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      My cell phone buzzed. I glanced at the readout and sighed. Ethel Douglass. I was taking a well-deserved day off and the last thing I wanted was for Mrs. D, a seemingly sweet little old lady from Seattle, to tell me we were in for another supernatural invasion. I’d had enough ghouls and demons to last a lifetime.

      My name is Gus Collier, and in addition to being a homicide detective for the city of Portland, Oregon, I’m also a seventh-seventh. The proverbial seventh son of a seventh son.

      Not that gender has anything to do with it.

      Seventh-seventh is a birth order anomaly. The seventh child of a seventh child is hard-wired to come into some form of psychic power. Usually on their twenty-eighth birthday. See, it’s all about the sevens, and since twenty-eight is seven quadrupled, that’s when it happens. Personally, I think putting it off until the seventh-seventh turns forty-nine (seven squared) would make even more sense, but no one asked my opinion.

      I’m just living this weirdness.

      Anyway, Mrs. Douglass is another seventh-seventh, but her abilities are different than mine. She uses higher mathematics to delve into the mysteries of alternate realities. As far as I’ve figured out, seventh-sevenths come in one of three types: guardians like me and my friend Luke; healers like my ghostly partner Sarah and our friend Alex; and those who are attuned to alternate realities, especially the Otherworld, like Ethel Douglass. All of us are psychic, so we can all see and hear Sarah, which makes life a whole lot easier when we’re on a mission.

      A mission. Just what I didn’t need.

      But I couldn’t very well blow Mrs. D off, so I took a deep breath and answered her call.

      “Hey, Mrs. D,” I said, making a valiant attempt to sound bright and cheerful. After all, it was the week before Christmas, so merry and bright was all the rage. “What’s up?”

      “Good evening, Gus,” she answered, her voice very crisp and proper. “I’m in Portland with a… friend… and I’d like to drop by. Is now convenient?”

      It wasn’t, but I didn’t like the emphasis she’d placed on the word friend. Was Mrs. D in trouble? Did she need rescuing? My guardian hackles rose. No one would dare threaten Mrs. D! Not on my turf.

      “Sure, Mrs. D. Come on by, but I warn you, it’s been a long week and the place is a mess.”

      “Not to worry, Gus. We’re not coming to inspect your housekeeping.” Relief colored her words. “And, thank you.” With that unexpected comment, she ended the call.

      Sarah, my ghostly partner, floated over to join me on the couch.

      What did Mrs. Douglass want? Sarah asked, her words flowing through my mind like cool water.

      “She’s coming over,” I said, still staring at the cell phone in my hand, “and she’s bringing a friend.”

      I glanced up at Sarah. She’d been a beauty in life— perfect peaches and cream complexion, large blue eyes, silky blonde hair— and despite being doomed to wear blue hospital scrubs with her hair pulled back in a pony tail for eternity, the woman was still perfect in my estimation.

      I know. Sad and a little creepy to realize I was in love with a ghost, but the heart wants what the heart wants. Even if that desire is a physical impossibility.

      “Something’s weird. She didn’t give me any details, but it’s not like her to just drop by. Especially not with a friend. And since when does she drive down from Seattle without Alex? He usually acts as her chauffeur and she didn’t even mention him.”

      Before Sarah could respond a buzzer sounded, letting me know that someone in the apartment building’s lobby wanted access to the elevator. I jumped off the couch and strode to my door to answer the summons.

      “Collier here.”

      “It’s me, Gus,” Mrs. D’s voice responded.

      I released the elevator. “Come on up. Sarah and I are ready and waiting.”

      A few moments later, she knocked on the door. I knew it was her without bothering to check the peephole— psychic, remember?— but whoever was with her remained a mystery. I could sense a presence, but couldn’t bring a vision to mind. Frowning, I opened the door.

      “Thank you for seeing us on such short notice, Gus.” Mrs. D sailed past me into the living room, a small— make that very small— man dressed in a dark blue business suit in her wake. I closed the door and followed them.

      “Gus. Sarah,” Mrs. D said, nodding to each of us. “This is Smee. He has a problem that I believe the three of us can assist him with.”

      The little man scanned me from head to toe, then turned his gaze on Sarah.

      Okay. That was unusual. Most normal folk aren’t aware of Sarah. Can’t see her, don’t know she exists. At the very least, this little guy was psychic. Since he’d arrived with Mrs. D, he might not even be from this plane of existence.

      Might as well start finding out what was what.

      “Smee,” I said. “Wasn’t that the name of Captain Hook’s first mate?”

      He frowned at me, clearly not following my reference.

      “You know,” I clarified, “from Peter Pan.”

      “Sorry,” he said after a long pause. His voice was unusually deep for such a small fellow. I’d expected something high and thin. “I’m not following you.”

      I sighed. “Never mind. Smee is just an unusual name in my experience.”

      He nodded. “That would be because it isn’t a name. It’s my designation. An acronym, if you will. S-M-E-E. Subject Matter Expert Elf. I’m Santa’s logistical expert.”

      My knees turned to jelly and I plopped onto the couch. “You’re what?”

      Mrs. D settled herself in my recliner and Smee climbed onto the overstuffed chair across from her. “Really, Gus,” Mrs. D said. “You’d think you’d never encountered unusual, uhm, people, before. Smee contacted me through my studies, my alternate realities computations, and asked for assistance. I brought him to you.” She paused and gave me a stare that said get control of yourself, young man before continuing. “He’s lost something valuable and you’re a detective. So… detect!”

      I closed my eyes, swallowed, and pulled myself together. At least Mrs. D wasn’t in danger, and an elf who worked for Santa was a lot easier to deal with than a ghoul or a demon. Whatever this was, I could deal with it.

      At least, I hoped I could.
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      When I finally opened my eyes, nothing had changed. Mrs. D still sat in my recliner without having bothered to extend the footrest. Smee, Santa’s putative elf, rested in the overstuffed chair, his booted feet not even reaching the edge of the cushioned seat. And Sarah hovered beside me on the couch.

      All right then. Not a figment of my imagination.

      “My apologies, Mr. Smee,” I said leaning forward and planting my elbows on my knees, hands clasped in front of me. “How can I help?”

      “Drop the mister,” he replied. “It’s just Smee.”

      I nodded. “Fine. How can I help, Smee?”

      “Someone stole Santa’s flight plan and I need it back. ASAP.”

      “There’s some urgency about this, Gus,” Mrs. D added. “Christmas is only a few days away and Yule begins at sunset tonight.”

      I glanced from one of them to the other. Christmas I understood, but what this had to do with Yule, I wasn’t sure. And what the heck was Santa’s flight plan?

      “Okay,” I said, deciding to ask my questions in what I hoped was a logical order. “I understand that whatever this flight plan is, Santa needs it by Christmas Eve, but what’s that got to do with Yule?”

      Smee turned to glare at Mrs. D. “I thought you said he was a seventh-seventh, not just some uneducated human.”

      I bristled at the insult, but before I so much as opened my mouth, Mrs. D responded.

      “He’s young, Smee. This is his first Yule with power.”

      Smee sighed and turned back to me. “Yule is one of the old holy days. Santa derives his power from Yule, the winter solstice, from the returning light. He doesn’t make his flight during the solstice because people’s belief in him is tied to the newer Christmas holiday, but without the power of Yule, his reindeer wouldn’t be able to fly and he wouldn’t be able to stretch time to accommodate his extensive schedule.”

      I nodded. “Got it. Now, what’s this missing flight plan?”

      “It’s Santa’s map,” Smee said, his deep voice reminding me of a croaking bullfrog. “The flight plan not only tells him where to go, but also the most efficient route. After all, he has a lot of stops to make in as short a time as possible.”

      “A map,” I said with a frown. “You’re his logistical expert, can’t you just make him a new one?”

      Smee’s eyebrows rose so high I feared they’d get lost in his hairline.

      “Just…just…make him a new one?” he spluttered. An angry red flush stained his cheeks and he rolled out of the chair and advanced on me. “No, I can’t make him a new one! His flight plan isn’t just a map! It’s a magical artifact! It keeps track of every child in the world, adapting as they move from place to place, removing them as they age off, adapting to whether or not they’ve lost their belief. The flight plan is priceless! And without it Santa will be unable to fulfill the dreams of the world’s children!”

      He didn’t say you idiot, but I heard the words nonetheless.
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