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A Very Krampus Christmas




Tal Bannerman stared out the rain-streaked plate glass fronting the office building on Tukwila Boulevard. Not a snowflake in sight. Gray sidewalks, gray skies, and a scudding array of towering, charcoal-tinted clouds. Nothing outside the norm for the Seattle area. 

Ordinarily, Tal popped his vitamin D pills and powered through like everyone else, but with Bing crooning softly in the background and a merry sprinkling of Christmas lights amongst the shrubbery in the circular drive, Tal wished for weather of a more festive variety.

He craned his neck, glancing up at the giant clock high above the lobby’s granite floor, a silent reminder that they all worked against the inevitable march of time. Here, in Homeland Security, a never-ending lineup of lawbreakers were fed into the system like deadfall through a wood chipper. On a good day, that felt like a satisfactory tradeoff for his efforts, making the world a tidier place.

On those other days, it simply felt like shoveling a thicker layer over a mass of noxious weeds.

The smart click-and-slide of smooth soles against wet polished stone turned Tal’s attention to the approaching figure, a trench-coated man holding out a peace offering in the form of Danish pastry.

“You’re late,” Tal said.

Agent Carl Wrigley shrugged and thrust the fragrant pastry under Tal’s nose. “I’m sorry.”

His mouth watering from the buttery aroma, Tal grabbed the Danish from his partner and tore a large bite from one corner. “I know you are. I can tell because you brought me baked goods instead of the regular spinach smoothie.”

“You’re welcome for the pastry. As for the smoothies, you’ll thank me when you’re a spry eighty-year-old.”

“All due to your revolting concoctions?”

“Indubitably. Let’s get upstairs, the old man’s waiting.”

“Know anything about the new case?”

Tal noticed the slight hesitation before Carl answered. “Only the roughest sketch. Let’s get moving.” 

Stepping off the elevator, Tal ducked under a low-hanging sprig of mistletoe and skirted the ribbon-trimmed noble fir standing guard in Reception. The sharp, piney smell triggered memories of fresh mountain air and campfire sing-alongs, remnants from his boy scout days. Before he had time to wonder if he was now nothing more than an overgrown boy scout, the director’s secretary, Felicia, waved them into the inner office.

Plush carpet pillowed his feet as Tal stopped to stare at the cascades of homemade cut-paper snowflakes decking the wide windows, setting the scene for Rudolph and his eight tiny reindeer pals as they pulled Santa’s sleigh across the glass expanse.

“My granddaughters,” Director Hawkins explained, “practicing their scissor skills.” He gestured them into seats and leaned against his massive Cherrywood desk, arms crossed, impatience etched across every feature. Tal expected a rebuke for tardiness, but Hawkins refrained.

“Time is of the essence, Agents,” he told them. “I’m handing you a case that deals with some of the lowest scum you can imagine. Real nasty characters.”

“Lawyers?” Carl inquired.

The director raised an eyebrow. “Among others. Nice little holiday case. You’ll feel like you’re in Oliver Twist, but with a higher class of thief. We’ve been watching this pile of snakes for a while now, trying to figure out which head to cut off for greatest effect.” He paused. “We think we found it.”

“What’s the deal, boss?” Tal asked.

“We’ve uncovered an organization of scammers with foundations set up to front fake drug research companies, funnel bribes to government officials, and run a network of moles within the system. They pop up with one operation, skim billions, and then disappear inside a series of smoke and mirror corporations, only to pop up later and start all over again.”

Tal’s toes curled inside his shoes. “Sounds like a cold-blooded crew,” he said.

“Hang on,” Hawkins continued, “it goes from cold to downright arctic. Their most profitable play involves running cons on marks with loved ones suffering a terminal illness. Those people are vulnerable, desperate, willing to give whatever it takes for the hope of a cure.”

Tal felt his blood heat, rising up into his face, his tongue growing thick at the back of his throat. He swallowed, clenching his jaw until he felt able to speak and then stood, bracing himself against the chair.

“I don’t think I’m the man for this job,” he told Hawkins. “Someone else—”

The director held up a hand, cutting off the suggestion. “Agent Wrigley assured me you could handle it.”

Tal turned an accusing eye on Carl, who only shrugged and said, “I can’t think of anyone better suited.”

Bunching his toes, Tal worked to release the anger, get a grip. He was a professional and this was his job. Scowling, he dropped back into the chair and aimed a defiant glance at the director. “Go ahead. What’s the plan?”

“An organization that large and that slick must maintain records in order to keep everything straight and have hard dirt to hold over the head of anyone looking to stray. The plan is to steal a copy of those records without anyone the wiser so we can coordinate a crackdown on multiple fronts, catching a handful of the more lethal snakes before they can slither away.”

“How do we do that?” Tal wanted to know.

“We’ve got a few moles of our own,” Hawkins said. “After more than three years of infiltrating the organization, they’ve identified the head man as Meinard Schlimme. He owns several residences here and overseas, but he’s spending the holidays at his palatial home in Leavenworth.”

“By his name, I’m assuming he’s German or of German descent,” Carl said. “Leavenworth makes sense, then. If you can’t go home for the holidays, bring home to where you are.”

Tal snorted. “Isn’t that a little like Tiger Woods golfing at the mini putt-putt?”

Tal and his wife, Bridget, had visited Leavenworth Washington last holiday season and enjoyed the Bavarian-styled village in the Cascade mountains. Quaint and cute, with an alpine feel, but only a reflection of the real thing. Still, in such a place, a man like Schlimme could feel like a king.

And behave like one.

“Schlimme is an American citizen, second generation, but with solid roots still in Bavaria. He’s throwing a big German-style holiday gala this Saturday evening. Our source believes the records we seek are on the premises.” Hawkins retrieved a stack of folders from his desk and passed one to each of them. “You’ll find press passes inside, along with a detailed dossier and instructions.”

Tal opened the folder and fingered the plastic-encased press card.

“Bannerman, with your handsome mug, you can pass as a TV newscaster,” Hawkins said. “And Wrigley, you’re his cameraman. Schlimme considers the party a good photo op. He ‘supports’ a number of charitable operations and likes everyone to know about it.”

“And by ‘support,’ you mean he uses them to launder money,” Tal suggested.

“You sound like you know the man.”

“Unfortunately, I’m starting to.”

“I expect you both to know everything possible about him and his operation before Saturday’s shindig.” He shooed them out of his office. “Go read up. And remember, it’s imperative you get in—and out—undetected. Schlimme can’t know he’s been compromised.”

In Reception, under cover of the Christmas tree, Carl pulled Tal aside. “Look, I’m sorry—”

“Forget about it. We’ve got a job—let’s get to it.”

“Okay, but Tal—”

“Drop it, Carl.” Tal pushed past, tamping down the storm that seethed inside his chest. He hurried to the elevator, determined to steer the conversation down a different road.

“How’s that new stove working out for you?” he asked. Last weekend he’d helped Carl install a coal-burning stove in the basement rec room of his home. “That thing was a bugger to haul down the stairs.”

Carl grinned. “Wasn’t it, though?” His smile twisted into a grimace of disgust. “Speaking of swindles, I got one in my own backyard. That truckload of coal I ordered is nothing but clinkers and rocks. Sarah’s furious and I’ve got a pile of useless crap where the kid’s sandbox is supposed to go.”

“Call the guy. Send it back,” Tal said.

“What guy? He’s disappeared, phone number goes nowhere.”

“Ouch! The scam-buster gets scammed.”

“I know, right?” Carl lowered his voice. “Keep it under your hat, okay buddy?”
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“Stop flapping your lips. I’m almost done.”

Tal shut his mouth and breathed in through his nose, detecting a slight whiff of the tuna Suzanne always had for lunch. She was leaning in so close he could see the tiny pencil strokes in her eyebrows.

“Attention to detail,” she said, “can make or break a cover. A proper newsman wouldn’t go before a camera with such a shaggy mustache.”

Tal heard the faint scything of the nail scissors as she snipped a few more hairs. “There!” Suzanne declared. “Now you’re ready.”

She snapped open a compact and held it up, inviting his feedback. He inspected his mustache but couldn’t tell where her ministrations had made a difference. “Looks great, Suzanne. Thank you.”

Bells jingled in the background as “Sleigh Ride” came in through the intercom at a volume calculated to raise morale without disturbing output. Tal watched Suzanne pack her tools into a cosmetics bag and return to her cubicle next door, giving him a thumbs up.

He leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms wide, tightening his core muscles and letting out a ferocious, jaw-stretching yawn. Friday afternoon. Go-time for the job was fast arriving and over the intervening days his attitude had made a one-eighty. He was looking forward to slicing the head off the snake and watching the ice-cold reptilian blood drain away, leaving only an empty husk.

He saw the top of Carl’s head bobbing above the line of cubicles as he approached, scalp shining like a bright pink beacon through thinning blond hair. Tal knew that shade. It meant Carl was excited about something. Or upset.

Carl dropped into the chair beside Tal’s desk, out of breath, furrowed lines on his forehead drawn into a vee. “The op is cancelled.”

“What!” Tal’s stomach plummeted like he’d eaten a stone for lunch instead of ham on rye. “What do you mean, the op’s cancelled?”

“Schlimme pulled our press passes. No one’s getting in except expressly invited guests.”

“They’re closing ranks,” Tal said. “Why?”

Carl shrugged. “We’ve got guys inside his organization…”

“And he’s got guys inside ours,” Tal finished. “So what do we do?”

“There’s no time to scramble a new plan before tomorrow’s party,” Carl said. “We’ll have to wait for another opportunity.”

“No way. This is it, Carl. We’re getting in. I don’t care if we have to dig a tunnel through the sewer system. We’re—”

Carl leaned forward, his voice quiet yet urgent. “Dying on this sword won’t make Elizabeth any happier, Tal. Or bring Ryan back.”

“Leave my sister out of this,” Tal warned.

Carl shook his head. “Can’t be done. You know she’s right in the middle of it. Schlimme might even be the one—”

“I’m convinced he is the one. The one behind giving Elizabeth false hope before smashing it into sharp little pieces. The one behind scamming her out of every penny she had. The one behind prescribing her son the snake oil that—”

Tal’s throat closed up. He pressed his palms into his eye sockets and fought to control his breathing.

“Okay,” Carl said, “you may be right about that. But going in hot isn’t going to help the situation.”

“How did you think I’d be going in, Carl? We may be dealing with the most cold-blooded of all God’s creatures, but my blood’s hit the boiling point.”

A silence fell between them, accompanied by “Drummer Boy” from the sound system. Tal’s mind raced, weighing options, searching for a toehold into the fortress. He felt feverish, desperate to find a way inside that holiday party.

“Maybe we could—” Carl began.

Tal glowered. He made a sharp motion with his hand like a clam snapping shut. “Shhh!”

He thought harder, until he could almost smell the burning of his brain. At last, he took a deep breath and let it out slow, like the release of steam from a pressure cooker.

“I have an idea.”



[image: image-placeholder]It reeked inside the mask, like a cheese had crawled up and died in there. Tal gagged and resigned himself to it, knowing Carl would never agree to switch costumes. He watched his partner put the finishing touches on his makeup, adjusting the saintly white beard and tall headdress of good St. Nick, buttoning the long, flowing robe. 

“As I recall,” Carl said, “on our first case together, you were the one wearing a dress and toting scripture.”

“I remember it well,” Tal replied, “and I’d do it again in a heartbeat rather than wear this stinking goat head.” 

He turned to the mirror and stared at himself, transformed into the very devil. The mask featured terrifying horns sprouting up from sparse black hair. The skin, gray and wrinkled, was marred by deeply carved grooves as if the creature clawed itself in its sleep. Two deepset eye sockets featured green glass marbles with elongated black pupils.

The mouth was the worst, lined with rows of sharp, rotted teeth and a long forked tongue. Tal saw his own eyes peering out at him from well-hidden slits in the bags and creases below the creature’s eyes. He roared at himself in the mirror and was gratified to see Carl flinch a little.

He was Krampus, the terror of Christmas in Bavaria, dodging the footsteps of the benevolent St. Nick, distributing lumps of coal to naughty children and carrying off the worst of them in his big burlap sack.

“Tonight the devil claims his own,” he said.

“Don’t let the costume go to your head, Tal. The only thing you’ll be carrying away in that sack is a flash drive full of data.”

“And may the data send him to hell.”

After learning about the entertainment Schlimme had arranged for the evening, Tal and Carl had hijacked the van en route to the party, procured the costumes and props, and paid the actors enough to send them home and keep them quiet. Tal’s only regret was that he’d let Suzanne trim his mustache for nothing.

“All right,” he said to Carl, “let’s get in and get this done.”

“You have to dance first.”

“Dance? What are you talking about?”

Carl waved a sheet of paper. “It says here, on the agenda for tonight’s entertainment—Krampus Dance. They’ll be expecting it. Might look suspicious if you don’t follow the program.”

“And how is Krampus supposed to dance?”

“Like I know? Look it up on YouTube.”

“I don’t have time for that. I’ll make something up.”

An expressionless guard at the front gate powered open the wrought-iron portal and let them through, not even cracking a smile at their elaborate dress. Carl drove up the mile-long carriageway and around to what they guessed was the service entrance. He parked the van.

“Check it out,” Carl said. “The guy’s got a bowling alley back here.”

“Also racquetball and a nine-hole golf course,” Tal added, nodding toward a signpost. “Fine little swimming pool, too.” 

He gazed at the keyhole-shaped pool, flanked by red bricks in a herringbone pattern, groupings of chairs and glass-topped tables scattered along its edges. “Something tells me he’ll miss all these niceties when he gets where he’s going.”
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