovely elf lass and her sasquatch buddy scored first. They were really amazing, so they deserved it. I mean, Ned and I totally deserved it, but, you know, stupid supernat rules.

The most important thing was we had solved another case. We were the most amazing detective agency in town. And now I needed to reap the rewards.




***




“Uhhh, Kaly, not so hard,” I groaned.

“Oh, I’m sorry Elena, am I not using the right technique?”

I panted, sweat running down my body. “N… no, you’re amazing. Can… can you just go a little slower?”

“Sure thing, sweetie!”

“Ohhh yeah, that’s the spot!”

The door crashed open. Ned stalked in, his mouth agape. “What in the underworld is going on?”

Kaly and I stopped our gyrating, glancing at him.

“Um, what does it look like?” I replied.

I turned to face him, dressed as my favorite Chibibibi character. Kaly wore a costume of one of the other cute critters. We were in mid-hip bump, practicing the famous Chibibibi Cha Cha.

“I don’t want to know,” Ned huffed.

“Ooh, did you remember the extra soy sauce?”

He sighed. “I’ll be right back.”

As soon as the door closed, Kaly clutched me. “Now can we have super-fun kinky sex?”

“Oh my God, yes! But really fast before Ned gets back.”

“Yay!!”

She threw me onto the desk and leaped on top of me, ripping my clothes off.

Fuck. Nymphs were the best.


The Case of the Stolen Chibibibis

I lounged on the couch, watching my favorite vampire soap opera, One Bite to Give, and spilling potato chip crumbs all over the floor.

“C’mon, sink those sexy fangs into her!” I yelled at the TV. The show had been teasing a Juliana/Kaia hookup forever, and I needed some hot illicit vampire-on-werewolf action!

A rumbling shook the apartment. Most people would have thought it was an earthquake. I knew it was merely my gargoyle buddy awakening from his stone state.

Chunks of rock mixed with the chips on the floor, creating a huge mess. We really needed to hire a good pixie cleaning crew.

“What in the underworld?” Ned grumbled. “Elenaaaa…”

I waved my hand at him, eyes glued to the screen. “Shush, Ned. Jules is about to suck Kaia’s blood!”

I leaned forward, almost toppling off the couch. The long pointy fangs approached creamy skin.

And then the video froze, the pause button blinking onto the screen.

“Ned!” I jumped up, shoving my finger in his face. “This is the best part!”

He pulled a pair of panties off his nose and handed them to me. “Would you please stop drying your clothes on me?”

He tossed a couple of shirts, bras, and a pair of jeans onto the couch.

“My dryer’s broken. And you’re a statue for like twelve hours a day. You might as well be useful.”

“I do not need your undergarments on my face.”

“Most people would love my undergarments on their face.”

He sighed. “I’ll get the broom.” I could always get him to shut-up by talking about my sexual exploits.

I plopped onto the couch, ready to resume the most epic bite in history.

Just before I was about to hit play, some extremely rude person rapped on our door. What the heck did a girl have to do to watch pseudo-erotic shifter soaps in peace?

I flew across the room and yanked open the door. “What the hell do you want?”

“Well a top o’ the morning to you too,” a familiar Irish lilt greeted me.

“Larry!” I yanked our new leprechaun friend inside. “I’m sorry, I was just in the middle of watching the latest One Bite to Give.”

“Oh, I watched that this morning. I couldn’t believe that… mrmph.”

I clamped his mouth shut. “Larry, don’t you dare spoil a single second for me.”

“Okay, okay. Sheesh, yer touchy. And why are yer delicates all strewn about? Didn’t Ned say ye couldn’t have any more orgies in here?”

“I’m not having any orgies!” I replied, scooping up my bras and panties and shoving them in a desk drawer.

Ned harrumphed.

“Okayyy, so it happened one time. You don’t say no when a succubus invites you to a group fuckfest.”

“Larry Leprechaun, does your visit have a purpose?” Ned always changed the subject when people talked about orgies.

“Oh yes! The most terrible thing has happened. Someone has stolen me entire Chibibibi collection!”

“What?!!!” I seized him by his shoulders. “This most heinous crime will not stand. Never has a more evil criminal existed than the one who stole your precious Chibibibis!”

My gargoyle partner rolled his eyes. Apparently, he had a different definition of a heinous crime.

“Ned, fly us to Larry’s place immediately!”

He folded his arms and frowned.

I bolted over to him and gave him one of my patented Elena Super-Hugs! “C’mon, pretty please. You know how important they are to me and Larry. I promise I won’t dry my laundry on you anymore if you help.”

He let out a long sigh. “Very well.”

“Yes!” I leaped into his arms and pecked him on the cheek. “You’re the best, Ned. Now sweep me off my feet, you handsome hunk of rock.”

He grunted and stomped to the large window that let in the moonlight. We had it adjusted so he could fit through. In our line of work, a quick entrance or exit sometimes meant the difference between life and death.

“Larry Leprechaun, are you coming?” Ned glanced back at our diminutive friend.

“Don’t worry, it’s totally safe,” I said. “Ned is an expert at flying.” A smile escaped my partner’s lips. Ha, I could always get to the chewy center of his gruff exterior.

Larry clambered on his back while I draped my arms around Ned’s powerful neck.

“Hang on,” he ordered, just before launching himself out the window.

My stomach rose to my throat at the initial drop, like I was on one of those free-fall rides. Then Ned’s muscular wings began their work, and we rose into the air.

I flicked my dark brown hair, letting the wind whip it behind me. “Woohoo!” I loved flying with Ned. It was the most exhilarating thing I had ever done. Maybe even more than that succubus orgy. And that was saying something.

Larry wasn’t enjoying it as much. His eyes were closed, his fingers digging into Ned’s tough flesh. Well, flying Gargoyle Airlines did take some getting used to.

I gazed at the full moon, feeling completely safe in Ned’s strong arms. “This is pretty romantic.”

“Elena, we are not having sex.”

“What? Who said anything about having sex? Geez, what a nympho. But, seriously, is it bigger when you’re in this form or when you’re hard as a rock?”

“Do you want me to drop you?”

“You would never. You’d miss me too much.”

“Mmm,” he grunted, which was his way of saying he wouldn’t know what to do without me. “Just enjoy the view.”

After a short flight with no beverage service, Ned deposited us on the roof of Larry’s building, and we scurried downstairs to the leprechaun’s pad.

I kicked the door open and dramatically rushed into the room.

“Sheesh, lass, I had the key. Why’d ye have to go breaking me door?”

Oops. “Um, sorry Larry. I just got fired up about your Chibibibis.” I gazed at his gleaming, emerald display case, which once housed hundreds of cute critters but now was barren.

I choked back the tears, imagining what I would feel like if someone had stolen my most precious collectibles.

I fell to my knees and embraced my unlucky friend. “Oh Larry, it’s so terrible.”

He clutched me and cried. Soon we were both crying, wailing about the injustice of the world and why people couldn’t just enjoy their Chibibibis in peace.

Ned cleared his throat. “Are you two quite done?”

“Ned! This is emotional stuff.”

“The sooner we look for clues, the sooner the likelihood of retrieving the stolen goods.”

I jumped up. “Right! Larry, tell us everything.”

He scratched his head. “Not really much to tell, truth be told. When I got home earlier today, all me darlings were gone. The door was locked, so I’m not sure how they got in.”

Hmm. We could ask the landlord to look at the security footage, but that would likely be futile. There were only cameras in the lobby and the exterior of the building. And even if there was surveillance on Larry’s floor, not all species would show up on it. A hot vamp like Cassia could pass totally undetected. Okay, any vampire would pass undetected. Their hotness level really didn’t affect that. But it did affect how much I was willing to let them bite me.

“Elena,” Ned called from across the room.

Larry and I rushed over to the window he was examining.

“Ooh, did you find a clue? You know how much I love clues!”

“I’m well aware. And, yes, take a look at this.”

I peered at the windowsill. Oh shit, was that…

I whipped out my magnifying glass. Yeah, I know, it’s old school, but you can’t really call yourself a detective without one.

The specimen on the window came into focus: a piece of scaly skin.

I jerked upward, gazing wide-eyed at Ned. “Dragon!”

“It would appear so. And would explain how it easily entered.”

You might be wondering how a dragon could fit through a tiny window. The scaly beasts could transform into humanoid form, which was handy when interacting with other creatures or when they didn’t want people hounding them about the pile of gold they were supposedly guarding. But they often shed some of their skin when going through their metamorphosis. Ned’s keen gargoyle eyesight was really handy.

“Sheesh,” Larry moaned. “First the Goblin King is after me, now dragons. I can’t win.”

I patted the leprechaun’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. We’ll protect you!”

Ned raised his bushy eyebrow at me. “You realize how dangerous dragons are?”

“C’mon, think how cool the headline will be: Elena and Ned – Dragon Slaying Detectives!”

“More like Burnt to a Crisp Detectives.”

“Don’t be so negative. We’ll probably only get lightly singed.”

“But how is knowing it’s a dragon going to help?” Larry inquired. “There’s a decent number of them in the city.”

I twirled my magnifying class and thrust it above me. “Don’t worry, I know exactly who we should go see!”

“Not more vampires,” Ned grumbled.

“No vamps this time. Though we could swing by The Temptress, so I can donate some blood.”

“Absolutely not.”

“Aw, c’mon Ned. It’s for a good cause.”

He crossed his arms and muttered some unpleasantries about vampires. Apparently, he didn’t think letting Cass suck my tasty blood was as noble as giving to the Red Cross. What a weirdo.

I took his and Larry’s hands, yanking them along. “Let’s go see a man about some Chibibibis!”


***


The Moon Market was one of my favorite places: it had the most eclectic goods in the city. If you needed something seemingly impossible to get, there was a good chance one of the market’s denizens could procure it. For the right price, of course.

I eyed a sexy witch’s wares as we negotiated the stalls. “Ooh Ned, they have magic maca.”

“Elena, is that relevant to the case?”

“It’s relevant to you getting laid. It’s supposed to boost gargoyle libido.”

“Gargoyles don’t need any help getting hard.”

I groaned. “Ned! Would you please come up with some new puns?”

“I’ll make it a top priority after we’re dismembered by the dragon.”

“Excellent!” I replied, ignoring his sarcasm.

I spotted a run-down stall: it looked like a tornado had blown through, dumping the most bizarre collection of bric-a-brac imaginable. But it was also the best place to score a rare find. And get information.

“What’s up, D?” I greeted the proprietor.

“Hola, amiga,” Diego replied warmly. “How are my two favorite detectives doing?”

“Fantastic! I fucked a nymph!”

“Another orgy, eh?”

Ned and Larry snickered on either side of me.

“It wasn’t an orgy! Why does everyone think I’m constantly having those?”

Ned got his guffawing under control. “Indeed, it is quite ridiculous to assume that based on your garment-less adventures.”

I stuck my tongue out at him. “Oh sure, today you decide to be full of jokes.”

“Gargoyles can be excellent comedians.”

I rolled my eyes. That’s what I wanted to see: the Gargoyle Comedy Hour.

Larry tugged at my shirt. “Lass, not that I don’t love hearing about yer sex parties, but can we focus on me lovelies?”

“Right! Of course.” I leaned in close to Diego. “Has anyone tried to sell you a big batch of Chibibibis within the last 24 hours?”

“C’mon, chula, you know I always give you the heads-up when I get any.”

“Yes! You’re the best. But our friend here had his entire collection stolen.”

“Man, what a bummer. There’s actually been a rash of Chibibibi thefts recently.”

Ned and I glanced



























































































































































































































































