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      When I entered the room, Santa Claus was slumped on the gold throne that sat on the raised stage at the far end. Snow drifts of white cotton fluffed up around the curled feet of the throne and trailed in tendrils across the stage. Two rows of oversized candy canes stood upright, the curled ends holding the gold rope that lined the path leading straight up the steps to the stage.

      The walls behind the stage were painted a bright blue with swirling clouds. Stenciled snowflakes in multiple sizes dotted the wall. I could see a few of them peeling off.

      On either side of the stage, evergreens gave off a sickly sweet scent of pine so strong I could almost taste it coating my throat as I breathed. Way too chemically to be real. Not to mention the horrid green colour and the perfect symmetry of the trees, all lined up like green triangles. When I looked closer, I could see the plastic seam on the needles like green pipe cleaners.

      Having been raised at the North Pole, I had seen a lot of evergreens in my life and none of them looked that perfect, or smelled that strong.

      I glanced back at the night watchman who had come to get me. The man huddled just inside the door, sweating through his beige shirt that strained to contain his belly. The black belt sagged with the weight of his walkie talkie on the left and his flashlight on the right.

      â€œAre you sure you just checked the door ten minutes ago?â€� I asked.

      The watchman nodded. His slicked-back, black hair shifted a little on his head. Sweat trickled down the sides of his face.

      Poor guy, he probably never figured he’d ever see a Santa like this in the mall.

      I never thought he would either.

      I had taken this job as head security for the Christmas in July show at the Good View Mall as a favour to a friend. The head of the mall, Paul Guthrey, had liked my name and thought it was perfect for the show.

      “Noel Kringle,”� he said as he leaned forward across the smooth surface of his dark brown desk. “That’s perfect for this show.”

      We had met in the big man’s office where he sat and grinned across at me, mouth open wide to show off all his teeth. They were so white they almost reflected in the polished surface of the desk. His brown hair was stylishly cut and parted on the left. A hint of grey at the sides looked like they were supposed to convey age and maturity. He was clean shaven with a hint of fat around his jaw line, giving him a roundish, babyish face. He wore a white shirt under a dark brown sport coat. The tip of a handkerchief poked out from the breast pocket of the coat, as if Guthrey couldn’t decide if he wanted to be formal or casual.

      I nodded. I sat in the cushioned chair in front of Guthrey’s desk. The office had a sort of schizophrenic feel. On the wall behind Guthrey’s head was a large cutaway view of the mall, showing all the stores. To the right, hung certificates and photos of Guthrey with various businessmen, posing with a children’s softball team, the kids all wearing uniforms sponsored by the mall, Guthrey on the golf course, golf club raised in a ready swing, big grin on his face showing almost as many teeth as he was showing to me.

      Against the other wall were two book cases full of books ranging from business to several self help paperbacks with cracks along the spine. For a man who appeared so confident in the photos and listed credentials, those paperbacks hinted at a vulnerability he kept deeply hidden.

      I let a smile crack my face. I could tell Guthrey thought my name was just a gimmick.

      Little did he know.

      Of course who would believe there really was a Kris Kringle, aka Santa Claus, at the North Pole, or that his youngest son would leave to be a private detective? Especially a private detective with a mess of wavy brown hair and a brown, neatly trimmed beard, both with the tendency to grow fast and bushy and turn unnaturally white in the last few months of the year, giving him a suspiciously familiar look to children everywhere if he didn’t keep both under control with regular trims and colouring. Who wore black pants, a plain butter yellow shirt and a tan, zippered jacket in the summer instead of his usual long navy coat. His only concession to his famous father was his red scarf.

      But July was too hot for both the navy coat and red scarf.

      Guthrey would probably also be surprised to learn that I was able to use just a touch of magic to discover that Guthrey’s favourite childhood toy had not been any of the cowboy guns or big trucks his father had given him, but his older sister’s Easy-Bake Oven.

      I crossed my legs. The fake leather of the chair creaked a little at my movement.

      “What kind of security are you looking for for your show?”� I said.

      “I need someone who can oversee the guards. Most of these guys have worked shift work, out of the public eye. I need someone who can project the right image. Someone trustworthy who can talk to the parents.”�

      Sounded like an easy job and I could use the cash.

      “Two hundred a day, plus expenses,”� I said. “That’s my usual rate but for you, I’ll say one fifty.”�

      “That’s a little steep,”� Guthrey said.

      “Sometimes you have to pay a little more for that right image,” I said. “Or the right name.”�

      That got a laugh from Guthrey. His white teeth flashed and his jowls jiggled a little.

      “Fair enough,”� he said. “This is our first year with this promotion. July is a slow month traditionally and I’d like to spice that up, get folks thinking about Christmas, maybe they can get a jump on the season.”� He grinned. “They can start their shopping early, then pick up extra stuff later.”�

      He let the grin drop, closing his lips over his white teeth. He folded his hands on the desk in front of him.

      “It’s important that this first year go off without a hitch. That’s why I want extra security. If all goes well, I’d like to continue this going forward, with the stores helping out with future years’ expenses. The mall is covering it this year so I’m very anxious it go smoothly.”�

      “I’ll do everything I can to see to that, Mr. Guthrey,”� I said.

      Guthrey gave me another toothy grin. “I’m looking forward to it, Mr. Kringle.”�

      So much for that promise.

      My loafers were silent as I crossed the room toward the stage. Great tufts of cotton snow rebounded off my shoes as I passed them. They rolled like tumbleweeds across the pebbled black and white tile.

      The stairs creaked as I stepped on them. Behind me, the security guard gasped. I stopped and looked back at him.

      “What?”�

      The man pointed with a shaking finger.

      “He moved.”�

      I looked back at the slumped Santa. He did look like he was slumped a little more to the right. I stepped onto the stage. The wood under my feet moved a little. The Santa sagged a little lower.

      The security guard let out a yelp.

      “It’s the stage moving him,”� I said.

      I inched a little closer. I didn’t want to rock the stage too much and make the body slide onto the floor. The poor security guard might have a heart attack.

      I reached the man’s side without further incident. This close I could smell the slight mothball odour from the Santa suit. The side of the collar looked a little frayed, stray threads of white showing clear against the red.

      My mother would never had stood for that.

      I pressed my fingers against the man’s neck. Even in the air conditioning, the man’s skin felt cool and almost waxy to the touch. For a brief moment, I wondered if maybe the man was just a dummy, but who would make a Santa dummy that looked dead?

      No, the poor man was no dummy, and he was most certainly dead.

      So much for a nice, easy job.

      I climbed back down the stairs, careful not to jostle the stage and disturb the body. By the time I reached the security guard, the poor man looked ready to faint.

      “I’m going to call a friend of mine,”� I said. “We’ll see if we can keep this quiet. Just tell me, is that the man that was hired to play Santa this year?”�

      “I think so,”� said the security guard. “I only met him once.”�

      I dug my phone out of my pocket. The signal was at only one bar.

      “I’ll take this outside,”� I said. “Stay inside the door and don’t let anyone else in.”�

      The guard froze. After a moment, I wondered if the man had stopped breathing.

      “Just stay inside the door. You don’t have to go any closer.”�

      The guard nodded and kept nodding as I closed the door on him.

      Fortunately Santa’s Room had been set up right next to an exit. I pushed through the double glass doors that led to the back parking lot. It was a narrow space with just one lane of cars before the concrete back wall. The blast of air conditioning followed me out but was burned off by the warm, moist July day.

      Bright sunlight reflected off the car windows. Heat shimmered off the asphalt. Maple trees poked up above the concrete barrier along the back, waving bright green leaves, creating speckled shadows on the wall. I cupped my hand over the phone so I could read the screen.

      A few taps and I held it ringing to my ear. After a moment, a familiar gruff voice said: “Mallory.”�

      “Hi Stan, it’s Noel,”� I said. “If you’re having a slow day, I have some business to throw your way. Any chance we can keep this quiet?”�
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        * * *

      

      By the time I checked on the security guard and then returned to the parking lot, Stan Mallory had arrived.

      Two police cars pulled into two empty slots along the back concrete wall. The passenger door of the closest car opened and Stan Mallory stepped out.

      An average sized man of average weight, Mallory wore a white shirt over black pants that wrinkled just a little. A tan sports coat flicked aside to show the badge on his belt. His dark brown hair, cut short in a crew cut, was sprinkled liberally with white. His wide, weathered face looked calm and still.

      He gave me a slight nod as he stepped up.

      “Problem?”� he said.

      “Just a little one,”� I said. “I’m hoping we can deal with it quietly.”�

      “Let’s take a look.”�

      I led the way through the double doors back into the cool hallway of the mall. After the bright sunshine, the dim lighting seemed almost black. I had to blink a few times to get my eyes to adjust.

      I moved to the door to the Santa’s Room. I grabbed the door knob and turned. The door creaked a little as it opened.

      To an empty room.

      The throne still sat on the stage. Curled cotton snow still covered the floor. The perfectly spaced and shaped pine trees still stood.

      But there was no body.

      Mallory poked his head in. “So?”�

      I felt myself sweating even in the coolness of the air conditioning. The man had been right there. I had felt his dry skin under my fingers when I checked for a pulse. I remembered the faint, musty smell of the costume.

      And where was the security guard?

      Footsteps sounded from the hall. I turned as a shadow appeared on the tile. A moment later, the security guard walked in. His beige shirt was tucked in neatly. No signs of sweat stains under his arms. His hair was patted back with the hard look of shellac.

      The guard stopped just inside the door. He looked around at Mallory and the two uniformed police officers.

      “Can I help you?”� he asked.

      I stepped forward. “I told you to stay just inside the door. Why did you leave?”�

      The security guard frowned. He tilted his head and shifted from one foot to the other. His belt, heavy with the walkie talkie, slipped down a little on his waist, making his black pants bulge.

      “Sorry?”� he said. “What are you talking about?”�

      One of the police officers made a hrumph sound. My neck felt hot. I hadn’t imagined the body, I was sure of it. I had felt the man’s cold, waxy flesh when I checked for his pulse. Remembered the overbearing stench of the fake pine trees as I bent over the man.

      It had happened.

      I clenched my fists to stop from grabbing the security guard by the shoulders and shaking him.

      “Mind if we take a look around?”� Mallory said, in a bland, even tone.

      The security guard shrugged.

      I turned away from him in time to see Mallory gesturing to the two officers.

      “Check around the room and outside. See if there’s anything or anyone who saw something.”�

      Both officers nodded, although I could swear I saw the shadow of a smirk on one of them.

      As they moved toward the door, I stepped toward Mallory.

      “There was a body here,”� I said, keeping my voice low. “I swear.”�

      Mallory gave a slight nod. He pointed to the security guard.

      “Could you show my officers around?”�

      “Yes, sir,”� the guard said. He hitched up his belt and followed the officers through the door.

      “There really was,”� I said.

      “I believe you,”� Mallory said when the guard cleared the doorway. “But where is it?”�

      I pressed my lips together. I sighed. “I don’t know.”�

      Mallory rubbed his chin and turned to survey the room again.

      “What is going on here exactly?”�

      “It’s a promotion for the mall,”� I said. “Christmas in July. I was hired to oversee the security.”�

      “Uh huh,”� Mallory said. “Why you?”�

      I looked away at the throne sitting on the raised stage across the room. I hadn’t noticed it before but some of the gold was peeling off the curled arms and dotted the puffed cotton snow scattered at the chair’s feet.

      “They liked my name.”�

      “Pardon? I didn’t hear you,”� Mallory said.

      I shoved my hands into my pants pockets to stop from clenching them. I cleared my throat.

      “They liked my name.”� I articulated the words and heard them echo a little around me.

      “Ahh,”� Mallory said. “I see.”�

      I looked up to see a slight smirk on the detective’s face.

      Oh, so that’s how it was going to be.

      Great.

      “There really was a dead man here, Stan,” I said. “Maybe we should concentrate on that.”�

      Mallory spread his hands. “Look, I believe you but there’s no body. Unless they come back with one, there isn’t anything I can do.”� The smile faded from his face. “I really am sorry, Noel.”�

      I looked back at the throne. “Well, can’t you do some kind of test on the chair? Find residue or something?”� I gestured at the throne. My impatience made my arm lash out like a punch.

      “Forensic science isn’t magic,”� Mallory said. “Why can’t you do something?”

      I winced. Was the detective making fun of me again? Ever since I had left the North Pole, my magic had been at a minimal level. Any exertion drained me like a cheap dollar store battery.

      Besides, the Santa had been murdered. Wasn’t that Mallory neck of the woods?

      The detective was already moving toward the door.

      Even if he did believe me, would he ever trust me enough to come when I called again?

      How had someone gotten rid of the body? The security guard was supposed to be in here the whole time.

      The security guard…

      He had looked awfully calm and composed after being so agitated. Even if he had been able to calm down, how had he dried out the sweat stains under his arms?

      That seemed almost like…magic?

      I turned slowly back toward the throne. The same peeling gold paint, the same curled legs, the same faded-looking fabric on the back. I took a couple of steps closer, kicking cotton snow out of the way. When I was within five feet, I reached out my hand and opened my mind.

      And felt the tickle of residual magic as it was just fading away.

      Oh damn the halls.

      This really was my kind of case.
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      I caught up to Mallory just outside the exit. The double glass doors hushed shut behind me, sealing off the cool, air conditioned mall. The moist July heat crept up my legs as the coolness dried off. After the dim lighting of the mall, the bright sunlight gave everything a harsh, hyper real look. The chrome of the police cars parked along the concrete barrier. The overly green leaves of the maple trees. The harsh grey of the asphalt.

      Mallory had slipped a pair of sunglasses on. They hid his eyes behind mirrored shades. I couldn’t tell where he was looking.

      “I think I felt…” I said.

      The door behind us opened. The two uniformed officers came out.

      “Nothing, sir,” said the first one, the one who had almost smirked at me earlier. He’d also slipped on a pair of sunglasses, hiding his eyes, but I could feel his bland gaze as he turned his face toward me.

      “We took a look through this whole section of the mall,” he said. “No sign of any disturbance.”

      He tilted his head just enough to make it look like he was looking at me but his bland expression gave nothing away.

      “Well, always nice to get out of the office on a day like this,” Mallory said.

      Trying, but not really succeeding, in softening the blow.

      “Sorry to drag you out,” I said.

      Mallory gave a nod as he headed toward the police cruisers. The two officers trailed behind, glaring back at me before they climbed into the cars. A moment later, the roar of the engines broke the stillness and the cars pulled away.

      Leaving me with more questions and no answers.

      Back in the coolness and uniformed lighting of the mall, I made sure the Santa’s Room was locked before I set off in search of the security guard.

      It took me almost five minutes of wandering the wide hallways, passing several high end ladies’ clothing stores, a luggage shop, and an electronics store full of people in suits before I spotted the security guard.

      He sat at the far edge of the food court at a table for four. The tables were arranged inside the kidney shaped area, following the curve of the walls and the various fast food outlets. Why someone had designed it so the walls curved, I couldn’t tell but it somehow seemed to intensify the odours from the various outlets. Spicy curry scent warred with tomato sauce and the thick, greasy smell of deep fried potatoes.

      As I made his way through the zig zag of plastic tables with their attached plastic seats, I felt like I was passing through waves of smells. Roasted meat, the yeasty, warm scent of toasted sandwich rolls, and finally the harsh, rich odour of coffee.

      The last wafted from the cardboard cup in front of the security guard as he hunched over the table. He seemed to bend over so far, his hair dipped close to his forehead. Another inch and I thought it might slide off, right into his coffee.

      I stepped behind the chair opposite the guard.

      “Excuse me,” I said.

      The man lifted his head. His eyes had a gummy look to them as he blinked at me. Had the man been sleeping?

      “Whaaa?” he said.

      “I just wanted to ask you a couple of questions about the Santa Room.” I slid into the plastic seat without asking to sit down. The seat had a curved butt impression but it didn’t seem to fit me for some reason. The edges of the chair pinched my thighs. Was my rump that big?

      “Santa Room?” the guard said.

      “Yes,” I said. “Do you remember coming to get me?”

      The man shook his head. His head moved but his hair seemed to stay in one place. His face held a vague expression.

      Better go farther back in the day.

      “What time did you start work?” I said.

      “Was scheduled for nine thirty.” The man mumbled, barely moving his mouth.

      “Do you remember arriving for your shift?” I said.

      The guard blinked. His brows pulled together as if thinking was an effort.

      “Do you remember getting out of bed this morning?” I said.

      The man opened his mouth. No sound came out. He sat with his mouth hanging open as he stared past my shoulder. The vagueness overcame him again.

      No use asking any more. Obviously the security guard’s memory had been affected, more likely than not by whatever had left the residue of magic behind near the throne in the Santa Room. Without knowing exactly who or what had happened, I might cause harm to the man if I pushed much more.

      But I couldn’t just leave without trying one more thing.

      “Sorry to bother you. Just forget I asked,” I said.

      The man’s mouth closed. The stress line across his brow smoothed out. He leaned a little back in his chair, his body settling down.

      I reached out and touched the edge of the man’s hand that held the coffee cup.

      For a moment, all I felt was the warm skin of his fingers, reflected heat from the cup. The faint brush of whisper-fine hair on the back of the guard’s pinkie. The thick bone of a knuckle under skin.

      Then the flash blinded me.

      I felt the blinding burn of magic scorch my fingers. The smell of thick, earthy vegetation filled his nose. I caught a glimpse of the throne in the Santa Room, the body slumped against the armrest. The form shimmered, then vanished in a black mist, the stench of ozone overpowering the vegetation smell.

      It had happened. I hadn’t imagined it!

      Then the vision jumped. I caught sight of a dark street corner. A figure in red standing in profile against a brown brick building. The tinkle of bells sounded as he shook his hand up and down in front of a hanging clear ball stuffed with money. The figure wore a Santa hat and a white beard. It started to turn. The mouth, pursed in the middle of saying “Ho” stopped and widened into a scream.

      A moment later he fell, knocking the ball to the ground.

      It rolled and rolled and rolled.

      Stopping at the feet of another Santa.

      This one standing in the brightly lit hallway of a children’s school. He was busy straightening his coat as he stood in front of a pair of double doors. The hum of children’s voices excited and anxious drifted out from behind the door. Something caught the Santa’s attention and he turned.

      To scream.

      To die.

      Again, and again.

      And again.

      Too many Santas to count. Too many locations, too many times.

      Pounding into my brain, making me want to run and hide.

      Hard plastic scraped against my side. Pain flared in my elbow and leg.

      I blinked. I was back in the food court, lying on the floor.

      I had fallen out of my seat.

      The security guard sat across from me, still staring at his coffee cup.

      He didn’t notice as I grabbed hold of the back of the plastic chair and used it to drag myself to my feet. The people seated at the tables nearby leaned toward each other and whispered as they stared at me like I was a crazy person.

      I brushed at my pants and managed to leave the food court with barely a limp.

      But I could only stop my hands from shaking by shoving them into my pockets.
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        * * *

      

      I left a message for Paul Guthrey, the mall manager, and headed back to my office.

      My office on the top floor of a dingy four storey walk up had an inspiring view of an empty parking lot filled with cracked asphalt and sprouting weeds, backing onto disused railway tracks. The tracks cut past three abandoned factory buildings, all various shades of faded white and slime crawling up the cracked foundations.

      Not exactly a swank neighbourhood, but I liked it. Even if the landlord had lied about the lake view.

      I pushed open the front door. The frosted glass window held the black letters SC Private Investigations and opened onto the waiting area, a small room with a worn brown leather couch along the left wall and three plastic chairs to the right of the front door. I had added a tiny plastic coffee table from Ikea, some square piece in a bright yellow that I thought might give some colour to the place. Instead it just seemed to be magnetized to dust.

      I crossed to the small washroom in the right corner of the waiting room.

      The bare bulb showed me a face in the mirror with a few new lines on my forehead. A crinkle of tension between my brows, as if I had been infected with it by the security guard.

      Maybe I had been.

      Obviously the man had been there when whatever had been there had taken the dead Santa. It had left a strong imprint. Strong enough to show an echo.

      Or at least a possible echo.

      But was it even real? I knew enough about magic to know that you couldn’t always trust everything it showed you. Often times such visions reflected by the own seer’s fears as if they were reality. Seeing a Santa die over and over in multiple different ways would definitely qualify as a fear for me.

      Every Christmas Eve when Dad left to go on the Run as he called it, I was acutely aware of the amount of magic it took for him to cross the world in one night, dropping off toys to all the girls and boys. The tiniest slip or disruption to that magic could spell disaster. Dad risked death every Christmas.

      It wasn’t a stretch for my imagination to overwhelm me.

      I twisted the taps until the water ran cold and then splashed it on my face. The shock made me hiss. Rivulets of water trickled down my beard as I fumbled for the towel rack just past my right shoulder. I dried my face and found myself looking at the red and white Christmas towel my mother had given me. A red Santa hand with a white puff ball was embroidered on the front.

      I clenched the edges of the towel. I couldn’t tell her about my vision of seeing Santa dying.

      Thank goodness she wasn’t due to visit until late August, just before the busy season geared up at the North Pole.

      I hung up the towel and turned off the bulb as I left the bathroom.

      A few short steps took me to the door of my office. I surveyed the room. The metal desk that I bought at Goodwill. The creaky desk chair behind the desk. The hard-backed chair in front of the desk. On top of the burgundy desk blotter sat the office gifts my mother had given me, the stapler, the clear paperclip holder etched with tiny snowflakes, the silver pen, the bound leather notebook. Beside that was the magnifying glass Dad had given me after my first case. The case where I used up all the magic I had left, only to have Dad rekindle it for me with that magnifying glass.

      Everything neat and organized.

      The white air conditioner hummed from its spot in the window. It had taken me ages to get the thing correctly positioned at just the right angle, then stuffed with cardboard around it to stem any leaks. But it took the edge off the July heat, and for a North Pole boy that was worth it.

      I crossed around the edge of the desk and sat in the desk chair. The seat creaked under me tipping slightly to the left, threatening to spill me onto the floor. Strangely enough, leaning back made the chair more stable, so I leaned, resting my knee against the metal edge of the desk. The cool air from the air conditioner tickled the back of my neck.

      How was I going to find out more about those dead Santas? I didn’t think I would be able to ask Mallory again, not so soon after the disappearing Santa. I had to find another way to get the information. But who else could I call?

      There was a special department at the North Pole that tracked all the Santas around the world, if worst came to worse, I could always contact them to see what they knew, if there was a pattern. But then I wouldn’t be able to control who they talked to and sooner or later my investigation would catch my father’s attention.

      Or worse, my mother’s.

      I had to find a way to get the information without her learning about it. It would only worry her. I couldn’t face that.

      The chair wheels squeaked under me as I turned to stare out the window. The glass had a smeary film on it. I had tried to clean it when I was putting in the air conditioner but it seemed to be a flaw inside the glass. Even when I had scrubbed at the glass, it seemed to remove only a single layer of dirt.

      But I could still see the deserted parking lot outside over the top of the air conditioner. Heat shimmered above the faded grey asphalt. Even the hardy weeds that sprouted along every crack looked like they were wilting, thin, jagged leaves dipping down to the ground.

      Sometimes I heard cats or people outside, their voices drifting up from the parking lot or across the tracks. Somehow the listing factory building created an almost perfect acoustic chamber in my office. But I didn’t hear anything moving around today. It was too damned hot.

      Weird to be thinking about Santas on a day like this.

      Weirder to be thinking about dead Santas.

      I turned away from the window and back to my desk. An older laptop sat on the left side. I lifted the lid and turned it on. I tapped a finger on the metal beside the touch screen as it booted up.

      Maybe I could do a search on the Internet. I wasn’t exactly a wiz on this thing.

      Wait a minute. I wasn’t. But I knew someone who was.

      Shirl Trembley.

      An expert hacker who had helped me track down information on a previous job. She was also a big fan of Christmas. Her favourite toy had been a Cinderella doll with a cape she’d added to make the doll a superhero.

      Even before the laptop finished booting up, I grabbed my phone and dialled.

      “Talk,” Shirl’s voice announced, loud enough that she could be in the room.

      “Hi Shirl,” I said. “This is Noel Kringle. You helped me out a while ago.”

      “Right. Father’s name is Kris if I recall.” Her laughter boomed in his ear.

      “Yes,” I said. “You still keeping out of trouble?”

      “Best I can.”

      “I wonder if you can do me a favour,” I said. I picked up the silver pen and started doodling on the back of an envelope.

      “Favour, huh? What’s in it for me?”

      “I can put in a good word with my dad.”

      She laughed. I could almost picture her leaning back in her computer chair, the black braids atop her head shimmering as she laughed, her teeth white against her black skin.

      I found myself smiling at the image.

      “Okay, Kringle, lay this favour on me,” she said.

      My smile drained away. Somehow asking this favour didn’t seem fun.

      “I need you to do a search for as far back as you can on missing or dead Santas. Start in the city and expand to the province if you have to.”

      “What kinda shit you in?”

      How could I explain my vision to her? Even with her faith in Santa it would sound crazy.

      “It’s a project. I need to verify some things. Can you do it?”

      “Corse I can,” she said. “Not sure I’m wantin’ to is all.”

      “Please, Shirl.”

      She huffed in the receiver. I could almost see the frown on her face.

      “I do this, I want more ‘n a good word.”

      “What can I give you?” I said.

      “Hells, I don’t know.” She paused. “A hundred bucks. Enough to buy me somethin’ to drown my sorrows.”

      “Deal,” I said. “I’ll stop by tonight.”

      “Tomorrow,” she said. “After noon. I don’t see anybody before then.”

      “Tomorrow.”

      The phone clicked in my ear as she hung up.

      I replaced the receiver. Okay. One piece of the puzzle being dealt with, now I had to take care of the rest.

      While Shirl Tremblay was tracking my vision, I was going to find out more about the current dead, and now missing, Santa.

      Before any other Santas turned up dead.
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      From the mall human resources files, I discovered the real name and address of the July Santa.

      Christopher Henries, of Mason Park, Scarborough.

      The July heat was pressing down like a hot sponge as I walked up from the subway station toward the squat, red-brick walk up. Henries’ apartment was on the top floor of the building sandwiched between a dry cleaner and a boarded up restaurant.

      My loafers kicked up dust on the cracked sidewalk. As I passed the dry cleaner, I saw a bored looking woman standing behind the white counter lazily flipping through the newspaper. The bagged clothes hanging behind her almost looked like body bags. She wore a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. Brown hair with hints of grey was tied back from her face but wisps curled around her temples, escaping the bobby pins that tried to hold them back.

      Just before I passed out of sight, she glanced up. A wave of citrus enveloped me. A shampoo smell. The sound of a girl’s high pitched laughter.

      A Curly Cue Hair Do Doll.

      That was her favourite toy growing up.

      I hurried past as the woman’s eyes widened and she started to stand up, the paper falling from her hands.

      The strong citrus smell faded as I reached the front door of the apartment building. I rubbed at my right temple.

      I had to stop instantly flashing on what toys people loved as kids. Dad had trained me to do it and most days I was able to avoid it. Why was it cropping up so much now? The only other time I couldn’t stop myself was around Christmas.

      Oh that must be it.

      This damned Christmas in July thing. It had me tuned in to the Christmas wavelength.

      Focus.

      As I peered at the smeared glass listing for the apartment building, the inner glass door opened. I caught a glimpse of a black t-shirt and jeans then the outer door flew open. A young man came bouncing out. Voice loud as he chatted on a phone, he left a trail of strong cologne and stale cigarette behind him.

      I waited as the man walked down the sidewalk. Just before the door closed, I grabbed the handle and slipped inside.

      The dim cool hallways reminded me of my office building. The same bland beige paint on the walls. The same utilitarian light fixtures: metal grey with a single bare bulb surrounded by a little metal cage.

      The stairs were scuffed concrete. Old cigarette butts dotted the landings. By the time I reached the top floor, I had a headache from the moist, rank air.

      The air in the hall outside Christopher Henries’ apartment was less rank but still stale and humid. I paused outside the brown wood door. I didn’t even know if Henries lived alone. I couldn’t just barge in there.

      I gave a gentle tap and turned to press my left ear to the door.

      No sound came from inside.

      I glanced up and down the hall. No one around either. No sign of any security cameras.

      Okay then.

      I reached into the back pocket of my pants and pulled out a key blank. With my magic so limited, I needed all the help I could get to focus it. The silver key blank looked just like a regular key but smooth where the cuts to match the lock would be. All I had to do was slip it into the lock and concentrate...

      At least that was my theory.

      The blank slid in smoothly enough. I grabbed the door knob with my left hand and focused on the key. Focused on the key fitting the lock. The lock yielding to the key. The lock turning open when I turned the key.

      My fingers tingled. I smelled cinnamon, a precursor to any magic for me.

      My fingers tightened on the key. I turned it...

      The key didn’t move.

      Frustration quickened my heart beat. I took a deep breath to slow it down. Calm. Getting annoyed would only make it that much more difficult. I had only practiced this in my office before, first time in the real world was bound to be problematic.

      Just relax.

      Instead of thinking about the lock, I thought about the apartment beyond. What would I find in there? Hopefully hints of who would want to kill Christopher Henries, kill the other Santas. There had to be something in there to give me a starting point.

      I pressed the key in and turned...

      It resisted. My fingers tightened on the metal. Just a little more.

      The lock clicked open.

      I pushed open the door and slipped inside. As I pulled the key blank from the lock, I noticed how the edges had changed to conform to the lock. Even as I watched, the edges smoothed out, the magic diminishing until the key blank was smooth again.

      I smiled. Worked perfectly.

      I slid the key blank back into my pocket and shut the door.

      The room beyond was dark. Heavy curtains drawn across the window opposite the door blocked any sunlight from outside. The air was humid and dusty and still.

      As my eyesight adjusted to the gloom, I studied the living room. It seemed to be a generous twenty by fifteen feet. A small kitchen was tucked into the left corner, sporting an olive coloured fridge and matching oven with barely two feet of counter space separating them. Several used mugs crowded the space, several with drained teabags still in the bottom.

      The main area gave me more hints about Christopher Henries but nothing that shone any light on why someone would kill him.

      The narrow sofa turned out to be a futon. A tug on the footboard would flatten the entire thing out, converting it from a seating area to a bed. Ruts on the dark brown area rug exactly how Henries opened the bed.

      A metal wheeled coffee table sat in front of the futon sofa. A half full mug of tea made another ring on the cloudy metal surface with an open TV guide covering the rest.

      A wall unit of shelves stretched across the opposite wall from the sofa, ending at a door tucked against the right side. A twenty eight inch television, screen black and dusty, took up the centre space, surrounded by shelves full of books. As I stepped forward, I noted most of them were old paperbacks, not in any order I could discern. The cracked spines showed they were well used.

      A reading man, was Mr. Henries.

      Had been.

      Anything to show why he’d taken a job as a July Santa and been killed by magic?

      I turned slowly around, opening my mind, scanning around.

      Anything? Anything at all?

      Nothing. There wasn’t anything magical in the place. It was a nice, normal apartment. A real home.

      A muffled thump sounded from the doorway. I spun. In the gloom, it looked like a dark shadow filling the space. Large and looming. Then it seemed to shrink into a man’s shape.

      “What the hell you doin’ in my place?” came a gruff voice.

      The shape took a step forward, coalescing into a man, shoulders hunched, thinning white hair brushed neatly across his pink scalp. A hooked nose hanging over his thin lips, lips that had been hanging slack and open just a short time ago. He wore dark pants with a butter yellow shirt tucked in. Dark suspenders looped over his shoulders, making it look like his hunch came from trying to keep his pants up.

      Even without the red suit and fake hair and beard, I recognized Christopher Henries.

      “Mr. Henries,” I said.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Henries said. “I aksed you what you doin’ in my home and what you starin’ at?”

      I snapped his mouth shut. This man had been dead just a few hours ago. I was sure of it. The feel of his waxy flesh still tingled on my fingers.

      But if he was dead, how was he standing in his apartment, glaring at me?

      “Uh, I’m working with the Grand View Mall, Mr. Henries,” I said. “You’re portraying Santa in the Christmas in July promotion, isn’t that right?”

      “Yep, that’s right,” Henries said.

      “Shouldn’t you be at the mall for rehearsal?” I said.

      Henries tugged at his suspenders. “I is running late. Is that what you’re doin’ here? Giving me a ride?”

      “Well…”

      “That’s mighty fine of you. Just let me get ma lunch.” Henries hurried across the room, brushing past I, wafting a trail of Old Spice behind him. He yanked open the olive-coloured fridge door and came out with a paper bag. He scooped up a paperback book lying on the counter and tucked it under his arm.

      “Mickey Spillane, my favourite,” Henries said. “You ever read him?”

      “Uh, no.”

      Henries shook his head. “Missing out. Best damn writer. Right up there with Louis.”

      “Louis?”

      “Louis L’Amour. Not much of a reader, are ya?”

      “I guess not,” I said.

      Henries patted his book. “I’m ready. Shall we go?”

      “Um, sure.”

      I stepped back and gestured for Henries to go first. The old man hurried to the door and tugged it open. I followed, slipping by him to wait in the hall while Henries locked the door. The scent of Old Spice nipped at my nostrils. Was there anything underneath it? A scent of death maybe? Decay? I couldn’t tell.

      How could Henries be alive? Be here? Just this morning he’d been in the Santa room at the mall, slouched in the chair, dead.

      Hadn’t he?

      I remembered the room, the fluffy fake snow, the perspiring security guard, even the way the body shifted on the chair when I touched the neck, feeling for a pulse. Then the feeling of magic making me dizzy and the way the security guard didn’t remember anything. The vision of residual magic when I touched the security guard’s hand.

      It all led to something strange going on.

      But as I followed Christopher Henries down the hall, I couldn’t detect anything strange about him. No hint of magic, no hint of death.

      Was I losing my mind after all? Had it really happened?

      When we reached the street, Henries tapped the paper bag against his thigh and glanced up and down the street.

      “So where’s yer car?” he said.

      “I don’t have one,” I said.

      Henries tilted his head. “So how’re we gettin’ to the mall?”

      We ended up taking a taxi. The whole time Henries sat in the back seat behind the driver humming to himself as he read his book.

      I sat beside him staring out the window as the houses and shops blurred by, wondering if maybe I really had lost my mind.
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        * * *

      

      All through the ride, I couldn’t detect anything wrong. Even when we reached the mall and headed into the Santa Room, I sensed nothing. I stood in the doorway as Henries strolled across the tile, brushing past the white cotton tufts. The old man headed around the right side of the raised stage toward the small door that led into the change room.

      The door clicked shut behind him.

      I waited a moment, testing the air. Old Spice mixed with the cinnamon and candy cane scent. It made me slight nauseous but there wasn’t anything magical about it.

      There wasn’t anything magical here at all.

      I knew I was supposed to stay and make sure everything was all right, but I just couldn’t stand it.

      For the first time in a long time I felt like I really needed a drink.

      There was a pub-style restaurant at the other end of the mall but I didn’t think that Paul Guthrey would be happy to find his head security for this event in the pub. Didn’t exactly look good. But I sure as hell couldn’t stay here with the non-dead, non-magical Christopher Henries. Not right now anyway.

      I ended up in a coffee shop across from the pub-style restaurant. Instead of mulling about things over a beer as I sat in darkened red leather booth, I sat with a black coffee at a small corner table under harsh fluorescent lights. The overpowering smell of coffee with an undercurrent of burned beans filled the place. I took a sip of the black liquid. Hot and bitter, stinging the roof of my mouth.

      Good. Something else to focus on.

      What was going on? Had the pressure of dealing with Christmas in July gotten to me? Had the tediousness of the display forced me to imagine the excitement of a murder just to get through it? But surely there would be some other event I could come up with that didn’t include death.

      If I had imagined it, what did that say about me?

      My older brother KJ had kept telling me that it wasn’t a good idea to live in the regular world. It would corrupt me. It would ruin me.

      Was this what was happening? And if it was, did it mean I had some kind of anger issues with my father?

      With KJ, I could understand, we had always had a, what would you call it? A somewhat challenging relationship. But things had always been good with Dad.

      Hadn’t they?

      As I lifted the porcelain mug to my lips I felt the vibration of my phone in my pocket. I set the cup down and dug the phone out.

      Shirl’s number.

      “Hi Shirl,” I answered. “What do you have for me?”

      “Kringle, you’d better get over here.” Her voice sounded more terse than normal over the line.

      “What is it?”

      “Just come,” she said. “You should see this in person.”

      Before I could say anything else, she hung up.

      Okay then. Maybe everything wasn’t all in my mind.

      I took a final gulp of coffee and grimaced. Definitely needed sugar.

      The bitter taste lingered as I left the mall.
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      Early afternoon sunlight made the brown bricks on Shirl Tremblay’s four storey walk up looked washed out and pale. The small patch of grass out in front of the building was yellowed and dry. Obviously the superintendent didn’t bother watering between rainy days and it been almost two weeks since the last rain.

      July was shaping up to be one hot, humid month.

      And it seemed to be specifically trying to torture me.

      The bright white of the sidewalk blinded me as I winked into place at the side of the building. Not being at the North Pole limited my magic but I could occasionally use it to zip, or as I called it wink, around the city, as long as I didn’t try to do it too many times in a row. It was a similar kind of magic that Dad used to get around the world in one night. Only I wasn’t as good at it.

      Now I stood at the front door, trying to remember the code to Shirl’s apartment. It wasn’t listed under her name and I forgot the name it was under so I couldn’t look it up on the apartment listing by the door.

      She lived on the top floor, that I remembered but it didn’t do me much good. All the codes were four digits. My head pounded as I stared at the faded list. The way the glass reflected my image back didn’t help much either. I didn’t need to see the way the sweat glistened on my forehead or got caught in the beard that lined my jawline and outlined my mouth.

      Finally I yanked out my cell phone and called her.

      She answered after one ring. “I tole you ya need to come see it.”

      “I know,” I said. “I’m downstairs but I can’t remember your buzzer code.”

      The door in front of me clicked. I grabbed the metal handle and yanked. The glass door swung open. I felt the tickle of cool air. Heavenly.

      “I’m coming up,” I said into the phone but she’d already disconnected.

      What the superintendent saved on watering the front lawn, he obviously spent on keeping the building cool and I was grateful for it. It even made up for having to walk up four flights of stairs to Shirl’s floor.

      As I pushed open the beige door onto her floor, I saw her poking her head out of her door at the end of the hall.

      She waved me forward. “Hurry up.”

      The air had a somewhat stale smell to it as I headed toward her. my loafers felt like they were squishing into the carpet and springing back up.

      Shirl stepped out into the hall, holding her steel door open with her body. She crossed her arms over her chest. She was wearing a bright yellow t-shirt that seemed to blaze against her black skin. As usual, she kept her mass of black braids piled up on top of her head as if to give herself greater height. Even with them, she barely managed to make it above my shoulders.

      She grunted as I came closer and hooked her thumb toward her apartment. Then she turned and headed inside.

      I had to dart forward to grab the door before it swung shut. I had the feeling she wasn’t going to open it again for me.

      I slipped inside and let the door close behind me.

      The place didn’t look much different from the last time I had seen it. Piles of boxes overflowing with electronic equipment filled every nook and cranny. A large L-shaped desk sat in the middle of the clutter with a worn leather chair in front of it. A row of monitors filled the space on top of the desk. A low electrical hum filled the space, and as usual, there wasn’t any sign of dust.

      But she’d changed cleaning products. Instead of lemon, I thought I smelled cinnamon apples.

      From between two rows of boxes, she slid out a metal chair and opened it. Then gestured at me to sit down. I did so as she moved to her leather chair. She spun away from me toward the monitors, scooping up a wireless keyboard as she turned. A few clicks and the screen savers on the monitors had vanished, leaving screenshots of text on each one.

      “I wasn’t expecting to hear from you today,” I said.

      “Wasn’t expectin’ to be finding all this stuff so easy,” she said.

      “Easy?” I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “What did you find?”

      She frowned. “Too much. Too many. Don’t be askin’ me to look up this weird shit, ‘kay? I don’t like it.” She gestured at the screens and wheeled the chair away from them, crossing her arms as if to keep whatever was on them away from herself.

      I squinted but couldn’t read the text. Finally I stood up and moved toward the desk. The text on the different monitors were readouts of newspaper articles and forensic reports. I didn’t want to know how she’d hacked into those. As I scanned each one, one item stood out in all of them.

      Blugeoned. Santa.

      Shot. Santa.

      Knife wounds. Santa.

      Pistol whipped. Santa.

      And the locations. Several in the city. More in the province, then sprinkled around the country.

      Around the world.

      Someone hunting Santas.

      Why?

      “How far back did you go?” I asked.

      “Five years,” she said. “And before you ask, I’m not lookin’ for anymore. Now where’s my money?”

      Her tone was harsh but I could hear the tremble in it. Seeing this list upset her. It upset me too. I fumbled for my wallet in my pocket, counted out bills and handed them back to her.

      I didn’t want to but I knew I had to ask. “Can I get copies?”

      She snatched the money from my hands then shoved me aside as she rolled her chair forward. She grabbed the keyboard. A few keystrokes and the hum of a printer sounded behind him. I turned. Perched on top of a stack of white cardboard boxes, a black laser printer spit out pages.

      Shirl hunched in her chair, her arms across her chest again. The keyboard rested on her lap but one knee trembled, jerking the keyboard up and down.

      “You got some weird thing for Santa?” she said.

      “No,” I said. “Of course not. You know I’m a private detective. I know Stan Mallory.”

      “Yeah, you know him,” she said. “Doesn’t mean you can’t be a loon. Kringle. Who has that name anyhow?”

      She frowned at me and I could feel her pulling away. This had been too much for her. Being a fan of Santa Claus had been the exact reason she’d helped me in the first place and now it was going to be the reason she’d stop helping me. All because she thought I was some nutjob.

      Could I risk telling her the truth? I knew from the way Mallory talked about her that she was trustworthy but did I have the right to burden her with the knowledge? It wasn’t just that I was youngest son of Kris Kringle, aka Santa Claus, but the whole awareness beyond that. She’d learn there were more dangerous things that just bad coding.

      Behind him, the printer beeped. Shirl gave a disgusted snort and scooped the keyboard off her lap, dumping it back on the desk as she stood up. She brushed past me, using her shoulder to push me aside.

      In that moment I could tell that she didn’t like thinking the way she was, didn’t want to distrust me but those images had shaken and upset her.

      I couldn’t just leave her with that.

      “You know that cape looked pretty good on her,” I said.

      “What?” Shirl turned toward me. She held the paper tray in her hand.

      “That Cinderella doll. The one you wanted to make into a superhero. The cape looked good on her.” I nodded. “I agree. There’s no reason she can’t have a cape and a pretty dress.”

      Her eyes widened, the whites blazing against her dark skin. Her mouth dropped open a little.

      “What… how…?”
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