STORY 45


It was snowing over Ur-Sagol.


That in itself was an unusual occurrence. The dead city’s climate was far too warm, and steady throughout the year, to allow for freezing or snow. These happened much further south, on the frigid slopes of mountains untravelled by most of Ur-Sagol’s residents. The snow was, in fact, not a natural event. Far above ground, the dark sky blanketing the ruins, swirling with thick snowflakes, had appeared quite suddenly, drawn into Felarya from an entirely different world. The cold whiteness which descended upon the cracked stone buildings had formed into the atmosphere of quite another dimension.


On the ground, a tree girl was looking up into the swirling, delicate pattern, with a look of wonder on her young face. Her brown eyes were bright with childish excitement – her lightly freckled, fair-skinned face smiling with gentle delight. Barely two metres sixty tall, she was destined to grow into a giant dryad, but at present she could not have been older than eleven. Her pale, yellow-brown tree trunk was covered in thin, flakey bark, which was hardening slightly in the cold air. Her hair was long, a blend of orange and brown, perfectly matching her leaves; and, just like her leaves, it was whitened with thickening, settled snow. She blinked, as snowflakes touched her eyes, but the soft smile did not falter from her lips. She had never seen snow before, or even heard of it. Despite the cold, a warm glow of simple pleasure enveloped her, suffusing her from the inside. She laughed, very softly, her hand trailing over specks of snow alighting on her cheeks. She had no idea what it was, but the thought that it might threaten her never occurred. She enjoyed the sight, and the strange sensation, and watched the pattern of the snowfall in tireless fascination. It was like magic.


Her name was Happy, and happy she was indeed.


A short distance away, her two older ‘sisters’ watched her in turn, gently amused. The little dryad was rooted in a fairly large garden, parts of which were left to the care of nature, and remained messily overgrown. Just as the little girl liked it. Other sections were far neater, arranged in cultivated plots of fruit and vegetables which fed the little family. The garden was walled in on three sides, while the fourth consisted in a large, high, single storey building, with frameless windows and a giant door connecting the private garden and the house.


“She seems to like it,” Shaan remarked, smiling.


“She likes most things,” Canni agreed, softly. “Our little Happy has a gentle soul.”


They were not really sisters. Canni and Shaan were both adults, but treated the dryad as a little sister rather than as a daughter. Canni was gigantic, a giant dridder, with dark, brown skin, and appealing, pale pink eyes. Her hair was a pretty, pinkish white, tumbling untidily down her back, contrasting both with the skin of her face and humanoid torso, and with the black carapace of her spider body and hard, chitinous, multi-segmented legs. Her spider back was patterned with striking pink lines and dots, a quiet source of vanity for her since childhood.


Shaan was much smaller – so small, in fact, that Canni might have engulfed her tightly in one delicate, feminine hand. She was a grass naga, no taller than a human. Designed to blend into her natural environment, her entire body was green, her humanoid top matching her tail, with simple, light yellow stripes adding some diversity to her basic grassy hue. Her hair –long and flowing like Canni’s, though perhaps a little more curly– was also green, tinged with a hint of blond. Unlike her ‘sisters’, she wore a long, frilly female t-shirt, a pale blue with a floral pattern, which extended just far enough to cover her waist and private parts. It was not a matter of modesty, but rather of vanity. She liked her shirts and various tops.

Under different circumstances, Canni might have slurped her up as a quick meal. But the dridder, who had grown up isolated from her kind, did not eat intelligent beings, and avoided consuming even animals unless hunger drove her by necessity. They had been children when they had met, both recently orphaned. Canni had taken the distraught, younger little naga into her care. They had settled in this abandoned house, and discovered a baby dryad, whom they had named Happy. The three had grown up together, unsupervised by any adult, looking after one another. A strange kindness had bound them as sisters, although Canni, being the eldest and the strongest, had sometimes exerted an almost motherly, loving sternness in protecting her adopted siblings. Happy was ageing more slowly than the other two, and she remained in their care now that they were both grown up. Not that she needed much care. The little girl was quietly content with spending her days and nights in the garden, rain or shine, her young mind kept active by an unending fascination with the small world around her. She could spend hours watching a snail crawl up a tree, or marvelling at the drip of water from leaves in the rain. She found joy in simple things, and often seemed lost in thoughts of her own, a dreamy look in her gentle brown eyes.


The snow, of course, was something new, and a source of boundless yet quiet delight. Canni felt her heart warm as she watched her through the window.


“I hope it lasts,” she said fondly. “Just look at her.”


“Not too long,” Shaan argued. “Or we might freeze. It’s never been so cold.” She blew on her hands, and rubbed them together. In a corner of the large room, open to the suddenly cold air through its large doors and windows, was a crude metal basin in which a smallish wood fire burned slowly. “Doesn’t she feel the cold?”


“Apparently not.”


“I wonder if she’ll ever grow up. And what she’ll be like.”


Canni smiled. “I have to admit, I’m curious how she’ll turn out as a teenager. It shouldn’t be too many years now.” She looked at the naga. “I remember you as a teenager. You were unbearable at times.” She smiled affectionately.


Shaan grinned. “I’m sure I gave Happy lots of ideas, too.”


“You’ll have to help me deal with them, if that’s the case.” Canni poked her playfully.


The naga giggled. “Well, I’m going to find some dinner. If Happy starts sneezing, give her one of my tops.”


Canni smiled, and nodded, before gazing back out into the garden.

* * *


High in the frigid sky, a large sleigh was buffeted by strong winds, as its lone driver struggled to steady the course of its reindeer. Confused, their senses atingle, the animals galoped across the sky, slowing now and then, disoriented, moving at different paces and almost throwing the old man behind them off balance.


“Steady! Steady!” he called over the unnatural wind, his voice calm, firm and fatherly; soothing the animals to some extent. Blinking against the snow, which caught in his white beard, he guided the reindeer down, and peered at the land below.


For the first time for as far back as he could remember, old Father Christmas did not know where he was. He had been flying over northern Canada when a strange, shimmering light had filled the air around him, and everything had changed. It was still evening, and still snowing, but the landscape stretching out beneath him was unfamiliar. Swooping down, with jingling bells attached to his sleigh, he found he was heading down into a ruined city. His heart sank a little. He was unlikely to find much to do here. But perhaps he could regain his bearings. Flying with no sense of direction was not going to help.


His sharp eyes caught sight of a single, weak light flickering in one of the stone buildings – a small fire, lit close to a window. His gaze panned the ground below, and he chose a wide, empty rouad. The wind was much lighter close to the ground –no more than a cold breeze–, and he brought his sleigh down smoothly, the reindeers coming to rest in the deserted street.


All was quiet.


Brushing some of the snow off his thick green winter coat, Father Christmas stood, and stepped down into the street. Hesitant, he looked around.

* * *


Shaan slurped up the thin tail of her squealing, squirming neera, and smiled in contentment as she shifted him round her mouth. He had been easy to catch, despite hiding in the ruins; his tiny footprints in the snow had led her straight to him. Snow was turning out to be useful to hunt in. If she was lucky, she might even hear potential meals sneezing, unaccustomed to the cold.


She shifted the wriggling mouseboy with her tongue, soaking in his pleasant flavour, and glanced back at her own sinuous track in the snow. She would have to be careful, too. If anything happened to be about, she would be just as easy to find. She pressed the neera up against the roof of her mouth, sucking in more of his taste, enjoying his frantic, futile struggles, and listened for any sound above the faint, whistling breeze.


Something musical reached her ears, and she froze for a moment, uncertain what to make of it. It was a soft, pretty, jingling sound, dainty and light, and for some reason it made her feel quite cheerful. She could not identify it, however, and for that reason she remained on her guard. She swallowed the neera with a wet, audible gulp, and looked around, straining her senses to locate the source of the strange sound. It seemed to be coming from… She gazed down the street, tense and cautious. Should she go and see, or should she slither off quickly in the opposite direction? Maybe she should fetch Canni. After all, it could be someone in need of help. She hesitated for a moment –lingering also to enjoy the first struggles of her tasty neera in her stomach–, then curiosity got the better of her, and she began to move towards the jingling sound.

* * *


The city seemed as though it had been uninhabited for quite a while. Was there even any point looking for people here? Father Christmas ran his gloved hand through his beard, worried. Magic or not, he had a schedule to keep. And if he had no idea what direction to head in… His thick boots trudged through the snow, and he took a turn in the street, looking down a narrower one. It was then that he saw her. His white eyebrows rose, and he stood still.


A few metres away, Shaan came to a stop as well, gazing curiously at the strange man. He was wrapped up for winter, but his face was visible enough to mark him as elderly. He did not seem dangerous. He smiled, kindly, his crinkly face filled with warmth, and she relaxed. He was just an old man lost in the snow. She slithered towards him.


“Good evening!” he greeted her, in a rich, friendly voice.


“Hello.” She returned the smile. “Are you lost? My name’s Shaan. I may be able to help.”


The old man seemed distinctly curious, but also relieved. “That’s very kind of you, Miss Shaan. I’m Father Christmas, and I am indeed… rather lost.” He looked round. “I suppose few people live here.”


“We have the area pretty much to ourselves, yes. You’re lucky to have ended up close by to us.”


“I’m sure I am,” he said grateful. “Tell me, if you would… Where am I?”


“Ur-Sagol,” she said promptly. “You’re in Felarya.”


The curious look in his gentle eyes brightened. “You know, I’ve been everywhere in the world, and… that name isn’t familiar to me.”


Shaan smiled, kindly. “I’m guessing you’re no longer on your own world.”


“Not my own world…” Father Christmas looked startled for a moment. He shook his head. “That’s going to be a problem.”


The naga slithered right up to him, and put her hand on his shoulder, gently. “Don’t worry about it. We may be able to get you home. And in the meantime, we can keep you safe.”


“Safe?”


“Canni and me. Nobody messes with her.”


The old man gave a slight, uncertain smile. “Was yours the light in the window? The small fire?”


Shaan nodded. “I’ll take you there.”


“Thank you.” Father Christmas gave her a grateful smile. “Thank you very much. I’ll just…” He glanced down the street. “I’ll just get my sleigh.”


Shaan blinked, as he began to walk back the way he had come.


“Sleigh?”

* * *


Grown up or not, Shaan was grinning and laughing by the time Father Christmas’ sleigh pulled up outside her home, bells a-jingle and reindeers neighing, and she slithered off it with a giggle of delight. The old man smiled at her warmly, and followed her down.


“Was that fun?”


“It was great!” she gushed. “I’d never… Well, I’ve been on rides on Canni’s back, of course, but this was…” She turned, as the click of eight hard legs on a stone floor heralded Canni’s exit from the building. The giant dridder emerged, a querying look on her dark face. Father Christmas looked up at her, surprised, and hesitated, just for a moment. She gave him a reassuring smile.


“Hello. Are you in need of help?”


“Ah… Yes. Well, mostly, I need to get home.”


“So do a lot of people who arrive here,” the gigantic spider-girl said softly. “I’m Canni.”


“I’m Father Christmas. Miss Shaan said you might be able to help?”


Canni nodded. “There’s a gate. A dimensional gate, some distance from here. It may take you back to where you came from. I can lead you there.” She turned her attention to the animals leading the sleigh. They were mostly ignoring her, and did not appear afraid. “What are they?”


“Reindeer,” Christmas said, in his warm, deep voice. “Magical reindeer.”


Tentatively, Canni reached out a giant hand, and stroked one of the reindeer’s back. The beautiful animal turned his head, and nuzzled her hand. She gave a little laugh of surprise, and caressed it fondly. “They’re not afraid…” she whispered.


“They know you mean them no harm.”


“Do you trust me, too?”


“Yes.” The human looked up at her, his aged face kind and serious. “I can sense the good in people. You, and your friend, are good people.”


Canni smiled. “Come in. I’ll take you to the gate soon, but you may want to warm up a little first. We have a fire…”


“Thank you. That’s very kind.” He paused, as he thought of something. “Is there, by any chance, a child in your home?”


Dridder and naga glanced at each other. “Yes,” Canni said, after a moment. “Our little sister. Happy.”


“Her name is Happy?”


Canni smiled. “It suits her.”


“I see.” The old man returned the smile. “If you’ll excuse me just one moment…” Climbing back onto his sled, he reached into a heavy stack of bags. “The children in this place aren’t on my list… But I think I may have… Ah.” He picked up a small bag. “It’s not much… Would you say Happy is a good child? Well-behaved?”


“Almost always,” Canni said, still smiling. “Why do you ask?”


“I’m afraid I have no presents for her, but, if she’s good…” He got off the sleigh, smiled, and followed them into the large house.

* * *


The snow blanketed the garden in a beautiful white carpet, shining very softly in the moonlight. Here and there, colourful flowers, their bright tones muted by the evening’s darkness, poked through the smooth white surface. Trees bowed their snow-laden branches. Small paw marks hinted at the scampering of birds and animals across the cold, unusual substance coating the ground. The trails of Canni’s steps, Father Christmas’ boots and Shaan’s slithering led from the back of the house into the garden, and up to a child, a young tree girl, seeming unaffected by the cold. Her hair and leaves were coated in snow too, and she had held still for a long time, so as not to dislodge it. She was looking at her visitor now with gentle curiosity.


“Hello, Happy,” Father Christmas greeted her warmly. “Merry Christmas!”


Happy smiled, intrigued. “What’s Christmas?”


“It’s a day of kindness and sharing and smiles. A day to be with your loved ones. A day to give and receive gifts.”


The girl’s face lit up, then almost immediately seemed troubled. “That’s nice…” she said, her tone soft and thoughtful. “But I’m not sure I’ve got much to give you…” She bit her lip, thinking hard, before brightening once more. “I could give you a leaf! I’ve got some very lovely leaves. Some are quite big, with pretty colours and patterns.”


Father Christmas smiled. “That’s very kind of you, Happy. If you’d like to give me a leaf, I’ll treasure it as a gift.” His smile broadened, fatherly and gentle. “But I’m the one who gives presents, usually.”


Happy grinned. She grabbed one of her branches, looked over it, then released it –with a flurry of unsettled snow– and turned her attention to another. Looking her leaves over carefully, brushing the snow off some of them, she eventually settled on one, a fairly bright orange with lines and splotches of brown. Plucking it off her branch, she examined it solemnly for a moment, then nodded to herself in approval, and handed it down to the human. Although she was a child, he was only about two thirds as tall as she was.


“For you,” she said, with the earnest, smiling seriousness of a child.


Gently, solemnly, Father Christmas accepted the gift.


“Thank you.” He took the time to look it over, brushing away a last few flecks of snow. “It’s beautiful.”


Happy beamed, pleased. “Look after it.”


“I will. I’ll keep it.” With his free hand, he held up a bag. “This is for you. For a sweet, kind, and very good little girl. I have no presents on my list for you, and I’m sorry about that… But I hope this can be a Christmas treat.”


Happy opened the bag, excited, and her eyes lit up with pleasant surprise. “Ooh…”


Canni laughed, happy in turn to see her pleased. “What did the nice man give you, Happy?”


“I’m not sure.” She plunged her hand in the bag, and withdrew a small, hard, disk-shaped, sweet-smelling… something.


“Biscuits,” Father Christmas explained. “Cinammon biscuits. And chocolate. And a few oranges… Christmas food. Festive food.”


Happy was grinning. She held the first biscuit up to her face, and sniffed at it. For a brief moment longer, she examined it, then giggled with girlish excitement, and took a large bite. Her eyes shone with unexpected pleasure, and then her eyelids half closed, as she began to chew, savouring the unexpected treat. Her young face, flecked with snow, seemed almost aglow.


“Say thank you,” Canni chided her gently.


“Thank you…” Happy whispered, with her mouth full, and popped in the rest of the biscuit, chewing with simple bliss. Her eyes closed completely.


“Come,” Canni told Father Christmas, smiling. “She’s going to be in her own little world for a while. Let’s leave her to enjoy it.”


The old man nodded, gave the little girl another smile –which she did not see–, and began to walk away with the two adult women.


“I wish I’d known to bring something else…”


“You’ve got her excited, and, well, happy,” Shaan said. “I think this has been a special evening for her.”


“I’m glad.” Father Christmas beamed… then slowed, and stopped, a thoughtful expression coming across his face. “Actually…”


“Yes?” Canni prompted.


“I have another idea.” He looked at them both in turn. “Please wait for me here.”


“If you like.” Canni glanced at Shaan as the old man hurried off through the snow. The naga shrugged, still smiling a little.


“We’ve never had a visitor quite like him, have we…?”


“No. It’s been quite a unique evening all round. What do you think he’s gone to fetch?”


“Not the faintest idea.” A pause. “Whatever it is, I’m sure Happy will like it.” They both glanced back at the little dryad, who was munching on her Christmas food with unconcealed delight.


“That all smelt quite sugary. We’ll have to watch her teeth. And I hope she doesn’t make herself sick.”


“Dryads can’t be sick,” Shaan reminded her.


“Exactly. If she gets a poorly tummy, it’ll be painful. Remember when we were younger and you fed her that–”


“Yes,” Shaan cut her off, looking suitably awkward. “Still… I doubt it can do her much harm. Let her enjoy it.”


Canni nodded. “Ah, there’s Father Christmas…”


The white-bearded human was making his way back towards them, a larger bag in his hands.


“What have you got there?” Shaan asked, curious.


“You’ll see.” There was an almost mischievous twinkle in the old man’s eyes. He passed between them, and they followed, intrigued, as he returned to Happy. The girl had just worked out that you couldn’t bite into an orange without peeling it, and was taking the peel off with focused care. She smiled brightly as she saw her visitor had returned.


“Hello again!” she greeted him.


Father Christmas chuckled. “I’ve got something more for you, Happy. I think you may like it… Finish your orange, then I want you to close your eyes, and hold very still. All right?”


The child looked at him with probing curiosity, then nodded, excited. She removed the peel from her orange, and devoured it quickly, before closing her eyes, a bright smile on her face. Shaan half opened her mouth to ask what was going to happen, but thought better of it, and watched in silence.


Father Christmas opened his bag, and pulled out a sparkling, fluffy sting of pretty blue and white. Shaan inhaled a quick breath. Silent, the old man reached up, and draped the garland over one of Happy’s branches, curling it securely round the wood. The little girl felt the tickle of an unfamiliar touch, and giggled, but did not open her eyes. The man produced another garland –red, this time–, and draped it over two more of her branches. He proceeded with several more as Canni and Shaan watched without a word. Within a few minutes, the little drayd was decorated with sparkling streams of colour. Smiling softly, Father Christmas reached into his bag once more, and held up several bright, equally colourful balls – greens and reds, purples and yellows and whites, and shimmering silvers. With care, he hung them from the child’s branches, nestling them among her snowy leaves. Shaan seemed baffled but fascinated as she watched, while Canni was smiling with gentle approval.


Finally, the human stepped back, and surveyed his work. He nodded, faintly, glanced at the women, and breathed out a single word, an almost inaudible whisper. There was a tingle in the air, and, all of a sudden, Happy lit up with a sparkle of colours, magical lights appearing out of nowhere on her leaves, on her branches, even on her arms and torso, and in her snowy orange-brown hair. She felt something, then, and gasped –her gasp echoing the two women’s–, but still she did not open her eyes. Not until Father Christmas told her to, his voice so very warm and gentle.


“You can look now.”


Happy opened her eyes, to the glow of her own Christmas lights. She looked herself over, amazed, and laughed, a clear, bright laugh of sheer, startled delight.


“I’m… I’m…”


“You’re a Christmas dryad. A real little Christmas girl.” The old man took her hand, and squeezed it softly. “Merry Christmas, Happy.”

* * *


They left Happy still marvelling at her own magical transformation, running her hands through the garlands, trying to touch the intangible lights, rearranging her own decorations a little to suit her own childish sense of fashion… Towards the back of the garden, she was aglow with colours, and still bedecked with snow, shining beautifully in the night air. Rarely had she seemed so thrilled. Canni was beaming as she escorted Father Christmas to his sleigh.


“The lights won’t stop her from sleeping when she gets tired,” he explained. “And they’ll have faded by dawn.” He climbed onto his sled, as some of the reindeer shifted their hooves impatiently. “If I can, I’ll come by again next year.”


“You’ve made this very special for her,” Canni said, warmly. “Thank you.”


“My pleasure,” the man said, and sounded as though he really meant it.


“I’ll take you to the gate. If I run, and you’re on your sleigh, it shouldn’t take us too long. Let’s get you back to your own world.”


“Thank you,” Father Christmas said, in turn. “I’ve still got a lot of children to visit tonight.”


In the garden she had spent all her life in, Happy was utterly absorbed with her own wonderful decorations. It would be a long time before her excitement faded, and she was able to sleep.


Not that she needed to sleep, any time soon. Father Christmas had come early for little Happy of Felarya. Glowing –quite literally– in the hazy drift of the falling snow, she laughed very softly to herself, and closed her eyes once more, feeling the cold snowflakes on her cheeks. Peaceful; content. Happy.

THE END

