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  In the multicultural Alliance, aliens mingle with humans and the Pelted, gengineered offspring of human experiments, in a vast and mostly peaceful communion. The mindlinked xeno-therapists Jahir, one of the rare Eldritch, and Vasiht'h, a furred centauroid, work on a starbase teeming with members of multiple races and species, where they ply their special brand of dream-therapy on the over-stressed members of their community. These case studies are a series of stories about living and working among these diverse species.


  



  



  



  Like most of her kind, the Seersa foxine was a petite individual barely five feet high at the tip of her pointed ears, densely-built with heavy wrists and digitigrade legs neatly crossed at the ankle. She was a striking member of that race, with her white fur and delicately pointed muzzle; the stark black and cobalt blue of her Fleet uniform matched her dark eyes and the black tips of her ears and soft tail.


  She was also—


  /Nervous?/ Vasiht'h guessed over their mindline.


  /More than we are,/ Jahir replied, his wry humor filling the link with the taste of iron filings.


  "I imagine you find this somewhat irregular," she said.


  "Just a little, alet...?" Vasiht'h said, settling down across from her. Jahir sat next to his partner in the chair facing the couch where their client perched.


  "Nisia," she said. "Nisia Baker, lieutenant commander." She made a face. "I don't suppose Commander Hutchins told you anything."


  "Nothing more than that one of his officers had requested us, and the instructions—the detailed instructions—on how we were to present ourselves for admission to the Fleet section of the base," Jahir said.


  "You must have been surprised," she said, smiling suddenly. She had a good smile, impish. It made the hollows under her eyes more noticeable.


  /Not sleeping much,/ Vasiht'h said.


  /The question is why,/ Jahir answered and said to her, "Lieutenant Commander, you have no idea."


  She laughed. "That's a mouthful. Please, just call me Nisia." She settled then. "You two are listed now as acceptable external contractors in the medical category. I requested you... specifically because of that."


  "Because we're not Fleet?" Vasiht'h asked. "I would have thought you'd be more comfortable discussing your issues with someone who shared the context of your work with you."


  "I would, yes, if what was bothering me wasn't exactly that," Nisia said with a sigh. She chafed one of her upper arms. "I love Fleet, gentlemen, and I love my work, but I feel so... hollowed out lately. I went for a physical just to make sure I wasn't coming down with something, or that I didn't need a change in my diet or exercise routines, but they cleared me. So... I sent for you. I've heard good things about your therapy work."


  "So is it work that's bothering you, or something else?" Jahir asked.


  "And what exactly is it that you do?" Vasiht'h added.


  She glanced at them and paused for a long moment before continuing. "You understand, what I'll be telling you is in strict confidence."


  "We have oaths to that effect," Jahir said.


  "Even beyond that," she said. "It's why you're here, instead of me visiting you off-section. Security concerns."


  /How did we get into this again?/


  Jahir's amusement was lopsided enough to give Vasiht'h vertigo. /I think we did one too many good jobs on Fleet personnel sent our way. And as I recall it was your idea to even approach them./


  /Great, I have no one to blame but myself./


  "We understand," Jahir said aloud. "Please, continue."


  "All right," she said and steadied herself with a long breath. "All right. So, I'm in charge of environmental control."


  "For the Fleet section?" Jahir asked.


  She met his eyes. "For the entire starbase."


  Their pause was so long the mindline started to reflect it, echoing like footsteps leaving an abandoned house.


  "The entire starbase," Vasiht'h said at last. "The entire... moon-sized... starbase."


  She grinned now, obviously amused at their reaction. "Yes!" And lifted her white brows, eyes sparkling. "I see that impresses you."


  "I'm not sure whether I'm impressed or frightened," Vasiht'h admitted with a laugh. "That's a lot of responsibility, Nisia-alet!"


  "Yes," she said, more seriously. "And I'm on the young side of the acceptable age range for doing it, too. But I was good at my job, and as good at administrating other people doing it, so I'm in charge of the entire section. All the watches report to me. I rotate my sleep schedule so I can get some personal time overseeing all of them. I do all the training and schedule all the drills. I sign off on all the maintenance and repair reports. I even tag along on some of the maintenance so I can get a better feel for how they're doing." She lifted her chin. "People breathe good air on this base, from the spindle all the way out to the farms, because of me. I'm even the one who throws the switch on the seasonal changes."


  "You're the one who makes it cold at winter?" Jahir said, laughing. "I have you to thank for the use of my coat, then."


  She grinned. "Not only am I the one who makes it cold at winter, alet, but Veta was the first starbase to enact seasonal variations, way, way long ago. There are log files from then of people fighting over whether it was necessary or a good idea, and a lot of grumbling about stresses placed on the "pipes" by the temperature changes, and endless minutes from conferences where people fought over just how big a variation it was going to be."


  "Goodness," Vasiht'h murmured. "Exciting."


  "Not very," Nisia confided. "In retrospect it seems ridiculous, to have six meetings over a difference of one or two degrees. It's not like anyone was suggesting making it cold enough to snow, or hot enough to wither all the plants." She chuckled. "But... yes. That's my job, and my section's. And I really couldn't ask for better people, they're all exemplary. On better days, I sit by the windows in the spindle and look down into the base and think: all this is mine to take care of, and it feels good."


  "What happened?" Jahir asked, when her reverie seemed to have stretched on long enough.


  "I... I don't know," Nisia admitted, ears drooping. "It's just that... at some point... it stopped feeling good. Less like 'this is mine to take care of' and more like 'what does it matter.' For security reasons, I'm not allowed to talk about my work, or reveal my position. I'm allowed some furlough off section, and that used to... that used to help, you know? To walk around and see normal people, and know that they live and work and do what they do and I help make that happen. But I haven't had time to do that lately and I feel..."


  "Unappreciated?" Vasiht'h guessed.


  "Invisible," Nisia said with a sigh that made her shoulders sink.


  /What do you think?/ Jahir said.


  /I think we should start with the obvious first./


  "Do you have any leave accumulated, alet?" Jahir asked.


  She looked up at them.
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  That is how they came to escort an incognito Seersan Fleet officer to the commons near their office. She'd dressed in garb typical to the Seersa and Karaka'An races: an ice-gray tunic edged in dark blue and silver ribbon over white shirt and darker gray pants... and carried the ensemble off with great elegance, as the glances they earned passing by attested. All around them the business of the commons boomed; between the approach of the holiday season with its multiple celebrations and the cooling weather, everyone who could be out often was, and the day was no exception. The storefronts were not yet lined with lights and stars or punctuated by trees and angels, but the number of bags on people's arms indicated the shopping season had already begun.


  "It's so busy," Nisia murmured.


  "Everyone's shopping," Vasiht'h said. He didn't take cold easily, but he wore a concession to the season in the shape of a long red-and-teal striped scarf over his abbreviated blue vest. Jahir had once threatened to buy him a saddle blanket but had yet to make good on it, something Vasiht'h still teased him about now and then. "It'll only get busier from here on out... in a few weeks, the only way I'll be able to walk freely down here is by keeping next to Tall and Pale there. Everyone gives him a wide berth."


  "I imagine so," Nisia said, glancing up at Jahir.


  "What can I say," Jahir said, unperturbed. "Being Eldritch has its compensations."


  Unlike Vasiht'h, Jahir did feel the cold, and wore layers that nevertheless managed to look elegant on his tall frame, russet tunic over gray blouse and brown pants over a bisque-colored body stocking, with dark brown boots over his knees. And everyone did give him more space than they would have someone else; the rumors of Eldritch and their aversion to touch were enough to guarantee that.


  "Do you go out often this close to the end of the year?" Vasiht'h asked.


  "No," Nisia admitted. "I try to catch the summer-to-autumn transition because everyone seems so glad for the change. But around the holidays, things get busy upstairs. We get a lot more traffic because of how Fleet training schedules are set up in this sector. It seems like by the time everything's handled, it's already New Year's."


  "We feel the same way, often," Jahir said, quieter. "The holidays are a busy time of year for us."


  She glanced at him. "I... had read something about that once."


  "It's stressful for a lot of people," Vasiht'h said. "Are you hungry?"


  "I could nibble something," Nisia said.


  They took her to their favorite cafe, then, the one overlooking the interior with the dim and distant arc of the spindle in view, pale as the moon in a daylit sky. They bought her a croissant filled with soft cheese and fresh-diced herbs and a cup of hot chocolate with mint; Vasiht'h chose the cinnamon-and-cream drink, kerinne, and Jahir bought coffee and a selection of petit fours, vanilla, delicate strawberry, chocolate, chestnut. They brought their food to a table with a view.


  "Looking at your charge?" Jahir said as Nisia's eyes returned, again and again, to the spindle as seen through the atmosphere she helped maintain.


  "It's a very different view from here," Nisia said over her mug, flexing her white fingers on its ceramic curve. "The spindle... when you're in it, it's more like looking down on a planet from space. All clear, crisp edges, dotted with lights... the artificial sunlight in the farms makes them look like... like gemstones, lit from within."


  "Sounds beautiful," Vasiht'h said.


  "It is," she said with a sigh, and her dejection limned her shoulders as she stared at her distant post.


  /You are thinking something,/ Vasiht'h murmured, feeling the busy pressure through the mindline.


  /I am,/ Jahir said, in a crinkled voice like a frown. /But I don't know what it is yet./


  /Sleep on it,/ Vasiht'h said, from long experience with Jahir's leaps of insight.


  /Yes./


  "Thank you," she said to them when they returned her to the spot from which she'd Padded. "I really enjoyed the outing. It was nice to... just look at people and things for a while. Different things. Feel the cold on my fur." She smiled.


  "Call us if you want to arrange another appointment," Vasiht'h said, covering her hand with his while Jahir looked on; Eldritch didn't touch casually, and no one would think of offering to him.


  "I will," she said, and vanished into the facility.


  They stood there for several moments, sorting their impressions.


  "How long do you think?" Jahir said finally, the faint amusement falling like pollen over the words as they repeated down the mindline.


  "I'd give her a week," Vasiht'h said. "Fleet types are pretty good at repression."


  Jahir tsked. "Gratuitous stereotyping."


  "Based on experience," Vasiht'h said with a sigh, and threw the end of his scarf over his shoulder. "Well, should we get some shopping done?"


  "Sure," Jahir said. "Why not."


  They spent a pleasant if unproductive hour then touring the boutiques lining the commons, enjoying nothing more expensive than a cup of hot cider being hawked at a corner. But as they walked, Vasiht'h kept an ear tilted toward the mindline and the thickening wall there. When he judged it was growing heavy enough to fall on them both, he said, "Let's go home."


  "Right," Jahir murmured, distracted.


  "So," Vasiht'h said, once they'd gotten there and divested themselves of their layers. "What's the answer?"


  "Mmm?" Jahir said, sitting on one of the chairs at their kitchen table.


  "You've figured something out," Vasiht'h said, settling next to him. "What is it?"


  "You heard her in the initial session. She feels invisible," Jahir said. "Invisibility implies a watcher. She's isolated; she can't discuss her work except with her peers. And when we take her out, she looks out at the starbase, and not at the people around her."


  Vasiht'h narrowed his eyes. "You think she's lost a connection with the people who are affected by her work. Or maybe never had one."


  "Not just with people affected by her work, but by her exemplary performance of it," Jahir said.


  Vasiht'h made a face and rubbed the back of his neck. "All right, I'll buy that. The question is how do you make that connection? Especially when she can't tell people who she is."


  "Yes," Jahir said, frowning. "I'm not sure what the answer is."


  "Well, we can see if the outing helped at all," Vasiht'h said. "Maybe it'll have solved her problem."


  "Maybe," Jahir said, but their shared skepticism met in the mindline and amplified like sound waves bouncing in an enclosed space.
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  Their next call was not from Nisia, however, but from her superior officer, Commander Hutchins. Summoned to his office in the Fleet section, they found him frowning over his steepled hands. He was a fierce-looking Hinichi wolfine, nearly hairless, with fur that began around the edges of his face and swept up to cover his dark gray ears. Eyes a lupine amber looked unlikely against his otherwise humanoid features. When they entered, his gaze flicked up to them exactly as a dog's might have, seeing someone walk in but not wanting to lift its head.


  "Sit," he said. And as if remembering they were civilians, "Please."


  Jahir took one of the chairs; Vasiht'h sat alongside on his haunches.


  "So, Nisia," Hutchins began. "Do have any idea what can be done for her?"


  /.../


  /My thought exactly,/ Jahir said with a sigh that briefly billowed the mindline like the sails on a ship. Aloud, he said, "Commander, we can't discuss Lieutenant Commander Baker's case with other people without her permission—"


  "Technically, you can, and you must," Hutchins interrupted. "She's not a civilian, alet-sen. I can require you to disclose the details of your sessions, even though you're not in Fleet yourselves."


  The silence in the mindline this time was shock, like the emptiness after a thunderclap.


  Vasiht'h whispered, /Is he right?/


  /I don't know...!/ Jahir answered.


  Watching them, the Hinichi said, "I've surprised and disordered you... I'm sorry about that. I don't mean to be overbearing, but..." He trailed off, shook his head. "Nisia, she's a personal project of mine, let's say."


  "A personal project?" Vasiht'h asked, cautious.


  "It's not uncommon for senior officers to nurture the careers of promising juniors," Hutchins said. "Nisia... she's the first person I felt strongly enough about to take up the patronage game. I've been dogging her since she came out of the Academy."


  "And now you wonder if you pushed her too hard," Jahir said.


  The Hinichi looked up at them.


  "We don't think she's in serious trouble," Vasiht'h said, choosing the words carefully. "She's just having a rough spot. Most people have them now and then."


  "But she's having one in a stressful position, one she might be too young to handle while juggling her own internal problems," Hutchins said.


  "Maybe," Jahir said. "Or maybe the work is the one constant that's keeping her functional, Commander. It's hard to know for certain."


  The Hinichi snorted. "We're paying you so you can be certain, alet-sen."


  Jahir smiled. "Give us some time, Commander."


  


  "All right," Hutchins said. "All right, gentlemen. But try not to take too long, or Father Christmas will wonder at all the long faces when he stops by in a few weeks."


  This time it was lightning proper that struck through the mindline, so powerfully that Vasiht'h squinted against the brilliance. Jahir's voice was tinged with the triumph of that epiphany when he said, "We'll take care of it, Commander."


  The Hinichi shook Vasiht'h's hand and bowed to Jahir. They were escorted out of the Fleet section, and with every passing footstep, Vasiht'h wondered at the trembling excitement in the mindline. His fur stood on end just from being on the receiving end. The moment they crossed the threshold, he turned to his partner and said, "Well?"


  "Father Christmas," Jahir said. "The Hinichi aren't the only one with such a tradition."


  "No...," Vasiht'h said, mystified. "The idea was a human one, so it percolated into a lot of the Pelted midwinter celebrations. What are you thinking?"


  "A mysterious individual," Jahir said. "One associated with the holidays, that everyone knows but no one has seen or met..."


  Vasiht'h started grinning. "That children set out milk and cookies for..."


  Jahir said, "Don't they also send letters?"


  Vasiht'h laughed. "That school principal we helped last year..."


  "And we both know some parents," Jahir said. "And there was that history professor we met at the last charity auction..."


  "Let's go plan," Vasiht'h said and headed to their office with a spring in his paws.
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  It took several days, the aid of the history professor, and the input of several teachers and parents before they were pleased with their cobbled-together mythology. They named the principal figure Alet-Claws, because no one could resist the pun, and using the Universal word for friend (formal mode, singular), derived originally from the Seersan language, seemed too good an opportunity to make an oblique reference to Nisia. Not wanting to forget her staff, they worked them into the mythology too—


  "Elves?" Vasiht'h said, going through the bookmarked sections in the lovingly maintained books the history professor had unearthed for them on the customs of Terra.


  Jahir made a face. "Too humanocentric. Most of the officers there will be Pelted."


  Vasiht'h scratched his head and flipped through the next section in the encyclopedia of mythical creatures. "Brownies?"


  "Those are... some kind of fairy?" Jahir said, frowning.


  "They helped in people's houses, and accepted gifts of sweets and foods," Vasiht'h said. "They didn't take any payments for their aid, and no one ever saw them."


  "Alet-Claws and her collection of brownies," Jahir said, laughing. "What a hodgepodge. It just might take."


  Vasiht'h sat back. "Do you think we're meddling again?"


  Jahir glanced at him, amused. "This is a persistent worry of yours, arii. Do you think all psychological problems should be resolved by the correction of someone's mental state?"


  "It is our job description," Vasiht'h said, closing the book and setting it on his forelegs.


  "Our job is to help people resolve their difficulties," Jahir said. "If that difficulty is not a manifestation of an entirely interior pathology, why should they be forced to fix it by themselves?" He took the book carefully from his partner's lap and set it on the table, handing down a steaming cup of kerinne. "We are a community, Vasiht'h. Nisia's problem stems as much from her relationship with her community as it does from within herself. We can teach her to cope with unfairness, but in the process we will also teach her that she must prepare for injustice, and a little to expect it. We create a new pathology to replace the old one."


  Vasiht'h made a face. "You don't know that's the case."


  "She feels unacknowledged by people who live by her labors," Jahir said. "Shall we tell her that she must expect to be taken for granted? When we can do something about it?"


  Vasiht'h sighed. "Well, when you put it that way." He smiled, lopsided. "It seems strange to me that you've internalized this lesson better than I have, about people's mental states having to be treated holistically with their environment and relationships. I'm the one who grew up in a place that idea's taken for granted."


  "Maybe that's why I've internalized it," Jahir said. "Where I came from, we had no such belief. I came to it as an adult, evaluated it consciously, and chose it."


  "Maybe," Vasiht'h murmured. And sighed. "Still, it seems like this is... an extraordinary effort for a single person."


  "If it was for a single person, it would be," Jahir said. "But it's not. It's Nisia. It's her staff. It's her commanding officer, who feels guilt for pushing her. And it's for all the people who will take their places when they move on, year after year." He tapped the book. "So. Shall we make a new tradition for the holidays on Starbase Veta?"


  "We can try," Vasiht'h said. "And I guess we should."
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  So one by one the squares and corners began to sport angels and decorated trees. Musicians made appearances in the courtyards, playing holiday songs. Menus began featuring holiday favorites, with peppermint and cinnamon and spices foremost, and traditional cakes and feast breads.


  And Jahir and Vasiht'h released their story to their few confidants, hoping that in a few days Nisia might receive a package of cookies, or a letter to Alet-Claws. While they waited for news, they decorated their own office, though the Glaseah did not have a formal midwinter holiday and Jahir rarely spoke of his own religion. They did it to partake in the local customs, to make their clients feel at home... and because it had become tradition, and they found pleasure in it; they even had their own routines, with Vasiht'h stringing the low-hanging lights and Jahir hanging the stars from the ceilings and lintels. They received no call from the Fleet compound, and wondered a little at their patient and her patron, and hoped.


  Their first warning sign was the decal that went up on a local restaurant's outside window: a maiden shrouded in a white-furred cloak, holding it closed over her breast with rather startling black claws, surrounded by little white sprites and snowflakes. They stopped in front of the window cling. Jahir glanced at Vasiht'h, who fanned his ears in an expression of uncertainty.


  "That was quick... but... ah... did we specify a cloak?"


  "No, but it makes sense, given the anonymity," Jahir said. "We didn't mention her species...."


  They stared at it a moment longer, then walked on.


  Two days later, the local bakery started selling Snow Maiden-cakes. Naturally they sampled one, just to see what it was like: a sweet bread flavored with almond liqueur and lightly glazed and then dusted with sugar flakes, twisted into a star-shaped knot.


  A week later, their favorite coffee shop set out a plate of cookies and a cup of hot chocolate on a warmer. "For Alet-Claws and her brownies, in case they stop by," the barista told them, blissfully unaware of their part in the creation of the myth.


  "Where'd you hear about her?" Vasiht'h asked as he received his cup of kerinne.


  "Oh, I don't know... I think it was in uni," she answered. "They were talking about it in the library lounge."


  Sitting down with their drinks, they said nothing. For a very long time, it seemed.


  "Do you think we overdid it?" Vasiht'h asked at last, hesitant.


  "Do you think we had anything to do with it becoming overdone?" Jahir answered, bemused.


  "Maybe it's just a... ah... limited phenomenon."


  "Maybe," Jahir said, but the sinking feeling in the mindline could have drowned a warcruiser. That it was edged with frothy bubbles of a carefully unexamined glee, neither of them felt necessary to notice.
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  Two weeks later, they finally received the call they'd been expecting, and took themselves to the Fleet section to see Nisia. They had hardly passed the threshold into the conference room when she thrust a plate of brownies at Jahir. He looked down at them, hands lifted, and then tentatively accepted the plate. "Ah, Nisia-alet?"


  "Nisia-alet!" she exclaimed, laughing. "Yes, that's a fine way to begin, isn't it? Nisia-alet! Do you know how much trouble you've caused?"


  "No?" Jahir answered.


  "Come here," she said, stern.


  /Must be the voice she uses on her subordinates,/ Vasiht'h said, subdued.


  /It works,/ Jahir answered.


  They followed her down the hall to a second conference room, which Nisia opened onto a room crowded to the point of mimicking a warehouse. Boxes were lined against the walls in stacks. Towers of envelopes covered the table, so that almost none of its surface was visible. Packages teetered on chairs hastily impressed into duty; greeting cards hung on the wall on long strings, or at least, some of them did. There were so many someone had resorted to sticking them to the wall with magnets.


  A Tam-illee foxine in another Fleet uniform was leaning over one of the boxes. "Hey, Commander, this one's got donuts, you want—oh!" He straightened. "Ah, excuse me, sirs."


  "Donuts?" Nisia said.


  The man proffered her the box, tail perked. She peered into it, sighed and selected a chocolate-frosted one. This she thrust at Jahir. "You eat this." She picked another for Vasiht'h and pushed it on him. Only then did she eat one herself and take the card, reading it. She showed it to the two of them: it read, "Dear Alet-Claws, and all the brownies: THANK YOU FOR WINTER! You are the BEST! Can I have a pony?"


  Vasiht'h's choked laugh echoed down the mindline.


  "Commander?" the other officer said.


  "Carry on," Nisia said with a sigh, and escorted the two therapists out of the room. She paused there, covering her face. Her shoulders began to shake.


  "Ah... Lieutenant Commander Baker?" Vasiht'h tried hesitantly. "Is there... a problem?"


  Nisia lifted her head and burst out laughing. "Speaker-SINGER! A pony! You should read some of those letters, they... oh Speaker, we choose a few every shifted and read them out loud, they are just... they are priceless." She wiped her eyes, still giggling. "Oh!" She pointed a finger at them. "You! You people! We started getting this mail a couple of weeks ago, and it was a bit bizarre so Commander Hutchins looked into it, and pretty soon half the security and intel sections were looking into it—good for you, by the way, they were getting bored—and they found out you'd engineered this whole thing. But you didn't anticipate it going quite this viral, did you."


  "No," Jahir admitted, rueful. "We thought maybe you'd get a box or two of cookies and that would be it."


  "A box or two!" She shook her head. "I've started giving a tithe of the spoils to the poor postal workers, as an apology for how much they have to haul across the border every day. You know, I've got people logging twice the hours in the gym lately just to keep up with the packets of hot chocolate and the gingerbread men and the maiden cakes—the maiden cakes!—and everything else!" She started laughing again. "It's crazy!"


  "I don't suppose you've been off-section for a while?" Vasiht'h said, all innocence.


  She eyed him. "No...I've been kind of busy sorting my mail."


  "Maybe you should arrange for leave," Jahir said.


  "I don't know," she said. "Commander Hutchins might wonder why I'm asking for so much lately—"


  "He can come too," Jahir said. "I rather think he should, actually."
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  ...and that was how they found themselves eating Maiden-cakes and Brownie-treats—little squares of caramel studded with chocolate almond bark—while drinking neat, dark coffee in a shop decorated with a single Snow Maiden and dozens of bouncing winter sprites throwing snowflakes into the air. Several shoppers were eating at the tables next to them; at their feet there were gift bags themed on Alet-Claws, one of which proclaimed in large letters: "What will you send the Maiden of Winter?"


  "My replacement had better be a woman when I finally move on," Nisia murmured over her tiny cup, suppressing her grin with difficulty.


  "If it's a man, we'll just spread it around that this year the Maiden's been replaced by the Youth," Vasiht'h said. "Give the retailers something new to push."


  "I wonder what Youth cakes would taste like," Hutchins said, ears splayed.


  "As long as they're this good, I don't care," Nisia said with a laugh and took another bite of her own, dusting her muzzle with powdered sugar.


  "I hope you're not thinking of moving on anytime soon," Jahir said over his coffee.


  "Oh no," Nisia said. She pushed her plate aside and rested her cheek in her hand. "You know, I could have done with a lot less fuss than this. But... it is nice. And my group loves every moment of it. They feel really special. And there's so much to go around that we have plenty to share with other sections, so no one's too put out about the attention we're getting. Heck, we're catering the holiday party this year, just to get rid of some of the spares!"


  "It's going to be a very, very caloric event this year," Hutchins agreed, patting his mouth with a napkin.


  "Will it do?" Jahir asked, meeting Nisia's eyes.


  She blushed, a pale peach color visible on the inside curves of her ears. "Ah... yes. You really didn't have to do this."


  "Well, you really didn't have to do your job either," Vasiht'h said.


  "It's customary to say thank-you when people do things you benefit from," Jahir agreed. "We just... gave people a way to do it that preserved your security requirements."


  "And built it to benefit the entire group, and all the groups that will come after?" Hutchins said with a snort. "Above and beyond the call, gentlemen."


  "We live to serve," Jahir said.


  "I thought that was our line," Nisia said with a laugh.
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  Afterwards, they went strolling through the commons to work off their holiday treats, and to see the rest of the decor. While Nisia ranged in front of them, examining full-sized holos of her cloaked alter ego, Hutchins dropped back to pace them.


  "I admit," he said at last, "this wasn't what I expected when she told me she was going to engage you."


  "Not all psychiatric problems can be solved by talking," Jahir said, strolling alongside with his hands folded behind his back. As Vasiht'h had promised weeks ago, the crowd gave them a wide berth. "Sometimes they require action."


  "On someone else's part," Vasiht'h added.


  The Hinichi looked from one of them to the other and guffawed. "All right. Yes, I buy that, and you probably know I'd like that line. But... thank you. For taking care of one of my own."


  "No problem," Vasiht'h said.


  "Just don't ask us to engineer a midsummer holiday too," Jahir said, wry.


  "Good Lord protect us," Hutchins said, laughing. "You'd have to roll us to our posts if we started getting this many sweets all year round!"


  In front of them, two Pelted children had stopped to stare at Nisia, a young felinoid Karaka'An and her younger brother, both dressed in dark green edged with red and white for the holidays. Noticing them, Nisia said, "Can I help you?"


  "You look like Alet-Claws!" the young girl said, laughing. "I bet you get mistaken for her all the time!"


  "Oh yes," Nisia said somberly. "You have no idea." She went to one knee and produced two candy canes from her tunic pocket. "Since I look like her, I might as well give out some candy, right?"


  "YAY!" the younger boy said. "Thank you!"


  "Thank you, alet," the older girl said, more politely. She turned to follow her brother and then paused, looking over her shoulder. "Um... if you do see her... could you just tell her..." She drew in a deep breath and finished all in a rush, "I'd-really-really-really-like-a-swimming-pool-for-the-holidays?"


  Nisia said gravely, "I'll be sure to pass it along, if I see her."


  "Thank you!" the girl said with a big whoosh of a breath, bouncing on her heels.


  Nisia brushed off her tunic as she rose, watching the children scamper back in the crowd. She stood unbowed, back casually straight, ears perked, a smile on her face and a sparkle in her eyes.


  /Now that,/ Vasiht'h said, heartfelt, /was good work./


  /Amen,/ Jahir said.


  "Happy holidays, gentlemen," Hutchins said, following their gaze and grinning. He clapped Vasiht'h on the shoulder and finished, "I think there's a donut somewhere left uneaten, and I know just who's going to volunteer."


  /...even if it had entirely unanticipated consequences!/


  /Isn't that always the way it works,/ Jahir said with a mental laugh. To Hutchins, he said, "Lead the way, Commander."
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