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        Time fix

      

      

      This work falls between Young Wizards book 9, A Wizard of Mars, and book 10, Games Wizards Play.

      How Lovely Are Thy Branches takes place between November and late December of 2010.
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            Day 1: When is cider not cider?

          

        

      

    

    
      Overheard near the eggnog bowl:

      

      “This is so good. I’d accuse your mama of wizardry if I didn’t know all the talent in the family’s come down to you.”

      “Yeah, well. I don’t know what she puts in the apple cider, but it works.”

      A pause. “You know, that really, really gets up my butt.”

      “What”

      “Apple cider.”

      “Apple cider gets up your butt?”

      “Uh, Ro, I don’t think that’s where it’s supposed to go--”

      “Cute, Mars Boy, very cute. Read my lips: Apple. Cider.”

      A bemused silence. “You’re drinking a lot of it for somebody up whose butt it gets.”

      “Oh, very posh. Even Churchill up with that would not have put.”

      An eyeroll from a passing wizard who has what looks like a laptop spidering along behind her. “Now I know where Yoda gets it.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind, Mars Boy. Anyway, she’s plainly been seduced by the hot cocoa side of the Force, so don’t go all unfocused on me now. The cider. What other kind of cider is there besides cider made of apples? And that being the case, why in the name of the Powers’ bottomless Bucket would you feel the need to call it apple cider?”

      “You know, I get this weird idea that you think this is a big deal or something.”

      “Maybe not a big deal, but some kind of deal. A small annoying niggly kind of deal. But very annoying. What the bloody hell is the qualifier there for when by definition all cider is made of apples?”

      “...I thought you told me once there was a pear one over there.”

      “What? Oh, please, please Miss Neets, that is perry. PERRY. It is fizzy alcoholic pear juice. It is not cider.”

      “Perry who?”

      “Uh, nothing, Mrs. R…”

      “Refill?”

      “Uh, now that you mention it...”

      “Come on, what do you think I’m over here for? I see how you’re soaking this stuff up.”

      “If it wasn’t really good I wouldn’t be doing that.”

      “You’ll turn my head. No, I’ll take the empty one. Here.”

      “You are a queen among women and a culinary genius.”

      “Keep flattering me and I might send your mum the recipe.”

      A brief pause follows as Mrs. Rodriguez moves off, the stillness broken only by slurping at extremely hot liquid, the sound of good-natured background conversation, and the sight of the Master of the Crossings Intercontinual Worldgating Facility of Rirhath B scuttling by with two trays of very blue hors d’oeuvres balanced on his back. “Anyway, I think it’s just called apple cider so people know you’re not talking about hard cider.”

      “And there it is, right on schedule, this other weird usage. ‘Hard cider!’ When anyone can see perfectly well it’s a liquid.”

      “Just means there’s alcohol in it.”

      “Which brings us to yet another issue, oh connoisseur of craters. Of course cider’s got alcohol in it! That’s what cider is. This stuff—however wonderful it’s become secondary to whatever arcane ingredients your mama’s putting in it—this is apple juice. Not cider.”

      “He’s really hung up on this, isn’t he.”

      “Well, language issues, after all. Tom keeps saying that getting all crazy about linguistics is a sign of a good wizard.”

      “Not to mention getting all stuck on really small regional issues that matter almost entirely not at all to any other sentient being.”

      A volley of snickering ensues.

      “Yeah,” and there go another couple of gulps of cider, or apple juice, or apple cider, or whatever, “this is the whole problem with you lot, isn’t it? The whole batch of you over on this side of the water are wallowing in all these weird leftover usages from when you were just wee colonies of our shared oppressor. But my side of the water has long since moved on, linguistically speaking, whereas yours has kept all these funny phrases all fossilized in the language of discourse, and then you get all upset that we don’t use them, and you get all confused about what came first...”

      “Not possible while you’re here to put us right, though. What a relief!”

      “Divided by our common language, isn’t that the saying?”

      “Somebody’s saying. Fecking Churchill again, apparently. Never mind. Was she making another pot of that? Let me go get some more. Maybe it’ll calm me down.”

      Ironic and totally unconvinced laughter breaks out. “Bets?”...
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            Day 2: Balls

          

        

      

    

    
      “Kit...”

      “Yeah?”

      “I would not wish to be offensive...”

      “You? When are you ever offensive? You’re always bending over backwards to be nice.”

      “It’s just that… some of these ornaments…”

      “Markus, spit it out, what’s the matter?”

      “They look… well, perhaps a bit tatty.”

      A snicker. “You’ve been hanging out with Ronan too much, he’s teaching you all these Irish words…”

      “Ah, what is the phrase? ‘Guilty as charged’?”

      “Yeah. Okay, ‘tatty,’ which ones?”

      A pause. “Well. There are quite a few of these plastic ones wrapped with this—satin? Sateen?”

      “Uh. I don’t know. Satiny, anyway.”

      “This satiny thread.”

      “Um, yeah.” And suddenly, laughter.

      “And they look—somewhat unraveled, many of them. Or that one—” Markus points. “Something’s nearly crushed it, there are marks...”

      The laughter devolves into snickering. “Uh. Yeah. Okay. You know about Ponch…”

      “Of course. I much regret not having had a chance to meet him while he was more routinely corporate.”

      Another pause.

      “Oh, Kit, I am so sorry—”

      “No, no, Markus, it’s okay! I’m just thinking that’s absolutely the best way I’ve ever heard anybody put that.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. So calm down. Anyway. When he was a puppy… Before he got into the squirrel thing, it was always Chasing The Ball with him. Balls were the best thing in the world. No matter how far you threw a ball, it wasn’t far enough, or hard enough. And Ponch would run like crazy and grab that ball, and squeeze it and shake it around, and bounce up and down. And eventually he’d remember that, wait a moment, somebody threw this, they might throw it again! And then he would come running back and start turning in circles so fast and barking so hard that he’d nearly pass out.”

      “That… must have been something to see.”

      “Seriously. I thought I had the only dog in the world who’d faint from excitement while he was getting ready for you to throw the ball again. ...So anyway, Christmas comes, his first Christmas and he’s like nine months old, and absolutely at the height of the ball-chasing thing. And then we bring the tree in here… and Ponch just goes completely amazed. He sits down in the middle of the living room floor and just stares in total shock. Like, ‘That’s a tree! You’re bringing a tree in here! I cannot believe this, this is so terrific, there’s a tree in the house now!”

      “Oh dear.”

      “No, it was okay. Well, it was okay after the first time. He learned real quick that we didn’t want him using that tree the way he used trees outside. So that was all right.”

      “That must have been a relief.”

      “Yeah. But then we start decorating it, right? And my Pop hangs the first ornament up, and then some more, and Ponch just stares and stares. Because a lot of them were balls. And then he starts spinning around in circles in the middle of the living room. Ponch is just the happiest dog in the world now, he starts wheezing because he’s turning around and around so fast, and he’s like, ‘And it’s not just a tree! It has balls on it! It’s a ball tree!”

      More laughter, this time from the other side of the room. “Uh oh,” says a voice over there. “Ponch…”

      Laughter. “Yeah! Ponch is going ‘This is the best thing in the world, the best tree in the world and it’s mine, this tree is for me, those balls are for me, this is so terrific!’”

      “Knew right then we were in trouble,” says the voice from the other side of the room.

      “Yeah. Well, and not just because I thought we might have to get him an inhaler or something. Because no sooner do we both go out of the room at the same time that we hear the tree jingling— You see that ornament back there? The green glass bell? That one— We hear that start dinging and tinkling, and when we get back in there we find that the reason it’s doing that is that Ponch is on his hind legs reaching up to steal balls off the tree for someone to throw.”

      “Oh no!”

      “Oh yes. So we take the first ball away from him and he’s all embarrassed. But only embarrassed that we caught him! And for the rest of that day, every single time he managed to get into that room when there weren’t people there, he’d steal balls off the tree. He would just skulk, trying to get you to forget he was there, so you’d leave him alone with the tree. And then of course the first time he had time enough to grab one of those balls and squeeze it the way he liked to, well of course it broke. Just shattered in his mouth.”

      “A miracle he didn’t lobotomize himself,” says the voice from across the room. “Glass splinters straight into the brain, it doesn’t even bear thinking about…”

      “Yeah. So within a day or so we had to take all the glass balls off the tree. It wasn’t any use trying to put them up high: Ponch’d just jump for them, you wouldn’t believe how high he could jump, and once or twice he nearly knocked the whole tree over. He didn’t care about any of the other shapes of ornament, he wouldn’t touch any of the oblong ones, or the special shapes like the Santa back there.”

      “Yes, I was admiring that one, it’s Czech if I’m not mistaken.”

      “Probably. Anyway, he didn’t care about anything but the balls. So we took all the glass ones off, and Popi went back to the store and got all these plastic or nylon ones, whatever they are. And Ponch’d still steal those, but we put them down low so at least he’d have less chance of knocking the whole tree over again. Every time we managed to get one away from him we’d just hang it up again…”

      “Yes. I see that those all have cord loops, not the little bent wire hangers.”

      “Yeah, we had to do that, he kept cutting his mouth on the hangers. So if a lot of these look kind of slobbered on, or salt-stained, because he’d take them out and play with them in the slush if he had a chance, or if they’re kind of crunched, or they’ve got tooth holes in them…”

      “Ponch.”

      A small affectionate silence. “Yup.”

      A pause. “He seems to have favored the red ones. They generally look more beaten up.”

      “Beat up.”

      “Thank you, yes.”

      “Yeah. We have no idea why… I never thought to ask him when we started getting better at communicating, but by then he was bored with the balls. The Squirrel Thing had started instead.”

      “...Maybe something to do with the way dogs see color?”

      A shrug. “No idea. Maybe they’re the color of meat? Maybe just a personal preference?”

      And then a small quiet laugh, not entirely sad: not at all.

      “Next time we talk, I’ll ask him.”
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            Day 3: Ritual Practices

          

        

      

    

    
      “Nurse Mrs. Rodriguez…”

      “No, sweetie, just Mrs. Or Nurse, but seriously there’s no need for that here, I’m off duty…”

      “All right. Anyway, is there a way this toggles?”

      “What?”

      “This serving object. I can’t seem to find a toggle.”

      The sound of running water stops. “Sorry, couldn’t hear you there for a moment, sweetie, the water’s closer than you are. What needs a toggle?”

      “This— Forgive me, I don’t know the local terminology, sometimes the broader Speech recensions need augmentation on local object terminology, and for some reason or other the catering end seems particularly badly served—”

      “If you’re trying to tell me that nothing ever works the way it should, stop right there because you’re preaching to the choir. What’s the problem exactly?”

      “Well, to start with, what’s this called?”

      “That? It’s a platter.”

      “Platter, all right, thank you. How does it disintegrate?”

      A pause. “¿Que?”

      “Normally there’s a toggle, it might be submolecular but I wasn’t seeing anything obvious, often there’s a little here-it-is light or a trailing macromolecular tag that you can feel, or…”

      “Um, wait. No, I hate to disappoint you but that one’s not built to disintegrate. Except possibly under normal wear and tear.” A pause, then muttered under the breath: “Not that I don’t wish that one would disintegrate, I’ve never really cared for the pattern, but it was a present from my mother-in-law, and sooooo…”

      “Ah. Well, how does it get cleaned, then?”

      “Here, I’ll do it.”

      The sound of the faucet running again.

      Followed by a pause simply festooned with polite disbelief. “You mean you actually clean your eating utensils… with water?”

      “Around here? Yes.”

      “If ‘clean’ is really the word we’re looking for. Certainly that water’s not hot enough to do anything but annoy the microorganisms a little. I assumed it was something ritual. Perhaps having to do with the holiday…”

      A sudden fit of snickering. “If you mean it looks like all some people do this time of year is wash the dishes, believe me, we have common ground. And yeah, I bet it looks like there’s a ritual component, but no, this is just to get the top layer of crud off them before they go in the dishwasher…”

      The sound of a pull-down door squeaking open.

      “Powers above us, will you look at this! What’s that little thing in the tray?”

      “Oh. Dishwasher soap.”

      “So this mechanism has to be… ritually cleansed before use, perhaps?”

      “No, sorry, I was being slangy. That dissolves in hot water and washes the dishes.”

      “Seriously?”

      Two heads, one human and one Rirhait, lean a little way into the dishwasher, and the voices are accordingly muffled. “Yes. I wouldn’t be strong on this particular tech, autoclaving is more what I deal with at work… but see that propellery thing? Water sprays out of that onto the dishes… they all sit in these racks. And then the soap dissolves in the water that runs off, and it cycles around again, and gets blasted all over things until they’re clean. After that there’s a rinse cycle to get the soap off them, and finally a hot air cycle to dry everything.”

      “That… is fascinating! So quirky, so unusual!”

      “And a timesaver for events like this. Sometimes I wish I had two of them. In fact sometimes I wish I had two of them just for everyday, the way some people around here eat and don’t clean up after themselves...”

      “Guilt,” says a resigned voice from the far side of the passthrough, “only works if the party it’s intended for actually takes delivery…”

      “Which I’ve noticed, Juan. Any more dishes to come back from out there?”

      “Just this one from off site.” Another broad oval platter, apparently made of clear glass and now completely denuded of everything but what looks like blue whipped cream, comes through the passthrough.

      “Thank you. Here, Legs, let me rinse this for you.”

      “Oh, no need!”

      “But I can’t let you take stuff back dirty! That would be so slovenly.”

      “No, no, not at all! Besides, it won’t go back dirty. Here, watch.”

      There follows a faint fizzing noise lasting three point six seconds, followed by a rather prolonged pause.

      “Are you all right, Mrs. Nurse Rodriguez?”

      “Legs, sweetheart, I’ve got to ask you to stop doing that. We’re sharing a kitchen, we’re doing the dishes together, for certain values of ‘doing’, you are more than qualified to call me Reena. But, listen… the platter. Do you usually destroy your stuff like that? Your people are so advanced, don’t you have recycling or something?”

      “That was the recycling.”

      “Um, okay. Or wait! Is this like Kit’s little pocket in the air?”

      “What, like a portable claudication? Oh, no, that’s much more advanced technology. And wizardly to boot. This is just cheap pre-transmutation tech, stopped a step or two before the protocols we use at the Crossings for rawmat food fabrication. Not that we overdo that—there are always species who claim rawmatted food just doesn’t taste the same as naturally grown or sourced ingredients, even though they’re chemically identical.”

      “Um. All right. So if you recycled that, where did it go?”

      “It didn’t go anywhere. It’s right here.”

      A blink. “You could have fooled me.”

      A chuckle. “Well, I said disintegrate, but that doesn’t necessarily imply there’s not going to be reintegration, does it? I mean, what would be the point in wasting perfectly good plasma?”

      “…Plasma.”

      “Yes, of course, the disintegration just acts to rid the serving object of any contaminants. A trivial amount of the cold plasma from the triggered disintegration is allowed to go hot in a very controlled reaction with the waste, and scavenged energy from the fusion powers the reintegration; the whole business is very power-conserving.”

      “That still sounds… vaguely dangerous.”

      A chuckle. “Oh, it’d be a lot more than vaguely dangerous if it got into the wrong hands, believe me! There are species who would love to use this as weapons technology, which means we have to be ever so careful about where our decommissioned catering equipment goes…”

      “Um. Yes, yes I imagine that would be the case.”

      “But the basic configuration matrix for the item remains encoded in the plasma, you see, and all that’s needed to reconstitute it is for the person who did the disintegration to make contact with it, with intent. The plasma manifests a tagged reintegration zone, because naturally you wouldn’t want any of yourself to accidentally get incorporated into the reintegration, that would get awfully messy, but you’re careful to keep your manipulating instrumentalities out of the tagged zone, and…”

      Another three point six second fizz.

      “Here you go. See? Perfectly clean. In fact, molecularly identical with its new-from-the-factory state, which is what’s encoded in the plasma.”

      “…Wow.”

      “And of course you don’t have to keep it in this shape if you don’t want to! After all, what use would a thing be if it can only be one thing? The cold plasma sequence can be reprogrammed to reintegrate the item into another shape on demand. It’s very simple, there’s an app for that. All the Crossings catering supplies are structured this way, so we can flexibly reconfigure utensils and dining ware on the fly for unexpected numbers of a given species coming through, or special requirements…”

      “Um. Legs. If it wouldn’t be against the rules… like, I don’t know, leaving advanced weapons technologies with less advanced species… could I prevail on you to leave me a few of these?”

      “A few? I’ll get you a whole set. Carmela’s advanced-tech waiver can easily be extended to cover the whole household—it’s merely a clerical issue. I mean, you’ve got a worldgate portal on site, what’s some catering equipment to that?”

      A thoughtful pause. “Um… good question.”

      “And as for this platter that you don’t like…”

      “Mmm?”

      “Is it possible that it might have… an accident?”

      “Um…”

      “Accidents do happen.”

      “Yes, they do, don’t they. House full of guests… Foreign guests…”

      “Very foreign guests,” says an amused German-accented voice from the direction of the passthrough, its owner peering in amiably at the Rirhait.

      “Quite. And when your new serving ware comes through, it’d be quite simple to program one piece to look like this one when it had to. Only on demand, mind you…”

      There is a very soft clunk as a large platter bedizened with a desperately ugly folk-art painting of an apparently dyspeptic turkey is placed carefully on the floor.

      Crunch!

      “Oh goodness me Juan, will you look at what’s happened to your Mama’s platter,” announces one of the people in the kitchen in a tone totally bereft of either shock or dismay. “Whatever will we tell her.”

      A glance through the passthrough. “That there was a terrible accident?”

      “You’re on.”

      And after a thoughtful moment:

      “Sweet Powers, is that lead in this glaze? You people may not be much at the technology end but you are such gourmets.”

    

  






  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Day 4: Seasonality and Subterfuge

          

        

      

    

    
      “It started in August this year. Did you notice?”

      “Huh? Sorry, Juan, that wire fell down again and I can’t reach it—”

      “Uh. Neither can I. Filif?”

      “Got it. Here you go.”

      “Thanks. I don’t know what it is with the wiring on these older sets, they won’t stay put…”

      “Just not as flexible as the new skinny ones. Which make up for it in annoyance by how often these little tiny bulbs blow out.”

      “Yeah. And take out the whole string with them. Have they never heard of wiring in parallel?”

      “More wires. Costs more. Plus they sell more spares this way.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Mmf. So what was it about August again?”

      “When the ads changed. Couldn’t they at least have waited until, I don’t know, after Halloween?”

      “Changed—” A sudden chuckle. “Oh. You mean the toy ads started showing up on TV.”

      “Yeah. It seemed more than usually insidious this year, you know? First just one or two. A scattering. Then—”

      “More. And more. And suddenly…”

      In unison: “You detect a pattern.”

      “I hate it, God how I hate it! And it’s irrational to get so riled up over it, you know? I’m perfectly aware. But I really get nostalgic for when they at least held their fire until two months before. Or a month.” An annoyed sigh. “But no. In the middle of August, you’re dying of the heat and what do you start seeing but ads with color schemes that don’t quite suggest Winter Holidays openly, but they’re getting there. They are so damn sneaky about it.”

      “And then you get four of them in a row. Or five. Or six. Cars! Dolls! Educational toys!”

      “Plastic guns!”

      “More plastic guns!”

      “Things to soak your unsuspecting parents with!”

      “Please. Don’t get me started on Dairine and the Super Soaker.”

      A snicker. “Kit had this sand-sculpting thing he doted on… I forget the name. You know what I mean, you have to have seen it. The sand’s wet when it’s in water and then when you take it out of the water it’s dry again, it falls apart.”

      “Oh yeah, I remember that. No interest from our two.”

      “Be thankful. Harry, as God is my witness there was not a single surface in this house that didn’t have that sand on it. It was on everything. In everything. Floors. Tables. Books. Food.”

      Laughter. “Oh, yeah, go ahead, easy for you to laugh, you weren’t finding it in the CD player. We actually had to get a new one that year, the old one’s laser got scratched or something.”

      “Seriously.”

      “Yeah. Well, I shouldn’t complain. He’s still bringing sand in but he’s a lot more controlled about it. Though now it’s from Mars…”

      The laughter dies down to chuckling. “Yeah. But small mercies, at least they’re all past the ‘toys’ stage now. What they want now is tech.”

      “Yeah, but that makes it even harder now, doesn’t it? Leaving the money aside, compared to what they get from where our leggy friend works… how does anything Earth-based stack up?”

      A sigh. “Yeah. I’m kind of out of my depth. We ready for another string there?”

      “I think so. This one?”

      “That’s the one, it plugs into this…” A sigh. “Here we go. Filif, can you pass this around back?”

      “Of course. Shall I keep a few lights hanging loose there?”

      “That’s the way.”

      “Got your shopping done, I hope?”

      “Not all.”

      “Uh oh. Leaving it a little late.”

      “I know, but I’m still fumbling. I want to make it up to Nita, to both of them really, at least a little, for presents that didn’t happen. Or didn’t happen when they were supposed to. That bike for her birthday…”

      “I know how it is. What can you do, though? There may be magic in the world but it doesn’t seem to stretch to making money out of nothing.”

      “Too damn true. And what’s worse, I can’t seem to get a solid read on what they want. Betty was always better at this, she seemed to know what was on the girls’ minds all the time, without even trying... I got lazy, kind of let her clue me in. Now, though, I have to do it myself…”

      A pause. “If you want I can have a word with Kit…”

      “Well, it’s a thought. But you know what else is a problem?”

      “Mmm?”

      “Seriously, Juan, how do you hide the presents?”

      “Uh.”

      “Yeah. Because they’re wizards. And it’s hopeless! Last year I could have sworn I had them stashed safely, actually stuck everything in the shop to be safe, in the locked cold storage buried under a heap of boxed lilies and roses, for God’s sake, and I’m thinking, ‘There, that should do the trick.’ But then what do I hear in the middle of the night? Dairine’s on the computer with somebody, God knows what planet they’re even on, I can’t tell any more if it’s Skype or something extragalactic or whatever with Spot and his buddies, and I hear her saying real quietly to whoever it is, ‘It’s really nice but it’s not the color I wanted…’”

      “Oh God.”

      “And I knew immediately. And I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, seriously, all the trouble I went through getting the thing for her! And trying to cover my tracks! Why do I even bother?”

      Laughter, though. And then a diffident voice:

      “If I might make a suggestion—”

      “What? Did that wire come off again?”

      “No, I’ve got it, it’s fine. But tell me, why would you want to hide gifts?”

      “Uh, it’s kind of a tradition here, Filif. In our family, anyway.”

      “Ours too.”

      “The idea is that when you give someone a Christmas gift, it should be a surprise, at least as far as what it is.”

      “Or when you’re giving them to children, you hide the gifts before Christmas so they won’t be able to get an idea of what they are by looking at them, or handling them…”

      “Ah. I see. That could be logistically challenging when you’re dealing with wizards, I’ll grant you…”

      A heavy sigh. “Tell me about it.”

      “And it’s a question what’s worse. The failure to keep the stuff hidden, or thinking at first that you did, and then finding out otherwise, and realizing that they’re going to be acting like they don’t know what something is when they already do! There’s a kind of…”

      “Pity aspect?”

      “Yeah. They’re sorry for you, for not being able to keep up. And you sit there and just want to writhe.”

      “Or else sneak out behind the shed and have a stiff one.”

      “But Juan… Harold… why haven’t you taken this up with Tom or Carl? This surely falls into their supervisory ambit, as a quality-of-life issue for their supervisees.”

      “What?”

      “Does it?”

      A pause as two men look at each other, suddenly thoughtful. “But… still.”

      “Filif, I don’t know, I don’t like to bother them.”

      “They’re busy with a lot of other things anyway…”

      “Then bother me. And I’ll bother Sker’ret.”

      “Um, in what way exactly?”

      “And we wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble…”

      “But isn’t it my responsibility, as Christmas tree, to protect the presents?”

      “Well, sort of, yeah…”

      “…now that you put it that way…”

      Sudden intense interest, and a pause for some surreptitious looking-around to make sure none of the principals are within earshot. “What’ve you got?”

      “Well, you know, it’s not as if access to pocket spaces is strictly a wizardly technique. The Crossings routinely handles such technologies mechanically, unless there’s some specific application in which the use of wizardry for displacement solutions is inherently more reliable, or less wasteful of energy…”

      An intaken breath. “Do you really think we can find a way to store things locally that this bunch won’t find out about?”

      “Can’t find out about?”

      A shaking, a brief rustling of already-hung wiring and lights: Demisiv laughter, kept very soft and restrained. “That being over there, the one carrying the drinks around…? As one of his many functions, he routinely handles and structures security-hardened object- and data-storage solutions for organizations up to the size of interstellar governmental associations. I’m sure he can find a way to sort out a claudicated-storage package for the two of you that’s not only undetectable even by wizards actively looking for it—should they somehow become suspicious—but capable of keeping even Dairine out.”

      A voice drops to a whisper. “What about the Mobiles? And Spot?”

      “I’m sure Sker’ret can come to an agreement with them to redact some local data. Again; quality-of-life issues and their Mother? They’ll see sense, especially when the Master broaches the subject.” Another thoughtful pause. “And I suspect Nita’s internal associate will agree to do the same, understanding the purpose.”

      “If you can pull this off, son—”

      “Consider it all done but the logistics.”

      The sound of two men high-fiving one another, and then (covertly, after another glance around) a couple branches of what could otherwise be mistaken for a good-sized Christmas tree. And then a rattle of glass and wire…

      “Whoops!”

      “My fault, I dropped that!”

      “Not a problem, son. You were distracted. Here, Harry, just boost that up…”

      “Got it.”

      “Everything all right?”

      “No harm done.”

      “What’s left?”

      “Two more strings. Then the ornaments.”

      And for the next few minutes, the apparent tree shakes occasionally, apparently without reason.

      From across the room, one wizard to another, in passing:

      “Is Fil ticklish? Look at him.”

      “No idea. Ask Carmela. Where’d all the little hot dog rolls go?…”
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      “So I’ve been thinking about this for a long time and I want you to pay attention.”

      “Excuse me everybody! Excuse me!”

      (a brief confused silence falls among those sitting around the [apparent] Christmas tree)

      “Ronan has been thinking…”

      (Much laughter meant to convey various states of skepticism, cynicism, and amusement at the very concept)

      “And he wants you to pay attention to him. The kind you don’t normally pay. Serious attention. For when he’s being serious.”

      “Yes, yes, thanks very much, now sit the feck down and stop hogging the limelight. And hey, go get your own damn cocoa, it took me whole minutes getting the candy cane to dissolve!”

      “Wizardry, Ronan! Remember the concept? Just ask the cocoa to heat up—”

      “Shut up, it was busy enough and I didn’t want to put it to any trouble. Are you listening?”

      “To the guy who doesn’t want to cause his cocoa any trouble? Absolutely, you have my undivided attention.” (whispered) “… So Irish.”

      “Shut up, I heard you apologize to the table just now when you banged into it.”

      “Like it’s a bad thing for a wizard to be polite. Stop stalling and tell us this great thought you’re having.”

      “So happy to enlighten you, your Supreme Kitness—”

      (whispered) “Darryl’s really rubbing off on him…”

      “I heard that. So what? Don’t great minds think alike? Of course they do. And I rub off on him. --Stop looking like that, you, your mind’s in the fecking gutter. ...So the thought is this: all Christmas songs and carols can be classified into six basic groups.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yes really. And they are these: Yay for God, Food And Booze, Excuse For Snogging, Hush Don’t Wake The Baby, Crime and Punishment, and Unbridled Greed For Swag.”

      (A brief pause while this is considered.)

      “So name me a carol or song and you will see instantly into what category it falls. And I bet you can’t find one that doesn’t fit into these six.”

      Another pause while the listeners give some thought to this challenge.

      “Wait a minute. ‘Crime and Punishment?’” someone says skeptically.

      The near-instantaneous response: “Santa Claus is Comin’ To Town.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “‘You better be good. You better not cry. Better not pout!!’

      “Well, when you put it that way…”

      “‘He’s making a list. Checking it twice. He’s gonna find out who’s naughty or nice…!’”

      “Yeah, okay, the punishment’s implied. Act out and you’re Christmas toast.”

      “You think that’s bad, there’s another one that’s way worse, it actually says that Santa’s in the CIA. You couldn’t make some of these things up, I swear.”

      “Did we want to know that?”

      “Too late now. Anyway, come on, give it a try.”

      “…O Come All Ye Faithful.”

      “Yay for God, obviously.”

      “Away In A Manger.”

      “Hush Don’t Wake The Baby.”

      “Joy To The World.”

      “Yay for God, again.”

      “Come Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.”

      “Yay For God.”

      “We Wish You A Merry Christmas.”

      “Food and Booze.”

      “What?”

      “Have you looked at that carol? Thirty-three percent of it is Christmas and the other sixty-six percent is fixated on figgy pudding. In fact it gets real demanding about it.”

      “Possibly because it almost never has figs in it,” a voice floats in through the passthrough window from the kitchen. “It’s almost always raisins.”

      “Carl, stop complaining. You like the raisins. Aha, I see the problem. Empty glass. Give me that and let them be.”

      Muttering from the kitchen. From the group gathered around the tree, mutters of acquiescence. “Uh, okay.”

      “I Saw Three Ships.”

      “Yay For God.”

      “It Came Upon a Midnight Clear.”

      “Yeah, Yay For God again. Can we just agree that almost all the religious ones fall under Yay for God, and the rest into Hush Don’t Wake The Baby? Come on, swing out a little and test it. It really works!”

      “The Man with the Bag.”

      Several heads turn, including. “What?”

      “It’s a 50s thing, I heard my pop singing it... It’s all about ‘the man with the bag’ arriving and giving you everything you’ve ever wanted. Greed for Swag.”

      “Okay, I’ll take your word for it. We don’t hear that one much on my side of things.”

      “Deck the Halls!”

      “Food And Booze. Christmas gets exactly one mention and after that it’s all about singing and getting boozed up.”

      “Winter Wonderland.”

      “Excuse For Snogging.”

      “Santa Baby.”

      “Oh God, such Greed for Swag, I was hoping somebody’d mention that one.”

      “Let It Snow.”

      “Excuse for Snogging.”

      “O Christmas Tree!”

      (the “tree” shakes a little in interest)

      “It’s Yay For God, though that doesn’t really hit until you get to the verses people don’t sing much.”

      A brief silence. “Okay, we’ll let you have that one.”

      “…How about But Baby It’s Cold Outside.”

      “Is that even a Christmas song?”

      “Do you ever hear it any other time of year?”

      “Well, maybe not, but I don’t think it’s that Christmassy. I don’t think it even mentions it.”

      “Also it’s creepy. Spiked drinks, really? The whole thing’s pretty dubcon. Next?”

      “Well, while we’re doing creepy, how about I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus?”

      “Uh… Maybe Excuse For Snogging. It’s somebody’s idea of romantic.”

      “Somebody weird…”

      “I’ll Be Home For Christmas.”

      “Excuse For Snogging.”

      “White Christmas!”

      “Excuse For Snogging!”

      Someone bursts into song. “I’ll have a Blue Christmas without yooooouuuuu…”

      “So Excuse for Snogging.”

      “Grandma Got Run Over By A Reindeer.”

      A moment’s thought. “Crime and Punishment.”

      And off to one side of the tree, from two participants sitting crosslegged next to each other, there’s some muttering going on.

      “No, it’s okay, I’ve got it, I’ve got him, he can’t possibly have an answer for this. It’s just too good.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Just watch. Ronan!”

      “Yes, Miss Nita the Indisputable? You deign to grace us with an offering?”

      “Yeah, since I’ve got one that definitely won’t fit in any of the six.”

      “Very very unlikely but I’ll allow you to attempt to astound me.”

      “I can’t believe this hasn’t occurred to you.”

      “More evidence, please, and less as yet unconfirmed incredulity.”

      (snickering, then a deep breath: )

      “Fairy Tale of New York.”

      A sudden, stunned silence. Very stunned.

      “Ah, now wait just a moment—”

      High fives are exchanged and some people begin to roll on the floor, gasping with laughter (though being careful to avoid the drinks they’ve set down there).

      “Your very favorite one! And you’ve never even thought about this before! Isn’t that funny?”

      “Dair, don’t rub it in too hard. Look at him. He’s suffering.”

      “No, I’m enjoying watching him squirm. His theory didn’t last five minutes.”

      A desperate attempt at recovery. “Um. You could make a case that it fits in Excuse for Snogging—”

      “Only you would attempt to make that case. It doesn’t work.” More laughter.

      “But if you—”

      “You said it yourself. Indisputable.” And so much snickering.

      “We’re waiting, Ronan!”

      A pause. “Feck, look at that, my cocoa’s gone cold.” And a sudden leap up and attempted-casual amble toward the kitchen, amid much snickering.

      A few seconds later: “You know, you could do this for national anthems, too. Simpler.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, think about it. Yay for Us, God Is On Our Side, and Nyah Nyah.”

      “Hmm.…”

      “Come on, Ronan, come back and classify it for us some more!”
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            Day 6: The Toy You Didn't Get (Part 1)

          

        

      

    

    
      (overheard from a couple of participants standing in small hallway near the front door)

      

      “A Johnny Seven One Man Army.”

      “A what?”

      “A gun. Well, not just a gun. It had a rocket launcher!”

      “Sounds pretty high-powered. And you were how old?”

      “Six.”

      “It’s funny… I wouldn’t normally think of you as that much of a gun type.”

      “Well, maybe it’s a good thing those hostiles at the Crossings didn’t take you for a gun type either… for one kind of gun or another. Until it was too late.”

      A shrug. “They had it coming. Anyway, from what the manual says, you did a fair amount of shooting stuff up of your own on Mars…”

      “Just in the line of work. Nothing much we could do about it at the time. I dislike being eaten by giant amoeba things, generally.”

      “But up until now it was mostly spears you were into, I thought. Secondary to your, uh, former lodger…”

      “Yeah, well, that hardware’s in other hands now. Just as well. Even when it wasn’t showing, the thing itched…”

      “Not gonna ask you where.”

      A snicker. “Probably better.”

      “But it’s funny, you know? I had it, I used it, one of the greatest, the most powerful weapons in existence, anybody’d say. But if you’d handed the Spear to me when I was six, no strings attached, I’d have handed it straight back and said ‘I want the Johnny Seven One Man Army.”

      Laughter. “So this thing had… what? A rocket launcher?”

      “Okay. There was the anti-tank rocket, the anti-bunker missile, the grenade launcher, the tommy gun, the pistol…”

      “Wow, I can see how it got the name!”

      “Well, that was just the marketing. It had everything. I wanted it like my next breath. I could just see myself tearing around the park in Bray, shooting all the bad guys and being a hero. I wrote Father Christmas a letter every day, would you believe this, every day from the first Sunday in Advent to the Sunday before Christmas. My mam told me to stop, said the post was always so busy that time of year that Father Christmas couldn’t get any more letters in time. And then, I waited for Christmas Eve…”

      A sigh.

      “And?”

      “And I didn’t get it.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it was already a collectors’ item. Seriously expensive. It wasn’t that year’s toy or anything: it came out, I don’t know, twenty years before that year. But when I saw it on this show on TV it just…” A pause. “I don’t know how to explain it. I had to have it. Nothing else mattered.”

      “But it was really expensive…”

      “Hundreds of quid… of Euro, now. And no way my folks could ever afford it. They tried the best they could to get me to understand that Father Christmas wasn’t always able to come through for everybody in the world, that sometimes people didn’t get what they wanted.” A soft laugh, not without a little edge of pain. “But I wasn’t having it. I was different! Father Christmas would never disappoint me! Because I wanted something so different from what everybody else wanted. Something so weird.”

      Soft laughter from the other side now. “Yeah. Been there, once or twice. …How long did it take you to get over it?”

      “Don’t know that I ever did, really.”

      A pause.

      “Can’t see a picture of the thing without aching a little, which is just… you know, such total shite! And you know, I could probably afford it now. What with part time work and so on, I could probably sort something out.” A gesture somewhere between a shrug and the attempt to work some old kink of remembered discomfort out of the muscles. “If I really wanted to. But you know what’s weird? It’s like it’d make what I went through when I was little worth less, somehow. And it’s not like anything I get here and now is going to make its way back to him.”

      “Well, I don’t know. Talk to one of your Advisories at home, maybe? Or get Tom or Carl to have a word? Maybe somebody could sort you out a timeslide.”

      Laughter. “For a toy? Change the past?”

      “Sounds like it was a really important thing…”

      “Then, yeah. The most important thing in the world. Now, though?” A little laugh down the nose. “The world’s bigger, these days. Besides, how do I know that him not getting that toy is one of the things that turned me into wizard material?”

      “A character-building experience, you mean.”

      “Yeah. Be fecking annoying to go back in time and play Father Christmas and then discover that I’d accidentally de-wizzed myself.”

      Helpless laughter. “De-wizzed!”

      “Yeah, well, probably there’s a word for it in the Speech but damned if I’m gonna go looking it up right now.”

      Paired snickering, and then a pause. “So what was yours?”

      Another pause, this one slightly shocked. “Oh, look at that, you’re out of cocoa. Again. How does that keep happening?”

      “Not buying it. Come on, Miss Neets. I told you mine!”

      “Uh…”
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      (in the front hallway)

      

      “If you breathe a word of this to him…”

      “Going by the look on your face right now, that doesn’t seem like a good idea.”

      “It’s really not.”

      “Neets. For feck’s sake stand down. This is me. And anyway, now you’ve got leverage! I just told you about me galloping up and down Bray Seafront like a gormless boob with a magic gun destroying the world’s bad guys in my head.”

      “You didn’t mention the seafront. And you didn’t have the gun!”

      “I was pretending I had the gun. Sue me. So far gone I was! At the time, what I had was a water pistol. Remind me to tell you how I ambushed a couple of Guards on the beat by the DART station after dark and got taken home in a panda car.”

      Utter shock. “You did what? My God.”

      “I was on a night mission. It turned out okay. Nobody got hurt.” A pause to absently rub one’s fundament. “Well, much.”

      “Good thing you weren’t here when you tried that, though…!”

      “Yeah, well, our cops aren’t like yours, so no harm done.” An exasperated breath. “So let’s hear it!”

      A pause. “I don’t know…”

      “Nita. Juanita Whose Middle Name May Not Be Spoken On Pain Of Death Callahan—”

      “Oh no. Carmela told you, didn’t she! I swear I’m going to—”

      “Give me a break right now, because seriously this makes three-naming you so much harder when you’re being a git! Just get on with it.”

      A long sigh.

      “You’ve got so much energy tangled up in this. Is it very recent?”

      “I was seven. …Well, wait. Six going on seven.”

      “Uhh, okay. So not exactly the immediate past. In fact it’s amazing you even remember it. But like… second form?”

      “Not sure what it’d be in your school years. First grade, for me. Christmas came and there was something I really, really, reeeeeeealy wanted. And I wrote letters to Santa and left hints and was a good girl, the best girl, the absolute best girl in all New York State. And then…”

      “You didn’t get it.”

      A head shake. “Nope. They knew how much I wanted it, but they wouldn’t get it for me.”

      “Not couldn’t?”

      “Wouldn’t.”

      “Well the suspense here is killing me, what was it?”

      A voice drops very, very low: lower than a whisper.

      “Play-Doh.”

      A stunned silence. “What? You mean, like, the plasticine stuff?”

      “It’s not exactly like that, I don’t think. …No, Bobo says not, it looks like plasticine’s oilier or waxier or something. Play-Doh is just flour and water and salt and some stuff to keep it from going moldy.”

      “Uh… all right. So it wasn’t about money or anything, then. This was something they could afford.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “You’re sure.”

      A narrow-eyed look. “They got me a new Barbie and a whole raft of clothes. Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “But why wouldn’t they get you this stuff, then, when you wanted it so much?”

      “Um.” A gulp. “Because…”

      “Yes?”

      “BecauseIusedtoeatit.”

      “Sorry?”

      A voice dropped past a whisper again, equal parts absolute mortification and annoyance. “Because. I used. To eat it. …In kindergarten.”

      “…Uh.”

      Hasty now, anger pushing the embarrassment aside. “I just picked up this taste for it, all right? It was one of those kid things. It went away after awhile. In fact it went away almost right away as soon as I realized the other kids were laughing at me. But I still liked playing with it. I was really good at making things! And that year I saw it in the store, before Christmas… and maybe there were commercials for it, I don’t remember… the Play-Doh Fun Factory. It had everything. There were all these… dies, I guess, they’re called, these custom cut dies, and you push a plunger down into the Play-Doh and it forces the stuff through…”

      “Sounds a little naughty.”

      “Now whose mind is in the gutter? Stop that.”

      “I just like seeing you blush.”

      “Yeah, well, we’ll see if you like me tipping your cocoa somewhere that’ll make you blush—”

      “Hey, easy, easy!”

      “Well, watch it. …But you could make all kinds of shapes, I-beams and stuff, and they would dry and then you could build things with them. I wanted that, I wanted it! But no way they were going to let me have it. My teacher made a big fuss about it… she was afraid I’d get sick. She called my Mom and Dad in and told them they needed to have me nutritionally assessed, because eating stuff like that can be a sign that there’s something missing in your diet.” A furious growl. “So the school did the assessment, which was idiotic, because nothing was wrong with me. But they wouldn’t let me play with the Play-Doh any more in kindergarten… and my Mom and Dad wouldn’t get it for me either. Or the Fun Factory.”

      “Well, that sucks.”

      “Yeah, it did.”

      But… a slow smile.

      “Uh oh! I know that look. So what did you do?”

      “I waited. And then I bought it.”

      “…Wait. With what? You were seven! ”

      A poke. “My allowance money, what do you think? I wasn’t up to robbing banks just yet! …I let my mom and dad think I was going out to buy candy with it every week. I’d actually go buy just a little candy from the store down around the corner from school, on the way home, and eat it when I got home, where they could see. And then I’d put the rest of the money away. Not in the usual piggy bank: hidden underneath my dresser. I taped it to the bottom of the bottom drawer.”

      “Wow. Then what?”

      “Then I bought the Fun Factory. I bought it just after my birthday, in May. It took me that long to save enough money. There was one Fun Factory left in the little sort-of-discount-store that used to be up on Nassau Road. That Fun Factory was the only one left after Christmas and it was marked down. I was terrified somebody would buy it before I had enough to get it, but nobody did. I got one of the older kids at school to buy it for me and bring it to me there, so my parents wouldn’t know. And then I smuggled it home in my bookbag. I didn’t take it in the house: I hid it outside, in the shed. Dad had a bunch of old tools and things in a box, he hadn’t touched it in years, you could see the dust all over it… so I hid it in there.”

      “My God.”

      “And I would sneak out there, when I knew nobody was watching, when they were busy, and play with it then.”

      A head shakes, impressed. “That is amazing.”

      A sigh. “Then, after a while, I got bored with it. I felt stupid about that, but it was just the way it was. So late one night I snuck out and got the Fun Factory out of the shed, very carefully, with all its bits and pieces… and buried it in the back yard.”

      Several moments of quiet slide by.

      “…And that’s it?”

      “Yeah.”

      A shrug.

      “Well, Miss Neets, this tells me one very important thing about you.”

      “Don’t leave me alone with Play-Doh?”

      “What? No no, not at all.”

      “Well?”

      “If I need a bank robbed, I know exactly who to consult.”

      A grin. “Not Dairine?”

      “Oh no. She’d keep what she took.” A grin. “But now I bet I know who showed her the ropes.”

      Snickering breaks out.

      “Seriously. So devious! …Any chance I can get you involved in cocoa smuggling?”

      “At the rate you’re going through it, maybe I’d better consider it…”
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      “Harry? Got a moment?”

      “Unless something’s on fire around here, of course I have. I don’t want the Christmas tree to get freaked.”

      “Nothing’s on fire and Filif looks perfectly calm. Having some kind of discussion with Carmela right now about next year’s hot interstellar fashions, I think.”

      “Tom, forgive me but I’ll sit that one out…”

      “Yeah, me too. Got a question about the mistletoe, though. Juan said he got it from you…?”

      A surprised blink. “Yeah, he did. Need some?”

      “No, we’re good. Just something I’m curious about.”

      “Fire away.”

      “Where’s it come from? I mean, your normal flowers, roses and lilies and whatnot, people grow those commercially, sure. But mistletoe… is it farmed? Can it even be?”

      “I don’t know about farmed. But people pick it and sell it, this time of year. They start in October or so, I think: it’s got a longish shelf life if you warehouse it cold. There are a couple of specialty commercial nurseries down south that seem to supply a lot of the big multiples and the wholesale suppliers that work with FTD.” A pause for a sip of whisky. “Funny, though, I’d have thought you knew all about this stuff.”

      “Really? Why?

      “Well, there’s all that stuff about Druids running around cutting it with golden sickles and so forth. Not magic, then?”

      A shake of the head. “Harry, I know there’s a fair amount about the Druids in general, and some details about worship, in the dispatches Julius Caesar sent home from the Gallic Wars. But as for actual ceremonial, I doubt they’d have let him see much of that… so what he describes is probably hearsay. And if I remember correctly the ‘golden sickle’ stuff comes from Robert Graves… who I think may have been pulling the long bow a little, if you get my drift. A lot of the stuff in The White Goddess that he reports as real legend seems after the fact to have been wishful thinking.”

      “So I don’t need to worry about seeing you running around with a sickle, then.”

      “If you do, it’s me trying to tame the hedge. And I think I’d prefer either to talk it into better behavior, or go down to the hardware store for something more robust. Or, on second thought, borrow your hedge trimmer.”

      “Fair enough. I still have to give you back your snow shovel…”

      Another pause for a sip of something else. “Funny, though, how you take for granted that something’s going to turn up in the stores at a certain time, and never really think about the whole supply line until one day you just look at it and say, ‘Huh, I wonder…’” A shake of the head. “Does our mistletoe even come from here? Or is it an introduction, like starlings?”

      “Oh, yeah, it’s native. Though it doesn’t grow here. It’s climate-sensitive, won’t grow much north of Maryland, or west of the Mississippi. It hates the cold, and the Plains climate kills it dead.”

      “Interesting that they didn’t try introducing the European type a long time ago. They brought so much other stuff over…”

      “Well, they did try, I think, but the introduction never took off. Plant’s a semi-parasitic, for one thing; they couldn’t find the right hosts for it over here. But also it was missing a vector. There’s a bird in Europe that eats the berries, but they’re sticky, and apparently it goes from tree to tree wiping its beak and trying to get rid of the gummy stuff; the seeds get scraped off and spread that way. The bird’s not here, so the seeds don’t spread.” A shrug. “So it’s hardly here at all. One place in California, near the wine country I think, and someplace in British Columbia. That’s it on this continent for the European breed.”

      “Interesting. …Remind me to talk to you about pruning my rose bushes.”

      “Problem?”

      “I’ll pick your brain for technique if you don’t have anything better to do.”

      “Pick away.”

      “Let me get you a refill first. More of the same?”

      “If it’s no trouble.”

      “Not at all.”

      A pause. Then, the sound of curiosity asserting itself again.

      “Nita?”

      “What, Daddy?”

      “Is mistletoe any good for wizards?”

      (giggling) “Give me a few minutes and I’ll let you know.”

      “…Uh oh.”

      A glass is handed over. “…Don’t like to critique, Harry, but you stepped right in that one…”

      “Oh God.”

      “Blame the Lagavulin. I intend to.”

      “Yeah. Bottoms up.”

      “Ne’gakh emeirsith.”

      “Wow… I heard that. I heard it in my bones. That’s what wizards say when they’re drinking?”

      “One of many variants. It’s ‘your health’, or close enough.”

      “…Teach me how to pronounce it and we’ll freak my daughters out.”

      A smile. “I see where they get it. Okay, repeat after me…”
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      “…Let’s come at this from another direction. This Power that Be purportedly comes to your dwelling-places on this particular night, and brings you gifts.”

      “Yup.”

      “And its preferred mode of ingress is… down the chimney?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Would you mind defining ‘chimney’ for me again? Because I want to be very sure I’ve got this right.”

      “Okay. Ready for this to get gory?”

      “Yes, I think so.”

      “Right. Well, a lot of people here used to heat their houses by burning firewood.”

      “That being…”

      “Chopped up pieces of trees.”

      “Thought so.” A brief shudder from the apparent Christmas tree, but only very brief. “All right. Continue.”

      “And when Santa comes to each house with his gifts, he gets in by coming down the chimney.”

      “…That’s the vent through which the combustion fumes exit the place where the burning occurs?”

      “That’s right.”

      “And how big is the Santa Power when it manifests? Because I get a sense that it has a preferred shape for these manifestations.”

      “Yeah. I guess you’d say… Well, full-grown man size, anyway. For argument’s sake, let’s say about the size of my Dad. But bigger around the middle.”

      “All right.” A pause. “Granting that the Powers have an unusual amount of power over physical matter, resorting again and again to such a manner of ingress seems… logistically anomalous.”

      “Yeah, Dairine thought so too.”

      “She did?”

      “When she was three. She was sitting in our living room some time late that year, I think it was November sometime, and all of a sudden she looks up and says, ‘We don’t have a chimney. Santa can’t come!’”

      “Oh dear!”

      A shout from the kitchen. “Are you telling the chimney story again?”

      A shout back. “Yeah!”

      “Thanks so much for that! Can we not have one Christmas without hearing that? I hate you!”

      “I hate you too, you said you were bringing me another cider, where is it?”

      “You can just wait until you’re done embarrassing me!”

      “Fine.”

      “Fine.”

      “—So anyway, there she is in the middle of the room, sitting on the floor, like this—” A moment’s shuffling. “It took us forever to stop her sitting that way, she was going to make herself knock-kneed if she didn’t. But she was still doing it. And she’s not crying or anything, she’s just furious. She got it into her head somehow that this was something like in How The Grinch Stole Christmas: that Christmas was something you could actually take away, or ruin, if you didn’t have all the necessary equipment. Or, actually, if you realized you didn’t have all the necessary equipment.”

      “I’m… missing a cultural referent, I’m afraid.”

      “It’s okay, we’ll show it to you later. Anyway, Dair thought maybe one of us had realized there was no chimney first, and had been able to negotiate some kind of workaround so that Christmas still came. But when Mom and Dad started trying to work out why she was upset and Dair realized that no one could get what her problem was, she completely lost it… because we were all too dim to have had the idea first. So that there being no Christmas in a month was going to be her fault.”

      “Ah...”

      “Yeah, it’s complicated. Even now.”

      “Only for people without brains!”

      “And where’s my cider?!”

      “You’re still embarrassing me! And you’re apparently also amnesic!” In the kitchen, eyes are near-audibly rolled.

      “Anyway, everything was in an uproar for a week or so. Crying, screaming, sulking, you name it. And then my Dad had a brainwave. He went out and bought a fireplace.”

      A pause. “If I’m translating the term correctly… isn’t that, well, also logistically difficult? At least in the very short term. It would mean significant disassembly of your living quarters…”

      “And it’d cost a lot. Yeah. Well, Daddy wasn’t sure whether he was going to be able to get away with it, but it seemed like it was worth a try. He didn’t buy a whole fireplace, Fil: just a fake one, or the front of one, made of plastic and cardboard. But it looked really good when he finished putting it together and put it up against the wall in the living room. It even had a little fake fire that came with it. There was this plastic fire grate, with yellow and orange electric lights and a tinfoil thing that went around inside, so it looked sort of like fire.”

      “Only if you squinted!”

      “You can ignore her, Fil, because she bought it. Hook, line and sinker.”

      “Um, we seem to have slid into… food-gathering idiom somehow?”

      “Sorry. She completely believed it. Mostly because Daddy swore up and down that Santa was still coming—in fact, he said, Santa had heard how upset Dairine was and had brought some presents early so she wouldn’t worry. And then Daddy showed her a few wrapped-up boxes. And faced with the evidence that there was going to be a Christmas—”

      “Because when you have first-hand empirical evidence of something that should have been impossible, then that means it’s not impossible and you need to correct your thinking…!”

      “Yes, thank you, Mr. Holmes… Then Dairine calmed down. In fact she was incredibly good for the next few weeks. In fact, kind of creepily good.”

      “Empirical evidence of Santa, remember? God, you are amnesic.”

      “And Christmas went ahead as scheduled.”

      The voice from the kitchen is aggrieved. “Or so I’m told. Because I don’t even remember it, but I’ll never forget it because they won’t let me.”

      “And does your father erect this substitute fireplace still at this time of year?”

      “No, we stopped doing that because some people complained about it being put up. It embarrassed them.”

      “Because I got over it! And I wish some other people would too!” An annoyed sigh. “And here’s your cider.”

      “So now we hang our stockings on the tree instead.”

      “…Stockings?”

      A sigh: one from the “Christmas tree”, one from the human sitting next to it. “Explaining all this is going to take longer than I thought…”
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            Day 10: Value judgments and vomit

          

        

      

    

    
      “…But if it was true, that Santa was actually one of the Powers that Be...”

      “If…”

      “Then at least you’d have a sense that you might be getting a fair shake.”

      “Because at least the Powers have some sense of what’s going on in your head.”

      “Well, some. My lodger usually did. Though he was better at sensing stuff when it had something to do with his own line of work.” A snicker. “He could smell someone wanting to pick a fight a mile away. Tell you, when he was in residence, sometimes being near the pub at chucking-out time could get… kinda fraught.”

      “I bet.”

      “No, no, it was funny sometimes! I could hear him counting down in my head, ‘Headbutt coming in three… two… one…’” A snicker. “And one time he just said, ‘Don’t even go near there, just call the Guards.’ And about two minutes later this riot pours out into the street. About thirty people, broken bottles, pint glasses smashing everywhere…”

      “Heh.”

      “So if he’s anything to go by, and there really is a Santa Power—sort of the One’s Assessor of Motives and Steerer of Nice Things Your Way If You Qualified—that would be okay.”

      “I guess. But the CIA Santa…”

      “The baby-monitor Santa…”

      “The one with that big long list and those little glasses… what do they call those?”

      “Pince-nez. Completely ageist. And sitting there judging you.”

      “By definition.”

      “Seriously, what hope do you have of an honest evaluation from someone like that? When was he last ten? Or twelve?”

      “Yeah, and I’m not fooled by the rosy cheeks.”

      “Is anybody? He looks like a lush.”

      “Wouldn’t argue.”

      “Sometimes I think the Coke people are trying a little too hard, you know? ‘Oh look how wholesome and kindly I am. With my fecking twinkling eyes and my wee snubby nose.’ They make me want to punch him, those commercials.”

      “He looks like a perv.”

      “Mmm, that might be going a little far. But some ad agency has a lot to answer for.”

      “…They tried to make me sit on his lap once.”

      “Didn’t go over well, I take it.”

      “No it didn’t. We had to stand in line forever, for one thing. And when we started to get close, I could smell him.”

      “Uh oh.”

      “Now I guess…” A moment spent considering the marshmallows melting into the mug of cocoa, presently set aside on the rug. “I guess that wasn’t his fault. It didn’t seem likely that it was his pee. Smelled too old.”

      “Oh God no…”

      “Oh yes. Some of the kids who’d been there before him had done a number on his suit and the cleaner just couldn’t get it out. The elves, Santa’s Little Helpers, whatever they were, had doused the place in Pine-Sol, hoped it would get mistaken for the evergreens, I bet…”

      “What a disaster.”

      “Yeah. I could tell the smell wasn’t from any boughs of holly, anyway. So, whatever, we get to the head of the line and I do not want any part of me to be in any kind of contact with that, and I said to Mom, ‘I don’t want to sit on his lap, please don’t make me!’ And she said, ‘But everybody else is doing it!’”

      “Ah, feck me, the guilt routine. Never fails.”

      Another pause while stalked computer-eyes stare into the cocoa mug on the floor. “‘And if you don’t do it you can’t get your picture taken with Santa! And you won’t have a chance to tell him what you want!’”

      “God they’re merciless to us when we’re little, aren’t they? It’s a wonder any of us survive.”

      “Yeah, and then one of the Little Helpers got hold of my arm and tried to ‘help me up’ there, nearly twisted my arm off while she was doing it, too. And it was hot in there, one of those little wooden cottages at the end of the shopping center, and the air conditioning wasn’t reaching in there, believe me. And God, the smell, the Pine-Sol and the stinky suit and the chair that God knows how many freaked out little kids had lost it on, and Santa wasn’t exactly a rosebush himself, in that heat…”

      “Horrific. What did you do?”

      “The only thing I could do, at that point. Threw up on him.”

      A long breath while eyes are covered and the listener begins shaking with laughter. “Oh, oh my, oh my…”

      “It was kind of a relief, actually. They sure got me out of there in a hurry.”

      “Oh, sweet Powers, why is there no video of that…”

      “Sorry, you’re out of luck, no record of it at all. The guy who was there to take pictures knocked over his camera trying to avoid the barf.”

      “Could have been the Powers thanking you protoactively for saving the Universe.”

      “If that’s true, they’re welcome. Never had to go see Santa again, either.”

      “Small mercies. …More cocoa?”
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            Day 11: How many more Santas do we need?

          

        

      

    

    
      “…And more to the point, there’s a conflict of interest.”

      “Uh… you lost me.”

      “Well, think about it. Why would you have the person who assesses whether you’re naughty or nice be the same one who supervises giving out the gifts? What if the assessor gets it wrong about somebody?”

      “Hmm.”

      “If they’re being fair about this—”

      “You’re going to run into the ‘Whoever said anything was fair’ thing….”

      “Well, okay, if you’re going to be equable about it. Judicial, huh?”

      “So what we really need is two Santa Powers.”

      “Oh God, as if this wasn’t complicated enough already...!”

      “One with the List. One with the Bag.”

      “Do we even have one to begin with? Who do we ask? Where’s Tom?”

      “He went out to look at the snow.”

      “Not sure what he’s going to learn from that…”

      “Not the snow on the ground. The snow still up in the clouds. Are you telling me you’ve never caught him talking to the weather before?”

      “What? No!” A pause. “How do you know about that?”

      “Seriously, he lives around the corner from you, he’s your own Supervisory, and you haven’t read his précis? Do you seriously think he sits in his dining room all day writing advertising copy and spells for other wizards?” Soft laughter. “How do you think he’s earned the right to be saddled with the job of riding herd on your dubious talents? You really should get caught up on your reading.” And a darker tone slides in. “Start out by looking up ‘Tunguska Event Resurgence Containment.’ That should add a little excitement to your day.” A long slurp of cocoa. “Meanwhile; not sure there shouldn’t be a third Santa.”

      “Wait. ‘Tunguska’ what??”

      “An Adjudicator. For when the One with the List and the One with the Bag disagree. A tie-breaking vote…”

      “Tom?”

      “I hope somebody’s making notes about this for when we wander into the Offices of the Powers that Be and start issuing directives for restructuring this planet’s cultural eschatology …”

      And from across the room:

      “Five geese a-laying where?”
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            Day 12: Catering and "calling birds"

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s ‘six geese a-laying’. You got a little mixed up there.”

      “Sker’s only heard it once. Once more, but slower this time.”

      “Right. Twelve drummers drumming—”

      “A rather crowded scenario already, wouldn’t you say?”

      “Eleven pipers piping—”

      “And what are these pipes like?”

      “Loud.”

      “So, even more crowded. And noisy.”

      “Ten lords a-leaping—”

      “Seriously, you’re going to need heavy-duty function space to deal with all this, especially if this is the twelfth iteration.”

      “Nine ladies dancing—”

      “Not to mention the catering’s going to be a challenge. All these people are going to need refreshments after all this exertion.”

      “Eight maids a-milking —”

      “And now you’re going to have to find out what the local authorities think about admitting livestock to public gatherings—”

      “Seven swans a-swimming—”

      “These are waterfowl, right? So now you have health and safety guidelines to reference for them, too. And you’re going to need a water feature. How many swans are we talking here?”

      “Uh—” A pause while a manual’s calculator function is brought up. “Forty-two.”

      “A good-sized water feature.”

      “Then you get the geese a-laying—six of them—”

      “Actually—” Another pause. “Is it forty-two again? Uh, wait a minute…” Someone starts counting on their fingers. “Yeah. It’s six times seven instead of seven times six, that’s all.”

      “Right. So when they’re not laying… whatever they lay…”

      “They do eggs.”

      “Right. Anyway, they’ll need the lake as well, right? More than eighty fairly large water birds…”

      “And all of them kind of territorial.”

      “All right, a really large water feature. Better to be safe than sorry. This is the last iteration of the song, though, isn’t it?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Good. Got to do the logistics with the final totals in mind, or you’ll be sorry. And we should probably add ten percent.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Any function will routinely use ten percent more space than you think it will. And probably cost twenty percent more. Also: these lords and ladies and whatnot… who says they’re not going to have plus-ones?”

      “Or -twos, or -threes. Depending on their species and how they swing…”

      “I’m not sure I want to be having this part of the conversation!”

      “Always be prepared, though. Snacks and drinks always run twenty percent higher than estimated… Anyway. Now we get into the smaller things, I think.”

      “Five gold rings…”

      “Well it won’t be five. More like forty, yes? So we’ll just need a small secure storage space for those.”

      “Four colly birds—”

      “I thought it was ‘calling birds’.”

      “Nope, turns out that change happened in the last century or so. It was ‘colly birds’ originally. Coal-y: black birds.”

      “Oh no, like the ones in the pie?!”

      “Um, no. Strangely enough, those were probably rooks—rook pie used to be pretty famous. The meat’s like squab, if the rooks are taken young. These birds might be actual blackbirds, but it’s hard to tell.”

      “So they need somewhere to sit. A tree, I suppose?”

      “A pretty big one, for thirty-six of them. Well, in a moment we’ll be able to kill two birds with one stone—”

      “Ow. Three French hens—”

      “Thirty poussin, I guess,” says an adult voice from inside the kitchen. “They’re not huge. But that tree’s gonna get crowded.”

      “Do chickens sit in trees?”

      “If they get a chance, yeah. And if the tree’s not too high.”

      “Okay. Two turtle-doves—”

      “This whole business has taken an unusually avian turn…”

      “Twenty-two of those.”

      “And twelve partridges. I’m assuming that solves our tree problem, as there’ll be twelve trees by the time all the partridges have all arrived, so we can split up all the rest of the non-water birds among the rest of the trees and be fairly certain that they won’t be too stressed.” A pause. “We have conference space at the Crossings that would meet all these requirements.”

      “Even the water feature?”

      “Mela, of course. Think a moment. Over in the north wing, toward the aquatic side of things—”

      “Yeah! We could flood one of the oxygen-breather medium-size meeting spaces. Then open a partition between it and a dry section.”

      “There you have it. It’s quite doable. …Which leaves us with one question.”

      “What?”

      “Well, why would you inflict this kind of repeated and resource-greedy gift-giving event on your true love unless you’d had a really serious falling out with them?”

      “Yeah, I’d say that’s a relationship that’s gonna be undergoing some changes right after Christmas…”

      “Yeah. Who wants more eggnog…?”
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            Day 13: Messaging

          

        

      

    

    
      Around the apparent tree, some discussion of the small wooden chalet-structure in the window and its population of little plaster figures.

      “…So who is it the One would have been said to send along to announce this undertaking to the people here?”

      “What?”

      “Well, an event of this type and magnitude calls for quite senior Powers to be in attendance, as a rule. After all, in the events we’ve all been involved in recently, the One’s Champion wound up being assigned. And nothing unusual about that, I’d say. An important fight to be fought in the short term, and a much larger and eschatologically more important one, in the longer term, to be prepared for. Attendance on that kind of event, one doesn’t delegate to less central talent.”

      “Okay…”

      “So in this case, assuming the One desired to indirectly communicate with a person of interest… well, there are Powers that specialize in such work. It’s a fair bet the nominee would have been the One’s Herald.”

      “Anything to do with Galactus?”

      A snort from the direction of the kitchen: specifically, from someone leaning on the sill inside the passthrough window. “Uh, no.” Laughter. “This would be the Power that humans have confused with deity-figures like Hermes and Thoth; the Codifier and Communicator of Edicts.”

      “The Messenger Boy of the Gods, you mean.”

      “Or girl, or whatever gender suits it on any given day that it decides it wants to use one. Anyway, you could make a case for it attending this event itself. Though anggelos does generically just mean ‘messenger’, and that Power doubtless has a fairly large staff, still the most important communiques it would handle personally.”

      A thoughtful frown. “Not somebody we’ve ever run into.”

      “Well, not overtly, maybe. But some Powers can be fairly covert, as you know. Sometimes it’s an issue in how they do their work. Sometimes it’s a matter of personal style. In the Herald’s case I’d guess it’d be a matter of not letting the medium dominate the message.”

      Another voice from the kitchen. “Fil might have a point there. For that first outing, when the One requested consent, the Herald would have been the perfect choice. After all, with its level of expertise—it’s the Power responsible for language and its maintenance—there’d have been no possibility of any misunderstanding, in a situation where context was supremely important.”

      And the other voice from the other side of the window: “Also, there’s circumstantial evidence to back that up. When the announcement was made to the shepherds, the very first thing the one who made the announcement had to say to them was ‘Don’t be scared!” A soft chuckle. “Which makes perfect sense… because anybody who isn’t alarmed by an unmitigated apparition of the One’s Messenger, or any other Power of that level, plainly has a screw loose. No matter how benevolent the Power, when its mere appearance can tend to make physical reality shred a little around the edges, a healthy dose of fear is entirely rational.”

      “Yeah… I’d say that makes sense.”

      “And in the meantime, speaking of things capable of shredding local reality, here come more of those buffalo wings…”

      “Great. Round two! All I need’s some soda. Mere food doesn’t get to defeat me.”

      And as Nita gets up, the wizard beside her, in the black Santa hat, looks up suddenly.

      “Wait a minute. ‘As a rule…?!’ What do you— How often does this kind of thing happen?”

      Laughter from the kitchen. “It’s a big pleroma. You’d be surprised…”
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            Day 14: The Bottom of the Eggnog

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tom, is it really that dangerous?”

      “What?”

      “The bottom of the eggnog.”

      “Oh! Harry, no, it’s just something you wouldn’t want to indulge in on purpose. Or repeatedly.”

      “Or in fact at all,” says another voice from inside the kitchen.

      “Um. Those two statements would seem to be…”

      “Mutually contradictory? Yeah, I take your point.”

      The owner of the voice in the kitchen wanders out with a tray of sausage rolls. “Here, have some of these before the kids notice them.”

      “Are these those chorizo ones? Oh wow, they’re still hot. Yeah, come on, they’ll never miss them.”

      “What Carl is trying to say—when not stuffing his face— Oh, look now, I warned you about the sauce in these things!”

      “I do own more than one shirt, you know.”

      “What a relief. Harry, what the doctors told us—when they’d finished hiding in the coffee room so they could laugh themselves silly: you should have heard some of the dialogue they were having to deal with, it’d make aspects of our business sound mundane—anyway, apparently the aromatic ester in nutmeg that causes the trouble is just a couple of atoms and bonds’ worth away from mescaline. And it’s not particularly safe. In too large an amount—and the amount can vary wildly from person to person—it can very quickly do a lot of damage to the liver and kidneys. In fact it can be fatal without warning.”

      “However, the dose in question was subclinical, they told us. Which was a huge relief.”

      “So the message would seem to be, Always shake the jug! …I guess the amount they put in commercial eggnog isn’t anywhere near being dangerous, then.”

      “Oh no. You know, I looked into it after that, and found that to keep this from happening, any dairy that makes eggnog uses a liquid nutmeg extract to make this kind of problem impossible.”

      A pause as the other party involved in the explanation reaches for another sausage roll. “But then you don’t get the little brown specks and flecks in it, and it doesn’t look real… so some of the dairy companies just grind cinnamon a little more coarsely and put it in so people will mistake it for the nutmeg.”

      An aggrieved snort. “And Harry, you wouldn’t believe what else I found out when I was researching this—”

      “I believe I’m finding out that you like scandalous food gossip.”

      “Uh, guilty. You know the flecks of ‘vanilla bean’ in a certain local ice cream brand that begins with “b”?”

      “You’re going to tell me something horrible, and I can’t wait.”

      “They’re actually using vanilla extract. The flecks are medical-grade charcoal.”

      “My God. And they were a good brand once! My illusions are shattered.”

      “Worse. Their raspberry ripple? It’s colored with beets.”

      A stagily-horrified intake of breath. “Isn’t that illegal?”

      “Not if they list it under ‘natural coloring.’”

      “Just doesn’t seem right, somehow. The government should do something.”

      “Well, the trouble is knowing how to frame the intervention, because beets are natural—”

      “I think right now we have a more immediate problem.”

      “Mmm?”

      “That Carl just ate the last sausage roll.”

      “Yeah, let’s go see what we can do about that. Marina?”

      “…Ten minutes, you greedy pigs.”

      “Is it our fault you’re so good at the hors d’oeuvres?”

      “Don’t start the situational ethics thing with me. My son is a wizard and I’ve been around this block before…!”

      A long sigh. “Busted…”
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            Day 15: Christmas Dinner Re (-Re-Re-Re-Re) dux

          

        

      

    

    
      “It is exactly the same every single year.”

      “Oh, come on, Ronan, you’re exaggerating.”

      “Kit’s Mama, my hand to God but it has been the same dinner every year since I was old enough not to need a baby seat.”

      “Everyone must love it.”

      “Well, that’s the theory.”

      “They don’t love it?”

      “Let’s just say it might be counterproductive not to love it. Or at least to act like you do.”

      “Oh dear. Let me guess. You do one of those all-your-relatives-bring-something Christmas dinners?”

      “Yeah. I can see where your son gets his smarts.”

      “Juan might have something to say about that...”

      “Which is why if he asks me, I’ll tell him Kit’s brains are his fault.”

      “You’re a diplomat. Surely if you asked your relatives to make something different—”

      “I asked my mam about that a couple years back. In fact I asked her about it every year between eleven and seventeen but the answers always come back the same.”

      “Like dinner, huh?”

      A groan. “It’s just… It’s so predictable. Nothing happens on the plate that you haven’t seen the year before. And the year before that, and the year before that… Unless someone accidentally sets something on fire.”

      “You sound like you wish that would happen.”

      “It’s something different.”

      “So what do you have, then?”

      “Well. Me Dad’s sister Patricia brings her special tomato soup…”

      “An old family recipe, maybe?”

      “It would be if her name was Campbell. She puts onion powder in it; that’s the ‘special.’”

      “Oh dear.”

      “Uncle Barry brings garlic bread to go with the soup.”

      “Okay.”

      “My Mam does the turkey because she’s good at the turkey and she says it’s actually easy now. Or easier than trying to get everybody to agree on something else.”

      A chuckle. “Parts of this sound familiar…”

      “Don’t start!” says a slightly aggrieved masculine voice on the other side of the passthrough.

      “Juan, where are those glasses? The dishwasher wants them.”

      “Kit’s contaminating you. The talking to appliances thing…”

      A shrug. “It’s empty. It wants filling. So what else?”

      “Uncle Mike always does the potatoes. And they are always soggy by the time they get to the table, though they come out of the oven crisp. No one knows how this happens.”

      “Goodness.”

      “I’ve asked them about it myself. They’re as baffled as anyone else.”

      “…Ronan. Is it actually possible to talk to a roast potato?”

      “Well, you don’t get much out of it at that stage, I’ll grant you. It’s more like active material analysis. …Dad’s Nana does the Brussels sprouts. She boils them for an hour before she brings them and then boils them for another hour before dinner.”

      “Um.”

      “Mama’s Baba does the succotash. All canned veg. At least there’s a lot of butter on them. ”

      “Okay…”

      “My cousin Rab does the dinner rolls. Rabbit can actually cook, he’s a sous chef at a country house hotel, but no one will let him because if they did it’d be a sign he was losing the run of himself.”

      “Uh, you lost me.”

      “That he was getting conceited, they mean.”

      “Sounds like they’re afraid he’d show them up.”

      “You’ve got it in one. And then dessert! My Mam lets me do the dessert! Oh the wild excitement of it!”

      “And this is?”

      “Neapolitan ice cream.”

      “Well, that does sound kind of interesting.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up. It’s chocolate, vanilla and strawberry. And then cream on top. Or… for those who like to live dangerously… custard.”

      “Uh, okay.”

      “That’s what we had last year. And the year before, and the fecking year before that. And this year…”

      “Ronan.”

      “Yes, Kit’s Mama?”

      “Take these buffalo wings away this minute, and I don’t want to see you again until the plate’s empty.”

      “I live to serve.”

      “You can help empty it if you like!”

      “Omnomnomnom…!”

      (through the passthrough, loudly) “Kit, keep an eye on him. I’ve never actually heard anyone but Cookie Monster make that noise before…”
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            Day 16: Reindeer games

          

        

      

    

    
      (During the movie marathon)

      

      “We didn’t even start seeing this thing at home until a few years ago. So bizarre to be someplace where it’s considered a classic.”

      “‘Considered?’ Are you suggesting it’s not?”

      “I’m allowed a judgment call.”

      “Don’t recall signing off on that. Mela? Did you tell him he could have a judgment call on anything?”

      “I’d have to check his contract. Seems unlikely that management would make such a big concession.” Snickering.

      “Right, I’m ignoring you for the rest of the evening. …Did you know the song didn’t come first?”

      “No, yet I feel strangely sure you’re going to tell me.”

      “Funny, you’re right about that. There was a book first.”

      “What?”

      “Get your nose out of the eggnog for two seconds so I can educate you. It was a coloring book.”

      “Uh, okay.”

      “Yeah, the guy worked for some big department store in Chicago. They used to do promotional giveaways for Christmas—coloring books for people’s kids, usually. Normally they outsourced that, but this one year they were tight for money or something, I don’t know, and they hired one of their own copywriters. And the guy’d been bullied when he was young, so he wrote this story all in rhymes about a reindeer who’d been bullied too, and then Santa needs him one foggy night…”

      “Like it says in the song.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, they gave away a couple million of these coloring books that year, and then another… I think it was four or five million over the next six years, all during World War II. And after the war the guy went to the head of the department store and asked to be given the copyright. And they gave it to him.”

      “…Wow. Not the kind of thing that’d you’d see happening today…”

      “Yeah. So the guy brought it out as a book, and finally made some money off it for himself, which was good. And then he sold the film rights to a cartoon company, and they did an animated version. Remember the guy who did the Superman cartoons?”

      “No.”

      “You’re completely ignorant about this, aren’t you?”

      “No, just not all that interested in cartoons.”

      “Which is obviously why we have this thing running.”

      “This isn’t a cartoon. It’s Claymation. Or whatever.”

      “Splitting hairs here, Neets…”

      “Only in your world. So the song went with this cartoon they did?”

      “The song came first.”

      “Starting to get confused now. Insofar as you have any powers in that direction.”

      “Don’t make me work any harder than I am. Turns out the guy’s brother-in-law was a songwriter. So he got him to do a song, and that went with the cartoon.”

      “Okay. Look, if you’re not going to eat those cookies, pass the plate over here! I might as well get some calories while I’m being educated.”

      “Took a while for the song to get noticed, though. Seems there weren’t a lot of popular Christmas songs that weren’t about Santa, and the record producers were nervous. Finally, though, some singing cowboy’s wife got on his case and made him record it. Made him a heap of money.”

      “So at least there’s a happy ending.”

      “For the guy who wrote it, as well as for the reindeer. Which brings us to—”

      “Ro, will you for fecksake hold it down? We’re trying to deal with reindeer angst over here.”

      Snickering. “Do you even hear what you’re doing to him? You’re a bad influence.”

      “Brings us to the weird hurky-jerky version we’ve got today.”

      “Cookies!”

      “Biscuits.”

      A resigned sigh as the plate is passed over. “I try to get you people in touch with your own culture but you’re not having it. Darr, leave some for the rest of us!”

      “Too late…”

      A long pause while (more) cookies are munched and eggnog is drunk and at least one noisy chorus of “We’re A Couple Of Misfits” has to be shouted down (with only partial success. “A couple? There is not one of us in here who’s not a misfit. Not one. That’s why we work so well together—”).

      Yet even now, there are questions. “You know, you have to ask yourself…”

      “What?”

      “Why does a reindeer named ‘Vixen’ have antlers?”

      A shrug. “Till you ask them, you can’t tell. Might be personal.”

      “Or just a poet who didn’t think it through.”

      “Or did think it through. Girl reindeer have antlers.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Not everywhere and not all the time, but a whole lot of them do. In fact they’re the only ones who all have antlers in the wintertime. They shed in the summer. So for all you know Santa’s whole team might be female. Got a problem with that?”

      “If it was I wouldn’t dare say so in this situation..”

      A snicker. “Smart move.”

      “How do you even know these things?”

      “I have a manual. And Google. And also, curiosity.”

      “Mmf.”

      “Teach you to try to educate me, Hurley Boy.”

      “A lost cause, I’m sure.”

      “So shut up, then, so we can concentrate on this.”

      “‘Concentrate!’”

      “Yeah, it’s the new version, they put back the missing scenes.”

      “Oh really? Didn’t know anything was missing.”

      “Seriously? Didn’t you ever wonder why Yukon Guy keeps licking his pickaxe?”

      “I always thought he was just repressing something.”

      A sudden hail of pillows and cushions. “Oh God, where is your mind? —Don’t answer that, we can tell.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      (Check out the little-known 1948 Max Fleischer animated version of “Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer” here.)
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            Day 17: O Bitch Ye Merry Gentlemen (and -women) (and -beings)

          

        

      

    

    
      (while the entertainment system’s paused for the distribution of more cocoa, and an expedition is sent out for extra marshmallows and a side of candy canes)

      

      “It’s supposed to be a happy time. A good time. And the problem is… there are things about it that drive. Me. Nuts.”

      “My sister speaks for me. For once.”

      “You can’t get it right all the time, Dair.”

      “Oooh, bitter much?”

      General snickering.

      From the German-accented end of things: “Everything gets so rushed. There are all these things to do.”

      “And back where I am, that’s when the public transportation gets most crowded and then goes away entirely.”

      “Then there’s the commercials. The commercials that never stop. Buy this for Christmas! Buy that for Christmas! Buy a ton of stuff you wish you didn’t have to buy!”

      “Yeah! In fact, buy stuff you can’t afford, and go into debt!”

      “Or more into debt than you’re already in!”

      “And once you’re there, apply for another credit card and get better interest rates until the day after New Year’s!”

      “Well, that’s not our problem yet…”

      “Not now. Except that we have to listen to our parents groaning about it.”

      Several nods of understanding around the room.

      “All the people who won’t shut up about wanting a white Christmas.”

      Much rueful laughter at that. “Well, they’ll have enough to keep them busy this year…”

      “People who look at you when you’re tired and go tsk-tsk at you because you’re ‘not showing enough Christmas spirit’.”

      A rather grim snicker. “Like the guys you pass by who always tell you ‘Smile!’ …But more seasonal.”

      “Christmas cards.”

      “Having to send them to people because they sent you one.”

      “Having to send them at all.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re in the process of going over completely to the social media side of the Force, miss Early Adopter, so no news there.”

      “Can I help it if my computer has better software than anything on this planet? Or any other.”

      “And having to write nice messages inside the cards to people you don’t really like.”

      “Come to think of it, Christmas cards with ‘funny’ insulting insides.”

      “Or ‘funny’ insulting outsides.”

      “And it’s so loud.”

      Heads turn toward the small dark wiry shape surfacing from inside a repeatedly reconstructed pillow-and-blanket fort. “And so bright sometimes.”

      “You okay now?”

      “Yeah. But wow, we went to the shopping center last week, and… Too much bright light, too much noise. The bells, the bells! And no escape.”

      “Until the second week in January anyway…”

      “Yeah. And then when you thought you had all the stuff you needed… all the food, all the wrapping paper, all the other stuff… finding out when you get home that there’s one present, or whatever, that you forgot, and you have to go back there again and get it.”

      “Just when it was quiet. Back into all that noise…”

      The wiry little form disappears into the blanket fort again as other listeners cringe at the very thought. “And the crowds. And the traffic…”

      “Ugh.”

      A pause in the horror as people drink their cocoa. And some annoyed muttering: “These candy canes take forever to dissolve.”

      “Excuse me, is wizardry broken? There’s always cornstarch in these things, or corn syrup. Ask it politely to revert to its pre-candy state. Bang, instant sucrose dissolution into your cocoa. Or you could always just talk the cocoa hotter. Dealer’s choice.”

      “Neets, you’re a genius.”

      “Tell her that.”

      “Not listening!”

      “…Wait, I’ve got one. Having to pretend you like presents you don’t like.”

      “From relatives you really don’t care about!”

      “The kissing and smooching when you don’t really like it.”

      “Feck yeah, so invasive.”

      “And then for days and days after Christmas, nothing but turkey—”

      “Or whatever else you had on the day—”

      “In sandwiches. In soup. Curried.”

      “I don’t know… I kinda like the curry.”

      “Yeah, well, your side of the world is infested with curries.”

      “And then the post-Christmas letdown. When all the excitement’s over and you have no excuse not to start doing the homework they gave you to do over the holidays…”

      A general moan of disgust. And then:

      “Jeez, listen to us. We sound like such ingrates.”

      “It’d be worse to pretend that the way Christmas is these days is perfect. Maybe we can fix some bits of it some day.”

      “Yeah, when we all have our own places and don’t have to obey other people’s Christmas rules.”

      “Oh, you just think you won’t. The minute you get your own place it is all: Oh of course you will come home for Christmas!”

      Several voices immediately begin a bad version of the inevitable song, featuring substandard Bing Crosby imitations.

      “And you know what I really hate? …The day we have to take the tree down.”

      “Well,” says the ‘tree’, “that’ll be less of an issue for you this year.”

      “Yeah, how’re we gonna manage that?”

      The “Christmas tree” waves a frond. “A mere logistics issue. We’ll deal with it later. What now?”

      “Santa Claus Versus the Martians!”

      “Oh God. This is a plot of yours, isn’t it, Mars Boy.”

      A grin of utter innocence. “Who, me?… Roll it.”
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            Day 18: They Three Kings of Orient (Possibly) Were(n’t)

          

        

      

    

    
      “They might have been.”

      “Well, all we’ve got to go on is the bit in the docs that says they were wise men. Nothing about kings, be they one, two or three.” The figure in the black Santa hat stretches among the pillows. “But the word they use to translate ‘wise men’ into Greek in the Testaments is magoi. Magi. Magicians, as we’d say these days. Wizards.”

      “Maybe they were. We do not even really know their names.” The wizard with the German-accent is nursing his third mug of cider, this one bigger than either of the previous two. “Despite the fact that at home we write B and M and C and the year on our doors, at New Year’s, to celebrate their coming.” A bit of a smile. “A lot of people think they are a little magic—people who studied the sky and its secrets to learn where to go. And no one imagines them without crowns and robes, and the gifts. The legend… the idea that they came a very long way to be part of something extraordinary… that persists.”

      “And what do you think?”

      “That going digging in the manual to find out what’s really going on is perhaps, at this end of time, a bit rude to them. Possibly even a violation of their privacy… in which case the Powers would of course decline to be involved, and the manual entries in question will be redacted.” Half the mug of cider vanishes. “And also that the ‘Orient’ in question was probably Persia.”

      “Meaning that they were probably Zoroastrians or something similar.”

      “Could be. But in any case I will let Balthasar and Caspar and Melchior’s secrets alone; there are more imminent issues for me at this end of time.” And pillows go flying as he scrambles up. “Such as how much more of this cider Kit’s mother will give me…”
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            Day 19: Amateur theatrics

          

        

      

    

    
      (At the movie marathon, during one of the rest-room breaks between features)

      

      “…Also, they make you perform in plays.”

      “What kind of plays?”

      “About Christmas. The basic story. Mary, Joseph, the Baby, the angels, the kings, the livestock…”

      “Yeah, the livestock… that’s where things get interesting.”

      “Oh?” The Christmas tree is interested. “How so?”

      “Well, if you’ve got a whole class of twenty or thirty kids, everybody has to have a part, right? And there just aren’t that many speaking parts in the original story. So usually the teachers adapting the story wind up adding… a whole lot of characters. More angels. Shepherds. Sheep. Little drummer boys.”

      A hiss of frustration. “I hated that so much. At our Sunday school Christmas play they made me do that once or twice because I couldn’t cope with the speaking parts. Instead they forced me to make noise.” A pained grimace. “Wow, that was so much better.” The assessment is accompanied by irony thick enough to spread on bread.

      “Could’ve been worse.”

      “How?”

      “One Christmas I had to be a mackerel.”

      A sudden stunned silence.

      “Wait a minute. Are you telling me that the stuff in Love, Actually, with the kid who had to be a lobster in a Christmas play—at school—that was for real?”

      “I’d have killed anybody you named to be a lobster. A mackerel, me. I was mortified.”

      “Well, no kidding.”

      “What I really wanted was to be one of the potatoes.”

      “…”

      “…!!”

      “…Well, we have lots of kinds of potatoes. I could have been a Golden Wonder!”

      This news is received with a mixture of profound skepticism and gut-deep pity.

      “Well, at least we don’t have to do religious plays in school. The law doesn’t work that way here.”

      “I seriously envy you.”

      “I wouldn’t be in such a rush to start envying anybody before you know what else you have to do.”

      “Oh? What could be worse?”

      “Musical theater.”

      “What? You mean, like actual musicals?”

      “Yes.”

      “In secondary school?”

      “Well, you mean junior and senior high? Yes.”

      A shocked expression.

      “Why, wouldn’t they let you do that at home? Too bad. It’s fun. Freaky, but fun. …Last year we did Oklahoma.”

      “Wait, wait.” The tree is shivering as if it’s got the wind in its branches. “This is storytelling? Dramatic storytelling?”

      “Yeah.”

      “But with music?!”

      “Well, kinda hard to have a musical without music.”

      “That’s allowed?”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Well, two such powerful modes of expression…” The tree trails off, sounding rather awestruck. “Combined??”

      “Yup.”

      “And you have to… sing? While you do drama?”

      What until now has sounded like any other girl’s voice, if a little brassy around the edges, is suddenly raised in a clarion contralto.

      
        
        
        “Kiss today goodbyyyye

        and point me toward tomorroooow!

        We did what we had to doooooooo—”

      

        

      

      The listener, relaxed among her cushions, sees the others stare at her sister in astonishment. She knows what’s coming: she hears it coming from the bathroom, most mornings, as the acoustics there are good. She leans back, grinning, and closes her eyes. It’s been a longish day already.

      Some time later—no telling how long, she’s just had one of those “long blinks”—she startles awake, having dropped off. Well, it’s late. And the place has gone kind of dark.

      She looks around and finds herself gazing down the length of the space at a tall dark-haired guy, a redheaded girl, a little wiry dark kid and a Christmas tree, all moving in unison, stepping stagily across one another while advancing under arrayed spotlights, while a small but brassy Broadway-theatre sized orchestra plays in the dim distance of the space behind them… which the rather shocked viewer recognizes as that of Radio City Music Hall. The four under the spotlights are all wearing gold lame cutaway jackets and gold lame leotards or trousers, except for the Christmas tree (now completely decked out in gold ornaments). All of them, even the tree, are holding gold lame top hats. And they are singing.

      
        
        
        “One!

        singular sensation,

        every little step she takes,

        one!

        thrilling combination,

        every move that she makes—”

      

        

      

      The viewer of this spectacle rubs her eyes and sits up among the cushions. “Okay,” she shouts into the noise, “come on, who’s been messing with spacetime?” Because with this crowd, odds are better than even that somebody’s been messing with the law of individual manifestation somehow; otherwise pulling together all these resources on short notice would be a strain, even for wizards.

      “We’re gonna get in trouble!”

      
        
        
        “Uncommonly rare, very unique,

        peripatetic, poetic and chic—”

      

        

      

      Nobody pays the viewer the slightest attention: the singing and dancing goes on for a couple of minutes more. She just sits still and watches, because frankly, she’s seen a lot of interesting things in her wizardly career, but nothing quite like this. She fishes around among the cushions for her manual, finds it, pages hurriedly through to the media management section and tells it to record.

      
        
        
        “One smile and suddenly nobody

        else

        will

        do,

        You know you’ll never be lonely with

        you

        know

        who—”

      

        

      

      …But there aren’t any more senior wizards down here making any kind of fuss. And considering that there are two Advisories upstairs who couldn’t possibly suck down enough eggnog to keep them from noticing anything dangerous so nearby, she decides to stop worrying about the exact instrumentalities behind this performance for the moment. Anyway, the kicking part is going to happen fairly soon now, and she always liked that bit.

      
        
        
        “Ooh!

        Sigh!

        Give her your attention!

        Do

        I

        really have to mention—”

      

        

      

      The high-kicking part starts.

      
        
        
        “She’s

        the,

        she’s

        the—”

      

        

      

      “It could be a dream,” she sighs, and leans into the pillows again. “Really rather it was, when you come right down to it.” And with that thought in mind, she sighs and leans back to enjoy the show.

      
        
        
        “—she’s

        the

        oooooooooonnnne!”
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            Day 20: How it crumbles

          

        

      

    

    
      “Marina, do you need any help in here?”

      “Oh! No, Tom, it’s fine, everything’s under control.”

      “You sure? The rate food’s been coming out of here, it’d be easy to think wizardry was involved.”

      “No, just logistics.” A grin. “If you’ve ever had to do regular supply work for an emergency room, party planning’s not that much of a challenge. You need a topup?”

      “Maybe something nonalcoholic. I need to step out shortly and touch base with a few people working on the pre-storm prep.”

      “Mineral water, three kinds of smoothie, fruit nectar, plain old apple juice, Jamaican ginger beer—”

      “You said the magic word. Never met a ginger beer I didn’t like.”

      “Rocks? Lemon?”

      “No no, just the can. No point in giving you another glass to wash.”

      Laughter. “It won’t be just one more. But sure, take the can.”

      A pause. “Wow, that’s seriously spicy!”

      “Lively stuff, yeah! A lot of friends at the hospital like it. Juan likes it as a mixer.”

      “I’ll remember that when I get back.”

      “I’ve got a stash tucked away so the young ones don’t have a chance to drink it all. When you’re back from business, you know where to find me.”

      “You know, if I didn’t know better I’d think you had some reason for lurking in here half the time.”

      “What, besides being the hostess?”

      “Which you’re managing superbly. Especially under the circumstances.”

      “Well, Legs has been doing a brilliant job of running things in and out. Not to mention attempting to recruit me for some strange kind of support work back at his place.”

      “I’m sure the benefits package would be terrific.”

      A chuckle. “Don’t think he hasn’t also mentioned the advantages of being able to keep a closer eye on the middle child. Not sure she’d thank me for that right now, though.”

      “I’m told it’s wise to know when to let go…”

      “Sure. And she’s got her own secrets, which is healthy. Can’t expect her to respect mine if I don’t respect hers. Within reason, anyway.”

      “Hmm.”

      A moment spent peering cautiously through the passthrough window: then a quick economical flurry of movement down among the cupboards. “Think she might have gone downstairs. Good. Here, quick—”

      As if by magic, a blue metal container is produced. “Marina. Are those what I think they are?”

      “They’re so seasonal. I just stocked up; we won’t see any again until this time next year…:”

      “Danish butter cookies!”

      “Sssh! The two-legged mouths will hear you. Come on, take them.”

      “What?”

      “You’re going out to see the wizards dealing with the storm?”

      “Sure, but—”

      “So take these with you. Pass them out. Tell the folks out there that calories ingested while you’re helping other people don’t count.”

      “Marina, I wouldn’t want to deplete your supply—”

      “I’ve got ten more of these hidden away, Tom, and Legs says he can do a stasis field for them so they’ll last well beyond their use-by date. So you take those with you. A little carb loading’s not going to hurt anyone who has to deal with the wind and the snow tonight.”

      “Well. No point in arguing with our hostess, I guess.”

      “None at all.”

      “All right. And thank you!”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      “And you know, maybe not in the strictly physiological sense— but it’s possible you’re onto something about the calories.”

      A grin. “So get moving. The sooner you've done your thing, the sooner you can get back. Here, I’ll take the can.”

      “Thanks.”

      A wizard leaves: another one comes in. “Ready for more of the sausage rolls now…”

      “Good, just put that tray there. Oh, and Legs?”

      The empty can flies through the air. Quick mandibles reach up and catch it. CRUNCH!

      And one more chuckle over the appreciative munching noises. “We’re going to have so little to go in the recycling this week…”
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            Day 21: On the couch

          

        

      

    

    
      (in the glow of the “Christmas tree”)

      

      “Not many days that’ll be shorter than this one…”

      “Nope. A relief, actually.”

      “A little bit of SAD, Juan?”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. Just…” A shrug. “This time of year, for this month, anyway, it starts feeling like the day’s over about an hour after it’s begun. You get up and it’s dark. Eat breakfast in the dark. Go to work—well, for me it’s all indoors, industrial lighting, sometimes I’m not out of the main facility the whole day: it’s like being in some casino in Vegas, no windows, you hardly know what time it is. And you come out, and if it’s not dark already, bang, it gets that way within about half an hour.”

      “Wouldn’t know about the casino, but not that much outdoor light gets into the shop while I’m working. It’s all fluorescents, because of the flowers. And you come out, yeah… there it is, dark already. January can’t come soon enough for me. The end of January can’t come soon enough.”

      “You mean the end of people bitching to you about wilted poinsettias can’t come soon enough.”

      A rueful chuckle. “Tell me I didn’t subject you to that story.”

      “I caught it sideways. You were talking to Tom. But I wouldn’t say ‘subjected’. You were in distress.”

      “I was distressed that people don’t listen to me when I tell them what they need to do for the poor plants, and then won’t even read the care tags!” A long sigh. “You start wondering if literacy really is dead.”

      “A depressing topic for someone who works at a newspaper.”

      “Yeah, sorry...”

      Both men go briefly unfocused. “Harry, you’ve got two wizards in the house… maybe you’re that bit closer to the universe’s answers for everything…”

      “Or that bit more distant from understanding why they can be party to saving the universe but so bad at putting the garbage out on time.”

      “Um. Not that we don’t have some issues like that. No, it’s this thing.” A gesture at the entertainment center’s screen.

      “Mmm, you might need to take that up with Kit. Seems to be his department.”

      “Huh? Oh, no. Not a hardware issue. Content.”

      “Yeah?”

      A noisy advertisement featuring a lot of bright lights and holly is running. It ends. Then another one starts.

      “See, that proves my point right there.”

      “That being?”

      “Why are there so many sales on sofas this time of year?”

      A thoughtful pause. “You know, I hadn’t noticed. Maybe I’ve been screening them out.”

      “Seriously. How many sofas do people destroy in such a short time? Are the holidays really that bad for big furniture?”

      “Hmm. Spilled drinks…people sneaking in late at night with microwaved leftovers. Mashed potatoes and gravy under the cushions… “

      “But why so much attention on it now? Doesn’t anyone ever spill a drink any other time of the year? Wouldn’t know it by the commercials. “

      “Maybe it’s like car seasons or something. Maybe they’re trying to get rid of autumn stock before the spring stuff comes in?”

      “No idea.”

      “Or maybe it’s to impress all the visiting friends and relatives who’ll be horrified at the sight of your old gravy-stained couch.”

      “Wish I knew. Look at that, recliners too. Feel the need for a new one, Harry?”

      “Not till I’ve recovered from this month’s bills, thanks. Maybe around April. Or May.”

      “Mmmf. Same here. But somebody must be buying these things now, otherwise why’d they be spending the money to advertise?”

      “Maybe nobody’s buying them. Maybe they’re desperate.”

      “I’m getting desperate. Put on one of the cable channels, at least it’ll be longer between the commercials.”

      “Here, let me— ”

      A sudden shocked silence. “Uh…”

      “Um. Sorry, Juan. I thought I had the hang of this.”

      “No, it’s not you. It happens. Sometimes settings get changed, or Kit updates the software, or somebody rolls an update out…”

      A few moments of shared silence.

      “What on Earth is that??”

      “Odds are against Earth, I think.”

      “It looks like…”

      “Yeah.”

      “…And you know what? It’s probably their version of a sofa commercial.”

      “Um. And which one of them would be the sofa?”

      “The one that’s not moving?”

      “No guarantees, Harry…”

      “Yeah. Never mind. Want to see if you can find HBO?”

      “I’ll give it my best shot…”
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            Day 22: De gustibus...

          

        

      

    

    
      (Channelsurfing among the cushions in the party area, between movies)

      

      “This is not a movie.”

      “No, Darr. This is a guy cooking Christmas dinner.”

      “Not used to seeing him do this. Normally he’s making cakes.”

      “Nobody should let themselves get in a rut.”

      “Okay, that’s your moment of Zen for today. Now I want more popcorn. And you can change the channel.”

      “Okay.”

      “Wait, this is the same one.”

      “No, it’s timeshifted.”

      “But it doesn’t say +1. It says -1. Dair?”

      “Oh. Yeah.” A shrug. “Don’t ask me how the Mobiles do it. That’s engineering… I don’t deal with that. But if the channel’s got everything stored digitally, they can get at it. I guess -1 is what’s going to be on next.”

      “Wow, this has possibilities.”

      Some rapid channel changing ensues.

      “Oh sweet Bucket of Powers, what is she doing?”

      “Um…”

      “Oh no… here it goes. Why is it that whenever one of these seasonal shows from these chefs comes on, what they love best for Christmas dinner is absolutely what you hate?”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed that too.”

      “What’s the matter? She’s nice, I like her.”

      “Yeah, we get her over on my side, too. At least she’s not shouting at you all the time, like some of them are. Though you have to wonder, does she have any adult male friends who aren’t gay?”

      “Yeah, you wonder what her hubby makes of that.”

      “Yeah. ‘Oh look, I’m just in time to reap the benefits of my wife once again cooking for her hot looking gay friends! Mmm, what’s dinner tonight? I can’t wait!’”

      Much snickering at the possible cluelessness of celebrity chefs’ husbands. “But then, you know, she’ll be cooking this fabulous Christmas dinner and making it look so easy, here’s the turkey, here’s the roast potatoes, here’s this dessert she just invented that makes you drool, and all of a sudden she’ll say something like ‘And it wouldn’t be Christmas without…  Brussels sprouts!’”

      A resounding chorus of Ewwwwww!

      “And you sit there wondering Are you serious? Who likes Brussels sprouts?”

      “Yeah, and then they spend a whole program going ‘And here’s a way to make these taste so fabulous that even the sprout haters’ll be rolling up for seconds!’”

      “In their dreams.”

      “Or, I couldn’t believe it, the Diners Guy—”

      “Oh, Mr. Wear Your Sunglasses Backwards from Flavortown—”

      “He was all, ‘It’s not Christmas without…’ You’ll never guess what.”

      “Yams!”

      “Cranberry sauce!”

      “Chestnuts.”

      A stupefied silence.

      “Really? Really?”

      “Thought I’d fallen into an alternate reality, so help me.”

      “Chestnuts. They’re like wood-flavored rubber!”

      “I know. Next thing I knew he was putting them through a potato ricer and putting whipped cream on ‘em. Won’t help ‘em a bit, they’ll just be wood pulp a la creme.”

      “Gaaaah.”

      “And wait a minute. Why’s there holly on the Food Networks logo? And what’s that white stuff?”

      “It’s supposed to be a Christmas pudding.”

      “Ewwwww.”

      “But Ro, you’re from there! You don’t like Christmas pudding?”

      “You’re kidding, right? Have you ever had any? Christmas pudding is like a bowling ball with fruit in it. With the same consistency as a bowling ball. Set on fire.”

      “Um. Sounds… kind of suboptimal.”

      “Give that tree a cigar, he is clear on the concept. Dickens was so deluded.”

      “What’s a cigar?”

      “Don’t anybody dare tell him.”

      “Fil? It’s burning leaves.”

      “Um. A touch morbid.”

      “Toxic burning leaves.”

      “…This planet’s relationship with the Lone One is all kinds of unique.”

      “The tree is right again.” More channel-changing. “Wait a minute. What’s she doing?”

      “Pasta? Pasta for Christmas?!”

      “Get that out of here and put on a movie!”
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            Day 23: Gold and other presents

          

        

      

    

    
      “…The chimneys were accidental, it seems. Originally he just threw bags of gold through people’s windows.”

      “Shame he didn’t stick to that! Cash is always the best gift. He’d be real popular right now.”

      “But he wasn’t doing it to be popular, or so the story says. He was trying to keep some girls coming to a bad end because their father was too poor to provide respectable suitors with a dowry.”

      “And by ‘dowry’ we mean—”

      “A bribe to get a guy to marry your daughter. Their dad was broke and couldn’t get anyone to offer to marry them. So to make a buck he was going to sell them off to the highest bidder. Which would of course turn them into slaves.”

      “Their dad… was not a good person!”

      “I’d like to say it was a different time, but yeah… You’d like to think that if he loved his daughters, he’d have found another way. Anyway, he didn’t.”

      “In the story.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And so one after another, on each night Mr. Bad Parent was going to dispose of that particular daughter, a bag of gold comes in the window and enables that daughter to find a decent husband.”

      “How much did he skim off the top, I wonder?”

      “You are so cynical.”

      “I’m the Mother of a species of intelligent hardware. If I want them to stay safe, I’d better be cynical.”

      “So what happened after Bad Dad ran out of daughters?”

      “We’ll hope he didn’t remarry.”

      “No. I mean to the Bishop of Myra.”

      “Suspect he discovered that charity was a tough habit to break. People have become saints for a lot less. Just talking to animals can do it, in the right climate.”

      “Look, shush up now, here’s the Ghost of Christmas Present to kick Bill Murray in the balls!”

      “God, she is so abusive. What has she been smoking?”

      “I swear, she grew up on the Three Stooges or something.”

      “The who?”

      “Better you shouldn’t know. Let’s get back to Saint Nick.”

      “You were going to tell me who Thomas Nast was.”

      “Oh please, not now. Politics! Save it for the intermission.”
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            Day 24: The theft of days

          

        

      

    

    
      (During the movie marathon:)

      

      “It was a book first, with these great pictures.”

      “Yeah. And then somebody got the idea to make it into a Christmas special.”

      “Do you have the book?”

      “Actually, I don’t think we’ve ever had the book… Neets?”

      A headshake. “I got mine from the library.”

      “Doesn’t matter, almost the whole thing gets read during the film. Dair? Wanna hit it?”

      “Just waiting for you to stop running your mouth…”

      The video starts running.

      “So Fil, there’s this creature called the Grinch —”

      “He lives up on Mount Crumpit—“

      An eyeroll that can be heard from front to back of the space. “Are you guys going to let Boris Karloff get anything done here?”

      “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.”

      An exaggerated sigh as the explanations continue. “And he hates Christmas because it’s noisy—”

      “At least that’s what we’re meant to think—”

      “More likely because he’s lonely and in denial—”

      “He looks very like an Alizad. Is that intentional?”

      “Um. Since officially nobody on Earth knows about any other inhabited planets, I really doubt it.”

      “Still, the resemblance is astonishing… and they really do tend to be, well, it’s perhaps unkind to be judgmental, but they’re something of a morose people…”

      The tale unrolls a bit. And then: “Powers about us, what’s that poor creature?’

      “Max? He’s a dog.”

      Astonishment. “That… is the same species as Ponch?”

      “Um, well, that’s the intention. Though you wouldn’t find a lot of dogs like Max around here…”

      Max has antlers tied on him and is forced into his role as faux reindeer. “Poor thing!”

      “It gets worse.”

      And then comes the attempted theft of Christmas, including the shoving of a Christmas tree up the chimney. The resident “Christmas tree” shivers in sympathy. “This creature is terribly morally challenged.”

      “No argument there.”

      “And additionally, what it’s attempting is temporospatially implausible. Even with a timeslide, you can’t steal a day. The best you can manage is to avoid it. It remains in situ.”

      “I know. It’s sort of a figure of speech.”

      “…And now here we go again. Are you seriously telling me that this human, this Doctor—”

      “Dr. Seuss—”

      “—had no knowledge of alien species? Because these Who-folk are very very reminiscent of Menkath—”

      “Don’t know what might have been going on in his head, Fil. A visionary, maybe?”

      Fronds rustle in amused uncertainty, a Demisiv shrug. “Who can say? Oh, the poor dog…”

      “Fil, it’s okay. This is fiction.”

      “Still! The purpose is that you feel for the characters in it, surely?”

      “If it works, you do.”

      “Then it works.”

      And the tale unfolds to its conclusion, while (in an unusual turn of events) a tree (or more or less a tree) spends a great deal of time feeling sorry for a dog (or more or less a dog). Finally a heart grows several sizes, a theft is reversed, and dinner is served.

      “And Max gets the roast beast first!”

      “Good thereby triumphing over evil.”

      “Well, from Max’s point of view, anyway. He’s had a bad night…”

      Satisfaction is expressed all around.

      “One thing, though…” And the Dublin-accented portion of the audience puts his head up from among the cushions.

      “Yes?”

      “The singing is complete bollocks.”

      “Um…”

      “Okay…”

      “Moving right along…”

      “Also, I love being beaten over the head with the Meaning of Christmas.”

      “Okay, it’s not high art.”

      “Like Doctor Who, for example.”

      “Wait a moment. Another Doctor…? and these Whos…?”

      “…No possible connection!!”

      A murmur: “Better roll whatever’s next before violence breaks out…”
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            Day 25: Putting the (shopping) cart before the horse

          

        

      

    

    
      (somewhere between Love, Actually and Scrooged)

      

      “Next year we should do Hanukkah.”

      “Hmm. Yeah. Are the dates close to Christmas? We kind of missed it this time.”

      “Uh…” A pause. “Bobo says it starts on the 20th. Runs through till sunset the 28th.”

      “A whole week of sleepover!”

      “A whole week of movies!”

      “Don’t think we can do it here, though. Our folks’ll lose their grip on reality.”

      “No, wouldn’t be kind…”

      “Sker’? There’d be room at the Crossings, you think?”

      “‘Room’! How much room would you like?”

      A rustle of fronds. “And does Hanukkah also have a tree?”

      “Not usually. Though some of the kids at school keep saying they want a Hanukkah bush.”

      “I can be a bush.”

      “Why not? Half the time Mela’s calling you a shrub anyway…”

      “And this time, if we book far enough ahead, maybe we can get Mamvish for more than five minutes.”

      “And she can spin the dreidel!”

      “Yeah. What Jewish wizards do we know?”

      “There are some on the Mars team, yeah? Aggie and Sam? And Moshe. They can show us the ropes.”

      “It wouldn’t have to be just a Hanukkah party, would it?”

      “We could sneak in some other seasonal stuff, couldn’t we?”

      “It’ll be very educational!”

      “It’ll be an excuse for more kinds of catering, Sker’. Don’t try covering up your motives…”

      “Anyway, you were running around so much before, you never told us what Rirhait do at the winter solstice!”

      “Uh…” A pause. “Long story.”

      “How long? We’ve got a pause button.”

      “Sker’, what is your carapace doing?”

      “He’s changing color! I didn’t know you could do that!”

      “That’s… wait. You’re blushing! All over!”

      “Oh, Sker’! Is your solstice a sex thing?”

      One of the group covers her eyes and mutters. “Why’s it as if all of a sudden sex is following me around everywhere?”

      An answering mutter: “Not just you.”

      But no one notices. “Okay. The 20th? That’s what, a Tuesday?”

      “Yeah.”

      “And if we get enough space, we could have, like, fifty people…”

      “Oh God…!”

      “Stop stressing and have another cocoa.”
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