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I

	Monday, December 1

	What was it about this time of year that turned people into Yuletide yetis? First, he barely avoided getting sideswiped by a sedan adorned with fuzzy reindeer antlers. Then, he came within inches of being hit by an SUV with a fir tree strapped on top. Adding insult to injury, a truck full of Christmas ornaments crashed into a stop sign, spilling boxes onto the road and scattering millions of tire-busting plastic and glass bits that turned traffic into dodge’em cars.

	When Scott Drayco finally reached his destination intact, he almost didn’t recognize the attorney’s usually austere office, which now looked like a tipsy elf had waved some kind of decorating wand around. The owner of the office in question was Benny Baskin, the “world’s most diminutive attorney,” wearing an uncharacteristic red western bow tie and a green vest. 

	 “Auditioning for one of those cheesy TV home decor shows, are we?” Drayco asked.

	Benny glared at him. “For your information, it was my wife’s idea. Thought it might cheer up the clients.”

	“Did Lailani do all this?” Drayco studied one object composed of green-painted stacked Styrofoam balls, hand-drawn black eyes, and red fuzzy material forming a hat. An unreasonable facsimile of the Grinch? It certainly didn’t resemble anything from Lailani’s native Hawaii. 

	“No. My niece. She’s nine.”

	“Ah. That explains it. Lailani’s taste is usually more...tasteful. I would have expected orchids or flamingo lilies.”

	“Lailani did arrange for all of this, though. I suspect she’s trying to get back at me for buying her that yellow sweater for Christmas last year.”

	“I thought she hated yellow.”

	“Yellow, orange, red. What’s the diff? Anyway, you try telling a nine-year-old her decorating is crap. Especially at Christmas.” Benny bounced on his platform shoes, which added a bit more height to his standard four-nine. 

	Drayco cast a longing eye at his favorite Sangria-colored leather chair, but it was currently filled with faux Christmas packages wrapped in paper patterned to look like reindeer pooping. He’d have to meet Benny’s niece sometime. He was beginning to like her already. 

	He said, “Somehow, I doubt you asked me here to critique your charming office.”

	Benny growled, “As I said over the phone, I want to hire you, boy-o.”

	“I don’t know, Benny. I’ve got a couple of other cases I’m winding down.”

	“Look, you gotta help me out, Drayco, or else I’ll be known as the one who let the Singing Santa be sent to Sing Sing.”

	Drayco winced. “Sorry, but your usual bad jokes won’t cut it. Plus, Sing Sing is in New York, not D.C. And anyway, a ‘singing’ Santa?”

	“It’s his shtick. He croons to the little tots when they sit on his lap. So, you’re going to help?” 

	“Give me more details about this client of yours. The brief bio you sent me made him seem pretty unimpressive. Not the type someone would try to frame for murder. That’s what you believe, right?” 

	“It’s definitely a frame-up. I’d bet money on that.”

	“Also, you somehow managed to leave the name of your client off that bio, referring to him only as ‘K.K.’”

	Benny hesitated. “I didn’t want you to think I was making all this up.”

	“Please don’t tell me your client’s name is Kris Kringle.”

	“Definitely not. It’s Kristoffer.”

	“Kristopher Kringle?”

	“Kristoffer Knuteson. With two FFs.”

	Drayco blinked at him. “Okay. And the victim? Something about a fire? The condensed version of the police report was sketchy. They’re calling it arson, but it sounded like it might be an accident, not murder.”

	“You could read it that way, but my client had a possible motive. He’d recently threatened the victim, Austin Farrish. And with this type of fire...it’s kind of...well...”

	“Out with it, Benny.”

	“Spontaneous human combustion.”

	Drayco groaned. “So your client, Santa Claus, is accused of murdering a man using spontaneous human combustion?”

	“Semantics. The police are calling it murder-by-arson. I’ll give you what I’ve got in my files, but you really need to talk to the victim’s sister, Faye Hotham. She’s the one who’s paying for his defense.”

	Drayco looked at a calendar on the wall. Definitely not April Fool’s Day. “The victim’s sister is paying for your client’s defense? Why?”

	“She doesn’t believe Santa killed him. Who would?”

	Drayco rattled off details from Benny’s thin report. “Our Santa visited the victim, his ex-business partner—whom he’d threatened, by the way—on the day of his death. The victim was known to enjoy a nightcap he often laced with sleeping pills, but the dose found in his blood was unusually high. He was also obese and a heavy smoker. Your client, Kris Kring...Kris Knuteson is accused of giving him stronger pills so he’d sleep through the arson and then setting him on fire. That about it?”

	Benny pulled some photos out of a folder and handed them to Drayco, who looked them over. “The crime scene?”

	“Courtesy of the police, yes.”

	“Can I get copies?”

	“Way ahead of you. Everything in this file is a duplicate. It’s all yours.” Benny squinted at Drayco with his non-patched eye. “You’ll take the case, right? Usual expenses and all?”

	“I’ve hardly had time to look through all of this.”

	“Doesn’t matter. You’ll work your usual detective-y magic. I’ve already arranged for you to see Knuteson tomorrow at the Arlington Detention Facility. Just talk to him.”

	“Fine, Benny, fine. I’ll take the case.” Almost in a daze, Drayco clutched the folder and headed back to the garage, looking around for his blue Starfire. He nearly freaked when it wasn’t there, but then he remembered he’d driven the rental Generic Silver Camry instead. 

	Once inside the car, he didn’t start up the engine immediately but flipped through the crime scene photos, studying them in more detail. He’d heard of cases labeled as spontaneous human combustion before and even seen a few alleged photos of such cases. But this was his first encounter with an “actual” one. 

	As he scanned the report, he understood why the police were labeling it arson. The chair was mostly burned to a crisp, and scorch marks covered the floor below it, the wall behind, and the ceiling above. On the other hand, the rest of the room appeared untouched. 

	Yet arson didn’t explain why the victim’s two lower legs, still clad in slippers, were leaning intact on what was left of the chair frame next to some bits of red plastic and wire. Even a side table several inches away from the chair hadn’t been touched by fire. Very curious, that. 

	But it was one specific detail in the report that made his heart sink. The side table held four items:  the TV remote, a newly opened pack of cigarettes with only one cigarette removed, and an ashtray with a sole cigarette butt. That meant Farrish likely didn’t fall asleep with a lit cigarette that caused the blaze, making an accident less likely.

	Drayco cranked up the car’s engine, and warm air from the vent made the bit of tinsel he’d taped to his dashboard—his one and only nod to Christmas decorating this year—do a funky little jig. One corner promptly fell down. 

	He sighed. Why couldn’t Benny have given him a normal insurance fraud case instead? As much as Drayco hated those, it might be the lesser of two evils.

	Benny had a good instinct for winnable cases, one reason he had a perfect record. But maybe he was suffering a sentimental lapse due to the time of year? Going by the police report, it seemed the cops had a strong case against “Santa” Knuteson. 

	Drayco reached over to re-attach the tinsel. Guess it was time to go save Christmas.

	



	


II

	Tuesday, December 2

	True to his word, Benny Baskin smoothed the way for Drayco to visit the Arlington jail the next day, where Drayco was escorted by a sheriff’s deputy, Arthur Caudle. As they neared the visitors’ section, Drayco asked, “How’s the topiary garden going, Caudle?” 

	“First of all, it’s a ‘sculpted’ garden. And second, we got hit by Cylindrocladium.”

	“Cylindrocladium?”

	“A fungus. Had to buy a bunch of neem oil.”

	“That’s too bad. I was hoping you’d make a ‘sculpture’ of Benny Baskin.”

	“Way too short. Though I was thinking of making a piano one just for you.”

	Drayco put a hand over his heart. “Ah, Caudle. You care. You old softie.”

	“Come to think of it, a piano might not represent you best. Maybe I’ll grow a shrub shaped like a fist with a raised middle finger.”

	“And get yourself a hefty fine from the homeowners’ association.” Drayco grinned.

	Caudle deposited Drayco at a small desk in front of a three-by-three glass window, where a man dressed in an orange jumpsuit was led in and sat across from Drayco behind the glass. Kristoffer Knuteson looked much like the stereotypical Santa Claus—bushy white hair and eyebrows and a long, white beard. He even wore round, rimless eyeglasses.

	After Drayco introduced himself, he asked, “Are they treating you well?”

	Knuteson replied, “Oh, I can’t complain. The food’s not bad. I don’t have a roomie, so it’s quiet. And they have an exercise room and a library.”

	Drayco tried not to wince as Knuteson’s voice pelted him with berry-colored polka dots—or maybe he could force himself to think of them as tiny red Christmas ornaments? Ordinarily, he worked hard not to let his brain’s synesthesia reaction to a person’s voice prejudice him one way or another. But Knuteson’s was annoyingly fitting for Christmas. Ho-ho-humbug. 

	He pushed aside that bit of Christmas anti-cheer and replied, “I know some of the staff here. They’re good people.”

	Knuteson nodded. “Seem to be.”

	 “I hate to jump right into it, but I’m limited to a half hour. Can you tell me how long you’ve known the murder victim, Austin Farrish?”

	“We go back about twenty years. Met at BizCon.”

	At Drayco’s raised eyebrow, Knuteson explained, “You know, that big schmoozefest where people have their hands out for money for their startups. Anyway, we had the same idea and decided to partner up.”

	“What was the business?”

	“ThinkaToy. Educational toys, games, and learning resources. Mail order. A subscription thing, too, you see.”

	“So...Santa has a business in toys?”

	“Guess it does sound a bit on-the-nose when you put it that way. But I got into that business long before I started playing Santa. I suppose maybe one inspired the other. Who knows?”

	“But you didn’t stay partners with Farrish?”

	“We had a difference of opinion about how to proceed, you see. So, I stuck with the company while he decided to do something different. Or so he said. Turns out he created a company almost like mine. Called it SmartToToys.”

	“Meaning he wound up being in competition with you?”

	“Yes, but he wasn’t all that successful. Struggled right out of the gate. Not that I was happy to see it. We had a lot of good times.” Knuteson had a faraway look on his face.

	“You visited him the morning he died. Why?”

	“It’s the Christmas season. I wanted to bury the hatchet, see if we could get back on a more peaceful footing. Even bought him some of his favorite Kentucky bourbon. I’d tried sending him Danish butter toffee for his birthday, but I never heard back.” 

	“How did he react to the bourbon delivery?”

	“Better than I’d feared. Thought maybe I saw a little crack in that armor of his. But he didn’t seem to want me to stay long. Still, I had to try. Part of the twelve steps, you see.”

	Drayco raised another eyebrow. “Twelve steps, as in AA?”

	Knuteson stroked his beard. “I was a wild pup in my younger days. Drank way too much. AA helped turn me around. I’ve been sober for thirty years.”

	Drayco didn’t recall that item from Benny’s briefing, but it wasn’t great news for their case. It could be more fodder for the police if they suspected Knuteson had fallen off the wagon and killed
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