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      Krampus had been doing this job for five hundred and thirty-seven years, four months, and sixteen days. Not that anyone was counting.

      He was counting.

      The morning routine never changed. Wake at 5 AM (he didn’t need an alarm anymore; his body had calcified into punctuality). Black coffee, no sugar. Review the naughty list. Update the filing system. Sharpen the chains. Oil the bells. Prepare for another year of being fundamentally misunderstood by an increasingly entitled mortal population who seemed to think “consequences” were a suggestion rather than a cosmic law.

      His lair reflected this philosophy: functional, efficient, stripped to essentials.

      The stone walls were bare except for a single calendar—provided by Holiday HR, naturally—marking off the days until the season officially began. The hooks where tapestries once hung stood empty. The mantle held nothing but dust. In the corner, a second chair sat untouched, its cushion still perfectly aligned from the last time he’d straightened it. Three years ago? Four?

      The filing system took up the entire eastern wall: floor-to-ceiling cabinets organized by region, severity, and repeat-offense status. Color-coded labels in his own meticulous handwriting. Cross-referenced indices. A master spreadsheet updated daily. He’d even implemented a tracking system for behavioral patterns, correlating geographical data with socioeconomic factors to optimize his routes.

      Last quarter’s review, he presented the system to Santa. Seventeen slides. Data visualizations. Projected efficiency gains of 23%.

      Santa had grunted. “Efficiency isn’t everything.”

      The elves had exchanged glances when Krampus walked past their break room. One had whispered “obsessive” under his breath, not quite quietly enough.

      Krampus stood before the filing cabinets now, updating a particularly egregious case from Stuttgart. It’s the third year in a row. The child had graduated from petty theft to orchestrating an elaborate cryptocurrency scheme targeting elderly relatives. Impressive, in a bleak sort of way.

      He filed the report under “Repeat Offenders: White Collar (Junior Division)” and closed the drawer with a satisfying click.

      Silence.

      His own breathing. The drip of water somewhere in the stone depths. The slight creak as the building settled.

      He poured a second cup of coffee. Realized he’d been standing alone in his kitchen for three minutes, staring at nothing. Set the cup down without drinking.

      Partnerships were more trouble than they were worth. He’d learned that. Connection meant vulnerability. Caring about anything beyond work itself was a liability he could no longer afford.

      The last time he’d taken a vacation—one week, that’s all he asked for—the Black Plague happened.

      HR wouldn’t let him forget it.

      There’d been a formal inquiry. A performance review. He’d stood alone before the Tribunal while Santa sent a memo—a memo—expressing “concern about operational gaps during critical periods.” Not support. Not defense. Corporate-speak delivered by courier while Krampus faced the Board alone. A strongly worded memo about “the critical importance of continuous supernatural oversight during times of moral uncertainty.” As if he’d personally released the rats. Santa hadn’t said it, but Krampus saw it in his eyes after—the first flicker of doubt, the moment partnership became liability. The inquiries and performance reviews that followed were just bureaucratic echoes of trust already broken. As if wanting a single break after three hundred years of uninterrupted service was somehow irresponsible.

      He hadn’t asked for time off since.

      Krampus moved to his desk—a massive slab of black oak that had witnessed the signing of at least three morally questionable treaties—and began the day’s correspondence. Complaint forms, mostly. Someone in Bavaria objects to the psychological impact of his visit. Someone in Quebec claimed he’d traumatized their child by accurately describing the consequences of habitual dishonesty.

      He responded to each with the same template:
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        Your feedback has been noted. Behavioral correction protocols remain in effect.

        Regards,

        Krampus.
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      Copy. Paste. Send. Copy. Paste. Send.

      The morning stretched on.

      At some point, he stood to retrieve a reference document from the lower cabinet, the one he never opened, the one that housed outdated materials from previous centuries, back when the operation had looked... different.

      His hand hesitated on the drawer pull.

      Don’t.

      But he was already opening it, already reaching past the obsolete record books and discontinued disciplinary guides, already finding the small wooden box wedged in the back corner.

      Inside: a single ornament.

      Hand-carved. Painted in colors that had faded to ghosts of themselves. Two initials intertwined in a design that had once meant partnership, teamwork, shared purpose.

      K & S.

      Someone had made it for them centuries ago. Before the work became mechanical. Before efficiency replaced meaning. Before Krampus decided that caring about anything was the fastest route to disappointment.

      He stared at it for exactly five seconds.

      Then he closed the box, shut the drawer, and returned to his desk.

      Work. He always had work.

      He told himself that was exactly how he wanted it. Had been telling himself that for five hundred and thirty-seven years.

      The coffee had gone cold.

      He drank it anyway.
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      The notification arrived at precisely 9:00 AM, because of course it did. Holiday HR had adopted “core business hours” three years ago, along with mandatory email signatures, an updated mission statement, and a truly baffling commitment to “leveraging seasonal synergies across all departmental touchpoints.”

      Krampus hated every word of that sentence.

      The alert manifested as a glowing red envelope that materialized directly in front of his face, hovering at eye level with the aggressive cheerfulness of someone about to ruin your entire day.
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      He glared at it.

      It sparkled.

      With a growl that would have sent mortals running for consecrated ground, Krampus snatched the envelope from the air and tore it open.
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        FROM: North Pole Human Resources Department

        TO: Krampus (Employee ID: KRM-1487-DISC)

        RE: Mandatory Goodwill Outreach Initiative - PARTICIPATION REQUIRED

      

        

      
        Dear Valued Seasonal Operations Partner,

      

        

      
        As part of our ongoing commitment to fostering cross-departmental collaboration and promoting a culture of inclusive holiday cheer, you are hereby required to participate in this year’s Goodwill Outreach Initiative.

      

        

      
        This program is designed to strengthen interpersonal bonds between traditionally oppositional seasonal roles and create opportunities for professional growth through cooperative engagement.
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      Krampus stopped reading.

      Then, against his better judgment, he kept reading.
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        Your participation is non-negotiable as per Section 47, Subsection 12(c) of the Unified Holiday Operational Charter, which states: “All entities engaged in behavioral correction protocols must demonstrate measurable commitment to positive relationship-building activities when directed by senior management.”

      

        

      
        Failure to participate may result in:

        Please complete the attached compliance training module (“Fostering Cross-Departmental Seasonal Synergy: A 37-Slide Journey Toward Collaborative Excellence”) within 48 hours.

      

        

      
        We appreciate your cooperation and look forward to your enthusiastic participation!

      

        

      
        Warmest Regards,

      

        

      
        Tinsel Brightholly

        Director of Workforce Optimization & Seasonal Morale

        North Pole HR Department
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      Krampus stared at the letter. Then he read it again, certain he had hallucinated at least part of it.

      No. It was real. All of it.

      “Enthusiastic participation,” he muttered, crumpling the letter in one clawed fist. “They want enthusiasm.”

      A second notification popped up:
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      He clicked. He immediately regretted it.

      The module opened in a shimmering window of aggressive pastels. Slide One featured an illustration of Santa and an elf high-fiving beneath a rainbow, accompanied by text in a font that could only be described as “aggressively whimsical.”

      
        
        FOSTERING CROSS-DEPARTMENTAL SEASONAL SYNERGY

      

      

      
        
        Module 1 of 37

      

        

      
        Learning Objective: Understanding the value of collaborative partnerships in a modern holiday framework

      

      

      Krampus closed his eyes. Breathed deeply. Opened them again. The slide was still there.

      
        
        Slide Two: What is synergy? Synergy is when magical beings work together to create outcomes greater than the sum of their individual efforts!

      

        

      
        Slide Three: Historical case study: Remember when Rudolph and Blitzen had that conflict over sleigh positioning? Communication solved everything!

      

      

      Slide Four began an extended metaphor involving gingerbread houses and “building foundations of trust.”

      Krampus made it to Slide Twelve before his clawed finger hovered over the window’s close button.

      “No,” he said aloud. The words echoed off the stone walls, came back to him. “Absolutely not.”

      He navigated back to the original email and hit REPLY with more force than strictly necessary.
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        TO: North Pole HR Department

        FROM: Krampus

        RE: RE: Mandatory Goodwill Outreach Initiative

      

        

      
        No.
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      He clicked SEND.

      Satisfaction bloomed in his chest. Four seconds later, it died.

      
        
        AUTOMATIC REPLY:

        Thank you for your response! Unfortunately, declination of mandatory programs is not permitted under current Holiday Operational Guidelines. Please refer to your employee handbook, Chapter 8: “When ‘No’ Means ‘Yes, But with Extra Paperwork.’”

      

      

      A new document appeared: seventeen pages of single-spaced legalese outlining the exact mechanisms by which he was, in fact, completely trapped.

      There it was. Section 47, Subsection 12(c), Addendum VII, Clause 19.

      

      Refusal to participate in mandated collaborative initiatives constitutes breach of operational contract and may result in immediate suspension of all seasonal privileges, including but not limited to: access to the naughty list, use of dimensional travel portals, and authorization to conduct behavioral interventions.

      

      In other words: they could shut him down completely.

      Krampus sat back in his chair. The leather creaked. He stared at the ceiling, counting the cracks in the stone he had memorized decades ago.

      “This is corporate nonsense,” he growled to the empty room. “Soul-crushing, performative, meaningless corporate nonsense.”

      Santa had gone soft. That was the problem. All this talk of “positive engagement” and “building bridges” and “fostering understanding”—as if morality was something you could workshop into existence. As if discipline did not require someone willing to be the bad guy.

      They used to understand that. He and Santa used to understand that.

      Once upon a time, they worked together. A unified system: reward and consequence, light and shadow, hope and accountability. Two sides of the same operation, balanced and effective.

      But that was before Santa decided that image mattered more than function. Before the rebrand. Before Holiday HR and their endless initiatives and their mission statements and their mandatory training modules about synergy.

      Krampus pulled up the email again, scanning for loopholes. He found none.

      There were always clauses. Legal traps embedded in cheerful language, ensuring compliance through the threat of professional annihilation.

      He could fight it. Escalate to the Holiday Tribunal. Spend the next six months buried in arbitration hearings while his entire operation ground to a halt.

      Or he could comply.

      Complete whatever performative nonsense they had planned, suffer through it with his dignity barely intact, and return to his work.

      The choice was not really a choice.

      “Fine,” Krampus muttered, pulling up the training module again. “Thirty-seven slides. I’ve endured worse.”

      (Had he, though?)

      He clicked through them mechanically. Trust falls. Communication strategies. A deeply concerning section on “vulnerability as a leadership tool.” An entire slide dedicated to the importance of “choosing joy.”

      By Slide 29, his eye was twitching.

      By Slide 35, he was gripping the edge of his desk hard enough that his claws left marks in the wood.

      Slide 37 featured a cartoon Santa and Krampus shaking hands beneath text that read: TOGETHER, WE CREATE MAGIC!

      Krampus clicked COMPLETE with the energy of someone closing a coffin lid.

      CONGRATULATIONS! the screen announced. You’ve completed the first step toward meaningful collaborative growth! Your Goodwill Outreach assignment will arrive within 24-48 hours. Get ready for an exciting partnership opportunity!

      He closed the window.

      The silence rushed back in. His own breathing. The ancient stones settled. The absence of anyone to commiserate with, to complain to, to share the absurdity of⁠—

      He cut the thought off.

      Somewhere in the back of his mind, a question surfaced: When was the last time you talked to Santa? Not through HR. Not through formal channels. Just... talked?

      He stood abruptly. Returned to his filing system. Pulled out the Stuttgart case. Put it back. His hands moved through the familiar motions—organize, categorize, file—but his mind kept drifting to the ornament in the locked drawer.

      The coffee was still cold.

      He did not bother making a fresh cup.
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      The box arrived shortly before 4 PM the following day.

      Krampus heard it before he saw it: the telltale whoompf of interdimensional delivery, followed by the scrape of cardboard on stone as something materialized in the center of his lair.

      He looked up from his desk.

      A large crate sat there, stamped with the North Pole’s official seal and wrapped in cheerful red ribbon that seemed to glow with barely contained magic. The label read:

      
        
        FRAGILE - PARTNERSHIP MATERIALS - HANDLE WITH CARE.

      

      

      Krampus approached it the way one might approach a suspicious package ticking ominously in a public square.

      “Partnership materials,” he muttered. “Probably team-building exercises. Or trust fall equipment.”

      He circled the crate once. It didn’t move. Didn’t make noise. Seemed harmless enough.

      Maybe they’d sent him coal-related upgrades after all. New chains, perhaps. An updated birch rod with an ergonomic grip. Something useful that HR had disguised as “collaborative tools” to satisfy their bureaucratic nonsense.

      He could work with that.

      Krampus grabbed a crowbar from his workshop and pried open the lid.

      The crate exploded.

      Not literally—though given the geese incident of 1743, he wouldn’t have been surprised—but with movement. A black blur launched itself out of the box, landed on his desk with the grace of a small apex predator, and immediately sat down. Stared at him. Blinked slowly.

      It was a cat. A magnificent, absurdly fluffy cat with fur so black it seemed to absorb light, eyes that glowed an unsettling shade of amber, and the unmistakable energy of someone who knew exactly how much chaos they were about to cause and was deeply looking forward to it.

      The cat’s tail swished once.

      Krampus stared back.

      “No,” he said.

      The cat purred.

      It was the loudest purr Krampus had ever heard. It rattled through the lair like distant thunder, echoing off the stone walls, vibrating in his chest.

      “Absolutely not.”

      The cat stretched—long, luxurious, showing off razor-sharp claws that left tiny scratches on his desk’s oak surface. Then it yawned, displaying an alarming number of teeth.

      Krampus looked back at the crate.

      A tag dangled from the inside lid, written in Santa’s unmistakable handwriting:

      
        
        For partnership development.

        P.S. His name is TBD. You’ll figure it out.

        —S.C.

      

      

      “I don’t want a cat,” Krampus said aloud.

      The cat responded by standing, padding across the desk with deliberate steps, and sitting directly on top of his naughty list filing index.

      The one he’d just spent four hours updating. The one organized by twenty-three different criteria. The one that represented the culmination of decades of systematic optimization.

      The cat looked him dead in the eye. Then, maintaining eye contact, it raised one paw and slowly—deliberately—pushed the entire index card box off the desk. It hit the floor with a catastrophic crash.

      Five hundred meticulously organized index cards exploded across the stone floor in a cascade of color-coded chaos. Red cards mixed with yellow. Geographical regions scattered into behavioral categories. Cross-references were now separated from their primaries. Months of work. Gone.

      The cat sat in the exact center of the desk, tail wrapped primly around its paws, and purred louder.

      Krampus’s eye twitched. “Get back in the box.”

      The cat regarded the box with profound indifference before resuming its grooming.

      Krampus grabbed the crate, checking for return instructions. There had to be a return policy. Even Holiday HR wouldn’t be cruel enough to make this permanent. Surely there was some clause, some loophole, some⁠—

      A piece of paper fluttered out of the crate’s bottom.

      
        
        PARTNERSHIP ASSIGNMENT CONFIRMATION

        Entity Assigned: Spirit Companion (Feline)

        Assignment Duration: Indefinite

        Return Policy: NO RETURNS. NO EXCHANGES. NO REFUNDS.

      

        
      
        Questions? Contact HR at your earliest convenience (Response time: 6-8 business weeks)

      

        
      
        —Management

      

      

      “No,” Krampus said again, with more force.

      The universe, as usual, did not care about his preferences.

      He grabbed the crate, anyway, and shoved it toward the cat with clear intent.

      The cat looked at the box. Looked at Krampus. Yawned again. Then it stepped delicately off the desk, sauntered across the floor—through the scattered index cards, naturally, leaving paw prints on several—and jumped onto the second chair. The one that hadn’t been used in years.

      It circled three times. Curled into a perfect ball of black fluff. And went to sleep. Just like that. As if it had always lived there. As if it belonged.

      Krampus stood in the middle
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