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        Blessed is the season which engages the whole world in a conspiracy of love!

        HAMILTON WRIGHT MABIE

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
          
        Three phrases that sum up Christmas are: Peace on Earth, Goodwill to Men, and Batteries not Included.

        AUTHOR UNKNOWN
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      “The holidays are almost here, milady. How would you like to prepare?”

      Reese looked up from the maps spread on her desk, wondering if she looked as flabbergasted as she felt. She was trying to work on the whole ‘facial self-control’ thing, since it seemed a useful management tool for Liolesa. “The what?”

      “Holidays,” Kis’eh’t said from the corner where she was reviewing equipment lists on her data tablet. “Typically religious observances or celebrations of milestones considered significant by society.”

      Reese covered her face as Irine snickered. “Ignore her, Felith. Tell me what I apparently don’t know about these holidays that need preparation while we’re in the middle of a million other things that also need preparation, not the least of which is my wedding.”

      Felith folded her hands behind her back. Unlike Reese, she had a face of masklike smoothness, so the only way anyone could tell she was amused was the twinkling in her eyes. “The end of the year, milady. Our holiday season begins at Solstice and lasts until the New Year Feast. I assume Lord Hirianthial hasn’t mentioned it?”

      “Nor anyone else on this close-mouthed planet, no,” Reese said. “So tell me what we’re in for.”

      “Are there are presents?” Irine asked, ears perking. “Please say there are presents.”

      “It is the giving season,” Felith said. “And there are three major events. Are you otherwise engaged? Shall I come back later or…?”

      “No, please,” Irine said. “Interrupt us. We’re trying to carve out bits of land for immigrants without running afoul of inheritance laws and it involves math and Reese hates it.”

      “I told her I could write a formula,” Kis’eh’t said absently, still reading her data tablet.

      “I want to understand it myself. I did our account books, I can do this.”

      “We were always in debt,” Irine muttered.

      Reese eyed her, then reached over and ruffled the Harat-Shar’s hair until the tigraine started laughing and pushing her away. “There,” Reese said. “Now that I’ve dealt with that, please, Felith, interrupt us.”

      Felith perched on one of the seats scattered in the room Reese had appropriated for her study; her future study, anyway. Right now all it had was a desk and a few chairs, and one moth-eaten rug pulled out of storage… or rat-eaten, or whatever it was that occupied the vermin niche in the local ecology. Eventually Reese hoped to have lots of filled bookcases, both with Alliance-made books she could afford to lend out and some of the beautiful handmade Eldritch versions. And more furniture. Matching furniture.

      At least there were heated floors. The wind off the sea kept it from getting as cold as it did inland, but even she thought it was brisk out.

      “There are three major events during the holidays,” Felith said. “The Solstice Vigil is the first. You know what the solstice is?”

      “Shortest day of the year,” Kis’eh’t said, still reading.

      Felith glanced at the Glaseah. “Yes, this. We also call it Longest Night, and when we first landed it was the most dangerous night of the year. Our predators liked to hunt at night, and we were ill-equipped to fight them. It became custom for men to stay out to guard our homes.”

      “I can’t imagine that ended well,” Kis’eh’t said, finally setting aside her tablet. “A castle this size? How many men did you deploy in this exercise?”

      Reese said, “I don’t imagine most of the houses were this size back then… were they?”

      “Ah… not typically. But great houses like this one would send out their guard as well as their nobles. And their male servants as well. But it was dangerous, then,” Felith said. “As the years passed and we culled the creatures, and as we fortified our buildings, it became less so. The Vigil became symbolic. Men now gather in the chapel to keep the Vigil until midnight; then they return to the house to wait out the remainder of the night with their families, who greet them with food and warm drink.”

      “Warm drink, like… what, wine?” Reese asked, thinking of the hot drinks they’d been served before.

      “No, no. The men mull their own spirits in the chapel,” Felith said. “They call that gentleman’s punch… it’s not fit for a woman to drink.”

      “Sounds interesting!” Irine exclaimed. “What’s in it?”

      “Probably hard liquor,” Kis’eh’t said. “Though how that will keep them awake, I don’t know.”

      “The punch gives them courage for the fight,” Felith said. “And makes wounds hurt less when they fall.”

      Reese shuddered. “Right. Back to the food and drink part that’s not disturbing. So the rest of us women are inside… doing what for several hours? I hope something other than waiting?”

      “In the past, women used to bide at the windows with candles, or if there were enough individuals, they would sing,” Felith said. “These days, we play board games in the sitting room, and have a little mulled cider and eat pastries.”

      “Angels, can you imagine those first Eldritch women?” Irine asked, wide-eyed. “Sitting in their houses all night, hoping their men are going to come back?”

      “They were the ones who needed the punch,” Kis’eh’t agreed.

      “I guess that’s why they drink now,” Irine said. “Making up for all the years their ancestresses were stuck inside, singing and waving torches around, hoping to glimpse their spouses and brothers for the last time before they got torn apart.”

      Felith was striving not to cover her eyes. Reese didn’t blame her. “So! Back to food and drink.”

      “Yes,” the Eldritch said, recovering. “There is a tea we make… a stimulant, so that it’s easier to see the dawn. When the men return from their vigil, we eat, drink, and exchange gifts. That’s an intimate gathering, milady. You are expected to invite only family. All the families will have their own gatherings while they wait for their menfolk to return.”

      “Right,” Reese said. “So far, not so bad. What’s next?”

      “A week after the Vigil we have the Lady’s Day,” Felith continued. “On Lady’s Day, the lady of the House goes to her province’s largest town—the one associated with the manor, that usually is—and distributes gifts to her people. Then she celebrates mass in the town church: that’s the Ladymass, which gives thanks for the gifts of the Goddess.”

      Irine was already scraping maps off Reese’s desk until they found the one encompassing the entirety of the province Rose Point oversaw, Firilith. “I don’t think we have more than one town.”

      “I’m not even sure we have one town,” Kis’eh’t said. “Ignore those, they’re probably centuries out of date. Let’s see what the satellite maps pull down.”

      “The what?” Felith said, baffled.

      “Here,” Kis’eh’t said, and set the tablet to project over the desk. The four of them studied it, Felith with a blank expression and the remainder of them more intently.

      “I’m… not seeing anything,” Irine said, reluctant. Looking down at her paper map, she pointed. “There are supposed to be settlements here… and here…” She let her finger drift up to skim the projected map. “Those look like they’ve been overgrown or covered in sand.”

      “There are people living in Firilith,” Felith said. “But I think they are concentrated in Rose Point’s castle town, milady. Down the road from us.”

      “That one still has roofs, at least,” Kis’eh’t said. “That will make our job easier, then, if we need to give gifts to everyone. How does that work? Do we have a census? Does the lady bring individual gifts?”

      “No! Goddess and Lord.” Felith stared at them. “The lady gives a handful of symbolic gifts. The people who wish to have a chance at receiving them travel to the town where she is celebrating mass, you understand.”

      “That’s not going to cause resentment or anything,” Irine said.

      Reese scowled. “No, I get it. If you have six or seven hundred…”

      “Minions?” Irine offered.

      “Serfs,” Kis’eh’t said, mouth quirking.

      Reese cleared her throat and said, firmly, “Six or seven hundred tenants, then handing out individual gifts is impossible. What do ladies usually give, Felith?”

      “Candy to children, thrown from their carriage,” Felith said. “And a little money to those charged with managing the town, the guard, so on. Then there are a handful of gifts given to the attendees. Most ladies give a log as a promise that they won’t let their people be cold, and a fruit of some kind as a symbol that they won’t let their people go hungry… a seed to symbolize fertility… the gifts are sometimes specific to the House. So, for instance, Jisiensire gives a horseshoe that denotes wealth in the coming year.”

      “Reese in a carriage! I’d like to see that,” Irine exclaimed.

      “I am not riding a carriage. I’m either riding that horse if we need me to look like an Eldritch lady, or I’ll have someone drive me in a real vehicle. No carriages.”

      “Aww—“

      “No carriages,” Reese repeated, eyeing Irine. “Anyway. I think I have an idea what I want to do for Lady’s Day. Go on, Felith. What’s last?”

      “The New Year’s Feast,” Felith said. “It is hosted here, at the castle. A celebration for all the people of the province, who can attend if they wish. They eat from your table, milady. And they bring you gifts. Also usually symbolic.”

      “Don’t start,” Irine said to Kis’eh’t.

      “But I wanted to guess at the symbols used to represent submission to oppression and indentured servitude!”

      “They’re tenants,” Reese said firmly. “Tenants, Kis’eh’t.”

      “Ours are tenants,” Kis’eh’t said. “And perhaps the Queen’s.”

      “And Lady Araelis’s,” Irine offered.

      “But I wouldn’t guess at anyone else’s,” Kis’eh’t finished.

      “You’re going to offend our native,” Reese said.

      Felith’s cheeks colored. “I fear Kis’eh’t is correct. But you are also right, milady. Your people will never be like the serfs that suffered under the hands of the Queen’s worst enemies.”

      Surprised, Reese said, “Thank you.”

      “Truth, milady, and I am glad to offer it. If I may speak so boldly.”

      “We like bold speech here,” Kis’eh’t said. “You fit in just fine, Felith-arii.”

      Felith beamed, and even on her schooled face that shone.

      “So,” Irine said. “The Vigil, Lady’s Day, and the New Year’s Feast. That’s everything, right?”

      “We light a daily candle as well, starting at Vigil and ending at New Year’s,” Felith said. “But otherwise, yes… that is the whole of it.” She paused, then added, “The solstice is next week.”

      “Of course it is,” Reese said, covering her face. “Okay. Irine, you are now the party planner. Go to it.”

      “Whee!” Irine leaped from her seat. “I’m gone! And you really should let Kis’eh’t write you the formula. You’ll be less crabby, and you absolutely need to be less crabby with two weeks of parties coming!”

      “As if a wedding’s not enough,” Reese said with a sigh to Kis’eh’t after the Harat-Shar had departed with Felith.

      “You did say you wanted to stay…”

      Reese thought of Hirianthial, smiled. “I did, didn’t I.” She rolled up the map and tossed it to the Glaseah. “Go ahead and do your coding magic. But explain it to me when you’re done.”

      “My gift comes early!” Kis’eh’t exclaimed. “Goddess be praised!” As she gathered her data tablet with the map, she said, “Dare I ask why the change of heart?”

      “I apparently have presents to arrange and less than a week to do it,” Reese said. “We’ll just say I now have more urgent things to do.”
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      The decorating commenced immediately. By the following morning, enormous swags of fabric and evergreen boughs were being carried into the castle, the resinous scent wafting in on the shoulders of the men pressed into service to haul them... because they were large, and they were going everywhere: on mantels, hung from window sills and doors, lining entire rooms where floors met walls. The clutches of berries Reese had assumed to be real were in fact painted glass beads—the fir cones, though, were genuine, and scented with something enough like cinnamon that the faint hint of cardamom that cut through the sweetness surprised her. Also glass were the stars hung everywhere light could catch them.

      The broad golden bowl that appeared in the middle of the great hall, though, mystified her. Particularly since it was large enough for her to sit in.

      “Should I even ask?” she said to Irine.

      “That is the firebowl,” Irine said. “Apparently Felith neglected to mention that the candles we’re supposed to light every day have to be lit from a fire in this bowl. Everyone’s in the household comes from here, and the central fire has to be kept lit from Solstice until the New Year. That’s when we let it go out.”

      Reese eyed it warily. “That sounds dangerous. What do they do, fill it with coals? Wood? Why here, and not a fireplace that’s properly vented?”

      “I don’t know,” Irine admitted. “Kis’eh’t said she’d come up with something for us. Felith wasn’t sure whether she should be scandalized by the suggestion, but she decided since this was a new sort of house, new ways of doing things seemed called for.”

      Reese chuckled. “Good for her.”

      “She’s more than three-quarters converted to modern thinking,” Irine agreed, satisfied, surveying the hall with her hands on her hips. “Apparently we should have colored rugs and wreaths and a lot of other things that we don’t have because we aren’t Eldritch, but now that I know about them I can have them made for next year. Which is when—fair warning now—Kis’eh’t is going to insist we align the Order of the Universe to coincide with the local end-of-year holiday so the Pelted immigrants can have their celebrations. She said we could skip this year because we’re so busy.”

      The idea of juggling two holidays, one of them foreign and the other an excuse to celebrate every holiday the Pelted and their alien allies observed within a single week....

      “That face,” Irine said, staring at her with sagging ears.

      Reese rubbed it, hoping that would wipe the expression off. “Sorry. There’s just so much to do. I’m spending money as fast as the Queen lends it to me. Or gives it to me, I can’t tell and I’m afraid to ask. And everything’s broken or ancient. You know.”

      Irine hugged her, which shouldn’t have come as a surprise but did. It was a welcome surprise, which was also new. But nice. Reese leaned into the tigraine with a sigh that ruffled the fur on Irine’s neck. “Sorry. I just want to get it right.”

      “Of course you do. But you’re stressing too much about things, arii. You should go get Allacazam and take a nap.”

      “Later, maybe. I need to talk to Belinor and Val first, see if I can get them to go into town.”

      “Ooh?” Irine glanced at her, brows arched. “Are they going to scout for you?”

      “Hopefully,” Reese said. “Well, that and they really do need to see if there’s a church there that can handle a Ladymass. Since Val’s High Priest now, he’s got a good reason to be nosing around.” She studied the hall. The fireplace in it was worthy of the name, longer than she was tall by twice her height, and it was completely bedecked with greenery and stars. The boughs were pretty: they reminded her of postcards of Terra in winter, with snow-dusted firs and glowing hearths. Her family hadn’t celebrated Christmas, which had seen a revival after the Rapprochement with the Pelted had brought the Christian Hinichi back into contact with the Church that had inspired their religion... but she’d always found the winter imagery moving, and envied, just a little, the heroines of her romances who could curl up beside a fire with hot cocoa and toasty slippers. “This is looking really pretty, arii.”

      Irine bounced on the balls of her feet. “And this is just the great hall! The part I really want to work on is the sitting room where we’ll be having the Vigil party. Since the boys are going to be freezing their tails off in the chapel for half the night, I want them to have someplace warm to come back to. And nice.”

      “The chapel is nice!”

      “The chapel is beautiful,” Irine said. “I love how you refinished it. And the roses are glorious. But you decided to leave the roof half off and it’s cold out there, Reese.”

      “They can light a fire,” Reese said. Then paused. “Can’t they? Or is that against the rules because it might cause basilisks to come eat them?”

      “No idea,” Irine said. “Don’t really want to know either. Brr.” She shivered. “Anyway. I must go discuss pie with the girls!”

      “Pie sounds very good about now,” Reese said wistfully.

      “There will be pie,” Irine said. “That’s one thing Felith and Kis’eh’t both wholeheartedly agree on.” She gave Reese another quick hug. “Remember the nap!”

      “Later,” Reese promised. She drew in a deep breath after the tigraine had gone, tasting the pine-and-cinnamon-and-sea-brine smell of the hall and watching the firelight glitter in the stars. She’d never really had a winter holiday that meant anything to her, but something about this one was already seeping into her heart. This year it was definitely going to be a bit thrown together, but by next year? With the castle in order, and hopefully the town too, and more tenants, and her Pelted residents...

      She’d be married by then. What a strange—and wonderful—thought. Of course, she’d have to survive all the preparations... she smiled to herself and turned, and found her fiancé at the door, as if summoned by her thoughts, and... who knew? Maybe he’d sensed what was going on here and been drawn back. The Queen was keeping him so busy she rarely saw him, but that was all right, because it made the sight of him standing so still, staring at the hall, so much more vivid and precious.

      And that stillness was shock. But a good one, from the warmth in his eyes. She’d made him happy, and when he found her amid the bustle in the hall, he let her see it. Advancing to her and taking her hands in his, he said, “Theresa! I had no idea we would be observing the holiday.”

      Were her fingers tingling? Her fingers were tingling. Was it abstinence that made him just holding her hands so intense? “Felith told us about it, and... well, we are a part-Eldritch House. It seemed the right thing to do.”

      “It’s wonderful,” he said. “But do not tell me you have time for the entire season?”

      “The whole kit and caboodle,” Reese said, knowing in that moment that she was going to do it, and do it right. “The Longest Night Vigil, Lady’s Day, and the New Year’s Feast.”

      “But with so little notice....”

      “We’ve done crazier things.” Reese grinned at him and was delighted when he grinned back.

      “So we have. But this... this is special.” He looked up at the swags of blue velvet lining the walls. “A House is not a home until it has celebrated the Vigil season.”

      All the more reason to do it. “Just make sure Liolesa gives you the day off!”

      He laughed. “I’ll make sure of it.” He kissed her fingers. “I am here accompanying Valthial, if you will believe. He said you asked for him? He’s been waylaid by someone who’d like a decision or three on the chapterhouse, but he is here.”

      “Poor Val,” Reese said. “I should rescue him. Can you stay?”

      “I was planning it. I have been too long away from my betrothed and hoped she might have time for a ride before we return to our respective duties...?”

      Riding with Hirianthial? Blood, yes. Especially if it meant a stolen kiss or two. Wasn’t there some Terran Pagan custom about kisses and greenery? She’d have to get Kis’eh’t to look it up. “I think my appointments can wait a few hours while I discuss Laisrathera’s future with its co-leader.”

      He smiled over her fingers and kissed them again, breath on skin. “Then go you to Valthial, and tell him I asked him not to delay you.”

      Cheeks warm, Reese said, “I won’t give him a choice.”
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      The situation with the Queen’s Tams was more complicated than Reese had realized when she first met Malia and Taylor. She’d assumed that all the Tam-illee hanging around the Eldritch planet were members of the Tams: that part was true, initially at least. But then Lesandurel Meriaen Jisiensire had arrived with his flotilla of foxes and she’d discovered that only the Tam-illee directly employed by Liolesa were considered members of the Queen’s Tams, and while all of the Tams were members of Lesandurel’s extended, adopted family, not all his adoptees were Tams. The ones who’d been cleared to run the courier ships to and from the Eldritch homeworld actually constituted a very small number of the percentage that Lesandurel had put to work in all the enterprises he’d accidentally accrued while keeping himself busy over the centuries offworld.

      “Because,” Taylor had said when explaining why she was free to take a contract with Reese, “he’s not the sort of man to be idle.”

      So while a large number of those Tam-illee remained fiercely loyal to Lesandurel and were planning to go wherever he went, some of them had been attracted to the challenge of building a modern settlement on a pristine planet and shown up on Reese’s doorstep asking for work. A lot of them wanted to become residents, because it was exciting to design and build infrastructure, and maintaining it once it was in place was far more satisfying than dealing with someone else’s work. And really, given how much there was to do, Reese didn’t think they’d run out of new things to build anytime soon.

      That was how Taylor came to be permanently detached to Laisrathera. She’d resigned from the Queen’s Tams to take on the work in Firilith, and her extended clan—all previously in Lesandurel’s employ, but not in Liolesa’s—had come with her. Since they were enthusiastic, intelligent, hardworking people, Reese welcomed them with open arms and land grants, once she was sure she could give land grants, and since then Taylor had taken up residence in Rose Point in the new Office of Development. It was a rare day they weren’t in one another’s offices at least twice.

      This time, Reese was heading to find her, and passing through the great hall she found the firebowl was working. That was the only word she had for it, because as she drew nearer she could see that there was a fire in it, could feel the heat of it drying her skin, but she had no idea how it was on fire. From all appearances, it was full of liquid. That had a skin of flame on it, pure and clear and strangely silent.

      She had no idea how long she’d been staring at it, but it had mesmerized her completely because when Kis’eh’t said, “Do you like it?” she jumped.

      “I do,” Reese said. “But... what... how does it work?”

      Surveying it with satisfaction, Kis’eh’t said, “Science.”

      Reese eyed her. When nothing else was forthcoming, she said, “All right, fine. Just as long as science doesn’t set the castle on fire or blow something up.”

      The Glaseah chuckled. “It won’t.”

      “Good. Because if it does explode, it’s coming out of your paycheck.”

      Folding her arms, Kis’eh’t said, “What paycheck?”

      “The one you’re going to get when we’re making enough money to pay people.”

      “This sounds familiar,” the Glaseah said, shaking her head.

      Reese managed a wan grin. “I am almost completely sure this time is different.”

      “You mean there’s some doubt?” Kis’eh’t eyed her, thoughtful.

      “There’s a lot going on,” Reese said. “Starting a town from scratch... it’s... expensive. The Queen’s helping, but I can’t help this itch between my shoulders, you know? I want us to turn a profit as soon as we can.”

      “Mmm,” Kis’eh’t said, frowning. “Well. Better to be too worried about that than to end up in debt again.”

      “Particularly since I think I’ve used up all the queens who might bail me out. That I know of, anyway.”

      Kis’eh’t laughed. “Well, don’t worry about the firebowl detonating. It’s good science. I would know. Where are you off to?”

      “Taylor’s, to talk about the town renovations.”

      “Town renovations! Sounds interesting. I’ll come. I had to talk to her anyway about prioritization of the gem grid supply.” At Reese’s fierce look, the Glaseah lifted her hands. “You get to go first, I promise!”

      “Good,” Reese said. “Then you can come.”

      Kis’eh’t nodded. And added, “Reese? You’re not moving.”

      Shaking herself, Reese said ruefully, “The fire is really pretty.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Kis’eh’t said, pleased. “Science!”
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        * * *

      

      “So how many people are we talking about?” Taylor asked as Kis’eh’t studied the solidigraphic model of the entire province of Firilith with interest.

      “I don’t know. That’s what I sent Val and Belinor to find out.” Reese tapped her fingers nervously on the table near the edge of the model. “It can’t be too many or we’d have noticed from the satellite imagery.”

      “And you want to… do what, exactly?”

      “I want my town,” Reese said, trying not to find the words ‘my town’ absurd, “to be a real town, Taylor. Eventually a town to rival anything you’d find on a Core planet.”

      Taylor looked up at her, eyes wide.

      “I said that out loud, didn’t I,” Reese muttered.

      “You did. Did you mean it?”

      Did she? She hadn’t even considered it before it had come out of her mouth. But having said it, the thought of Laisrathera becoming a hub for commerce and culture and… Blood, should she even suggest tourism? She had no idea how closed Liolesa wanted the world to stay, so there would probably be a throttle on some of that. And it was probably insolent to want her town to be nicer than the capital…! But the capital was already built out, and someone had designed it for horses and stone buildings and lamps that had to be lit by hand. The crumbling remains of the little settlement that crouched near Rose Point could be renovated and expanded a lot more easily than the capital. So why not?

      “Let’s start with the basics,” Reese said finally. “Which is that they should eventually have working showers and heaters, when they’re ready to ask for them.”

      “One thing at a time,” Taylor said with a nod, but there was a light in her eyes that boded well for the future. “So you want some of this done next week?”

      “I want a plan for the necessary infrastructure, anyway. We can’t go in there swinging until we get a feel for what the people there want and need.” Reese stopped as the door to Taylor’s office filled with fur and robes. “And here are the people who can tell you the size of the project. Some of them, at least. Irine, Sascha, what are you doing here?”

      “Don’t look at me,” Irine said. “I’m just following Sascha because I haven’t seen him in far too long.”

      “You saw him this morning,” Kis’eh’t said dryly from her corner.

      “Like I said!”

      Sascha grinned. “I ran into Val and Belinor at the stables...”

      “Where, mind you, he was planning to leave,” Val said. “Following your betrothed, Lady Eddings, who was on his way back to Ontine.”

      “But I heard what they were up to,” Sascha finished, “and asked Hirianthial if he minded me staying and maybe running a quick aerial survey. Something a little closer than a satellite could get.”

      “Did they see you?” Reese asked, appalled. She could only imagine what the natives would think if their first encounter with their new foreign lady was a sparrow flashing by overhead, flaunting its offworld tech with flashing wings and the hum of its engines.

      Sascha snorted. “What do you take me for, Boss? Of course they didn’t.”

      “But you did get pictures?” Taylor asked. “I could use pictures.”

      “I did, yeah. It’s... interesting.”

      “Oh, I don’t like that word.” Reese sighed. “All right, hit me.”

      “You have twenty-eight residents, Lady,” Belinor said, serious as always. “God and Lady be praised. One is a youth still in a boy’s coif, which is a true blessing. You have a fertile populace.”

      “Twenty... eight?” Reese repeated.

      Taylor glanced at her, then cleared her throat and said heartily, “So the good news is that we can renovate houses for twenty-eight people pretty quickly!”

      “Oh, they don’t live in separate houses!” Belinor said. “Those twenty-eight people belong to four families.”

      “So three houses,” Val said. “Because the priestess lives in the church with her family.”

      “The church is in excellent condition,” Belinor added. “You will be able to take your mass there quite comfortably, Lady.”

      “Did you say twenty-eight people?” Irine asked, one ear sagging.

      “Twenty-eight is more than I was expecting,” Kis’eh’t said. “I’m impressed.”

      “Three houses and... whatever it is that’s attached to the church,” Reese said to Taylor. “Actually, just count the whole church, I’m sure we don’t want to sit in there without climate control, come summer. What can you work up in a week?”

      Taylor grinned. “What can’t I do in a week!”

      “That sounds like I can leave you to it, then,” Reese said.

      “Excellent,” Val said. “Because if that can be done without your oversight, I’d like to have a word with you. If I may have your ear, Lady Eddings?”

      “Sure,” Reese said. “Fuzzies, help Taylor if she needs it. You too, Kis’eh’t.”

      Puzzled, Belinor murmured, “Why is Kis’eh’t not also considered a fuzzy? That refers to fur, yes? She has fur?”

      “We’re fuzzier than Kis’eh’t,” Irine said.

      “They’re softer in the head,” Kis’eh’t said, placid.

      Reese grinned and left them to explain that colloquialism to the young priest. She wasn’t entirely happy about the size of her settlement, but Kis’eh’t was right... it could have been much worse. And overhauling four houses was a far more tractable project than overhauling forty. Assuming she could start on that renovation immediately. Either way, she was confident she could leave that in Taylor’s hands while she researched presents for the Vigil.

      But first, she had to deal with whatever new bomb Val was planning to drop on her head. As the priest joined her outside Taylor’s office, she leaned against the wall, one hand on her hip. “‘If you may have my ear’? Don’t tell me you’re getting contaminated with proper Eldritch formalities.”

      “I’ve been in too many meetings and it’s all your fault. Lady.”

      Reese snorted, amused. “I doubt it. You got yourself elected High Priest all on your own.”

      “Woe! I’ll have to go back to blaming myself for it, since you won’t conveniently shoulder the blame for me.” He grinned, which was good... if he could be teased, he hadn’t changed too much. She couldn’t help worrying that they would lose the irreverent young firebrand who’d been through so much with them. But even though he’d let Liolesa put the Lord’s red stole over his shoulders, he still insisted on wearing pants instead of a robe, had committed to his short hair by trimming it up at his chin, and was apparently still willing to banter with aliens.

      Usually. His eyes had turned serious.

      “What is it, then?”

      “I hear you’ve decided to celebrate the holiday? Did anyone explain the Longest Night Vigil to you?”

      “Felith told us what’s expected,” Reese said, hesitant. “You... are about to tell me that she left things out.”

      “Unavoidably, as she’s a woman.” Val smiled crookedly. “It’s nothing to be wary of, I promise. But there’s a cultural context you might appreciate understanding. She’s told you that a week after is Lady’s Day, I’m sure?” At Reese’s nod, he continued, “That’s because the Longest Night is considered the Lord’s rite. And while Lady’s Day is a celebration of gifts and blessings, it’s understood that those gifts and blessings are available because of the sacrifice made by the Lord.”

      “Oh,” Reese said, quieter. “Because of the basilisks the men used to kill on that night.”

      “Exactly. The Vigil is sacred to us, as men, and as priests. You won’t see any priest until the following day, because we keep the entire vigil, from sundown to sun-up. Don’t be surprised when Hirianthial returns but Belinor and Urise and I don’t.”

      “Right,” Reese said. “I’m guessing you do something closer to the original rites in private.”

      “We honor the bloodshed that has kept the planet safe since we landed,” Val said, sober, and evoked with that image a reciprocal of Mars’s blood-stained soil. She understood, instantly, and knew he saw it in her eyes. “Having said that,” he finished, “there’s a ritual the Lady of the House may enact on the Longest Night if a man has died in service to her people during the year.”

      And a lot of people had died, making Laisrathera possible, and Liolesa’s plans. Something in her settled: this was another thing she and the Eldritch shared, this understanding that sacrifices needed to be honored. “Tell me what I need to do.”
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      Reese had never had money for gifts before. She’d done her best to observe the holidays and natal days particular to her crewmembers by giving them bonuses, but that hardly counted when her bonuses amounted to either coffee money or promises of future money because she didn’t have any to hand out. She guessed they’d gotten used to it; they’d been united in their poverty, and gradually they’d stopped keeping track of any gift-giving occasions at all. Or maybe the crew had given each other presents and she didn’t know about it, and they’d been too nice to mention it for fear that it would make her surly? That wouldn’t surprise her, given how things used to be.

      But now… now things were different. So different the possibilities were dizzying. She was operating on loans and gifts, certainly, but they were serious loans and gifts, and carving out even the tiniest sliver of that budget for presents resulted in an enormous fund. The only word she could describe when contemplating what to do was glee. After all these years, she finally understood why people enjoyed giving presents: it was a whole different experience when gift-giving was a pleasure, not an obligation that shamed her because she couldn’t perform to expectation.

      So she shopped and planned and researched—not just cultural background, like with Bryer, because what did you give a Phoenix anyway?—but also mundane things like how to wrap presents, because when had she ever learned? And she somehow kept on top of her mound of duties, and consulted with Taylor about what she was planning for the town, and pondered her invitations. Longest Night was a family affair, which meant, for her, all the people she’d come to care about. Val and Belinor and Urise couldn’t come, since they’d be involved with their priestly duties. Felith, surprisingly, begged off when invited, and at first Reese wondered if she’d upset the woman, or maybe transgressed against some stupid Eldritch custom about mixing aristocrats with servants… but Felith had family of her own, certainly. And maybe, Felith had a man she wanted to wait for? Reese eyed her speculatively and wondered who she could assign to figuring that out so she could encourage it. Maybe all happily affianced people turned into matchmakers; if it was as fun as being able to shop for presents, she could understand why.

      Taylor and Malia were celebrating with Lesandurel, and were visibly excited at the prospect. Reese guessed the Tams on assignment didn’t see their Eldritch very often, or the rest of their families.

      There was only one invitation she waffled over sending, because it seemed impertinent. But Liolesa was Hirianthial’s cousin and they loved one another, and Hirianthial had been gone for fifty or sixty years and almost died in the bargain. So Reese squared her shoulders and hit ‘send’ on that particular request, and started wondering what on the bleeding soil she was going to get a queen for the holiday.

      It was almost funny that she could be paralyzed by how many choices she could make now that she had more than two fin to rub together. In the end, she read an article that concluded that “the best gifts make a person feel seen,” and that had stuck with her. It was good to be seen. And rare, she thought. Maybe her gifts this year wouldn’t be as good as they could be, but if paying attention to people made for good presents, then she could get better with practice.

      She looked forward to it.
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        * * *

      

      For the women’s vigil, Irine chose a chamber on the third floor in a corner of Reese’s wing of Rose Point. It overlooked the courtyard and was tucked directly over a second floor room that opened onto the castle’s wall walk. The height and corner placement gave it a pleasant feeling of being high above the fray, and it was a small enough room to be cozy once the Harat-Shar was done decorating: a rocking chair, a bench, several more chairs grouped around the fireplace on a soft rug; the evergreen boughs, several mysterious handbells, and the hanging glass stars. Reese started leaving her presents in the inglenooks as she finished wrapping them, and soon everyone else was too.

      Hirianthial, Sascha, Val, and Belinor arrived from Ontine early on Solstice day and joined Urise in whatever preparations were proper for the men of the household. They took dinner with everyone and then left, and Reese watched them walk across the courtyard in their cloaks and coats, their breath puffing white and their bodies casting diffuse blue shadows as the sun sank below the sea. When she returned to their corner room, someone had laid out the Vigil food on a trestle table against the back wall: pastries and cheeses, hot coffee and tea and chocolate, brandied fruits and candied nuts. The room smelled like pine and cinnamon and coffee and it was wonderful.

      “I probably don’t need to tell you this,” she said as Irine arrived with Allacazam in her arms. “But you did an amazing job.”

      Irine blushed at the ears, but grinned, too. “I didn’t do it alone! Felith was hugely helpful. And Kis’eh’t too. Did you know Felith’s got a sweetheart?”

      “I wondered! Do you know who?”

      “I’m guessing he’s in the Swords,” Irine said.

      “Not Olthemiel!”

      “No... but maybe Beronaeth.” Irine chuckled at Reese’s speculative look. “Yes, me too! I think they’d work really well together. Plus, it can’t hurt to link our people with the Queen’s more closely.”

      Reese eyed her. “Don’t tell me you’re thinking politically as well as amorously now.”

      Irine sniffed. “Arii, I grew up with a lot of siblings. If you think there’s no politics with that many brothers and sisters and mothers and fathers, you have a lot to learn.”

      “Don’t I though,” Reese said ruefully.

      Behind them, Kis’eh’t said, “Are you going to step into the room or stand at the door blocking the way all night?”

      “We’re going in!” Reese said. “At least, I’m planning to. But I’m waiting to see if the Queen will come.”

      “She will,” Kis’eh’t said. “It’s not night yet. Irine, it’s beautiful!”

      “Thank you,” Irine said again, glowing now. “I can’t wait to eat your pie.”

      “I can’t wait to eat my pie either.” Kis’eh’t padded into the room and dropped to her haunches on the rug. “The fire is nice, when you don’t need it to stay warm.”

      “Just us girls!” Irine exclaimed, looking around. “And none of our new friends either. It feels strange, doesn’t it?”

      “A little.” Reese touched the rocking chair, tried giving it a nudge. It creaked against the floor where one of the rockers left the rug. “But it’s not the same, even if it’s just us. Things have changed.”

      “We’ve changed,” Irine said. When Reese glanced at her, the tigraine nodded. “Yes, me too. All of us.”

      “We’ve helped shape a world,” Kis’eh’t said. “What else, then, when the breath of the Goddess has moved through us?”

      That didn’t seem to need commentary, so Reese sat on the rocking chair, leaned back, and inhaled. Safe, warm, fed... she understood, in the most ancient way, the truth of this holiday. Out there, people she loved were making it possible for her to be here, and her job was to wait for them and welcome them home. Two parts of a circuit, and both necessary: the gratitude as well as the service. All her life, she’d been reading stories about those things, and all her life she’d thought the gratitude somehow less everything. Less important, less needful, less exciting, less heroic. How little she’d understood. How unsurprising, too, when she’d always tried so hard not to close those connections with other people.

      She was very glad to have decided it was time to stop fearing those connections so much.

      The mood must have been contagious, because Irine’s voice was low when she finally spoke. “This is good.”

      “Very good,” Kis’eh’t agreed.

      Quiet for a while. Then, Irine said, “Um... should Allacazam be here?”

      Reese choked on her laugh. “I think Allacazam’s technically an it. I just never felt right using ‘it’ as a pronoun for him.”

      “Right.”

      A tingling silence, then they all burst out laughing.

      “Pie!” Irine crowed.

      “Yes, cut the pie,” Kis’eh’t said. “The Queen will be here soon.”

      “The Queen is here!” said a voice at the door, merry and clear. “And she has brought candles lit at your astonishing firebowl. I hope you haven’t set out any of the window candles yet!”

      “No, we haven’t,” Reese said, rising as Liolesa entered. And behind her came... “Lady Araelis!”

      She hadn’t seen much of Hirianthial’s House cousin, but what little she’d seen had worried and saddened her. Araelis had lost her entire House to Surela’s machinations, and while the aftermath of the civil war had kept her busy—no doubt because Liolesa was giving her work for that purpose—the fierce and talkative extrovert Reese had met at Ontine had vanished beneath the widow’s mask. It was anyone’s guess if she would return, even for the sake of the child she was still carrying.

      “Alet,” Araelis said, with a little smile, and Reese was grateful for even that small try at a normal expression. “Liolesa said I should come because you’d like hearing the Solstice custom of the Stranger.”

      “Something to do with granting shelter, I guess?” Kis’eh’t said. “Because of the monsters.”

      “Just so.” Liolesa offered her candle to Reese, who took it hastily. “It is required of us to offer shelter to women and children on the Longest Night if they request it, even if they aren’t of our family. The Stranger does not need to receive gifts, but she does have the first food and drink of the night.”

      “I’m glad we didn’t touch the pie,” Kis’eh’t told Irine.

      “So am I, but we can cut it now!”

      “Yes,” Reese said. “Please, Lady. Sit.” To Liolesa, she added, “Ah... I’m guessing I don’t bow?”

      Liolesa snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous, Theresa.” She drew the strap of her bag over her shoulder and brought it to the inglenook where the presents overflowed in a river of gold and silver paper and ribbon... and there began setting her own offerings. Reese couldn’t remember ever seeing her in a dress so simple, much less one short enough to reveal her boots. In fact, she wouldn’t have bet Liolesa had any outfit so ordinary in her wardrobe. The only thing that gave her away was the ruthless confidence with which she carried herself. She wasn’t dressed like a queen, but Reese doubted she could ever stop radiating the assurance that had ruled a world, and now ruled an empire. It made the enthusiastic light in her eyes charming, because how often did anyone see her that pleased about something as mundane as arranging presents?

      Apparently it wasn’t a new thing either, because Araelis said, “You and gifts, Liolesa.”

      “My favorite part of the holiday,” Liolesa said, surveying her work with satisfaction. “Far more fun than Lady’s Day and the mass and all the rest of it.”

      “I would have thought you would like those things?” Reese asked. “Aren’t you the High Priestess of the Church?”

      “That is exactly why I don’t like them,” Liolesa said. “They’re work.” She stepped back. “Perfect! And such a lovely room here, Theresa. I sense the hand of your pard. Am I right?”

      “Oh!” Irine exclaimed, and touched her furiously blushing ears. “Are they on fire?”

      “Not as long as you don’t dip them in the candles,” Kis’eh’t said, amused. “You should place them, Reese, if they’re supposed to be seen. At the windows, I take it, alet?”

      “Just so.”

      Reese found no candleholders on the window sills, but they were made of very solid stone and the pillars the Eldritch had brought were fat enough that she didn’t worry they’d fall over. She looked outside toward the chapel, but saw no lights there… were the men sitting in the dark? Had they found the glass she’d left there, in keeping with Val’s instructions? She hoped so.

      Kis’eh’t was cutting the pie; Irine had already pressed a slice on the bemused Araelis, who’d probably taken the first bite for courtesy’s sake and was now eating with more gusto. Liolesa was watching her, standing a little behind and to one side of the chair. Noticing Reese’s surreptitious study, the Queen smiled, a quirk of her mouth that conveyed concern and satisfaction both. It also looked so much like one of Hirianthial’s smiles that Reese found herself flushing and didn’t know why. Probably something to do with planning to marry a man related closely enough to an empress to share mannerisms with her.
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