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There is a place, hidden among cold and lonely mountains.  It is a dark place, hard and unfeeling as the stone of which it is made.  It is perhaps not fair to call it a place, for it is no single location, nor are its boundaries easily known; rather, it is a long and confusing twist of caves and tunnels, a seemingly endless snarl which thickens and then tightens, climbs and then drops, all without rhyme nor reason.  Here, large and echoing; there, so narrow the air itself has fled in search of more space.  If you could see them, you would see massive rock forms like half-buried titans, walls and floors with knife-sharp edges and dark, wet spans with a sinister shine, midnight windows in the rain…..  but you could never see them.   No one has seen them, for not even the weakest light has ever filtered down into this most awful of worlds.  

Throughout these caves, ranging through every passage, are many demons of a most terrible sort, and when they are able, these demons catch men or women who linger too long upon the mountains, and pull them quickly down into the darkness below.  The demons need no reason for this—they are demons, after all—but they occasionally invent some crime which they pretend to be punishing.  It is the greatest pleasure of these demons to hear a man cry out in pain or fear, and those few poor souls who live in the mountain’s shadow know this, and are careful never to be caught out alone.  It is said that to be caught by the demons is to begin an eternity of suffering, at which the demons are unparalleled experts, breeding pain and madness with the same care a spinster might give her hybrid orchids….  In short, the Dark Mountains are no place for any man, and those who forget this and who test their luck are rarely heard from again.

*    *    *    *     *    *   *

There is another place, hidden among other cold mountains, but these mountains are not lonely, for they know they shelter the very best of places, a place not of darkness but of light—the dazzling, white light of ice and snow and a thousand-thousand crystalline miracles.  There is little sound, save the constant whistle of wind…. and, perhaps, very faintly, another, more puzzling sound……is it singing?  Is it laughter?  If you could see this place, you might see, here and there, a cunning opening in the ice, and if you were bold enough to pass through, you would find yourself in a sort of tunnel very different from those of the Dark Mountains, for these are large and gently sloping, with the laughter and the singing growing louder as you move along…. but of course, you would not see them, for no human has ever found these tunnels.  

Throughout these tunnels, and in the giant caverns to which they lead, are angels of a curious sort.  They are not the tall, winged angels of the outer spheres, no-- these are rather short and plump and clumsy-looking… but you would be wrong to think them so, for they have the art of centuries in every fingertip, and they know how to wring joy from even the most common stick of wood.  They are master crafters, each and every one. 

And all serve the Saint who brought them here.

*    *    *    *     *    *   *

The Saint has been here for years past all measuring, watching the birth and death and rebirth of all manner of cultures, peoples, and beliefs.  He has watched with amusement as the humans have believed themselves "conquerors" of the sea, or the air, or of the stars themselves (as has happened several times since he first walked the earth.)  His amusement at our little triumphs has always been the fond pleasure a parent takes in a child, for he sees us all as children, and our happiness sparks his own.  Indeed, happiness is his chief affair;  he is known throughout the heavenly spheres for his laugh, a rollicking, rolling sound, thick and sweet as any honey.  All of the saints have their own works to do, of course, and all are noble and good, but he has always secretly thought his tasks to be the most pleasant, for he is the essence of the Gift and the Giving, and what could be better than that?

 He knows our every heart’s desire, and he usually finds a way to provide it, often through the subtle manipulation of our own desires to be generous and kind to one another.  Have you ever been  at a loss as to what you should do to make a loved one happy, only to suddenly have the perfect inspiration?  Then you have felt the Saint’s touch upon your brow.  He neither makes every gift in the world, nor delivers them, but at some magical level he is, in fact, a part of them all.  He is no fairy-tale genie, granting wishes simply because they are uttered or because a moment’s yearning seems especially great-- he knows us, you see, and knows what we truly need, and knows how and when it should be given.

Long ago, he decided that his work could be best achieved if he waited to visit us at a special time each year, and because he is a creature of crystal cold, he decided that his visits should occur on winter's eves, when the days are short and men's hopes are often dim.  Over the centuries, he has been called a great many names, in a great many different languages, most long forgotten.  Among his more recent names have been Father Christmas, and Kris Kringle, and of course, Santa Claus…. But to himself and to the angels who assist him, he is always, simply, The Saint.

These angels are, as I have said, not the sort of angels you may have read about or seen pictures of.  There are, in fact, many thousands of types of angels, each of which perform a particular type of good and necessary act.   The type which serve the Saint are angels of craft, the craft of gift-making.  Oh, it would take a lifetime to even begin to describe their skill—the casual ways in which they imbue even the simplest things with beauty, the humblest objects with grace.  If they make a scarf, its weave shall be impossibly fine, and shall block even the coldest, fiercest wind with ease.  If they make a set of blocks, the child who receives them will see not blocks, but the beginnings of cities and of homes, and he will feel the thrill of creation every time he touches them.  These Makers are magic, and they spread magic through their astonishing skill.

The most skilled of them all is called Blaine.

At the moment, Blaine’s ears have pricked up, as they always do in the moment before the Saint summons him… and he feels the familiar thrill of knowing that he is about to be asked to make something very special.

*    *    *    *     *    *   *

Far beneath the Dark Mountains, the demons hold a man captive.

He does not know how long he’s been there, nor why.  He is not even sure who he is, or who his captors are.  He knows that they mean him harm, for they do him many new harms whenever they come near… but he does not know why.  When he feels their hands upon him, he is surprised at how human those hands feel.  When he hears them speak, he is astonished that they do so, for what demon would have need of speech?  Yet he has heard them speak, and shout, and even—more amazement!—laugh.  At times he has thought that he was beginning to understand the meanings of some of their simpler words, but the meanings always slip away, and he is not unhappy about this—for, if he begins to understand them, won’t that mean he is becoming one of them?  And so, in his isolation and his pain, he learns to make confusion his protector, and uncertainty the last proof of his humanity.

He sometimes has moments—far-away, dreamlike moments—in which he can almost remember when they caught him…. Traveling, across one of the Dark Mountains’ many ridges…. One moment, he was alone, and the next, he was surrounded by them, their faces hidden, as they growled at him.  They knew a few words of his language, and it seemed as though they were angry at him because he sometimes wrote his ideas down and showed them to other men and women, to teach and to divert….. but he could see the gleam in their eyes, and he knew they would have taken him down into the darkness if he’d been a cobbler or a king.  They needed no reason to hate him, and the twilight in which they’d come upon him was the last light he had seen in……. how long?  He didn’t know.  Sometimes they fed him, but there seemed no schedule for this, and he had quickly lost his sense of time.  He knew they only fed him often enough for him to stay alive, that he might suffer further.  

His greatest cause of suffering is neither his hunger nor the beatings the demons give him, but the ever-more-slippery quality of his own thoughts.  In his youth, he had often fantasized that if he were ever a captive like the heroes in storybooks, he would be strong, and escape into writing, creating worlds beyond his cell, ready for his habitation.  This had been his escape his whole life, since he had been a boy, and he had come to rely on it more than he had ever known; indeed, he had often felt far more alive in the world of words than in the world of other people.  But there were no words in this place—no words nor light to read them, nor pen, nor paper.  At first he had tried simply imagining the words, and this had worked for a short time, but he had become confused, and lost within notions that had no boundaries nor meaning.  He had begun to wonder whether this was what madness felt like.  He understood, for the first time in his life, that without some way to write his thoughts, he had no thoughts, no imagination, no mind, no self.….  and to be without himself was a torture worse than any lash or brazier or blade.

If he could only have himself back, he could endure their petty abuses.  Without himself, there was no reason to endure.

*    *    *    *     *    *   *

“You summoned me,  sir?”

The Saint looks up and smiles, and Blaine nods his respects.  To give a number to their years together would be as meaningless as numbering the sands upon a beach.  Throughout these countless years, Blaine has been The Saint’s most trusted servant, and has been given confidences more essential than any of the other makers.  Blaine knows that to be summoned to The Saint’s private chambers means that some Great Work is to be undertaken, and so he simply awaits instruction.

“I’ve been wrestling with something, Blaine,” begins The Saint, and Blaine’s eyebrows climb a fraction.

“Wrestling, sir?  It must be a particularly complex circumstance.”

The Saint nods.  “Just so, Blaine, just so.  Complex.”  Blaine, having experienced a great many such conversations, continues to wait patiently.  At length, The Saint continues.  “You know our normal gift for those suffering unjust imprisonment.”

Blaine nods briskly.  “Yessir, standard fantasy construct, particulars as per the recipient’s particular tastes, potency and duration in proportion to the injustice of the sentence.”

“Indeed,” The Saint murmurs, having long since grown accustomed to the specificity with which Blaine answered even the simplest question.  He continues,  “Our difficulty in this case lies in the fact that the prisoner is incapable of experiencing fantasy.”

Blaine  cocks his head, his voice doubtful.  “But, sir, even a lunatic has fantasies, random and chaotic though they might be.  They all have fantasies, don’t they? It’s their fantasies that make them human, after all.”

“Precisely!” The Saint has stood suddenly (his speed in absolute contradiction of his bulk-- he seems to blink into standing) and now bends down on one knee, close to Blaine.  “This prisoner is someone who has always required particular tools to access his imagination.  Without them, he might as well be dead.”

“So he is a madman, of a sort?”

The Saint shrugs, the distinction uninteresting to him. “If you like.  What matters is that his captors, as you may imagine, allow him neither light nor clothing, much less the tools of his trade.”

“His trade?”

“He is a writer, Blaine.  He requires something to write with, and something to write upon, or else his mind is no more human than that footstool.  Of course, anything we might normally supply him with would simply be taken away.  This gift must be more than a simple pencil and pad.”

Blaine nods again.  “You mean to have me fashion a Special Gift, then sir?”

The Saint beams.  “Who better?”

*    *    *    *     *    *   *

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 Aladdin’s Lamp or Orpheus’ Lyre must seem dull by comparison.  The trunk's treasures are not clever constructions, as his other gifts are, but are instead relics, and remnants, and remembrances, each with its own unique history and its own special power.  

It contains, for instance, a scrap of canvas from one of Odysseus' sails, whose owner shall always find a way home.....from more recent times, a splinter from the handle of one of the hammers John Henry used in defeating those infernal machines; if a weary person touches the splinter, they find new strength..... from secret hills in Scotland, 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—swallow only one, and breathe underwater for a full cycle of the sun.......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 that a specific object be crafted from one of the items from this trunk, and when finished the work is known as one of the Special Gifts.  

*  *  *  *  *  *

In the darkness, the prisoner has begun idly running a finger across the stone wall of his cell… and it occurs to him that this feels a bit like writing, and when he concentrates, it is even more so…. a rush of feeling fills him, like air filling the lungs someone who has thought himself drowned, and his finger flies across the rough stone, ‘scribing thoughts and feelings which are slowly coming into focus at last; consciousness, an old friend, reacquainting itself with him…. a distant corner of his mind is aware of the fact that the flesh is being scraped from the finger, and he is fairly certain that the rock is being streaked with his own blood.  At last, the pain is too great, and he stops, but even though his entire hand throbs he feels more content than he can ever remember feeling. 

*    *    *    *     *    *   *

At the top of the world, the Saint cocks his head, and studies his own hand, and frowns—and on a face so accustomed to smiling, the frown is a terrible thing, and Blaine would gladly give his life to free the Saint from whatever makes him look this way.  “We must hurry, Blaine,” is all he says, and he goes to open the trunk.

A simple wave of his hand is apparently all that happens, and the trunk springs open.  Blaine is careful not to let his eyes fall too squarely upon its contents; he is always amazed by what comes out of this trunk, but he is not at all willing to expose himself to the entire collection in one glance.  The Saint rummages for the briefest instant, and then withdraws two small objects: a  glass phial of some dark powder, and a feather.  He offers both to Blaine, who takes them gently, and then gasps.  “The feather—it’s warm!”

The Saint nods.  “It is from the right wing of the Phoenix.  I want you to bore out its shaft and carve a point upon it.”

“A quill?” 

Another nod. “Yes.  And for ink, take this phial and add a few drops of lamp oil.  The powder is a bit of the ashes from the Great Library of Alexandria.  You will make an ink that holds every story mankind has ever told.”

Blaine holds both objects at arm’s length and asks “But sir, the heat from the feather—won’t the oil from the lamp… I mean to say, sir, isn’t fire a possibility?”

At last the Saint smiles again.  “Yes indeed.  Fire of a very particular sort.”

And so Blaine and his fellows work through the night, and when the night is done they dispatch a carrier, and Blaine wonders exactly how this particular Gift will do what it was made to do.

*    *   *    *    *    *     *    *   *

The demons found the prisoner, his hand bloody, and found the marks on the wall, and they laughed, and decided that they could not themselves have designed a more creative end for the man than to let him scrape his own flesh raw until gangrene sets in.  They know that he is now truly and utterly mad, and that they may move on to fresher pleasures.  

Later, the prisoner suddenly awakens, certain that he is not alone, bracing himself for the blow he knows must surely be on its way…. but nothing happens.  Yet surely he has not imagined it, he was not alone, someone or something was in here with him and –

Something in his hand.

A warmth, spreading over the ruined flesh of his finger, and he gasps in pain and in fear, but both are gone in an instant…. this wondrous warmth is somehow healing him, mending the skin of his finger, and the heat is great, but not as great as the pain had been, and now both are fading…. and with his newly-healed hand, he is able to discern that the object in his hand is a small feather.  He brings his other hand to touch it; yes, a feather, and yes it’s warm….. and the end has been somehow altered, it is not the natural point his fingers expect to find, it’s almost as though he were holding…..

“A quill,” he breathes.  “Yeah, right.”  Then he giggles at the absurdity of the past few moments, and with a theatrical flourish, he mimes a great scrawl across the air with his “quill.” 

And in the air, a bright orange flame that describes the exact sweep of his gesture.

He gasps; stepping away, dropping the feather.  The orange scrawl hangs in the air.  Terrified suddenly that its light will draw attention, he tries to wave it away with his hand, but it remains.  He picks up the feather again, and after a second, brushes at the airborne mark with the soft tip of the feather… and the feather sweeps the mark away, slowly erasing it.  

He stands very still for a very long time, afraid to move…. but eventually, he becomes more afraid not to move, and he finds he must try this magic once more, and reaches up with the quill to the air before him and prints, slowly, “Is this real?”

The words hang before him, glowing warmly.  Yes, they are real.

And without another thought, his hand begins moving with a mind of its own, and he follows, joyfully, writing upon the air.

*    *    *    *     *    *   *

He need never have worried about the light drawing the demons’ eyes.  Blaine had crafted it so that its light is only visible to its user…. and the issue would soon have been moot in any case, for there came a day  in December when he heard distant thunder…. thunder which drew closer until it became crashing explosions, and the demons screamed in terror, for someone was hunting them, pulling their caves apart and letting light spill in.  The demons broke, and fled for other, darker mountains, and their many prisoners staggered into the light, most of them no longer sure of who they were or what they should do… but one of them is absolutely certain of who he is and what he should do: He sits in the cold, clean air, and lifts the quill, and without even thinking begins to write something he had memorized a long time ago:  

“And in that region, there were shepherds out in the field, keeping watch 

over the flocks by night…….” 

……and he writes and he writes and the wind takes his words and carries them into the night sky.

*    *    *    *     *    *   *

And in the halls of white crystal, the Saint lifts a glass to Blaine and says “Merry Christmas, my friend,” and Blaine bows his head and answers, quietly, “Merry Christmas, sir.”

