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Once upon a time, Santa Claus missed Christmas.

Or rather, it would be more precise to say that once upon a time, Santa Claus overslept, and very nearly missed Christmas.

You don’t remember this, of course.  For one thing, it was many centuries before you were born…. and of course it was never written about, for the Saint of Christmastide employed an astonishing number of magicks great and small to make sure that it would never be noticed, nor written about, nor remembered.  And, to be fair, it wasn’t so very great a lapse-- merely a difference of a few hours, back in a time when a few hours more or less was never worried about.  

However, the Saint was sorely vexed with himself for allowing it to happen, and sorely vexed with his staff for allowing him to allow himself to allow it to happen, if you follow.  He thus charged his staff to take whatever action might be necessary to prevent such a thing from ever happening again.

To understand this, you must understand two things.  First, you must understand that when I say “his staff” I am referring to the race of elves who ‘habit with the Saint, and who pledge their lives to the support of his good and noble works.  The support they give is always some version of their greatest talent, which is the gift of Making.  These elves can Make anything, and Making is their joy and their purpose.

The second thing you must understand is that Santa Claus is terribly, terribly difficult to awaken.  Each year he expends an amazing amount of energy, whirling around the globe and slowing time and growing and shrinking himself and so forth, moving from house to house, delivering Christmas cheer (and eating an astonishing  number of cookies.)  It is, quite simply, exhausting work, and he returns from it barely able to stand, and when he eventually allows sleep to take him, it takes him very far indeed.  There is also the matter of his size.   He can, as you know, make himself as small as a flake of snow…. but in his normal form, he is an immense fellow, of the sort that makes giants feel puny.  When one undertakes to wake someone of such size, simple pokings and proddings are not enough.  Nor are noises of the sort which work on mortals-- there is no bell, from clock to Cathedral, which could ever wake the Saint, because…. well, because he snores.  He snores with such a noise as to rattle glaciers all around the Pole, so loudly as to push the elves’ very ears back into points (why did you think elf ears look like that?)  I’ll wager you have been outdoors from time to time and heard a distant roar and thought it an unseen truck, or jet airplane.  It was not-- it was the sound of Santa, snoring.  

And so it was, hundreds of years ago, that the best Makers in all the world were given the task of inventing some way to prevent the Saint from oversleeping.  Of course, they couldn’t all work on such a thing, for at the Pole are many thousands of makers, who labor day and night and who could scarcely afford to delay their normal work for something like this.  After some discussion, it was decided that only the three very finest makers would attempt it, each working on his or her own idea, and when all three were ready, the makers would decide among themselves which invention was best for waking the Saint. 

After a month’s time, all three were ready to present their inventions to the rest of the Makers, to decide whose would work best. You must understand that this was not any sort of contest, for Makers loathe such things.  There was no question of any invention being “best” because there were, after all, Makers, and everything that any Maker makes is always splendid, always the best thing of its sort.  The only question was which Making would do the best job, and it is the nature of Makers to understand such things without having to reduce them to a contest.  The Makers would view the inventions, it would be clear to all which of them would do the best job, and then they could all return to their normal work, the work which made them happiest and most content. 

They gathered together in a large work area, surrounding a simple table, and the first of the chosen Makers, an older she-elf named Elation, stepped before her people, holding a finely polished cylinder the size of a large sausage.  It was obviously carved from a very heavy,  very fine wood, and made so cleverly that no joinings were the least bit visible, even to such eyes as all of these.  There was a low murmur of admiration, for no matter what was within, even its outside was so well wrought as to be a masterpiece.  

Elation spoke quietly, and quickly, without a trace of showmanship.  “It is a music maker.  I have calculated very precisely the spot on which it must be placed within the master’s chambers.  Its mechanism is a spring-driven clockwork of sorts, and must be wound ahead of time.  On Christmas Eve Day, the sun shall come through the master’s windows just so, triggering the inner mechanicks which shall in turn play a sequence of the master’s favorite holiday tunes, just so….”  She then reached and depressed some invisible button or switch, and music of the most amazing sort began to pour from the cylinder, the music of a hundred voices and a thousand hands, all soaring heavenward with the joy of the season.  She then pushed the button again and bower her head, slightly, waiting.  

There was a very loud, appreciative humming from the other Makers (such humming being their way of applauding) until one of the most elder Makers, who name was Bristle, raised a hand, and the group quieted.  “I am old,” he began, “and these fingers no longer fit for fine work such as this….”(murmurs of protest, largely ceremonial, before he raised his hand higher and continued) “…..but I do not know how Our Master shall hear such splendid music over the sound of his own snores.”

Elation smiled broadly (for all True Makers smile in the presence of any hard truth) and bowed, saying “Bristle’s old eyes see further than my young fingers.  This Making of mine will not wake the Saint.” and without another word, she stepped back to join her people, gesturing for the second Maker to take his place and reveal his efforts.

The second Maker was named Shiftling, for it was among his gifts to be able to move back and forth along the many planes of waking and sleeping, and many of the things he made were made from materials he shuffled back and forth between these places.  He held what appeared to be a simple night cap, beautifully woven, but with no apparent special quality…. which, of course, made everyone present lean forward, for they knew that whatever Shiftling might make, it was always more than it seemed.  He spoke quickly, almost distractedly.

“This cap is woven from threads spun in the dreams of silkworms.  Before the weaving, those threads were held before the mouths of several of our folk who shared aloud their memories of the day our Master overslept.  Their memories have mingled with the dream-stuff of the threads, and so when this cap is placed upon our master’s head, he shall immediately begin dreaming of the day he overslept, and his horror at such memories shall jolt him fully awake.”

Again, there was the low murmur of appreciation… until another Maker, who was Bristle’s daughter, spoke.  “It is an amazement, to be sure,” she began, hurrying when Shiftling waved her flatteries aside, “but I fear his mood upon awakening from such a dream.  I think it would awaken him, but shall it awaken him to the state he requires to perform at his very best?  Do we wish for him to embark upon the night with his head and heart full of fear and bad memories?”

There was another murmur of discussion, while Shiftling simply waited (he did not worry himself with such things--- he had been charged to make a device to awaken the Saint; the mood of this awakening had not been a concern.)  Eventually Bristle spoke.  “I believe that we should hold this fine Making to the side, for it would surely work, even if it did so with unpredictable results.  We may indeed use it, for it is superbly done.  Let us now examine the work of our brother, Blaine.”

Blaine stepped nervously into the space vacated by Shiftling.  He was easily the youngest Maker present, and painfully aware of this fact.  He was only one hundred twenty years old, and as elves reckon such things, this means he was considered an adolescent.  He was only present at this gathering because it was already known among all his folk that young Blaine might well be the finest Maker ever seen in the last nine ages ( a span so great as to have seen stars born and die.) Blaine held in his hand a simple crucible, which held a few spoonfuls of liquid.  “I have mixed a potion,” he began, wishing his voice didn’t tremble so.  “The potion is made of many things, some borrowed from our brother Shiftling.  It performs much as Maker Shiftling’s piece would perform, but I believe it might do so with a more gentle hand.  It needs only that fire be lit beneath it in time to let its fumes fill our Master’s Chamber.”  At this, he placed the crucible upon a small burner, and it quickly began to bubble.  “If you would all close your eyes,” he requested.  “It works best when the subject sleeps, but I believe you shall know its working, even so.”

The Makers all closed their eyes and breathed deeply….. and there immediately came to each one the most astonishing flow of sensations, a heady mixture of scents and touches and sounds…. the waxy smell of birthday candles as they flicker out in warm tendrils of smoke… of soft, high bedside whispers o’er tightly clasped hands…. of rings sliding onto fingers as rice patters from high-flung skies…the light which shines from a parent’s eyes as they hold their children and think “forever”….the salt of tears shed in the joy of reunion….and into this reverie, Blaine’s voice, quiet:  “It is a brew of prayers and promises…. and I believe that our Master is himself, the greatest prayer spoken, and the happiest promise fulfilled.  When he breathes from this brew, he shall remember himself, know himself, and awaken to himself, fully prepared to meet the night.”

There was a deep and rumbling humming which came from the smiling mouth of every Maker, their eyes still closed, still reveling in the sensation of Blaine’s first masterpiece.  It was immediately selected as the best Making for the job (although that of Shiftling was also held in reserve, for one never knows.)  Blaine’s brew was warmed in the Saint’s chambers that year, and there were many mortals who spoke of it afterward as having been the best Christmas in many a year.

And shall the Saint awaken on time this year, too?   If what you’re asking is whether a jolly fat man will land on your roof this Christmas-tide, I really couldn’t say.  I’ve never seen him myself…. but I’ve felt him, and felt the wonder of his coming every year… for he always comes to those who open their hearts to him, and I look forward each year to bounding from my bed to meet the rising day.  It is a prayer most fervently made, and a promise most diligently kept, and I for one believe that this makes it a miracle… and the Saint and I both know that miracles are always worth waking up for.

