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No AI was used to make this book.

The story is dedicated to my family.

I made it available for free on my Patreon in PDF form so that everyone can have it!

Keep an eye out wherever you stream your podcasts for the audiobook read by me.

If you like this book and want me to keep writing, buy a hard copy for your friend’s Christmas stocking, or give me a dollar on Patreon!

Instagram handle: @lilydrawsandwrites

Patreon: patreon.com/LilyDrawsandWrites

Email: lilydrawsandwrites@gmail.com

Thank you to my beta readers: Nico, Sam, Maia, Sandy, Joe, and Julie.

This book was not professionally edited. Please send comments about errors to the above email address.

I was not able to use traditional publishing methods, so this book will not be stocked on shelves. Please consider ordering it from betterworldbooks.com, bookshop.org, or ask your local bookstore to order a copy for you!

Love, Lily
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Cinnamon Tea Recipe
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Ingredients:


	Decaffeinated earl gray black tea

	
Food-grade whole spices 
	Cinnamon sticks

	Green cardamom pods

	Whole cloves

	Star anise

	Fresh ginger





	White sugar if you have a sweet tooth

	Orange slices if you are using plain black tea (earl gray already has bergamot for acidity)



Instructions:

Whole spices are amazing, but they can give you varied results depending on freshness and size. 

I think this is a good place to start:


	Put a 7” diameter pot on the stove, fill it up halfway, and heat it until just before boiling

	With the stove on low, put in 2 bags of decaffeinated black tea, and remove after 3 minutes

	Place a stainless steel steamer basket into the pot for easy removal of spices after brewing

	2 cinnamon sticks, 2 star anise, 2 tablespoons of cloves, 2 tablespoons of cardamom pods, 1 tablespoon of sugar, 1 teaspoon coarsely grated fresh ginger

	Keep the water steaming hot but not boiling for 10 minutes and then lift out the steamer basket
(Note: You can set the steamer basket on a plate and spread out the spices to dry so that you can re-use them the next time you make tea. Only use once more, steep a little longer.)

	Put your mugs/tumblers in the sink and pour the pot out over them, or fill your teacups by dipping them and leave it on the stove as a simmer pot



During a cozy Saturday of reading in my chair, I can go through an entire pot by myself! If you are more generous, I recommend sharing this tea with your coven at the holidays as an alternative to mulled wine.

	This recipe is inspired by thé à la cannelle, a drink which is popular around Christmas in Switzerland


Substitutions:

If you are low on time or funds, I recommend the Celestial Seasonings Gingerbread Spice tea as a great alternative for your cozy reading experience!
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Chapter 1: Sam’s Adventure
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Some repeat history out of ignorance; some repeat it out of spite. But I think what leaves us lost in the woods is hate gleefully finding itself new reasons to bite.

––––––––
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There is a place where disease doesn’t spread and parasites cannot grow. The land is blessed in summer with rich, loamy soil, and on the ground grows green moss, lacy ferns, and alpine flowers. In the winter, though the world is white, the gardens are still filled with leafy greens and tomatoes are ripe on the vine. Short, filtered daylight through snowy skies is aided by magic to provide the inhabitants with more than they need and longer life than any other creatures on Earth. As they are so blessed, they share food and warmth with the rest of the world, and of course, there is the annual tradition of gift-giving. On the winter solstice for two thousand years, Grandfather Yule has taken to the skies and shared his wealth with all the children of the world. As a young man, in 2BCE, he lifted his sword high to the heavens and rode nobly on his steed with a host of young hunters at his side. He brought meat and wine to the families of the north, and they called him Wodenaz, Chief of Gods. Now he is old Grandfather Christmas, and his home—the North Pole—is as normal a village as you can find, with a few notable exceptions.

––––––––
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It was early in the morning on a crisp, autumn day. As the sun rose over the eastern ridge, a sheet of light crept down the opposite side of the valley. It lit up pine forests, painted rocks in golden light, and inspired the birds into song. It eased gently over wooden shingles, and found its way down walls and onto eager garden beds and a flower box. It slid diagonally across a canyon road and then began up a gravel lane towards an old house. Before it arrived, the back door creaked open and a little boy crept out. He was hunched over, holding something precious inside of his jacket. It was rather large for him to be carrying, and created quite a lump at his front, bending the zipper all out of shape and pulling the neckline down onto his chest from its weight. He propped it up with one arm, and pulled the door closed, slowing down as it began to shut so as to avoid any sound. He then hobbled away, passed a greenhouse, holding the lump tight against his chest, and descended awkwardly down the bank of a creek. A water wheel turned merrily behind him with gentle creaking and bubbling. Instead of trying to hop rocks with his load, he waded straight through the water, and shook his sandaled feet out on the other side. The opposing bank took some speed and momentum, but he did make it up, and slipped away into the forest.

From the shade of evergreen trees across the creek, he peered back at his family’s house. It seemed that nobody had seen him go.

“We made it!” he whispered down into the front of his hoodie.

“Made it where?” came a tiny voice from within.

The boy froze, wide-eyed, and then a huge grin spread across his face. “I didn’t know you could talk!”

“Of course I can talk, but nobody ever listens.”

“Nobody listens to me either.” said the boy.

“I listen to you. Your favorite color is blue and you cheat at cards!”

“I don’t! Counting and using your brain isn’t cheating!”

The dragon’s eyes glittered. “Where are we going, Sam?”

“To school! I want people to know that dragons aren’t so bad.”

“Who cares what they think?” said the dragon.

Sam was a little surprised. “Well, I do!”

“You really shouldn’t. They are all ignorant and dumb.”

Sam thought for a moment, but he wasn’t sure that they weren’t.

The dragon continued. “Let’s go somewhere else instead. We can do something great!”

“What do you suggest?”

“Just follow me!”

Sam knelt down on the soft, pine-needle floor, and let the dragon climb out through the bottom of his jacket. The dragon wiggled as he walked through the underbrush, tiny clawed feet moving rapidly to stay ahead. The two of them snuck through the forest outside of town, making steady progress downstream, and eventually diverting up the side of the canyon. From up high on a ridgeline, Sam could see where an old dirt road turned off of the main path and climbed up a different gully. They followed this for about ten minutes, and then the dragon paused, and made a sharp turn, going straight up the side of the mountain. Sam trudged after him, and before long, they stepped out of the trees onto an abandoned road. It was clearly packed dirt, but the forest had begun to reclaim it. It led right up to a huge wooden mill, with dirty old windows and painted text above the door. Sam was about to read what it said when the dragon made a low growl to redirect him.

Sam turned around in awe. “How did you find this place?”

The dragon’s eyes sparkled a little. “Just my good intuition!”

On the other side of the road, where the dragon was headed, sat the mouth of a mining tunnel. The entrance was boarded up, but the bottom boards had been placed just high enough to allow water to pass beneath, and storms had washed out dirt over time, making the hole even larger. That gap was exactly where the dragon was headed. He paused just a moment before sticking in his snout, and looked back up at Sam.

“Well, are you coming or not?”

Sam squeezed into the tunnel, and then felt instant regret. It was so dark, even with faint beams of light coming through the boards, and it went on so long that it just disappeared into a void of nothingness. Sam had never seen black so very dark.

As his eyes adjusted, he began to see the shapes of mining carts nearby. Back a little further, a pair of thin metal rails began, balancing another mining cart between them. The tunnel was dark, damp, and musty, and everything inside was clearly suffering from rot. Curiosity brimming, Sam touched the side of the cart nearest to him, and a little bit of it crumbled off as he moved away his hand.

“Watch it!” said the dragon, his voice echoing all around.

“Where are you?”

There was the sound of a tiny sneeze, and then an ember inside of the dragon’s mouth flickered to life. He was slinking over the rocks and dirt in a cart, eyeing them closely. Then he crawled out, his little back feet slipping over decaying rivets, trying to keep a hold. He wiggled a little, and then jump-flew onto the next cart, breaking with his wings somewhat desperately before sliding down into it with a crunch. 

The dragon proceeded in this way for several minutes, and even scampered along the walls and through the rails, but he didn’t seem to find what he was looking for. He wheezed and spat, and a molten blob shot out onto the ground, and then hardened and disappeared into darkness. It was black within the cave once again.

“Let’s go, Sam.”

When Sam got out of the tunnel, he scooped up the dragon again and tried to console him.

“Whatever you are looking for, I am sure we can find it somewhere else. And regardless, this was really cool! I had never seen one of the old mines before.”

The dragon peeked out of Sam’s jacket and stared daggers across the road at the broken doors of the vast, wooden mill. His voice changed into something deep and frightening. “I want to burn it down.”

“What?!?”

“What good is that mill doing for us? Wouldn’t it feel nice, delicious, victorious to see it all go up in flame?” The dragon’s eyes glowed and he felt a little heavier in Sam’s arms. 

“No, it wouldn’t! Somebody put time and energy into building that!”

“Then I guess you’ve never heard the story of the mine collapse...” said the dragon ominously, his little eyes glinting. “An ore miner dug a tunnel right under the North Pole village, and then it collapsed. Houses all in shatters.”

Sam looked down at the little dragon wide-eyed. At first he couldn’t believe it, but then he felt terrified. Did such things really happen? He thought of his own home, his family. The dragon turned his scaly head and eyed Sam’s face. He spoke his next words carefully through his long, scaly snout and glinting teeth.

“You are right to be afraid. For our safety, we need to get rid of everything related to mining. This old building is the first to go. You just have to say the words...”

“What words?”

“The words that let me burn things down. How am I supposed to know? I’m not a witch!”

“Grandma’s a witch!” said Sam urgently. “Let’s go back home and get help!”

The dragon tried to squeal out “WAIT! STOP!” but Sam had wrapped his arms around him and was letting gravity run them both down the mountainside with lots of bouncing and crunching of rocks underfoot. The dragon bumped up and down and jostled so that he thought he would be sick.
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Chapter 2: Grandma Kay
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Our grandmothers do not know best. A mark of a good society is its ability to slowly evolve towards goodness and fairness. If we do as we ought, the days of the past will not be as good as the days of the future. Unless of course in the past we were unfairly rewarded.

––––––––
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A clock struck nine in the little cottage up the canyon, and right on cue, a wooden bird popped out of his door and chirped with the chimes of a bell. There was a mechanical clicking as the tiny double-door closed, and the hands of the clock continued in their slow trajectory around.

Sam was back in his grandmother’s kitchen, feeling hurt and confused. Why wasn’t she willing to help? The room was silent and he felt anxious and agitated. The little dragon tried to slink away, but Grandma Kay shot him a look and he froze in Sam’s lap.

“Grandma, a miner could build a tunnel under our house! We need to get rid of that structure!”

“Listen my dear, you cannot trust anyone who uses a scary story to justify persecuting a whole group of people. I guarantee, if you dig a little deeper, you will find they have a selfish motive: money, power, control. And the innocent will suffer.” She shot another look at the dragon. 

“I just wanted to take him to school so everyone could see that dragons are nice. Are you angry with me?”

“No. Wanting to break down an old cultural bias is not wrong. On the other hand, slipping away at dawn, and destruction for the sake of destruction—”

“Are you going to tell my parents?”

Kay shook her head. “I won’t break your confidence. Here you are back at home, and no harm done!”

Sam relaxed a little, and scritched Grandma’s dragon behind his tiny horns.

“The dragon said that we could do something great. That’s what I want! I want to be remarkable, memorable. I want to be unique like him.”

“I think you will be surprised by how small a project can satisfy your soul. If it grows into something great over time and you are recognized for your efforts, all the better! But too much luck goes into that sort of thing to let it define you.”

“I don’t want to spend time on something small. The more time passes, the more I see that I am not special. I have not done fantastic things or proven my worth the way that I had imagined. Instead, I remain mediocre, like you.” Sam realized then what he had said and looked up quickly, his face white and concerned. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean it that way, Grandma.”

Grandma Kay just laughed. “That isn’t the insult you think it is! You are right, I am not special. But I am proud of the roots I grew. I built a home, Sam. I dedicated my life to someone I loved, I fought alongside my friends to take away the dragon’s power, I contributed to my society instead of tearing it down, and I raised the next generation. But what is more than all that, I have seen the beautiful moon rise in the east in pillows of color, I have felt the soft earth beneath my hands, and I have smelled the scent of hot cinnamon tea, shared amongst those I loved most, and heard their echoing laughter. My heart is full; I do not regret my life in the least.”

“But I might regret mine.”

Kay looked sadly down at her grandson. He didn’t meet her gaze. She spoke again, slowly as she pondered the problem. “Doing something big won’t make you feel the way you want to feel. For some souls, like that of a dragon, standing alone on a mountaintop with a pile of gold is the happiest they can be. But elves, you and me, Sam, we are more complicated. We can feel different kinds of joy, deeper kinds of joy. You know why elves feel restless when they are young? It isn’t a coincidence that it grows out of us.”

“I suppose getting old you give up on your ambitions.”

Kay chuckled a little and ruffled her grandson’s hair. She stood up and dallied around the kitchen as she talked, pouring them both some tea. “Yes, in some ways, or maybe other things just matter to us more. I’ll tell you a history. Legends often contain the strains of truth, exaggerated of course, but founded in something real nonetheless:

“Long ago, before elves found the North Pole, there wasn’t much we could grow or eat in the Arctic. In summer the ground was warm and the sun shone all day, but the summer itself was surrounded and reduced to only a month or two by the longest winters in the world. And mind you, without magic, nothing can grow in winter. Food was scarce and often had to be collected from a small, fragile source, so no more than a handful of elves could live in a village together. We survived because every elf that came of age felt the urge to leave. Otherwise, we all would have starved. Young elves like you started out on their own journey to find a new food source. They ruled their own tiny colonies, and eventually lived to build future generations precisely because they were brave and sought to found their own way of life. Then, without the blind courage of youth, we never would have gotten to the North Pole. It was Grandfather Yule who found our homeland, and he became a god. We celebrate at Yuletide because abundance allows us to gather together, as we never could before.”

“So I am right to want adventure and glory, just like Grandfather Yule once did! You cannot argue with the fact that everything about our world is designed for me to look up to a man who rose above the rest and was glorified.”

Kay looked around at her cozy cottage and smiled. “I think the North Pole is a testament to something entirely different. Older elves, we survive because we grow roots. We find fragile things and we nurture them, bending branches gently over time, and creating something. Our communities, our friends, our grandchildren, they keep us alive when we grow fragile. We would not survive a trek across the Arctic. Our society is old, and we are so interdependent. Our culture, our congress, and our gifts to the world are ancient systems that have grown over time, founded and shaped by the wisdom of hundreds and hundreds of years’ worth of effort and knowledge.” Then she stopped and folded her hands together in her lap. “But you, Sam, you think you can make something better?”

Sam wiggled around a teacup that was dangling from his pinkie and didn’t look up. “Well, no, not when you put it like that.” He spoke slowly as he investigated the intricate, floral patterns on the cup. “I don’t want to destroy anything, Grandma. I just want things to work better. Haven’t you ever wanted change before?”

Grandma Kay’s forehead furrowed, and she took the teacup from her grandson to refill it as she spoke. “Yes, but I didn’t pursue change to launch myself into the spotlight or to gain admiration from others.”

“Aren’t you always saying that a good action is good, no matter the source? That altruistic results are often brought on by selfish motives?”

Kay laughed. “Don’t you quote myself back at me, young man! I wouldn’t have people rejecting kindness if it came without strings attached. But—correct me if I am wrong—your changes would give you specifically more power and influence. You cannot amass power from a position of greed and then claim that some distant, altruistic purpose justifies your means.”

“Why not? I would make so many great changes with ultimate power!”

That may be true, but vast, structural changes made quickly come with unintended consequences. A large, ancient society is not a testing ground, but a living thing that must be nurtured. Change is necessary, but when it affects the lives of others, they are owed a voice. One creature, amassing power from vanity, will never have our best interests at heart.” Kay’s eyes grew distant, and she sipped her cup of tea.

“I’m not vain!”

Kay reached out and tickled Sam, “Did you not just tell me that you need affirmation, to be remarkable, unique? That you wanted more power than me because you know best?”

“Stop, stop!” laughed Sam. “Okay, I don’t know best!”

“Here,” said Kay, as she handed her grandson a fresh cup of tea. “Why don’t you feel that you have enough power?”

“Well, to start, I am not allowed to take the dragon outside. And people don’t listen to me when I talk about him in class. I want to study dragons, but we have no books on them! We are forced to study all kinds of things that I don’t care about. I feel like I am wasting my life away when I could be doing great things! And I want my own house, my own garden, my own dragon.” 

Kay listened seriously to her grandson and nodded along solemnly. “You are right, you hardly have any power at all! So, you must decide: when you are grown and you have power to change things, will you try to collect more for yourself, or having experienced what you tell me now, would you share it with elflettes much younger than you who have nothing?”

“I’d share it.”

“Even if they didn’t want to study dragons?”

“Yes, I’d let them study whatever they want.”

Kay gave her grandson a smile. “Perhaps the root problem is not that you have too little power, it is that the elves in charge have too little empathy, too little trust in their own people.”

Sam nodded.

“Now tell me, what is it that you admire most about Grandfather Yule? That he is powerful and exceptional?”

“Maybe on the face of it. But I don’t admire everyone who is powerful. I like Grandfather Yule because he represents the love and care that we all collectively create. His ideas might be wild and outlandish, and he might love the spotlight, but the choices he makes are all with the uplifting of both elves and humans in mind. He makes changes out of empathy, not greed.”

Grandma Kay nodded with a smile. “I know a good heart when I see one. You have my support. Go and make your changes, my boy!”

Sam looked around, the world newly at his disposal. But everything here seemed the way it was meant to be. Sam had to admit to himself that he loved his grandmother’s tea, her little cottage, the cozy world that surrounded him whenever he was home. There was only one change he wanted to make, but as he sat there, he decided he might need to seek further council. He looked down at the sleeping dragon in his lap, and stroked the scaly head gently as he thought. The little dragon’s golden eyes blinked open and looked up.

“You have never told me the story of the big dragon.”

“That’s right! With your authority over the household, it is important that you know the whole thing now. How does some autumn soup sound? You can stay home from school today, and I will teach you a piece of North Pole history myself.”

“Oh yeah! Can I stay home tomorrow too?!”

“No, my young politician!” Kay laughed. “You need advice from many different mouths. I am not qualified enough to give you a full perspective on the world... or to teach math.”

“Grandma, are you about to tell me a scary story to justify your bias against dragons?”

“Ohhh-hohh!” said Kay, admiringly. “You are clever! Yes, my dear, and my ulterior motive is money. If I didn’t need anything to live at all, I would have no problem with dragons. I’ll give you one more condition: think about whether the story you are told will be used to distribute or concentrate power.”
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Chapter 3: The Dragon’s Trade
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Power can be easily concentrated under a weak economy: workers cannot demand better pay, land and resources can be bought up for cheap, and those in financial straits will ignore the rights of their kin. This brings up, perhaps, a controversial way to protect our economy: that those who would concentrate power should be kept from the top, even if they claim to be businessmen. A man whose corporations benefit from worker exploitation will not fight for workers rights. Similarly, if peace is the goal, a man who loves violence should not be in charge of a battle. I would not give money to a dragon to bail out and subsidize mega corporations or to wage war, but I would give it to have schools and parks, small businesses, and to feed those who are hungry and poor.

––––––––
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The dragon wore a suit of shining scales, and the horns atop his head were held with confidence and poise. He had eyes of gold that shone with promise, and his smile was beguiling and distinct. His voice was deep and booming, and he announced what he thought with absolute assurance. Despite all this, he had a vulnerability to his demeanor, which made him all the more endearing. He could shift from concern to a sly, arrogant look, and positively scowled when he was mad. The great claws clasped together as he peered through people’s souls and interrogated them, slashing with curt little comments that could topple any ego and discredit even an honest man. He came out on top of every argument he ever had. The dragon gave no ground and admitted no error, slinging blame like it was a lance. For some, however, he could be a jokester: generous and fun. Around the dragon, elves felt free to say even the things that they thought might be cruel, so long as their comments weren’t directed at him.

––––––––
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A long time ago, the mines were all set to close. Grandfather Yule had declared the gifting of coal outdated when the dragon arrived on the eastern ridge. He suggested that they might improve the efficiency of giving if they mined for gold. This was a welcome suggestion, as electronics and plastics weren’t the calling of every elf. Some things could be bought instead. 

A dragon in the North Pole posed some technical challenges that had to be addressed, so the Elven Congress put the matter to an impromptu ballot. The first dragon-related vote granted him the same rights as any elf in the village. It was good for the village, because the dragon was large, wise, and brought gold with him to invest in the North Pole. But gold has its own power, and it is redundant to grant authority to anyone with enough of it. The dragon, in fact, did not care about his right to vote. One vote was the same power as any carpenter elf in the village, but gold, that could buy public opinion. And it did.

There was a funded misconception in the elven community that better trained, more productive elves meant more gold for the dragon. Everyone’s situation would improve together. So when the dragon offered to fund the training of elves in their crafts to help out businesses who would normally absorb that cost, it was a welcome idea. He also helped out the village by buying up land, including all of the mines, and allowing elves to build houses on his properties for a very small fee. Why buy land when you could have it almost for free?

The system of producing gold and buying specific toys for the children was considered well-meaning, but ended up being a disastrous plan. What was best for the children closed toy making almost entirely in the North Pole, and left the elves to work in deep, dark, echoey mines. They lost their businesses—and their savings—but the mines were protected and reinforced by elven money at the urging of the dragon. Bailing out elves would encourage bad business practices and dependency, but bailing out all of the dragon’s investments was essential.

The elves didn’t have enough gold in their pockets to fund the expansion of the mines. So the dragon loaned the Elven Congress money and then charged higher and higher fees the longer and longer he waited to get his money back. Soon there was no gold for anything else that the elves collectively funded like roads or parks because the fees that the dragon charged while he waited to be refunded had grown to eat up the whole of the budget. Community resources had once been a way of pooling money to have nicer things, but now it was a thick iron chain, imposed upon the elves by their own rules of fairness, and all that was once public was now bought and owned by the dragon.

As soon as education was consolidated down under a single roof to a single collection of books, and deemed the only path to work qualification, the elves found out that they owed the dragon years of work or piles of gold for this service. As the North Pole expanded, there was really nowhere to go but the property of the dragon, and then he began to charge rent. He rented the land, claimed ownership of the elf-built houses, and charged them all rent for those too. If they couldn’t pay for their homes, medical care, or education, he took their houses and their businesses, and called it fair. Everything was free about the trade of the dragon. He broke no rules, and choices were freely made. But what was once a diverse economy became all his own, and with this power he himself became the governing hand that ended the free distribution of goods.
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