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CHAPTER 1

Even viewed as it was, in a seemingly interminable line of planets of all sizes, land mass configurations, and atmospheric conditions with the vast emptiness of space as a background, the small, mostly blue orb seemed particularly attractive and hospitable, drifting around the viewing hologram from all angles as the dislocated voice gave what sounded like an update.

“And, of course, the next world in this vector would be M2S91#6,”……and after an almost imperceptible pause, “Earth.”  Peter knew THE BOSS never played favorites but he was also keenly aware of the unique position this small satellite occupied.  Peter continued.  “Maturation process continuing on a somewhat even scale.  Intellectual development, ahead of schedule, political development, on the whole, above projections.  There is some lagging of the practical applications of the inhabitants’ ethical philosophies.”  

A long, low rumble, almost like distant thunder, rolled around the projection.

“Peter, you will see that this is taken care of, won’t you?  You know how important this is.”

After a respectful pause, “Yes, sir, I do.  I will see to it personally that the situation is corrected.”

The briefing continued.  There were so many worlds to take care of!

The authoritative voice trailed off as the small planet became bigger and bigger until details could be distinguished, first mountains, then lakes, then cities, then buildings until finally…..

                                           ************************

The kid was truly a perpetual energy machine.  About eleven years old with darkening blond hair, he sat in the front seat of an older model Ford station wagon, his jacket on the seat between him and his mom.  In increasingly rapid succession, he would bang his sneakers together, bump his knees against one another, flap his arms to his sides as if to take off and toss his head against the back of his seat.  Feet, knees, arms, head…feet, knees, arms, head.  Over and over as if he were unaware of what he was doing.  All the while he would fiddle with the huge black banded watch/calculator that dwarfed his wrist, punching in numbers and performing calculations on them.  Occasionally he would adjust the horn-rimmed glasses he wore and peer over the side of the car window as something new caught his attention.  But always, always he was moving.  Finally, his mother, who was approaching a main street, couldn’t take it anymore.  “Danny, for Pete’s sake!  Would you PLEASE stop with the twitching?  You are driving me to distraction!”

The boy stopped in mid twitch, looked over at her, made his mental calculations about just how badly his mom wanted him to stop and, judging from her tone of voice that it had not yet reached critical mass, waited until she looked around to check oncoming traffic and started the twitching again.

“Hey, mom, did you know I can get to one million with just three buttons?  Awesome!  Look.  Mom, look!”

“Danny, I’m trying to drive.” she protested….. even as she snuck a peek at him as he was magnifying one eye in a magnifying glass.  At this time of year he always reminded her of one of Santa’s elves, or ‘mommy’s little helper’ as she called him when he was younger.  Now at the ripe old age of eleven he was too old to call her ‘mommy’ any more - a rite of passage that she could do without.  Normally she would marvel at her son’s constant good nature and sweet disposition and even draw a great deal of comfort from it, but lately her life had been anything but normal and getting through each day was a chore in itself.  Her part time job at the department store had ended yesterday and she dreaded the job hunting that lay ahead after the holidays.  So, here it was Christmas Eve!  Big deal!  All Christmas meant for her was more work!  It seemed like this Christmas season had been going on for months and she was just ready for it to be over.

The vehicle squealed to a slow stop, the rough idling engine kept going by a touch on the gas pedal.  Seeing only one car far down the road she proceeded into her turn only to have the station wagon lurch to a halt as it stalled out.  Anxiety immediately swept over her.  “Great, just great.  Hope I don’t need a jump start.” she muttered as she fumbled for the ignition switch.  “If anything happens to this car we’re really in the soup.”  The engine turned over a few times before starting up and her anxiety would have subsided were it not for the glance in her rear view mirror that showed the car bearing down on her at a dangerous rate of speed.  To her it seemed as if a crash were inevitable until the teenaged driver slammed on his brakes, turned hard and then sped past, gesturing and yelling about her personality and her driving skills, with a weird look on his face as if he enjoyed the fright he had caused her.  Fortunately, the thumping bass notes from the car’s radio drowned out what the boy was yelling.  The entire incident was over in less than half a minute but it left her heart pounding.  Instinctively she had looked to Danny.  If anything happened to Danny….but the thought was left unfinished because when she glanced over at him his eyes were riveted on the bumper of the car that had just swerved in front of them.  “Hey, mom, check out the bumper stickers.  Cool car!”

As the car sped away all she could see was the sticker that read ‘Question Authority’.  The only questioning she wanted to do was to that kid’s parents.  While she fumed she glanced again at her son.  He was looking directly at her and both nostrils were flexing, followed by both eyebrows wiggling up and down independently of each other.  She couldn’t help but smile.  Danny knew he could always make his mom smile by doing one of his dumb facial movements and it was a good warm up for his night’s work.

His mom may have been smiling on the outside ….but on the  inside she was already rehearsing what she would be saying to her husband who had promised her he would check out the vehicle several days ago.  If she knew Jim he would have been stringing the entire house and yard with his stupid Christmas lights instead of taking care of the car!  Why couldn't he ever just take care of the important things first like he always promised he would?  Why weren’t the things that were important to her important to him as well?  She shook her head in weary resignation. This was not the way Christmas Eve was supposed to be!

A middle aged man in an office building overlooking this ‘almost’ incident would have heard the squeal of tires had he not been deeply engrossed in the financial sheet in front of him.  Something caught his eye and as a reflex he turned down the transistor radio in front of him that was playing Christmas music.  He sucked in his breath slowly and the corners of his mouth turned up in a small satisfied smile.   This was what he had been looking for!  He had found his Christmas bonus!  Now he could leave for the day.  He scooped up the papers into their folder, tapped them neatly into place and, humming ‘White Christmas’, moved easily through the office door, pausing at his secretary’s desk.

“Julie, I found one with tons of equity.  Start the foreclosure papers before you leave, would you?”

The young woman hesitated and then, somewhat gingerly, said, “Scott, is this a ‘work-out’ or a foreclosure?”

He scarcely missed a beat.  “Foreclosure.  It’s HIS problem he got behind in his payments, not mine.”  

As he opened the outer door he turned around, adjusting his scarf under his coat.  “If anybody calls, tell them I’m with the rest of the firm’s members.  We’re caroling up and down the street for an hour or so.  Can’t say this firm doesn’t have the old Christmas spirit.  Check you later.”

Julie stifled her thought.  After all, working half day Christmas Eve was better than working all day.

Inside the small restaurant, crowded with last minute shoppers, one of the four women seated at the window table paid the group of carolers on the other side of the street scant heed.  This was the women’s regular table and they were faithful luncheoneers, here to see and be seen, each one figuring this twice-weekly ritual would in some small way boost their position in the community.  And what a great way to catch up on the latest gossip or start some of their own!

       The talk ebbed and flowed - sometimes rising to a crescendo as some particularly juicy piece of scandal was laid out to the group and dissected and each member of the group excitedly sought to add her little bit.  Only when the conversation turned deliciously nasty did the volume lower to almost conspiratorial tones.  And now the volume was quite low as all four leaned forward to be sure to catch every word of the latest on Jim Croghan.

“Bankrupt?  Are you kidding?”

A young, nicely appointed blonde with a gargantuan rock on her ring finger, now that she had finally gotten the attention of her companions, was not going to lose it.

“No, I’m not.  The checkout girl swore that she heard two guys from the bank talking about him as they went through the line.  Said he owed everybody in town and now, with the economy like it is, where is he going to get work?”

The older woman to her left nodded sagely.  “You know, I never did like his wife.  Always thought she was better than anybody else.  Serves her right.  You ought to be sure and tell Sarah about him.  She was going to call him for some repair work on her porch.  This will sure put a stop to that!”

Just about then a smartly dressed matron passed by the table and smiled at the four women who smiled sweetly back.  But after she had passed and with a few furtive glances at her retreating figure, they excitedly exchanged a few juicy tidbits about her as well.  Finally the blonde checked her Rolex watch with a flourish.  “Oh, my goodness, I’ve got to run.  I told Charlie I would get him a box of his favorite Cuban cigars for Christmas and the tobacco shop put one on hold for me.”  Her squinched up nose indicated what she thought of her husband’s request.  “Now don’t you all gossip about me when I’m gone.”  Her companions promised on their graves not to and as soon as she left, they walked up one side of her and down the other.

High on the wall, at the far end of the luncheonette, mostly ignored by the holiday diners, was a television set.  The volume was set loud enough that occasionally, during a lull in the commotion below, you could hear phrases and words.  But you didn’t have to hear what was going on to understand what the show was all about.  Three men and a woman, each one wearing a red Santa Claus cap with a small white ball at its tip, were arguing back and forth, gesturing at one another.  One would say something and before he or she could finish one or more of the others would jump in pointing fingers, waving hands - the little white ball jerking around and around like a tethered playground ball.  Back and forth, back and forth, for the better part of thirty minutes until the young man to the left of center turned to the television audience and with a forced smile wished all his viewers a Merry Christmas.  His colleagues did the same, each one in turn adopting the same tight little smile of the host and as soon as they all had wished us a Merry Christmas they were right back at it as the credits rolled.

Merry Christmas!  MERRY Christmas?  I just don’t know.  It seemed the whole world was getting scratchier every year.






************************

And it would have been cold comfort indeed to know that Santa himself was not in the best of moods.  In fact, the North Pole was just about as scratchy as any other place on Earth.  But then this was Christmas Eve and departure time was getting closer and closer.  Santa had been slowly working himself toward the sleigh in the center of the North Pole compound but it was difficult progress with everybody on his staff coming up to him with last minute requisitions to sign off on, decisions that just couldn’t wait, disputes to settle.  All these distractions certainly didn’t improve his disposition and he made no attempt to hide his displeasure, snapping at his elves as they scurried around him.  He would be glad when the new guy showed up and took some of this detail work off his plate.  With an experienced eye he surveyed the final preparations around the horseshoe shaped compound.  On the outer limits were the living quarters and reindeer stables, usually brightly lit and spotless but now, with the drawdown of their energy to shift all available energy to the sleigh, looking dark and slightly dingy.  Within this outer wall lay the administration buildings, the warehouses and training centers, and the mechanical buildings - all the normal support facilities that you would expect from an installation of this size.  And then, in the middle of the compound was the heart and soul of the North Pole, the headquarters building with its connecting electronics command center just outside of which stood Santa’s sleigh, the focus of all the activity.  It sat facing due south looking out the open side of the horseshoe with its power feeder cables and tie downs being dismantled one by one, almost like a space rocket on the launch pad just before launching.  He was heading in the direction, roughly, of the sleigh and the closer he got the more he felt the weight of his responsibility pressing in on him, the more papers were thrust in his face.  Well, he might as well get this show on the road.  He headed into the fray to find Sarge.

Far to Santa’s rear at what would have been the back bend of the horseshoe shape a lone figure found himself just inside the shimmering dome wall that completely enveloped Santa’s compound.  Absentmindedly he rubbed his chest and looked down as if he expected to feel something.  With a shrug he dropped his hand and raising his head scanned the compound with a cold hard stare as a predator might stare at its prey.  He had no idea how he had gotten there or who had brought him or anything for that matter.  He was just…… there.  And about to be met by a small….elf,  a little fellow with not a hint of a whisker on his head.  

“Monger?  Stuart P. Monger?”  The little fellow held out his hand.

“Yes, I’m Monger, Vice President of…of…”  He had no idea of what.  But he did remember his name.  “Who are you?”

“I’m Curly.  Here, first things first.  Tie this around your waist.”

Curly handed him a wide black belt about three quarters of an inch thick and helped Monger fasten it around his waist.  When Curly had cinched it tight he appeared to strum his fingers across a control pad that was attached to the belt strap that crossed his chest and disappeared over his shoulder.  Monger heard an odd, almost rhythmical, sound and his own belt blinked on.  For a few seconds the odd rhythm persisted, then stopped and a second rhythm started.  This happened several times until finally with the help of another strumming movement on Curly’s part, the rhythm seemed to catch.  Curly, whose brow had wrinkled just a bit at the apparent inability to maintain the tune, nodded satisfactorily.  “There, it took a few shots but I think you got it now.  Usually doesn’t take this long to get a fit.”  Curly shrugged.  ”Must be the drawdown.”

Monger gave him a blank look to which Curly responded, “This is your temporary LIFE belt.  Everything here is energy and harmonics and frequency compatibility and so on and so on.  You’ll learn more about this soon enough, if you want to.  But for now you’ve just been fitted with a life force accelerator.  Santa wanted to get you up to speed as soon as possible.  Scotty’s working on your custom fit now and it will be ready before takeoff.”

Monger was listening with one ear because he could feel changes coming over him.  He knew now where he was, the North Pole.  He knew everyone’s name in the compound although, obviously, he had yet to meet anyone except Curly.  He knew he was going with Santa on his trip this Christmas.  It was as if his brain were being fed information at a terrific rate!  And the belt felt so comfortable!  He ran his hand over it.  He could make a ton on this gizmo!  This was going to be fun!  Christmas was always the best time of year for him.  It was when he made most of his money!

Curly beckoned to him and touched his elbow as if to guide him.  Monger instinctively shrank from the touch.  He didn’t like people tugging and pulling at him.  He went WHERE he wanted to go, WHEN he wanted to go there, but a strange feeling came over him as if part of him now wanted to acquiesce to others’ wishes.  He felt like he had to say something.  “I didn’t bring anything with me, or if I did I can’t seem to find it now.”

Curly smiled.  “No, most people don’t bring anything with them.  Let’s go.  Santa wants you to go directly to the sleigh.  We haven’t much time.”

Santa?  Sleigh?  This operation sounded like it was right up his alley! Monger was looking forward to meeting this Santa Claus. That’s where the power was and he wanted to be as close to the top as he could get, even if he had to follow this little squirt to get there.

Santa’s trip towards the sleigh had been further delayed by a sudden flare-up of the compound’s energy dissipation shields.  The North Pole had been on increasingly stringent energy consumption guidelines the last several months as every spare volt, joule, amp and watt had been diverted to the main thruster batteries preparing the sleigh for the trip and because of this the performance of their main shielding circuits had become more and more erratic.  Santa held up his wrist and jerked it away from his body to bare a huge wristband.  There didn’t appear to be any instruments or modules on the band but when he held it close and spoke into it a faint light seemed to dance along the outer edge.

“Scotty, the perimeter shields are arcing again.  See if you can patch them up until we lift off.”  It took several seconds for the voice on the other end to respond.  “Roger that, Santa.  I’ll make it look like The Northern Lights are flaring up again.”

“Good, if you see Sarge, tell him the new guy is heading his way.  I’ll see you shortly.”

Santa knew as he spoke that he didn't really have to point out the perimeter shield arcing to Scotty.  Lately, he just couldn't seem to resist getting into everybody's business.  Santa was almost certain that his chief engineer had also noticed the arcing on her monitor.  Scotty never missed a trick!  But the last few years, as Santa tried to squeeze greater efficiency out of his crew this Christmas ‘business’ began to feel just like…well, like a business!  That was the main reason he felt he had to add someone to this crew that had business experience.  He felt compelled to control more of the details of the trip even at the expense of irritating what he knew was a top rate crew.

In the not too distant past he could always count on the energy of children around the world and a surge in Christmas spirit to more than amply supply all his power needs on his Christmas route.  But lately the energy had dwindled and the spirit had sagged as the Christmas season was drawn out longer and longer. It was getting harder and harder to get the job done with a dwindling resource.  For Santa, using fossil fuel or nuclear energy or any of the other antiquated ways of producing energy was out of the question if for no other reason than the United States military was getting better and better at their surveillance techniques.  Scotty’s work in the main tech center prior to her promotion to the sleigh team had led them to use the earth’s magnetic flux field to set up their cloaking devices, quite ingeniously using the flux as it dove back into the earth around the north pole to simply wrap around their compound and enclose it, hiding it from view.  But the earth’s magnetic field was more or less a constant and Christmas spirit wasn’t and it seemed the less spirit children had, the longer their Christmas lists grew, the bigger the presents got and the more the children changed their minds at the last minute, all of which strained the system almost to the breaking point.

He realized he was taking a roundabout way to the sleigh but he told himself it was because he was looking for Sarge, not that he was avoiding Marta.  Finally he spotted his second in command at the base of the loading conveyor belt.  Toys and gifts, some wrapped, some not, were being passed from a warehouse onto the belt and then into the loading hatch in the rear of the sled.

“Sarge!”

A large burly man with the sleeves on his camouflaged colored shirt rolled up past the elbows to reveal forearms the size of hams looked up from his clipboard.  Even in this frosty weather he seemed oblivious to the cold.

“Santa.  Over here.”  He gave a few quick orders to the elves handling the loading to get things moving and steadied a shiny bicycle that had been wedged between two computer boxes.

Santa cast a keen look at the obviously laboring belt. 

“Sarge, we have European presents mixed in with the Canadian gifts and I can’t even find the American loading manifest.”

“We’ll make it, Santa.  I’ve got it under control.”  Unfortunately, no sooner had Sarge said this than the loading belt lurched twice and then stopped.  Sarge gave the main bearing a kick and it squealed into motion again.  Santa rolled his eyes and Sarge drew a deep breath, letting it out slowly, a cloud of condensation forming and swirling away in frosty eddies as he did.  He was certain he had gone over this with Santa.

“Santa, we have to pack this way because some of the kids celebrate Christmas on the night of Christmas Eve.  This way we can deliver these presents first, then double back and deliver the presents to the kids that celebrate on Christmas morning.”

Sarge knew what Santa was going to say before he said it.

“You know, Sarge, we could really save some time if we got all the kids to celebrate at the same time.  Now, that would save us half the time and we wouldn’t have all these energy worries.”

Sarge really didn’t think Santa was serious so he didn’t respond but it was only one small part of the disagreement he and Santa had been having for some time.  Santa wanted to go faster and faster, be more efficient, streamline here, save time there.  Sarge wanted to loosen things up a bit, make the trip more fun.  But Santa was the boss and he decided that they needed an equipment upgrade and an executive officer added to the team.  Sarge held out for minor changes like customizing the sleighs and loosening the in-flight protocol.

Santa reached for the clipboard.  “I’ll take care of the check list, Sarge.  Make sure Manger understands that the new control circuits have to be tested before we leave.  We can’t be taking off with an untested system.  It’s got to be close to 100%.  Scotty has been checking it out front to back, inside and out.  If she says it’s OK, we’ll go with it.  If it’s not, we’ll just have to postpone Christmas a day or two.” 

Santa said this with a straight face, staring straight ahead at the last minute bedlam in front of them.  Sarge wondered if he were joking.

“Oh, and read him in on procedure and do the introductions.  Try and give him a little more to work on than we gave you on your first flight a while back.”

Sarge acknowledged the order.  Yep!  His first flight HAD been rough.

“Will do, Santa.  Just one thing.  It’s MONGER, not MANGER.”

Santa laid his finger aside his nose and nodded his head slightly as if he were trying to remember something but just couldn’t pull it in, then grunted and turned to go.

"Oh, and Santa, what did you think of the sleigh?"

Santa turned and blankly stared at Sarge as if he were looking for a clue to his response.

"Sleigh?  The same as I always do.  You do a great job, a great job.  Why, did I miss something?"

Sarge swallowed his thought.  "No, nothing.  Just….it's not important.  I'll get these invoices straightened out."

Santa motioned with his hand and moved towards one of the small knots of elves waiting to talk to him.

Sarge headed for the front of the sleigh with a touch of trepidation.  He had never seen Santa so preoccupied that he had forgotten someone’s name before.  And he knew that Santa had already seen the sleigh and not one word about how Sarge had customized it.  Knowing Santa’s fondness for writer C.S. Forester’s books on Horatio Hornblower, Sarge had outfitted the sleigh with a special transforming pack to look like a mid eighteenth century English man-of-war sailing ship.  At the flick of a switch the captain's catwalk surrounded the backside of the sleigh, a massive main mast carved from a green English oak rose from the area just behind the front seat and the huge spoked quartermaster's wheel rotated from the mast just in front of the hatchway. He had done such a good job that he was itching to get behind the wheel himself and try it out.  After all, sailing a fighting ship in a stormy ocean was….was….  Strange how these tantalizing bits of memory would come and, just when he thought he had captured it, slip away like a puff of smoke in a light breeze.  Here at the North Pole memories of anything other than their Christmas journeys really had no relevance. Indeed at almost any other time of year - when they were under full power - for the most part they couldn’t even REMEMBER the past.  There just was no need to.  But the closer their departure came the more these irrelevancies bubbled to the surface.

Maybe when they were airborne and cruising with their new system churning out the presents and plotting their routes everything would shake out.  Sarge sure hoped so.

He made his way through the bustle, past the loading ramp that disappeared into the rear of the sleigh.  From a normal mortal view the number of wrapped and unwrapped presents going into this average sized sleigh just wouldn’t fit.  But this was Santa’s sleigh after all and the seemingly endless conveyor belt loaded with packages of every size slipped effortlessly into the rear of the sleigh with just a hitch here and a jerk there.  Sarge had gotten used to this over his many trips with Santa and didn’t give it a second thought.  But he did pay special attention to the harnessing of the eight team and one lead reindeer.  One of them, probably one of the rookies, had bitten through his traces and seemed on the verge of bolting across the compound.  Only with a Herculean effort on the part of an obviously competent elf was he brought under control and harnessed into place.  It had also been Sarge’s idea to harness a few of the younger reindeer into place alongside Dasher, Dancer, Prancer and Vixen.  He figured maybe some new blood up front would also help cure the ennui that seemed to be adversely affecting the whole crew.  So now, Loco, Rocket, Rebel and Chip were snorting and pawing the ground next to the vets.  And, of course, Hijo, son of Rudolph, was trying to butt into the lead trace until a nip from Dasher brought him back into line.  Sarge looked across the sleigh towards the barn where he knew Rudolph was but couldn't catch sight of him.  Rudolph had been none too pleased to discover Hijo being led out to lead the sleigh and for some time had been sulking in his stall.

With a final look around the compound, Sarge swung himself up and between the two front seats, past the large spoked wheel and down into the operations center of the sleigh.  What he saw once he passed through the hatchway stopped him almost dead in his tracks.
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CHAPTER 2

The interior of the operation center was familiar enough.  That is, the layout was familiar, with the main control pod surrounded by floor to ceiling banks of display monitors and control panels with three indentations around the outer perimeter of the circle for that section’s technician, but the eerie silence of the crew was definitely not familiar, especially compared to the hectic bustle outside.  Sarge had instinctively braced himself for the pandemonium he had come to expect from his crew.  He had not anticipated almost complete silence. Sarge could remember the days when he would enter the ops center to the sounds of singing and laughter and good natured teasing - about Bo’s cowlick that looked like Indian feathers sticking out of his hair, or T’s latest attempt to learn to play the guitar or how to whistle, even Smiley’s occasional eye twitch that on his best days almost rose to the level of a twinkle - never a smile.  After all, this was the day they waited and prepared for all year. And if Sarge were below checking on the equipment, he would still be able to hear the booming laughter of Santa topside even in the worst of weather.  The crew had so much fun and shared camaraderie it was like their own Christmas gift….a reward for….something.

But, lately, the echo of laughter around the operations center had receded, much like a yell into a canyon will grow ever fainter or an ebb tide will pull back from the shore, tiny bit by tiny bit.  Each year a little more of the joy drained from their trip until it was almost like work.  Well, perhaps work was not the best word for it since the crew had gotten farther and farther away from physical manipulation of the instruments, first with the line-of-sight management of the machines and lately, following the development of the new life control vests, with thought control.  Now they didn’t have to turn dials, or flip switches or tap keys, unless they wanted to break the monotony.  They just thought about it and it happened, or if they were bored they could just twitch a muscle in their face or blink an eye.

Not that they weren’t good at it.  Each member of the crew was almost perfect in what they did.  Perhaps that was the problem.  Now they just DID it!  Sarge felt a touch of regret at this.  Regret?

He ran his hands over his face and through his hair.  What was happening to him?  He wasn’t supposed to be having memories or experiencing emotions!  And just like Santa had done moments before, Sarge shook his head as if trying to fan away a mental fog.  The sooner they were airborne, the better.

He recognized some of the equipment that was jammed in every corner, row upon row, banked from floor to ceiling.  The newer equipment he assumed was part of the changeover.  Equipment that was supposed to be faster, easier to read and maintain and, most importantly, needed less energy to operate.  Much like fans of team sports can actually feel the energy generated by a crowd during a winning drive in football or a home run in the bottom of the ninth, Santa and his team could actually harness this swell of energy, this Christmas spirit, and filter and amplify it to drive their team.  But for a number of years now they had been fighting a constant energy drain.  Not that there wasn’t a lot of enthusiasm still remaining - kids still got excited at Christmas - but despite children getting more and more each Christmas, the spirit just didn’t carry the punch that it used to.  It was like a balloon you would blow up - it looked big but it was just full of hot air.  And this new equipment, designed to extract maximum energy was at least partly a response to that.

Sarge forced himself to remember why he had come into the Ops Center.  He remembered as the whir of the primary control pod caught his attention.  Scotty had fitted the control track with a small jump seat that circled the central panel to put her instantly in touch with any monitor or section and on it sat Monger!

Monger had obviously commandeered Scotty’s jump seat and was experimenting with it, pushing the control toggles this way and that, sending the seat frontward and backwards, side to side, his body swaying to and fro from the changing g-forces.  Sarge noted that when Monger rounded a corner and came into the area of the technicians they turned their backs on him.  That was not a good sign.  Monger stopped when he saw Sarge.

“You must be Sarge.”

“You must be Monger.”

Monger had an easy smile and a comfortable, light laugh.  “Who else?  This is some operation you got here.  The flight engineer fitted me with a life vest and before I knew it I could tell you all about this place.  Kind of like downloading!”

Sarge nodded.  He had to admit it DID take some getting used to.  He slipped the rest of the way into the operations center.  “Let me introduce you and fill in the blanks.”

Monger raised one hand as if to stop Sarge.

“Let me try.  Let’s see, from where you’re standing, in a counter clockwise direction there is the control sector for the storage, packing and distribution of presents.  This sector is monitored by ‘T’ and has the primary responsibility of updating the Christmas gift request lists and having Santa’s bag ready at all times.”  Sarge also could have added that this sector also bore main responsibility for any candy wrappers or sticky fingerprints that might be found around the operations center and as Monger glanced away from him, T quietly checked the latch to the false front monitor that contained an amazing array of candy canes.  Sarge had to admit that T’s section was miraculously clean and organized and he had no doubt this was not due to anything T initiated.  Also, this short, sterile description gave little hint of the job that T had mastered.  Kids started working on their lists in earnest the closer Christmas got.  T started his preliminary lists for the next Christmas almost immediately following the completion of the previous Christmas run.  Statistics, probabilities, even the theory of chaos and entropy provided the basis as the lists were compiled and updated to give him a running start.  But as Christmas got closer that’s when the fun really began.  Added to this was the fact that many a child at the bottom of the behavior list leapfrogged to the top at the last minute as their conduct improved in anticipation of Santa’s arrival and of course a prime consideration of Santa’s was whether they had been naughty or nice.  Also, kids, and their parents as well, were notorious for changing their minds at the last minute.  But T was so good he could anticipate what kids would want even before they did. It was not unusual for initial disappointment to turn into happy satisfaction as a toy proved to have more interest as time passed.

Monger continued.  “It also has secondary responsibility for providing a real time update to the flight deck on weather conditions as we travel.”

Monger’s arm swept around another third of the circle.  “This sector, with Smiley in charge, is the navigation and shielding center.  Smiley is to chart the safest, quickest path around the world and at all times maintain sufficient shielding so even the snoopiest air traffic controller wouldn’t know we were right next to him.”  Monger stopped and cocked his head as if he were getting an update on some information.  “Smiley is also the only member of the crew to get a waiver of the strict rule that if we run into foul weather we have to be in our restraints at all times.”  Monger gave a little snort.  “MMMM, that’s odd.  Wonder why he’s treated any differently than the rest of the crew.”  This was said under his breath and it was a subject that Sarge would broach with Monger at a later date if he hadn’t already ‘absorbed’ the answer.

Continuing, Monger completed the circle.  “And to my left is the energy control and distribution.  Sort of like the gas that powers the sleigh, but in this case also powers the crew.  Bo has responsibility for collecting, filtering, distributing and matching the energy requirements for the different parts of the sleigh.  He gets first input as to who gets what and when.”

Sarge noted the blank spaces where Bo normally taped up any number of slogans and mottoes.

Monger paused and took a deep breath, obviously pleased with himself.  “And, of course, there is the crawl space running around the outside of the control panels for maintenance.  Oh, yes and this,” he waved his hand around the central control that occupied the middle of the operations center, “this is the control for the other controls.  It balances one section against the others, runs continuous diagnostic checks, has backup capability for any other machine in here and is run by….”  Sarge had this bad feeling in the back of his throat.   “….me.”

Sarge blinked.  “Monger, wait.  Scotty has been running this operation for a long time.  She knows it inside out.”

Monger interrupted.  “Don’t worry, Sarge.  Nobody is going anywhere.  It’s just that I’ve got to be where the action is and this,” he motioned to his seat, “is where the action is.”

Sarge thought that Monger had no idea what he was getting himself into.  Sarge had seen Scotty run this TOC with a choreography of physical dexterity and intellectual judgment that had all the beauty of a ballet.  Well, he’d give Monger all the room he needed but he would be sure to keep an eye on things as well.  This would be a great opportunity to measure his patience.

Monger had stopped his description and Sarge waited for a few moments.  Monger had done a very good job.  A very good job - but a very sterile job because Sarge knew that the baseline in the life control vest also contained additional information on all the crew members, stuff like T's love for Christmas candy, Smiley's imbedding a molecular computer chip array in the fabric of his tee shirt that shadowed his emotional field, not to mention his knack for coming up with the latest in sneakers on an hourly basis, or Bo's ability to match a slogan with almost any event.  But Monger must have missed these items.  Funny that two men could get the same information and what was important and interesting to one would not be to the other.

As if sensing that Sarge was waiting for more but not knowing exactly what it could be, Monger started fiddling with the life vest.  “Any way to speed this thing up?  Or help me to skip over the unimportant stuff?  Did I get the latest downloads or service packs?" 

Sarge ignored the question and looked past Monger.

“Where’s Scotty.”

Monger looked around and then pointed underneath one of the main consoles.

“Under there.  Said one of the replacement models was running hot so I told her to fix it.”

Monger said this matter-of-factly and Sarge had to assume Monger had yet to see her in action.  Just then Scotty emerged feet first from under the console rubbing her hands across her jeans and shaking her head.  In her hand she was folding in a blade on one of the largest Swiss Navy knives Monger had ever seen.  It looked like a special, customized edition containing every imaginable blade, and some that Monger couldn’t imagine.  He gave it a long, appraising look as she placed the monster pocketknife on the console and brushed her hands on her pants.  In her best Scottish accent, but without so much as a hint of a smile, she said, “Sarge, my bairns cannot take it any longer.  I don’t know if this is going to work.  We’re pulling so much power off the main grid getting ready to go that I can’t run my diagnostics at anything approaching critical mass.  This pod here was only at 65% and it was already starting to hum.”

Monger interrupted.  “I cut the main feeders to around 80% as soon as I saw the problem.”

Sarge fought the impulse to look to Scotty to back up Monger’s assessment even though from his tone Sarge had the feeling that if he objected Monger would reverse his decision.  As it was Sarge let the feeling pass because just at that moment the ready lights started to blink and Sarge felt a throb of low frequency energy rumble underfoot as the accelerators warmed up.

Even a funky mood couldn’t mask the excitement of the imminent start to their journey.  Sarge felt it.  Scotty, Bo, T and Smiley did also.  Even Monger seemed to feel the anticipation as he stopped in mid scribble on a clipboard and cast a wary eye around the room.  

Sarge spoke over the pulsing hum of the accelerators.  “We’re into the final countdown, Monger.  You’re gonna have to fill in the rest of the blanks yourself.  You’re in charge down here.  You’ve got the best crew you can have.  Listen to them.  Santa wants to be sure the equipment is ready for takeoff.”

Scotty broke in “We’ll be ready, Sarge.  We always are.”

At that Monger piped up, “That’s my call to make now, Scotty.”  He thought for a moment.  “I think we’ll be ready, Sarge.”

Monger gave him thumbs up.  Sarge nodded.

“Do you want to ride up top with Santa, or down here?”

One look at the weather monitors made the decision for Monger.  

“Down here.  I’ll try and keep Scotty out of trouble.”

This was obviously meant to be a joke, but the way Scotty curled one lip up at the corner showed she did not take it that way, especially since Monger showed no signs of giving up the jump seat.  

Sarge passed off his uneasy feeling about Monger to the stress they had all been under.  After all his first day on this job had been no picnic.  Almost 30 trips ago he, too, had been dumped into the job cold turkey and had learned the hard way.  In fact one of his mistakes had led to a child almost getting Santa’s picture in some kind of a trap, so Sarge tried hard to give Monger the benefit of the doubt.        

Before he went topside, he gave his customary exhortation to the crew.

“This is the time we’ve all been working for and waiting for.  It only comes once a year for the kids so let’s make it the best we can.  I know you’ll do your best.  Work well together, especially with Monger on his first trip.”

Sarge would have said more.  In fact normally did.  But, amazingly, not one of the crew in the operations center was paying the slightest bit of attention to him.

He finished in the usual way.  “Let’s all have a Merry Christmas.”  But by the time he got to “Christmas” he was already turning away to head up top.

Monger was glad to see him go.  He never had seen the value of having someone higher up in the chain of command hanging around and looking over his shoulder unless it was him.  Also, he thought his team had promise.  Before Sarge had shown up, Monger had set them straight on who was boss.  Things were going to be different around here.  He had a few tricks up his sleeve - like scheduling an inspection and then showing up early.  Boy, had he gotten some good mileage out of that one.  Another of his ‘management’ techniques was to goad those under him and see how they responded.  That way he could rank them and weed out anybody he perceived to be a threat.  But this crew was remarkably docile.  They had just ignored his needling!  He had also had them strip away the knickknacks and gewgaws that dangled from their individual work stations and made Bo get rid of his New York Yankees baseball cap - he would have to find a different way to hold down that cowlick.  Before long he would find a way to get Smiley to lose the ‘smiley face’ T shirt, only in Smiley’s case it was more like a ‘dour face’ T shirt.  Plus it was a little disconcerting to see a different face on the t shirt every time he looked.  This Smiley character had evidently rigged some kind of surface laser that could change the face on the t shirt at will.  Then he admonished them about idle chit chat and joking.  They had work to do and work was WORK, fun was FUN, two different things.  There was plenty of time to enjoy themselves later.  Monger had wondered if any of them would try and go over his head to Sarge and appeal his orders and was pleasantly surprised when they did not.  During the relatively short time he had been in the Ops Center Monger had not noticed an overwhelming amount of ‘esprit de corps’ from the support staff and that suited him just fine.  No fooling around, straight and to the point.  He felt uneasy with jokesters.  Any jokes would come from him - that was another gauge of the loyalty of his staff - who laughed at his jokes.  He still didn't fully grasp why he was here but he recognized an opportunity when he saw it, and before the night was over he would find a way to neutralize Sarge and have the number two spot on this team all to himself.  He flipped the toggle switch to the left and headed around to check on T.  As he did he innocently drew his hand across the console, palming the Swiss Navy knife as he did.  He’d always wanted one of the champion series.  Now he had one.

Santa was just a little late coming around to the front of the sleigh because Mrs. Claus had intercepted him and was checking his scarf, his jacket, brushing small specks of dirt off his collar, making sure his spectacles were tucked away in his jacket pocket.  She was well aware of Santa’s foul mood…had been for some time.  The problem was she didn’t really know what to do about it.  Her suggestion that he try and find some time to just …. play….had merely brought a blank stare as a response.

“Nick, where have you been?  I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”

Santa didn’t really appreciate this last minute interruption of his schedule and it showed.  He sighed and looked to his left and right as if trying to find an escape route.

“Oh, Nick, don’t be so grouchy.  You know I just want to help.  Besides, I would love to ride along with you.”

“Marta, really, we’ve got to get going.”

“I know, I know, but I always like to see you off.  And besides, you left this in the office.”

She held out her hands to give him the necklace that was so familiar.  A tiny cabin cast in pewter threaded onto a gold necklace swung from side to side.  As he reached out to take it from her a weight seemed to press upon his heart but he couldn’t quite form the memory that seemed to lurk just beyond his grasp.  He looked to Marta.  One thing he was certain of ….no one looked forward to Christmas and the delight of children around the world more than she did.  And, despite his protestations, he did appreciate all the little things she did for him.  She was a strong woman and had been his partner since he could remember.  She ran the North Pole like it was her house, efficiently and with a sense of humor that carried him over many a rough spot and with an uncanny ability to finish his thoughts for him almost before he could.  He just hadn’t had the time to tell her that - maybe he would at the end of this run.  He wrapped his hand around the trinket and slipped it into his shirt pocket.

“Remember the children, Nick.  Always the children.  And be careful.  Smiley said the bad weather probabilities were off the chart.  And you know how you are in storms.”

Santa nodded and slowly backed away.  Strange how she would say be careful.  Marta knew full well they had never been in any danger on their Christmas run.  After all, the shields were first in line in the power grid and had never given them a moment’s problem.

These thoughts swiftly faded as the bustle of takeoff separated them and as he rounded the sleigh his mental checklist for the flight took over.  Materials.  Contingency Plans.  Crew.   Reindeer.  Flight Plan.  One after the other he surveyed and checked.  As he approached the front of the sled he saw Sarge making final adjustments to the traces that led from the reindeer and it was comforting to see his old friend in a familiar task.  Everything was in place.  They were loaded and ready to go.  Almost a year’s work culminating in this one night.  Santa swung into the pilot’s seat, wrapped the three energy modulators around himself as did Sarge in the co-pilot’s seat, waved to the crowd gathered a safe distance from the sleigh and was ready to punch the launch button when Monger stuck his head from the control room.

Sarge hesitated with his last waist buckle as he saw Monger.

“Monger.  Is everything ready?”

Monger looked right past Sarge and spoke to Santa.

“Santa, we’re ready to go.  Just thought you’d like to know.”

“Great, Monger.  Now if you don’t strap yourself behind your energy mods in five seconds you’ll be ready to go too.  Probably to somewhere on the other side of the sun.”

Monger hurriedly disappeared down the hole and Sarge looked over at Santa with a grin.

“Shame on you, Santa.  He probably doesn’t know we couldn’t move until all of us are locked in.”

Santa grunted a shallow laugh.  “Well, he’ll learn soon enough, won’t he?” 

“Want me to furl the mainmast and shorten the jib, Santa?”

“Huh?  Oh, sure, whatever.” 

And with that Santa leaned forward, cracked his whip over the antlers of the eager reindeer, Sarge eased back the launch throttle and like a rock flung from a slingshot the sled rocketed off, returned briefly to buzz the crowd and disappeared through the shimmering curtain of the Northern Lights….bearing due south.


Santa was on his way!

