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      The glass door swung shut behind me, cutting off the sound of traffic and the hot, moist air of late August. Even though the tree nursery walls were made of glass, they seemed insulated against noise, even as they were insulated against the hot humid temperature outside.

      I stood just inside the door, staring down the length of the nursery. Along the left side was an empty plot of earth at floor level, stretching all the way down the twenty-foot length. On the right, a set of empty tables stretched along the other wall.

      The left had been designed to hold small fur trees, or so the owner Grace Wellington had told me. The tables had held box planters, each about two feet long, with the first beginning sprouts of mistletoe, ivy, and poinsettias.

      This building had been set aside for the Christmas plants, started early to ensure maximum yield. And just like the three other nurseries I had investigated over the last two weeks, all their Christmas plants had been destroyed.

      The door opened behind me, letting in a puff of hot, humid air that smelled of hot tar. A car horn blared and was then shut off as the door closed.

      Grace Wellington appeared on my left.

      “So Mr. Kringle,” she said. “What do you think?”

      “I’m going to have to look around,” I said. “I’ll need to see a list of your security measures. Are you sure it was locked when you came in this morning?”

      Grace nodded and wiped a hand across her forehead, sweeping grey bangs off her face. She was a petite woman, only about five feet two inches. Her skin was deeply tanned and she had thin, tapered fingers but the nails were cut short and I could just make out calluses on them. They reminded me of the calluses I saw on some of the older Elves back home.

      Not that Grace really knew who I was. Just like the other nurseries that had been vandalized, she had been drawn to my private investigations agency by the title of SC Investigations and my name, Noel Kringle. Like most everyone, they thought it was a gimmick.

      But it wasn’t.

      As the second son of Kris Kringle, I would never inherit my father’s job. That would go to my older brother, Kris Junior, known as KJ. Since there wasn’t really anything keeping me at the North Pole, I decided to find my fortune down south, so I came to Toronto, and set up shop as a private investigator.

      I’d had dreams of investigating major crimes, solving murders, saving lives.

      And here I was investigating vandalized Christmas trees.

      I suppose not every case could be a winner.

      I know that’s what Venir would say. He liked to call himself my partner but if anything, he was more of an associate. And an ex-Christmas Elf.

      “I’d like to have my associate Venir take a look around,” I said. “Can I send him this afternoon?”

      “Sure,” Grace said. “He can come to the office. If I’m not there, Monty will show him in.”

      “Can I get that list?” I asked.

      “Sure,” she said.

      Grace sighed at the empty plot of earth and turned to the door. I gave one final glance down the nursery and followed her.

      Late August air slapped me in the face like a wet washcloth. The moist air carried a mix of dirt, car exhaust, and old skunk that hadn’t quite faded away. The afternoon sun blazed down, reflecting off the nursery walls behind me and searing into my back through my white, short-sleeved shirt. I wore light cotton navy pants and dark navy loafers.

      The heat was still a novelty to me. Growing up at the North Pole, I was more used to the constant blast of winter and its infinite variety. Crisp, cold days. Dry, frigid air. Swirling, moist snow squalls with big fluffy snowflakes. Icy storms with hail like shards of rain. I knew every variation, knew how to deal with every aspect.

      But summer and heat was something completely new to me. Although the moist heat sometimes made me wilt, I found I quite liked it, even if it did make my beard a little itchy.

      Once, I had tried to shave the beard off but it immediately grew back overnight, as if having a beard was part of being a Kringle, along with the wavy brown hair. I managed to keep it neatly trimmed along my jaw line and my hair cut in a mass of waving curls around my head and tickling the top of my shirt collar. But the closer it got to fall, the more my hair and beard grew, the brown colour leeching out, being replaced by white. By mid November, I was having to dye my hair and beard brown to fight off the white and my regular hair and beard trims increased to once or twice a week.

      It wouldn’t do to be looking so much like Santa Claus when I wasn’t at the North Pole.

      Fortunately, in August whatever magic that made my hair turn white and grow to Santa Claus proportions was dormant and I was left with my regular brown waves and trim beard.

      Grace led me down the cobblestone path toward the small one storey building that held the office. Through the double glass doors was the storefront with a white counter across the front. Pamphlets showing plants and seedlings were set on the far right of the counter, near an ancient cash register. Behind the register was Grace’s husband Monty.

      Monty nodded at me as I followed Grace around the counter. He was a tall, thin man that seemed bent into a perpetual question mark shape, possibly so he could speak to his wife who seemed only about half his height. His hair was mud brown and combed across the top of his scalp. He wore an olive coloured apron over top a blue shirt and jeans.

      I could feel the sad gaze from his lipid brown eyes as Grace and I stepped into the back office.

      The room was about eight feet square. An old metal desk split the room in half. It reminded me of my own desk in my office. Maybe they had acquired it at Goodwill like I had.

      But instead of containing a laptop and the office fixtures sent down by my mother, their desk contained stacks of plant books and piles of paper receipts. On another smaller table in the corner, I spotted a desktop computer with a large twenty-eight inch screen.

      Grace sat down behind the desk and swiveled the chair toward the computer.

      “Monty looks particularly upset,” I said to Grace.

      She tapped at few keys and then nodded at me.

      “He feels guilty,” she said.

      “Oh? Why?”

      “I told him a week ago we shoulda called you,” she said. “After what happened to the Bronski’s. But he thought his fancy locks would deter the vandals.” She pointed at the printer on the shelf above the computer that was spitting out pages. “You’ll see.”

      She scooped up the pages and handed them to me. I gave them a cursory glance. They were a list of the specs and locks of the various nursery buildings. They also showed the fencing around the property, and the best thing, the location of security cameras.

      I was very interested to see what was on those cameras from last night.

      “Do you have footage from the security cameras for last night?” I asked.

      “I’ll have to check,” Grace said. “It records on DVDs and cycles through once a week. I can’t remember if it wipes this morning or tomorrow morning.”

      “Please check,” I said.

      She slid out from behind the desk and left the room.

      I dug out my cell phone and hit the button for my office.

      The phone was picked up on the second ring. A gruff voice barked out, “SC Private Investigations.”

      “Venir,” I said.

      “Noel, ‘bout time you called in, kiddo.” The Elf’s voice lightened up. I sighed. No matter how many times I’d told him that he didn’t have to sound so curt when he answered the phone, he always responded as if he was ready to bite someone. For some reason, he thought that sounded professional for a detective agency.

      “I’m going to have some security footage for you to review,” I said.

      “Okay,” he said. “But we got another client and this one sounds big.”

      Venir had joined me after warning me about a plot to kill Santa which ended up with us crossing through a portal into the Magical Realm, being chased by a dragon, and almost killed by a rogue faerie bent on destroying the peace my father had brokered between the Summer and Winter Courts. Since then, he’d decided that all of my cases must be just as big as that, not realizing most of them were pretty much like this one.

      Someone destroying Christmas plants out of some twisted hatred of Christmas.

      So Venir’s concept of big and mine were somewhat different.

      “I should be back in the office in an hour,” I said.

      “Great, I’ll make the appointment.”

      “No, wait until I get there and then I’ll call them,” I said.

      “No problem, kiddo, I can have them here waiting in an hour.”

      “Venir…”

      “I’m on it.”

      The cell phone clicked off in my ear.

      Damn the enthusiasm of an ex-Christmas Elf.

      I was just getting up out of the chair when Grace returned, carrying a DVD.

      “Would I be able to take that with me?” I asked. “I have to get back to the office. I’ll have my associate Venir review it and then check on the nursery itself.”

      “Sure,” Grace said. “I got a back up.”

      She slipped the DVD into a paper holder and handed it to me. I thanked her and left the office. As I passed the front counter, Monty gave me a sad nod before turning back to studying a pamphlet.

      I let myself back out into the hot, humid August sun.
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        * * *

      

      The Wellington Nurseries was located off Pottery Road, in the east end of Toronto. My office was farther south, closer to the lake. I’d taken the subway as far as I could and then hopped a taxi the rest of the way, but I didn’t have time to make the return trip.

      Fortunately, Venir had been showing me better ways to use my limited magic for winking.

      Since Venir was an Elf, he had retained most of his magic when he left the North Pole. But I was human, my magic was linked to the North Pole and I had very limited access to it while I was here. One of the few things I could do with any regularity was winking, transporting myself from place to place in the wink of an eye.

      A normal wink took some major concentration to focus on my destination which used up some of my magic. I could only do it a few times before I had to rest and recharge. Venir had been showing me how to anchor the destination into my memory, like subway stations in my mind, so that when I wanted to go somewhere, I just had to choose the spot instead of focusing so much. Apparently it used up a lot less magic so I would be able to travel more before I needed to recharge my magical batteries.

      That was the theory anyway.

      So far, one of the few places I’d learned to anchor was my office. Since Venir seemed so eager to have this new client waiting for me, I decided it would be better to get there sooner rather than later.

      I took a deep breath, breathing in the hot exhaust of a passing transport truck. My mouth filled with dust, gagging me. I started to cough.

      And found myself gagging in the middle of my waiting room in front of a woman wearing a purple sun dress with a yellow shawl wrapped around her shoulders. Her brown hair was pulled back into a pony tail that curled over her shoulder.

      She looked up from the phone in her hand, startled. The pony tail swished off her shoulder. She sat in one of the plastic yellow chairs I used as waiting room chairs. They faced toward the door leading to my office. Along the left wall was a sagging, brown couch. Through the door, I could see Venir’s startled face barely reaching over the top of my desk.

      I managed to stop coughing and cleared my throat. “It’s very dusty outside,” I said.

      “I suppose,” the woman said. “Are you Noel Kringle?”

      “Yes, I am. If you’ll excuse me,” I said. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

      She nodded. I crossed the waiting room in two steps and slipped into the office, closing the door behind me. Fortunately like most people confronted with magic, my flimsy comment about dust allowed her to gloss over my sudden appearance.

      Venir sat behind my desk in my scuffed leather chair. His hair was a swirl of white curls that did little to hide the large, pointed ears and soared over his head. Although I could see them, I knew he used magic to shield them from the view of regular people. He wore a blue, denim shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows to hide the kiddie logo on the cuffs. His piercing green eyes peered out from beneath bushy dark eyebrows. He held a unlit cigar in his left hand because I wouldn’t let him smoke in the office.

      I planted my hands on my burgundy desk blotter and leaned down to him.

      “I thought you said this anchoring thing was fool proof,” I whispered.

      “It is,” he said, “but you gotta make sure you pick the right spot to anchor.”

      “I anchored into my office,” I said. “Why did I end up in my waiting room?”

      He squirmed in my chair. “Well, it mighta been cause I was sitting here.”

      “What?” I asked.

      “You anchored into the chair,” he said. He pointed at his lap. “I displaced ya. Sorry, kid.”

      I took a breath and let it out slowly. Displaced. He hadn’t mentioned anything about displacement. Great. What other conditions hadn’t he told me about?

      I didn’t have time to get into it.

      I pulled the DVD out of my pocket and held it up. “I want you to review this for anything strange then go to the nursery and check out the Christmas plant section. The Wellingtons claim it was locked up tight but everything was destroyed. See what you can find out.”

      “Sure thing.” Venir scrambled out of my chair and hurried around my desk to grab the DVD.

      “Is that the big case you mentioned?” I jerked a thumb toward the closed door.

      Venir nodded so hard, his curls flopped on his head. “Her name is Shelly Naismith. One of her friends is missing.”

      “Missing?” I frowned. “Why didn’t she go to the police?”

      “I’ll let her tell you.” Venir opened the door and backed out. “I gotta review the DVD.” He waved out at the waiting room. “Mr. Kringle can see you now.”

      Before Shelly Naismith stepped through the door, I headed around my desk and sat down in my chair. The height had been cranked to the very top, smacking my knees against the metal desktop.

      As I was fumbling to adjust the chair, Shelly Naismith walked in.

      “Have a seat,” I managed to say before the chair dropped down two inches with a soft thud.

      “Thanks.” She sat in the wooden chair across from my desk.

      To cover my fumbling, I pulled over a soft brown, leather notebook and flipped it open. My mother had sent it as an office-warming gift, along with a paperclip holder etched with snowflakes, a stapler, a silver letter opener, and a engraved pen. To my surprise, when I used the pen and notebook, the information was automatically stored in my computer and in my paper files. When I finished the case, the notes faded from the notebook, leaving the pages blank to be filled again.

      I had the first few pages filled with notes about the nursery vandals. I flipped several pages in and poised the pen over the paper.

      “How can I help you, Miss Naismith?” I asked.

      “Call me Shelly,” she said. She tugged the edges of her shawl tighter around her shoulders.

      “Of course, Shelly,” I said. “What’s the problem?”

      “It’s my friend Louise,” Shelly said. “She’s a huge Christmas freak.” Her hand fluttered up to her face. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean…”

      “It’s okay,” I said. I smiled and focused on sending soothing energy toward her. Even though she wasn’t so connected to Christmas, my energy made her shoulders relax. Her hand dropped away from her mouth and onto her lap.

      “What about your friend?” I said.

      “She’s missing,” Shelly said. “Like I said, she’s a big fan of Christmas, goes all out during the season and all, but even other times of the year, she’s all obsessed about it. So when that dating agency showed up, Louise had to try it.”

      “Dating agency?” I asked.

      Shelly nodded. “The Claus Connection. It’s for singles who love Christmas.”

      The Claus Connection. Swirling snow!

      Now I had heard everything.

      I kept my face carefully neutral. “How did Louise find out about this agency?”

      “Online,” Shelly said. “She joined the website and chatted on the forum. She even sent gifts and holly to some of them. Not real ones. Electronic ones on the forum. After a couple of weeks, she got all excited. She’d met some guy and was going to have dinner with him. Then she disappeared.”

      I scribbled down notes as she talked, finishing the line as she paused.

      Now came the tough question.

      “If I could ask, Shelly, why didn’t you go to the police?”

      “I did,” she said. “They didn’t take it all that seriously. She hadn’t actually been on the date so there wasn’t any foul play. They said she’d given notice at her job and told her landlord she was going travelling, but I can’t believe it.”

      Shelly shook her head. Her pony tail swished from one shoulder to the other.

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “She never told me any of that,” she said. “We are best friends. We met in college and shared a place our first few years out of school. She was my Maid of Honour when I got married. We talked almost daily. She told me all about this Claus Connection service and this guy she was planning to meet. She didn’t mention anything about leaving her job or travelling.”

      I jotted more notes down. I would have to follow up on Louise’s plans.

      “Do you have a photo of her?” I asked.

      Shelly pulled out her cell phone and swiped at the screen for several moments. She turned it toward me.

      A shot of two women. I recognized the woman on right as Shelly. The woman on the left must have been Louise. Shoulder length, brown hair that fell in waves from a middle part. Cheeks that dimpled as she smiled. Wide brown eyes. High forehead. Thin lips made thinner by the smile.

      A regular face, unblemished by sorrow or anxiety.

      I nodded to Shelly. She pulled the phone back and held it on her lap.

      “Okay,” I said, “let’s start from the beginning. Please tell me where Louise worked and her home address.”
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      According to Shelly, Louise had worked as a teller at a credit union on King Street West. She had lived in a rented condo in the Liberty Village area, a revitalized area near King and Dufferin Streets. Old decaying buildings had been torn down or renovated into shoebox-sized condos or huge lofts with ceilings soaring up to twelve feet high. As the young executives, flush with money moved in, various businesses had cropped up to support them, everything from gourmet coffee shops to high-end groceries stores.

      The credit union Louise had worked at was just one store front down from the corner, tucked between a Starbucks on the corner and a soap store on the left.

      I stood on the sidewalk in front of the credit union the next morning, clutching my own small, black coffee courtesy of the Starbucks. I still wasn’t completely convinced this disappearance was my kind of case. Maybe Louise had decided to go travelling on a whim and not mentioned it to her friend. I only had Shelly’s say-so as to the depth of their confidences.

      I could still make a few inquiries and maybe even check in with my friend Stan Mallory to see if he knew anything. Maybe he could tell me why the police hadn’t been too interested in this case.

      I had met Lieutenant Stan Mallory on my very first case, looking into what I thought was a simple fraud case involving a Christmas charity that turned out to be a front for a particularly nasty goblin. Mallory hadn’t believed me when I’d told him I was the son of Kris Kringle, but a very special Matchbox toy police car with a propensity to roll to the left had started to convince him.

      Helping me fight the goblin had convinced him all the way, and since then we’d become friends. He would be willing to check into a missing persons report for me, as long as I did some leg work first.

      The humidity was a little less this morning. I could feel the breeze ruffling the sleeves of my blue, short-sleeved shirt. I wore a pair of khaki pants with my loafers. A pair of plain black sunglasses protected my eyes from the glare of the sun reflecting off the shining glass front of the credit union.

      The warmth settled onto my shoulders, almost rivaling the heat from the coffee cup in my hand. I blew through the small hole in the lid and took a tentative sip. The hot liquid was just this side of scalding as it seared down my throat but already I could feel the caffeine infuse through my veins.

      Nectar of the gods.

      Another few minutes and the clock set into the concrete façade above the door clicked over to ten. I noticed a shadow move across the door inside. It approached, then retreated.

      Open for business.

      I pulled open the door and stepped inside. Cool, air conditioned air prickled the hairs on my arms. The minty after tang of floor wax drifted toward me as I moved across the marble floor. Although the front of the credit union was narrow, it stretched at least twenty feet back. A row of grey granite-topped counters set out from the left wall. In the centre of the floor, poles with ropes traced a zig zag pattern for a non-existent line up.

      Only two of the five teller stations were manned. A blonde woman in her twenties sat at the corner station. Next was a man in his forties, his thinning hair dyed a dark brown. I knew it was dyed, I recognized the colour as one I had tried last November.

      The blonde woman was bent over her keyboard, a line creasing the smooth skin of her forehead.

      The older man looked up at the sound of my footsteps and gave a professional smile.

      “Good morning, sir, may I help you?” he said. His deep baritone voice almost reverberated against the marble floors.

      I hurried up to the counter before speaking so we didn’t have to try to talk over the echo.

      “I’d like to speak with your manager,” I said. “I’m looking for information regarding Louise Johnson.”

      A flicker of a frown crossed his face before his slight smile reformed. “Of course, sir, just a moment.”

      He stepped back from the counter and along the length toward the back of the room. Three doors lined the wall. He knocked on the first one then entered. After a few moments of me listening to the tap tap of the blonde woman’s keyboard, the door opened again. The teller stood in the doorway. He lifted his chin and motioned me forward.

      By the time I reached the door, he had stepped out of the way and was heading back up the counter toward his station. Through the doorway, I spotted another man standing up from behind a modern, faux wood desk. A grey suit stretched across his ample stomach. His bald head gleamed from the fluorescent lights overhead. His thin lips stretched into a smile as I stepped into the room.

      “How may I help you, mister…?” he said, holding out his hand.

      “Kringle,” I said. “Noel Kringle. I didn’t catch your name.” I shook his hand. His palm was dry and scratchy.

      “I’m Mr. Carruthers,” he said. “I understand you were asking about Louise Johnson?”

      He gestured toward the cloth-backed seat in front of the desk. A notable step down from his own leather seat. He waited until I sat before he sat down.

      “That’s right,” I said. “I work for SC Private Investigations. I wonder if you could just give me some background on her.”

      “Well, we don’t really like to gossip about our employees,” he said, “even after they’ve left.”

      “Everything we discuss is confidential,” I said. “My firm is fully licensed.”

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out a silver business card holder. I slid one of my business cards across his grey desk blotter toward him.

      As I expected, seeing my business card put him at ease. I never understood why but most people seemed to take me more seriously with a business card.

      He nodded as he picked up my card and tucked under the side of his desk blotter.

      “I was Louise’s manager before she resigned,” he said. “It was quite a surprise and we were sorry to see her go. I would have given her a sabbatical if she had asked for it but she said she had to go right away.”

      “Did she give you any indication as to why the urgency or where she was going?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “It was the strangest thing. She just came in on a regular Thursday and started packing up her desk. She always had Christmas figures lined up along her counter. She used to put a couple on top where the customers could see them. When I first got here, I thought it was unprofessional but our clients really enjoyed them. They liked how Louise loved Christmas all year round. When I saw her packing up her figures, I knew something was wrong so I called her into my office.”

      “What did she say?” I asked.

      “She said she had to go away and would have to resign. I said I was willing to give her whatever time she needed as long as it was reasonable. I couldn’t very well offer to hold her job for six months or anything like that, but for a week or two, I could certainly accommodate that.”

      A week or two. He certainly sounded accommodating. Or maybe he was just thinking of her vacation.

      “But she said she wasn’t coming back,” he continued. “I couldn’t believe it. I asked her to work her two week notice period and she said she couldn’t. She just left us in the lurch. That was not like her at all.”

      He frowned.

      “Had she ever shown any signs of being unhappy here?” I asked. “Maybe she was looking for another job?”

      “Not at all,” he said. “She loved it here. She was one of the most popular tellers. We had clients waiting specifically to speak to her. I can’t imagine why she left.”

      Maybe he couldn’t imagine but I couldn’t imagine that he knew everything that was going on with Louise. Someone who came in one day and quit had been thinking about it for some time.

      If the clue for her actions wasn’t here at her work, maybe it was at her home.

      I thanked Mr. Carruthers for his time and stood up. He mirrored me, standing at the same time.

      “Kringle,” he said. “Doesn’t that have to do with Christmas?”

      Oh no, I could feel how his thoughts turned to Christmas. He was another closet Christmas fan, probably why he had allowed Louise to show off her collection to customers. If I wasn’t careful, he would fixate on me. Then from the strength of his fixation, I would pick up on his favourite gift and cause it to manifest.

      “It’s the short form of Kringalski,” I said as I turned toward the door. It was a totally made up name but I found it short circuited any Christmas fixation.

      Sure enough a slight frown appeared on his face. He sank slowly back into his seat.

      I escaped before he could say anything else.
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        * * *

      

      As per my agreement with Shelly Naismith, I met her outside Louise’s apartment building. It was on a small side street off King Street. The rumble of traffic faded as I headed down the sidewalk lined with old growth oak trees. Under the spread of their canopy, the air felt cooler, reminding me of the eddys of snow that swirled between some of the village houses at the North Pole.

      I spotted Shelly standing on the sidewalk in front of a older brownstone. As opposed to the taller concrete, balcony laden buildings around it, the brownstone was only six stories tall with no visible balconies. It was set back from the sidewalk. A narrow concrete path led to the single step that led up to a single glass door.

      Shelly was wearing a slate blue sun dress with a matching shawl tied around her shoulders. She had pulled her hair back into a pony tail again and it hung straight down between her shoulder blades.

      As I approached, I saw her finishing a text on her phone. She glanced at me and gave a slight smile.

      “Just checking with another friend to see if she’s heard from Louise,” she said. “Did they say anything at the bank?”

      “I spoke with Louise’s manager, Mr. Carruthers,” I said. “He said she came in one day and start packing up. She quit right there with no explanation and she would not even serve her two week notice period.”

      Shelly frowned as she shoved her smart phone into the small black purse she had slung over her right shoulder. The frown creased worry lines around her mouth and deepened the line between her brows.

      “That doesn’t sound like her at all,” she said.

      “The manager said pretty much the same thing,” I said. “Maybe I can find something in her apartment to explain her behaviour.”

      Her hand dropped down beside her purse again but she didn’t reach inside. From the shift of her shoulders away from me, I could tell she still wasn’t pleased that I wanted to check out the apartment alone.

      Before she could object again, I said, “It’s important that I visit her home without any preconceived notions. I’ll be able to look at it with fresh eyes that way.”

      “Well,” she said.

      “I’m happy to have you wait for me,” I said.

      As she still hesitated, I tilted my head and added a little Christmas magic to it. I didn’t like influencing people that way but since her friend was so obviously focused on Christmas, it did make Shelly a little more susceptible.

      The tightness in her shoulders eased. Her hand fumbled into her purse. She pulled out a spare set of Louise’s keys with limp fingers. I snagged the keys before they could fall to the pavement.

      “Wait here, I’ll be right back,” I said. I pitched my voice in a certain way that penetrated the fog around Shelly’s brain. She nodded. As I passed her, her eyes were still focused on where I had stood.

      The first key opened the front door. I stepped inside. The door clicked closed behind me. The air felt heavy and stale and inert. Crossing the flecked white tile to the bank of three elevators, my shirt started to stick to my back. Etched mirrors reflected the street and the front door behind me.

      Very convenient to see if someone came up behind you while you waited for the elevator.

      The left farthest elevator arrived first. The walls were dark wood, polished to a sheen. When the doors closed I caught a whiff of lemony polish that lingered for the entire ride up to the sixth floor.

      The door opened to a cream coloured hallway. Thick cream carpeting stretched to my left and right. Art deco silver sconces created pools of light on the cream coloured walls, creating a warmth and depth that defied the monotonous of the single colour.

      I turned right and followed the hall to the very end to apartment six twelve. I used Louise’s key and entered the apartment.

      It really was a shrine to Christmas.

      Unlike the monochrome of the hall, the living room was a mixture of white, red, and green. The walls were painted an egg shell white with dark green trim around the molding along the ceiling. The flooring was a dark rich wood, hidden by a thick, shaggy, white rug. An overstuffed, green leather sofa sat on the main wall to the left. Across from it was a red cherry entertainment centre, dominated by a fifty inch large screen TV that hung on the wall. A red wood frame surrounded it, making the TV looked like it was a framed painting.

      On either side of the sofa were dark wood bookcases but instead of books, they were filled with Christmas figures. One entire shelf was assorted Elves in all situations and positions. Sitting behind tables, kneeling at Christmas trees, wrapping gifts, nailing a rocking horse. All of them had the same chipper, child-like grin and tiny, perfectly pointed ears.

      Too bad they didn’t look anything like real Elves with their overly large ears and messy hair. Also, North Pole Elves looked different from each other, arising from several families. Some were taller and thinner, others short and squat. Some had bulbous noses, like Venir, several had thin noses, and a few had large, hooked noses. Colouring varied as well, from the palest of the pale like the painter Crasthenar to the darkest of dark like the workshop supervisor Brendalslor.

      Then there was the shelf of Santas.

      I wasn’t sure if I should cringe or laugh.

      The chubby cheeked faces with the merry grin almost but not quite caught the joyous look that seemed to emanate from my father. No matter what, he always had a genuine smile on his face.

      Maybe it had something to do with him not being made of porcelain as much as the joy he radiated came from the core of his being.

      I couldn’t imagine having to pull that out of myself all the time. There were days I was very glad I would never inherit the mantle of Santa Claus.

      Better my old brother KJ than I.

      I turned away from the shelves of Christmas plenty and started my search.

      For a woman who claimed to be traveling, she didn’t seem to have taken much with her.

      Although I didn’t know Louise at all, her closet looked full, the clothes undisturbed. I took a cursory look through the drawers of her white dresser, just pulling the drawers open enough to see they were full before pushing them back closed.

      I could just imagine if my mother saw me poking around a woman’s underwear drawer. ‘Mom, it’s part of my job’ wouldn’t hold much water with her.

      From the bedroom, I returned to the living room and finally got close enough to the Christmas shelves to notice the dark wood box on the bottom shelf, pushed right against the back. It was deep enough in that a casual glance would easily miss it.

      I pushed a cartoon Rudolph the Red-Nose Reindeer, complete with glowing red nose, aside and pulled out the box.

      It was a lovely box, almost half the size of a shoe box, with gold edges at every corner and a latch that took a key. Unfortunately I didn’t have a key for it. I checked the key ring Shelly had given me. Nothing. It held only the front door key and the apartment door key.

      No key to a mysterious wood box.

      I was gonna have to do this the hard way.

      Magic.

      I carried the box over to the sofa and sat down with it on my lap. The sofa sank beneath me, the leather cushioning and pressing against me. I let my left hand trail along the cushion next to me. The leather was incredibly soft, like a baby rabbit. Quite a difference from the faded brown lump of a couch in my office.

      I pushed the thought away and focused on the box. The rich, deep wood. The gold edges, just tarnished a little from age and wear. I could already feel the way the three hinges fit against each other. The lock was a slim thin metal in the front, barely worth considering a lock but the energy surrounding it emphasized the importance of it. Louise had invested considerable care in this box. It was important to her. What it held had meaning and significance.

      I would do well to remember and respect that.

      Another deep breath sent me deeper in my trance.

      I connected again to the lock. Although I could still recognize the puny physicality of it, I spent time studying it. The significance of the lock grew in my mind, almost like it understood and appreciated my attention. By the time I was ready to expend the tiniest bit of magic, the lock clicked open with ease.

      I let out my breath in a whoosh. Although the apartment was cooler than outside, I felt sweat sticking my shirt to my back.

      Tiny, intricate magic was more difficult that big, flashy displays. Never let anyone fool you.

      I could feel perspiration on my forehead. I snagged a tissue from the holder on the end table beside me.

      The tissue smelled of gingerbread.

      I wiped my forehead and stuck the tissue into my pants pocket. Then I lifted the lid.

      Papers.

      As I flipped through them, I realized that Venir had been right after all. This case was bigger than I’d originally thought.

      The exact moment I knew for sure was when I found Louise’s passport.
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