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    This book is dedicated to Richard Daniel Henry, my brother. As Mom reminded me, we used to compete as kids to see who could tell the scariest story, and I know we were always trying to make each other laugh, too. What better practice to build up to writing comedy thriller mysteries?          Besides, the story is about Christmas, and Christmas is about family. Brother Unit, this one's for you.
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The man standing across the desk from me was smiling, even though I hadn’t given him reason to. He looked like he smiled a lot, and I’d have been happy to hear out his problems at another time, but now I tried to keep it short. I’d been up all day getting ready for my trip and that wasn’t good for my mood. “I really can’t take a new case right now,” I said. “I told you on the phone and I’m telling you again. Find someone else for the job, Mr. Angel. I have plans for the holidays.”

“No, it’s all right. You’ll see,” he said. “First, you’re the only one who is remotely qualified. You were the top man in missing persons. Very good with wayward teens.”

“If your daughter is missing, you need to talk to the police. They have much more in the way of resources.” They didn’t always pull out all the stops for a runaway teen, but I was a one man operation, with an on-call assistant I rarely brought in, given that he had a full time job elsewhere. “And they always have someone on duty during the holidays.”

“Oh, I’m not her father.”

I was on my feet then. “Get out.” He hadn’t looked like a creep. Far from it. His face was round and pink, like a cherub all grown up. But I didn’t like grown men who latched onto girls half their age.

“I’m her guardian!” His shout wasn’t angry, merely trying to explain over my head of steam. 

I stopped. “That’s just the same in the eyes of the law,” I said. “Parent or guardian. You can report her missing.”

He passed a hand over his forehead. “Oh, I’m not explaining anything right. I just thought you’d jump at the chance, especially since Persephone was in Buffalo when she disappeared, so you’d be able to stay with your parents over the holiday like you planned, but would be able to spend time away from them to help hide your problem.” He made a drinking gesture. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was accusing me of being an alcoholic. 

But I did know better. I hadn’t told him about going to Buffalo. I hadn’t told him my holiday plans were at my parents’ house. Apparently he’d found out about those details on his own. So he had learned about the vampirism, too. 

I finally indicated the chair across the desk. Both were secondhand items from an office that had been closed up during the depression, some insurance agency, I think, that had finally been unlocked and cleared out when the office space was desired enough to rent again. The file cabinets were former recruitment center, as were some chairs on the side. “I’ll hear you out, Mr. Angel. But I won’t be blackmailed into doing something I disagree with.”

“Of course not! Your integrity is one reason we hold you in such high regard. And it’s not Mr. Angel. I told you my name is Harold.”

“We aren’t on a first name basis yet.”

“Harold’s my only name. At least on this planet.”

I started to think Persephone was his nurse, really, and that he was the one missing... from a nice little room at Bellevue. I had said I’d hear him out, though. 

“When were you appointed as Persephone’s guardian?”

“At her birth. Her mother was already ill so she needed someone right away, and I have had rather a lot of experience as a guardian, even if it was for other species.”

“You didn’t know anything about parenting?” I asked. 

“Well, that was really her father’s job, wasn’t it? Until the construction accident. Then she was on her own, poor dear, well, in foster homes, but it isn’t the same is it? You know the moment her birthday came, she was shown the door. No payments, no care.”

“You were her guardian. Why didn’t you help?”

“Oh, I did what I could, but free will and all that. I did point out a convent to her that would have hosted her in exchange for chores and prayers, but she had other things in mind. She had a job as a shopgirl and wanted to stick with that. She didn’t realize she was being led down the wrong path.”

This squirrel’s tree was absolutely full of nuts, I thought to myself. But I had more than an hour before I was supposed to meet Eugene prior to going to the airport to pick up Clara. I could spare a few minutes. “What makes you think she’s in trouble? What wrong path did she take?”

“Magic, Mr. Jones. Occult practices. While many fine people use the arts to good purpose, there are those who allow no scruple to stop them from tapping the most powerful sources easily available to them.”

I hated to admit, but this part was making sense to me. “Are you talking about using human souls for power?” Medium Brown had told me that humans concentrated life magic more than other beings. 

“Yes. I’m afraid one of the customers at her store was a rather dark wizard and she disappeared around the same time his visits became much less frequent.”

“What kind of store was it?”

He waved a hand. “Home goods, I think that sort of thing is called. Tea and teapots, candles—­­”

“—mirrors, bells, jars of sea salt, spices, incense, little silver knives,” I interrupted with more of the list. He nodded. I filled in the unspoken part. “The kind of things that sell as knick-knacks but that can be tools of the trade to an occultist. But if she’s gone off with this guy of her own free will and she’s legally an adult, you know that’s really up to her.”

“Free will. Yes... the thing is, I have to respect free will. But there are such things as magical compulsions, and the kind of people who use black magic don’t have moral qualms about using them. I know something is wrong, simply because I can’t find her.”

“People do disappear by choice sometimes.”

“Not from their guardian angels, they don’t. It takes more powerful magic than she could manage.”

The subway token dropped and I got on board the crazy train. “Guardian angel?!” All of his bizarre statements sounded a bit different now.

“I did tell you.”

“You were Harold T. Angel and you were Persephone’s guardian. That’s what I heard.”

“Must have been a bad phone line. Let me introduce myself again. I’m Harold the angel.”

“Funny name for an angel.”

“I thought it was common, almost expected. I hear people singing that all the time.”

That puzzle, at least, was easy to solve after a moment’s thought, “You mean, ‘Hark, the Herald Angel Sings?’”

“Yes. I did always like the heavenly choir performances.” He looked so pleasant and innocent. I didn’t have the heart to explain word order and homonyms to him.

I thought about the case. He wasn’t wrong. The job would actually make it easier to avoid awkward moments, giving me an excuse for not being at home for supper when I was incapable of eating solid food. And while I didn’t know a lot of people who used magic, the little I’d seen seemed to have disruptive effects on lives. As for my client, if you couldn’t trust an angel, who could you trust? That brought to mind another question. “About my fee...”

“Your regular rates will do fine for us, if you like, or an alternative currency of sorts. I have to stick to the Divine Plan, but within that, interventions are possible.”

“What is the Divine Plan?” I asked quickly. 

His answer surprised me. He shrugged. “It’s on a need to know basis, and to a large extent I don’t need to know it. I do know that your guardian was forbidden to stop your becoming a vampire, so you must have something important to do.”

In that moment, I felt annoyed with the Divine Plan, whatever it was. Free will shouldn’t just be a means of people getting into trouble, while trying to get out of it ran smack up against fate. My guardian angel hadn’t been allowed to help me? And Harold’s spiritual ward was currently beyond his reach. Leaving Persephone’s future in the hands of a god who has seen fit to put me in this condition, well, I couldn’t do it. 

“I’ll try to find her. Full name?” 

“Persephone Simon. Her friends call her Pers.”

“Sounds like a cat,” I said. I took down her last known address, the store where she worked, and information on her closest friends. It wouldn’t be a bad start. “Do you have a photograph of her?”

He looked embarrassed. “No. It’s rather a human thing, isn’t it, to keep a reminder of the appearance of someone important? But she, and my other wards, will never be out of my mind. Not until they no longer need me.”

“Can you draw a picture of her?”

“I can try.” 

He started off trying to draw with the eraser end. Might be because he was an angel and unused to human tools. On the other hand, the possibility that he was a mental patient crossed my mind again. He hadn’t done a miracle yet. 

Five minutes later, he had. The paper was covered with an artistic masterpiece. It might be hard to recognize her from it, though. Persephone was drawn in several ages, all blended together, as if he saw her as all of them at once, everything from baby to the young woman she had become. He’d also drawn aura lights, which somewhat blurred and  obscured her features and included layers of energy I knew I wouldn’t be able to see. The whole effect was beautiful, but a little too abstract for me to be sure what she actually looked like, and I certainly couldn’t pass it around to ask people if they’d seen her. I glanced up at him again.

I see life energy, but not divine energy. Something had been odd about his aura, but not too odd. With the holiday on my mind, I hadn’t been paying attention to the shape of it, but now I saw, it wasn’t connected to him. Instead, little wisps of it played out in many directions, and each wisp had a different mix of colors in it. 

Reaching out, I touched one strand of it, and saw, like a vivid daydream, a freckle-faced boy, about eight years old, brushing his teeth. Another strand showed a narrow-featured youth, standing on the sidewalk selling the evening paper. Harold stepped back, frowning at me. “Privacy,” he said, chidingly.

“You’re connected to your clients— your wards— through a tiny bit of their life energy.”

He nodded.  

“And Persephone’s is...?”

“Disconnected from me. But she’s still out there somewhere.”

“And you’re worried sick about her,” I finished. I might not be sure how I felt about the divine plan, but Harold himself was all right. He might be assigned his charges, but he genuinely cared about them. “How can I reach you for updates, or if I have any more questions?”

“Hmm.” He dug in his pockets and pulled out an object, handing it to me.  

“A penny-whistle?” I looked at it from several angles. 

“Give it a blow,” he urged. 

I tried it. The sound was not what I expected. It was rich and sweet, and as I pulled the slide, it went through arpeggios. “That is pretty distinctive,” I acknowledged. “I always thought you guys went for harps, though.”

“Oh, I play many instruments,” he said. “That’s something you have in common with us. Thank you for helping find my ward. But there’s still the matter of your retainer.”

“Well, I think that, except for expenses, we should consider my fee to be a wish to be fulfilled at a later date.” I really wanted to get rid of the vampirism, but that was off the bargaining table right now. Also, there was the real possibility of needing divine help for something important before then. 

“But a retainer is standard industry practice,” he reminded me. “Let me see what I can do.” He closed his eyes and thought for a moment. “Your safety is important. I can give you some resistance to sunlight. Not much— the sun is very powerful. But you’ll have five minutes to get to safety. Thirty seconds before the pain starts, and you’ll take damage after that, but you can heal from it. As fast as you can move, this should be enough.”

That took me by surprise. I wouldn’t have thought of it. It wasn’t much— I wouldn’t be able to forget the issue and enjoy the sun. But it did give me a much better chance of surviving one of the greatest risks to vampires, one I could never be sure of avoiding. “Permanently?” I asked. 

“Yes.”

“It’s a deal.” I said it softly, but with real appreciation. No amount of money could buy me extra time, so this was a serious payment. Once he was on his way to make the rounds of his other wards, I finished up my packing and locked up the office.
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Eugene’s office looked oddly shadowy. I was nervous for a moment, not because darkness made me uneasy— I belong to the night these days— but because I’ve gotten rather leery of anything too unusual. Especially, I don’t like to think of the people I care about encountering the kind of things I have. And Eugene, for all his wealth, was a good-hearted fellow. He has lawyers to protect him from the most likely dangers to a man better at science than people, but “ghoulies and ghasties”, in the words of the poet, were another matter entirely. For that, there was just me. 

I wasn’t needed for that today, I realized, and smiled. The offices of Marshall Enterprises were merely decorated for the holidays. And Eugene had clearly felt that mistletoe was the most important decoration. A sprig hung from every light fixture, and the shadows they were creating were all that had drawn my attention.  

“There are other traditions, you know,” I said with a grin. 

“Yes, but I’m not always sure what’s appropriate. We’ve got a few Jews in the office, and a Muslim. I don’t want to have anything up that runs contrary to their religions.”

I shook my head. “It’s not like we use Christmas ham for decoration. Most things we use for decoration aren’t even religious, much less offensive. Here, I’ve still got a little time before I need to head to the airport. I’m going to dress things up a bit for you. Oh, here.” I handed him some reports I’d written up on background checks I’d done for him. “One of them, Eris Avgi, I have something to tell you that isn’t on paper. Sir Lynn Fox says you shouldn’t hire her. He didn’t explain. But he’s in British intelligence, so I think you should listen.”

He shrugged. “There are other good candidates. I’ll take his advice. But I wonder if I should call her personally about the decision. I could ask her out then.”

“Eugene...”

“She’s a goddess, Raf,” he said with a gleam in his eye. 

“She’s probably a spy,” I warned him. 

“Your girlfriend’s a spy,” he pointed out. It was true, in a way. She was not just Lynn Fox’s sister-in-law, she was one of his operatives, and while her occult investigations weren’t undermining any nation— she was with Interpol as her official job these days— it was still clandestine work. 

“Okay, there is that. But what if Eris really is a goddess, what about that?”

He took on a worried look. “Oh. We did a bit of classics in my school. That never seemed to end well.”

“Hey, fellas,” Pearl, his secretary, a woman of sixty or so who wasn’t going to let age wither nor custom stale, came over. “What are you two talking about?”

“We were wondering if Eris was really a goddess.”

“Of course she was.” Pearl picked up the reports with one hand, cup of coffee in the other. “Early in the Iliad. The goddess of discord, with the golden apple that started the whole fracas.”

“Pearl, you think the place needs more decorating, don’t you?” I asked. Since she was one of the Jewish employees he was worried about, her input would be important.

“Sure. I grew up in New York. Everyone, every kind lives here. We all like a little extra light this time of year. You put them on a tree? Not a problem. It smells terrific. Desert people don’t chop down trees for decoration, but here it works. Wreaths are nice. You know what? Leave out the King Herod bull and we're good. I think that lead to the blood libel. And you know what? We did not have a King Herod so close to 1 AD or BC, however you count it. Historians say so and the Romans kept track of that stuff.”

I got to work while Pearl pulled Eugene down for a good, mistletoe-fueled kiss. I called a few stores to have more varied greenery sent over, along with premade bows, red ribbons, and so on. In the meantime, I asked Eugene if I could look around his lab for wires and things to help set it up. 

“Of course,” he told me, “but about picking Clara up from the airport...”

“I’ve got two hours, don’t worry,” I called back over my shoulder as I headed into the stairwell. I quickly found the tools I needed. The labs here were ever-changing, but he kept some patterns to how workspaces were organized no matter what the job was, to make it easier to move from task to task. I’d gotten familiar enough with his habits to know where to look, and I picked up some odds and ends of lights and shiny things to throw in to add a little color. I came back up and as I passed Eugene, he fished a glass globe out of the bucket I was carrying them in. 

“Let’s not use my photon collector in this; I haven’t quite worked out how to keep it from overheating when the lights are on too long.”

“What?”

“Also, there’s the risk of it releasing stored light suddenly. I don’t think that would be healthy for you.”

“You keep that,” I agreed, backing off with the rest of it. Maybe it wouldn’t be a problem with the protection that Harold had given me, but I didn’t think it was a good idea to chance. 

I used a touch of the vampire speed, focusing on my hands so I could manage to mess about with twisting things together and hanging them up quickly without attracting undue attention. There were fewer working in the office already. My friend Medium Brown had headed to Maryland for his family gathering. He’d been away from the United States for even longer than I had, and unlike me, had no reason to worry about seeing his folks. 

My parents didn’t know that a vampire had forced his blood on me and then killed me, making me into something no longer human. If I wanted to keep it a secret, I had to manage my Christmas visit with them carefully. I turned white plastic tarp into bunting topped with holly bundles as I thought about the usefulness of having a new case I could work on while still keeping my holiday visit. 

While waiting for more trim to arrive, I went to a window and got it open. There was a dust of snow outside. Perfect. I decided that giant snowflakes would be striking as a decoration, and went out to start cleaning designs onto the glass. 

Eugene came to the open window to fuss at me. “You should come back inside, Raf. Irene just came in and is in a tizzy.”

“Then I’ll stay out here. I’m just dressing up the windows— want to hand me a bit of garland?” He did so and I continued. “Since you taught me how to use my wings properly, I can change form and fly if I slip. But Irene’s back to normal these days except when she’s around me.” I’d rescued her from a vampire cult. I hadn’t rescued myself successfully. Part of her was drawn to that part of me and it wasn’t a good idea. 

“Could you at least wear a tether or something so people don’t panic?”

“Sure, I guess.”

“I’ll grab some cord.”

He ducked back inside. I fastened the garland and the sound of the wind blowing around the building made it a bit hard to hear the voices coming from the interior. The wind fell briefly, and I heard Eugene say, “I tried to tell him you were here, but he wouldn’t listen. He’s out on the ledge right now and I can’t get him to come in.”

“WHAT?!” The voice, though more upset than I was used to hearing it, was the warm, dulcet, and very British voice of my true love, Clara Thomas. “Rafael Jones! Don’t do anything stupid!”

I ducked back inside. There she was. There was the mistletoe. There is only one thing to do in a situation like that, and I closed the ground between us faster than I should have. Well, people are good at explaining things away, like superhuman speed being a trick of their perception. 

It was worth any odd looks or questions to have her in my arms, her full lips warm on mine. My senses had changed since I’d first met her, but she only seemed more alluring, her scent as complex and evocative as a symphony. Her kiss was heaven.

But I wasn’t paying enough attention to myself. A tooth scratched her mouth, and the taste of blood excited me further, but I was instantly alarmed by my desire for more and I jumped back. I covered my mouth and looked away, ashamed and frightened at my craving. 

“Rafael,” her voice was a little shaken, but low and firm. “Calm down. I need you to take a few deep breaths and focus on who you are.”

Who I am. What I am is a vampire, whether I hurt anyone or not. The need was always there, not just the physical need for blood, but the magical need for life energy to appease the anti-life lurking within me. And it twisted my emotional needs, or tried to sneak in on them. But that was just what I was. Who I was, that was different. 

I was a friend to many. I was the son of an immigrant and a hardware store owner. I could protect people. I was often clever and I didn’t believe in giving up. I find missing people and right now I have an angel for a client. And in spite of all that’s happened to me, when I look in the mirror I see the same guy I’ve always been, Rafael Jones, a warm-hearted, cynical, fun-loving, serious-minded, adventurous and vulnerable mass of contradictions, which made me very like every other human being. 

I adjusted my posture and willed my teeth back to a shape that wouldn’t shock anyone— I was pretty sure they’d lengthened the moment I’d tasted blood. My head still hung down a little but I raised my gaze to meet hers. 

Clara was even more lovely than I remembered. Her dark eyes gleamed, in spite of the situation. It almost hurt to look at her, because I wanted so badly to give her every part of me. But since one of those parts now was the blood of a monster, I had to hold back. “It’s good to see you,” I said, finally. I heard background chatter resume in the office. 

“It’s good to see your eyes back to normal,” she said in hushed tones, coming forward to take my elbow in her hand and walk me into Eugene’s own private conference room. “Yours were red when you first backed off. Possibly glowing.”

“What?!” I didn’t know they might do that. 

“I was saying,” she told me as she walked me past a group of typists, “That the airport had overbooked my scheduled flight and asked if I could take a slightly earlier one. Between that and a tailwind, I got to New York early without a chance to telephone. When I got here, you already had your answering service taking your calls. I telephoned Eugene and he said you’d be coming here first, and he sent a driver for me.”

“How nice of him.” For a moment I was going to ask why he hadn’t told me she was here, and then I remembered I’d interrupted him when he was trying to tell me something about her. I mentally added impulsive to my list of my own traits. 

“I take it you weren’t contemplating suicide on the ledge?” she asked. 

“I was decorating.”

“He is a bit rubbish at explanations.”

She closed the door behind us. “You’re alright, then? I don’t just mean from now.”

“I am nervous,” I admitted. “My parents are good people. I want them to know I love them, so I couldn’t see skipping our first Christmas together since I joined the Army. But I can’t let them know what really happened. I don’t think Dad could possibly understand, and I’m a little worried Mom would misunderstand. She’s, well, I used to think she was a little superstitious but knowing what I know now, maybe she was simply better informed than most of us.” I swallowed and continued. 

“Look, if you don’t want to stick around that close to me after what just happened, I’ll try to manage them on my own. I just figured it would be easier if I had someone I could trust with me. And with you around, my parents wouldn’t try to set me up with any dates.”

“Are they the type to do that?”

“At my age and still not married? Oh, yes, they definitely would. And I still don’t know how to deal with not even being able to eat.”

“Well, I do. I’ve developed a plausible story to cover some of your new problems, and I’ll explain it to you on the way there. Help me get my bags down to your car.”

“You’re coming, still?”

“You’ll be matching wits with your mother, Rafael Jones. You need me. Besides, Christmas is a time for family, as long as it isn’t my parents.”
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It was already dark out, which was as we planned. That way, I could do all the driving, keeping my hands and eyes occupied. As we traveled, I explained to her that I’d picked up a client for a missing persons case to pursue while in Buffalo. 

She frowned. “Does your client live in New York City?”

“I’m not sure if he has a local residence,” I told her. “I know his primary abode is a long way from here.”

“It’s just odd he didn’t hire someone from Buffalo.”

“I am from Buffalo,” I reminded her. “The place we’re heading for is the house I grew up in.”

“You know what I mean. Someone living there now. Is there a reason to think this case involves something magical?” 

“Every reason. My client is a guardian angel who has lost the girl he’s supposed to be guiding and protecting. Granted, his halo may not shine the brightest, but there’s a life force connection between him and all his wards— the fact that the connection has been blocked means there’s some pretty strong magic working against them. If she’s being blocked from magical detection, I’ll have to find her the way I’m used to.”

Clara nodded. “I look forward to learning from you as we go.”

I smiled. Clara had been with Interpol about a year and a half, but their cases and methods were quite a bit different from a city cop’s. I had a feeling she’d want to help out, and I knew she could more than handle herself if things got hairy along the way. She even was likely to have useful information, because before Interpol, and still ongoing, really, she worked with an organization that dealt with the supernatural. 

“Have you ever met an angel before?” I asked her. 

“Not really. The only one I ever met face to face was no longer affiliated with their original employer.”

It took me a moment but I got there. “A fallen angel? A demon?”

“They are often called that. But other things get called demons, too.”

“What was it doing?” 

“Making faces. He was helping some students with their summoning lessons but I think he was starting to get bored.”

“Then what did you do?”

“Told them their tea was getting cold so they’d best banish him and go wash their hands.”

“They did so?”

“Yes.” She lifted her chin a little. “They knew what was good for them.” 

I was glad she was on my side. “Of course, we’ll go to my folks’ first, socialize, but I think we can get started on the mystery tomorrow. They never planned for me to be a detective, but they’re proud I found my own way to make the world a better place.”

“They seem very supportive. You shouldn’t be so nervous about this visit.”

“Clara, they know me better than anyone. Or they used to.” I shook my head. “I’ve changed so much. They’re smart people. They’re going to know something is wrong. It isn’t going to be easy to convince them that it’s nothing too terrible, so that they can relax and enjoy the holiday.” 

“We need an explanation that will cover your diet and your avoidance of sunlight. I don’t think they need to know about the problem with running water paralyzing you.”

“Keeping weird hours and screaming when waking if I’m disturbed before sunset.”

“Easily explained by the horrors of war, at least the last bit.”

I smiled. “Yeah. That’s what Brown assumed when he had to wake me.”

“You didn’t tell me about it,” she said quietly. 

“The nightmares? I only know I have them when I’m woken up out of schedule. But I might just not remember them other nights when I rise.” I sighed. “What I went through, no one should. If the bad memories that fuel the nightmares help me fight the instinct to hunt, I’ll keep the nightmares.”

“I’d credit your personality before that. I’m sure most vampires found the experience traumatic. It’s the caring about others that matters. From what you’ve said, it sounded like you learned a lot of that from your parents.”

“Sure,” I told her. “I mentioned my dad chose to help out others during the Depression by running a lot of credit until people were back on their feet, and that really meant swallowing losses on the ones who didn’t make it or didn’t bother to make good. My mom is kind of a healer, not professionally anymore, but she’s there for people who need a midwife or need help with an ailing relative. I learned from both of them that charity isn’t always putting a dollar in the poor box. It’s also cutting firewood or painting a fence for old folks who can’t always do things for themselves anymore, or reading aloud to someone who is lonely and can’t get out much.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Forever Festive

Helen Krummenacker





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





