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      Portland, Oregon — December 1954

      

      “Hey, Nick. We’ve got another one.”

      “I’ll be over right away, sweetheart.” I hung up the phone receiver but remained seated in my padded desk chair. Amelia Sansone had sounded annoyed instead of afraid, so I didn’t have to hurry. I finished my cigarette and whiskey, then took a minute to make sure my Colt was fully loaded. I shouldn’t need it on a call like this, but in my line of work, assumptions get you dead.

      Out in the reception area of my office, Carmilla Karnstein paused her typing and watched as I buttoned on my overcoat. I’d met her during one of my previous jobs for Amelia, and she’d ended up as my secretary. She was an odd duck, but she arrived at work before dawn and never left before sunset, and she was a whiz at getting bloodstains out of my clothes—a favor I needed pretty often.

      “Another one at the bookshop?” Her husky voice seemed a mismatch for her delicate frame. But she was older than she looked, and her pale beauty was only a façade for her sharp mind.

      I set my fedora on my head. “Yeah. I doubt I’ll be back after, so lock up for me, please.”

      “Of course. Good luck, Mr. Bozic.”

      I tipped my hat and headed out.

      It was a typical winter afternoon in Portland, gray and drippy, with mist obscuring details and blurring edges. I didn’t mind. In fact, I preferred this weather to bright sunshine, which brought false promises. And anyway, I was in a good mood as I walked down Burnside toward Sansone Booksellers. Although Amelia had some dough, I’m not sure I’d have charged her for these jobs. The city paid my bills for these particular calls, and the city paid well.

      My office was in a third-floor walkup across the street from the Chevy dealership, but Sansone’s was in a more upscale location on 6th Avenue, near the Fred Meyers. Her retail space occupied the bottom two floors, her office was above that, and the top two floors contained apartments she rented out. She could’ve saved herself a lot of grief by moving somewhere else, away from the Rift, but business was good where she was, and she was too stubborn to budge. For a dame who’d been left with nothing after her husband bought it on Okinawa, she was doing well for herself.

      Amelia met me as soon as I entered. She was a small woman whose gray suits always appeared to be swallowing her, and she kept her light brown hair in a pixie cut to avoid fuss. “You walked again instead of driving?” she said by way of greeting.

      “Needed the exercise. Besides, takes less time to walk than to find a place to park near your joint.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      I took off my hat and followed her to the back stairway. “So, what’ve we got this time? It ain’t another kid, is it? That one was a pain in the ass.” He kept waving a stick around and saying words that Amelia told me were mostly bad Latin. I was glad when we sent him back home.

      “No, and it’s nobody you’ll need to shoot, so you can keep that gun tucked away.”

      I shrugged. You never can tell who’ll need shooting. Then I had a hopeful thought. “Is it another guy wearing nothing but that, uh….” I waved vaguely around the region of my groin.

      Amelia gave me a knowing look and shook her head. “Loincloth? No. This one is fully dressed.”

      Shame. Now that fellow had been something to look at, with long black hair and gray eyes, and he had a lot of interesting stories about apes and other animals. He was athletic too. I took him to Forest Park, partly because I wanted to watch him in action, and he’d swung from fir branch to fir branch as easy as you please. That had been a pretty sight.

      The first flight of bookshop stairs was wide, with pale marble steps and a polished wooden railing, but the second—used only by employees—wasn’t for show. A little window on the landing had a view of the alley and the grayish building on the other side.

      “You’re not gonna give me any hints about this one?” I coaxed Amelia as we ascended the final part of the staircase.

      She got an odd expression, one I couldn’t read. “We have a big display of Christmas titles out now.”

      Well, that wasn’t enlightening.

      Whenever the Rift shifted, the results ended up in a dead-end hallway on the third floor, just around the corner from Amelia’s personal office. Nobody knew why, although the eggheads at that commie college across the river liked to throw around fancy words and call them theories. In any case, after the first couple of times, Amelia had arranged for iron bars to be installed across the hallway, forming a sort of jail, with a heavy lock holding the gate closed. That kept most of the results contained until they could be dealt with, although a few had managed to slither or ooze through the openings, and a muscular blond guy with a giant hammer had smashed his way right through the wall. Then he’d jumped, apparently under the impression that he could fall forty feet with no problem.

      That one hadn’t ended well.

      I didn’t draw my Colt, but I made sure my coat was unbuttoned, and I kept my hand hovering near the holster as we turned the corner.

      “Oh jiminy, ma’am, I thought you were never coming back!”

      I stopped walking so suddenly that I almost tripped over my own feet.

      A man stood inside the makeshift cell, his hands wrapped around the bars. He was a good four inches shorter than my five-ten, slender, probably in his late twenties. His pale straight hair hung to his shoulders in back and swooped across his forehead in front, and he had a slightly pointed chin, pink cheeks, and enormous cornflower-blue eyes.

      But it was his clothing that had thrown me for a loop: shiny red boots; red-and-white-striped stockings; an emerald-green tunic with red belt, cuffs, and collar; and a floppy, pointed green hat. With a giant bell at the end.

      And did I mention that his ears were pointed too?

      I turned to Amelia. “Is this what I think it is?”

      “Detective, meet Evindal, the Christmas elf.”
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      “Hey, could you folks let me go now? I need to get back to work. It’s a super busy time of year at the workshop, you know.” Evindal blinked pleadingly.

      Ignoring him, I looked at Amelia. “Really?”

      “Come on. It’s not as bad as the last one.”

      She had a point. He’d been a lawyer, which was bad enough, and he’d kept repeating that his bosses were tied to the Mob and either they were going to pop me or he was going to sue me, or maybe some of both. As if the Rift was my fault, which it ain’t. I didn’t shoot him, but it was a close thing.

      “Remember, Nick. The city pays you well for this,” Amelia concluded.

      Evindal tilted his head, making the bell jingle.

      “Not well enough,” I muttered as I marched over to the bars. “See here, mister. Here’s how it’s gonna be. We’re gonna let you out, and you’re gonna come along with me all quiet-like so we can have a conversation about how to get you home.”

      The elf clapped his hands. “Perfect! Um… I’m not sure how I got here.” He looked around the empty cell, frowning. “Or where I am.”

      “Yeah. I’ll explain that part.”

      No way Evindal was going anywhere dressed like that. But Amelia had already sent one of her employees to Meier & Frank, and the kid came back now with a shopping bag. He goggled at Evindal until Amelia shooed him away. Then she took a key from her skirt pocket and unlocked the cell. Evindal came dancing out with a wide smile. “Thank you! Not that I don’t appreciate your hospitality, miss, but the room is a little… bare? I could give some decorating tips if you like. I’m good at that.”

      Eyebrows raised, Amelia handed him the bag. “Why don’t you just get changed so Nick can take care of you?”

      He gave me a long, assessing look. “I bet I’d like that,” he said, grinning.

      I didn’t think I was capable of blushing, yet my cheeks flamed. “Get dressed,” I growled.

      Evindal first took off his ridiculous hat, setting it reverently on the floor, and then without a hint of hesitation stripped off the tunic and tossed it aside. That left him in nothing but boots and tights, and those tights left very little to the imagination. They may have involved more fabric than that loincloth, but they showed a lot more detail.

      Amelia and I were both staring, but Evindal didn’t seem to care. He quickly kicked off his boots—they thunked against the wall—and then, before anyone could protest, he peeled off those tights. He showed no more self-consciousness than a young child, but he was most definitely a grown man. Very grown.

      “My,” Amelia whispered, fanning herself. I was tempted to do the same.

      But now Evindal was rooting through the bag. He put on the plain white T-shirt happily enough—it was pretty tight on him—and the pair of white Jockeys, but he frowned at the dungarees. “The fabric is so stiff.” He nearly fell on his ass trying to put them on, and then he fumbled with the button and zipper as if he wasn’t used to them.

      He looked at the pair of black socks carefully, wrinkled his nose, and shoved them back into the bag. Then put his red boots back on and clapped the hat on his head. “Ready,” he sang.

      “Didn’t Billy bring you a hat and shoes?” Amelia asked. She seemed more amused than anything.

      “Sure. But, um, I’ll let someone else have those. Mine are fine.”

      I probably should’ve argued, but at that point I just wanted to get the hell out of there. Somewhere, a bottle of rye was calling my name.

      “You hungry?” I asked, because in my experience they usually were. Something about the Rift emptied their bellies, I guess.

      “Golly, yes!”

      “I don’t suppose you got any scratch.”

      “Huh?”

      “Cabbage. Dough. Berries. Jack.”

      He stared without comprehension, and I had to admit that he didn’t have anywhere to stash greenbacks. I sighed. “Fine. Let’s go.” I’d make sure to put his tab—and mine—on my bill to the city, and if one of those ink-stained four-eyed eggs over in the accounting office gave me any grief, I’d tell them what they could do with their Rift assignments.

      Billy hadn’t bought Evindal a coat, but Amelia had a closetful next to her office. Remainders from the bookstore’s lost-and-found mostly, but I think she picked up a few at used clothing stores, figuring she’d need them eventually. After a few moments of rooting around, she found a gabardine bomber jacket that fit him and matched his blue eyes.

      Evindal skipped happily behind us as we went along the hall and down the first set of stairs, but he gasped when we reached the second floor with its shelves and tables packed full. “Ooh, books!” He trotted over to a display of oversize art volumes.

      I followed and grabbed his arm, tugging him back toward the stairs. “I thought you were hungry. And eager to get home.”

      “Gee, right, right. Sorry. I just adore books so much. Don’t you?”

      I shrugged. In fact, I’d never been much of a reader until I met Amelia. But then she started forcing them on me, and, well, some of them weren’t half bad. They passed the time.

      Evindal oohed and aahed some more on the first floor, catching the bemused attention of other shoppers, but eventually I managed to steer him to the door. Amelia handed me my coat and hat and, while I put them on, watched the elf eyeball a rack of novels. “Good luck with this one, Nick.”

      “Thanks, sister. I think I’m gonna need it.”

      I’d planned to take a hack to the restaurant, but as soon as we got outside Evindal began to spin and wave his hands. “It’s raining! Ooh, that’s so wonderful! I’ve read about rain but I never thought I’d get the chance to see it for myself. It’s so… wet!” He held up his hands as if to reach the clouds and then, laughing, stuck out his tongue and tried to catch raindrops.

      People were staring, giving him the stink eye, and leaving a wide berth as they passed us on the sidewalk. But he didn’t seem to notice or care—not any more than he’d cared about stripping in front of me and Amelia—and he appeared to be having a grand old time. Then he noticed a puddle in the street and darted forward to splash in it. I had to pull him back to the sidewalk before he got run over.

      “C’mon,” I said. “Let’s go eat.”

      “Of course. But will it rain on us the whole way? I hope it does!”

      “You’ve really never seen rain before?”

      He shook his head. “Just snow. Lots of it. And don’t get me wrong, I love snow. It’s pretty and it crunches under your boots and you can make sculptures out of it. But….” He dropped his voice and looked around a little guiltily, as if someone might overhear and be angry. “But I do get a little tired of shoveling it. And rain is so interesting!”

      So we ended up walking instead of taking a taxi, and the entire time he rhapsodized about… everything. Not just the rain, although I heard plenty about that. But he also loved the tall buildings and window displays and thought the cars and buses were top rate and a nice change from sleighs, although he was sorry there were no reindeer. When we came to a Benson Bubbler and he realized he could drink from it, I thought he would blow his top from excitement.

      It was a long walk. Like trying to get somewhere with an unleashed puppy and a toddler who’d been eating candy all day.

      We ended up at Huber’s, which I’d chosen because they had both booze and food and because it was a nice place without being snooty. Plus it was open now, even though we were early for dinner.

      Of course Evindal was gaga over the curved stained-glass skylights and the long, dark-wood bar with the arched mirrors behind it. The place was handsome, now that I looked closely. I’d never really noticed the details before.

      To their credit, neither the host nor the waitress batted an eye over Evindal’s getup or his ears. In fact, they both smiled at him, and once we were seated, the waitress looked as if she was seriously considering chucking him under the chin. I ordered a nice Scotch since it was on the city’s dime. Ordered one for the elf too, when it became obvious he had no idea what he wanted.

      “No Scotch where you come from?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so. We drink milk. Warm apple cider—yum! Eggnog. Ooh, and hot cocoa, of course.”

      Of course.

      The menu overwhelmed him too. “How can I possibly decide? Everything sounds so delicious.” He gazed at me. “What’s your favorite, Nick?”

      “They’re famous for their turkey dinner.”

      He set the menu on the table. “Then I’ll have that.”

      The waitress brought our Scotches and took our order—I had the turkey too—and then hurried away. Evindal watched as I took a healthy swallow of booze. He picked up his glass, sniffed, wrinkled his nose, and took a tiny sip—which he instantly spluttered back out again. “That’s…. How can you drink that?” He stuck his tongue out a few times like a cat considering hawking up a hairball.

      “You never had it before, huh?”

      “We don’t have liquor where I come from. Well, that’s not exactly true. On the night of the summer solstice, the boss gives all of us a nice glass of mead to get everyone in the mood to start the busy season.”

      I shook my head. “Maybe you oughtta just stick to water, pal.” I lit a cigarette but had only a puff or two before he scrunched up his nose again and gave me a disapproving look, equal to my ma’s when I’d disappointed her. Which had been often. Sighing, I stubbed the thing out.

      That earned me a sunny smile which lingered as he took a careful look around the place. “I’ve heard of restaurants, of course, but I’ve never been to one. We don’t have them.”

      “Not even a hash house?”

      “What’s that?”

      “You know, a cheap place. Diner. Serves breakfast, burgers, stuff like that.”

      I think he was wrinkling his nose on purpose, knowing it made him look cute. “No. No hash house.”

      “Where do you eat?”

      “They serve us breakfast and lunch at the workshop. You can get dinner there too, but I usually eat that at home. I like to cook.” He ducked his head shyly.

      I finished off my Scotch, reached across the table, and grabbed his. Waste not, want not. “So where’s home?” I asked, even though I was afraid I knew the answer.

      And sure enough. “The North Pole, of course. I have the nicest, coziest little cabin. Only one room, naturally, ’cause it’s just me, but I have a great big fireplace and two comfy chairs and a bed that’s plenty big enough for two—if you don’t mind a little squishing.” He waggled his eyebrows.

      There I was, blushing again, dammit. “North Pole. And your boss is…?”

      “Oh, you know that. But he prefers us to call him Mr. Kringle.”

      Well, it wasn’t the craziest story to come through the Rift, not by a long shot. Last year, for instance, there’d been a cockroach the size of a Clydesdale. It almost broke out of Amelia’s cell before I managed to kill it. A messy business. And just a few months ago we got a man-sized cat that talked in rhymes and wore a stovepipe hat and red bowtie. He was a troublemaker too, causing all sorts of chaos around town before I finally got him home. And then there was that talking bear who didn’t mind wearing a shirt but refused pants.

      “Where do you live, Mr. Bozic?”

      That startled me a little. The products of the Rift rarely asked me anything about myself. Especially the one with the loincloth, who hadn’t been much of a talker.

      “Across the river. A few miles from here.”

      “Is it a cozy cabin too?”

      I barked a laugh. “It’s a one-bedroom apartment, pal.” Nothing special, although it was hardly the worst place I’d lived. The neighborhood was quiet, so I had some hope of getting sleep even when I’d been working late, and the tavern up the street served cheap, strong drinks. There was a park only a block away, where once in a while I could sit under the trees, smoke some cigarettes, and forget about the cruddy world.

      Evindal was leaning forward as if fascinated, and he’d just opened his mouth to speak when the waitress arrived with our food. His eyes grew round at the sight of it. “That’s a lot of food.”

      “Dig in.”

      He did, with enthusiasm and lots of little appreciative noises, pausing only for occasional sips of water. His manners weren’t the best, which I didn’t care about, but his focus on eating meant we weren’t getting any closer to sending him home. Or putting a fat paycheck in my pocket. Still, I couldn’t help but enjoy watching him—I didn’t usually see anyone so happy about a meal—so I let him go to it. After he finished, he waited patiently for me, his expression suggesting he was having a good time.

      I decided to splurge and offer dessert. Why not, with the city paying? Not surprisingly, he was all for it. He ordered bread pudding, but I just asked for more Scotch. As our waitress was leaving, a waiter started preparing a drink for someone a few tables over. It was a showy exercise involving lots of bottle-waving and fancy pouring, along with an open flame.

      “What’s that?” Evindal breathed.

      The waitress laughed. “Spanish coffee. One of our specialties. Would you like one?”

      “Ooh, yes please!”

      I waited until she was gone and then said, “That’s more booze, you know. Lots of it.”

      “But it’s so pretty!”

      “Suit yourself.”

      That satisfied him. But after a moment he cocked his head. “Where is this place, Mr. Bozic? And how did I get here? The last I remember, I was walking home from the workshop and then….” He fluttered his fingertips. “I was really dizzy. I fell down really hard. And when I opened my eyes, I was….”

      “Behind bars.” I sighed. Pretty much the same story I’d heard a bunch of times before. “It’s the Rift.”

      He blinked. “The what?”

      “The Genre Rift. It’s underneath Amelia’s bookstore. Most of the time you’d never know about it, but every now and then it sort of… slides a little. Like an earthquake.” The college eggheads insisted on calling these events Rift Shifts, but that sounded too much like something that damned cat would say. “When that happens, people—or, uh, other living things—get plopped into that hallway. Nobody knows why there, or why them in particular, although it does seem to have something to do with the books Amelia’s got on display.”

      His eyes were huge again. “So I’m not the first?”

      “Nah. I’ve dealt with at least a couple dozen.”

      “Dealt with?” he asked carefully.

      “I get them home. Or….” Normally I didn’t mind talking about the other ones—they were all part of the job—but for some reason I hesitated with him and took a different tactic instead. “Y’know, a few decide to stay. They like it better here than wherever they came from and we’re happy to have ’em. My secretary is one of those. And a few months ago we got this blind fellow who kept going on and on in Greek—we had to get someone from the college to translate—about his dead mother. Or maybe his wife. It was confusing. Anyway, he didn’t want to go back, which was fine because the college was happy to take him on.”

      I’d had a fight with the city over that one. They didn’t want to pay me, since technically I hadn’t completed the job. But I pointed out that it was my idea to get the college involved in the first place, and the guy wasn’t causing any problems. We’d settled on a reduced fee, which was better than nothing.

      “But you carry a gun,” Evindal pointed out. I hadn’t thought he’d noticed. “Why do you carry a gun?”

      “Part of the job. I’m a private dick.”

      “A dick?” His face was so innocent it almost hurt.

      I passed up the chance to make a dirty joke. “A detective for hire.”

      “Do you use the gun?”

      “Now and then. Look, sometimes what comes through the Rift ain’t real friendly.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I was saved from having to answer when the waitress reappeared, along with a bartender. She set down my Scotch and Evindal’s pudding, and then we all watched the bartender do the whole Spanish-coffee rigmarole. I think he put in extra flourishes for Evindal’s sake, and of course Evindal was thrilled.

      When we were alone again, Evindal took a cautious sip. Then another, this time bigger. He got a little mustache from the cream, but that didn’t stop him from taking a healthy swallow. “Good!” he exclaimed. “Wouldn’t you rather have this than that?” He pointed at my highball glass.

      “I don’t like the sweet stuff.”

      He looked disappointed but drank some more before digging in to his bread pudding.  “What do you mean by not real friendly?”

      Damn. I’d hoped he’d forgotten that conversation. But I told him about the giant bug. And the clown that seemed harmless enough until he escaped into the sewer system and began stalking children. That one still gave me nightmares. Then there was that green lady in the black dress. She had a pointy hat, but unlike Evindal’s it was black and lacked bells. That dame had an unhealthy obsession with footwear, and didn’t mind killing to feed it.

      Evindal grew increasingly pale as I told him these tales. “So you killed them?” he whispered.

      “Yeah. Well, not all. This one guy came through, and he seemed all right at first. Real smart. He was some kinda doctor. But… um, you don’t want to know what this guy sometimes had for dinner.” I shuddered. “I had a hell of a time finding him—he was smarter than me. Smarter than the police bureau too. It could’ve been really bad, except the next time the Rift sent us someone, it was another bright fellow, a detective from England. Snooty son of a bitch, and a hophead too, but he caught that other guy and tricked him into going home with him. So I guess maybe that doctor’s still alive somewhere, but he ain’t my problem anymore.”

      By then, Evindal had finished his drink and licked the sugar off the rim of the glass. “That’s awful,” he said, shoulders slumped.

      I kind of hated to see him that way, so I softened the blow. “It’s not always like that. Sometimes we get good ones. Like this one guy—he definitely wasn’t a looker and he was huge, and I guess he could’ve caused all kinds of trouble. But he turned out to be real nice. Did a couple of exhibition wrestling matches and donated his take to an orphanage. And there was a real pretty girl with blonde hair and a thing about dragons. I get the feeling she might’ve been an issue eventually, but we had a good visit and she went back home.”

      “Home,” Evindal said sadly. “How do I get home?”

      “With the help of a gumshoe, that’s how.”

      “You won’t shoot me?”

      Dammit. “Only unless I got to. Don’t do anything dangerous and you’ll be fine.”

      “I’m not dangerous. I make toys. I specialize in painting them, you know. I put faces on the dolls and add colors to the blocks and wooden trains.” He perked up a bit. “Mr. Kringle says I’m his third-best painter, and someday I could be second or even first.”

      “Do you like doing that?”

      “Oh golly, yes! It’s so rewarding, knowing my work will help make a child happy. I love to picture them opening their presents and seeing what I made and… and they’re filled with joy. Maybe not forever. Nothing’s forever. But for at least a little while.” He hugged himself and smiled.

      I’m a hard man. I know that about myself. If I wasn’t tough I wouldn’t have survived this long. But something about that elf made me a little soft and gooey inside. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. “I’ll get you home,” I promised.

      Evindal reached over the table and took one of my hands in his. He had warm skin and lightly callused fingers. I pulled away and looked around quick, but nobody was watching us. “How?” he asked.

      “Somewhere in this town there’s a place that’ll send you back. I don’t understand why. The eggheads say it has something to do with equilibrium and counterbalance, but for all I know they’re just blowing smoke out their ass. Anyway, we find the location and you’ll feel this sort of pull. Right here.” I tapped the fingers of one hand on my forehead and the other on my chest. “When you get to the exact spot, bam, you’ll find yourself back at the North Pole.”

      “Great! Where is it?”

      “Don’t know yet. That’s why you need a detective.”
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