
        
            
                
            
        

    
Yuletide (aka A Very Special Academy Christmas)

(Zachary Rawlins – Central Series Short Story)

 

Rebecca Levy knocked on the safe house door, the rap of her knuckles nearly lost in the layers of reinforcement and impact-proofing, lit her fourth cigarette of the afternoon, and then settled against a nearby stucco wall to wait for a response. She was just about halfway finished when she saw the flash of an exposed peephole. Rebecca leaned forward and stubbed out her cigarette on the tiny glass window, reaching out empathically when she felt the surprise and anger on the other side of the door.

You are so happy to see me, Rebecca instructed the stranger on the other side of the door.

You can hardly wait to open the door for me…

Bolts snapped back and locks rattled, and then door swung open, a bewildered man with slicked back hair and enormous muttonchops opened the door for, delight fading from his greasy complexion as he saw the Auditor standing there, wearing oversized fatigues and a tight red tshirt imprinted with the halo logo of the Anaheim Angels, looking as if she might start laughing any second.

“Hi! Thanks for letting me in,” Rebecca said, pushing past the noticeably rank guard at the door and into the dim hallway beyond. “So, not to offend you or anything, but you are a Weir, aren’t you?”

The guard nodded slowly, hands clenching helplessly at his sides as he tried to make sense of the situation. Rebecca laughed at his confusion, and the Weir bared his teeth, thick canines looking altogether out of place in an apparently human mouth.

“Cool. Nice to meet you, wolf-guy.” Rebecca touched the tip of her index finger to his head. I don’t know if you noticed, but I’m the scariest thing you’ve ever seen. So frightening, you can hardly stand to be in my presence.

The Weir whined like a hungry dog, and a damp patch appeared in the front of his badly-fitted trousers.

You should probably run, Rebecca suggested. That’s the only way to stop the fear. Run forever.

Run until your heart explodes in your chests and your lungs turn inside out. Run! I’m right behind you!

The Weir charged past Rebecca and out the door, features coarsened by an involuntary partial transformation, emitting something between a yell and a howl. Alistair stepped aside at the last moment to let the Weir sprint out of the open security gates and out into the quiet road that bordered the facility, disappearing out into the humid South Carolina night.

“You’re such a bitch,” Alice said with a grin, one thumb hooked beneath the shoulder strap of her flak jacket, adjusting the strap that was cutting into her arm. “Who was that, anyway?”

“Guard,” Rebecca said, with an indifferent shrug. “Weir.”

 

“Oh. Well, fuck him, then.” Alice glanced down the hallway through the optic mounted to her shotgun, depressing a button on the side that activated lowlight amplifiers. “I don’t see anybody else. You picking up anything?”

“Yeah.” Rebecca sounded bored. “The whole place is full of them.”

“Isn’t that great news?” Alice shouldered her shotgun. “You tell the boss yet?”

“Doing it now.” Rebecca finished her cigarette and dropped it to the floor, grinding out the cherry on polished floorboards. Alistair? We found the place.

Good! How many tries?

Two, before this one. All of these buildings look the same.

No doubt that’s a deliberate feature. Isn’t this supposed to be public housing?

That’s what Central says. Judging by the smell, I don’t think any people have lived here in a long time.

Not since the Witch moved in, anyway, Alistair thought. You feel comfortable clearing it with just Alice? Mitzi are I are a bit tangled up in Amazonas right now.

Got it. Try not to get eaten, Alistair.

Good advice. Do the same.

Rebecca took a new pack of cigarettes from her pocket, and starting tapping the pack against the palm of her hand.

“Well?” Alice growled impatiently. “Are we good, or what?”

“Oh, yeah,” Rebecca said, tearing cellophane. “We’re good.”

“Is the building clear? Any civilians to worry about?”

“Nobody that’ll be missed,” Rebecca said, searching for her lighter. “Go nuts.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” Alice peeled off her heavy outer coat and dropping it to the floor, shortly followed by the bulky flak jacket. “Too fucking hot for all this nonsense, anyway. What about you?”

“I’ll tag along. I’m trying to locate the Witch that Alistair swears is in here, somewhere.”

Rebecca struck the apparently empty lighter again and again in an attempt to light up. “Do you think we have time to find a convenience store first? I think I saw a 7-11 back up the road…”

***

Alice kicked down the door to the fourth story, and then waited, muzzle pointed into the darkness. Her grin faded slowly as nothing happened in response.

“Oh, come on!” Alice fumbled at the pouch attached to her belt. “You motherfuckers are seriously going to hide?”

Setting her shotgun aside, Alice pulled a magnesium flare from the pouch on her belt, tore off the activation strip, and then tossed the flare into the dark hallway, rolling it halfway down the corridor.

“Fuck, that’s bright,” Rebecca muttered, shielding her eyes with her hands. “Warn me next time?”

“You are fucking grump today,” Alice observed. “Are you hung over or something?”

 

“Yes.”

Alice paused, only a few steps into the hallway, and glanced back at her partner.

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No.” Rebecca shrugged. “I had a couple things come up last night, and…”

“You got drunk the night before an assignment?” Alice looked scandalized and delighted.

“What in the world…?”

The wall to Alice’s left gave way, splintering into the crackling of wood and a cloud of volatized drywall, as the snarling bulk of a massive dun-colored Weir charged through the breach. The Weir lowered its shoulder and hit Alice in the sternum, her shotgun slipping from her grasp, driving the Auditor back and smashing them both through the opposite wall.

Rebecca groaned, and then bent a wiped a portion of the carpet clean of debris and dust before she sat down, resting her back against the concrete.

“I’m serious about the 7-11, you know,” Rebecca said, closing her eyes. “I feel awful, and I’m not doing anything else until…”

The wall to her shuddered, cracking and deforming not far from where Alice’s flare hissed on nylon carpet. A puff of white powder escaped from a broad new crack in the drywall.

“…we do something about…”

The wall shattered as Alice went flying through it, crashing into the opposite side of the hallway, her head denting the drywall in the impact. She fell limply to the floor, small chunks of drywall caught in her black hair.

“…my hangover. Okay?”

Alice reached for the shotgun, laying just out of her reach. The Weir burst through the ruins of the wall, the tips of its claws already wet with blood. The Weir pounced as the Auditor lunged, the Weir’s claws tearing gouges from the floorboards on either side of the shotgun. Alice moved in the opposite direction, snatching up the flare as she rolled to her feet.

“Little help, Becca?”

The Weir picked up the shotgun and snapped the barrel neatly in half, before tossing it away.

“You shit,” Alice said, eyes narrowing. “That was a brand-new Mossberg. Brand new!”

The monster charged, and Alice stepped into her shadow, disappearing. The Weir sniffed the spot where she had just stood in confusion. Alice stepped out of a nearby shadow, jabbing the burning flare into the back of the Weir’s head. The creature howled and lashed about wildly with its formidable claws, striking nothing but air as Alice flitted back into the shadows.

“Becca?” Alice called to her from the other end of the hall, hands cupped around her mouth.

“Could you…?”

“Convenience store,” Rebecca said hoarsely, head in her hands. “Yes or no?”

Alice eyed the advancing Weir, the flare extended out between them.

“Yes! We’ll go to the store! Just…”

Howling and enraged, the Weir batted aside the flare and slashed at Alice, drawing blood from her bare shoulder as she fell back. Alice poked the Weir in the snout with the flare, and then ducked another lethal swipe.

 

Hey, wolf-monster? Over here! Rebecca waved at them from the other end of the hall. Do I have your attention?

The Weir turned in her direction, staring at her with crude oil colored eyes.

Good! Now, look around you. Rebecca grinned despite her headache. Can you feel the things in the dark coming alive? Can you feel the eyes; can you see the teeth? You are doomed to die here, Weir. You will be torn to pieces by something you can’t even see. Pretty scary, right?

The Weir howled and lashed out wildly, destroying the hallway around it while Alice backed carefully away, a bemused look on her face.

You will be consumed, and it will hurt. Unless…

The Weir paused, hyperventilating and trembling.

…the window! That’s it! Jump! Jump and be free! Free like some gross wolf-bird thing!

Howling and frantic, the Weir bashed a pathway to the nearest window, reducing obstacles in its path to matchsticks and debris. It hurled itself through the window, crying out in relief or horror as the glass shattered and it plunged four stories to the ground. A moment later, Alice poked her head out the window.

“Head first!” Alice whistled. “That looks pretty final, but…”

“You can shoot it on the way out,” Rebecca said, grabbing Alice by the arm and pulling her to the stairs. “Store. Now.”

***

“I think I cracked a tooth back there, you know.”

“Don’t be silly. At most you have a concussion. Maybe a teensy skull crack? Nothing to complain about.”

Alice made a face, but Rebecca was absorbed with her inspection of the refrigerated beverage cabinet, the harsh overhead light gleaming off the rounded aluminum cans.

“Nothing to complain about? Have you seen my shoulder?” Alice tugged down her sleeve to display the bleeding lacerations that gaped, pink and wet, in the merciless bright of the convenience store. “That’s your fault.”

“How is it my fault?”

“That stunt with the Weir. Why didn’t you make him friendly, so I could have just walked up and shot the bastard?”

Rebecca opened the refrigerator and stuck her head into the cool air inside.

“That gets depressing, honestly.”

“Depressing? I got skewered.”

“Don’t be so dramatic.”

“I’m not being dramatic! Would you make up your mind already? We have a job to do, and instead we’re down the road, buying booze…”

“Buying beer. Booze would be irresponsible,” Rebecca corrected, rummaging in the fridge.

“Do you drink domestic crap? Because I don’t see anything else in here except Fosters.”

Alice ran a finger along her teeth.

 

“I knew it! That Weir chipped my tooth.”

“Yeah? Sorry about that. Buy you a beer?”

“What? No! I’m not drinking. Are you crazy? We’re working, Becca.”

“Yeah. You’re right.” Rebecca paused. “I’ll get light beer, then.”

“What is wrong with you today?” Alice shook her head as Rebecca emerged from the refrigerator with a six-pack. “Wake up in the wrong bed?”

Rebecca dumped a few bills on the counter in front of the clerk and snatched a pink miniature lighter from the display on the counter. The clerk was so completely absorbed with watching a deactivated television that he did not appear to even notice the two Auditors.

“I woke up in my own bed, thank you very much.” Rebecca glared at Alice as they exited the store. “As always.”

“Is that it?” Alice grinned and poked Rebecca with her elbow. “Feeling a little…?”

“I’m going to stop you there,” Rebecca said, freeing a can from the plastic binding, and then offering the beer to Alice. “That has nothing to do with anything. I’m just stressed.”

Alice sighed and took the offered beer. Rebecca put a can in either pocket, opened a third, and abandoned the final can in the parking lot. The shoulder of the road was dusty and just wide enough to allow them to walk side by side. There was very little traffic, save for the occasionally semi-truck, barreling down the dark road and illuminating the weeds with their headlights.

“Stressed about what?”

Rebecca drained her first beer in one sustained effort, and then tossed aside the empty can, belching loudly.

“Shit,” Alice said, shaking her head in disbelief. “You are a mess.”

“Never said I wasn’t.” Rebecca took the second can from her pocket and cracked it open, and then paused to try and light a cigarette. “It’s hard being me, you know?”

The wind thwarted her attempts to get her new lighter to work. Alice laughed at her efforts, and then shielded her from the wind long enough to get the smoke going.

“This is about Audits, then?”

“No, it’s…”

“Alistair? Is it about Alistair? Did he piss you off?”

“No, I…”

“Was it that last job? That thing in Sri Lanka with the death squad…”

“What? No! Those guys had it coming.”

“I don’t know if anybody quite had that coming, Becca.”

“Do you know how they clear villages in the Tamil areas? Those guys had it coming.”

“Okay, so…”

“I’m trying to tell you, if you’d just let me finish!” A truck rattled by them at high speed, the headlights illuminating the fields of chest-high weeds on either side of them, and further back, diminutive third-growth woods on the hills. “It’s my other job?”

“You mean the counseling thing at the Academy? I thought you liked that stuff.”

“I do! It’s more the associated duties.”

“What?”

 

“You know the Changeling we picked up in the Central Valley a few years ago?”

“I get it. This is about that girl you babysit, then. What’s her name…?”

“Eerie.”

“Yeah! That’s it. Now I remember. Alistair said she that she’s been a handful since she started at the Academy, but you’ve been dealing with her for years, right? Can’t be so bad.”

“I’ve been looking after her, I guess.” Rebecca shrugged. “This is different.”

“How so?”

“Eerie is…I don’t know how to explain it. She’s being difficult.”

“What sort of difficult are we talking?”

“The little brat wants to celebrate Christmas!” Rebecca roared. “She wants a tree, and presents, and…I don’t even know what! And Gaul says that it’s my responsibility to see that it happens! Can you believe it?”

Alice started to laugh, and then stifled it when Rebecca glared.

“I’m sorry, it’s just…Christmas is kind of a kid thing, right? They all love it. That doesn’t seem so…”

“I’m Jewish, Alice! What do I know about Christmas?”

“Oh. Right.”

“You forgot, didn’t you?” Rebecca’s eyes narrowed. “Tell me you didn’t forget that.”

“Of course not! I just…you guys don’t do Christmas?”

“Uh, no. Christmas, you know? It’s right there in the name.”

“Oh, yeah. I guess that makes sense.”

“We do Hanukkah.”

“Right! Now I remember! Hanukkah is Jewish Christmas.”

“I think I’m supposed to argue, but you’re basically right. It’s imitation Christmas.”

“You give presents and stuff, though, right?”

“Yeah. Eight days of presents, and probably only one of them is any good. One day is always socks. If you get lucky, that’s the first night.”

“So? Then you get the basics. Christmas isn’t that complicated. You just buy a tree and hang some shit on it, wrap a couple presents, and…”

“She’s thirteen.” Rebecca shook her head as they rounded the final curve back to the mission site. “What do I even get her?”

“You were thirteen once. What did you want back then?”

“Nothing appropriate! Alice, I don’t know anything about Christmas, or this girl, or family, or…Christmas trees, or ornaments, or…”

Rebecca trailed off as the approached the building. Alice swore under her breath, tossing her beer can into the local weeds.

“What exactly is going on here?”

Alistair watched them closely from his perch on the apartment building stairs.

“Hi, Boss.” Alice grinned weakly. “What are you doing here?”

 

“I came to provide backup,” Alistair said. “I’m not even sure where to start with this situation.

Why haven’t you finished the mission? Why did you leave the operation area? Or we could go with my personal favorite – why are the two of you drinking on the job?”

“I’m not drinking!” Alice protested. “I had one beer, and that was only because Becca was…”

“Don’t you blame me!” Rebecca lit a new cigarette. “She’s right, though, Alistair. This is all on me. I was feeling sort of panicky last night, and I maybe had one too many glasses of wine, so I had a bit of hangover, and then the empathic emanations from this building…well, let’s just say they’re unpleasant. Gave me a headache.”

Alistair rose slowly, a stunned expression on his face.

“You got a headache?”

“Yeah.” Rebecca crushed her empty can and tossed it over her shoulder. “A bad one.”

“I hope it is a little better now, at least?”

“A little.”

“That’s…that’s just great. Can I ask why all of this madness is happening? What set you off, Becca?”

“She’s worried about Christmas,” Alice offered.

“Shut up!” Rebecca blew smoke in Alice’s direction. “It’s true, though. I’m worried about Christmas.”

Alistair nodded slowly.

“Worried that you won’t get what you want? Worried that Santa isn’t real?”

“I’m Jewish, Alistair. I never get what I want.”

“I’m trying to be patient with you right now, Becca,” Alistair said. “I really am.”

“That’s not technically true,” Rebecca said. “I’m making you a great deal more patient than normal, actually. It’s not a bad thing, Alistair. You should consider lightening up.”

“You abandoned a mission in process in order to leave and buy alcohol. To deal with a hangover.” Alistair shook his head. “A hangover caused, in some way, by holiday anxiety.”

“Not holiday. Christmas specifically. I’m not worried about New Year’s or any of that.”

“That’s good to hear,” Alistair said. “At the risk of further worsening your headache, would it be too much for me to ask for you to complete the mission and deal with the Witch I sent you here for in the first place?”

“I tried already, and your star Auditor got me cut up and my tooth chipped!” Alice pulled up her gum to show the damage. “I’ve had it with today.”

“You’ve had it?” Alistair looked surprised. “In a moment, Alice, you won’t be the only one.”

Oh, just shut up. Both of you.

Rebecca balled her fists, closed her eyes, and looked for all the world like she was about to chew out the building in front of her. Nothing happened for a long moment. Alistair and Alice exchanged a look, but neither of them dared to disturb the empath. The stars came out, one by one at first, and then with numbers.

There was a distressed clamor from within the building, dying down almost as quickly as it began.

 

The night was filled with the sound of breaking glass, followed by a series of closely spaced impacts, as the residents of the building auto-defenestrated, hurling themselves through closed to windows to smash into the ground with bone-splintering force.

No Witch, not for a few days, anyway. Must’ve known we were coming. That’s the last…oh, hold on.

There was a scream, and then another body hit the ground not far from the porch, causing Alistair to flinch.

Okay, that’s the last of the Weir. Can we go home now, please? I need to lie down.

***

Rebecca lingered in the shower until she was sure the locker room had cleared out. She wrapped a towel around her torso, and another around her hair, and then went to change.

Alistair waited for her there, sitting patiently in front of his own locker with a towel draped over the most pertinent bits.

“We need to talk, Becca.”

“This is weird,” Rebecca said, doing her best to ignore his presence as she opened her locker.

“Can we do this later?”

“Sure. Then again, you might want to hear what I have to say.”

“Oh? So bad that I don’t mind the nudity?”

“You have a towel on. As do I. Propriety is assured,” Alistair said, grinning lasciviously. “Alice thought it was important. She told me to talk to you right away.”

Rebecca untangled the towel from her hair.

“Oh, really? Are you going to explain the meaning of Christmas to me, Alistair?”

“No.”

“So you’re going to tell me the perfect gift to give a teenage girl? And please, don’t make the joke you are considering right now.”

“I have no idea what you should get Eerie, jokes aside. I do know who you should ask, though.”

Rebecca turned to face him for the first time in the conversation.

“You do? Spill it, Alistair.”

“What’ll you give me?”

“I won’t afflict you with an overwhelming desire to cry every time you see a naked girl. Good enough?”

“Yes! That’ll do.” Alistair chuckled. “You’ve been looking after Eerie for quite a while now, haven’t you?”

“Years. Why?”

“Oh, nothing. I’m just surprised that you haven’t noticed by now…”

“Noticed what, asshole?”

“Eerie is very close with her current teacher, good old Gerald Windsor. Maybe you should talk to him?”

***

“…could not be further from the truth. We are not the first residents of Central, nor even the second. The first explorers to arrive in Central found it stripped, empty homes bereft of furnishings or mementos from those who came before, every written word expunged. Look carefully in the corners of warehouses and beneath the throw rugs in anonymous homes, and you will find the residue of absent machinery. Who came before us, class, and why did they strip Central of its past? What secrets were kept from us? Even more important, perhaps, is the question of why, and…”

Gerald Windsor paused, a piece of chalk resting against the blackboard, and turned to greet the Auditor with a smile and a nod as she arrived. Rebecca shifted nervously as the attention of twenty-six children turned to her.

“…we have a guest, today, class! Please say “Hello” to Ms. Rebecca Levy, our School Counselor.”

Rebecca winced at the unfamiliar title, while the group of ten-to thirteen-year-old children dutifully greeted her.

“Hi, um, class.”

“What can we do for you today, Ms. Levy?”

“I was hoping to have a word with you, actually, but I don’t want to interrupt…”

“You do, obviously, but we just can’t be angry at you, Ms. Levy. Can we, class?”

Mr. Windsor beamed at his class, and the class nodded in agreement. Rebecca wiped the sweat from her brow.

“Class, I want you to do quiet reading while I step into the hallway for a moment.”

The class nodded, and then waited until he closed the door behind him to explode into excited conversation. The veteran teacher appeared not to notice as he led her to an adjoining empty classroom.

“You look worried, Rebecca. Is something wrong? Something with the class?”

“Oh, no, not at all.” Rebecca gave him a distracted smile. “Nothing’s wrong. It’s just…”

“Yes?”

“You have the special-needs class this year, too, right?”

“Of course! That class is a special favorite of mine.” Windsor smiled, and Rebecca was surprised by the honesty of his sentiment. “Why do you ask?”

“I’m here about Eerie.”

“Of course!” Gerald nodded happily. “Eerie has been working very hard this year.”

“I know.”

“She also has an extremely positive attitude!”

“You could say that.”

“We’ve made a great deal of progress in the last few months, and I’m confident that we will be able to do even more. Not to pry, Rebecca, but what is your concern? Certainly this is no affair of the Auditors?”

 

“I’m not here in the capacity,” Rebecca said, lowering her voice. “I try and keep those two worlds separate, you know?”

“Oh, Rebecca,” Mr. Windsor said, shaking his head sadly. “I don’t believe that will work.”

“Gaul has me looking after Eerie. You know that?”

“I did not, actually, but I think it is an excellent idea.”

“You do?”

“Yes, of course! I can’t imagine anyone better qualified, with your abilities and your interest in early childhood education.”

“I’ve spent all my time here breaking heads,” Rebecca said, glancing away. “Even the counseling job is new to me. I can think of a hundred people who would do a better job with that girl.”

“I doubt it very much. I stand ready to assist you, however. What is bothering you?”

“Christmas.”

Gerald stopped to check if she was serious, and then cleared his throat.

“Is that so? Are you worried about the consumerism involved, or…?”

“Eerie wants to do Christmas, Gerald. The whole thing.”

“What an excellent idea! I’m a bit ashamed I didn’t think of it earlier. We have an unfortunate tendency to become absorbed in the esoteric aspects of raising her, and overlooking those that would be obvious with a child from a more typical background.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“How have you handled the holidays in the past?”

“Nothing, the first few years.” Rebecca grimaced. “That was a mistake, wasn’t it? Dumb of me. Last couple years, I’ve just taken her along with me to the staff party. She liked the tree and the ornaments, and we just left before everyone got too drunk. Easy. But she’s been watching Christmas movies on TV; you know, that Muppets Christmas Carol thing? Yeah. This is all Jim Henson’s fault.”

“It doesn’t seem like too much to ask. I’m certain the other children who spend the holidays at the Academy would appreciate something as well.”

“Gerald, you gotta help me! I’m not qualified for this crap.”

“You are absolutely qualified for this sort of thing, but I’m happy to help.” Mr. Windsor considered the matter briefly. “Tell you what – I’ll arrange for a tree and decorations. There’s all sorts of that stuff packed away in my parent’s old garage. All you need to do is pick out a present for our young charge. Deal?”

“You have no idea how useless I am. What the hell does a half-human thirteen-year-old girl want for Christmas?”

Mr. Windsor glanced apprehensively at the classroom door, behind which the clamor was steadily rising.

“Having never been a teenage girl – and always having been human – I’m afraid I can’t tell you.” Mr. Windsor reached for the doorknob, and then paused halfway. “Have you considered asking her friends?”

“Eerie has friends?” Rebecca’s jaw dropped. “Since when?”

 

“You really didn’t know?” Mr. Windsor shook his head in disappointment. “You really are not doing your best work in this particular area, Becca.”

“Don’t give me that. You know I never volunteered for this job. Who are her friends?”

“Ah, well, friend, really. At the very least, she’s a positive associate. It’s the vampire she’s housed with. The ginger. Margot Feld, was it?”

***

“Am I in trouble?”

“You are not in trouble. Why would you think that?”

“No reason.”

“Margot…have you done something that would get you in trouble?”

The vampire thought it over.

“Almost definitely.”

“You want to tell me about it?”

“No. Why would I? You might never find out.”

“Margot…”

The vampire girl sat calmly on her couch and said nothing. Rebecca sighed and changed topics.

“Never mind about that for the time being, then. You are housed with Eerie right now, aren’t you?”

“Among others, yes,” Margot said. “Why?”

“You’re the suspicious type, aren’t you, Margot?”

“Yes.”

“Aha. You know I sort of…look after Eerie, right?”

“Yes.”

“That’s a start,” Rebecca said, attempting to invest the vampire girl with a bit of enthusiasm.

“I’m glad to hear the two of you are friends.”

“Friends?” Margot looked surprised. “I don’t think I would call it that. We get along, I suppose.”

“Close enough,” Rebecca said. “Does Eerie ever talk about what she’s into?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“You know, her interests, or whatever.”

Margot grimaced and looked away.

“She’s in the Sewing Circle.”

“Yeah. I know about that. Doesn’t help. I can’t buy her something for a hobby I don’t understand.”

“Help with what, Miss Levy?”

Lacking the patience for detailed explanations, Rebecca instead leaned on the Margot empathetically, creating a mild sense of cooperation and openness, at least where this conversation was concerned. It took a greater effort than normal, thanks to the vampire’s innate

resistance to such manipulation, a product of her dulled sensory and emotional spectrum.

Rebecca felt a little bad for Margot Feld, but that was not the problem she was concerned with at the moment.

“Christmas, Margot,” Rebecca admitted, resting her chin on her folded arms. “What do you think Eerie might want for Christmas?”

Margot thought about it for a while, faced creased with effort and empathic encouragement.

“She likes music…?”

“That’s a start!” Rebecca sat up and snatched a pen from the cup on her desk, hunting for paper. “What kind?”

“I don’t know,” Margot admitted. “I don’t know anything about music.”

“Okay, no big deal. Something else then.”

“She knits.”

“We’ve already been over that. I’m no good with crafts. What the fuck am I supposed to buy her for that, anyway? Yarn?”

Margot shrugged.

“Eerie spends a lot of time on her laptop,” Margot said. “What about that?”

“What? A computer?”

The vampire nodded.

“No. It’ll never work. She builds them herself.” Rebecca tossed the pen over her shoulder in frustration. “Somehow. How do you even build a computer? Don’t answer that, by the way.”

“I can’t.”

“Doesn’t matter. I need a present, Margot.”

“I’m sorry. I’m really trying, but I can’t think of…”

Margot stopped, lost briefly in thought. Then she smiled at Rebecca.

“I think I might have thought of something after all. We had a conversation last week, and Eerie brought up something offhand that might be perfect.”

“Really? That’s great, Margot! What is it?”

“I’d be happy to tell you, Miss Levy,” Margot said, leaning back in her chair. “But first, shall we discuss what I would like for Christmas?”

***

Alistair and Mitsuru waited for her in the Founder’s Garden, a shady courtyard hidden within the massive bulk of the Main Library, dotted with time-and rain-smoothed headstones, gravel paths winding between ferns and dwarf maples. They were dressed for the field and the cold, heavy coats over armor, two semiautomatics forming a small hump at the small of Mitsuru’s back.

Alistair grinned as he tossed a yellow packing envelope from one hand to the other.

“Hey guys. Thanks for…”

“You’ve got to tell me why you need this stuff,” Alistair said, with a little shake of his head.

“Spun Kevlar woven with Aramid? This is some expensive fabric, and it’s not even in production

yet. We had to grab some from a lab in Changzhou. Why do you need bulletproof cloth for, Becca?

No one ever shoots at you.”

“Of course they don’t. How could they? I’m too likable.” Rebecca frowned in annoyance. “It’s not for me, anyway. It’s for Margot Feld.”

“Margot? The student at the Academy?” Mitsuru looked puzzled. “What does she want this for?”

“I’m not sure that I want to know,” Rebecca complained, “but she said something about reinforcing her clothes…”

“Oh. You know, that actually makes sense,” Mitsuru said. “Her skin is a lot tougher than anything she can wear over it.”

“So?” Alistair looked puzzled. “What does that…?”

“Remember the intel on that Black Sun assignment she was hired for last year, in the Ukraine?”

“Yeah. Donbas, I think. Ghouls, wasn’t it? Hundreds of them, and…oh.”

“Right. Margot was fine, but not so much for her field kit.”

“That must have been quite a problem,” Alistair said, rubbing his chin. “Never thought about that.”

“Pitfalls of invulnerability,” Rebecca said, holding out her hands. “Nothing’s easy.”

“Oh, some things are.” Alistair dropped the package into her waiting hands. “I assure you.”

“Why are you running errands for Margot Feld, Becca?” Mitsuru rolled up the sleeves of her woolen coat, intended for an entirely different climate. “I thought the policy was not to hire students until they graduated from the Academy?”

“It is! I’m not hiring her. I’m bribing her.” Rebecca shook her head. “That doesn’t sound any better, does it?”

“Not really.”

“Fine. It’s a present, then,” Rebecca said. “A gift for Margot, so she’ll tell me what the hell Eerie wants for Christmas.”

“Why are you giving people Christmas presents?” Alistair asked. “I thought you were…”

“Jewish? Yeah. Eerie isn’t, though, and she saw some stupid puppet Christmas movie, and now I’m screwed.”

“At least you’re taking it well.”

“Shut up, please, Alistair. Why are you bribing Margot for present ideas, Becca?” Mitsuru obviously repressed a smile. “You could have just come shopping with me.”

“You went shopping?” Rebecca’s expression was aghast. “For Eerie?”

“Among others, yes,” Mitsuru said, smile evaporating. “You bring her to the staff party ever year, Rebecca. I always get her a present. It’s just basic courtesy. Have you really…?”

“Yes! I never gave her a present, okay!” Rebecca glared furiously. “I’m a terrible person, and a worse guardian!”

“I think you’re an empath. That’s all,” Alistair said gently. “You get away with all sort of shit, Becca, and everyone loves you anyway.”

“I can’t help it! It’s involuntary!”

 

“Let’s not have this conversation right now,” Mitsuru suggested. “Becca…”

“What did you get her?” Rebecca demanded. “What did you possibly buy for Eerie?”

“I got her some nice yarn,” Mitsuru explained, with a little shrug. “She likes to knit, you know.”

“I know! But it can’t possibly be that simple, can it?” Rebecca looked as if she might cry. “What yarn is nice, and what isn’t? How do you even know?”

“I asked the lady at the yarn store.”

“They have yarn stores?”

“In San Francisco, yes. Probably elsewhere, too.”

Rebecca looked down at the taped package in her hand.

“Thanks, guys. I owe you one. I’ll see you at the holiday party, okay?”

She hurried away before either of the other Auditors could say a word, and did not slow until she was safely lost within the massive stacks of the Main Library Reference Section.

“You better have a good idea, Margot Feld,” Rebecca muttered to herself, ignoring an offer of help from a librarian that she passed. “Better than some stupid yarn, anyway. Or you are in detention forever.”

***

Eerie walked slowly from the kitchen into the small living room in her pajamas, hands over her eyes, and Rebecca guided her by the shoulders. Gerald stood beside a diminutive noble fir, decorated with gilded ornaments and small figurines of reindeer and penguins, grinning broadly in the Christmas sweater that Eerie had knitted for him. Mitsuru stacked presents beneath the tree, wearing her running clothes and clearly intending to jog after the festivities. Margot held out her hands toward the fire in the small fireplace with a frustrated expression.

Rebecca had to intervene several times to prevent Eerie from toppling over, but they made it eventually.

“Can I open my eyes now?”

Rebecca tousled Eerie’s blonde hair.

“Sure, kiddo.”

Eerie opened her eyes, gasped, and then clasped her hands together.

“It’s perfect,” she whispered. “Like the Muppets!”

“Merry Christmas!”

“It’s actually Christmas Eve morning,” Eerie said, giving Rebecca a worried glance. “Is that…?”

“I don’t think it matters,” Mitsuru said. “There’s a whole holiday season.”

“It’s quite alright, dear,” Gerald assured her. “Merry Christmas!”

The Changeling hugged each of them in turn, even the reluctant vampire, who quickly slipped out of her hold.

“Merry Christmas, Eerie,” Rebecca said fondly. “Wanna open some presents?”

“Yes!”

“Great! Start with mine,” Rebecca ordered. “It’s the one in the blue paper.”

Mitsuru shook her head, while Gerald chuckled.

 

Eerie rummaged through the pile of presents beneath the tree, extracting a poorly-wrapped oblong with no card or note attached, and shook it beside her ear.

“Is this it?”

“Yeah.” Rebecca shifted nervously. “I should’ve done a card, right? I knew it.”

“I told you,” Mitsuru said. “You’re so lazy, Becca.”

“That’s okay,” Eerie assured her, tugging the ribbon off the package. “I don’t mind!”

Rebecca fidgeted while Eerie tore open the wrapping paper.

A bottle of Manic Panic hair dye tumbled through Eerie’s hands and on to the floor, coming to rest against her fuzzy slippers.

“It’s blue,” Rebecca exclaimed nervously. “You wanted blue, right?”

Eerie lunged at Rebecca and hugged her around the middle.

“Thank you! Can we…?”

“Later, kiddo, I promise,” Rebecca said, chuckling. “You still have more presents to open.”

***

Rebecca sat down across the kitchen table from Gerald Windsor, a cup of hot coffee in her bluetinted hands. Mr. Windsor packed cherry-scented tobacco into his pipe, while Rebecca used one of matches to light a cigarette.

“That was well done, I think,” Mr. Windsor said, applying the match to his pipe and puffing away. “Don’t you?”

“She seemed happy,” Rebecca agreed. “Hopefully my hands and her head don’t stay blue forever.”

“That’s funny, actually. It just occurred to me last night,” Mr. Windsor said, putting out the match in an ashtray beside his cup and saucer. “Did you ever determine why it is that Eerie wanted to dye her hair blue?”

Mitsuru slipped inside and made for the electric kettle on the counter, wrinkling her nose at the smoke.

“I asked Margot,” Rebecca said. “She wasn’t saying. I was thinking maybe it was something she got off the internet, you know…”

“Oh, come on, Becca,” Mitsuru said, joining them at the table with a cup of tea. “It has to be about a boy.”

Rebecca and Gerald exchanged an uneasy look.

“I doubt it,” Rebecca said, shaking her head. “I don’t think Eerie’s really interested in boys yet.”
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