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      Rain had a very different texture than snow.

      I stared out of the grime-streaked window of my office in the four storey walkup out at the parking lot below. The rain fell in a steady stream, heavy and sodden, not at all like the swirls of snow I knew. Snow could dance and blow and flow through the air in waves.

      Rain just fell.

      Straight.

      Heavy.

      Flat.

      Down.

      The uneven, pocked asphalt caught and held the rain in great puddles, hiding their depths whenever I left the office. They might be one inch, they might be a foot, I had no way of knowing until I put my foot down, plunging my brown loafer into the muddy water.

      Annoying. But also kind of...

      Exhilarating.

      My name is Noel Kringle, the second and youngest son of Kris and Mary Kringle. My older brother, KJ – Kris Junior – had mocked me for wanting to leave the North Pole but after almost thirty-five years it wasn’t the place for me any longer. I had never really fit in there, caught between the Elves and their enthusiasm for making toys and KJ’s single-minded focus on learning all the ins and outs of Dad’s job so he’d be able to take over.

      A spare heir didn’t really have a lot to do there.

      So I’d taken a look beyond the borders of our village to see what else was out there.

      Maybe it was the steady diet of mysteries Mom had read while I was growing up. Maybe it was the lure of living somewhere where the highest building was taller than the three storey tracking station that only operated one night a year.

      That one special night.

      Maybe it was the idea of striking out on my own, making a name for myself instead of relying on Dad’s reputation.

      Besides, I wanted to do something else. Find another way to give to people.

      Be a private detective.

      Mother had been dismayed. KJ had been accusatory. Dad had been carefully neutral, although under his fluffy white moustache, his mouth had twitched.

      With annoyance? With pride? I couldn’t tell. Dad was always so hard to read.

      But once I made up my mind, I knew I had to do it. I had to take a shot.

      The only question was where? I didn’t want to go too far from home and I wanted a place that still got some snow-fall.

      You can take the boy out of the North Pole…

      Toronto fit the bill in many ways. With over two million people, it was certainly big enough to allow for another fledging detective and far enough north that it still had a decent winter.

      Now after only six months in the city it still took my breath away, even the dull, dreary, grey rain. The vast expanse of buildings, sky scrapers of metal, steel, and glass rising from the downtown like reaching fingers. The pockets of row houses all clustered together in the neighbourhoods. Traffic rumbled along the streets, cars, buses, and even streetcars sliding along the iron tracks. Crossing the streets, I learned quickly to watch where I put my foot so I didn’t get my shoe stuck in the grooves.

      Little Italy had my favourite ice cream shop, with olive-skinned men in white shirts with rolled up sleeves sitting at small glass patio tables, smoking and chatting between mouthfuls of gelato. Little India with all the fabric stores full of colour and heady aromas, thick and tantalizing, that clung to me for days after, making me think of women with dark eyes swathed in great flows of bright fabric and black-haired children darting through store aisles, their laughter dancing on the air. Chinatown with the moving masses of people and the dizzying smells of fish, noodles, and grease. There’d never been a place where I knew I had better get out of the way of short, old women like the bustling streets along Spadina. It didn’t matter how tall I was, they were willing to go right through me to get where they wanted to go.

      All so different from the North Pole.

      All so thrilling.

      Of course, there were some minor annoyances.

      When I had rented this office, sight unseen because I had still been getting ready at the North Pole, the landlord had promised a view of the lake.

      He had forgot to mention that it could only be viewed from the other side of the building, and only if you craned your neck out to the right so far.

      Instead my view stared out at the dingy little parking lot of cracked and fading asphalt that backed on to a set of disused rail tracks. On the other side, three abandoned factory buildings huddled together. The concrete that must have been white and shining when they were first built, now looked streaked with grey and a slimy looking green. None of the buildings looked higher than a single storey, so I could see where the flat slat roofs slanted inward at an unnatural angle as they slowly caved inward.

      No sleigh would be landing on those roofs, that was for sure.

      Not that this was the time for sleighs. Not with the rain on this Thursday September day.

      I knew all the shades of snow. Growing up at the North Pole had taught me everything about it.

      But I knew nothing about rain.

      After six months in Toronto, I was beginning to get the hang of it.

      Not that it rained all the time here. It wasn’t Vancouver, after all. But snow had been all I’d known, and this different weather, with rain and sun, had been quite an awakening.

      Leaving the North Pole had been hard. Every time I walked past a bakery and caught a whiff of cinnamon I was almost transported back to Mom’s kitchen, sitting at the breakfast nook as she puttered around. I could close my eyes and see the white cupboards, the pearled countertops gleaming, the old fashioned oven with the golden light glowing from within as it baked the Christmas cookies.

      Mom’s trim figure, swathed in her usual red dress with white trim, as she glided through the kitchen. A white apron tied around her waist, but pretty much not needed because I had never seen her get anything on herself, not flour or batter or anything. Her white hair curling into a soft bun at the back of her head. Her mouth curved into a perpetual almost smile. She hummed a little tune as she baked.

      Every cookie she made was a Christmas cookie. It didn’t matter what time of year.

      But that was to be expected from the wife of Santa Claus.

      Of course, she would have bristled at that description. She’d married Kris Kringle, not the job. But the job had a way of taking over… everything.

      It would have taken me over too, even though I was the second son, traditionally not destined to take over.

      That was up to KJ who seemed ready for the job now.

      Even before Dad was ready to retire.

      He still had another four hundred or more years to go on his contract. There wasn’t much for me to do around the North Pole, except feel the pull, stronger and stronger every year, to do something at Christmas.

      It wasn’t healthy. Especially when it wouldn’t ever be my job.

      I had needed to get away.

      I had to leave the nest of the North Pole.

      And come down to: Rain.

      I leaned back in my old, black leather, office chair. I was just able to just get my feet up on the corner of the desk. The black leather shoes peeked out from the cuffs of my dark grey pants. The suit had been a better find at Goodwill than the desk. At least the dark grey suit fit. And I hadn’t even needed to have it adjusted. I rounded out the look with a plain white shirt and burgundy tie, just to give it a bit of life. With my brown wavy hair and my trim beard, I thought I made quite a respectable figure.

      The sky outside the window seemed to darken a shade, turning from slate grey to charcoal. A rumble thundered, like a god clearing its throat. The rain set up a steady tap taping on the window sill.

      No, that wasn’t right. The taping wasn’t coming from in front of me.

      It was coming from behind.

      I yanked my feet off the desk and spun in the office chair.

      Under me, the chair creaked and wobbled, threatening to spill me to the floor. I grabbed hold of the metal edge of the desk to steady myself.

      And peered across the small office.

      A woman stood in the doorway, dark hair cut into a bob that curled at her chin. She wore a beige raincoat that dripped onto the parquet flooring. She held an equally soggy umbrella in her hand.

      “Are you the detective?” she said. “SC Private Investigations?”

      I got to my feet, smoothing my dark burgundy tie over my white shirt. It kept my hand from shaking. Was this a bill collector?

      Or even more exciting: a client?

      “Yes, I am. Please come in, miss...?”

      “Marcus,” she said. “Regina Marcus.”

      She walked across the floor, her shoes clicking on the flooring almost in time with the drips from her coat. We shook hands over my desk. Her skin held a tinge of coldness from the outside air, but already warmth was flowing through her fingers. I knew if I concentrated hard enough, I could get more from her, a sense of herself, maybe even some images, but that wasn’t polite. I knew better than to try to use my magic that way.

      This wasn’t the North Pole and my magic had limited effect here. I had to use it sparingly.

      One drop fell from the elbow of her coat and hit splat in the centre of the burgundy desk blotter my mother had given me.

      “Sorry,” Regina Marcus said.

      “Not a problem,” I said. “Please have a seat.”

      She sat in the single chair in front of the desk. I sat down gingerly in my own chair. It stayed put. No creaks, no dangerous tipping to one side. I relaxed back and folded my hands on the blotter, just missing the rain drop.

      “What can I do for you?” I said.

      I sat up straight. I wanted to look competent but not too eager. Calm but interested. I was only too aware of my license hanging over my left shoulder. It looked too shiny, too new, especially in this office with the second hand metal desk and the worn, creaky leather office chair.

      I knew I should have moved it to another wall. Maybe the one just to the left. It could have helped hide the crack in the off white paint.

      Should I be offering her coffee?

      Should I take her coat?

      My first client and I didn’t know what to do.

      Regina rested her umbrella against the other chair.

      “I work for a non-profit group that runs the Way Station Mission,” she said. “We’ve affiliated with a Christmas charity this year called the Santa Charity. At first I thought everything was fine but there have been some irregularities. I don’t want to mention this to my board until I’m sure. We’re a small group with little funding. But if this kind of thing got associated with us, it could ruin us.”

      Her voice broke. Her hands squeezed tight together in her lap.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s back up a little. Tell me more about these irregularities.”

      She took a breath. “They are accounting irregularities. I’ve seen some of the deposits that should have gone through but they aren’t showing up in the charity’s statements to us.”

      “Is there a time delay?” I asked. “Maybe from the bank?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve been tracking this over the past three months. The deposits do not show up. Now we’re heading into the busiest time. Donations will be at their peek. Way Station relies on Christmas donations to make it through the rest of the year.”

      “What do you want me to do?” I said.

      “I need proof of what they’re doing,” she said. “Something I can show the Way Station board so they will tear up the agreement with this charity.” She leaned forward over my desk. Under the damp, I caught a whiff of her perfume, a subtle, musky scent.

      “It has to be soon, by the end of the week if possible. Every day brings us closer to the high donation time, closer to Christmas. The longer Way Station waits, the more impossible it will be to untangle ourselves from the Santa Charity without looking like the bad guy. Can you help me, Mr. Kringle?”

      “Please, call me Noel,” I said. I leaned back. Her perfume was distracting.

      “Of course,” she said. The tips of her fingers touched the desk blotter. “Can you help me, me, Noel?”

      Tears seemed to shimmer in her wide eyes. Her lips pressed tight together. Her beige trench coat opened to reveal the dark navy fabric of her dress with a neckline that plunged just a little too low.

      What could I say? It was my first case.

      And I shoulda known better.

      “Tell me everything,” I said. “And I’ll get started.”
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        * * *

      

      She gave me more details, including the address for the Santa Charity and the bank used for the donations. To be thorough, I had her give me the names of the Way Station Mission board. Besides herself as Treasurer, the Board included Felix Grantham, President, Marcia Withers, Vice President, Abel Johnson, Secretary, and Magnus Attlers, Member-At-Large.

      Regina’s contact at the Santa Charity was Ryan Fontana.

      “He’s the one,” she said, “who keeps giving me the runaround.”

      I nodded as I jotted in my new, pale red, spiral notebook. Ryan Fontana. Might as well start there.

      I started to quote my regular rate, two hundred per day, plus expenses, but stopped at the sight of her big eyes and her head tilted just so.

      I recalled “non-profit” and “mission.”

      I couldn’t give her the regular rate. It wouldn’t be right. Besides, it probably shouldn’t take me very long. A good look at the books, a stern talking to the Santa Charity and it would probably all be sorted out.

      And she was my very first client.

      A quick and easy look at the books. Probably wouldn’t take me more than a day or two. Easy peasy.

      After settling on a hundred a day plus (what I was determined to keep as minor) expenses, I stood up to usher her out the door. Our heels clicked on the parquet flooring and then into the hallway. Alone, I took the stairs but steered Regina toward the single elevator in the middle of the floor.

      Above our heads, the fluorescent bulbs flickered. The dim light they cast made the dark charcoal carpeting look thick when it was wafer thin under our feet. I could almost feel the concrete through the soles of my shoes.

      To my surprise, the elevator opened when I pushed the button. She must have taken it up and no one had called it. The air had a musty, stale smell with a hint of grease, probably from the wires carrying the elevator up and down.

      We rode in silence until it reached the ground floor where with a clank, the elevator stopped several inches below the lip of floor.

      I jumped out and extended my hand to her. Regina grabbed it and leaned into me as she stepped up. The musk of her perfume seemed to envelope me again. The way her coat billowed open invited me to stare.

      My mouth felt a little dry. My heart rate sped up.

      I turned away toward the front door.

      She was a client. I had to be a professional.

      By this time, the rain had stopped, leaving a dreary grey sky and a cold wind that whipped her hair from her face in a flurry. She smiled at me as she stepped into the cab I flagged down.

      “Do let me know what you find,” she said.

      “I’ll give you a report later today,” I said.

      The cab pulled away, bouncing into a puddle that sent a splash of cold water at the bottom of my pants. I gave a flick of my hand and the water stopped an inch away from the fabric before falling straight down.

      I turned the flick into a wave as she smiled through the window before the cab made a right at the corner and drove out of sight.

      I wasn’t suppose to use magic here. I wasn’t supposed to even have any left but being a son of Santa Claus had its advantages. I could do little things, like travel anywhere in the city within an eye blink. It sounded impressive but not really when I thought of how Dad travelled the entire world in one night.

      Put that way, my travelling to some other place in the city in an eye blink wasn’t so impressive. Especially when I couldn’t do it too many times in a row without recharging.

      About as impressive as keeping my pants clean.

      But that was kinda handy.

      I headed back up to my office to retrieve my dark navy wool coat (a present from mother) and headed off. First stop, the tax department. Before I headed for the Santa Charity, I wanted to know exactly what they were claiming and when.

      The one nice thing about rain that snow never really managed was the crisp, clean smell left over in the air. Even as I dodged puddles, I breathed it in.

      After a moment, I focused on traveling. Within the blink of an eye, a wink really, I disappeared from the rain-soaked sidewalk outside my office building and appeared on a narrow side street called Victoria, just north of King Street. The entire travel time took as long as a wink and that’s what I called it.

      I had landed in a puddle. I stepped back, shaking rain from my black shoes.

      The narrow bustle of traffic created a constant hiss from the rain. I paused on the sidewalk as the red streetcar gave a clank and trundled by. It stopped at the corner of Victoria. The accordion door folded open, letting people off, letting people on.

      I had not taken one yet, but one day.

      I would get on and sit in one of the single seats on the left so I could watch the city glide by outside the window. Watch how the skyscrappers shifted and morphed into the smaller, neighbourhood shops, into the row houses, and then finally into the sprawling homes out in the suburbs.

      Toronto seemed so changeable. Not one city, but several little cities all mushed together.

      So much to explore.

      Now with a client, I could be paid while doing it.

      Did it get any better than this?

      I suppressed a grin. One thing I had noticed here was people didn’t react well to strong displays on the street. Everyone was so polite and careful.

      Wrapping my wool coat around me, I headed down the sidewalk of Victoria Street. With its narrow, two lanes and the shops that seemed to back onto the sidewalk, the street looked more like an alley. Half a block up and I felt like I was well off the beaten path. Traffic sounds from King Street faded. A few cars parked along the road, one with its nose too far into a loading zone, but no cars drove down.

      As I reached the squat, four storey building, the sky darkened and gave a heavy rumble. The light grey concrete with the green windows almost seemed to glow in the darkness.

      I hurried across the street, dodging puddles, and grabbed the handle of the double glass doors. The cool handle resisted a moment, then gave as I tugged it open.

      Humid air puffed out, carrying the gritty smell of paper and toner. The foyer wall had the look of stone granite, all grey with thick veins of green and blue running through it. A rubberized black mat stretched across the beige tile floor but hadn’t done much to stop puddles of water from spreading. I could see the water seeping out from under the edges.

      On the right side of the foyer, an enclosed glass directory hung on the wall. White block letters on a black background spelled out the building occupants in alphabetical order. I followed it down to “C”.

      Canada Revenue. Fourth floor.

      Past the foyer, the black rubber mat led to a bank of three elevator. Red numbers glowed over the doors, looking bright and almost villainous in the drabness. I pressed the up button.

      The sound of machinery hummed. I could almost feel it vibrating in my muscles at a low throb bass. After a moment, the final door on the right slid open with a grinding creak. I stepped inside and pushed for four.

      The steel doors closed, encasing me in a small dark brown box of fake wood paneling. Every strip of it looked exactly the same, even down to the exact placement of the fake knot holes. I counted up to twelve when the doors slid open.

      A hallway of beige spread out before me. I stepped out onto the thin beige carpet. The walls had a slighter darker beige tinge to them. A faded arrow directed me to the right down the hall.

      At the end, I pushed through a set of double glass doors and into a large room. A sea of cubicles filled the space but none of the walls reached the ceiling. Past them, I could see anemic-looking green windows in the distance.

      A lighter beige counter stretched in front of the doors, cutting me off from the closest cubicles. With relief, I saw a black woman standing behind it, wearing a lovely yellow blouse.

      Finally, some colour.

      She smiled as I stepped forward.

      “Can I help you?”

      Something alive and vibrant against all that beige. It took me a moment to orient myself. I nodded and took a step forward. A steadying breath and I was prepared to talk to her.

      Although most of my magic had dissipated when I left the North Pole, I still had enough left to get people to do things for me.

      Sometimes.

      Occasionally.

      As long as they didn’t have strong objections or intense emotions, I could usually talk them into giving me what I needed or tell me what I wanted to know.

      Handy for a private detective.

      But a very delicate ability. It didn’t take much to mess it up.

      I smiled back at the woman. “Thank you, yes. I’m looking for some information about the Santa Charity and was hoping you could assist me.”

      “Certainly. I’ll need to see some identification and you’ll have to fill out a requisition.”

      My identification wouldn’t mean anything to her and I didn’t time for a requisition.

      Okay. This might be a bit of a challenge.

      I rested my forearms against the cool counter and leaned a little closer. After a moment, I matched my breathing to hers and looked deep into her eyes.

      “None of that is necessary,” I said. “I just need a little information.”

      She held my gaze for a moment, then her eyes defocused. Her head tilted just a little. One hand reached for the keyboard of the computer in front of her.

      “Yes, a little information,” she said.

      “I’d like to see copies of the filings for the Santa Charity for the last three years.”

      I exhaled slowly. Her body matched my breathing.

      “Three years,” she said.

      Her hands moved over the keyboard. A few moments later, the printer behind her began to spit out paper.

      “Santa Charity,” she said. “That’s nice to have a charity named after Santa Claus.”

      “It sure is,” I said. I slid over to get a better look at the printer. The machine was at full speed now. Even double sided, it looked like over fifteen pages already.

      “I always liked the story of Santa Claus,” the woman said.

      Uh oh. I had pushed a little too hard.

      She was fixated.

      She tilted her head as she looked over at me. “You know, if you let your beard grow out, not just that little line along your jaw, and the white came in stronger, you could be a Santa Claus.”

      I shrugged.

      “Is the printer finished?”

      She didn’t even bother to look.

      “Not yet. It’s got another hundred pages to go. I always take my cat to see Santa.”

      Burnt coals, just what I needed. A true believer.

      “I’ve got photos. Would you like to see?” She pulled out the drawer beside her and started rifling through it.

      I clenched my jaw. If I let her continue, she might just generate enough belief to recognize me. Then I would be in trouble. But I couldn’t break her out of it yet. I needed those pages.

      I had to find a way to distract her.

      “Do you get a lot of requests regarding charities?” I said.

      “A few,” she said. “The Santa Charity seems quite popular. Of course it would be since it’s about Santa.”

      “It’s popular?” I said. “Someone else has been asking about it?”

      She stopped digging through the drawer and turned to face me.

      “I’m sorry I can’t discuss it. Privacy issues. You understand.”

      “Of course,” I said.

      “But it was strange since he worked for the charity.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “The man who asked just a few days ago. He worked for the charity. I found it odd that he was asking for the records. He should have had them.”

      I knew I shouldn’t push. I shouldn’t ask.

      But I had to know.

      “Who was he?”

      I pitched my voice just so, calling up the meagre threads of magic. Even as her eyes defocused again and she tilted her head, I knew it was a bad idea.

      Damn the halls.

      Too late now.

      “I really shouldn’t say,” she said. “But you look so jolly…” She leaned over the counter, enveloping me in a wave of vanilla.

      “It was Ryan Fontana.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “He didn’t look too happy with the records I gave him.”

      Ryan Fontana. I remembered the name. He was Regina’s contact at the Santa Charity.

      It looked like I would be talking to him sooner rather than later.

      Behind the counter, the printer ground to a halt. Just in time. The woman was smiling a little too wide at me.

      “You really do look like Santa,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Can I have my papers?”

      I nodded toward the printer.

      “Oh, yes.” She turned away to gather them up. After neatening the pile, she added a black clip to the top before sliding it across the counter. I reached for it. Her hand yanked it back.

      “What did you say your name was?” she said.

      “Um, I,” he said.

      “I...”

      Burnt coal, I couldn’t tell her my full name. She’d really see me then.

      “Isn’t Noel another word for Christmas?” she said.

      Damn the halls!

      The phone rang. She jumped a little, then turned toward it.

      I snatched up the report and cradled it against my chest. The pages crinkled against my shirt and tie.

      “Thanks for this,” I said. “Have a good day.”

      I hurried toward the door.

      “Oh, uh, yes, Merry, ah, day to you too.” Confusion crossed her face. She grabbed the phone and answered. “Hello? Hello?”

      I grabbed the handle to the glass door and was down the hall before she realized the phone call was a dud.

      It had taken the last of my magic to make it ring.

      “Hey!” I heard her call out, as the elevator arrived.

      I jumped inside to escape.
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      Two hours later I had the pages spread across the scuffed surface of my desk. They almost completely covered my burgundy blotter.

      I had my jacket off. The sleeves of my shirt rolled up to my elbows and my tie hung at an angle from my neck.

      Even with the extra light from the dark green desk lamp, my eyes felt gritty from staring at numbers and convoluted sentences. Task lighting was supposed to make such desk work easier but if I had to read one more spreadsheet, I was going to run screaming from the room.

      I grabbed my Santa head coffee mug. A bare inch of liquid covered the bottom. I gulped it down. Cold and slimy and bitter. I grimaced as it went down and pushed the mug away.

      Almost as bad as staring at these papers.

      From what I could tell, which I had to admit wasn’t that much, they looked fine.

      But there had to be something wrong, if the Santa Charity representative himself thought there was.

      Maybe it was time to talk to Ryan Fontana.

      I rubbed a hand over my face, feeling the edges of my neatly trimmed beard.

      I had hoped to find something in these pages to discuss with the man, but there wasn’t anything but figures and projections and expense reports and...

      Oh my head was starting to pound again, and it wasn’t just a magic hangover.

      I gathered the pages up, shuffling them into a rough pile. The edges felt jagged and I had to be careful not to get a paper cut. Finally I got them into a decent semblance of order and clipped them back together before shoving them into the bottom drawer of my desk. As I pushed it closed, the drawer screeched and I caught a whiff of candy cane. The magic was in place. No one but me could open that drawer to find the report.

      Whatever I put in that drawer stayed private.

      It was a little bit of magic I had added to the desk when I first bought it, and a nice little bit if I did say so myself.

      Even if it did still squeak every time I opened it. Somehow my magic didn’t help with that.

      But thank goodness I didn’t have to add any magic to it now. My head was pounding enough as it was.

      I pushed back from the desk and shifted around the right side. When I bought it from Goodwill, I mismeasured and found it barely fit inside the inner office when they delivered it. I had just enough room for my worn leather chair and two hard back chairs in front of the desk.

      Good thing they didn’t have arms.

      No room at all for a file cabinet or even a coat rack.

      So a nail on the back of the door had to suffice as a coat hanger.

      I scooped up my navy wool coat and shrugged it on. Then wrapped my red scarf around my neck. There. A little bit of colour always helped. Now I could head out into the grey day.
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        * * *

      

      The Santa Charity was housed in a large white office tower, looming over the ravine in the east end of the city. On a clear day, I was sure the view from their twelfth floor offices was spectacular but today all I could see out of the window behind the receptionist’s desk was grey smudge.

      Which was about the kind of reception I was getting from her.

      “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t see any appointment for Mr. Fontana.”

      She spun in her swivel chair to face me. She sat behind the chest high counter of light grey marble, the top polished to a high sheen that almost glowed under the flourescent lights. She wore a crisp white blouse, pinned with a black broach at her throat. A headset rested on her sculpted brown hair. Her finger nails were polished in a soft coral peach and were so long I couldn’t figure out how she typed with them but still they clicked on her keyboard.

      I leaned on the counter. It had a heavy sturdiness. Well built. I would never be able to afford such a counter, never mind such a polished assistant.

      “I know I don’t have an appointment,” I said, “but I’d really like to see him. Can you tell me if he’s free?”

      “I’m sorry, sir, if you don’t have an appointment you can’t see Mr. Fontana.”

      “How would I go about making an appointment?”

      She plucked a card from the silver embossed holder that sat on the end of the counter and slid the card across the gleaming countertop toward me.

      “You call this number and schedule an appointment.”

      I picked up the card. “Santa Charity” scrawled across the top in looping letters. A general phone number was printed across the bottom. The card felt thick and sturdy in my fingers. Definitely a card to be taken seriously.

      Not like mine printed on my own laser printer.

      Hmm.

      “Can’t I just make an appointment through you?” I said.

      “I am the receptionist,” she said. “Not the scheduler. I do not make appointments.”

      I was beginning to understand how they spent their money.

      I didn’t want to try magic on her. My abilities were limited and I had used most of it up at the tax department. I needed time to rejuvenate.

      Maybe if I called from my cell phone in the hallway, I could score an appointment.

      To my left, the frosted glass door opened. A young man stepped out, shrugging a beige trench coat on over his crisp grey suit. Brown hair flopped over his forehead. As he turned toward the receptionist, I noticed the wrinkles around his eyes. A hint of grey at the temples, carefully combed to hide the worst of it.

      Not quite as young as he was trying to look, maybe in his late thirties.

      “Hold my calls, Janine,” he said.

      He crossed the reception area in three steps. As he pulled open the glass door and slipped through, the receptionist smiled.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. She paused and her smile looked just a little bit more smug. “Ryan.”

      Ryan?

      Fontana! The man I wanted to speak to!

      She tilted her face up, giving me a triumphant look.

      Someone was just asking for coal this Christmas.

      I spun away from her and managed to snag the door just as it was closing. From the hall, I heard the hiss of the elevator doors closing. The cushioning of the carpet gave me an extra lift as I ran but by the time I reached the bank of three elevators, the one carrying Ryan Fontana was gone.

      I hit the down arrow key but the remaining two elevators moved at a snail’s pace. If Fontana reached the lobby before I got there I would never figure out where the man had gone.

      I had to beat him.

      I glanced around the perfect cream hallway. At the far end, I spotted a door marked “stairs.” Twelve flights. Shouldn’t be too hard, and it wouldn’t have been if I had been at full strength. As it was...

      I still had to try.

      Compared to the polished hallway and office, the stairwell had a rough, unfinished look. Concrete stairs, the same cream paint on the concrete walls but splashed on in mismatched fashion, as if they’d just been using up the paint, letting it run in long drips that seemed to follow me down as I ran. The railing running on the inside wall was bare metal and felt slick in my hand.

      Or was that sweat?

      My shoes pounding on the concrete stairs matched the pounding in my head. Wind whistled past my ears, making them throb. My chest ached from exertion. Sweat broke out all over my body.

      I vaguely remembered my mother’s warnings from when I was a kid to not overdo it with my magic. She always said it wasn’t so much just an ability as a hold on it. Let slip that hold and you never knew what could happen.

      Undirected magic could have disastrous consequences.

      I kept running.

      Feet pounding the stairs.

      My fingers slipped on the metal rail. I gripped tighter.

      Rounded the next landing. Sixth floor. Halfway down.

      Almost there.

      Just had to hold on for a few seconds longer...

      My temples throbbed. A sourness, like acid reflux, burned the back of my throat. My ankles wobbled.

      Just another few seconds...

      Ground floor was marked with a dull grey, pocked, metal door. The stairs twisted away and down, presumably into the parking garage below the building.

      I grabbed the door knob and twisted.

      Locked.

      Through the door, I heard the cheerful ding of the elevator. Footsteps clomped out, heading for the front of the building.

      I squinted at the door knob and turned my hand.

      The lock clicked open. Pain sliced across my forehead. As the door swung wide, I stumbled out into the wide lobby. Dark marble flooring offset the white of the cream walls. To the right, a large black wood security desk stretched in a curve. Just in front, the electronic building directory flashed the building logo in blue and grey. The security guard, head bent over the desk, didn’t even look up as I stumbled out of the stairwell.

      Movement caught my eye. I glanced to the left.

      The back of Ryan Fontana’s beige trench coat fluttered as the man opened one of the front glass doors, letting in a blast of cold air.

      My mouth didn’t seem to want to work. I opened my lips but nothing came out. My hands flailed in front of me, trying to beckon but the gestures went wild. Spastic.

      “Aggg,” I said. Then louder. “GAHHH!”

      Ryan Fontana glanced back, then stopped in the doorway at the sight of me and my flailing hands. His brows drew closer together as he frowned.

      “Are you talking to me?” he said.

      I tried to nod but my head lolled to one side. My mother’s instructions seemed to echo inside my head. It was a kind of magic whiplash, as she called it. Take steady breaths, just relax. Coordination came back within a few minutes.

      But I didn’t have a few minutes with Ryan Fontana. I had to get the man’s attention now.

      I wagged my fingers at him, managing to jerk my hand toward my own chest in a ‘come here’ motion.

      Eyeing me suspiciously, Fontana let go of the door and took a step forward.

      A very short step, I noticed.

      Now the security guard did look up. The bored expression on his even features faded. He gave me a look through narrowing eyes.

      “Is there something I can do for you?” Fontana said.

      I tried to clear my throat which started a coughing fit. The force of it bent me over. It felt like my lungs were trying to escape up my throat.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      I waved an index finger at him. Just a sec. Another moment and the coughing fit faded. I sucked in air. My body felt a little more under my control.

      Another moment and I straightened to face Fontana.

      He hadn’t come any closer, instead he looked like he wanted to escape. Already he’d inched toward the door.

      “Mr. Fontana, I need to speak with you,” I said. My voice came out sounding gruff and dry.

      He looked surprised. “You know my name?”

      “My name is Noel Kringle. I know you work for the Santa Charity,” I said.

      Fontana took a step back. His gaze darted toward the door. Probably wondering if he could run out before I attacked him. Maybe if I hadn’t acted so spastically and then had a horrid coughing fit, Fontana might have talked to me. No lie was going to put the man at ease.

      “I’m a private investigator,” I said. “I’m looking into…”

      Fontana’s eyes grew wide as he sucked in a breath. He held up his hand to stop me. Another glance around and he stepped forward, coming close enough that I could smell the velvet thickness of his aftershave.

      “Don’t. I can’t… I can’t talk here.” His voice dipped low, forcing me to duck my head to hear him. “Not now. Later. Tonight.”

      “Where?” I said.

      “The Toad and Whistle,” he said. “Just north of Sheppard on Yonge. Eight o’clock. Main floor.”

      I opened my mouth to respond but Fontana turned away and pushed through the main door. The wind blasted in carrying away any chance to call him back without making a scene.

      So much for getting answers today. Maybe I would get something more at eight o’clock.

      Time to return to my office to give Regina Marcus an update and to recover from the magic whiplash.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Seven came early. The alarm I had set jangled a Christmas carol in my ear as it went off. The strains of Jingle Bells repeated until I slapped at the alarm clock. My fingers finally hit the proper plastic buttons and the jingle stopped in mid bell.

      I sat up blurrily on the sagging brown fabric couch (another Goodwill acquisition) that lined the room just outside my office. I liked to think of it as my waiting room, not just the narrow room that ran between the main door and my office.

      Made me feel like I got more for my money.

      I rubbed my eyes and heaved myself off the couch.

      Legs held, if a little wobbly. I waited for them to stop shifting and took a few more deep breaths.

      That helped.

      My legs steadied. I managed to move to the door to the left of the waiting area. My tiny washroom, so narrow that I almost had to sit sideways on the toilet and hold my head back not to smack my forehead on the sink.

      The single bulb above the mirror showed my face looked a little puffy but the trim dark brown beard that lined my jaw and framed my mouth looked normal again. Just before my nap, I could have sworn it had grown a couple of inches. Now it had retreated to its regular look.

      Without my personal magic, the closer it got to Christmas, the more I would look like Santa Claus. Keeping my magic at a baseline level was the only way I could still look like myself.

      It didn’t matter that I would probably never have to be Santa Claus. That would fall to KJ. But magical genetics couldn’t tell the difference between first and second sons.

      I splashed water on my face and rinsed the sourness out of my mouth. As water dripped, I grabbed the white and red Christmas towel mother had given me and patted my face dry.

      Now I even looked awake.

      I folded and hung the towel back on the round hanger by the mirror. A friendly wink at the fellow in the mirror and I was ready.

      I crossed back to the office and checked on the report in the bottom drawer. Still there. magic tingled against my fingers, still in place.

      Good.

      I shrugged on my wool coat, grabbed the red scarf and was out the door.

      The clouds from the day had dissipated, leaving a lovely clear sky above my head. The temperature had levelled off so I didn’t need to do up my coat, even though my breath steamed in the air.

      The crisp coolness reminded me of the North Pole.

      Except I could see more stars at the North Pole. And I never had to take the subway there.

      I could have winked myself there but better to preserve my magic. After almost overusing it earlier that day, I never knew when I might need it.

      Besides, regular travel was still a novelty.

      It was just a little before eight when I reached the Toad and Whistle. The chic silver sign clashed with the British pub décor inside. A traditional British flag was mounted above the bar. Thin burgundy carpeting covered the floor, still thicker than what I had in my office building.

      Ahead, a well-polished bar stretched along the length of the wall toward the back. About half of the stools were full, several patrons already staring at the television screen mounted near the ceiling. To the right, a double row of booths made of rich wood, red velvet covering the bench seats and along the backs. The top of the wood bench curled just like my father’s sleigh. In the centre of the room, dark wood tables with matching wood chairs took up the rest of the space.

      The warm, moist air carried the scent of hops and French fries, reminding me I had napped through dinner. The crispy, greasy smell made my stomach growl.

      Ryan Fontana wouldn’t mind if I had a little something, surely.

      I snagged the second booth and slid along the bench seat, facing the door. A perky waitress with a thousand watt smile appeared as I unwound the scarf from my neck. Her smile exposed teeth that warred with her shirt for sheer whiteness. Her light brown hair was pulled back into a pony tail that brushed her shoulders as she moved. She wore a red and black plaid skirt with a black apron tied over it. Her feet were jammed into high top running shoes.

      She slid a large plastic menu toward me. Before she could back away, I ordered a burger and fries.

      She pulled a pad from one of the myriad of pockets in her black apron and a pen from a separate one and started scribbling.  Then she blazed another smile at me. “Would you like a drink? We have several beers on tap.” She turned the menu over, pointing out the beer list.

      How many people had she talked into it with that smile? I wavered at the sight of a lovely ale. So tempting, but I couldn’t. Not when I was working.





OEBPS/images/break-snowflake-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-01-scpd-title-page-for-print.jpg
nta Clau

PRIVATE DETECTIVE

~THE NOEL KRINGLE CHRONICLES ~

3

RFAR Publishing
Toronto, Canada





OEBPS/images/scpd-ebook-6x9-cover-2025-font-chg.jpg
REBECOCGA M.

i‘a Claus

Pnﬁm DETECTIE

SANTA’S SON IS ON THE CASE‘\

.-\

Y e






