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Red.  

There was red everywhere.  

Broken shards of glass.

Crimson hearts pressed up against my feet.

"Maggie?  Are you all right?" Father Killarney shouted from below.  

Fluttering.

"Yes!" I called back.  

So much red.

I breathed deep.  "I dropped the box."

My name is Maggie MacKay.  I'm a magical tracker.  Usually, I use my muscles to take down the bad guys.  Vampires, demons, and assholes who insist on standing right up against the baggage carousel at the airport instead of taking a step back so everyone can get their stuff without having to throw an elbow to get through.  

But this time, I was being forced to use my brute strength to wrestle a far more frightening foe – Valentine's Day decorations for Father Killarney's Safe and Sane Valentine's Day Dance Mixer for the church's school and youth group.  

I think Dante really missed a trick not covering this particular level of hell in his Inferno.

I had just dropped a box full of glitter hearts, red candle holders, and tissue paper centerpieces all over the church's attic storeroom.  I know what you're thinking.  Grab a vacuum and clean it up, Maggie.  But the only way up or down was via an aluminum ladder Father Killarney usually kept out with the spiders in the gardening shed.  I contemplated impaling myself with the silver stake my twin sister, Mindy, got me from Things Remembered against trying to sweep up the glitter.  It was kind of a tossup at this point.

"Oh, Maggie..." Father Killarney's head popped up through the attic opening like a stern gopher surveying a macabre field.  "What happened?"

"I'm sorry," I replied, trying to keep the defensive, self-victimization whine out of my voice, the whine that always seemed to appear whenever Father Killarney caught me screwing up.  "The box just slipped out of my fingers."

Father Killarney sighed.  Exhausted, like I had put him through soooo much, he waved away my apology.  "It's fine.  I'll get you a broom.  It is just some vases and heart-shaped glitter."  This time he pulled out the heavy disappointed sigh.  Oh, I was in for it.  "Why did you have to spill the glitter?  It will be getting into everything until kingdom come.  I'm able to clear out demons easier than glitter."

"Maybe someone else should help," I offered, hoping I had messed things up enough he'd let me go home and get caught up on MGTV's Fixer Scupper marathon.  There was this design team that refurbished haunted ghost boats.  They'd kick out the cranky spirits and close up the open hull plans, slap some paint on the figureheads, and their designs always involved a lot of ship lath.  It was strangely addicting.

Father Killarney wasn't letting me off the hook.

"Maggie?" said Father Killarney.  "I have saved the world for you how many times?  You owe me.  You OWE me.  You are going to help me save this dance."

I sighed.  The priest had me dead to rights.  

The Valentine's dance was THE annual event in the parish, and one of the biggest fundraisers for the teens.  I think they used the money to go to a water park or something in the middle of summer, which is about as close as anyone can get to heaven when you live in SoCal without A/C.  Usually, this dance was headed up by youth coordinator, dark force exterminator, and all around general badass Sister Magdalena, but said Sister of Steel had been knocked flat by the flu.

Looking at all the flowery expressions of love kind of made me want to throw up, too.

"I'll see what Pipistrelle is up to," I replied, grabbing an undamaged box to hand to Father Killarney, thinking maybe I could distract him with all the work still left to do.  "He loves cleaning up glitter."  The priest wasn't buying what I was selling and he gave me the stink eye as he climbed down.  I took another box for myself and followed him.  "No, really!  He loves it!  It is his favorite thing!  You want me to deprive Pipistrelle the pleasure of wet mopping an attic?  That's just cruel, Father Killarney."

Father Killarney threw me another look over his shoulder, which suggested what lazy people who, in his opinion, were shirking on their job could do with a wet mop. 

"Judge not lest ye be judged!" I shouted at him as he opened up the doors to the gymnasium.

Fortunately, our non-verbal guilt trip was delayed by the sight of that before our eyes.

"Mary, Mother of God!" Father Killarney exclaimed, almost dropping his own box.

The room was covered with crepe paper.  Like, wallpapered in crepe paper.  I've never seen so much crepe paper in my entire life.  It twisted and climbed up the walls.  It tented up to the twenty-foot ceiling.  It draped and snaked from one corner of the room to the next.

After a stunned silence, Father Killarney gulped.  "I see Pipistrelle was placed in charge of the crepe paper," he stated.

Across the long end of the room was banquet tables filled with chocolate fountains and heart-shaped Peeps on skewers for dipping and topiary sculptures made of individually placed chocolates and mountains of conversation hearts.

"He was in charge of the refreshments, too," remarked Father Killarney.

We stood, the sound of the bubbling chocolate drifted across the room.

"I think he had some ideas about balloon sculptures," I mentioned.  

"Ah."

"Would you like me to have him go clean up the glitter instead?"

"PLEASE ask him to clean up the glitter instead," replied Father Killarney.  He looked up at the ceiling and dare I say there was a touch of fear in his eyes.  "Never mind the fact we have enough food to stop world hunger, if the tape from that crepe paper fails, we'll all be smothered like the Roses of Heliogabalus."

"Huh?" I asked.

"Roman emperor who buried his party guests in rose petals.  It's a painting by Sir Alma-Tadema.  It doesn't matter.  Get Pipistrelle off the decorating committee and focused on cleaning up that glitter!"  Father Killarney's voice became hushed.  "And quickly, before he decorates again..."

"And you thought I had screwed up and broken all that stuff for no reason," I replied smugly as I sauntered into the room.  "Everything is in diviiiiine order in the universe."

Father Killarney looked like he was just about ready to lose his faith.

Killian was over by what I think was once an almost solid wall of windows before Pipistrelle's handiwork.  He was filling up balloons from a large helium tank.  

Now, Killian's my partner at M&K Tracking.  He's a wood elf from the Other Side and pretty enough that I’m sure his mailbox was overflowing with Valentines.  And he wasn't above throwing out a little glamour to draw attention to his best assets.  Emphasis on the "ass".  The elf did love his tights.  Today's selection was a candy apple red number beneath a white velvet tunic Pipistrelle had appliquéd with cupids and hearts.

He tossed his long, blond curls behind his pointy ears as he noticed us enter.  Elves naturally look like someone is following them around with a gawddamned wind machine and perfect lighting.

But on the "All This And Brains, Too!" topic, he also happened to be a pretty good partner.  Don't ever tell him I told you that.  But he never shirked from staking a vampire or chasing down a ghoul, or chilling on my couch with some Hexflix and beer when I was in a mood so foul, most friends would have performed an exorcism.

"How many trees did Pipistrelle kill, Killian?" I asked, motioning at all the streamers.  "You couldn't have reined in the brownie a bit?"

Killian finished filling up the balloon in his hand.  Or rather, inhaling the helium out of the balloon.

"Listen to me, Maggie!" said Killian in a high, squeaky voice.  "I sound just like Pipistrelle!"

I realized that Killian was 100% on board with the lavish excesses.  I put down my box.

"Stop huffing the balloons, Killian.  You'll give yourself brain damage!"  I stopped motioning to the decorations and started to do a full-on finger point.  "Or maybe you've already lost your mind, because, seriously?  You know we have to clean all this up afterward, right?  We're going to personally fill up the entire Sunshine Canyon Landfill."

Father Killarney gently rested his hand upon mine.  "I think it looks quite festive," he remarked with a peace and calm to rival any saint.  "You fair folk have put forth so much effort to bring joy to our youth.  This is truly greater than anything we've ever had grace our gymnasium.  Thank you, Killian."  Father Killarney turned and muttered to me,  "I'll be in the rectory ordering an extra dumpster and figuring out if I need to refinance the church to cover the decoration budget."  He gave Killian another 'everything is just fine' wave before turning back to me.  "I may also be emptying out any half-filled whiskey bottles I have in my desk."

I raised my eyebrow.

"Just to make sure that we utilize all the space in the dumpster," he explained.

"You're such a forward thinker," I complimented.

Father Killarney gave Killian another stiff smile and shuffled out of the room.

I folded my arms and looked at Killian.  The elf was oblivious.

"Isn't St. Valentine's Day a wondrous holiday, Maggie?" Killian asked, his eyes big and bright as he tried to tie a knot in a balloon that was not cooperating.  "A celebration of the most divine of all human emotions—"

"Rage?"

"No—"

"Fury?"

"No—"

"Stabby feelings?"

"MAGGIE!" Killian said, shaking his half-deflated balloon at me.  "Why are you so resistant to the expression of love?"

I waved around the gymnasium.  "This is not love.  This is a gross of crepe paper looming over two hundred gross, smelly teenagers flop sweating their way through a dance party."

"Flop sweat?"

"It's when you sweat because you're terrified and it smells really, really bad."

"So... every day with you?"

From a table centerpiece, I picked up the plush, purple gorilla holding an embroidered sign which read "I wuv u dis much" and chucked it at Killian's head.  "Let's just get this over with so I can go home and enjoy my stabby feelings."

We were interrupted by a proud little cough, the kind of cough that a polite someone makes when they really want you to stop whatever it is you are doing and pay attention.  I knew that squeaky little cough, and it was with fear and trepidation that I turned around.  

At the far end of the gymnasium was an old stage with faded, gold curtains.  I think the school used it for choir practice and graduations.  With great imaginary fanfare in his head, Pipistrelle floated out into the center of the proscenium arch.  Clutched in his two fists were wads of curling ribbon, and said wads of curling ribbon were attached to so many helium balloons, it made Up look like a three-day-old balloon bouquet left over from a child's party.  Pipistrelle was singing a wandering tune that, I'm sure, had full orchestration going in his mind.  It might have been the theme to Superman.  He was adding some harmonies that were throwing me off.  He had managed almost perfect neutral buoyancy.  He slowly landed and then took a mighty leap off of the stage and into the gymnasium, and the balloons carried him aloft.  

"I'm flying!" he exclaimed, pedaling his legs in slow motion.

I ran over before he decided to launch himself too high and we got a PSA in how "overhead halogen light bulbs and balloons don't mix."

"Hey, little guy!" I said, trying to look delighted.  I grabbed him by the heel before he could get too high overhead.  "You most certainly are!  Let me give you a hand with all of that."

I lowered him to the ground and grabbed
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