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      This short story was originally included in a Christmas-themed collection titled “Dead of Winter,” which released in 2019. If you purchased that collection, you have this story already.

      This story takes place between my full-length novels The Hidden Persuaders and The Sleepers War. You don’t have to have read either of those books to read this one, but you’re welcome to try them out.

      Visit https://kevintumlinson.com/books to find those and the rest of the Dan Kotler Thrillers, plus more books besides.
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      Kotler wasn’t a fan of snow, but as with most of life’s trials, he could ignore it well enough with a hot cup of coffee in his hands.

      The atmosphere in the café helped quite a bit, too. The warmth of the place was more than just the ambient temperature, it extended to the people chatting amicably, to the amber glow of the lamps used to light the place, and to the smell of fresh-baked goods and savory meals being served by chipper waitstaff, all wearing holiday sweaters and Santa hats.

      Christmas in Manhattan.

      Kotler sat near the window and watched Manhattan unfold into the holiday season, with throngs of shoppers moving in unconscious unison, chatting with each other or with loved ones over phone lines, or simply snugging sweaters or scarves tighter to ward off the cold.

      He sipped his coffee and smiled.

      It had been an eventful year, and he still bore some of the scars, both physical and emotional. Lots of secrets revealed, lots of dangers faced, lots of ancient treasures and curses uncovered. People had come and gone in his life in ways that left a permanent mark. Some good, some bad.

      He shook his head, held the coffee under his nose, and let the aroma wipe his slate clean. The year was winding to an end. A new year was dawning. Those troubles were all behind him.

      Of course, there would always be new troubles. New dangers. New treasures and curses. But those were for later. After coffee.

      The door of the café opened, and Kotler looked up to see Agent Denzel walk in from the cold. Kotler, pleasantly surprised, raised a hand and motioned for his friend and partner to grab a seat.

      “I had no idea you’d be out today,” Kotler said, smiling.

      Denzel gave him a look, and shucked his heavy coat, hanging it from a hook on the wall. He sat then, rubbing his hands together. The waitress approached, and Denzel ordered coffee and a sandwich.

      “I didn’t intend to get out in this, but you aren’t answering your phone.”

      “I have it in silent mode,” Kotler said, patting his coat pocket and removing the phone, noting several messages from Denzel from the past couple of hours. “I was looking for a little ‘me time.’” He looked up. “How’d you know I was here?”

      “Liz told me,” Denzel said.

      Liz Ludlum. Doctor Ludlum. For about a year now, Kotler and Ludlum had been seeing each other, when they could spare the time. And when other things weren’t insisting on getting in the way.

      One of those things, if Kotler were honest, tended to be Kotler himself.

      He loved Liz. As far as he understood love, man-child that he apparently was, he loved her. It was just that every time he came to this point in a relationship, things tended to go … wrong. More than discovering your significant other likes Michael Bay films, or prefers decaf. The wrong that tended to creep into Kotler’s relationships usually involved kidnapping and torture, murders and criminal empires.

      It was best to proceed with caution.

      But Liz was special. Remarkable. She was brilliant and capable. And, Kotler had to admit, stunningly, intimidatingly attractive.

      They’d taken things pretty slow since deciding to give this a try, and it was only partly because they worked together. For sure, Kotler didn’t want to cause drama at work. But he had reigned things in for a bigger reason than that.

      His last girlfriend had been the head of one of the biggest smuggling operations in history. She'd also tried to kill him more than once. And she had ultimately died at his hand, as she had pursued a technology that she would have sold to despots and terrorist organizations worldwide.

      Romance was scary.

      But Liz was different, and eventually Kotler figured he’d get around to admitting that and accepting it. When they were both ready. For now, things were what they were—complicated in some respects, but maybe the simplest fact of Kotler’s life, in all the ways that counted.

      He glanced up, realizing that he'd slipped into a bit of revelry, and that Denzel was giving him a strange look.

      "So, what's up?" Kotler asked, sipping from his coffee. "Please tell me you just want to invite me to the Bureau Christmas party.” He paused for a moment, then added. “Please also tell me that I’m allowed to politely decline. I don’t know if I’m ready to see a room full of FBI agents playing Secret Santa.”

      Denzel shook his head but smiled. “No, not quite that. But kind of close. I have something I’d like you to consult on. Definitely related to our work in Historic Crimes. But it’s … different.”

      “Roland, I’m an archaeologist consulting with the FBI on cases so cold they’re literally labeled ‘ancient.’ Every case is different. What’s up?”

      Denzel took his phone out of his pocket and swiped the screen. He handed the phone over.

      Kotler peered at him sideways and inspected the screen. His eyes widened, and he looked up to see if his partner was joking.

      “It’s real,” Denzel said, nodding, a slight smirk on his face.

      Kotler shook his head.

      On the phone was an email from Professor Sofia Russo, head of Historical Research at the Università di San Nicola, in Bari, Italy. She was asking for help from the FBI’s Historic Crimes Division.

      Specifically, she was asking for the help of Dr. Dan Kotler.

      “And it’s not the only communication I’ve gotten,” Denzel said. “I have something from the Italian government, as well. An official request for assistance.”

      He sat back as a waitress placed his coffee and sandwich in front of him, then leaned forward again once she’d gone.

      “Santa Claus is missing,” Denzel said as Kotler looked up at him in amazement. “And they want us to help find him.”
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      The Metropolitan City of Bari was a port city on the coast of the Adriatic Sea, and the capital of southern Italy's Puglia region. Kotler had been here before, though under less interesting circumstances. He'd helped to vet and verify a number of historical documents in the University's collection, which had turned out to largely be ship's manifests and accounting records. Interesting, in their way. But nothing like what drew him here now.

      Denzel and Kotler had caught the earliest flight possible, landing in Bari’s Karol Wojkyła Airport after more than ten hours in the air. They hadn’t even checked into a hotel before catching a taxi to the Basilica.

      “Why aren’t we going to the University?” Denzel asked.

      “Dr. Russo is meeting us at the scene of the crime,” Kotler grinned.

      Denzel nodded and yawned. “Right. Scene of the crime. Santa crime.”

      “You’re not as excited about this as you were back in Manhattan,” Kotler remarked.

      "That's because back in Manhattan, I'd had a full night's sleep in my own bed, and here I've had almost no sleep and had to sit in maybe the most uncomfortable airline seat on Earth."

      Kotler laughed. “I offered to upgrade you to First Class. My treat.”

      Denzel shook his head. “This is official FBI business, Kotler. The Bureau has been invited at the behest of the University and the Italian government. There are rules for this sort of thing. I took the seat the FBI signed off on.”

      Kotler shook his head, grinning. “It’s your chiropractor bills,” he said.

      The taxi pulled up to a stop in front of Basilica di San Nicola, and Kotler and Denzel exited with their bags in hand. They had each traveled light, which made things much easier. No checked baggage meant less time at the airport.

      Inside the Basilica, they were greeted by a member of the church’s staff, who happily took their bags to store in a small space off of the main entrance. Kotler and Denzel lingered for a bit then, waiting. They eventually stood before a large, glass display and admired a statue of Saint Nicholas, dressed in golden robes and gesturing as if offering some sort of blessing. His head was wreathed by a large, golden halo.

      “So … that’s Santa?” Denzel asked, frowning.

      “Maybe not the one you’re familiar with,” Kotler smiled. “But he’s the basis for the legend. Saint Nicholas was a fourth-century bishop who lived in the region of Myra in Turkey. He died there, in 346 AD, and was granted sainthood soon after.”

      "Because of all the gift-giving," Denzel nodded.

      Kotler shrugged. “In part. There are a lot of stories about his generosity and kindness, but his history includes some darker passages as well. He was also imprisoned by the Romans, for a start, under the rule of Emperor Diocletian, who made a sport of imprisoning and torturing Christians of the era. Bishop Nicholas was exiled, imprisoned, and tortured for his faith. That makes quite an impression.”
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