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Chapter 1 Trouble Up North

It was the day before Christmas Eve in the Magic Kingdom at the North Pole. Santa opened his eyes with a start; something had woken him up. Silence, yes, that was it—complete and utter silence.

The production line should be in full swing. He should be able to hear it thrumming away in the background, but all was quiet. It was becoming a tradition. Every year on this same day, the line was shut down for some reason or other. He mentally slapped himself on the forehead. He should have seen it coming.

Santa knew who was behind it—that part-time seasonal elf and self-appointed shop steward, Bogweasel. He wondered what their demands would be this year before they went back to work. With an irritated sigh, he threw back the bed covers and jumped out of bed, waking up Mrs Claus in his hurry.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, propping herself up on her elbows.

“That blasted Bogweasel has managed to stop production again,” he raved.

“Now, now, calm down. Remember what the doctor said about your blood pressure, dear,” she said, trying to pacify him.

“Blood pressure! What does that quack know about blood pressure? He doesn’t have to ensure that all the kids in the world get their toys on Christmas Day. And he doesn’t have that rodent of an overgrown elf to put up with,” he exploded, his normally red cheeks turning purple with rage.

“There, there, have a nice cup of hot chocolate before you go; you’ll feel much better.” She hadn’t seen him like this for a long time.

“Chocolate! Good grief, how can I drink chocolate at a time like this, wife, if I don’t get that line going again? His Ultimateness is going to be down on me like a ton of bricks, and that’s something I can well do without.

“Remember last year? He had me standing outside his palace gates, ringing that doorbell for nigh on two hours before they saw me. I looked like a raspberry popsicle, despite having my best thermals on. And why? I’ll tell you why—that ugly little troll Bogweasel, that’s why.”

Mrs Claus’ forehead creased in puzzlement. “But we don’t employ trolls, do we?” she asked.

“No, but there’s a troll in his bloodline somewhere, I’m sure of it! You’ve just got to look at him to see he’s no regular elf! He probably spends his summers sitting under a bridge somewhere in Lapland, frightening little kids and threatening to eat them.”

Muttering and grumbling to himself, Santa quickly dressed in his red working overalls whilst his wife busied herself making him a cup of hot chocolate, just in case he found time before he left.

He managed a quick swallow, put down the mug a little too quickly and stormed out of the room, slamming the door behind him. She wiped up the spilt drink from the table top and wondered if they were not getting a little too old for all these problems.

The slamming door caused a small fall of ice crystals from the ceiling. Santa brushed them from his hair and whiskers with an irritated sweep of his hand. He stomped his way up the ice corridor, his footsteps ringing off the icy walls. This was just one small part of the maze of tunnels, rooms and vast spaces hewn out under the ice at the North Pole.

He would normally have admired the smooth, polished surfaces. Today, he just didn’t have time, nor did he feel in the mood. He took the next door on the left into the control room. Empty!

The banks of computers stood humming to themselves. Each swivel chair and console unoccupied; not one single elf working. The grotto’s nerve centre had been completely abandoned. The sight did nothing to improve his temper.

Santa spun on his heel and marched out of the room. Turning left, he headed for the main production room. Fifty yards further on, he turned left again and passed through the double doors into what should have been a hive of noise and activity.

Nothing moved; a complete shutdown of the plant. There was only one more place that they could be: the canteen. He continued up the corridor to the canteen doors and paused outside for a moment.

Shouting and chanting came from the other side. One particular chant drifted through to his ears: “No one works. No one works. Not until we get more perks.” He shook his head in despair.

In an effort to calm himself down, Santa took a couple of deep breaths and then flung the doors open. The place was packed to capacity with noisy elves waving placards. The hubbub of noise in the room died instantly. The doors crashed to a stop against the canteen walls. Bogweasel had timed this stunt to perfection. The troublesome elf had managed to get both shifts out at changeover time.

Santa’s eyes narrowed as he looked round for their leader, spotting him almost immediately. Bogweasel drew himself up to his full height, which, at 4 feet 6, wasn’t very tall, but he was at least 6 inches taller than any of the other elves in the room. Santa glared down at him with a feeling of loathing, taking in the wart-covered face, the missing teeth, the bent nose, and the sly crooked smile, more of a sneer really.

“Well!” he bellowed. “What’s wrong now?” His voice boomed round the large hall. The smaller elves shrank away from him. Others crept under the dining tables in an effort to get themselves away from his angry gaze. Santa was not a happy man, and they knew it was their fault.

Bogweasel stood his ground. “Err…well, it’s like this, Mr Claus, we’ve had a committee meeting and we’d like a review of our contracts. Oh, and we’d also like a satellite TV system in the rest rooms,” Bogweasel announced in a high-pitched nasal whine.

“What!” exclaimed Santa. “You’ve all signed your contracts for this season, and I expect you to honour them. As for the TV system, no. You’ve got a decent Hi-Fi system, which you’ve only had for two years. Anyway, we can’t afford it.”

“We only want a few concessions and the TV system,” the wheedling little voice went on.

Santa’s eyes narrowed still further. “What concessions?”

“Well, we’d like a party on Boxing Day, with trifle, mince pies, sausage rolls, and some beer. You know, a proper Christmas party. We’d also like holiday pay and paid sick leave,” Bogweasel prattled on.

“Elves don’t have holidays and elves don’t get sick,” Santa shot back at him.

“That’s not the point; it’s the principle here that’s at stake.” The elf continued to stand his ground.

“Principles! What do you know about principles? You haven’t got a principle in your twisted little body,” Santa growled at him. He regretted it as soon as he had said it.

Losing his temper was not going to get the problem solved. He desperately wanted to get his control centre and production line back working.

“Tut, tut, tut, sticks and stones,” went the elfin version of Quasimodo, sucking his teeth, or rather the one or two he had left.

Santa stood there, scratching his head for a few seconds. “I’ll tell you what I’ll do. No promises, mind. I’m not authorised to give you any of this, you know that. I’ll have to go and see the Ultimate Being. You all know how the system works. I’ll put your demands to him and see what he’s got to say. But you’ve got to promise you’ll go back to work whilst I’m away.”

He glanced round the room to see if he was getting any support from his workers. The atmosphere had changed slightly. Most of the home-made placards demanding ‘More Rights for Elves and Small People’ and the more personally insulting ones declaring ‘Santa is a Red’ had started to disappear out of sight.

The level of background conversation had increased. He had no quarrels with his full-time elves; they were easily led—too easily sometimes. It was just these disruptive seasonal workers sent by that employment agency, Rent-an-Elf, in Lapland that managed to get up his nose every year.

How that poisoned dwarf managed to get a job each year completely baffled him. He had spoken to the Ultimate Being on several occasions, and it had got him absolutely nowhere. Perhaps His Ultimateness knew and approved of this little troublemaker’s actions.

Corporate politics, bah, he thought. He was starting to lose faith in the system. He couldn’t trust anyone any more. Oh, how he longed for the old days.

“Well, do we have an agreement then?” he snapped at Bogweasel.

Bogweasel hesitated before replying and looked round. If he didn’t agree, the rest of the elves would soon start returning to their posts, and he would have lost control of the situation.

“Hmm…I think I can agree to that on behalf of the workers,” Bogweasel announced, then asked, “But how long will you be?”

“It’s going to take me at least an hour travelling time. I don’t know if I’ll have to wait to see him. He is busy at this time of the year, you know.”

Santa thought that if he was kept waiting two hours again, he might very well tell the Ultimate Being just what he could do with this job. At his age, he didn’t need the aggravation any more. It was getting worse each year.

“Fine, I’ll expect you back at 1 o’clock this afternoon. That gives you 4 hours and 10 minutes,” Bogweasel stated patronisingly.

“Right. Where’s Elfwick?” Santa boomed, looking round the room.

A small, friendly-looking elf nervously put his hand up. “Here, Santa.”

“Get down to that control room, tell the flight deck to get the Sky-sled ready. Then contact His Ultimatenesses’ staff and tell them I’m on my way, arriving about 9:30. Got that?”

“Yes, Sir,” replied Elfwick, rattling through the canteen doors.

“Rest of you, back to work,” he said, turning and following Elfwick through the doors. Trailing him, a herd of chattering elves trotted back to their workplaces. Swiftly, he returned to his flat.

Once inside, he shouted to his wife, “I’ve got to go down to the South Pole to meet His Ultimateness. With any luck, I should be back for lunch.”

He went into the bedroom and changed into his best uniform. It wouldn’t do to appear in his working clothes. Anyway, he thought, it would be warmer for the journey down there.

“Fine, fine, I’ll have it ready when you get back. It’s your favourite: seal stew,” she called back happily from the kitchen. He didn’t like to tell her that after hundreds of years of seal stews, they weren’t his favourite any more. What he would give for a Big Mac or a Whopper and fries, with perhaps a large Coke. Perhaps he ought to put in a few requests of his own.

As he closed the door, he just caught his wife’s voice telling him to be careful. He went straight to the lift, which would take him to where the flight deck was located. The lift stopped at the required floor, and the door slid open noiselessly.

As he stepped out, he was met by the duty fairy—Fairy Nuff, a new lad, not long up from training at the South Pole. They had four fairies on watch up there: Nuff, Lights, Snow and Buns. And because fairies knew a lot more about flying than elves, it was a natural choice to put them in charge of the airborne side of things.

“The Sky-sled is ready to go,” announced Nuff before Santa could ask.

“Good, I’m glad someone’s still working normally and not taking any notice of that troublemaker Bogweasel. Has he been up here at all? ’Cause if he has, I’ll have him.”

“No, we won’t have anything to do with him up here; he’s a little coarse for our liking,” replied the fairy.

“Oh, which way am I routed?” Santa enquired.

“We’ve put you over the Atlantic—just west of Europe and Africa for the outward trip. It’s dark there this time of day, so you shouldn’t be seen. The Sky-sled’s been programmed, and you should have no problems. Just make sure those southern fairies feed in the correct routing home, and you’ll be fine,” Nuff answered.

He led Santa through to the vast underground flight deck and runway, where the Sky-sled was parked. Santa walked into the flight deck. The sheer size of the place always amazed him. A huge underground tunnel over half a mile in length, with a perfectly flat landing surface.

Away in the distance, he could see the entrance. The runway surface sloped gently up to meet it. He could just make out a couple of twinkling stars against the black velvet background.

They walked carefully across the icy runway to where the Sky-sled was parked. Santa looked at it on its three runners or skis, arranged like a tricycle. It reminded him of a motorcycle and sidecar combination—finished in bright metallic red and white, with sparkling chrome accessories. Mrs Claus had insisted that it also had some sleigh bells, just so he felt at home.

The power came from two microjet engines. The control and navigation systems were all fully computerised. It was the ultimate in airborne technology. Any of the superpowers would pay a fortune for its secrets. He often used it for those trips south, but he still didn’t trust it—all power with no finesse. Mind, he did enjoy the buzz that it gave him.

Santa straddled the Sky-sled and settled himself down in the seat. He pushed the starter button. The twin jet engines whined into life. Meanwhile, he watched the computer go through a systems check on the small screen in front of the handlebars.

Once satisfied, he donned his crash helmet and fastened his lap-strap (in accordance with the elf and safety regulations issued last year by the South Pole directorate). He gripped the handlebars, then raised his hand to show he was ready.

Nuff pushed a button on the wall. The whole place lit up as the full lighting system came into operation. The ‘running rabbit’ strobe lights directed the way to the exit ramp and the dark sky beyond.

Santa switched the headlamps on and gently twisted the throttle. He steered the Sky-sled to the middle of the runway and lined up with the centre markings. He looked across at the fairy, who gave him the clear to launch signal.

Pulling his visor down, he opened the throttle fully and gripped the machine with his knees as it hurtled towards the black hole at the end of the runway. He braced himself as he hit the short ramp at the end and launched into the night sky. The jets were on full burn and left a brilliant sparkling trail of blue, orange, red and yellow behind him.

Ahead of him, the Pole Star gave him his first visual fix. He selected the systems to automatic on his control panel. The machine banked left and headed south into the cold, clear, star-studded sky. Looking back at the flight deck entrance was like gazing at a powerful searchlight shining into the sky.

The Sky-sled climbed like a rocket into the darkness, increasing speed all the time. Some five minutes later, he glanced to his left as he passed west of Norway and could see the lights from all the small fishing villages.

As he progressed further south, the cities and towns of Europe came into view. They were like gold and silver spiders on a jeweller’s black velvet display board. He knew all of them off by heart through his past travels every Christmas Eve.

He adjusted course slightly to avoid the London to New York Concorde, which he spotted climbing into the night sky from Heathrow. Unfortunately, he had to pass in front of it, and he cursed when he remembered that the pilots would probably lodge another UFO report.

He looked behind him at the tail of sparks and flames that spouted from the rear of his machine. If the pilots can’t see that lot, he thought, they shouldn’t be flying.

It would mean another black mark in his record book down at headquarters. With a bit of luck, they might just think he was a meteorite or falling star and dismiss the sighting. He mentally crossed his fingers, but realised that the way his luck was going that day, he was going to be caught out again.

Santa was soon past the United Kingdom and France, and approaching the entrance to the Mediterranean Sea at the Strait of Gibraltar. He noticed the reduction in the amount of lights as he flew past the aptly named Dark Continent of Africa.

Crossing the equator exactly 15 minutes after taking off, he started to think about getting the Sky-sled ready for the descent into the Antarctic Kingdom and the National Offices of the Ultimate System on Earth. PLC. (Or NOUSE, as it was known to its employees) life, he reflected, had been much more relaxed when he had been a small independent company. Now he was part of a multi-galactic conglomerate. Was this really progress?

So wrapped up in his thoughts, he didn’t see the South Africa to Rio Jumbo jet and passed far too close in front of it. The pilots must have seen him as the plane turned to take avoiding action.

Well, two in one run, he thought, smiling. That’s going to drop me right in it. Never mind, if they do take my licence off me, they’ll just have to provide me with my own driver for these trips. They wouldn’t like that extra expense.

Santa busied himself with his pre-landing checks, then started to look ahead for the airstrip, hoping that they would switch the landing lights on in time. It was easier to land at that time of year at the South Pole due to the place being in permanent daylight.

He’d had a few nasty incidents with the air traffic control services down there, especially during the dark summer nights. They were all contract workers who, if the truth be known, didn’t like working in the extreme cold and isolation.

The lights came on at 20 miles out as he descended through 25,000 feet. Concentrating on setting the sled up for a landing, he selected the air brakes out to slow him down and lowered his flaps to enable him to stabilise the sled. Turning off the automatic pilot, he settled back in his seat for a manual touchdown.

He smiled as he remembered the trips in the old, single-seat reindeer sleigh years ago. It had taken much longer, but at least he’d had someone to talk to, even if it had only been the reindeer.

The runway approached rapidly, and he eased the craft down onto the ice right at the touchdown point. It was a long runway, which meant that he wouldn’t have to use his braking parachute. He would be able to get away with just using his reverse thrusters. Selecting them, the sled started to slow rapidly in clouds of swirling snow and sparkling ice crystals.

Once the speed had reduced to a walking pace, he turned off the main runway and taxied to the slope leading down into the main hangar. As the sled entered the vast ice cave, the runway lights extinguished behind him. He was marshalled into a parking bay between half a dozen Skytaxis.

After bringing the sled to a halt, he turned the engines and systems off and wiped the ice and snow from his visor before removing his helmet. The hangar became silent once the jet engines had wound down.

Jumping off the machine, he stretched and stamped the ground with his feet to get a little circulation going. His thermals had just about been able to cope with the trip.

The duty fairy (south) approached and cocked his head, as if asking for instructions. The reversed baseball cap on his head looked a little ridiculous. Too much human influence, thought Santa.

“Fuel it up; pre-flight and re-route it, will you?” Santa asked as he started to walk towards the exit.

“Sure, no problem,” replied the fairy in an Australian accent, then hurried off to organise the necessary workforce.





Chapter 2 An Audience with the Ultimate Being

Santa left the hangar to discover a mini transporter similar to a golf cart waiting for him in the corridor. An elf sat behind the wheel.

“Hop in, Santa. I’ve been told to take you directly to the boss.”

“Hello, Norris. Don’t you mean His Ultimateness?” Santa hated that informality, which seemed to be creeping into the system.

“Oh, it’s not His Ultimateness anymore, it’s ‘Her’ Ultimateness now,” Norris stated, smiling. “Didn’t you know?” The smile grew broader as he realised that Santa hadn’t been told of the recent changes in the hierarchy.

“When did this happen? And why weren’t we informed up north?” Santa demanded crossly.

“Oh, two days ago, and I don’t know why you weren’t told. It’s got nothing to do with me; I’m only the driver,” retorted the elf, wishing now that he hadn’t been given this particular job.

Something was giving Santa the hump, and he hoped he wasn’t around when he did blow. The last time had evidently been a spectacular sight; he’d only heard about it.

It was when he had been refused diplomatic clearance to enter Russia one Christmas after the communists had taken over—1918 had not been a good year to be an elf, and this year looked as if it was going the same way. Somebody was going to pay.

They came up to the surface, and Norris carefully threaded his way around the black rocky outcrops that poked up through the sea of snow and ice.

“Can’t you go any faster?” grumbled Santa.

“Sorry, no. They’ve stuck us with a 10-mile-an-hour speed limit in the interests of road safety. They’ve also introduced the breathalyser. It’s really killed off the office parties round here,” Norris answered a little glumly.

Santa sighed. “It was much better years ago, when we used to have those endless sherry parties on Christmas Eve before we went out for the night’s work. It’s just too much change too quickly, if you ask me,” he confided in the elf.

Santa started to chuckle, and Norris looked across at him. “What’s so funny?” he asked.

“It was after one of those parties when you got your nickname. Norris the gnome—wasn’t it?”

“Yes, I got locked outside, and when they found me, I was frozen solid, just like a gnome in someone’s garden. Good grief, it was cold. Took two days before I had any feelings back in my body.”

Ten minutes later, they came to the palace approaches. Santa looked at the magnificent frontage carved from the rock and ice. Towers and minarets reached into the sky, and the company logo ‘NOUSE’ stood emblazoned across the front. The first two letters in the neon sign were not working properly.

As the letters flashed on and off, it made a bold statement of USE, NO USE to the rest of the world. Santa smiled. wondering if he should tell them when he got inside, but thought not; the sign said it all.

He thought the whole place a little grand when compared to his underground grotto in the north. It supposedly projected the corporate image that the company required in this day and age.

They halted at the edge of a crevasse just in front of the Palace to await the lowering of the drawbridge. It came down with a shuddering and squealing noise, then thumped into place.

Norris started to drive across, just as the portcullis commenced its screeching and rattling progress upwards. They swept under it, with an inch to spare, and into the courtyard. Santa ducked his head as the portcullis spikes passed close to his head.

They pulled up in front of the imposing carved wood double doors. Santa clambered out of the mini transporter, straightened his tunic and marched up to the front doors. He grabbed hold of the bell pull and gave it a good tug, fully expecting to hear the deep rumbling tones of the old cast bells which had been there for years.

He couldn’t believe his ears when he heard an electronic chime reciting the notes from We Wish You a Merry Christmas.

“Doesn’t anything stay the same?” he muttered to himself, shaking his head and raising his hands in despair.

The doors opened slowly with hardly a squeak, pulled apart by a couple of junior elves resplendent in uniforms of blue and gold. There to greet him, dressed in a smart black tailcoat and bow-tie, stood one of the two Palace managers, Groanin, a very senior elf.

Groanin’s twin brother, Moanin, was the other one. Santa had known them for years. In fact, Santa could remember when Moanin and Groanin used to be door slammers.

“Good morning, Santa. Please follow me. Her Ultimateness is expecting you,” Groanin said in his best posh voice.

“Good. Perhaps we can get this business over and done with, and I can get back to work.”

They made their way along the grand corridor towards the golden doors at the end. Santa looked around him at the walls and ceiling sculpted from rock and ice, giving a beautiful marbled effect. It was all highly polished and reflected the coloured lights in the massive chandeliers that hung down from the roof.

Flags, standards, shields, crossed spears and the rest of the paraphernalia of wars and battles long gone hung from the walls. Santa could remember every owner of each of those items from years gone by. His thoughts were interrupted by Groanin.

“Please, Santa, don’t get too pushy with this one. She’s not like the rest of them—bit of an Iron Maiden, if you know what I mean,” he confided. “Knows all her powers and rights and everything like, you know. She’s already had a cabinet reshuffle and moved a lot of her supporters into the plum posts on the advisory council.”

“Thanks,” said Santa, “I’ll keep it in mind, but what happened with the old one? He’d only had the job ten minutes.”

“Bit hush, hush, you know. Rumour has it that he was filtering some of the funds into a Swiss bank account. It’s all been kept in house, you know,” Groanin went on.

Santa didn’t, but was willing to hazard a guess. “What’s happened to him then?” Santa asked.

“He’s been shoved upstairs to the Omniscient Advisory Council,”

“What?” Santa exclaimed. “Talk about coming up smelling of roses. Doesn’t working with these politicians—day in, day out—drive you up the wall? It would be me.”

“I don’t think about it anymore. It’s a job, and what else could I do at my time of life? Anyway, I’ve only got another hundred years to go for my pension. It’s easier for you living and working at the other end of the globe,” Groanin answered.

“Not as easy as it was before they installed all those computers. It used to take them days just to get hold of me. Now they just have to flick a switch, and it’s do this, change that and get rid of the other. It’s a real pain, I’m just becoming a mouthpiece.

“I’m a public relations image, that’s all. The friendly, fatherly face to front a rapidly expanding and dynamic corporation. Well, it is if you believe that last publicity blurb they circulated.”

“Something to do with a new marketing strategy, I believe,” chipped in Groanin.

“Bah, we’ve never needed a marketing strategy or advertising before. We’ve increased production and distribution every year for the last 20 years, and with fewer staff. We were doing all right, until the arrival of all these college types and self-styled experts.”

They arrived at the golden doors, and two more uniformed elves opened them to admit Santa and the Palace manager to the Grand Hall.

“How long have they had these uniforms?” Santa enquired whilst admiring the blue and gold robes.

“Only the last couple of days. Part of the drive for a new corporate image, I believe,” Groanin answered.

“Well, I suppose they look better than those green and brown rags they used to run round in,” he admitted grudgingly.

They walked through the doors. Santa glanced round the hall. It was a magnificent place with a high vaulted ceiling and tall stained-glass windows. Each of them told the tale of the beginning of the universe. It was just like the inside of a cathedral. Huge crystal chandeliers hung down, spreading clear white light into every corner of the hall.

A highly polished white marble floor with inlaid brass banding reflected the chandelier’s light. Depicted on the floor in gold were the star systems of the whole galaxy. The whole décor gave a comforting feeling of power and influence to all those who sat in there.

Santa looked away towards the end of the hall. Sitting on a raised dais, Her Ultimateness and the full advisory council were arranged in a semi-circle. She sat in the centre with six on each side of her, making thirteen in all.

Not my lucky number, thought Santa. He could only recognise three of them. My, he thought, she’s been through this lot like a dose of salts.

He strolled across the huge hall, his footsteps echoing on the hard floor, until he stood in front of her. Looking slowly round at each individual council member, he saw that they all looked younger than the last council he had seen. It now included three women.

The men were all dressed in dark-grey pinstriped business suits. Gone were the multi-coloured robes and finery that their predecessors had worn for their council meetings. The females wore similar suits, but with skirts. They each had a clipboard or notepad on their knees. The corporate stamp was complete.

The grey men have arrived, Santa thought. This does not bode well. After a few moments, he turned to face Her Ultimateness. She was dressed in a peacock-blue two-piece, the only splash of colour on the dais. A black patent leather handbag, which matched her shoes, was on the floor next to her.

She had sharp facial features with thin, tight lips and cold-blue eyes, and her short black hair was held in place by a demi-wave. The normal etiquette to be followed by any visitor would
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