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A crisp, clear Christmas Monsterland night envelopedcthiandscape
outside the cavernous abode of PM* and Alabaster Egg$hatikling
and winking stars reflected off the permafrost with a hance that surreally
mimicked daylight. A dusting of snowflakes darted a féarydango before
settling on the walkway. Icicles dangled from the erteain stalactite
grandeur.

Inside the cave, Peppermint Paunch chewed on the stempipe and
pored over the papers on his protruding tummy, pondering itntegipages.
“No, no, no!” he protested. He puffed briefly, inhalirig (@e never lights the
pipe), then pouted, “This won’t do.”

Alabaster, nestled all snug on the sofa, flicked hiesillecked tail in
time to the Martha Argerich recording of Bartok’s Piaran€erto No. 3, the
notes dallying delightfully around the ornately ornameratied cranberried
Christmas tree in the corner. “Peppermint, the big dgdmio days away.
Christmas Critter Caterers must have a final menu taféat’'s wrong with
thislist?”

“I specifically asked that the strawberry-and-creantieam bestriated,
to match my markings. They've substituted low-cal frogemegranate yogurt!
| nevereat yogurt! Look! Where’s the triple fudge cake? The bmmsB The

*These Sagas document the daring doings of Purple Monster, known affection-
ately to one and all as PM, Santa’s lead sleigh puller and Norta Roibas-

sador. Turn now to the last two pages to discover synopses of tihaugre
pen-and-inkings. Or wait until you’ve finished glancing through tuis/s



almond clusters? What's a Christmas Monsterland eviémbut chocolate?”

Clyde EIf, perched on a phonebook at Al's computer, pipet just
checked the North Pole Net. There’s not a chip of clatear a can of cocoa
to be found in all of Christmas Monsterland. Everythifggsn bought up by
20 Christmas Monsters in a tiny border hamlet on the sillerof the North
Pole. Something about a Grand Super Snickle, whatevasthat

“It's SuperSnerklg” Alabaster sighed. “Clyde, you have been a frequent
guest of many Christmas Monsters over the—what, decadaffries?—how
old are you, anyway?—and you are still one naive pixiBuper Snerkle is
how Christmas Monsters beget little Christmas Monsiérs runup to the

SuperS on Christmas Day requires the ingestion of great

A guantities of chocolate and champagne by the hopeful
l.:,g Moms-to-Be.”

Clyde nodded understanding, but still
hadn't a clue. (He is indeed an innocent,
despite his one problematic prodigal elf
episode many years ago.)

Peppermint paced pensively. “If my de-
ductive skills still work,” he pursed his lips (he
is, you may recollect, a graduate of the Red Green
Detective School and Christmas Monsterland’s resi-
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dent Sherlock), “I must surmise that my order of chameagjalso in
jeopardy?”

“Ommmmmm,” emanated from a quiet figure lotus positidoefdre the
fireplace. “Ommm, ohhhhh, Pepperimint, not to worry,” D@arion chanted
softly. “Relicta and | will be happy to find the reqtéschocolate ice cream
and champagne when we head OUT THERE to ring thefbellse Salvation
Army. Relax. Breathe. Release your neck. Say no sidenFind your inner
Monster merriment. Your wedding—and the reception—wilpbgect!”

Wedding? Did he say wedding? Yes, Dear Reader, PeppermimthFgu
getting married.

“Thanks a bunch,” Peppermint bowed. “I didn’t know gettingtred
was so traumatic. I've been so stressed I've lospladf blab from my
blubber. How did you and PM get through this?” he asked Al.

“If you remember,” Al counseled, “we didn’t have a higdo. We just
screamed at each other, decided to get married, andanéal & the honors
Christmas Eve when PM and | got harnessed to pull #ghsINo reception,
no guest list, just ‘l do,” ‘I do,” and we did.”

“Same for Relicta and me,” said Dove, “since myepés certainly
wouldn’t have approved, given that they run the U.S. heatens of
SEGWAC"—the Society for the Elimination of Good Will aGthristmas—
“and I'm an ex-SEGWACian, not to mention that my wigen alien refugee
from an exploded planet. We eloped.”

Peppermint peered at the list again. “Half of Christmardtwland is
coming to this! You guys are great to help us plan oubcai®n. Carmine
and | are grateful.”

Yep, Peppermint Paunch is going to marry Carmine Poppyhdllroom-
dancing daughter of Pimento Poppy, the Christmas Moasteghild
psychologist.

“Where is Carmine, anyway?” asked Al, stretching ostidig
ermine neck to uncrunk a crick.

A log crackled then cracked, crashing off the andirons ¢
spurting a barrage of cinder sparks onto the hearth.

“She and PM BOING!ed to China to pick o

the perfect silk wedding bow,” Peppermint /(,

purred, referring to PM’s ability to transport
herself and anyone who touches her OUT
THERE and back UP HERE by visualizing h
destination and twitching her tail in a certain
way. “l can’t wait for my scarlet scamp to get
back.”

“Nor | for my heliotrope honey,” agreed

Al
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On cue (when isn’t she?), PM
BOING!ed into the cave, Carmine gripping S5 S)& Py

her magenta mane and clutching a gaily s e,
wrapped package. PM perambulated to Al & 'V q’«. Tz O

side to peck a pair of passionate kisses or (; ! —;1

her hubbie’s lips and nuzzle his neck. 9% )7)
“Halil, fellow wedding planners!” she 7V

hailed. /
“Mmm-mmm good. | taste chocolate

your lips,” Al grinned, savoring the remnar

of the candied kisses. “I heard there was ¢ \&

shortage.”

PM confessed. “After Carmine and |
sashayed out of Shanghai, | stopped by U.N. headquartmsdagain try to
get recognized as the North Pole Ambassador. No lucgin8e we were in the
neighborhood, we detoured to Chronicler’s hovel. Shewasking, or at a
concert, or something, and | nipped the Godivas in the ffid@géat can |
say? Sorry, Mom.)

“So, let’s see the bow,” Peppermint said to Carmiter their smooches.
Clyde just squeaked “Yuck” at these public displays of affacti

“Not until our wedding!” Carmine grinned.

A whirring roar reverberated across the cavettljrrg the chandelier.

“That’s my beloved,” Dove cried, and hurried outsidereegthe golden
spacecraft gyrating to a perfect landing on the driveRalicta (the extra-
terrestrial intergalactic traveler) and their almidstyear-old daughter, Crystal
Camellia, debarked and quivered their antennae in greeting.

“Pep, the Ice Pyramid is simply spotless for thepgon,” the ET IT
assured the detective, “and Santa’s letting us use thrghssteitransport
everyone from the North Pole Chapel to our place.dhekered five more bales
of hay for the reindeer. The elves are working overoméhe decorations, so |
think extra egg nog is in order.”

“Thanks,” dueted Peppermint and
Carmine with giggles.

A(Q\ After taking a reading from the
7% stars (then double-checking his
X watch), Peppermint called out, “It's
time to rehearse. The band must
sound its best for the big Night
Before the Night Before Christmas
Concert, which this year will be the
Night Before the Night Before
Christmas Concert Just Before Our
Wedding.”
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“Where are Lapis Snowflake and Geranium Amethyst?"aéBked,
inquiring after her and Al's almost-17-year-old twin pffg.

“Setting up the instruments at the C.M. Communitpt€g” Clyde
reported. “Rudy’s there, too, and Rosette. The Pauneheiie been
practicing their do-wops, with Flame and Alazarin teagtderanium the
moves. Lapis has been thumping the tam tams and tambourine.”

“He’s a chip off the ole Monster,” Al beamed withg®i “I've taught him
everything he knows. His rat-a-tat-tats and pa-rum-pa-pums are Watts-
worthy.”

“And Geranium’s mezzo is mesmerizingly melodic,” PM cotedewith
equal parental pride. “I've taught her how to projeda find the soul of the
song. | think she’ll be ready to audition for Santa next.y&#er all, | won the
sleigh-pulling contest on my 18th birthday.” (Consult the fdaga for
confirmation.)

The group loped across the tundra toward the shimmieanzon,
singing an improvised arrangement of “We Saw Three Shipge(ailing In.”
From the community center issued a warbled reply, ragulii a harmonic
convergence at the center door. That choral fan&ds§et when a louder
screech of brakes, the snort of two reindeer, and cigrigglls scattered the
group in all directions.

A brilliant painted sleigh stopped hard, almost toppling o@eit jumped
a green Christmas Monster with a ruby fur diamond sparklingeo forehead.
She ran to Peppermint Paunch and threw herself at him.

“Oh, Peppy,” she puffed, then pushed a lock of mane fromylest &vou
must help!”

“Emeralda?” Peppermint stuttered.

“Emeralda?!” Carmine choked from across the fieldenetshe’d
bounced when the sleigh careered in.

“Emeralda?” PM questioned. “What are you doing herefllyou I'd
coach you tomorrow in AINT NICK.”

Emeralda Olivine took in the

reassembled Crew. “I couldn’t wait /,
I've been driving the sleigh all da

to get here! There’s an ¢ 5 W’/'/
emergency!” - ) -7_7

“You could have ﬁ/}/y\ " 7 E
e-mailed,” Carmine l’)’ ; a'i fa
snhorted. “Or phoned. Or sent a ﬂ
telegram.”

Emeralda looked down. “I
didn’t know if you’d come—I didn’t
know if you'd believe me—or trust
me.”
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“I, for one, don't,” harrumphed Carmine.
“Me, neither,” echoed Clyde.

PM shushed the gang. “C’mon, Critters. Let’s go insitttgive Em a
chance to catch her breath.”

“What's she doing here?” Geranium said loudly. “Cdmepy on the
competition? Mom says I'll be ready to win next yeat&igh-pulling contest,
so when you get off probation and get to try again, looK out!

Lapis, fluffing his ultramarine mane, trailed after &alda, a moonstruck
gawk on his silvery countenance.

Emeralda sipped the hot apple cider that Alabaster pedff@eppermint
couldn’t take his eyes off the red diamond, and Carmine&sgtent punches to
his paw failed to break his gaze.

PM, ever cognizant of encroaching discord, took chargeefBiaa,
what’s going on?”

“It's obvious! She’s here to get Peppermint back,” Caenulurted.
“Well, he’s marryingme”

“No! I mean yes, | know he’s marrying you, and yesant him—"

Carmine yipped a woeful yelp.

“I want hisdetectiveskills,” Emeralda asserted. “Ember is missing!
You've got to find her.”

“Ember?” Peppermint queried.

“Ember?” Rudy echoed. “I just saw her in Siberia, wheniizr and |
visited our cousins.”

Relicta and Dove were totally confused. “Forgive myeigmorance,”
Relicta said, “but who's Ember?”

“The Russian Firebird!” Emeralda explained. “As you knbm,a scene
artist for Santa’s sleighs. Ember was posing for atjpay I'm working on.
She’s been flying to the border of Christmas Monsterlance a week and
hovering near the Invisible Protective Shield wiigiketch her. She was
supposed to be there this morning, but when | arrived, d spgolden apple in
a puddle on the ground, but no Ember. | know somethingipédreed to her!
She’s always so reliable, and sha&lerleave an apple behind!”

Peppermint was fiddling with the flaps of his hat. “I suspe . a plot,”
he said ominously. “No time to waste. | must exantiteescene of the
disappearance.”

Carmine glared at Peppermint, then at Emeralda, “Albait the
wedding?” she cried. “Let Al or PM or Relicta find this. whatever it is!”

Peppermint finally acknowledged her. “It's my job, lamby-@ani he
blushed.

“But the Firebird’s not even a Christmas Charact@afmine pointed out.
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“She is now, since she’s in the Saga,” PM said ait#tioely. “And that
means we must consider the parable of the lost latah,etc. We can't rest
until we find the missing one.”

“Then I'm going, too!” stomped Carmine.

PM shook her mane in the negative. “Nope. You're nebdegl to get
ready for the concert and the wedding. I'll go with Peppetiannd Emeralda.
We'll teletransport to the scene, assess the sityaind determine what needs
to be done,” she commanded. (She is very managerial siteeneeds to be—
and can be militaristically so when barking orders.)

“I'll go, too. Cousin Paunch has been tutoring me fisgpurred with
pride to Emeralda. “I'm almost his apprentice. | passaedmifying Glass 101
with an A+.”

“Oh, gross,” Geranium said, rolling her eyes. “Pujgwe in a Christmas
Monster isso . .. so. .. nerdy!”

PM shushed her daughter. “O.K., Lapis, you can come,tat her son.
“Clyde, you and Rudy take Dander and Xander and the leéghgo the North
Pole and dispatch inquiries to the reindeer near thaehdr

Rudy nodded a red arc of agreement.
“I'll do research on this end,” Al contributed.

Dove conferred with Relicta. “We’ll leave now for Gam. We have to
make our annual trek to my parents’ anyway, so we leaokcin to see if this
could be a SEGWACian plot.”

After PM, Peppermint, Lapis, and Emeralda teletranspaiey,
Carmine stood in shock, tears flowing down her cheeks.digin’'t even
k-k-k-iss me g-g-goodbye,” she whinnied.

Rosette and Geranium comforted her. “I don’t know véhafs got that
mesmerizes the males,” Rosette declared. “She mgysate, paint, and
dance better than any Christmas Monster besides PMhédid try to ruin
Christmas two years ago.”

“Don’t be catty C.M.’s,” Alabaster counseled. “Remizer, we forgave
her.”

“Yes, but we certainly didn’t forget!”
Geranium stomped.

“Carmine, trust
Peppermint,” Al advised. “He

loves you.” Z

“C’'mon,” Geranium

tugged at Carmine. “You [\A’/‘,
promised to teach me that %k 2
lift you saw Dr. Arké do at 4\§
the Ohio Star Ball
competition.”




he Firebird has inspired several legends since shérataspotted cen-

turies ago in medieval Russia. One story reports thatgvan girl named
Maryushka lived in a small village. She created stunnindgsvof embroidery
that were coveted far and wide, but her artistry wamportant to her that she
would sell her creations only to those who would treatiuem. An evil
sorcerer heard about the young woman and wanted tdhkaveork, and her,
only for himself. He promised her gold and jewels and liesubut she desired
none of those “things,” wanting only to live in herage with her family and
friends. The sorcerer, enraged, turned her into théiFikahen transformed
himself into a black falcon to capture her and take hayaho avoid him, she
shed her plumage and died. This story doesn’t have a very éaging, so
most people choose not to believe it.

Another legend, portrayed in exquisitely detailed mim@&paintings on
lacquer boxes from Mstera and Palekh, casts the Fireb&rdupporting role in
a Russian version dbseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamdcoathis
tale, a tsar is upset because a Firebird keeps raidirfgudrite apple tree for
golden apples. He tells his three sons to catch the ceedhe first two sons
fail, but lvan Tsarevich, the youngest, manages to sneak thpe Firebird and
grab her tail, but he captures only one sunshiny tathés. lvan’s dad wants the
whole bird, so Ivan goes on all sorts of adventuresiwng a gray wolf and a
princess, a golden-maned horse, and journeys to distamiokirsg The upshot
is, lvan ends up with the Firebird, the horse, and tmegss, but his brothers
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steal his treasures when he gets near home and |leawvéohdead. Ivan is
rescued, but by the wolf, not by the Firebird. Ivan gfesprincess, and last we
hear in this version, the Firebird’s in a cage, eatipgles.

The most popular Firebird myth is the one commemdriatéallet.
Michel Fokine choreographed a version in 1910. George Hailam
choreographed his interpretation in 1949 (with Maria higfcas the Firebird),
and then revised it in 1970 (Gelsey Kirkland this timdyiag choreography
by Jerome Robbins, with settings and costume design by Gtezagall. The
libretto for Igor Stravinsky's haunting and pounding sctetails a mysterious
kingdom into which Prince Ivan wanders. He finds himselfforest and is
almost blinded by a bright amber light flitting around hiwan hides so he can
watch the Firebird, then reveals himself and catches3her struggles against
him, then regains her freedom by giving him a magidfraand promising to
aid him if he waves it. lvan then encounters ten preeebeld captive by
Kastchei, the evil sorcerer, and after a
bit of romance with one of the
princesses, he wages a fierce battle
with the sorcerer and his grotesque
minions and is almost defeated. But
remembers the feather. He waves it,
the Firebird flies to the rescue and
smites the bad guys, and Ivan and tt
princess live happily ever after. We'r
not told what happens to the Firebirc
after that, but one can imagine she’s
still flying about looking for apples
and savoring her freedom.

A descendant of one of these
mythical Firebirds was now missing,
and it was to find her that PM et al.
BOING!ed to a glacier plateau on the
edge of Christmas Monsterland, above
the village of AINT NICK @rctic IsleNear thelTundra,Not In any wayClose
to Kalamazoo), the hometown of Emeralda and the artistscvdate SAINT
NICK sleighs.

AINT NICK is on the remotest outskirts of Christmasmdterland (the
closest identifiable land masses within metaphoricétisgidistance are
Siberia and Lapland). Like the North Pole and the re€thoistmas
Monsterland, it is protected against SEGWAC'’s despécabd dastardly
attacks by the North Pole’s Invisible Protective Shighe only ways to get
past the shield to go OUT THERE, or to come UP HER&(Hrto fly in one
of Santa’s magical sleighs, (2) to teletransport with @Mith her two teen
twins, or (3) to fly in Relicta’s midasmetal spacgshi

Peppermint and Lapis paced the inner edge of thed&aghing for clues.
“This is where | was sitting when | last saw Embé&mieralda pointed
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(il
out a large rock with an easel and a sketchpad stillisgod it. “Since she
couldn’t come UP HERE, and | couldn’t go OUT THERE withaubt of
bureaucratic paperwork because of my probation, this wdasettevay for me to

draw her. She’d hover out there and we’d chitchat wisletched. I'd show her
the drawings, and she’d make little suggestions.”

Peppermint asked PM to BOING! them OUT THERE, to examinere
Ember had last been seen, and she complied.

Peppermint poked the ground, Lapis sniffing the trail khim. “Hmm,”
the elder detective said. “Look—here. The ice hasntpeassion of a spaceship.
And up there—the trees are scorched.”

“Do you think those spaceship impressions could be freonyears ago
when Lucifer Trinode and the Carrions tried to luretmkure Santa so they
could capture him?” Emeralda asked, with a blush of emIisanexs.

Peppermint winced at the unwelcome memory (checBoak 23if you
want reminding). “No, these markings are fresh, and theffioes . . .”

“Are like Relicta’s!” Lapis eurekaed. “But bigger!”

“Oh, no!” cried PM. “Those are Lucifer’s footprints! &' to Ember if he’s
zapped and captured her.”

“Take us back to Al's lab,” the gumshoe ordered. “Ilblyze these
samples. But | intuit the answer lies much farther OUERH.”
* % %

elicta and Dove, with Crystal Camellia between theiding a foil-
wrapped box, pressed “Down” on the Trumpcard Tower elevative
had had to scour the Hell to Pay Bar & Grill to extralere his family was now
ensconced. A year previous, the U.S. head of SEGW#AIhs ghouls had had
to relocate to the Bowery, shamed by Osama bin Ladap&rier nefariousness
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and thus out of favor, and out of
money. But over the last 12
months, Viper's prestige, and
bank accounts, had been restore
for he had increased his munitio
exports exponentially, profitably
insider traded, and his propagan
wing had successfully turned all
public attention away from the
struggles against domestic
enemies like hunger,
homelessness, poverty,
unemployment, and civil rights
abuse to a focus on the “axis of
evil” and other less definable
threats. To reach its desired nac
SEGWAC effectively equated ar
opposition to killing and the destruction of liberty witttk of patriotism. The
two “L” words that are anathema to SEGWAC were vitlfte such a degree
that the November elections, aided by SEGWACPAC sofiey, had brought
SEGWACian candidates into office and Viper back into posh cumdggs in
the bowels of Fifth Avenue.

The elevator disgorged the trio in a sub-sub-sub-sublesgeirhe
clanking steam pipes provided a cacophonous accompanimémeifor
macabre march into the deepening shadows. The slusapaigesewage in an
adjacent main could not drown out the rustle of unseemystg vermin.

Dove's flashlight illuminated the path of oozing slimadang to a
fungus-coated portcullis. Dove tugged on the chain to raisgetiee

“I may be an ex-SEGWACian,” he murmured, “but thesgisething
about the sounds and smells of my youth that evokes assiaigia for home.
Dad and Mom must be so satisfied to be uptown again.”

Relicta just held her nose. Crystal tossed a cookimls to a begging
rodent.

A rusted scythe was hung over the Carrion
portal with care. Knock. Knock. Knock. (More like:
KA-thud. KA-Thud. Ka-THUD.)

The door creaked open a sliver to reveal
Dove’s doppelgénger, his twin brother, Parasite,
bedecked in a garish icterine smoking jacket.

“Vulture!” Parasite snarled, employing Dove’s
birth name. “Don’t you ever give up?”

Relicta waved hello. “Brother-in-law, you

know we can't—or won't. Although we struggle for
different causes, we are family. May we come in?”
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Crystal's antennae quivered in expectation. The visitetgaternal
grandparents were always an adventure.

Parasite slithered a retreat and the door groaned.idéle, Relicta
complimented the new cobweb curtains, torture rack, mmd\aiden. The
fetid air was exceedingly sweltering. Relicta wiped sveffther brow.

“S-s-s-well digs-s-s-s-s, huh?” Parasite hissed. “Nkad such pos-s-sh
real es-s-s-state when we were growing up. Greattoeat;right under the
boiler. As close to Hades-s-s as-s-s we can get, withaiually going there!”

As if summoned, a colossal Cerberus descendant traited welcome
the relatives. “New pet,” Parasite explained as Daveggted to extract his
foot from one of the three sets of fang-endowed jaws.

“How's Lucretia,” Relicta asked, following down
& ¥ the endless hallway, dodging the drips of gooey gunk.
*z “Mother’s-s-s in the parlor, holding a board meeting
with the V.P.’s-s-s energy advisers-s-s. Top s-s-secret
> Let 'em try to s-s-subpoena her! S-s-she’ll be s-se®s
J)/ % & % %\% s-s-sorry s-s-she mis-s-s-sed you!”

V Parasite banged on a door, then burst into the office.

“Hey, old man, look who’s-s-s-s darkening our dungeon
again!”

Viper Carrion, in a dingy robe reeking of mildew,
scowled from behind the sarcophagus that served as his
desk. “Bah! Unless-s-s-s you’ve come to tell me that
whis-s-skered N.P. idiot is taking the year off, get out!”

“Pop,” said Dove, “it's our annual attempt at recontiia. How've ya
been?”

“How's-s s it look like I've been? In the pits-s-stise trading pits-s-s-s,
where I've cleaned up on all the corporate s-s-s-shgams that went on this
year. The tax cut’s-s-s been great—for us and ousadhg!”

Anaconda Adder’s voice spat venomously through the intertdiper,
Luc-c-cifer’s on Line 2.”

“His-s-s-s. Tell him I'll call right back. There ases-spies in here!”

“Where is Trinode?” Relicta blurted out, then regitier overt curiosity.

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Viper snarled. “Hmm, | thinjou would!
In an undis-s-sclos-s-sed location. Lot of that going
around. Os-s-sama. Mullah Omar. Cheney. And
every other weekend, the Big A’s-s-s mayor!”

“Crystal,” Dove urged his daughter, “give
grandpa his Christmas present.” .

Viper and Parasite howled. “How dare you
curs-s-se in our house! But come here, young’un!”

&
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Viper beckoned, curling his gnarled index claw at th&lchi

Crystal crept to the desk and gently handed the gift tdghizen. “It's an
autographed photograph of Trent Lott, with a hand-caltigred transcript of his
Strom Thurmond birthday tribute,” she announced.

Viper was overwhelmed. “How thoughtful! There’s-s-s potéimigou,
child!”

Crystal smiled angelically. “Oh, Daddy says we shoule giits that the
recipient will "

“What have you been teaching her?” Viper screamed. ‘iayeu taught
her never to use the L-word in my pres-s-sence?”

“He said presents, Daddy,” chirped Crystal delightedly.

“Out! Out! Out!” Viper whistled for Cerberus, who chasedttieto the
exit.

“That went well, don't you think,” gasped Dove when the¢hwere safely
back in the elevator.
* % %

ove called Al from the street. “No sign of Ember, b fitace was stifling.
Parasite stuttered it was because they're under the,baut since heat
rises, | think the Firebird may have been there. Bither Relicta nor Crystal
picked up any strange vibrations, other than the usual oastymy folks emit.
And Lucifer’s back, for sure. | bet Dad’s on the haith him now. We're
heading to the Salvation Army. Call if you need us.”
* % %

| ucifer Trinode was losing what little patience he (et the evil alien has
very, very little).

“Listen up, you pathetic paragon of pyrotechnic poultkhow you under-
stand me.” He passed a golden apple through the barsrafdaemetal cage.

The feathered prisoner just stared at her captorswiitful eyes and spit an
apple seed, bonking his bald head.

Trinode’s third antenna was vibrating overtime. “Wardthar pop of my
isolator ray? Let’s go over the legend one more timaptwe you—done. | put
you in a cage—done. | feed you golden apples—Golden Deliciddsrgo
apples—done. You plead for your releasest-doné You give me a magic
feather—not done You promise to do whatever | want if | release youwoT
DONE”

Splat. Another golden apple seed between the eyes.

“Get with the program!” Lucifer raged. “Not much timetil Xmas Day.
Whether you like it or not, you are going to be my weagfamass destruction.
Together, wewill stop that aged crimson-garbed goliath from circumnavigating
the planet that | am about to wreak havoc on with atbsdrvile machinations.”

Splat. Splat. Spit. The triple barrage of seeds waswelll by a very vocal



and belligerent burp.

Lucifer flipped open
his cellular.

“Viper, get the heck
up here right now! Your
plan isn’t working. Our
captive is a loony bird, a
dodo bhird. You swore this
would work.”

* % %

eppermint tapped th

keyboard and clicke
the mouse, checking the
weather on the World
Wide Web. Carmine peered over his shoulder. The rese@ang was
holding a video conference via the North Pole Net. “€lae heat waves in
Havana, Crawford, and D.C.,” Peppermint announced. “Butameattribute
those to normal hot air. . . . Hmmm. . . . Waitiaute. There’s an island of
teeming temperature at the Central Park Zoo.”

Clyde chimed in. “oh-Ho! oh-Ho! | just talked to Get#&biraffe at the
Bronx Zoo. He’s heard rumors rumbling up to his boroughttireManhattan
polar bears are inviting the sea lions over to theiv hot tub.”

“That’s where they're holding her!” Peppermint determimettiumph.

“I'll go after her,” PM declared. “I'll BOING! in thee, introduce myself,
and BOING! us out.”

Alabaster shook his mane. “No, you'll be burned. Iflileat doesn’t get
you, Trinode’s isolator ray will. Remember, you areddP HERE, but can be
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hurt OUT THERE!"
Rz, (Sorry, better spout
; ' more exposition: Lucifer

. can dispense an isolator ri
from his third antenna. It's b
probably the most
dangerous weapon ever
invented. One zap and
you're surrounded by a
thick film of darkness. You can see only those |
yourself—all others are the enemy. Two zaps &
you feel you're alone in the universe, that no or
cares, that there’s no hope, no connection. Thr
zaps and empathy is nonexistent, depression
reigns, and the only thing to do is take as much
you can, any way you can, because nothing
matters in the end. Despair drives those zappe:
thrice to vile, violent deeds.)

“I'll go,” Relicta volunteered remotely from
her terminal at Salvation Army Headquarters. “|
in town already. I'll wear my midasmetal space:
and fly her up to the North Pole in my ship. If
Lucifer survived a flight with her, so can . After,alle are similar species.”

Dove objected. “No, I'll go. My folks are behind this. Dag Relicta,
you don’t dare risk it, not in your condition.”

“Did you know, PM?” Al asked.

“No! Congratulations!” PM congratulated.

“I should have suspected,” Peppermint said. “Guess I've Oistracted.”

(A pending marriaganda pending birth? What more surprises await us?)

“It's up to me, then,” PM insisted. “I'll risk it.”

“We'll all go,” concluded Alabaster, despite his avensio zoos (see
Book 4 in which Al was mistaken for an Alpaca? and impresbin the San
Diego Z00).

Relicta had a suggestion. “PM, we can put you in the spidedhen
Ember can't torch you.”

“But she’s got to touch my fur, and | have to be ablevitch my taill”

PM objected.

“I'll open a seam at the back for your tail and a windo the helmet for
a clump of your mane. If you teletransport fast, yoousthmake it to the North
Pole before too much damage is done. | hope.”

“So do I,” echoed PM.
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“And what is Christmas without hope?” a voice calledfoarh a
computer speaker.

“Santa! Glad you could join us!” PM hallooed to the piddlaage.

“Good luck,” he chuckled. “Can’t wait to meet Ember. Briveg straight
to the workshop!” He signed off.

“Glad he believes we’ll succeed,” Carmine smiled.

“If hedoesn’t have faith, who does?” PM affirmed.

“Carmine, what do you meawe? | assume you're using the editorial
we?” Peppermint interjected.

“I’'m going, Pep. You might need my help!” Carmine dedfare

“No, no, no. It's too dangerous. It's elementary, aepr Poppykins.
OUT THERE is treacherous for Christmas Critters. Simaller the group, the
better.”

“But I'm going,” Lapis insisted.

“And I'm going!” parroted Geranium. “You might need an egesrcy
evacuation, and Lapis can’t teletransport without me!”

“Not yet,” Lapis smirked. “But I'm practicing!”

Al and PM shared a worried look. “O.K., but no recklesks.”

Rudy piped in. “I should go. You'll need my nightlight.”

“I'll be in attendance, too,” Emeralda stated. “Emkeows me. She
trusts me.”

Peppermint nodded and patted Emeralda’s paw. “I'll firrcbinel rescue
her, | promise.”

Carmine shed more lonely tears at their departure.
* % %

here were dastardly demons skulking in the sullen shadwweaching

on the Fifth Avenue entrance to the zoo. The easyimg air was algid,
and the few pedestrians on Central Park East scuttledgtioyheir heads
lowered against the wind, their faces buried in scam@sd tight round
pulled-up collars.

Relicta parked her spaceship behind the restorattiratvthe Frick
Museum. She instructed Crystal to wait inside the dfadty she and Dove
joined Al, Peppermint, Rudy, Emeralda, Lapis, and Geranivm, were
waiting in the courtyard.

“Where’'s PM?” asked Dove.
BOING! “Sorry,” PM puffed, “l used the few minutes untdu got here

to pop in to peruse Bruegel's smaliree Soldiersind view Vermeer’s
Mistress and Maidl still haven't decided what'’s in the lady’s letter.”

The trees at the base of the steps into the zos etexttering with the
chirpings of gaggles of frequent flyers nesting for the mighdy tweeted up a
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greeting to the yellow-bellied sapsuckers, brown creeperaralina wrens
he spotted with his red light (remember, in two past Shgasmagined
himself a duck—specifically, a dabbling duck, a mallard—so wiptibe
can speak sapsucker?).

With a “coo, coo, coo,” Penelope Pigeon perched on PMisgscis.

“Friend, thanks for scouting things out for us,” PM greetéthat have
you found out?”

“There are multiple malevolent SEGWACian malefactoedingering in
the park. There’s an unusual lumination behind the penglacgaand a
distinct thermal aberration. A spaceship’s anchorelonkey Island, and
Morris the Snow Monkey is not at all happy about thatye tell you. He's
been pelting it with banana peels.”

The gang silently scampered over the entrance gatesSE®YWACians
were swiftly dispatched to sugarplum dreamworld by precesietned karate
chops from Lapis and Geranium.

They crept right along the path, scooting into umbra vthey sensed a
slithering SEGWACian. Finally they neared the bearAiwhiff of putrid air
stung the Monsters’ sensitive nostrils. They crepiougspy Trinode, Viper,
and Parasite silhouetted in front of the radiant den.

There was a heated (literally and figuratively) argatrin progress.

“Viper, just fix it,” Trinode was insisting.

“What did you do to her? S-s-she was fine wivernad her,” Viper
sneered.

“I took her up to the sun, where you insisted she’dstyenger. | fed her
golden apples. | even sang Stravinsky to her. Did thdteyetff her quivering
quills? Nooooooo. So | brought her here.”

“Then why is-s-s s-s-she jus-s-st lying there?” ddRarasite derisively.
“Why in blazes-s-s is-s-s her finery flopping?”

Lucifer’s side antennae were emitting a foul stench, anddlestor
antenna was gyrating ominously.

“Watch it, Tri!” cautioned Viper. “If you z-z-zap mélllbe no us-s-se to
you. Z-z-zap that s-s-simmering
s-s-simpering peacock again, s-s-s-h
be no us-s-se tas-s-s-s-9!

“She’s no use now! Fix it!”

Trinode commanded and stomped
away to his ship.

PM and Al padded nonsonantly
closer to the den. Peppermint
approached from the other side,
Emeralda clutching his tail. (
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A loud splash from the polar bear pool broke the silence

“Ooooeeeeee! Paula, c’'mon in! Better enjoy the hot &fibrb the water
cools.”

A burst of steam rose overhead, and PM glimpsed Paul Ridgaying
in the pool, his head luxuriating against a rock, aioumad paw toasting a
tankard of lemon fizz.

The noise drew Viper and Parasite away from thealghthe four older
stealth Christmas Monsters snuck in while Lapis, Gerarama Rudy kept
guard.

The SEGWACians’ dismay had not been unfounded. Emiznmed
inside a midasmetal cage in the polar den, was fadihg3aklen apple seeds
crackled underfoot as the Christmas Monsters tiptoedsithe concrete.

“Shhh!!” shushed Peppermint.
“Shhhhh!” shushed back PM.

Al examined the lock on the cage. Peppermint
lumbered over, magnifying glass in paw. “A
SEGWACian XXXNOXMAS lock,” he whispered.
“No problem.” He withdrew a candy-cane skeleton
key and swiftly tickled the tumblers until the door
swung open.

Despite her weakened state, Ember was still
emitting parching heat. Emeralda knelt as closead-itebird as she could.
“Ember, it's Emeralda. We're going to get you out of hatas is my friend
PM. I told you about her. She’ll take you to the NorthePdll join you soon.”

“0.K.,” sighed PM with an indrawn breath. She flicked ta&l through
the midasmetal suit in a test run. “It's time.” Shatbever Ember. “Use one of
your talons to grab my
mane.”

Ember reached out
weakly and clasped a lock o
fuschia fur protruding from
the helmet. Sizzle. The
unmistakable odor of burnt
hair. “Ouch! Oh, that smarts
A twitch of that magnificent
magenta tail. BOING!

The cage was empty.
The temperature plummetec

The paddling polar bea
shrieked, “Why the cold
shower, Paula?”

Lapis whistled a
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warning.

Furtive and furry footsteps. ﬁ &
SEGWACian curses. Christmas
Monster equivalents. Fleeing

good guys. Pursuing bad guys.
Geranium sang out, “Now!” k N

From the penguin palace rang A'
forth, “She Loooovvvveees You, &

D
D

>

W
Ya, Ya, Ya” in Antarctic har- ﬁ ﬁ 'A ‘A
mony. The SEGWACians roare(
Trinode’s wail erupted across th
park. The seals clapped and the
Rodriguez fruit Fledermaus dive TN/ v
bombed appreciation.

Lapis and Geranium linked tails with Al and Rudy and tatetported
out. The rest of the gang hightailed to Relicta’s golderancbswirled and
twirled up, up, and away.

* % %

M and Ember crash landed in the icicle garden outside&aSaront door.
PM punched her sizzling head into the nearest snowball.

“Ouch! Get away from me!”
“Sorry, Frosty. Didn’t see it was you.”

Mrs. Claus ran out, peered at the Firebird melting thrdhg ice, and
called, “Elvira, bring the oven mitts!”

Lapis and Geranium BOING!ed in with Al and Rudy, then &el&
crew landed nearby.

Dr. Arké fox-trotted over, stethoscope slung round leeknWith her
paws in the oven mitts, she examined Ember, whilaiBlbed soothing cocoa
butter and aloe balm on PM’s smoking pate.

Santa stuck his head
out the door. “Well, Ms.
Ember, where are we
going to put you?
You're turning the
North Pole into Hot
Springs.”

Ember feebly
blinked her adynamic
eyes.

“Don’t dump her
in the hay,” Clyde
warned. “It would break
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every North Pole fire code in the books.”
“Maybe in one of the sleighs?” Mrs. C offered.
Peppermint negated that suggestion. “She’ll melt the laqrpietings.”

Santa ducked back in the house and re-emerged in full Chsistde
regalia. “Let me take a look at you, Ember.”

PM cried, “No, Santa, don't touch her! She’ll burn ybook at what
happened to my fur!” (There indeed was a mangy charred h@eevence a
hunk of gorgeous wavy grape mane had grown.)

Santa laughed, jiggling jellylike. “I'll be fine! Arehl the one who crawls
down hot chimneys into roaring fires? My boots, suit, cggves, and beard
have been fireproofed! That's a thought, though. Clydsh gy extra suit from
the closet. | keep a spare, in case the cleaner gatedelWe’'ll make a futon
for the Firebird out of it. But I'm afraid she castay here much longer.
Ember’s diatheramancy is warping the iceblock foundatadrthe workshop.
Soon my elfin helpers will have to tap out the toys anugse ship.”

Rudy slid over an antique metal sled. “I found this in tbeesoom, Santa.
Put her on it, and I'll pull her farther from the wohlag so Dr. Arké can
continue her examination.”

Santa gently lifted Ember, wrapped in the backup suit, thetsled. Rudy
and Blitzen tugged and tugged away, the Christmas Crew talggfrigd.

Ember was very, very weak. Dr. Arké prescribed pits and hetastarch.
“I think she may have heartburn from all those golden appthe diagnosed.
“The pine nuts will provide protein.”

The prescriptions filled, and slowly consumed, Embekgzbup a bit.

Al was conferring with Dr. Arké. “Ember could be lagenix. Maybe
she’s reached the end of her 500-year life and has to bwmsipe can arise
from the ashes. I'll bet that’'s why Trinode wanted Remember, in the Harry
Potter stories, two of the most powerful wands have phdeatkers.”

Ember furiously shook her avianic head. “Phoenix?” gluttared sotto
voce. “Do | look like a suicidal Arabian turkey? Or 500rgeald? I've got only
one life to live. Harrumph. | no more resemble agriwthan a Christmas
Monster looks like an Alpaca.” Al grimaced.

Emeralda grinned. “You can speak again! Are you better?”

“Christmas . . . Star!” Ember whispered, her strengthireg once more.

The ground under the group’s feet was getting soggysimaan was
rapidly obliterating the sky.

“Christmas Star?” asked Peppermint. “Do you get your stieingtn the
Christmas Star?”

Ember nodded, then passed out.

“How'd you know that, Peppermint?” Emeralda purred. “Yosoe
smart.”
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“We overheard Trinode telling Viper that he’'d
taken Ember in the spaceship to the sun, but she’'d
not gotten any stronger. So | deduced, when she
just croaked ‘Christmas . . . Star,’ that that's what

she needs.”

PM looked up. There was no longer any visible
sky, and thus no visible stars. “As long as she’aturg
steam, the starlight will never reach her. What t&'do

“Let’s take her to the Ice Pyramid,” Relicta suggested.
“Remember, that's where the Magic Garden of the
Christmas Star appeared some years back. The Star wfitimesmusual
intensity over the Pyramid.”

“I have healing crystals at home we can try,” offered® “We’'ll meet
you there!” He took off with Relicta and Crystal.

In a flurry of movement, with Rudy lighting the way tbgh the now
murky fog and with the somber measures of the Allegrativement of
Beethoven’'s Seventh Symphony blaring from Lapis’s pcetalid player, the
Christmas Crew tugged and pulled and worried the old methbgaring the
weakening Firebird toward the border dwelling where Do Relicta reside
many months each year. They increased their spebe &eventh’s Presto
movement metronomed a galloping, skipping, prancing pace.

Carmine was decking the hall of the Ice Pyramid withertorsel for the
reception when she harkened to the whoosh of the sled addidigro
con brio of the Beethoven. Taking two seconds tngeder bow, she
gallumphed outside to discover Rudy and Blitzen, Al and &, Peppermint
and Emeralda harnessed side by side, pulling the now tabmositose plumed
personage (birdonage?).

“Carmine, clear a space inside for Ember,” Emeratdared.

“Excuse me? Did | hear a please? Who are you to—"

“Carmine, don’t argue. Just do it!” Peppermint barked.

“Peppermint, how could you!” Carmine bawled.

PM growled. (She sometimes does that when she’sdtadfror
infuriated. Don’t know which she was here. At angrahe did growl. And
turned a livid lavender.)
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“None of that!Pleaseclear a space for our guest. She needs our help.”

Carmine, chastened, ran inside and quickly pushed thesamavedding
cake to one side of the pyramid and the swan ice sculgttine other. The
group portaged the Firebird on Santa’s suit, settingrhiérel pyramid’s center.
Dove distributed his healing crystals around Ember. “Qperskylight,” he
told Crystal, who vibrated her antennae to activaeentechanism.

As the roof of the pyramid slid open, the sky came vew, dotted with
dazzling, blazing stars.

Al consulted his astronomical chart (he just thigysaned a doctorate in
star gazing). “The Christmas Star should appear diregdyhead in four
minutes!”

The group patted their paws, tapped their toes, twiddeddhtennae,
checked their pocketwatches, and Ommmmmed, peering up,gderim,
peering up, and then peering down yet again.

“Excuse me,” Carmine interjected.

“Not now,” Emeralda hushed, glancing up.

“There’s something you should know,” Carmine tried agai

“In a minute,” Peppermint said, glancing down.

“Now!” Carmine cried, grabbing Peppermint with one papinning him
around, then pulling PM’s talil.

And all had to look down, because looking up, they saw stielym.
Looking down, they saw the Pyramid floor had becomeeetinch-deep
swimming pool.

“We're melting, we're melting!” cried Relicta.

“Hurry, take Ember outside!” ordered Al. “Before the Ghmas Star
passes by.”

The Firebird was removed to the outdoor permafrost.

Carmine surveyed the Pyramid. To her left, the weddikg avas now a
gigantic scoop of strawberry-and-cream goo. To her righicthearved swan
had transmogrified into a piddling floating partridge. The galtanow
drooped from the remaining two feet of Pyramid waill] #he tinsel had joined
with the snow bunting to form splotches of aluminum slush.

“My reception! It’s ruined!” Carmine collapsed dejecteti a puddle,

adding a torrent of cascading tears to the wetlands.
* % %

€€ hronicler! Where the heck are you?”

You know perfectly well where | am, PM. You're lookiagme
on the despicable two-way video cam you installed onamypeiter to keep
tabs on me. As you can see, | have been diligentlygyipithe amazing feats
of the Christmas Monsterland and North Pole Crew asameidnd
successfully solve this year’s Christmas Crisis.



“Maybe. But | also see you're watching a rerurBaffy the Vampire
Slayer.You have to come up here!”

Why? You're doing the job so well yourself. Rememlyer're the one
who told me in January that you were displeased withy&ests Saga and that
| was to keep myself out of this year’s. | quote, “Thg&s not supposed to
be about you-you-you, but about me-me-me (fa so la ti didh).ticking to
our agreement: | write (I'm a writer, it's what | dohw | am), you solve the
Christmas Crisis.

“At least you've given us a Crisis, unlike last yed@M huffed.

Be careful what you wish for, | always say.

“You owe me.”

For what?

“Didn’t | teletransport you to St. Louis for your Mon@§th birthday
party, since you couldn’t afford a plane ticket?”
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Well, yes, and | thanked you for that. Besides, you afferdy because
you knew | had bought her a trunkful of truffles. Which skeer got to eat.
Because/ougobbled them.

“Chronicler, it's up to you to bail us out. We're downatar last idea.
You're it!”

Yeah, right. One middle-aged, middle-class, Upper West I&idral with
middling midriff spread is going to save Christmas far world. Did you
happen to catch the results of the November election®?aihyou kidding?

“Chronicler, you’ve been having a midlife crisis fordiyears now.
Enough already. You're just feeling sorry for yourself beeayou didn't take a
trans-Atlantic or trans-Pacific journey this year, ethivas, as you know, your
own fault for burying yourself under a Himalayan mountaidedjt that even
the Abominable Snowman couldn’t dig out of. Get oveXadl are, | repeat,
are, going to keep Ember’s fire from going out.”

My fire went out two years ago. | didn’t notice yoeiping to reignite it. In
fact, | remember you taking away the matches.

“That was to help you quit smoking. Pack your portabledh@rge your
cellphone, and get ready. Here | come!”

BOING! She’s just landed head first in my six-foot-$iy-foot hovel. |

guess I'm going to have to conclude this Christmas Crisiagen. I'll be back.
* % %

here we landed, | have no idea. First | thought it beaslon on a bad

night, the fog was so pea-soupy. Wishful thinking. Thems$ sure we
were in a steam room at a luxury resort. Again, wisthfmking. | latched onto
PM'’s tail and trailed behind. Maybe, the Okefenokee Swavhp8teps
complained: squish, squish, muck, squish, squish, muck. PM wade@ye
toward a blinking red beacon.

The flashing light beckoned us toward a mini yellow hehgsp. As we
neared, | had my first glimpse of the ailing Firebird.

She reclined on Santa’s suit, her wings furled butlaflapping. Despite
her frail condition, each feeble inhale sucked in coolegich exhale excreted
hot air.

“She has Firebird Fever,” Al explained. “There’s oohe way we can
think of to cure it.”

“So, what's the plan?” | asked PM. At least, | thihlwvas PM. Puce is so
hard to make out in a fog.

“You're going to fly Ember closer to the Christmaar3tl heard her
voice.

“l don’t think so,” | protested. “Let Relicta do it.”
“It's too dangerous in her mother-to-be state,” Dakgued.

“Then Santa can take her with him when he takes ofbtoow night,” |
argued back.
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| got whacked by a furious (25" Y, Z

tail. “No. It'll be too late!” That ¢ \J%-S g

was definitely PM. o . )»?.
“Thenyoutake her,” | _ \

said. “You're the one who gq

insisted you are the E} S \

hyacinthine heroineof A= ‘ :

these Sagas. Be

e &
heroic!” “7/’2'I| m‘é'

“I don’t know A\ — —0
how to fly the " 1
spaceship, and | can'’t s o

A
teletransport Ember into “ax e =V, o+ o=
space without burning up myself. This is getting ridiculouse North Pole is
melting. Christmas Monsterland is melting. Soon wedllon floating icebergs,
sailing to the Bermuda triangle. Yauwe going to blast off into space with
Ember, point her toward the Christmas Star, and allewstiar to refuel our
Firebird friend.”

“Okey dokey, artichokey,” | agreed. “Give me the sgaieand point me
to the rocket.”

“Nope, I'm wearing the suit.”
“What's to prevenmefrom burning up?” | protested.
“You said you lost your fire, didn’t you?” PM chuckledu$i kidding.

You'll wear Santa’s backup outfit. Since you gained at theight, it should
just about fit.”

“Ho, ho, ho, very funny. But minor problem. Emberistop of it.”

A solemn procession carried the Firebird, the beatettee front waving
paws and hands and antlers in front of them, feeling tregiruntil we reached
the golden orb floating in lapping waves somewhere int waa quickly
evolving from swamp into pond into lake into sea intcance

Al and Peppermint carried Ember up the ramp and slid hertioat
onboard midasmetal settee and hurried out of the skership. PM, after
donning the midasmetal protective gear, gently lifteddinebird off Santa’s
suit and handed the wardrobe to me. | garbed myselfilémsed to report it
wasway too big! Must be all that walking I've started to do).

| stared at the console. “I don’t remember howtdtfis!” | complained.

Relicta called in. “It's like riding a bike, you neverdet. Besides, there’s
an instruction book in English to the right of the joglsfi

“Press Ignitiori’ | read. “CheckPress Lift Off ButtonCheck. Oops.
Missed a stefnter CoordinatesWAIT! We're going up. Where are we
going?”

“We're following the Christmas Star!” PM trilled, fteng Ember gently
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with her midasmetal gloves.

| popped Berlioz’Symphonie fantastiguéhe March to the Scaffold
section, into the CD player. PM was not amused.

“l would think you'd want to hear ‘Star of the East, Béthlehem Star,””
she muttered.

The steam thinned out when we reached a higher altiéndd steered a
course upward through the atmosphere, trailing the exbimagtpearing
through the ozone hole.

“Now where?” | asked.

“East,” PM said.

“We're above the North Pole,” | reminded her. “Which veagast?”
“Al forgot to give me his astronomical chart,” PM applced.

“Great,” | said, and tissued the drenching dewdrops offarghead.
“There’s a homing device here to the North Pole SteWhich positions itself
to the Christmas Star,” | discovered, then announced.

| pressed the button, and we gyrated and swirled towaitetingens.

(I swore—oops, forgot, not allowed to swear here, Hmwut promised?—
that | was never, ever, ever again going to bail banhother Christmas Crisis
by spinning off into space. But here we are again, Dead&, and | apologize.
But if we are to save the Firebird, spin we must.)

“Uh oh,” PM declared.

“Uh oh what?” asked I.

“Look-out-the-rear-window uh oh.”

| peeked in the rearview mirror. Another spaceship at®Wing us, and
gaining ground.

“That’s not the shuttle, is it?” | inquired with not muahtimism.

“Unh-unh.”

“It's Lucifer, isn’t it?”

“Uh huh.”

“I’'m going to blast him out of the sky, aren’t I7asked. “It's the new
policy of pre-emptive strike.”

Santa’s face appeared on the onboard CRT, and his lvo@med out
from the stereo speakers. “That may be your presidenitsypblt it's most
definitely not North Pole Policy!”

“But he’s an evildoer!”

“Slapping a silly, simplistic label of immorality dim won’t make your
act of violence moral. Before you take a single lifa)'g better be sure you can
live with the moral consequences—they'll stay with yaeder. As will lives
destroyed in your name. Let me read fromm policy book: ‘Blessed are the
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peacemakers: for they shall be called the children df'@md, ‘How beautiful
are the feet of them that preach the gospel of peaddyring glad tidings of
good things.” And one more, ‘Blessed are the mercifulttfey shall obtain
mercy.’ Find another way,” he ordered, and signed off.

“Easy for him to say,” | muttered. “My intelligencdlseme Lucifer’s got
weapons of mass destruction that he’s not afraid t6 use.

“You have no proof,” PM said. “So we must continue jpoiicy of
deterrence and containment.”

“You contain him. I'm wanna blast him!”

“No!” PM negatived. “What's with you trigger-happy Amenics? Keep
flying. Besides, Relicta took the laser guns offlinargeago.”

A whiny, raspy voice croaked across the two-way rdtelicta? Do you
have something of mine there? Wasn't my plan masttfstieal the Firebird.
If the legends are true, | get a new weapon for my akséyau happen to
recapture her, | win again, and make the N.P. a mud pugftta up ANWR
for oil drilling, and pollute and flood the world!”

“You here to gloat, Trinode? What do you want?” | squeakett.b

“Chronicler? | thought you were banned from the banaldoags of the
Sagas. What do | want? Hmmmm. | envision a Hobbesian néghtriNo arts,
no letters, no society, and which is worst of alhtnual fear and danger of
violent death, and the life of man solitary, poor, nastyti¢h, and short.’
Doing pretty well, aren’t I? For my next number, Ifonna erase the penciler
of the parables, and blast you out of the sky!”

“He’s stolen my idea!” | complained to PM, my hancepthe mike.

“I'll go over and negotiate,” PM whispered.

“He’ll zap you with his isolator ray!” | protested.

“I've got on the suit, remember?”

“Yeah, but it still has the hole in the helmet, andmytail’s still sticking
out.”

She paid no heed. She rarely does. With a cramped drirét tail, she
was gone.

“Now what?” | turned to Ember. “Or, better, nevinere?” | checked the
rearview mirror again. Trinode was gaining on us.

Ember rolled and propped herself on her left wing. Gazistfwily out of
the dashboard window, she scanned the constellatibesystled, then
squawked and pointed her right wing at an irradiance peakingoootiehind
the moon. | navigated around the lunar rock, wavinge¢dvian in the Moon.
Then there it was! The Noélic nova!

“‘For we have seen his star in the east,” ” quotiNbw what?”
“Space walk,” she whispered.
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“But there’s no other suit!” | said.

“I...don’t...need...one,” she whimpered.

“I do!” | complained. “And PM'’s got the helmet ancetpressured
astronautical getup. Where is she? Lucifer’s got hanpihk Oh dear, this is
definitely not going well.”

“Help me . . . to the door. Tie me . . . with thaast . . . of Christmas
lights.”

| did what she requested. “Now . . . open the portag”isktructed.

“But I'll be sucked out, too!” | cried. “Remember, I'not a magical
mystical mythical being, only a mundane mortal.”

“Fasten . . . seatbelt. Hold . . . breath!”

| pushed the button label€pen HatchWith a giant sucking sound, the
ramp lowered. Fortunately (for me), Relicta’s cradts fitted with oxygen
masks, which dropped down when the pressure sank. Foljyriate Santa’s
suit was designed for high-altitude flying, so my cagiisudidn’t explode nor
did | faint, and | was able to record the space walk—atesfimght.

Ember, floating before the Christmas Star, spreadvirays and widened
her tail feathers. Her bejeweled plumage and crown sghekid glittered. Her
red feathers burned crimson, her yellow down shone gdBlenwas as
magnificent a creature, posed against the starry niglatnyamight ever see.

| could not take my eyes off her, and thus didn’t seéfétis spaceship
until it was hovering next to us.

“Uh oh!” | cried to Ember. “We've got company. Getckan here!”

But Ember flapped one wing at me, then waved to the ettip. Its
flight lights were blinking in time to my recording ©hus Spake Zarathustra.
And waving back from the front seat of Trinode’s cohtonsole was—PM!
She indicated the two-way radio in her paw, and | pickeching.

HPM?”

“Roger that,” she replied. “Well, not Roger that. PMtth&hen she lilted
a lyrical “Would You Like to Swing on a Star?”

“Where’s Lucifer?” | interrupted the musical divertissant.

“I caught him by surprise—landed on top of him and benidolator ray.
Before he could react, | flipped the switch to autopB@ING!ed him to
Baghdad, and BOING!ed back here. The inspectors can raskldguthis
illegal weapons.”

“What took you so long?”

“I had to figure out how to fly this thing. His instriet booklet is

We sat back in silence and marveled as Ember billtweedvings like
sails and captured the miraculous rays of the Chris8tars One by one, the



little bulbs on her tether glittered on, first receribgreen, then yellow, then
blue, until all were blinking merrily in sync with tiioéinking lights on the two
space vehicles.

Ember, now refortified, flew back inside the ship. IhrstheClose
Hatchbutton and removed my mask.

“Feel better?” | asked.

“Much, thank you.”
“It's not as hot in here,” | reported to PM with puazient.

Ember explained: “When my powers are recharged, | canotdimér
temperature. You see, I'm a Christmas Firebird. My pwepogife is to wing
it all around the world, spreading the warmth and gbb@hristmas. | warm
the hearts of those who see me, and replenish thdg wih the glow of
Christmas love. If | can’t regulate my temperature,ktuhthe environmental
damage | can cause.”

“I've already seen!” | said. “Instant global warmir@y, at least, North
Pole slush.”

PM'’s voice crackled over the radio. “Just got off ikoen with S.C. He
and the gang managed to pump most of the water out oh#pel before
everything froze again, but it's now an ice rink, andeEalda’s skating figure
8's and quadruple salchows. Santa said you should lanct&Reship at your
place. I'm to fly to Lake Christmas Monsterland—that Wdis joke—and
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pick up the instruments and the band. We’'ll just make theerd”

“It's the Night Before the Night Before Christmasealdy? Where has the
time gone? Have you checked Trinode’s ship for bombs dyybimaps?”

“If there’s anything askew, the I.P.S. will bouncefft—and me with it!”
“Happy landings!”

In starts and stops, PM aimed the craft toward tntharn ozone hole. |
couldn’t watch. | programmed Relicta’s ship for West 76tkeé® and landed
on the roof of my building with a minor thud and a majaikdn the landing
gear.

After introducing the Firebird properly to Penelope Pigedm normally
nests on my fire escape, | gave Ember a tour of orglrand showed her my
favorite lacquer box.

“That’s my great-grandmother,” cried Ember. “She w&un Firebird.
I’'m the first Christmas Star Firebird in the family.”
* % %

adison Square Garden was rockin’ 'n’ rollin’ to Peppermintriéh and
the Detectives. Ember and | had box seats, whereane jained by
Emeralda. She hugged her fiery friend in joyful reunion.

On stage, PM was finishing a stirring rendition of “THedlelujah
Chorus.” Thunderous ovation.

After the applause died down, and the audience choongfumnptive
coughs subsided, Peppermint grabbed the mike.

“Thank you, thank you very much. This annual concert toftieBeave
the Children, The New York Times Neediest Cases Famdi arts institutions
from the Metropolitan Museum to Carnegie Hall, thdirimonic, A.B.T.,
and N.Y.C.B., has special meaning for all of us in ChristMansterland and
the North Pole.”

Peppermint continued. “Now, I'd like to introduce the barwl all
know PM. On drums, Alabaster Eggshell and our newestalan—on the
triangle and xylophone—Lapis Snowflake. Relicta, on tmhssizer. Elivira
Fernhat on bass and Clyde EIf on keyboards. Rudy, orejmails. And our
pulchritudinous Paunchettes—Flame, Alazarin, Rosette, anthvo newest,
Geranium Amethyst and my beloved fiancée, Carmine Poppy!”

More applause. And coughs. And talking. And programingstNew
York audiences are the worst.

“As those of you who read the Saga will soon discowerhad a
Christmas Crisis earlier today.” (As you must be avigraow, a crisisless
Christmas makes for happy holidays but lousy literatt@ajmine and | were
supposed to be married tonight at the North Pole followiagtmcert. But the
chapel flooded, and the reception Pyramid is now an atya@ological dig.
Carmine thinks the wedding’s been canceled, not onlgusecof the Crisis,
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but because | behaved like a fool and took her for granted.”
Carmine blushed a deep naphthol crimson.

“So in front of all these witnesses, on my kneesK again—Carmine,
will you be my Christmas Monster mate, to have arfubtd?” And Carmine,
once more in soppy tears, hugged him and planted a noigckmn his lips.

“Yes! Yes! Yes!”
Emeralda, next to me, wore an enigmatic, wistful smile.

“In that case, | introduce our surprise guest. Thosefallawed the joint
House Un-Christmas Activities Committee hearings bacR1 but are non-
believers will recognize him as Dr. Tannenbaum, thetNBole historian and
anthropologist. The believers—and | bet almost alloaf gre—will need no
further introduction. Here to present our wedding vows—S@afaas!”

Tumultuous exultation. The SEGWACians seeded in the audigae
taken by surprise and unprepared to wreak harmful havoc.

Out strode the Clausman, in person, a day early, cartyjnBaunch
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family Bible. PM helped Pimento and Rose Poppy tiesfierial wedding bow
on Carmine, and Strawberry and Lobster Paunch popfmgdeat on
Peppermint’s topknot.

The ceremony was brief but eloquent. Peppermint’s anaiga’s “|
do,” “l do” preceded Santa’s “In the name of Peace, Lamd, Christmas, |
now pronounce you Monster and Monster.”

Applause as the band struck up “Silent Night.”

Peppermint and Carmine danced an enamored tango. Erttieerdirer
the guests, spreading carolic cheer.

PM grasped the mike. “Thanks for coming! Santa hasateelaow, with

the elves and reindeer. They've got about 24 hours befofighis But there’s
more music to come. And a wedding photo session atdbkefReller Center

3

tree. Chronicler has graciously offered her hoveltlierreception, and you're
all invited!”

| did? They are? No one told me. Visions of the Sa@rs lying half-
painted on the piano and the dazzling Austrian and Czech @psttawn
across my floor danced in my head.

“I didn’t think you’d mind,” PM explained when she popped ugtrie
me.

All I could stutter was, “Hope Fairway’s still opefind the Hadagen Dasz
store.”

* Kk *

he party has gone on all night. | crept out on the sédlisith my laptop
(we writers never leave home—or hovel—without it) éordured out the
final taps to the Saga. Ember swooshed off to Strétetey after catching a



performance of New York City Ballet’s “Nutcracker,” wieeshe offered Maria
Kowroski pointers on portraying a Firebird (not that sheds them). PM and
the gang exited just in time for the sleigh pullers to kepged in their
harnesses. Carmine is taking the third-sleigh-puller sjpoyear. After the
circumnavigation, she and Peppermint will get dropped off dtdheymoon
cloud castle at the end of the rainbow.

| have been evicting the last of the revelerdudiing the conga line of
mice dancing the macarena under my radiator (they'retsm and so out of
here!). If | can excavate my suitcase from under theigldmight catch my
flight to St. Louis.

Wishing one and all a warm-hearted Christmas
and an irenic New Year!
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The PM SAGA: A CHRONOLOGY
27 Years, 25 Sagas, 1 Poem, and 1 Apology

A Christmas Fable,or A Star Is BornPM, despite a perceived handicap,
practices and practices and wins the role of Saletadssleigh puller.

A NOW Christmas Story: Although not officially part of the PM Saga,
this poetic parody reports the historic ride of Mrsw@en Santa becomes
incapacitated.

Another Christmas Story: The North Pole is afflicted by Apathia
Sowhata.

Crisis At the North Pole,or Yet Another Christmas StorlSEGWAC
malevolently disorients the North Pole crew with dughogenic drug.
A Christmas Love Story,or The PM Saga, Book I\PM becomes North
Pole Ambassador, is kidnapped, and meets Alabaster Egdkkell
Christmas Monster of her dreams.

A Very Moral Christmas Story, The PM Saga, Book 5: The Fantasy
Strikes BackSanta is called before the Un-Christmas Activities
Committee by the Purity Plurality.

A Christmas Visitor, or, The PM Saga, Book 6: Ho! Ho! Ho! A UFO!:
The North Pole is bonked by an alien spacecraft cariyeigta, the ET
IT; and PM and Alabaster get married.

The Prodigal Elf, The PM Saga, Book VIClyde ElIf, blinded by
Hollywood stars, deserts the North Pole to seek fameylang only to
dredge the depths of debauchery.

The Good SEGWACian,The PM Saga, Book VIIEhe Christmas crew
receives help from an unexpected source, and PM gobbleslateoand
champagne in preparation for a Christmas Day matinglrit

A Christmas Soap Opera:As the North Pole Spins, The PM Saga,
Episode IX:A dastardly plot is perpetrated to kill the expectant gurpl
parent-to-be, and we are introduced to the new progeipis Smowflake
and Geranium Amethyst.

The Parable of the Lost Christmas MonstersThe PM Saga, Book X:
The harried parents search for their wandering offspeind we hear the
legend of “The Doll With the Sad Eyes.™

Summit At the North Pole, The PM Saga, Book XViper Carrion and
St. Nick confer at the North Pole, and the SEGWACian despo
presented with a magical silver ornament.

The Chronicler's Tales, The PM Saga, Book Xl¥our storyteller,
despite Literary Laryngitis, renegotiates her contraein atmosphere of
technology run amok.
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[13] A Very Crazy Christmas, The PM Saga, Book XlIMalevolent
SEGWACian microwaves cause the character traits thist@as
Characters work hardest to suppress to become dominant.

[14] The Sublime State of Christmasnesghe PM Saga, Book XI\During
teletransportation, PM evaporates into a higher lev€hoistmas
consciousness.

[15] The Magic Garden of the Christmas Star,The PM Saga, Book X\he
North Pole is bankrupt, and only the Christmas Stamaagic flowers
can save Santa's ride. Crystal Camellia is born tiztBeind Dove.

[16] The Wonders of Christmas Monsterland,The PM Saga, Book XVI:
Your Chronicler, to earn a little extra, conducts a wuUPM's homeland.
The Story of the Cave of the Time to Come.

[17] Lights! Camera! Christmas! The PM Saga, Book XVIPM's Saga
becomes a movie, almost. Lucifer Trinode, an evihal#h an isolator
ray, makes his first appearance.

[18] Ho Ho Ho! Oh No! Yet Another Christmas Crisis! The PM Saga, Book
XVIII: Lucifer Trinode and SEGWAC recycle previous Saga plots to
threaten Christmas once again.

[19] The Mystery of the Metamorphic Christmas, The PM Saga, Book XIX:
Where, oh where, has the Christmas Spirit gone? Lukifeode and
SEGWAC sucked it out with a giant vacuum cleaner.

[*] Christmas 1996. The Chronicler regrets that there’s no Christmasi<r
this year.

[20] The Return of Christmas Monsterland, The PM Saga, Book XRM
fires Chronicler for her dereliction of duty. SEGWAC el the
music, note by note, ensuring a monotonous holiday.

[21] A Roaring Good Christmas,In Search of a Crisis! The PM Saga, Book
XXI. The Christmas Crew goes in search of a Crisis and ér®fzuth
African lion king.

[22] A Transcendental Christmas,Ommmm for the Holidays, The PM Saga,
Book XXIl.When Dove loses his Ommmm and sells all the toys, PM
leads the Gang to Japan and China to find inner peace.

[23] All I Want for Christmas, Or, Hippy HolidaysThe PM Saga, Book
XXII1. Peppermint Paunch falls in love with a beautiful, ambitisusg
Christmas Monster who almost lures Santa to his doom.

[24] In Serious Search of the Christmas SpiritAnother Chronicler’s Tale,
The PM Saga, Book XXI¥.tragedy in the Big A leaves Chronicler with
a Crisis of conscience and a quest for the meanindnia$i@as.

[25] The Glow of Christmas,Or, The Heat Is On, The PM Saga, Boox XXV.
The Christmas Star Firebird is kidnapped, and the Northidealemes a
tropical island.



