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Artemis' Snare

Christmas, 2000

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

....please not to me, please not to me, oh please, ohpleaseohpleaseohplease, not me, ple--
CRACK!
....no, oh no.....is it..... 
.....oh, yes, it was...
.....most assuredly, right to him.
Oh no.  
"I got it!"  Brave, loud, just like Coach said to, Call the ball! the old man hollered, again and again, and so he did it, he called the ball.  It made him feel like an idiot, to tell so huge a lie in so loud a voice in front of witnesses, for he most assuredly would not, did not, have it.  He had never had it before, and he had no reason to believe that he might have it now, and yet he did as Coach admonished, even did it again, louder this time: "I got it!"
Where was it?  Up..... way up...... still not even beginning its descent, perfect, plenty of time to get this one wrong.   Joey tried to keep his eye on the ball as it passed through the blinding sunlight, wondering what he had ever done to deserve this, this moment and all its cousins.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
It was bad enough being a jillion miles from home at the bottom of the world, where June was freezing and December was for swimming and ballgames.  Joey still remembered when his father, who was a Captain in the Air Force, had gotten his orders.  "Australia?" he'd repeated, hoping he'd gotten it wrong. "Australia?  You mean, 'g'day, mate' and 'throw another shrimp on the barbie' and Crocodile Dundee and all that, you mean actual Australia?"
His father had nodded, and shrugged with a 'What do you want me to do about it?' sense of resignation, and answered "I go where they tell me, pal. That's the job.  I thought you'd be kind of excited."  
And, in time, Joey had actually been a little bit caught up in the excitement which comes from going to anyplace new and exotic.  Unfortunately, the newness had been extremely short-lived, the exotic difficult to come by. Though only twelve, Joey had already learned that Air Force Bases, and by extension, Base Housing, was amazingly consistent throughout the USA-- always the same, too-small houses and always the same too-dull neighbors, who seemed to spend all their time and energy working on cars and going to shopping malls.  Now, world traveler that he was, he could say that this consistency was, in fact, an international truth.
One of the things that was always true was that there were always various sports clubs or leagues,  in which something called "a sense of community" made participation compulsory.  His dad always made him play... and he was always terrible.  His slight frame made him an unlikely candidate for football success, and basketball had left him feeling that someone had replaced his fingers with big toes-- he could neither dribble nor pass nor shoot, which made the game essentially inaccessible.   
Which left baseball, the Great American Pastime practiced with a special enthusiasm, he had learned, down here in Australia.  The kids on the base seemed determined to demonstrate the superiority of Mr. Doubleday's game over the frustrating nuances of cricket.  It was baseball, baseball, baseball, from late October until well into March, and Joey hated it.  He hated that his eyesight made it hard for him to locate the ball in time to make contact with the bat.  He hated that he threw either too low or too high or too soft (never too hard.)   He hated the looks on the captains' and coaches' faces when they realized that they'd still not found a spot for Joey in the day's game, and the way they flipped pages back and forth on their clipboards, pretending he had been given some vital spot that they had simply overlooked, when in fact they'd just been hoping he wouldn't show.  He hated how they would always put him in the most isolated sections of the outfield, and he hated himself most of all, for the relief he always felt at knowing that he wouldn't see much action.
Because (this was the thing):  Joey wanted to be able to play.  He didn't necessarily want to be an everyday player, would probably never choose to be on a team if it were left up to him..... but he wanted to be able to play.  He wanted to know that he could play and play well if he wanted to.  He hated that it was not a choice, but a default.  
And so he practiced.  He practiced with the team and he practiced by himself.  He'd pester anyone and everyone to have a catch or to hit a few fly balls for him to shag.  If there was no one around, he'd practice with a tennis ball, throwing it against the side of the house and trying to catch it on the bounce until his dad came out to ask him if he'd stop with all that racket.  (He didn't know how his dad would stay inside, listening to the thumps, willing to put up with them if it helped him get better.... hearing the "THUMP" and then the too-long pause which meant he'd missed the catch and was chasing the ball.... then, eventually, another THUMP and then another too-long pause, until it was clear that he was missing every catch and he couldn't stand it any longer, and he would step outside and put an end to the misery which he assumed belonged to them both.)   Joey didn't enjoy his practice-time any more than he enjoyed the shortcomings which it so consistently revealed.  But he was stubborn.
And he wanted to be able to play.
Because he knew that there were times, infrequent though they might be, when even a deep right-fielder would have to be able to make a catch and then make a throw.
Like now, for instance.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
At some point in the past second, the ball had passed through its apogee and was now plummeting back toward earth, accelerating toward what physicists call "terminal velocity" and seeming to Joey very terminal indeed.  This was the worst part of all of it; until this moment, making the catch is something to be dreaded, but now an actual attempt must be made, moving, positioning, judging, (a step left,) as the ball drops just a bit more quickly than his sense of depth's ability to keep up, (a little more left) there comes the moment when you have to pick a point, and reach up with the glove to meet the ball, (now, up just a smidge) and maybe he could find that point if the glove didn't keep blocking his view of the ball, how did anybody do this, (forward, forward, a step more...)  you see the ball, you think you know where it's going, the coach says "keep your eye on the ball" but if you put your glove where you think you're supposed to put your glove then you can't  see the ball because the glove is in the way! (wait, no-no-no-no, not forward, back....)  He has tried working on the assumption that if his glove blocks his view of the ball then it must be in the right place, to be adjusted only should the ball creep into view along one edge or another, but this has been staggeringly ineffective, (back up! faster!) resulting in no success whatsoever, leading him back to square one with no real idea of how exactly a person was suppo--
His left leg has stopped moving, quite suddenly.
Because his right leg has somehow ended up behind it, blocking its progress, while the rest of him continues as though his legs were behaving themselves, and then momentum begins to extract its grim toll, his weight now well past the two limbs meant for holding it up, and he hears a teammate yelling "Joooeeee, geeez..." and he is falling, glove still up, blocking his view of the ball that sails past him by two feet, hitting the grass just before he does.
Ah yes, this is always the really good part, you've fallen, somewhere there's a ball you're supposed to have caught, you're supposed to be throwing it, get up, find it, should already have thrown it, where is it, people are yelling at you, where is it, they're pointing, as though that's helpful, where is it, there, the flash of white, you grab it, spin and throw as hard as you can...
...realizing far too late that you've spun much further than you needed to, and you've now heaved the ball to where there is no one at all, and the bases are now empty and the play is over, and you holler out "I'll get it!" as loud as you can and start running immediately, eyes down so you won't have to luck at everyone shaking their heads.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
After each game, Joey usually felt he should try to make amends.  He would swallow his humiliation and  approach the other boys and his coach, with apologies. He never made excuses, he would simply say something like "I should have had it.  I'm sorry."  Usually, this frank confession of responsibility triggered a kind of automatic sportsmanship among the others, who would say "don't worry about it" or  "you'll get it next time," even when ninety seconds prior they had been raging loudly about the way that this hopeless dweeb had blown the game.  
Today however, one of the boys-- Brian Craddock, who had pitched and who would have scored the win if not for Joey-- said "Oh, hey, that's a new one, huh, Joey?  You're 'sorry'?? You're sorry every week! Hey, here's an idea, why don't you either get better or quit, huh? Is that too complicated? Either get better, or get out of here, nobody needs to hear 'I'm sorry,' what we need is to not throw away a three run lead in one stupid second!"
Joey blinked at him.  "So I put those guys on base, Brian, is that what you're saying? I threw nine balls outta ten pitches and since then I've just kind of forgotten about those few minutes when I was the pitcher in this game?"
There were a few chuckles, and Brian flushed.  "You couldn't pitch softball at the old folks home, you retard.  Listen to me, say it with me if you have to: we don't need 'sorry.'  Do you get that?  We need you to catch the ball.  That's all. You don't even have to hit, we got other guys who can hit, but when the other team hits it to right field, you're the only guy there, and you can't catch a ball by apologizing to it!" He could tell that he had the crowd back on his side, and he leaned in for the final point, his voice low.  "I mean it, Joey, shut up with the apologies and get better or get gone!"  and then Brian stormed away, leaving the others looking embarrassed, fading quickly away themselves, leaving Joey to walk back across the base by himself.  
As he trudged he remembered, for no particular reason, that Christmas was in four days.  His dad had been asking him what he would like (How about a transfer, Dad, someplace where the main sport is marbles, or chess, ho-ho-ho....) but he had not been able to think of anything in particular that he wanted. At least nothing that anyone could give him.  "Ho-ho-ho!" he muttered, punching his fist savagely into his worn mitt.  He looked at the old leather, cracked in several places, the laces coming loose or breaking, constantly being retied, re-knotted, leather clenched between teeth, the only way to pull the knot really tight.  It was a disgrace, this glove.  
He stopped in his tracks, the trains of thought merging neatly onto one track. Did they even sell baseball gloves in Australia?  
Joey felt his heart begin to speed up.  Maybe that was it. Maybe that would do the trick.
He set off again, this time at a jog, the embarrassment of the game already swept aside by the whirling thoughts of a single, Christmas wish.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
Almost exactly halfway 'round the world from where Joey's walk has turned into a jog and then a flat-out run is the North Pole.  The Pole is one of the few areas of the earth about which even scientists will agree much remains unknown.  It has been visited, and mapped, and photographed, and surveyed with radar and sonar and all manner of technology, yet it remains mysterious, for it is hostile to human habitation.  People don't do well at the Pole, and  people's machines don't do much better in the brutal cold and desolate isolation.
Which makes it a perfect place for The Saint.
He is known by a wide variety of names.  He has made the earth his habitation for slightly more than four thousand years, and he has observed the births and passings of a great many cultures and religions.  Over the past few centuries, he has been known to speakers of English as Father Christmas, and Santa Claus, and Kris Kringle.  He has names in other languages as well, from Japanese to Lakota Sioux, and while each culture has its own particular story about who he is and what he does, the basic notions remain the same-- he is a breath of warmest generosity who visits when things seem darkest, or coldest, or most bleak.  His laugh can ease the deepest grief, thaw the coldest heart.  His voice makes you feel as though he is your oldest friend, and in a way, he is.  He has at his beck and call a vast array of abilities which some would call "magic" and others would call "blessings"; chief among these is his ability to feel, within an instant, the birth of longing, the kindling of desire.  He is not set here to fulfill each and every wish, but he does know about them, and he feels that it is his role to do all that he can toward giving people what they need, whether their need is small or great.  
And so, at this moment, he feels the pounding of feet into playground dirt halfway around the world from him, and he hears the heart's desire of a desperate and lonely boy calling out, and he knows everything in an instant--that there is no mother, that the father is as confused and fearful and loves his son,  that the boy wants nothing more than to feel the satisfaction of a deed well done, with skill and grace..... The Saint knows it all, and he grins even as a tear spills down his round cheek, for he also knows exactly how he can help... and this is both a good and humbling feeling. He, too, wants most of all to feel the satisfaction of the deed well done, and he knows that he will....and he knows that if he does, the boy will, too.
The Saint laughs, loud and hard, and then calls for his chief Maker, Blaine.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
Joey's dad had been on duty, and was home now, waiting, having braced himself to greet a despondent boy, to roll with the low voice and minimal eye-contact, to be extra careful about too many questions.... and again it had flowed into his mind, as it had been doing more and more frequently over the past few weeks, the question: Do we really need all this?  Do we really need the depression, and the frustration, do we need both of us worrying about whether he'll do well, and then both of us worrying about why he isn't doing well, is any of this something we both need?
He had a deep-abiding faith in the value of competitive sport as a rite of passage and an instiller of discipline.  He also had a kind of running paranoia that he might make some parenting mistake or another, miss some key element of child development, mis-time something or over-emphasize something or under-emphasize something else and thus leave the boy warped forever.  One of his fears he had for both of them was that they might use the death of Joey's mom as some sort of blanket excuse for withdrawing from anything difficult, and so he had insisted on Joey continuing with baseball.  The boy had to get out of the house every now and then, for God's sake.
But any observer of the past few weeks would have to admit that things weren't working out. Joey was killing himself, you had to admire his heart, but no amount of practice was going to help him enjoy the game. He would never be good enough and every day would be an awful reminder.  Maybe it was time to admit the outcome, and to move on.  Peace with Dignity.
He had been arranging these thoughts for the past few minutes when Joey burst in, with such energy that his Dad was a little thrown.  "What happened, you won?"
It was a lucky thing that the boy was so focused, for even his Dad had heard the incredulity in this question, and he adjusted quickly, getting specific, "Did you run, did you run all the way home from the park just to tell me...." but Joey was shaking his head.
"No, we didn't win, but yes, I did run, Dad, listen-- I figured it out-- I need a new glove."
Ah, okay, a little info, something to work with, "You do, something happened to your glove?"
"No, nothing-- well, yeah, in a way I guess something did happen to it."  He could see his father waiting for him to sort this out, so he continued, holding the glove out for inspection "Time. Time happened to it, it's old, Dad, I mean, look at it."
He did, and he had to admit, the glove was in sad shape, all right.  But Joey seemed so.... intent on the point, and out of nowhere.  "What made you decide this all of a sudden?"
Joey shrugged. "I don't know, I was just looking at my glove, and I was just thinking, you know, and I started to notice how beat up the--"
"You were just thinking, what were you 'just thinking' about?"
His dad often did this to him-- making him explain his thoughts.  It was frustrating; it seemed to Joey thoughts were thoughts because you couldn't think of words for them... but he tried to remember. "I was thinking, I guess, about not catching the ball, a guy hit it to me at the end of the game, and I missed the catch."
His dad nodded, clarity arriving "I gotcha. Okay."
Jump on it! "You mean, okay, I can get a new mitt?"
"No, I meant, 'okay, I understand this a little better now.' "
Joey's face fell.  "You mean I can't?"
"I didn't say that, either."  His dad drew nearer to him and sat them both down, looking into his son's frank gaze.  "I wanna make sure you're not taking the first step down a wrong path here, pal."
Joey listened closely for an opening. "What do you mean?"
"There are guys who play sports or have hobbies and they get it into their head that the gear is more important than they are.  Fishermen who are always buying a new reel that's gonna solve all their problems.  Golfers who buy a set of drivers whenever a new material is used, graphite, titanium, yes, they say, now I can play.  They don't get it, you see? They don't get that it's not the gear, it's the fellow using the gear, you follow me?"
Joey nodded. He really did.  "I follow you."
His dad waited, prodding him: ".... buuuut?"
Joey spoke slowly.  "I know the guy is more important than the gear.  But the guy still has to be able to, you know, to trust his gear."
"And you don't trust your mitt?"  Joey shook his head and his dad nodded, understanding.   He exhaled slowly and then said "Son, what if I were to say to you that I'm proud of you, that I always will be, and I know you've given this your best shot, and maybe it's time for you to look for something else to try, how would that be if I said that?"
His son blinked.  It was the last thing he had expected.  He had fantasized about this very moment, knowing in his bones that it would never happen, resigning himself to the status quo as a kind of penance for clumsiness. He had long since given up asking "Do I have to play a sport?" because the answer was always differently phrased ("The finest schools in the world make sports mandatory" one day and "You need fresh air" the very next) but always held the same outcome.  Asking not to play had been shown to be an exercise in futility, one which inspired anger if pursued too long.... so he had learned not to ask, but he had kept hoping for the answer,  just the same, like a prisoner waiting on a pardon, he had  wished for just these words, and now he was hearing them... 
.....and he was startled to find that he didn't want to quit.  
What he wanted was a new mitt.  A mitt he could trust.  
He shook his head slowly.  "I don't think I wanna do that right now, Dad, I think I should finish out the season.  But it would sure be a lot better with a new glove."
His dad was as surprised by this response as Joey had been by the offer.  He wasn't quite sure which way to play it, so he simply said "Well, I will take all of that under advisement."
Joey nodded.  "Okay."  There was a quick moment of something between them and then Joey said "You wanna have a catch?" and his Dad nodded and said "Let me get some dinner stuff started first, I'll be out in a minute."  And Joey was already running outside, his "Okay!" trailing behind him. A moment later, from outside, it came: THUMP.... and then a lengthy pause...... THUMP.....pause.... and THUMP again, into the deepening twilight.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
"You needed me, sir?"  
The Saint looked up from his writing desk to see the rounded and ancient shape of his favorite and most trusted elf.  Blaine was the very best of Santa's Makers, a certified master whose abilities at times amazed even the Saint himself.  Accompanying this dazzling skill was unparalleled devotion to the Saint and his work.  Blaine masked this devotion with the cool and distant air of obedient and professional servitude, but this was little more than a formalized role-play, in which both took part;  the Saint played the jolly, avuncular master of Christmas-tide, and Blaine played the detached gentleman's gentleman. 
Now Blaine stood at the threshold of the Saint's chamber, knowing full well that he was welcome to come in and sit, and pretending that he required explicit permission to do so much as breathe its air.  The Saint gestured him in with a wave of his massive arm.  "Indeed I did, Blaine, and always will, needed you and need you still, hope never to stop needing you, come in, come in!"
Blaine took an impossible small step which placed him over the threshold in the merest technical sense.  "Thank you, sir," he murmured.
"Oh for goodness' sake, Blaine, do sit down!" The Saint gestured toward an overstuffed chair and ottoman by the fire.  "You must be exhausted, you and your staff have been working a great deal of through-time, haven't you?"
"Thank you, sir," said Blaine, perching primly on one corner of the ottoman in a way that managed to make sitting look even more demanding than standing.  "Yes, we've got all three lines working in layered parallel, I've put a thirty-second buffer between them."  
"Only thirty? Isn't that dangerous?"
"If you'd like to check my incantations, sir, I'd be more than happy to--
"No, no, for heaven's sake, don't be so priggish."
"I beg your pardon sir."
The Saint looked at him, exasperated and amused.... which, he knew, was exactly how Blaine wanted him to feel.  He reached into one of his many pockets and produced a short length of cord, holding it at its full length for Blaine's scrutiny.  It was as thick as a slender rope, but Blaine could divine no manner of weaving in its makeup--it was of a piece, as though a single strand of impossibly thick hair had been plucked from the blond head of some Norse giant.  The Saint rolled it back and forth between his fingers and thumb as he asked   "Tell me, Blaine--do you know anything of Artemis?"
Artemis.  Here was a potentially awkward question.  Being an elf, Blaine had his own notions of the beings about whom the mortal-folk chose to write their adventure stories.  Any question about any of the mortals' gods was delicate and potentially explosive, a kind of conversational TNT, so it was always best to get the ground rules clear straight away.   Thus it was that Blaine, after a moment's thought,  asked in a carefully neutral voice: "Do you mean a storied aspect of Artemis, or the actual Artemis?"
"The actual, of course!" Hearty, hail-fellow, let's have a chat, nothing to worry about--exactly the voice the Saint always used when testing him.  He continued, "The real Artemis,  the goddess of the hunt!"
"Wellll....." Blaine said slowly, "I gather she drinks a bit."
The Saint's brow furrowed deeply.  "Ridiculous."
Blaine shook his head, all in earnest, sincerity itself, "No sir, I'm sure there's a basis, Master Bleckenauer's translation of some of the early--"
The Saint cut him off. "Merest gossip.  Is that all that you know?"
"Almost, I'm afraid. I gather she also uses the name Diana along with its sundry familiarisms, and that she has been occasionally worshipped as goddess of the moon, which worship she never refused though there is little to support such a belief."
"Yes, that moon business was a mistake," the Saint murmured.  "But she's not really concerned with anything lunar, and neither am I."
"Of course not sir."
"What matters is that she is a creature of power, tremendous power, and has bent the whole of her considerable ability to the varied aspects of the hunt, and has long been mistress of it, an inextricably twined aspect of The Hunt Itself.  May we agree so far as that, my friend?  I hope we may, my most able of makers, because I have need of your unique abilities."
The fact that Blaine knew he was being flattered did not make it any less pleasurable.  "We agree about each word you've said, sir."
"Hm. Yes. Well, Artemis is usually conceived as an archer, and it's true, she is an archer of astonishing ability.  But as I say, she is no less than the right and left hands of The Hunt. She knows the hearts of every animal, knows the lay of all the lands, even the land beneath the sea.  She knows how to read weather, and knows which way the wind blows now, and which way it stands ready to turn.   She knows every scent, for she is the huntress in the wolf.   She can see halfway round the world, anytime of day or night, for she is the huntress in eagles and  owls, and she can see into many times at once, and slip back and forth between them, for she is the huntress in the cat.  Do you understand me, Blaine?"
"Quite the huntress, yes sir."
The Saint eyed the deadpan elf, and squinted for a moment.  Blaine held, and the Saint's chuckle rumbled through the room, drawing his words like horses draw a coach:  "Yes, she certainly is.  And so, naturally, an archer.  And an angler.  A Falconer.  She can use any method, any weapon, any way, for her talents are endless-- perhaps most especially, a talent for snares.  One in particular, a refinement upon which she ultimately settled centuries ago, using it to the exclusion of all others.  Its unique style continues to earn admiration throughout the entire community of The Hunt, where it is known simply as The Artemis Snare.  The Artemis Snare is always astonishingly well-woven into the land around it, utterly invisible and inescapable.   It is laid for a particular quarry, and once laid, the snare shall catch whatever it was made to catch."  He indicated the slender cord in his hand.  "This was given me by the Lady herself.  It is a piece of an especially fine Artemis Snare."
Blaine tried not to stare, and failed, actually stammering:  "You muh-mean-- you're saying, the actual...."
The Saint was smiling.  "Yes, maker.  The Actual."
Blaine was smiling back at him, an open acceptance of what he knew was coming.  "So that means it's one of the....."
"That's right. One of the Special Gifts. Or rather, with your help it soon shall be."
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
A word about the Special Gifts, as Blaine and the Saint call them.  Within the Saint's private chambers is a small trunk,  which the Saint keeps tucked away and locked, though not with any mortal contraption of tumblers and steel.  It is instead secured with layers of magic, and should the wrong person approach the trunk, he would open it with ease, and then view with disappointment its utter emptiness. Should he try to take it for its own sake, it would be impossibly heavy.... and should his disappointment give way to anger and he attempt to harm the trunk, his every blow would be turned back upon himself threefold.  The trunk fairly sparkles, so heavily is it warded and shielded with magicks of every sort, and deserving it is of such protections, for its contents are perhaps the most precious treasure in the world, and in many ways far more magical than the spells which surround them. 
The Special Gifts.  How special they must be to warrant such distinction! for 'tis in his nature to hold all gifts special.  He is someone for whom the merest length of ribbon on the simplest doll must be unique and perfect, and when such a man sets certain things aside and locks them with magic and calls them Special-- why then, even the golden apples of the sun must seem pale by comparison.
None but the Saint know the trunk's true and total inventory, but some of its contents are at least part known by their stories; the treasures are not clever constructions, as his other gifts are. They are relics, and remnants, and remembrances, each with its own unique history and its own special power.  
It contains, for instance, a small bit of the wax which melted from Icarus' wings when he flew too high.... a scrap of canvas from one of Odysseus' sails, whose owner shall always find a way home.... an acorn made gold by Midas' touch which, were it ever to be planted in receptive soil, would grow to an oak of near invulnerability, which would bring its owner wealth beyond measure.... a bit of stiffened thread once used by Loki in an elaborate prank upon Odin.... a single dragon scale, which extends a resistance to heat for many feet in every direction (making the trunk and its contents safe from most fires).... a small bottle of tiny pearls from Triton's watery garden... a quill, fashioned from a feather from Pegasus' wings....and so on, each item its own sort of miracle, from which other miracles may from time to time be wrought.   Every so often, The Saint will note a particular need of a particularly deserving person, and he will order a specific gift crafted from one of the items from this trunk.  These duties are performed only by the Saint's most trusted maker, and when finished the work is known as one of the Special Gifts.  
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
The Saint continued:  "Artemis told me, when she gave this to me, that she never set this snare without fullest success.  That it was perfectly made, and fulfilled its function in such a way so as to be the envy of the very idea of service."
Blaine nodded.  "I take it there's something you'd like me to do with... it?"
"Indeed there is."
Now the guessing.  "A different kind of snare, something where something wants to be caught, something or someone, perhaps a lifeline for boats, that will always catch the hand of the man overboard?"
The Saint was struck. "No, that's not it, but that's a wonderful idea, I'll have to bear that in mind....."
"Then may I ask...?"
"Hm? Oh, what you'll make, yes.  I'd like you to make a baseball glove."
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
It was a bit later, and Blaine now stared at the materials before him.  He had gathered together strong leather cord for binding, and for the glove itself a large panel of very thick leather which had been tanned and worked until it was impossibly soft without having lost any of its toughness. The saint had been most specific about this.  "I don't want it to look or smell brand new," he had said, "It needs to be beautifully broken in, it needs to seem experienced, somehow, without seeming old or overused, do you see?  As though it has already made thousands of catches and will easily make thousands more. Its very appearance needs to be complete proof of its suitability.  An ideal glove."
Blaine had responded "An ideal glove complete with a magic thread making it incapable of error."
The Saint had beamed. "Exactly."  Then, sensing something left unsaid, he had prodded: "Something else, Blaine?"
The elf had chided himself for being so easily read, but who was he trying to fool? This was the Saint, after all.  He said "I'm sorry, sir, it's nothing that's my concern."
"Oh? A concern of mine, then?  Come, out with it, you're upset about something?"
Blaine took a deep breath and plunged.  "I have nothing but the highest regard for your judgment, sir, as I have demonstrated at every opportunity."
"Buuuut....?"
"But I must confess some confusion about this gift.  A boy wishes he could catch a ball.  Unfortunately, such an act is beyond his abilities.  This makes him sad.  I understand all of this.  What I don't understand is why  you would see fit to intervene, not just with magic but with the construction of a Special Gift, in order to help a child with something that's only a game. I don't see why it is important, I don't see why it's worthy.  I say this with all due respect, Sir." 
The Saint stared at him for a long time, but Blaine did not drop his eyes, and the Saint eventually nodded.  "It's true," he said. "It's only a game, and he already knows he's not cut out for play at any advanced level or even any basic level.  I don't imagine he'll play much more baseball even if he catches every ball hit to right field before the end of the season.  There's the very real possibility that the glove won't ever be put on again after the last game of the year." 
Blaine was truly lost now.  "Then why, sir, why would you--"
"Because he's trying!"  The Saint saw how startled Blaine was by his sharp tone, and his voice softened.  "Can't you see it, don't you-- he's trying, he's trying so very hard, and he hates how bad he is at this and he hates how it lets down his team, and he hates that he's got no choice and he hates all of it, but he keeps trying! He stays extra practice time!  He carries a ball around with him, he works at it, even though he hates it, because he hates failure even worse.  And Blaine, if I can use one of the special gifts to help a boy believe that hard work is worthwhile, if I can give him a reason to keep trying later in his life, when something that you might deem as more worthy and important is upon him.... I can think of no greater gift, and no one more deserving.  And," he had added, "the glove you make for him shall surely be ideal in every way, of that I have no doubt."
And Blaine had nodded, and thanked him, and gotten to work gathering the materials which now lay before him, the Snare's strand a bit apart from the rest.  That would be added near the end, as a part of the pocket into which a  properly caught ball should drop.   Now committed to the task of making, he let that task take him, heart and soul, as it always did.  He knew the precise dimensions of the boy's hand, and knew how to allow the correct margins for heat and moisture and ample movement, allowing a bit of extra room here, adding a layer of padding there. As he worked, he was in complete thrall, and as the glove began to take shape, even Blaine, who had never played an inning of the game, knew that he was crafting perhaps the finest glove ever made, maybe the finest glove possible.  This was a glove that could snatch a fly in mid-flight, or reach to stop a shooting star in its tracks.  This was indeed an ideal glove.
The strand from the Snare gave him a spot of trouble.  It seemed to have a life of its own, slippery-- Blaine would have sworn it wriggled under its own power, twice actually coiling itself around his finger-- but Blaine was after all a Master Maker, and he determinedly wove the strand into the overall pattern of the pocket, binding it tightly.
At that moment, with the glove essentially complete except for a few loose ends to be tied and cut, an apprentice maker rushed in. "Master!  Master Blaine!  The sixth line has stopped completely, there's some sort of backlog with the metal-smiths, they asked me to fetch you!"
Blaine sighed.  So seldom did his work involve actual making, and now it was over all too soon.  "Thank you, 'prentice.  May I trust you with a task?"
The 'prentice stood as tall as an elf might, nodding "Anything you say, Master."
Blaine indicated the glove, saying "That needs a bit of tightening, a bit of tying, and to be trimmed and neatened all 'round, but have a care-- that's a special order from Himself, do you understand?"
The 'prentice stammered, amazed at being trusted with such duty.  "I'll be careful, Master."  
Blaine smiled, hoping the lad would relax.  "Good. I know you will be."
And Blaine made his way out, leaving the 'prentice near bursting with pride.  The Master's faith in him was a warm, liquid feeling, and it moved all through him, into his fingertips, and he set about his work fully confident that he would bring this obvious masterpiece to a successful completion.
He failed to notice that as he and Blaine had spoken, the strand of the Artemis Snare had worked itself free, dropping quietly to the workshop floor.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
Christmas morning Dow Under.
Very different from an American Christmas in some ways-- swimming toys were common, and were often tested the same day, an unlikely event back home-- but still, in many ways, the same. Joey and his dad had a small tree, and stockings, and there were gifts. Joey had gotten his dad a set of socket wrenches (he had worked as an errand boy for the PX to earn the extra money) and there had been a big box of neatly wrapped packages from the relatives back in the states.  
When  the other packages had been opened, Joey's dad had reached for an envelope which held a card and the promise of a trip to a sporting goods store first thing tomorrow to be fitted for a new glove, for his son had been as resolute as ever since that first day, and while his dad didn't believe a glove would make the difference, he felt the boy deserved to find that for himself.  But as he was preparing to give his son the envelope, Joey spied an especially well-wrapped box tucked in a far corner under the tree.  "Hey dad, what's that?"
His dad didn't know, and shrugged. "Search me. Is there a tag?"  
Joey had learned, as most children did, to be suspicious of every word out of a parent's mouth on Christmas morning. There were elaborate subterfuges, false surprise, and it was all part of the fun but Joey liked trying to guess.  "Are you sure you didn't just put that there in the last few minutes when I was unwrapping something else?"
His dad raised his hands and said "I never saw it before, pal, how do I know it's not for me and that you didn't put it there?"
He had a point, so Joey examined the box carefully. The wrapping was of such beauty and skill that even Joey, who had a young boy's typical disregard for such things, had to admire it. He searched it top and bottom.  "No tag."  He hefted it, shook it. "Not real heavy......."
"Open it," his dad said.  
"But what if it's for you?"
"All right, let's both open it." And so, each of them half-sure the other was playing some sort of trick, they began to open the box.  There was no tape holding it together; it had simply been folded in a way that kept it tight until a particular corner was released, and then the paper positively bloomed, opening like a rose.  Within was a plain box, on which a card, in beautiful and elegant handwriting, said simply "This should do whatever you need it to do."  Joey looked at his dad, who shrugged again-- they both knew that neither of them were capable of such perfect calligraphy.  As one, they opened the box.....and Joey gasped.  Even his dad felt his breath come up short.
The wonderful smell arrived a split second before full sight of it.... the smell of summertime, of saddle soap and neatsfoot oil and fresh-cut grass, coming from the richly shining dark leather of a boy-sized baseball glove.  Joey didn't think he could breathe. "It's perfect," he managed.
Joey's dad, stunned at the sight,  had to agree.  He had never seen a more beautifully-made thing.  The stitches were so tiny as to be nearly invisible, but strong, double-and triple stitched in those spots that would come under the most stress.  It seemed impossibly old, but its lines were modern and it was unmarred by the slightest scratch or scar..  Most curious was the absence of any sort of brand-names or other writing anywhere on the leather until Joey flipped it slowly over and they both saw, in black ink, the name "Joey" tattooed on the back.  He was suddenly in the powerful grip of two slender arms, wrapped tightly around him, and his son's sweet breath in his ear, whispering "I love you, Dad." 
He hugged him back, tempted to take the credit, but unable to do so. "I love you too, Joey, but I didn't give you the glove."   The embrace relaxed, and Joey leaned back a bit,  searching his father's face for some sign of a trick, but found only a slightly confused adamance. "I don't know how it got here--- I'd swear on my life it wasn't in the box from back home-- but I didn't do it.  I don't think I could have afforded even the thumb of a glove like that, it must have been custom made."
Joey's eyes returned to the glove which lay patiently in its box.  "Can I put it on?"
His dad grinned.  "Hey, whose name is on it?"
Joey picked it up carefully, grinning back, and slipped it over his hand.  It was as though his hand somehow merged with the leather, the glove now was his hand, so perfectly did it fit.  "It feels great!"
His dad had no doubt of that. "It looks great, too."
"I can't wait to try it out! Hey, there's a game tomorrow, can you come?"
And his father, suddenly remembering with foreboding the odds of any piece of leather helping his son's hand-eye coordination, nodded.  It would probably be a tough day, but he would be there..... and who knew?  Maybe it wouldn't be a tough day.  The mysterious glove seemed, well, utterly right somehow, and even Joey's dad could see how it appeared almost a part of the boy, where the old glove had always seemed a hopeless and lifeless extension to a hand that needed more help than it could give.  This glove, whatever its origins, was different, it was impossible not to see it. Maybe the help had finally arrived.  Maybe.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
The evening of Christmas is usually a very relaxed and festive time at the Pole, but Blaine has always made it a habit to conduct his affairs the same no matter what day or night it is.  His last order of business, every day, is to tidy his workshop, a normally perfunctory task since he never allows the place to become untidy..... but the business with the metal smith's line had kept him busy, and he'd not gone through his usual routine for a couple of days now, and he was pleased to return in peace and quiet.  Humming softly, he makes sure that tools are in their places, that surfaces are clean, that the floor--
The floor.
Under his workbench, the floor, essentially as clean as ever, has upon it a very familiar-looking strand.  Suddenly nauseous with the certainty of what must have happened, he nevertheless bends to pick it up, to be sure, and upon feeling it slowly coil around one finger, he lets out a low moan.  
This is bad. This is very, very bad.    
Blaine has never seen the Saint truly angry, and wonders, in a morbid sort of way, what that will be like, like a condemned man pondering the feel and the guillotine, as he forces himself to move toward the chambers, strand in hand.  
Unbeknownst to Blaine, a certain goddess of the hunt has also discovered that things are amiss... and while her concerns do not quite match Blaine's, they are as great, and so she herself on her way to pay the Saint a call.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
At the bottom of the world it is late morning, the day after Christmas, and Joey's team has taken the field.  There have been some admiring comments about his new glove, but there have also been some quietly snide ones-- "he'd be better off with a net" and so on-- and mostly everyone is eager to play.  As always, Joey is relegated to right field, but today is different, because today he is hoping for a chance, a chance to do something right.
CRACK!
Joey squints and begins to back up.  His chance is on its way.
"I got it!"
On the sidelines, his father is quite unaware of the fact that he is holding his breath.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
The sometimes-goddess has appeared quite suddenly in the Saint's chambers,  and wastes no time: "You have made a mistake."
The Saint regards her evenly.  "And good evening to you as well, madam." He smiles.
She smiles in return, but insists:  "My snare-- it cannot be employed in the manner you wish." 
The Saint's eyebrows climb a bit.  "Oh? And what manner is that?"
Patience is the prime virtue of any huntress.  "You have instructed that my snare be interwoven with earthly materials, to help to form a glove for a mortal hand.  But my snare will not be bound with earthly materials, nor will it serve any mortal hand."
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
The ball is still going up, up, and at least the sun is behind him, no afternoon glare, that's a blessing, and his hand feels good in the glove, loose, he starts to raise the glove to the sky, but the glove is cool to that notion, somehow, and he knows that he can wait, that in fact he should wait, it occurs to him that he should be in charge of his legs and he should let the glove be in charge of his hand, and so he focuses on putting himself in the right spot, aware of his hand at his side, unworried.
His father tracks the ball with his eyes, worrying enough for them both.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
Artemis waits for some response, but there is none, and so she repeats: "It is itself a binding agent, it will not allow itself to be bound, and so it will not function in the way you are imagining."
He shakes his head. "You are wrong, milady, to guess at what I might be imagining.  On the contrary, I am imagining nothing more than exactly what you say.  I have never imagined otherwise.  I will tell you further that I imagine a visit any moment now from my Maker, who will be panic-stricken because the strand I gave him to use, the very strand you once gave to me, has misbehaved, and was part of the glove for only the briefest moment before freeing itself-- that its will to remain unbound resulted in its never, in fact, having left his workshop.  I imagine that he expects that this is a terrible development, for me to be furious with him for what he assumes is a failure."  
At that precise moment, there was a brisk tapping at the Saint's chamber door, and the sound of Blaine's voice, clear, but high and obviously troubled: "I beg your pardon, sir, but we must speak at once!"  
The Saint, still smiling at Artemis, calls out "In just a moment, Blaine."  He lowers his voice and continues.  "As you see, I have only imagined things to be just as they are, and nothing more. And I imagine further that the strand from your snare will be back, safely locked in my trunk, within just a few moments."
Artemis smiles more deeply now.  "You've known this all along?  But why? To what end?"
The Saint gives a tiny shrug, as if to suggest that even he is mystified.  "It's an issue of faith."
The Huntress waits, cocking her head slightly to indicate that she would like him to explain further, so he does:  "When I realized that faith was the issue, I knew that the presence or absence of your strand didn't really matter, as long as there was the appropriate faith."  He smiles a small smile to himself, continuing.  "It's a contagious thing, faith.   I knew that the strand would not be an obedient material, but my maker didn't know that.  He ha faith that he was crafting a glove that could catch anything its wearer desired, he was filled with faith as he made it, and his faith traveled through his fingers and into the thing itself.  If all is well, the boy will feel that same faith when he puts it on, and faith is all that he has ever been lacking.  It's the only thing that I wanted to give the boy in the first place.  A bit of faith, disguised as a baseball glove."  The Saint is crossing to the door to admit Blaine, and adds  "As for whether it works, I have faith in that, as well.  Can you feel?"
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
.....and then, from halfway around the world, both the Saint and the goddess feel it:
Legs, moving back.....
the glare of light....
the dark shadow moving through the glare....
the breath suspended.....
The extension of an arm, the bending of a wrist,
the slow splay of fingers, the body tensing,
tensing,
when
when
and
now?
the hard SLAP of the ball into leather, leather collapsing around it, enfolding it, holding it, holding it high, but holding it, and now holding it higher, where everyone can see, his dad can see, and grins, pumping a fist into the air, mirroring his son's position, yelling his delight, and Joey is yelling too, here, look!  
and they see it 
and Joey sees it
and at long last, he finally understands--this is it, this is how it feels, when your body does what you want it to do.  This is how to feels to make the catch.
It's so, so much better than he has ever imagined.
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
The goddess savors this for the briefest of moments, and then nods, and bows her thanks, and is gone.  
The Saint opens the door, saying softly, "Come in, Blaine," and sets about reassuring the poor elf that everything is fine.  He explains the same notions he has just set out for the goddess, and apologizes if his servant feels misled or otherwise ill-used.  "There was nothing you could have done to make it otherwise, Blaine.  If the apprentice hadn't taken you away, something else would have, and if not I'd've had to find some reason for you to go myself, for that strand would under no circumstance allow itself to be used as I had asked you."  
At some point, Blaine makes a weak attempt at indignity, asking "You mean to say that you knew exactly how all this would happen, sir, but that I couldn't be allowed to know?"
"That's correct."
"Might I ask why, sir?"
"I only knew what I knew because you believed what you believed."
"I see."  Blaine arches an eyebrow.  "Well, perhaps one day I'll unravel that last enough to take comfort in it.  May I for the moment assume, sir, that the gift functions as intended, regardless of materials? Is it still the ideal glove?"
The Saint nods.  "Yes.  But only because of the ideal hand it's on."
Blaine is a maker, not an abstract philosopher, and he finds the Saint to be exasperating in such moments, so he decides to be satisfied and make good his escape.  "Well, I'm happy to have been of service, in any capacities whether known or unknown" 
The Saint offers his warmest smile. "I know, Blaine.  And that makes you an ideal hand as well."
Blaine feels the slightest blush, and says quickly, "Thank you sir, Merry Christmas, sir."
"Merry Christmas, Blaine."
*    *    *    *    *    *    *
CRACK!
Oh please oh please oh please...
... right to him.....
"I've got it!"
And he does.

