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      The cold October wind ruffled the collar of my navy blue pea coat. The sky was an overcast slate grey, heavy with threatening rain. The air smelled crisp and cool, with a tinge of earthiness. The grass under my feet was still dark green, as if remembering the summer that was now at least a month and a half away.

      Around me, tombstones and monuments sprouted out of the ground. Most looked worn and dull. Several were cracked with moss growing along the sides, even obscuring the inscriptions.

      I shifted a little to the left, adjusting my hands in the pockets of my coat. As I moved, I could feel my left leg bump into something. I glanced over. A dark grey tombstone tilted away from me.

      “Sorry about that,” I said.

      “Don’t worry about it,” said Cameron Rogers. “It actually looks better a little crooked like that.”

      The man stepped past me and reached for the tombstone. He grabbed hold of it with two hands and tilted it a little farther.

      “There, that’s even better,” he said.

      We stood in the middle of Cameron’s large, L-shaped lawn which was decorated like a cemetery. It was the most elaborately decorated lawn I had ever seen for Halloween.

      Not that I had seen very many Halloween decorations.

      Halloween was never a big thing up at the North Pole. But since I had moved down to Toronto to be a private detective, Halloween had become my favourite time of year.

      Well, second favourite.

      I had to stay loyal to Dad. After all, not every one had a real life icon for a father. But being Noel Kringle, youngest son of Kris and Mary Kringle, had its burdens as well.

      One of those burdens was my older brother Kris Junior, who went as KJ.

      KJ took Christmas very seriously and although he had come to have some respect for what I did, it was very begrudging and he never could bring himself to understand why I had left the North Pole.

      But, as being the youngest son of Kris Kringle meant I would never take over the job of Santa Claus, I had decided to leave the North Pole to come to Toronto to be a private detective.

      And had managed to make a go of it. Even if the occasional case did turn out to be somewhat odd.

      Maybe some.

      Okay, maybe most of them. But not all.

      Definitely not all.

      But the issue Cameron Rogers was having was probably a simple act of vandalism. After all, kids were always looking to cause mischief around Halloween and Halloween decorations. Especially elaborate ones like Cameron put up.

      Cameron’s large, two-storey, dark red brick house was situated on a corner lot and he used the entire length of his L-shaped lawn for his cemetery. Black iron bars with pointed spikes on top separated the cemetery from the sidewalk. Even as we stood in the middle of the lawn at four-thirty on a Sunday afternoon, people were walking by to take a look or snap photos.

      Cameron waved at a family who stood on the other side of the fence.

      “Come back at the end of the week when it’s finished,” he said.

      Finished?

      It looked more than finished to me. I could easily count ten tombstones around me, and there were probably at least another ten on the longer side of the lawn.

      In front of me, closer to the stone porch that curved around the house, stood a six and a half foot zombie.

      It was stationary, arms raised half reaching toward me, hands curled into claws. It wore a dark suit, stained with dirt. The sleeves ended in ragged rips. The lapels were torn. Under the jacket, the white shirt had brownish stains.

      Probably dirt, I told myself.

      What was I thinking? Of course it was dirt, or paint, or something like that. It wouldn’t be blood. Not real blood anyway. It was a prop, a fake, even though the zombie face looked frighteningly real.

      Even the eyes seemed to almost follow me as I shifted back to my right.

      Then the light on the side of the house blinked on, chasing the shadows across the zombie’s greenish skin and I realized I was just seeing reflections in its unblinking, marble eyes.

      Unnerving though.

      I turned to Cameron who stood behind me, making slight adjustments to the tombstone.

      The light from the porch highlighted the salt in the salt-and-pepper look of his brown hair. A slight frown crept across his face as he tilted his head to study the tombstone. Tiny crinkles creased the corners of his eyes. Even in this cold, late afternoon, he wore his dark green hoodie unzipped. Frayed jeans covered his legs. His off-white runners had grass stains.

      He reached for the tombstone again and from what I could tell, didn’t move it at all, but it must have moved a fraction of an inch because this time he stepped back and smiled.

      “That’s better.”

      From what I knew of the man, he would continue on like this if I didn’t interrupt him.

      “So was this the zombie they moved?” I asked.

      I jerked my thumb behind me at the reaching, business suit-clad zombie.

      “Yeah, that’s the one.” Cameron stepped around me. “I always have Boris beside the stairs to the front door. But not too close. I don’t wanna scare the real young ones. C’mon, I’ll show you.”

      He bounded off, weaving between the tombstones and monuments as he headed around toward the front of the house.

      I hurried to catch up.

      The grass crunched under my feet. Light from the side porch light cast long shadows that stretched in front of me. If Boris the zombie had been standing at the proper angle, I was sure his shadow would have been reaching for me.

      I shivered in the cool air from the thrill of it.

      There was something delightful about a holiday designed to scare you. It was so different from Christmas.

      Which was why I hadn’t been too sure about the job when Cameron Rogers had shown up in my office just a few days ago.

      He had called ahead of time to schedule an appointment about a vandalism case. Venir, one of my associates, and an ex-Christmas Elf with a voice gruffer than any I’d ever heard, had set up the appointment.

      It had been a surprise, since Venir had started to lobby for me to hire a receptionist.

      “Kid, you gotta get some staff,” he’d told me, rolling an unlit cigar between the fingers of his left hand. Rolling the cigar was the only thing I let him do in the office. I would not allow him to smoke.

      “I don’t earn enough for staff,” I said.

      But as usual, that wouldn’t deter Venir for long. Before he could gather himself for another assault, the door to the waiting room creaked open.

      Venir vanished in what I called a wink because it took about as fast as a wink to disappear.

      Leaving me to answer the door. Just to illustrate his point that we needed a receptionist.

      Which we did not, especially since there was nowhere to put one.

      When I stepped out of my small office, I found myself facing a man dressed in a tailored suit and a beige, camel-hair coat.

      “Are you Noel Kringle?” he asked. “Of SC Investigations?”

      “Yes, I am,” I said. “Can I help you mister…?”

      “Rogers, Cameron Rogers. I made an appointment with your assistant.”

      “Right, come on in.”

      I led the way back through into my small office. There was barely enough room in front of my desk for two hard-backed chairs. I squeezed around the right end of my metal desk, bought used at Goodwill, and sat down in my creaking leather chair.

      I had my laptop on the left side of my burgundy desk blotter and a scattering of standard desk accoutrements along the top. Contrary to appearance, they were anything but standard. My mother had taken it upon herself to send along a stapler, a charcoal-coloured cup for pens, a paper clip holder that swirled with etched snowflakes, a silver letter opener with more snowflakes curling up the silver blade and my name carved into the wooden handle, and a very special leather notebook that magically copied everything I wrote in it into the proper computer file for that case, as well as into my paper files, and then erased itself whenever the case was completed.

      Although they looked like normal desk items, each had their own magic woven into them.

      To round out the look of my private detective office, I kept my favourite hat, a dark, charcoal grey Stingy Brim – think fedora but with a smaller brim – on the right side of my desk.

      If the man in the tailored suit looked down on my tiny office, I could see no indication as he sat on the chair in front of my desk.

      “You’re looking for a private detective, Mr. Rogers,” I said.

      “That’s right,” he said. “I’d like to keep it quiet if possible. I have some very nervous partners.”

      “You can count on my discretion,” I said. “Tell me your problem.”

      “Well, as I mentioned to your assistant, it’s a vandalism problem at my home haunt.”

      I blinked and leaned forward. “Excuse me?”

      “I run a home haunt,” he said in a rush. “All through October. I decorate my yard as a cemetery and have a haunted house on my driveway. I raise funds for the CHH, the Children’s Healing Hospital. I’ve been doing it for almost fifteen years and raised over a hundred grand for them.”

      That took me aback. I had been picturing a tiny, cheezily decorated lawn with inflatable ghosts and cardboard gravestones. But no one would do that for fifteen years or be able to raise that kind of money doing it.

      “What’s been happening?” I asked.

      “Just before Thanksgiving, my crew and I built the haunted house on the driveway and put up most of the cemetery. I take the Thanksgiving weekend off with my family and then continue working on the décor until the week before Halloween, when we open. But I noticed when I went back into the cemetery some things are moved around.” He frowned. “We put a lot of work into this and it does a lot of good. I hate to think someone is trying to mess with that.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll find out what’s happening and put a stop to it,” I said. “Why don’t I come and take a look?”

      “Okay,” he said. “Sunday is best. We’ll have more of it done so you can see more of what it’s supposed to look like.”

      “Great,” I said. “Give me the address.”
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        * * *

      

      And that was how I’d ended up face to face with tombstones and zombies on a late Sunday afternoon a week before Halloween.

      “Over here,” Cameron called. He stood near the bottom of the stairs leading to his front porch. Tucked into the side of the stairs was a large bush, still full of leaves.

      “That’s where I put Boris,” Cameron said.

      He pointed to an empty spot behind the bush. I stepped closer. The grass was sparse there. Even in the shadows, I could see the ground was scraped. If Boris the zombie had been placed here, someone had dragged it out.

      Although if I squinted and looked at the scratches a little differently in the dirt, I could almost imagine Boris dragging his heels as he shuffled out of his hiding spot, looking to attack any unwary travelers.

      I shook my head. Too much imagination.

      I stood up and turned back toward Cameron. From my spot near where Boris had been, I could see how it was a good spot for the zombie. Mostly hidden by the bush, the littler children wouldn’t be able to see the big zombie looming up above the leaves. But taller kids or adults would be able to see it.

      A bit of a thrill for them.

      “Good spot,” I said.

      “Yeah, isn’t it?” he said. “See, I got Karloff over on the other side of the stairs.”

      He pointed. I pushed past the bush to meet him at the fence that separated us from the concrete path leading to the stairs.

      Sure enough, across the way, peering out of a matching bush, I spotted the pale face of a vampire. The mouth was open, revealing sharp fangs. Blood was smeared across the lower lip and down the chin. White, pointed ears curved up on the sides of the vampire’s head, poking out from underneath the black hair.

      I tilted my head.

      Those ears…

      They looked remarkably like Venir’s, although Venir’s ears curved up over the top of his head and poked through the mass of curling white hair on the Elf’s head.

      I pressed my lips tight together to stop the chuckle. I was not going to tell Venir about this resemblance. He wouldn’t appreciate it.

      But I sure did.

      “So they didn’t bother the vampire,” I said. “Karloff is an odd name for a vampire.”

      “It goes with Boris,” Cameron said.

      He looked at me expectantly. I shrugged, feeling the scratch of my coat collar against my cheek. Fortunately most of my cheek was still bare. My dark brown beard grew along my jaw line until mid-November, then as Christmas grew closer, my beard would grow longer and busier, draining of colour until it was snow white.

      My hair did the same thing.

      One of the perks of being Santa Claus’s son. Along with my magic, although that was massively curtailed away from the North Pole.

      But for now, I was as safe as I was for most of the year with my mass of brown wavy hair and neatly trimmed, brown beard.

      “Boris Karloff,” Cameron said. “He was a famous horror movie star. Just like Bela Legosi, Christopher Lee, Peter Cushing.”

      He paused, probably waiting for me to recognize the names.

      But horror movies had never been big at the North Pole.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I don’t know them.”

      Cameron shook his head. “They’re classics. Let me grab you some DVDs before you go.”

      Before I could stop him, he spun away from me and bounded back toward the side of the lawn.

      I realized I might have to sit on him. There was no other way I could get him to stay still long enough to tell me what was going on.

      But clearly something was. Someone had gotten into his display and moved Boris the zombie from beside the stairs all the way around the side of the house.

      Unless Boris had come alive and dragged his shoddy carcass over there himself.

      I chuckled. Then my chuckle died in the cold air.

      That couldn’t possibly happen.

      Could it?

      “Here you go, check these out.” Cameron appeared from the side of the house and shoved a stack of DVD cases into my hands.

      “You’ve got Dracula. Classic right there. Bride of Frankenstein. Even though it’s the sequel it’s way better than the original. They were still figuring out how movies should look at that point. Then this one is the best Christopher Lee in my opinion. And this one is great Peter Cushing, although he’s the villain in this one. He usually plays Van Helsing to Lee’s Dracula.”

      “These are all great, Cameron,” I said. “But I’m here to find out about the vandalism.”

      “Right. Of course you are.” He glanced around as if waking from a dream.

      “So Boris should be there behind the bush, but he was around the side where I showed you. And several of the tombstones were disturbed. I’ll show you.”

      He took a step close to the fence. With a flick of his hand, he pushed forward and an entire section swung away. I followed him, carrying the DVDs under my arm.

      We crossed the walk and into the other section of the lawn. Cameron showed me the tombstones that had been moved. Instead of being scattered around the space, they had been lined up close together, as if making a small wall.

      “See, it ruins the aesthetic,” Cameron said.

      Never having thought about the aesthetic of a fake cemetery, I could only nod in sympathy.

      “Do you have security cameras?” I asked.

      “Sure do.” He pointed toward the house.

      I peered closer. Nestled against the brick, I spotted two small cameras pointed down.

      “Got two others along the side,” Cameron said. “But they don’t show anything. The feed goes all staticy. They must have a way to interfere with it.”

      I nodded. “I’ll check that out. In the meantime, myself or one of my associates will stake out the house and make sure no one interferes with your cemetery tonight.”

      “You really think that’ll work?” he asked. “Won’t whoever is doing this see you hanging around?”

      “Don’t worry, Mr. Rogers, they won’t see a thing. I guarantee it.”
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      After promising Cameron I would be sure to watch some of the DVDs he’d given me, I returned to my office. Out of sight of Cameron’s home or any watching neighbours, I winked back, landing in my office chair.

      With Venir’s help, I had learned to stretch my meagre magic by learning to anchor several locations in the city into my mind so I could wink to them using as little magic as possible. One of those locations was my office, and specifically my office chair.

      But to actually land in it and not be displaced into the waiting room was a real treat. Too many times, Venir would be sitting in my chair when I tried to wink into it. No matter how many times I asked, he always snuck in to sit behind my desk.

      The WiFi was better there, he’d say, or the light was better, or the air, or whatever. Any excuse to sit behind my desk. But I knew the real reason.

      Just like lobbying for a receptionist, Venir had become convinced that he should have his own office with his own desk.

      Because he’d worked with me on several cases, he seemed to think I was somehow swimming in money and should be able to afford a luxurious office and lots of staff.

      But as he’d never had to pay rent or food costs, he didn’t really understand about money.

      So since he couldn’t have his own office, like he believed he was entitled to, he often commandeered mine when I wasn’t around.

      Hence it being nice to be able to land in my own chair rather than be displaced into the waiting room.

      I breathed in the office air. After the crisp, coldness of Cameron’s front lawn, my office smelled a little stale. I spun my chair so I faced the window behind my desk. In the summer, I had an air conditioner stuck in there but with the cooling temperatures of fall, I had pulled it out and stuck it under the far corner of my desk.

      I had only stubbed a toe on it once.

      No, twice.

      I pulled the Venetian blinds up and cracked the window open. Cool air drifted in, smelling of dust and asphalt, carried up from the empty, gravel parking lot that stretched out beyond my window. When I had rented this office, sight unseen, from the North Pole, the landlord had assured me of a lake front view.

      He hadn’t bothered to mention the lake could only be viewed from the other side of the building, and only if you manage to peer through a window at one end.

      But now I didn’t mind. I had come to accept the view of the unused lot beyond and the three crumbling, deserted warehouses that sat across the way. Contemplating their slowly sagging roofs had often helped clear my mind.

      It was just too bad that the air wasn’t quite as crisp and clean as at Cameron’s house.

      I turned back to my desk. Who could I assign to watch Cameron’s front yard? Venir was probably the most inconspicuous of us but he had been quite demanding lately. If I gave him another assignment he would probably use it as leverage in his bid to get me to hire a receptionist.

      Maybe I’d hold off on using him.

      Then there was Palle.

      Somehow I didn’t see Palle being inconspicuous at all.

      In his natural form as a troll, Palle was almost nine feet tall with pale green skin, tusks that protruded from the sides of his mouth, and long, pointed ears that rose above his bald head. When he smiled, he looked like he was angry enough to tear your head off, but I had come to know the gentle soul that resided in that scary-looking, huge body.

      Thanks to a masking spell, Palle could hide his troll self behind the image of a large, burly man with scruffy brown hair. But even in that guise he was still noticeable.

      That only left one option.

      Me.

      I was going to have to fortify myself with coffee before I reported for duty at Cameron’s house. And I was also going to have to check on one more aspect that concerned me.

      The cameras.

      I didn’t know enough about home security systems but there was someone I could ask.

      She answered the phone on the second ring with her customary, curt response, “Talk ta me.”

      “Hi Shirl, it’s Noel. Do you know anything about home security systems?”

      She snorted. “WiFi connected, ‘course.”

      “Is there a way to interfere with the cameras to cause static on the recording?”

      “I’m gonna have to look into that,” she said. “My usual rate.”

      Her usual rate was a lot more than mine. “Look for an hour and then get back to me,” I said.

      She grunted agreement and hung up.

      Shirl Trombley was a hacker that I had met through a detective and had become my defacto computer expert. Even though I had helped rescue her nephew from a twenty year curse, and restored her memory of him, she still charged me her regular rate.

      Sort of. I wasn’t sure but I didn’t think she ever charged me for all of her hours. And she’d stopped complaining about how long it took me to pay her.

      For now at least.

      With that sorted, there was one other avenue I could look into before I headed back to Cameron’s house.

      I tightened my red scarf around my neck and made sure my hat was securely on my head. Then I buttoned my coat over blue flannel shirt and dark blue jeans before I gathered myself and winked.

      I landed several feet back from the mouth of an alley off Yonge Street. Any hint of sunshine was gone, disappearing behind the heavy clouds and the night sky. It was barely five o’clock and it looked like midnight.

      I’d heard lots of people complain about that since I’d come to Toronto but I’d kept my mouth shut. After living with six months of darkness at the North Pole followed by six months of blinding sunshine, having any kind of regular day and night schedule felt like a luxury.

      A cool breeze from the alley behind me carried the stale remnants of rotting vegetables and burned baked goods. Discarded newspapers crackled under my feet as I headed toward the street.

      Even for a Sunday, Yonge Street was somewhat busy with cars. The sidewalk was alight with blazing store signs and streetlights that turned the late afternoon darkness into day. But as I strolled past clothing shops I noticed the cashiers starting to close up.

      That was a potentially bad sign. I might be too late after all.

      I hurried on until I came to the place I was looking for. The delicatessen was tucked into a narrow space with barely enough room for the glass door. I pulled it open and the rich smells of corned beef and the yeasty odour of fresh bread filled my nostrils, driving out the last of the rotting vegetables.

      I inhaled and my mouth instantly started watering. I’d been thinking I could use a sandwich as a bribe but now that I was here I was going to get myself something as well. With a long night ahead of me, I would need my own fortification.

      I stepped up to the glass counter. The short, wizened-looking woman behind it smirked at me as she tugged at the front of her hairnet. She wore an apron stained with ketchup on the front. Plastic gloves covered her hands. She looked like some cheap, black-market surgeon.

      “Detective Stan,” she croaked.

      “Right,” I said. “And I’ll take a ham and cheese on brown roll.”

      She gave me a thumbs up and got to work.

      She plunked two thick slices of rye bread in the toaster then sliced up a brown roll and tossed it onto a conveyor belt that slowly churned constantly into an oven that toasted items that were too thick for the toaster. While the bread and bun were toasting, she assembled Detective Stan Mallory’s favourite sandwich on a sheet of wax paper. Wafer thin slices of roast beef, topped with three slices of Swiss cheese. A generous swirl of mustard topped it off. For mine, she piled slices of ham high before covering it with a thick slice of cheddar.

      She lifted the mustard and cocked an eyebrow at me.

      “For you?” she asked.

      “Just mayo,” I said.

      She gave a curt nod before grabbing the toasted bread  and bun and finishing the sandwiches. As the wax paper crackled while she wrapped them, I moved down the counter to the cash register where a young woman stood. She wore a matching apron to the old woman except hers was clean and her black hair was piled up on her head in a mass of curls.

      As I reached the cashier, the old woman barked a guttural sounding word. The young woman paused and shot me an inquisitive look, then she responded to the old woman with a few clipped words. The old woman shook her head and repeated her guttural word. The young woman shrugged.

      “Five dollars,” she said to me.

      I had already pulled out a twenty. “Excuse me?”

      “Five dollars.” She tilted her head an inch toward the old woman. The old woman nodded at me with an expression that said she would not brook any dissension.

      But my mother would never have let me take advantage of someone like this. I started to hand the twenty over to the cashier but the old woman clapped her hands. The plastic muffled the sound but it still thumped across the counter.

      “Papa Santa,” the old woman said.

      I froze and looked over at her. She gave me another curt nod. A smile curled the corners of her lips.

      Had she heard my name and realized who I was? Everyone else who heard my name just thought it was a gimmick, a coincidence, or an odd choice. No one ever thought it was real, not unless I told them and proved it.

      But the knowledge seemed to shine out of the old woman’s eyes. Or at least a strong suspicion. Maybe that was enough for her, but I still couldn’t let her give me my food for free.

      I leaned over to the cashier. “Can you tell her that it would be a gift to me to allow me to pay for my sandwich?”

      The woman repeated the message. A frown creased the old woman’s face.

      “Santa doesn’t do it for a reward,” I said. “He prefers to give without expectation.”

      The frown faded from the old woman’s face. The lines in her skin smoothed out and for a moment, I caught a glimpse of the young girl within. Immediately, her favourite Christmas gift flooded into my mind, a handmade doll given to her by her grandmother.

      I yanked my gaze away from her before the details could solidify in my mind. A woman who had guessed my identity could probably feel the magic tingling in the air.

      When I shoved the twenty dollars toward the cashier this time, she took it. As she made change, I pressed my hands against the counter, trying to stop them from trembling from the magical buildup I could feel in my mind. Once an image of someone’s favourite Christmas gift started in my mind, it almost felt like a magical compulsion to see all of it.

      I couldn’t let it happen this time. Not in front of that old woman.

      But it was already too late. As I took the change and the bag with the sandwiches from the cashier, the old woman leaned over the glass counter. She must have crawled onto a chair to do it. As I turned and walked by, she leaned farther over.

      “Eat well, Santa’s boy,” her voice whispered as I passed her.

      I could feel my cheeks redden. She leaned away and cackled a loud laugh.

      So much for fooling her.

      I pushed the door open and stepped out into the cold early evening air.

      Next stop, the precinct and the small, dingy cubicle of Detective Stan Mallory.
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      The front sergeant wasn’t someone I knew but he recognized the bag I carried and was willing to call the detective squad. From the way he eyed the bag, maybe he thought I would give him the sandwich if Mallory wasn’t around. The hopeful gleam died as he hung up the phone.

      “Through there and then follow the…”

      “Yes, I know the way,” I said.

      I could feel his gaze on the bag as I headed around the end of the counter and through the metal detector.

      Stan Mallory’s cubicle was a small, grey cubby in the centre of a mass of grey cubicles. At the very least they weren’t the same fading mint green colour as the walls.

      When I entered the room of cubicles, blinding fluorescent lights blazed forth. In the distant corner on the right, one of the lights sputtered, creating a staccato rhythmic pattern that would have driven any normal person mad. But here in the detective squad, they probably didn’t even notice.

      When I reached Mallory’s cubicle, I crinkled the paper bag before I poked my head through the cubicle opening. After a moment, I did so and found Mallory sitting bolt upright in his chair, eyes wide with interest.

      “Is that…?” he asked.

      “It is,” I said and set the paper bag down on his desk.

      It took him a fraction of a second to claim his sandwich and take a bite. He gave a grunt of approval as he chewed. A serene look of satisfaction spread across his face. It was as close to contentment as I’d ever seen on him.

      I had met Stan Mallory during my first case when I’d been arrested on suspicion of murder. Knowing his favourite Christmas gift had gotten me out of jail and giving it back to him had gotten his help in stopping a rogue goblin. Only then had he really believed my story of being Kris Kringle’s youngest son.

      Since then, Mallory was not only a useful contact to have in the police department, he had become a friend. One I didn’t at all mind treating to his favourite sandwich.

      By the time I’d managed two bites of my ham and cheddar cheese sandwich, Mallory was halfway finished his. He slowed down enough to focus on me.

      “So, what’s the favour?” he asked before taking another bite.

      I chewed, enjoying the crisp, toasted bread. Then I swallowed and patted my mouth with a napkin.

      “Who says I have a favour to ask?” I said.

      “You always have a favour to ask,” he said. He gave an exaggerated grump at the end but I knew him well enough now to know when he was just acting annoyed rather than actually being annoyed.

      “Maybe I’m just here to see your smiling face,” I said. “Or bask in your sparkling personality.”

      Mallory narrowed his eyes at me. “I can totally see why your brother hates you.”

      I laughed. KJ and I had our differences but I didn’t think he actually hated me.

      Then my laughter slowed. At least I didn’t think he did.

      I stopped laughing and glared at Mallory.

      He tried to look innocent but it’s difficult with graying hair buzzed short above a wide, weathered face that looked like it had taken less punches that he had given. He wore his customary white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His forearms were thick and strong looking, with faint grey hairs sprouting out of them.

      “Okay, I have a favour to ask,” I said. “Do you know of any kids doing vandalism up around the Woodcrest area?”

      “Woodcrest? That’s mostly suburbs up there. What kind of thing are you looking for?”

      I hesitated. How could I explain it and not make it sound cheesy the way I had assumed it was?

      “Well, it’s vandalism of a Halloween display,” I said. “The owner raises money for the Children’s Healing Hospital and he does an elaborate display…”

      “Wait a minute,” Mallory interrupted. “Are you talking about the Woodcrest Haunted House?”

      I blinked at the excitement in his voice. “You’ve heard of it?”

      “Of course, the guy’s been running it for years. He goes on the local stations during their Halloween broadcasts. He even has to hire off duty officers to deal with the traffic.”

      “He does?” I asked.

      “Oh sure. One of the guys said there was close to four thousand people there last Halloween.”

      I almost dropped the sandwich. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Nope, almost four thousand people. He had more the year before, I heard, when it wasn’t raining.”

      I took a bite of my sandwich and chewed mechanically. The texture of the ham and cheese lost its flavour as I focused on what Mallory was telling me.

      And what Cameron Rogers hadn’t.

      Had he omitted it on purpose or had it just slipped his mind? He didn’t seem like the kind of man who would forget something like that. But I had only met him a couple of times. What did I really know about him?

      I knew he spent a lot of money and time to celebrate a holiday and to raise money for a worthy cause. That afforded him some leeway.

      “So wait, are you telling me someone is vandalizing his haunted house?” Mallory asked.

      His voice started to rise in indignation. Anger darkened his features.

      I could just imagine what he would do if he got his hands on any teenage kids I suspected were doing it.

      “I don’t know what’s happening,” I said. “Some of the props in the cemetery have been moved around. It’s probably just kids pulling pranks. I’m staking out the house tonight to keep an eye on it.”

      Mallory’s frown deepened. “Doesn’t he have a security system? He should.”

      “Yes, but it’s just showing static. I’ve got Shirl looking into it,” I said. “Meanwhile, I’m going to stake it out overnight.”

      Mallory swept the wax paper sheet and the empty paper bag off his desk with one sweep of his arm. He crumbled them together into a tiny ball and tossed them into the bin under his desk.

      “Finish up and we’ll go,” he said.

      “What?” I said. “I just wanted to know if there had been any vandalism in the area.”

      “Right. I can check on that now.”

      He turned back to his computer, an old, black desktop that whined when he started typing into it. He clicked through several screens, did a little more typing, a little more clicking, and then stopped.

      “Nothing reported,” he said. He rolled his chair back, putting his hands on the armrests, preparing to rise. “Finish up and let’s go.”

      “Stan, this is my case,” I said. “It’s just an overnight stake out. I don’t need you…”

      “You didn’t ask,” he said. “I’m telling you. I’m coming with you. You got a problem with that?”

      He glared across the desk from me. Now I could tell that he was annoyed with me.

      “No, no problem,” I said and took a huge bite of my sandwich.

      Under Mallory’s watchful glare, I forced myself to eat the remaining half of it barely managing to chew or taste any of it.

      Finally, I tossed the final mouthful into my mouth. Mallory snatched up the wax paper, crumpled it and tossed it out.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      “Yes, sir,” I said.

      What else do you say to a man who’s armed?
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        * * *

      

      By the time we returned to Cameron Rogers’s house on the corner of Woodcrest, the sun had disappeared completely. There was no hint of light behind the thick layer of clouds in the sky. The street lights were on, casting pools of yellowish light against the encroaching darkness.

      Mallory drove his car past the house once. In full darkness with only the pale streetlights, the cemetery looked even more real. The shadows were thicker. The tombstones looked like real stone. I could almost smell the moss through the closed windows and had to remind myself that even it was fake.

      Other figures loomed in the darkness of the cemetery. Boris was still on the side of the cemetery. Cameron hadn’t moved him back to his spot beside the stairs yet. At the far end of the front, I spotted a grave digger in a long, brown coat. He held a shovel in one hand and the hair of a dangling severed head in the other. Long blond hair spilled over the shoulders of the figure. A wide brimmed hat covered the face in shadow but I could swear I saw the eyes catch a glint of light from the street lights.

      Not even finished, I remember Cameron saying. What was this place going to look like when it was finished?

      Spectacular enough to draw a crowd of thousands.

      And the mischievousness of a few troublemakers.

      When we finished the drive by, Mallory parked the car on the side street just across from the house, in between two street lights. The pool of darkness seemed the perfect size to cover the car and hide us within it.

      From the windshield, we could see the whole front of Cameron’s house but none of the side.

      “What about the side?” I asked Mallory.

      He turned off the car. Light from the headlights vanished, shrouding us in darkness. I could still make out his shrug in the gloom.

      “This is the best I can do and keep out of sight of the house,” he said. “We don’t want the vandals spotting us. I suppose you would have parked right on the same street near the corner so you could see the whole lawn.”

      Sarcasm dripped from his voice.

      He seemed to be forgetting who he was talking to. It might be a good time to remind him.

      “I wouldn’t need a car,” I said, my voice low and casual. “I would be waiting in the middle of the display and they would never see me.”

      Silence from the other side of the car.

      I waited for his response. Was he going to kick me out of the car?

      “Right,” he said. “Sorry. I suppose I should have… well, sorry.”

      “I know what I’m doing, Stan,” I said.

      “I know you do, Noel. Really, I’m sorry. And I’m sorry about the crack about your brother earlier. That was uncalled for. You probably could do a better job of staking out the place on your own. Maybe I should leave you to it.”

      He sounded genuinely sorry.

      I definitely had made my point, maybe a little stronger than I needed to. He really seemed to want to be here. He’d known all about the haunted house Cameron ran and it seemed to be important to him.

      “No, you don’t have to leave,” I said.

      “Great,” he said. “You take the first watch. Wake me in four hours and we’ll switch.”

      I heard a click and then a thump as his seat flopped back. A few moments later, soft snores sounded from his side of the car.

      Genuinely sorry.

      Right.

      I’d been played by a master.

    

  

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/dyfwif-ebook-6x9-cover-2025-font-chg.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-02-dyfwif-title-page-for-print-rfar.jpg
DO YOU FEAR

WHAT | FEAR

~THE NOEL KRINGLE CHRONICLES ~

3

RFAR Publishing
Toronto, Canada





