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Chapter 1 - Aiden


Just Call Me Shakespeare





Monday, 21 February 2022, 10:50 AM
(Headquarters of the KPOC – Keepers of the Peace and Order of Chroniclers, Phoenix Park, Dublin)

For a few moments on this particular Monday morning, the world wasn’t on the brink of chaos or oblivion. 

No trolls were threatening to enact ancient fees for crossing the Mellows Bridge. No mermaids with rudder wounds had washed up on Portmarnock Beach. None of the Ossory wolves were terrorizing the deer - or tourists - in Phoenix Park. No jealous witches had tried to set anyone on fire…for now.

Detective Aiden Moss settled back into his comfortable wingback chair, glancing through the open door of the office. The Dublin Headquarters of the Keepers of the Peace and Order of Chroniclers, the monitors of the boundaries and interactions between the Outside world and the supernatural, was - dare he say it - almost tranquil.

The dragon took advantage of the precious minutes of peace in the office to browse the latest on the FiveCourtsDaily website. The online periodical of the supernatural world offered news, Classifieds, society pages and even a daily horoscope, but today he was only interested in one section.

Aiden read the most recent article on the “Plates and Pints” page, letting his mind wander slightly. He loved a good pastry, and a cup of coffee. Something about the warm, earthy smell…

“What are you smiling about?” Torloch Doyle asked, breaking the spell as he walked in the door to their shared office in the Investigations Department.

The gargoyle stood at a muscular six feet, with brown hair and brown eyes, and a baby face girls loved to swoon over. He wore his customary black ensemble, doc martens, and his hair needed both a trim and a brush.

Aiden turned his computer screen around, and showed his partner the announcement about the Hound & Hare café.

“A new menu,” Torloch’s eyes lit up. “Of course we have to try it. It’s about lunch time now, isn't it?” He wiggled his eyebrows. “A perfect time to check it out?”

“It’s just after breakfast, and I do have to wrap up these reports,” Aiden said, gesturing at the papers on his desk. “Unless you want to do them?”

“Why would you ask that?” Torloch said.

“I thought the promise of-” the dragon checked the article, “a fresh baked spiced apple and heather scone would entice you to do some work.”

“I have been doing work, I don’t need to do more work,” the gargoyle replied, settling down behind his desk, and rummaging through his drawers. He glanced up at his partner with a smirk. “And they’ll have fresh scones whenever we arrive.”

Aiden shrugged one shoulder. “What are you doing, anyway?” the dragon asked.

“I had to do a check of the Menagerie,” the gargoyle said. “And before you ask, yes, there was something strange that needed checking out.”

“Really?” Aiden pressed his lips together, certain he was about to catch Torloch in a story that was as elaborate as it was untrue. “And you learned of this before or after you decided you were going to visit?”

“In the grand scheme of things, does that really matter?” Torloch said with a careless wave.

“Um, yes?” the dragon replied.

“Agree to disagree,” the gargoyle said, opening the packet of Jacob's Kimberley biscuits, and began munching through them.

“Well?” Aiden prompted.

Torloch paused in his biscuit demolition and frowned. “Well, what?”

“The strange occurrence?”

“Oh! Poor Imogen was out in the War Memorial Gardens, walking the pair of golden retrievers that got cau-”

“Why was she all the way out there?” Aiden interrupted. “We’re in the middle of a park, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“I think we’ve all noticed that one, Detective,” the gargoyle said. “Something about cats making the dogs unmanageable.”

“I see,” the dragon nodded.

“So anyway, she’s walking the dogs in the War Memorial Gardens-”

“On the lead, I hope? And not in the Rose Garden?”

“Feck, A, you’re about as useful as a chocolate teapot in telling a good story,” Torloch grumbled. “She knows the rules. She was also fully clothed, so we won’t have to deal with any indecent exposure citations, in case you were worried about that.”

“Sorry, sorry,” Aiden held his hands up in surrender. “Sorry. Please, continue.”

“She was giving the dogs that got caught up in that mess from Kilkenny a morning walk,” Torloch explained, “and she was overcome with a fit of sneezes and scratchy throat. She’s devastated that she might be allergic to the dogs.”

“Could it be what occurred in Kilkenny?” Aiden asked, quick to notice the alternative explanation. “I heard it was quite a mess. She’s never been sensitive to animals before, and there were some more-than-questionable ingredients they found there.”

“They’re checking her out at the infirmary, and I have my fingers crossed for her,” the gargoyle said.

“I’m sure that’s as good as a cure,” the dragon replied.

A balled up wrapper bounced off Aiden’s shoulder, and he glared at his partner. “You could have offered me one.”

“You don’t even like those biscuits.”

“You still could have offered.”

Torloch gave a grumbling sigh, and sat heavily in his chair, swinging slightly back and forth as the dragon began paging through the half-finished reports on his desk.

The sound of a hand coming down on the table drew Aiden’s attention, and he looked up to see the gargoyle grinning at him again. “Oh! Guess who I saw on the way up?”

The dragon didn’t need to be a Detective First Class to deduce from the tone of voice alone exactly who the gargoyle meant, and Torloch’s delighted expression only confirmed his suspicion. The gargoyle knew he was being over-the-top obvious, but the dragon refused to give him the time of day.

“Was it O'Halloran?” Aiden mused, licking his finger and carefully peeling away the next page on the report. “Because he still owes me ten euro from the match last weekend. As do you, if memory serves.”

“It was not,” Torloch said, conveniently neglecting to acknowledge the second part.

“Was it the delivery boy from the Rolling Donut?” Aiden guessed again.

The gargoyle frowned. “I honestly can’t tell if you’re serious and just thick, or you’re taking the piss.”

Aiden tried to remind himself the gargoyle’s heart was in the right place, and being annoying was just a side effect of his good intentions, and genuine desire to help. The corner of his mouth twitched up.

“Helnoying.”

“What?” the gargoyle tilted his head in question.

“Helnoying,” Aiden repeated, savoring the taste of the word.

“That’s either a new band, or some weird curse word you got from an old tome,” Torloch said. “Or you’ve completely lost it, which isn’t completely out of the question.”

“When someone is being so helpful they cross over to the realm of being utterly annoying,” Aiden explained. “Helnoying.”

“Was that supposed to be funny?” the gargoyle asked, crossing his arms.

“I just invented a new word, something I would never joke about,” Aided said and grinned. “Just call me Shakespeare.”

“It’s just as well Claudine didn’t run into you this morning, she might never look at you again,” Torloch said. “And I wouldn’t insult Shakespeare by likening his genius to you.”

“A little known fact about Shakespeare that almost no one knows,” a chipper, borderline-hyper voice announced from the door. “Oh - can I come in?”

“If we say no, will you go away?” the gargoyle replied, rolling his eyes at Aiden.

“A little known fact is generally regarded as one that almost no one knows, Rudy,” the dragon added. “l mean, Garvan. I mean…” The dragon paused, looking the faery up and down, noting the bright court colors on his overly ruffled and laced tunic and leggings, and the official circlet on his forehead. “Who are you supposed to be today?”

“Prince Ruaidhrí Mac Ríona, first and only son of Queen Mab Aoibheann Éabha of the Unseelie Court, Befriender of Unicorns, Blesser of the Cnoc na Temair, and Granter of Wishes When Captured With Salt or Iron,” the faery said with a complicated flourish. “You may address me as such.”

“Yeah, I will in me hole,” the gargoyle said flatly.

“I’ll tell you Shakespeare’s secret,” Rudy said in a wheedling tone, but Torloch only raised his brows and pressed his lips together.

The faery sighed and turned to Aiden with a hopeful expression.

“Okay, I’ll bite, Prince Ruaidhrí befriender of unicorns and all that,” Aiden said. “What’s his secret?”

Rudy looked put out for only a moment before beaming. “He received a boon from none other than Queen Mab herself.”

“Are you sure?” Aiden frowned.

“Please,” Rudy gave a world-weary sigh. “You think he had the mental power to write A Midsummer's Night Dream all by himself? He was all about angsty princes, and skulls, and calling people rude names…”

“Sounds like you two would have gotten on famously,” Torloch said with a grin.

Rudy glared at him. “You know the contract he signed in blood is on display in the KPOC Museum on his birthday?”

“I’ll have to remember to take a look,” Aiden said while Torloch feigned a yawn.

“I can think of at least-” the gargoyle started to count on his fingers then gave up, “a million better things to do than that.”

“I thought Shakespeare was a genius, not to be slighted by unflattering comparisons?” Aiden asked.

“He is, but that doesn’t mean I want to go stare at his bloody signature for an hour with you,” Torloch snorted.

The dragon just shook his head and turned back to the faery. “Now, what are you doing here, if it pleases your majesty?”

“It does not,” Rudy said, putting his little nose in the air. “But duty calls.”

“I think you might be in the wrong place,” Torloch said kindly.

“Guys! I need help,” Rudy said in a pleading tone.

“What kind of help?” Aiden said.

“And will it get us into trouble?” Torloch asked.

“Of course not,” the faery said, making his eyes as big and sad as he could.

“I don’t believe him for a second,” the gargoyle said.

“Maybe we should just hear him out?” Aiden suggested.

“Fine, but if this goes south, it’s on your head,” Torloch said. “What’s the story?”

“It’s actually for a friend-”

“Rudy,” the gargoyle warned.

“No, really, it’s for a friend. She works at a café, waitressing, and…stuff, and she sort of has a problem. With a…theft…sort of,” the faery stammered.

“Was it a theft or not?” the dragon queried.

“I think she better tell you,” Rudy rubbed the sweat off his hands on his jacket. “I might get some of the details wrong. And the details are very important. You know that.” He directed this last at Aiden, who tried to look as noncommittal as possible.

“I take it this friend of yours isn’t here?” the dragon queried.

Rudy gave him an affronted stare. “I thought you were supposed to be smart and detectivey, figuring out things with…detection and stuff,” the faery said. “Of course she’s not here, she wanted this kept on the down-low.”

“So I’m supposed to deduce, from you waltzing in here in full Court Regalia, announcing yourself to the entire wing of the Investigations Department, that you wanted to keep things under wraps?” the dragon said with an unimpressed snort. “I see.”

“I had to come in the front door,” Rudy complained. “The wards won’t let me just pop in under the radar like.”

“Hasn’t stopped you before,” Torloch noted.

“Yeah, but that really hurts,” the Unseelie prince said. “Are you going to come or not?”

“Lead the way,” the gargoyle jumped up in a flash, ready as always for any excuse to leave the confines of the office.

Aiden didn’t move. “As I recall, if this goes south it’s on my head, so I’ll be staying right here and finishing these reports. It’s now on your head, my friend, so have fun with that.”

Torloch spun Rudy around, putting his arm around the shorter faery’s shoulders, making him look like a teenager, rather than the ancient prince of the Otherworld that he was. “Can you honestly say no to this face?”

“Honestly?” the dragon said, raising his eyebrows.

“Please, Aiden,” the faery screwed up his face like he was about to cry, and the dragon thought he actually might start.

“Okay, don’t make a scene,” he said, standing up and grabbing his jacket from behind the door, through force of habit rather than any need for warm clothing to combat the cold. “I’m coming, I’m coming.”

The dragon, the gargoyle, and the faery walked through the halls of the Dublin Headquarters of the KPOC. Aiden wanted to ask Rudy for more details, but they kept running into employees busily going about their tasks in the hall - first an ogre with a huge stack of files, then a wizard with a glass cage full of blinking pixies and one very irritated tortoise, and shortly after that a troupe of gnomes staggered past carrying a crate that rattled every few steps - so the dragon held his tongue.

They got into the elevator with a witch in a pink dress and a druidess with a bracelet of silver leaves.

“I ran into Allworth in the cafeteria, he was not having a good day,” the witch was saying in a low voice. “Apparently he was trying to get to the counter to post his package, but he couldn’t for twenty minutes, no explanation.”

“You know Allworth,” her companion said with a bored sigh, fiddling with her bracelet. “He’s always making a mountain out of nothing.”

“He said it was like his feet were glued to the floor,” the witch continued. “He’s now doubly sure that he has an angry poltergeist stalking him.”

The elevator doors opened, and they all filed out.

“It could be something,” the Druidess replied, though she still sounded less than convinced. “Did you tell him to check with-”

The conversation faded as the pair walked down the hallway to their office, and the dragon, gargoyle and faery turned down the other way.

“How did a waitress get you on a lead?” Aiden asked as they headed down the hall to the back entrance towards the car park.

“Lost a bet,” Rudy said, looking uncomfortable.

Torloch’s eyes gleamed. “Spill. Spare no detail.”

“You can spare a few details,” the dragon countered. “The short version will be sufficient.”

“Spin the bottle.”

Aiden shook his head. “What were you doing playing that game?” The only similarity to the human game was the bottle that was spun. In the Fae world, it was more a cross between Russian Roulette, Wheel of Fortune, and a deal with the devil.

“You could’ve lost the kingdom,” the gargoyle added, though he looked slightly less disapproving than the dragon.

“I’m not stupid,” Rudy said.

The dragon and gargoyle stared at him, until he looked away. “Okay, okay, okay. I’m not that stupid. I used protection.”

Torloch snickered.

“I mean a magical binding so I couldn’t agree to anything I shouldn’t,” the faery rolled his eyes. “And it was going well, but I did lose. And, uh…she doesn’t know I’m-”

He gestured down at his royal garb.

“So short? Don’t worry, your secret's safe with us,” the gargoyle winked.

“She doesn’t know I’m the Unseelie prince,” Rudy replied hotly. “And I could be taller. If I wanted.”

Torloch snickered. “Whatever you say, wingbite. Lead the way.”

They got into the gargoyle's car, Aiden in the passenger seat and Rudy in the back, and drove towards Chesterfield Avenue, making their way out of Phoenix Park. As they neared the roundabout, well beyond the wards protecting Headquarters, Rudy leaned forward and tapped Torloch’s shoulder.

“Stop here,” the faery instructed.

“Why?” the gargoyle asked, though he obliged and they rolled to a stop.

“Sorry guys, but she said she wanted to meet secretly,” the faery said, his tone not nearly apologetic enough for what he was about to do.

“Rudy, don’t you dare-” Torloch started to yell as Aiden felt the faery’s hand on his shoulder, but the Unseelie prince had already pulled them into and through the Faeways in a blink.

“Rudy, I hate it when you do that,” Torloch growled, giving himself his customary check to make sure all of him had made it through the magical tunnels. “My car is sitting in the middle of Phoenix Park, for Panthéa’s sake!”

“It will be fine for a few minutes,” the faery said. “I’ll have you back in no time.”

Aiden weaved slightly as he got his balance and then his bearing. Dragons were definitely not meant to go through Faeways. He looked around. They were in a garden, and a small man-made waterfall sang nearby. A blue heron watched three boys play in the shallow water, their bikes lying in the concrete path.

“What are we doing at Orwell Falls?” Aiden asked, looking at the faery, who had dropped the royal attire, and was now glamored, appearing as one Garvan Murphy - a short, dark haired man with a deceptively young face, and dark eyes that would sometimes flash purple in what could be a trick of the light - who was definitely not the Unseelie prince.

“Oh, you know it?” he said, his face falling slightly.

“Rudy, we’re five hundred years old, we’ve had enough time to find every park in the city nine times over,” the gargoyle said, still irritated.

“Why don’t we meet your friend, and get the scoop, and then get back to Torloch’s car?” Aiden suggested, trying to be the voice of peace and reason. “Where is she?”

Rudy beckoned them to follow, and led them to a bench overlooking the sports fields in Dartry Park nearby. A faery with pale blond hair that came just past her shoulders stood up, wringing her hands nervously as she watched them with eyes that were a startling shade of blue. She wore a green dress that was much too thin for the February weather. Faint white and green flowers were embroidered with glittering thread in the fabric and her glass slippers showed the subtle pink polish on her toenails.

“Detectives Aiden Moss and Loch Doyle, meet Fedelm Hinds,” Rudy said, coming to a stop next to the nervous faery.

“Garvan, you said-” Fedelm began in a soft voice.

“They’re alright,” Rudy promised.

“We’re alright,” Torloch confirmed, reaching out to shake her hand, and she smiled shyly at him, put somewhat at ease by his friendly manner.

“Can you tell us what happened?” Aiden asked in a gentle tone, as they settled on the bench, the faery girl between the dragon and the gargoyle.

Rudy entertained himself by blowing smoke rings in the grass nearby as Fedelm nodded, and took a moment to compose herself. She didn’t know what to do with her hands, and eventually she just clasped them tightly in her lap, her thumb playing over the intricately knotted string around her wrist.

“I work at the Hound & Hare,” Fedelm began.

“The café that just moved to a new location?” Aiden asked, and the faery nodded.

“It was a big event last weekend, and we’ve been really busy since,” she said.

“They have really good danishes,” Rudy noted. “Hey! You should make one in the shape of a skull, fill it with strawberry custard, call it The Hamlet, and have a sign that says ‘to eat, or not to eat, that is the question?’!”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Torloch said. “But isn’t the answer always ‘to eat’?”

“You’re right,” Rudy said, scrunching up his face.

“Can we keep on point here?” Aiden said, and turned back to the faery waitress with a kind smile.

“We serve both fae and Outsiders-” Fedelm glanced up at the detectives, and hurried to reassure them, “the café has all the papers and licenses in order, and have all the measures in place to make sure nothing goes amiss,” Fedelm continued, and counted off her fingers as she listed off the policies. “We don’t offer free samples, pay-it-forward, or even any specials, only standard pricing. The customer pays first, before we turn over their food order. We’re especially careful with Outsiders, and we even have wards that alert us when they leave, just so we can double-check everything is fine.”

It was a well-known fact that humans should never eat the food of the fae. It was only discovered much later that humans were also susceptible to binding agreements when consuming food prepared by fae hands. It seemed nature recognized some ancient, basic laws that try as they might, the supernatural world just couldn’t get around.

“That’s good,” Aiden nodded. “But something happened?”

“Yes, but I’m not sure what,” the distraught faery admitted. “I was distracted for half a moment by the steamer acting up, and didn’t see that her card was declined. She had taken her food and before I could get her payment she picked up a call, and after a second, she ran out of the café, leaving her order behind.”

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it?” Torloch asked.

The faery shook her head, and took a to-go box from her bag. She opened it. Inside, a large chocolate chip cookie with walnuts sat, still wrapped in a napkin.

One bite was taken from the edge.








  
  

[image: ]

Chapter 2 - Loch


There’s Been an Incident





Monday, 21 February 2022, 11:52 AM
(Daltrey Park, Dublin)

“Oh shite,” Loch whispered as he stared down at the cookie. He breathed in the scent of chocolatey goodness, sugar and butter. “I definitely need to get one of those.” 

“Right? Their stuff is so good!” Rudy practically shrieked in his ear. Loch held up a hand, placed it on the faery’s chest and pushed him away. “Boundaries, Rudy.”

“Whatever, you disrespectful hunk of rock.”

A heavy sigh distracted both them and Loch met Aiden’s eyes. He could almost see little fires igniting within. Loch gave a sheepish grin before redirecting his attention to the cute little faery, Fedelm.

“We’re going to have to track her down.”

Fedelm nodded. “I have her name from the credit card slip, but that’s it.” She handed a slip to Aiden, clearly the right choice for anything relating to paperwork. 

“Gráinne Begley,” Aiden read the name from the slip before asking gently. “Can you tell us what she looked like?”

“Yes, she’s tall but not so tall, several inches shorter than him,” she gestured toward Loch. “And she has pretty brown hair that was up in a bun on her head with a yellow clip. She wore classy beige trousers and a white blouse. Of course, that’s not helpful. I’m sure she’s changed by now.”

“Her eyes? Loch asked.

“Her eyes?” The faery looked confused. “Just two.”

“I mean the colour.”

“Oh! Of course, sorry I am a wreck over this. I’m not completely sure but I think they were brown.”

“Thank you, Fedelm,” Loch threw a mischievous glance at his partner.

Aiden kept himself composed in front of the present company, and handed Fedelm his KPOC business card. “If you think of anything else, it’s important you call me right away, day or night, okay?”

Taking the card, the faery pressed her lips together and nodded. “Please find her quickly. So many things could be unbalanced by this.”

Her tone and the choice of words caught Loch’s attention. She turned the twined bracelet around her wrist again, then seemed to notice what she was doing and her hands fell still. Something within his guardian nature stirred, and he wondered if the faery had more on her mind than she was letting on. It was a credit to her character that she was personally distressed, but a waitress wouldn’t be held liable for the mistake, at least not fully. 

“We understand, and we’ll look into it right away,” Aiden said, and only Loch, who had known the dragon for centuries, would be able to discern the concern beneath his calm exterior. “Thank you for bringing this to our attention.”

The faery nodded, and looked at Rudy with a grateful smile, then disappeared in a shower of musical green and yellow sparkles that smelled like flowers. The detectives turned away and started walking back toward the waterfall. Loch felt Rudy’s hand on his back and then once again, they were whisked through the Faeways landing with a thud in his car just as a cyclist was coming up. The tall man stopped and wrapped on the window.

“Everything fine?” the man asked when Loch lowered the glass and gave him a friendly, very innocent smile.

“Grand, sir, just grand.”

“Good then, coming up the street there, I saw you hadn’t moved.”

“No worries, just chatting a minute.”

The man waved and cycled off. Loch turned to yell at Rudy but the faery hadn’t followed them through.

“Arsehat,” he murmured to the empty backseat as he started the car moving forward. He told his phone to call Gordon O’Sullivan. Aiden’s brows raised and he gave an acknowledging dip of his head.

“O’Sullivan,” the human answered, sounding a bit preoccupied.

“Gordon, ye lil whip, got some time to check out a name and join us for a bite?”

There was some scrambling, a thump, and then the distinct sound of a door closing. “Detective! Good to hear from you. I’ve just had an early lunch at home but happy to check something out and meet up with you for a brief.”

“Excellent! I’ll text you the info.”

The Hound & Hare was delightful. A tidy little building with wide windows, white trim and a cheery yellow door, it sat on the side of the canal in view of a walking bridge. Swans drifted by, and the branches overhanging the outdoor eating space were enhanced with a subtle magic that made them turn different shades of green and gold, not obviously enough to draw attention, but just slightly to make you wonder if a ray of sun had come out from behind the clouds.

Loch knew he loved it from the time he stepped inside the door to the time he took the first bite of his roast beef sandwich with caramelized onion.

“This is class, worth every penny,” he told Aiden after swallowing, reveling in the taste and atmosphere.

The dragon nodded as he slowly and thoughtfully chewed his cheesy beef chili sandwich.

“Are ye searching for the flavors?” Loch asked his culinary inclined friend before taking another huge bite.

“There’s a seasoning that I am working to place. It takes this from being a good chili to a great chili.”

“I’m sure you’ll get it soon and then I will get to taste your re-creation tests. Actually, you should have a picnic and invite you know who.”

“A chili sandwich isn’t exactly picnic fare, Torloch,” the dragon said.

“You know that wasn’t the important part of my suggestion,” the gargoyle gave him a fond look that didn’t quite mask the fact that he thought the dragon was being a world class dryshite, as usual.

Aiden ignored his partner and opened his bag of crisps just as their guest slid into one of the extra chairs at their table. Gordon O’Sullivan was of medium build, just passing forty, and kept fit and trim though the slightest rounding of the middle was beginning to show. He was in uniform, the navy and neon drawing gazes, but not stares, and the customers returned to their meal without a comment.

Although he’d been working at the edges of their world for over ten years now, Gordon’s green eyes always got a little bigger and his head turned a little more frequently whenever he was allowed within the hidden world, a stark contrast to his usual comfortable, easy manner that supernatural and Outsider alike gravitated towards. 

“Ah, nice to see you, Gordon,” Aiden greeted the garda before popping a crisp into his mouth.

“Hello, Detectives,” the human glanced around the café. “This looks nice. I haven’t seen it before.”

“It just changed locations,” the dragon supplied.

“The food is excellent,” Loch added around the mouthful of the last of his sandwich. “Just make sure you properly pay for it,” he mumbled before swallowing.

The gargoyle waved his hand over the plates in front of him, one containing the crumbs from his sandwich, one holding three different cookies - a white chocolate cherry creation, a toasted walnut and blueberry shortbread, and one of the heavenly chocolate chip cookies that had started this whole thing off. The last plate held a serving of apple crumble, the scent of cinnamon and brown butter making Loch’s mouth water.

“That’s a fair amount of lunch,” Gordon observed.

“You have no idea,” the dragon answered as the server took away his one plate. “Can we get you anything?”

“No,” the garda looked on with regret as the gargoyle took a massive bite of the shortbread, and patted his stomach. “I already ate, and I don’t have the body of a young man anymore, it seems.”

The dragon chuckled. “Are you sure? Alright. How are you, Gordon?”

“Ah, you know yerself. Ye?”

“Just grand,” Aiden said, and Loch nodded enthusiastically as he took the opportunity to demolish his meal while they got caught up.

“How are those wee ones getting on?” the dragon asked. “Still three, or are there more O’Sullivans to keep an eye on?”

Gordon chuckled. “No, three it is. A handful, the lot of them, but ye know, love every minute of it.”

“Any future Garda’s?”

The human shrugged. “Time will tell.”

“So, did you find out anything about the name I sent ye?” Loch asked, sad to have to change the subject, but they were working.

Gordon pulled a paper folded in three from his jacket pocket and unfolded it. “Gráinne Begley. Twenty-eight years old, works at Hester’s Soap Manufacturer as a Sales Manager. No record.”

He pushed the paper toward Aiden. “Here’s her address.”

Loch noted once again, someone pushing paper toward his partner rather than himself, as they should. He wondered what clued them in. Was it his boots? Perhaps his hair? 

“Aye, thank you very much, Gordon. We won’t be a bother to her, just get this little bill sorted and off we’ll go.”

“Of course,” Gordon rose from the chair. “As many things as you guys have handled that I wouldn’t have the first clue how to deal with, I am not worried about something like this. But it does beg me to wonder why in the world yer dealing with a trivial thing like this.”

Aiden gave a small smile. “We don't always get the flashy cases.”

Gordon laughed. “Of course. See you gentlemen later. Bye bye, bye.”

“Eh, who’s he calling a gentleman?” Loch retorted.

“If you have to ask, you clearly don’t deserve the title,” his partner responded.

Loch chuckled and called for the bill, before leading the way to his car and setting off for Hester’s.

As they exited the car, Loch spotted someone on the next block who was standing in the middle of the footpath and pounding on…on what? Loch squinted even though he could see perfectly well. The person looked to be pounding on an invisible wall and hollering. Loch raised a brow but before he could say anything, the person stumbled forward and then continued on their way. He glanced at his partner, who was fiddling with his phone, and decided to chalk up the oddity to another day in Dublin.

“I like soap,” Loch commented as he went in through the double doors at the front of the warehouse. “But sometimes it’s too chemically.” He wrinkled his nose.

“All of our soaps are made with one hundred percent pure essential oils and plants.”

A woman in a snappy navy suit with long red locks walked over in incredibly high heels. How on earth did the ladies pull that off? Loch wondered for a millionth time. She smiled and Loch’s habits kicked in. He grinned and shoved a hand into his black jeans. The woman smiled back and raised her brows subtly in interest. She met his eyes with the hint of a flirtatious smile. “I’m Madaline O’Grady. What can I do for you lads today?”

Aiden cleared his throat. “We’re here to meet with a Miss Gráinne Begley.”

The woman frowned. “She hasn’t returned from lunch yet.”

The dragon looked at his watch. “It’s almost 2 o’clock. Is that normal?”

“We have a flexible lunch time,” she explained, but did look a little uncertain.

“How long has she been out?” the dragon asked.

“I don’t think-”

Before she could protest further, Loch stepped closer and waved his KPOC badge. He was glad he’d remembered to bring it. It was spelled to read Garda National Bureau of Criminal Investigation identification for Outsiders to humans, and was a handy little key that could unlock stubborn doors.

“Ah,” she said. “It’s been almost two hours. It’s very unlike her. She’s not answering her mobile either. That’s why I’m here in the showroom,” she glanced at Loch and lowered her voice. “I’m usually in the executive office.”

“Can you tell us-”

Aiden’s phone rang, and he looked down and hurriedly turned away. “I’m sorry, excuse me.”

The dragon walked a few paces off, and Loch continued. “Can you tell us what she’s like?”

“What’s she done to get your interest?” the woman flirted.

Loch flashed a smile but before he could answer, a vice grip latched onto his arm. He frowned and looked at his partner who gave his arm a tug, while smiling apologetically at the woman.

“So sorry to run, but we just got a lead on another case and need to get going.”

“Of course,” the lady said as she pushed back her shoulders and looked directly at Loch. “You know where to find me.”

Aiden practically dragged the gargoyle out the doors. Loch pulled free and glared at the dragon.

“What is it?” he demanded, rubbing his poor arm from its unnecessary abuse.

“There’s been an incident.”

“An incident? Can you be more specific?”

“It feels like it might be a Gráinne Begley incident.”
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“What do you mean a Gráinne Begley incident?” Torloch demanded as they hurried back to the car. “And where are we going?”

“Peace Park,” the dragon answered.

The tiny park was officially opened in 1988, dedicated to the yearning for Peace in Ireland. It reminded Aiden of a small child, lost in a shop, easily overlooked. It was situated where Cook Street met the R137, in the shadow of Christ Church Cathedral and-

“The Bull and Castle,” Torloch said, his statement timed perfectly to finish the dragon’s thought, even though it wasn’t completely sequitur.

“What?” Aiden frowned.

“It’s just around the corner, and they do a mighty fine steak,” the gargoyle grinned. “And crispy onions, which if I do recall, are a particular favorite of yours.”

“They are, but is this really the time to be thinking about that?” the dragon said. “We just had lunch.”

Torloch looked affronted. “How can you, of all people, ask me that question?”

“Quite easily, I’m afraid,” Aiden said dryly.

“It’s always time to be thinking about that. They also have a magnificent dessert tasting plate,” Torloch said, and added a noisy chef’s kiss to emphasize his delight.

“Just pull in here,” the dragon instructed as they came up on their destination.

The park was often closed, due to some hooligans acting up, but it was open today, and the dragon and a gargoyle had no trouble getting in. Several pigeons scuttered about nearby, and the red brick walls of Leonardo Hotel Dublin Christchurch closed in the greenery.

A very distraught brownie sat on the bench, having a staredown with a grumpy seagull, who looked nearly as out of place as the brownie wearing a colorful patchwork coat and a flat cap. The hems of his trousers were muddy, and his chubby hands mangled the bag that had his lunch in it, unsuccessfully working out his agitation on the brown paper.

“Mister Dunne?” Aiden queried.

“Ah, you’ve arrived,” the brownie said, standing up and startling the seagull into flight.

It drifted across the park and landed on the steps in front of the wooden fence with the sculpted tree, ruffling his feathers with a disgruntled squawk.
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