Winter Wonderland II - The Spirit of Yule
By Celebsul

"Do we let them get away with that?" Esgallyg asked as Celebsul helped brush the snow off his back. Moisture still trickled from Celebsul's face where Nellas had squashed her snowball.

"I suppose not. My apprentices and their young friends need to learn a bit more decorum. What they do to one another is up to them, but ... " He grinned and winked.

"Yes. They should not offend the dignity of their elders." Esgallyg grinned and winked in return.

Returning to the inn, they spent the evening quietly plotting together.

The following day arrived crisp and cold with a dusting of powdery flakes drifting lazily down, sparkling like tiny diamonds as they added to the blanket of bright snow. Celebsul was in his workshop trying to tutor his still-sniggering apprentices when Esgallyg came in. "I need a word with you, Celebsul. It's quite urgent."

"Urgent?" the older elf seemed to contemplate for a moment, "Oh, it's nearly that time ... Just a moment. Aerio, Gambesul, would you mind leaving us alone for a while?"

"Why?" Aerio asked brazenly.

"Because it is a private matter," his master replied patiently.

'Secret, more like,' Aerio thought but he grabbed Gambesul's arm and the two left. Once outside, they crept around the back of the workshop and crouched beneath a partly open window. "Our master is not as subtle as he imagines," Aerio whispered, "He and Esgallyg have something to discuss that they don't want us to know."

"Then they should not leave a window open," Gambesul grinned.

Nellas was coming out from the woods when she saw the two conspirators. They gestured for her to join them but to be quiet. She walked cautiously over, crouched then mimed, "What's going on."

"We're about to find out." Aerio put a finger to his lips.

Inside the workshop, Esgallyg was pacing to and fro. "How do we keep it from the youngsters until they reach an age where they can understand what to ask for from the Spirit of Yule."

"It is difficult," Celebsul said with deep sympathy, "The last time that I heard of a youngster finding her, he asked for all manner of inappropriate things, for riches and skill and fame."

Outside, three crouching elves stared at each other in amazement, the Spirit of Yule, riches, skill and fame! Their eyes almost popped out of their heads and their pointed ears angled even closer to the window.

"Aye, the Spirit of Yuletide is very generous," Esgallyg shook his head sadly, "But she appears for such a brief time. The chances of them discovering her are very remote, though music often heralds her appearance, and she can be found in the strangest places."

"You are right, Esgallyg." Celebsul nodded, "We worry with no real reason. She will probably arrive at midnight and then fade away without them noticing. I had planned to meet up with Gubbitch. He wanted to know how to celebrate Yule. Do you want to join me?"

"Tell an orc how to celebrate Yule? That is something I would hate to miss. When and where?"

"Gubbitch will probably arrive very late. I do not want to keep the hobbits from their beds, so I'll ask Aerio to sleep tonight in Milo and Gambesul's room downstairs, while we meet in my room. The conversation will not disturb Bob. Nothing does." Celebsul smiled wryly.

"I'll be there for certain. Now I better go and finish my work. Till later, Celebsul."

The three young elves heard the leave taking and grinned at each other until their cheeks hurt. Creeping away from the window, they sprang to their feet and ran into the woods.

"The elders are such miseries!" Nellas exclaimed when they were deep amongst the trees, "A Spirit of Yule who can grant wishes, and they keep her a secret from us. They just don't want us to have anything they don't have. They want us to remain beholden to them for their 'wisdom'!"

"If we find her, will she grant wishes for each of us?" Gambesul asked.

"I hope so," Aerio responded, "Otherwise we will have to find a wish that we can share"

A new voice joined the discussion, "What will we share?" Pippin asked.

The conspirators explained and Pippin listened with interest and a little skepticism.

"They say music is heard before she appears," Nellas grinned, "We will meet just before midnight outside the workshop, and then listen very carefully."

The four grasped wrists to seal the conspiracy.

Midnight arrived: in room eighteen, Bob was snoring with gusto. The earlier, whispered conversation had indeed not disturbed him. 

Celebsul now perched on the branch of an oak. A jolly pipe played briefly before Esgallyg joined his friend in the tree. Four young elves crept stealthily around the corner of the workshop. "It came from the chicken hutch, I'm sure of it," Nellas hissed.

"What are we looking for?" Gambesul whispered, "What does a Yule Spirit look like?"

"She could be tiny, like a sprite," Pippin ventured.

"We'll know her when we see her," Aerio responded with confidence, "but we must be thorough and we must be quick."

All four elves crawled, one after the other, into the elaborate chicken hutch then poked around in every corner. Each of them secretly wanted to be the one to discover the Spirit. What they did discover, aside from the waste products of hens, a few broken eggs, and a lot of feathers, was that chickens are very bad tempered creatures when disturbed from their slumbers. The red marks of pecking beaks adorned each of the young elves by the time they heard the pipe play again. They wormed backwards out of the hutch and listened intently.

"Sorry," Nellas said, spitting a cluster of feathers from her mouth, "I heard wrongly. It's coming from the chimney. We better move fast."

They dashed into the silent inn and collected a tankard of water to douse the embers in the fireplace. Then, one by one, with Nellas in the lead, they stepped into the mouth of the chimney.

How do four elves fit up a chimney? Not easily, not with elven grace, but they do fit if they try very hard. Black with soot, sticky with the remnants of chicken hutch floors, egged and feathered, the resilient adventurers clambered and climbed and sought for the Spirit of Yule; she would surely bring them their hearts' desires.

It seemed that a voice whispered down the chimney to them, "This way, my children." Desperate to reach her, all four tried to scramble higher.

Then another voice echoed up the chimney. Meri was not pleased. "WHAT, BY ERU, ARE YOU DOING? THERE'S SOOT ALL OVER THE FLOOR. COME DOWN THIS MINUTE OR I'LL HAVE YOUR GUTS FOR GARTERS!"

A sound akin to an avalanche ensued and four young elves landed in a heap in the damp ashes of the hearth, a shower of soot raining down upon their heads. The only way Meri could guess who they were was from the four pairs of eyes blinking out from the black tangle of bodies.

Meri stood with her arms clasped, red faced and more fearsome than any warrior. "Look at the state of my floor! You have a month's worth of kitchen duties to repay this, and first you will clean up all the mess." Her wide eyes watched as a black feather drifted towards her face. She batted it angrily away.

"We'll make it right when we find the Yule Spirit," Nellas pleaded with a trembling lower lip. 

"The what?" Meri exclaimed.

"The Spirit of Yule." Nellas explained. "We'll ask her to grant a wish to make the inn really clean and ensure all the kitchen duties are done."

"Why would anyone climb up a chimney to find a spirit that could grant them a wish to clean up the mess they made climbing up the chimney?" If it were possible, Meri seemed to be getting crosser. "And why would I need my chores done by a wish when there are friends happy and willing to help, and others who would benefit from a bit of honest work?" 

"She could also have granted us skill and fame." Gambesul explained.

"I think not," a familiar voice spoke. The eight eyes of the black heap turned with dawning realisation to the two figures seated at a nearby table. Esgallyg put down his tankard and played a brief, familiar tune on his pipe.

"There is no Spirit of Yule," Nellas gasped, "You lied!"

Celebsul smiled, "We did not lie."

"You said you planned to meet Gubbitch, to tell him about Yule." Aerio protested.

"I plan to so do."

Aerio continued, "You said he would arrive late. Where is he?"  

"He will arrive late to learn of Yule, because he will not get here until Yule." Celebsul explained.

Nellas was shocked at this duplicity, "You certainly lied about the Spirit of Yule. There is no such thing, is there?"

"Oh there is a Spirit of Yule." Celebsul replied gently, "Many think that she is a bringer of gifts, a granter of wishes, but that is not what she is."

"Then what is she?" Aerio sounded exasperated.

"She is that which, during Yule, lives within those seeking to give rather than receive. She lives within Meri and Erin and Camellia who are striving to make the finest feasts that they can, not for praise, but to give pleasure to their friends. She lives in others who are planning celebrations in order to see delight on the faces of others. She is that which desires to cheer those we care for through the darkest days of winter."

Esgallyg added his voice, "Besides, would you really want skills untaught and fame unearned? Think on it."

The eyes of the heap blinked like those of a disorganised giant spider. Pippin was the first to stand, a glimmer of red hair revealed as she shook her head. "No, I would not want such. I've worked hard for the skills I possess and I'm proud of it. I'll happily clean up here, Meri, and peel a month's worth of potatos."

Nellas rose next, "So will I, and I apologise for the mess."

Aerio and Gambesul helped each other to their feet, "We'll wash and dry dishes."

Meri stared up at the four tall figures, looking for all the world as if they had been tarred and feathered, then she broke out laughing. Esgallyg and Celebsul joined in, then the youngsters glanced at each other and fell to laughing helplessly too, tears of mirth making streaks down their sooty faces.

When she had regained control, Meri shooed the four off to bathe. Knowing that she would now start cleaning the floor herself, Celebsul and Esgallyg went to fetch mops and brooms to help her.

In the women's bathroom, Pippin grinned ruefully as she scrubbed off the grime, "We walked into that one, didn't we?"

"Walked, crawled and climbed!" Nellas responded, "I think I'm through with snowballs for a while."
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