THE NUTCRACKER COUP
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Marianne Tedesco had “ The Nutcracker Suite” turned up full blast for inspiration, and as she
whittled she now and then raised her knife to conduct Tchaikovsky. That was what she was doing when
one of the locals poked his delicate snout around the corner of the door to her office. She nudged the
sound down to awhisper in the background and beckoned him in.

It was Tatep, of course. After dmost ayear on Rejoicing (that was the literal trandation of the
world’ sname), she ill had a bit of trouble recognizing the Regjoicers by snout aone, but the three white
quillsin Tatep' sruff had made him thefirst redl “individua” to her. Helluvathing for ajunior diplomat not
to be ableto tell oneloca from another-but there it was. Marianne was desperately trying to learn the
snout shapesthat distinguished the Regjoicersto each other.

“Good morning, Tatep. What can | do for you?’

“Share?’ said Tatep.

“Of course. Shal | turnthemusic off?” Marianne knew that The Nutcracker Suitewas asdien
to him astherattling and scraping of hismusic wasto her. Shewas beginning to like pieces here and
there of the Rgjoicer style but she didn’t know if Tatep felt the same way about Tchaikovsky.

“Please, leaveiton,” hesaid. “You'veplayed it every day thisweek-am | right? And now | find
you waving your knifeto the beat. Will you share the reason?’

She had played it every day thisweek, sheredized. “I'll try to explain. It'salittledlly, redly,
and it shouldn't be taken as characteristic of human. Just as characteristic of Marianne.”

“Understood.” He climbed the stepstool she' d cobbled together her first month on Rejoicing and
settled himsalf on his haunches comfortably to listen. At rest, the wicked quills adorning hisruff and tall
seemed just that: adornments. By local standards, Tatep was a handsome male.

He was a so a quadruped and human chairs weren't the least bit of useto him. The Stepstool let
him lounge on its broad upper platform or sit upright on the step below that-in either case, it put a
Reoicer eyeto eyewith Marianne. This had been so successful an innovation in the embassy that they
had hired alocal artisan to make severd for each office. Chornian’ s stepstools were amore elaborate
affair, but Chornian himsdlf had refused to make oneto replace “the very first.” A fine sense of tradition,
these Rgoicers.

That was, of course, the best way to explain the Tchailkovsky. “Have you noticed, Tatep, that
the further away from home you go, the more important it becomesto keep traditions?’

“Yes” hesaid. Hedrew asmal piece of sweetwood from his pouch and seemed to consider it
thoughtfully. “Ah! | hadn’t thought how very strongly you must need tradition! Y ou're very far from
homeindeed. Somethirty light years, isit not?” He bit into the wood, shaving adelicate curl from it with
one corner of hisrazor sharp front tooth. The curl he swalowed, then he said, “Please, go on.”

The control he had always fascinated Marianne-she would have preferred to watch him carve,
but she spokeingtead. “My family tradition isto celebrate a holiday caled Christmas.”

He swallowed another shaving and repeated, “ Christmas.”

“For some humans Chrismasisareligious holiday. For my family, it was more of...aturning of
the seasons. Now, Esperanzaand | couldn’t agree on a date-her homeworld' s cadendar runs differently
than mine-but we both agree on aneed to celebrate Chrismas once ayear. So, Snceit’sasolstice
festival, | asked Muhammed what was the shortest day of the year on Rgoicing. He saysthat’s Tamemb
Nap Ohd.”

Tatep brigtled hisruff forward, confirming Muhammed' s date.

“So | have decided to celebrate Christmas Eve on Tamemb Nap Ohd and to celebrate
Christmas Day on Tememb Nap Chorr.”

“Chrigmasisarevivd, then? An awakening?’



“Yes, something likethat. A renewa. A promise of spring to come.”

“Y es, we have an Awakening on Tememb Nap Chorr aswell.”

Marianne nodded. “Many peoplesdo. Anyhow, | mentioned that | wanted to celebrate and a
number of other people at the Embassy decided it wasagood idea. So, we' retrying to put together
something that resembles a Christmas celebration-mostly from local materias.”

She gestured toward the player. “That piece of music is generaly associated with Christmas.
I’ve been playing it because it-gives me an anticipation of the Awakening to come.”

Tatep was doing fine finishing work now, and Marianne had to stop to watch. The bit of
sweetwood was turning into a pair of tommets-the Embassy staff had dubbed them “notrabhbits’ for their
sexud proclivities-engaged in their mating dance. Tatep rattled his spines, amused, and passed the
carving into her hands. He waited quietly while she turned it thisway and that, admiring the exquisite
workmanship.

“Youdon't get thejoke,” hesad, at last.

“No, Tatep. I'mafraid | don't. Canyou shareit?’

“Look closdly at their teeth.”

Marianne did, and got thejoke. The creatures were tommets, yes, but the teeth they had were
not tommet teeth. They were the same sort of teeth that Tatep had used to carve them. Apparently,
“fucking liketommets’ was a Rgjoicer joke.

“It' sagift for Hapet and Achinto. They had six children! We'real pleased and amazed for
them.”

Four to abrood was the usual, but birthings were few and far between. A couple that had more
than two birthingsin alifetime was consdered unusudly lucky.

“Congratulate them for me, if you think it gppropriate,” Marianne said. “Would it be proper for
the embassy to send agift?”’

“Proper and most welcome. Hapet and Achinto will need help feeding that many.”

“Would you help me choose? Something to make children grow hedthy and strong, and
something aswell to delight their senses”

“I’d beglad to. Shall we go to the market or the wood?’

“Let’sgo chop our own, Tatep. I’ ve been stting behind this desk too damn long. | could use
theexercise”

AsMariannerose, Tatep put hisfinished carving into his pouch and climbed down. “Y ou will
share more about Christmas with me while we work? Y ou can talk and chop at the sametime.”

Marianne grinned. “I’ll do better than that. 'Y ou can help me choose something that we can use
for aChristmastree, aswdll. If it'ssomething that is aso edible when it has seasoned for afew weeks
time, that would be al the more to the spirit of thefestival.”

Hitt

Thetwo of them took aleisurely stroll down the narrow cobbled streets. Marianne shared more
of her Christmas customs with Tatep and found her anticipation growing apace as she did.

At Tatep' s suggestion they paused at Killim the glass-blower’ s, where Tatep helped Marianne
describe and order a dozen ornamental ballsfor the tree. Unaccustomed to theideaof purely
ornamental glass objects, Killim wasfascinated. “ She says,” reported Tatep when Marianne missed a
few crucid words of her reply, “she’'ll make anumber of samplesand you'll return on Debem Op Chorr
to choose the most proper.”

Marianne nodded. Before she could thank Killim, however, she heard the door behind her open,
heard amuffled squesk of surprise, and turned. Halemtat had ordered yet another of his subjects
clipped-Marianne saw that much before the local beat ahasty retreat from the door and vanished.

“Oh, god,” shesaid aloud. “Another one.” That, she admitted to hersdlf for thefirst time, was
why she was making such an effort to recognize the individua Rejoicersby facia shapeaone. She'd
seen no lessthan fifty clipped in the year she’ d been on Rgoicing. There was no doubt in her mind that
thiswas anew one-the blunted tips of its quills had been bright and crisp. “Who isit thistime, Tatep?’

Tatep ducked hishead in shame. “Chornian,” he said.



For once, Marianne couldn’t restrain herself. “Why?’ she asked, and she heard the
unprofessond belligerencein her own voice.

“For saying something | dare not repest, not even in your language,” Tatep said, “unless| wish to
have my quillsclipped.”

Marianne took adeep breath. “I apologize for asking, Tatep. It was stupid of me.” Best thing
to do would beto get the hdll out and let Chornian complete his errand without being shamed in front of
the two of them. “Though,” she said doud, not caring if it was professond or nat, “it's Halemtat who
should be shamed, not Chornian.”

Tatep’' s eyeswidened, and Marianne knew she’' d gonetoo far. She thanked the glassblower
politely in Rgoicer and promised to return on Debem Opp Chorr to examine the samples.

Asthey left Killim's, Marianne heard the scurry behind them-Chornian entering the shop as
quickly and as unobtrusively as possible. She set her mouth-her silence raging-and followed Tatep
without a backward glance.

At last they reached the communal wood. Trying for some semblance of normacy, Marianne
asked Tatep for the particulars of an unfamiliar tree.

“Huep,” hesaid. “Very good for carving, but not very good for eating.” He paused a moment,
thoughtfully. “I think I’ve put that wrong. The flavor isvery good, but it’ svery low infood vaue. It
grows prodigioudy, though, so alot of people eat too much of it when they shouldn’t.”

“Junk food,” said Marianne, nodding. She explained the term to Tatep and he concurred.
“Younggters are particularly fond of it-but it wouldn't be agood gift for Hapet and Achinto.”

“Then let’s concentrate on good hedthy food for Hapet and Achinto,” said Marianne.

Deeper in the wood, they found a stand of the trees the embassy staff had dubbed gnomewood
for itsgnarly, stunted appearance. Tatep proclaimed this perfect, and Marianne set about to chop the
proper branches. Gathering food was more amatter of pruning than chopping down, she'd learned, and
shefollowed Tatep's careful ingtructions so she did not damage the tree’ s productive capabilitiesin the
process.

“Now thisone-just here” hesaid. “See, Marianne? Abovethe boll, for new growth will spring
from the boll soon after your Awakening. If you damage the ball, however, there will be no new growth
onthisbranch again.”

Marianne chopped with care. The chopping took some of the edge off her anger. Then she
ingpected the gnomewood and found a second possibility. “Here,” shesaid. “Would this be the proper
place?’

“Yes,” said Tatep, obvioudy pleased that she’ d caught on so quickly. “That’sright.” Hewaited
until she had lopped off the second branch and properly chosen athird and then he said, “ Chornian said
Halemtat had the twining tricks of atalemtat. One of his children liked the rhyme and repested it.”

“Tdemtat isthe vinethat stranglesthetreeit climbs, am | right?’ Shekept her voice very low.

Instead of answering doud, Tatep nodded.

“Did Haemtat-did Halemtat order the child clipped aswel 1?7’

Tatep' seydids shaded hispupilsdarkly. “The entirefamily. He ordered the entire family
clipped.”

So that was why Chornian was running the errands. Hewould risk his own shameto protect his
family from the awful embarrassment-for a Rgoicer-of appearing in public with their quills clipped.

Shetook out her anger on yet another branch of the gnomewood. When the branch fell-on her
foot, asluck would have it-she sat down of a heap, thinking to examine the bruise, then looked Tatep
graight intheeye. “How long? How long doesit take for the quillsto grow out again?’

After much of ayear, she hadn’t yet seen evidence that an adult’ squillsregenerated at al. “They
do regrow?’

“After several Awakenings,” hesaid. “The regrowth can be quickened by eating wel speth but...”

But wel speth was a hot-house plant in this country. Too expensive for somebody like Chornian.

“| seg” shesaid. “Thank you, Tatep.”

“Be careful where you repeat what I’ vetold you. Best you not repest it at all.” He cocked his



head at her and added, with arattle of quills, “I’m not sure where Hemtat would clip ahuman, or even
if you' d fedl shamed by aclipping, but | wouldn't like to be respongble for finding out.”

Marianne couldn’t help but grin. She ran ahand through her palewhite hair. “I’ve had my head
shaved-that waslong ago and far away-and it was intended to shame me.”

“Intended to?’

“I painted my naked scalp bright red and went about my businessasusual. | set something of a
new fashion and, in the end, it was the shaver who was-quite properly-shamed.”

Tatep' s eydids once again shaded hiseyes. “1 must think about that,” hesad, at last. “We have
enough branches for a proper gift now, Marianne. Shall we consider the question of your Christmas
tree?’

“Yes” shesaid. Sheroseto her feet and gathered up the branches. “And another thing as
well.... I'll need some morewood for carving. I'd liketo carve some giftsfor my friends, aswell.

That’ s another tradition of Chrismas.”
“Carving gifts? Marianne, you make Christmas sound asif it were aRgoicing holiday!”
Mariannelaughed. “Itis, Tatep. I'll gladly share my Chrisgmaswith you.”
#itt

Clarence Doggett was Super Plenipotentiary Representing Terrato Rgoicing and today he was
dressed to live up to his extravagant title in striped slver tights and a purple silk weskit. No lessthan four
hoops of office jangled from hisbelt. Marianne had, since meeting him, concelved the theory that the
more stylishly outré his dress the more likely he wasto say yesto the request of asubordinate. Scratch
that theory....

Clarence Doggeit straightened hisweskit with atug and said, “We have no reason to write a
letter of protest about Emperor Halemtat’ s treatment of Chornian. He' s deprived us of avaluable
worker, true, but...."

“Whatever happened to human rights?’

“They’re not human, Marianne. They'rediens.”

At least he hadn't called them “Pincushions’ ashe usudly did, Marianne thought. Clarence
Doggett was the unfortunate result of what the media had dubbed “the Grand Opening.” One day
humans had been donein the gdaxy, and the next they’ d found themdeves only atiny fraction of the
intelligent species. Setting up five hundred embassiesin the space of afew years had strained the
diplomatic service to the bursting point. Rejoicing, considered a backwater world, got the scrapings
from the bottom of the barrel. Marianne was trying very hard not to be one of those scrapings, despite
the example set by Clarence. She clamped her jaw shut very hard.

Clarence brushed at hisfashionably large mustache and added, “It' snot asif they’ll redly die of
shame, after dl.”

“Sir,” Marianne began.

Heraised hishands. “The subject isclosed. How are the plans coming for the Christmas bash?’

“Fine, dr,” she said without enthusasm. “Killim-she' stheloca glasshlower-would liketo
arrange atrade for some dyes, by theway. Not just for the Christmas tree ornaments, | gather, but for
some project of her own. I’'m sending letterswith Nick Minski to anumber of glasshlowers back home
to find out what sort of dyeiswanted.”

“Good work. Any tradeitem that hel pstie the Rgoicersinto the gaactic economy isafind.

Y ou're to be commended.”

Marianne wasn't feding very commended, but she said, “ Thank you, Sir.”

“And keep up the good work-this Chrissmasidea of yoursisturning out to be abig morae
booster.”

That wasthe dismissal. Marianne excused hersdlf and, feet dragging, she headed back to her
office. “*They're not human,’* she muttered to hersdlf. “*They'rediens. It'snot asif they’ll redly die of
shame....”* She dammed her door closed behind her and snarled aloud, “But Chornian can’t keep up
work and the kids can’t play with their friends and his mate Chaylam can't go to the market. What if
they starve?’



“They won't darve,” said afirm voice.

Marianne jumped.

“It'sjust me” said Nick Minski. “I’'mearly.” Heleaned back in the chair and put hislong legs
up on her desk. “I’ ve been watching how the neighbors behave. Friends-your friend Tatep
included-take their leftoversto Chornian’ sfamily. They won't starve. At least, Chornian’sfamily won't.
I”’m not sure what would happen to someone who is generally unpopular.”

Nick was head of the ethnology team studying the Rgjoicers. At least he had genuine
observation to base hisdecisonson.

Hetipped the chair to a precarious angle. “I can’t begin to guess whether or not helping
Chornian will land Tatep in the same hot water, so | can't reassure you there. | take it from your
muttering that Clarence won't make aformal protest.”

Marianne nodded.

He gtraightened the chair with abang that made Marianne sart. “Shit,” hesaid. “Doggett’ s such
apissant.”

Marianne grinned ruefully. “God, I’'m going to missyou, Nick. Diplomatsaren’t permitted to
gpesk in such matter-of-fact terms.”

“I'll beback inayear. I'll bring you fireworksfor your next Chrismas.” He grinned.

“WEe ve been through that, Nick. Fireworks may be part of your family’s Christmas tradition,
but they're not part of mine. All that banging and flashing of light just wouldn't fedl right to me, not on
Chrigmas”

“Meanwhile,” hewent on, undeterred, “you think about my offer. Y ou’ ve learned more about
Tatep and his people than haf the folks on my staff; academic credentials or no, | can swing putting you
on the ethnology team. We're short-handed asit is. |'d rather have skipped the rotation home this year
but...”

“You can't get everything you warnt, either.”

Helaughed. “I think they’re afrad wée' ll dl go native if we don’'t go homeoneyear infive” He
preened and grinned suddenly. “How d'you think I'd look in quills?’

“Sharp,” she said and drew a second burst of laughter from him.

There was aknock at the door. Marianne stretched out atoe and tapped the latch. Tatep stood
on thethreshold, hisquills till bristling from the cold. “Hi, Tatep-you'rejust intime. Come share.”

Hislaughter subsiding to a chuckle, Nick took his feet from the desk and greeted Tatep in
high-formal Rejoicer. Tatep returned the favor, then added by way of explanation, “Marianneis sharing
her Chrigmaswith me”

Nick cocked hishead at Marianne. “But it’snot for sometimeyet....”

“I know,” said Marianne. She went to her desk and pulled out awrapped package. “ Tatep,
Nick ismy very good friend. Ordinarily, we exchange gifts on Christmas Day but since Nick won't be
herefor Christmas, I’'m going to give him his present now.”

She held out the package. “Merry Christmas, Nick. A littletoo early, but-"

“Y ou've hidden the gift in paper,” said Tatep. “Isthat aso traditiona ?’

“Traditiona but not necessary. Some of the pleasureisthe surpriseinvolved,” Nick told the
Reoicer. With aside-long glance and asmile at Marianne, he held the package to his ear and shook it.
“And some of the pleasureisin trying to guesswhat’ sin the package.” He shook it and listened again.
“Nope, | haven't thefaintest idea.”

Helad the packagein hislap.

Tatep flicked histall in surprise. “Why don’t you open it?’

“Inmy family, it' straditiona to wait until Christmas Day to open your presents, evenif they're
wrapped and stting under the Chrigmastree in plain Sight for three weeks or more.”

Tatep clambered onto the stoal to give him a stare of open astonishment from amore effective
agle

“Oh, no!” saild Marianne. “Do you redly mean it, Nick? Y ou' re not going to open it until
Chrigmas Day?’



Nick laughed again. “I’'mteasing.” To Tatep, hesad, “It’ straditiona in my family to wait-but
it saso traditiond to find some rationdization to open a gift the minute you lay handsonit. Marianne
wants to see my expression; | think that takes precedencein this case.”

Hislong fingers found a cranny in the paper wrapping and began to worry it ever so dightly.
“Besides, our respective homeworlds can’'t agree on adate for Christmas.... On some world today must
be Chrigmeas, right?’

“Good rationdizing,” said Marianne, with asigh and asmile of rdief. “Right!”

“Right,” said Tatep, catching on. Heleaned precarioudy from his perch to watch as Nick ripped
open the wrapping paper.

“Tchaikovsky made methink of it,” Marianne said. “Although, to be honest, Tchaikovsky's
nutcracker wasn't particularly traditional. Thisoneis: take acloselook.”

Hedid. He held up the brightly painted figure, took in its green weskit, its striped Slver tights, its
flamboyant mustache. Four meta loopsjangled at its carved belt and Nick laughed aoud.

With abardly suppressed smile, Marianne handed him a“walnut” of thelocd variety.

Nick stopped laughing long enough to say, “Y ou mean, thisis a genuine, honest-to-god, working
nutcracker?’

“Wadll, of courseitist My family’ s been making them for years.” She made amotion with her
hands to demongtrate. “Go ahead-crack that nut!”

Nick put the nut between the cracker’ s prominent jaws and, after amoment’ s hesitation, closed
his eyes and went ahead. The nut gave with an audible and very satisfying craaack! and Nick began to
laugh dl over again.

“Sharethe joke,” said Tatep.

“Gladly,” said Marianne. “The Christmas nutcracker, of which that isaprime example, is
traditiondly carved to resemble an authority figure-particularly one nobody much likes. It'saway of
getting back at the fraudulent, the pompous. Through the yearsthey’ ve poked fun at everybody from
princesto policemen to” -Marianne waved a gracious hand at her own carved figure-"wel, surely you
recognize him.”

“Oh, my,” said Tatep, hiseyeswidening. “Clarence Doggett, isit not?” When Marianne
nodded, Tatep said, “ Are you about to get your head shaved again?’

Marianne laughed enormoudy. “If | do, Tatep, thistime!’ll paint my scalp red and
green-traditional Christmas colors-and hang one of Killim’ s glass ornamentsfrom my ear. Not likely,
though,” she added to befair. “Clarence doesn’'t go in for head shaving.” To Nick, who had clearly
takenin Tatep's“agan,” shesad, “I'll tel you about it sometime.” @

Nick nodded and stuck another nut between Clarence' sjaws. Thistime he watched asthe nut
gave way with aexplosve bang. Still laughing, he handed the nutmest to Tatep, who ateit and rattled his
quillsinlaughter of hisown. Marianne was doubly glad she' d invited Tatep to share the occasion-now
she knew exactly what to make him for Christmas.

Hitt

Christmas Eve found Marianne a aloss-something was missing from her holiday and she hadn’t
been ableto put her finger on precisdy what that something was.

It wasn’t the color of the tree Tatep had helped her choose. The tree was the perfect Christmas
tree shape, and if itsfoliage was ared so deep it gpproached black, that didn’t matter abit. “Next year
we' |l have Killim make some green ornaments,” Marianne said to Tatep, “for the proper contrast.”

Tinsd-dlver thread she' d bought from one of the Rejoicer weavers and cut to length-flew in dl
directions. All seven of the kidswho'd come to Rejoicing with their ethnologist parents were showing
the Regoicersthe*proper” way to hang tinsal, which meant more tinsel was making it onto the kids and
the Regjoicers than onto the tree.

Just aswell. She’'d haveto clean thetinsdl off the tree before she passed it on to Hapet and
Achinto-well-seasoned and just the thing for growing children.

Nick would redly have enjoyed seeing this, Marianne thought. Esperanzawas filming the whole
party, but that just was't the same as being here.



Killim brought the glass ornaments hersdf. She’ d made more than the commissioned dozen.
The dozen glass balls she gave to Marianne. Each wasaswirl of colors, each unique. Everyone ooohed
and aaahed-but the best was yet to come. From her sidepack, Killim produced a second container.
“Presents,” shesaid. “A present for your Awakening Tree.”

Insde the box was a menagerie of tiny, bright glass animas. notrabbits, fingerfish, wispwings....
Each one had aloop of glass at the top to alow them to be hung from thetree. Scarcely trusting herself
with such delicate objects of art, Marianne passed them on to George to string and hang.

Later, shetook Killim asde and with Tatep' s help, thanked her profusdly for the gifts. “Though
I’m not sure she should have. Tell her I'll be glad to pay for them, Tatep. If she'd had them in her shop,
I’d have snapped them up on the spot. | didn’t know how badly our Christmas needed them until | saw
her unwrap them.”

Tatep spokefor along timeto Killim, who rattled al thewhile. Findly, Tatep rattled too.
“Marianne, three humans have commissioned Killim to make animasfor them to send home.” Killim said
something Marianne didn’t catch. “Three humansin the last five minutes. Shesays, Think of thisset as
aas an advertisement.”

“No, you may not pay mefor them,” Killim said, il rattling. “I have gained something to trade

for my dyes.”

“She says,” Tatep began.

“It' sokay, Tatep. That | understood.”

Marianne hung the wooden ornaments she' d carved and painted in bright colors, then she
unsnagged ahandful of tinsel from Tatep' sruff, divided it in haf, and they both flung it onto the tree.
Tatep’' s handful just barely missed Matsmoto who was hanging strings of beads he’ d bought in the
bazaar, but Marianne s got Juliet, who was hanging chains of paper cranesit must have taken her the
better part of the month to fold. Juliet laughed and pulled thetinsel from her hair to drape it-length by
length and nesatly-over the deep red branches.

Then Kelleb brought out the star. Made of silver wire delicately filigreed, it shonejust theway a
Christmastree star should. He hoisted Juliet to his shoulders and she affixed it to the top of thetree and
the entire company burst into cheers and applause.

Marianne sighed and wondered why that made her fed so down. “1f Nick had been here)”
Tatep observed, “1 believe he could have reached the top without an assistant.”

“I think you'reright,” said Marianne. “I wish hewere here. He'd enjoy this” Just for a
moment, Marianne | et hersdlf redlize that what was missing from this Christmas was Nick Minski.

“Next year,” said Tatep.

“Next year,” said Marianne. The prospect brightened her.

Thetree glittered with itsfinery. For amoment they al stood back and admired it-then there was
ascurry and aflurry asfolks went to various bags and hiding places and brought out the brightly
wrapped presents. Marianne excused hersdlf from Tatep and Killim and brought out hersto hegp at the
bottom of the tree with the re<t.

Again there was amoment’ s pause of appreciation. Then Clarence Doggett-of al people-raised
hisglassand said, “A toast! A Chrisimastoast! Here' sto Marianne, for bringing Chrissmasthirty light
yearsfrom old Earth!”

Marianne blushed asthey raised their glassesto her. When they’ d finished, sheraised hersand
found the right traditiona response: “A Merry Christmas-and, God bless us, every one!”

“Okay, Marianne. It'syour cal,” said Esperanza. “Do we open the presents now or”-her voice
turned to amock whine-" do we haftawait till tomorrow?’

Marianne glanced at Tatep. “What day isit now?’ she asked. She knew enough about local
time reckoning to know what answer he' d give.

“Why, today is Tememb Nap Chorr.”

She grinned at the faces around her. “By Reoicer reckoning, the day changes when the sun
sets-it’s been Christmas Day for an hour at least now. But stand back and let the kids find their presents
firg”



There was agreat clamor and rustle of wrapping paper and whoops of ddight as the kids dived
into the pile of presents.

AsMarianne watched with risng joy, Tatep touched her aram. “More guests,” he said, and
Marianne turned.

It was Chornian, his mate Chaylam, and their four children. Marianne' sjaw dropped at the sight
of them. She had invited the six with no hope of aresponse and here they were. “And al dressed up for
Christmas!” she said aloud, though she knew Christmas was not the occasion. “Y ou're as dlittery asthe
Chrisimastreeitsdlf,” shetold Chornian, her eyes gleaming with the reflection of it.

Ruff and tail, each and every one of Chornian’s short-clipped quills was tipped by abrilliant red
bead. “Glass?’ she asked.

“Yes” sad Chornian. “Killim made them for us.”

“Y ou look magnificent! Oh-how wonderful!” Chaylam’ s clipped quills had been dipped in gold;
when she shifted shyly, her ruff and tail rippled with light. “Y ou sparkle like sun on thewater,” Marianne
told her. The children’sruffsand tails had been tipped in gold and candy pink and vivid yelow and- the
last but certainly not the least-in beads every color of the rainbow.

“A kid after my own heart,” said Marianne. “I think that would have been my choicetoo.” She
gaveacloser look. “Notwo dike, an | right? Come-join the party. | wasafraid I’ d have to drop your
presents by your house tomorrow. Now | get to watch you open them, to seeif | chose correctly.”

She escorted the four children to the tree and, thanking her lucky stars she'd had Tatep write
their names on their packages, she left them to hunt for their presents. Thosefor their parents, she
brought back with her.

“It wasdifficult,” Chornian said to Marianne. “1t was difficult to walk through the streetswith
pride but-we did. And the children walked the proudest. They give us courage.”

Chaylam said, “If only on ther behalf.”

“Yes,” agreed Chornian. “Tomorrow | shal wak inthe sunlight. | shal go to the bazaar. My
clipped quillswill glitter, and | will not be ashamed that | have spoken the truth about Halemtat.”

That was al the Christmas gift Marianne needed, she thought to herself, and handed the wrapped
package to Chornian. Tatep gave him arunning commentary on the habits and rituals of the human
Awakening as he opened the package. Chornian’s eyes shaded and Tatep’ s running commentary
ceased abruptly asthey peered together into the box.

“Did | getitright?’ said Marianne, suddenly afraid she'd committed some awful faux pas. She'd
scoured the bazaar for wel speth shoots and, finding none, she' d pulled enough strings with the ethnology
team to get someimported.

Tatep wasthe onewho spoke. “You got it right,” he said. “Chornian thanksyou.” Chornian
gpoke rapid-fire Rgoicer for along time; Marianne couldn’t follow the half of it. When he' d finished,
Tatep said smply, “He regretsthat he has no present to give you.”

“It’ snot necessary. Seeing those kids dl in spangles brightened up the party-that’ s present
enough for me!”

“Nevertheless,” said Tatep, speaking dowly so shewouldn’'t missaword. “Chornian and |
make you this present.”

Marianne knew the present Tatep drew from his pouch was from Tatep aone, but she was
happy enough to play adong with thefiction if it made him happy. She hadn’t expected a present from
Tatep and she could scarcely wait to see what it was he felt appropriate to the occasion.

Stll, she gaveit the proper treatment-shaking it, very gently, beside her ear. If therewas
anything to hear, it was drowned out by the robust singing of carols from the other sde of theroom. “I
can't begin to guess, Tatep,” shetold him happily.

“Then openit.”

Shedid. Insidethe paper, she found acarving, the rich wine-red of burgundy-wood, bitter to the
taste and therefore rarely carved but treasured because none of the kids would gnaw on it asthey tested
their teeth. The style of carving was so utterly Rejoicer that it took her along moment to recognize the
subject, but once she did, she knew she d treasure the gift for lifetime.



It was unmistakably Nick-but Nick as seen from Tatep’ s point of view, hence the unfamiliar
perspective. It was Looking Up At Nick.

“Oh, Tatep!” And then she remembered just in time and added, * Oh, Chornian! Thank you
both so very much. | can’'t wait to show it to Nick when he gets back. Whatever made you think of
doing Nick?’

Tatep said, “He syour best human friend. 1 know you misshim. Y ou have no pictures; |
thought you would fed better with alikeness.”

She hugged the sculptureto her. “Oh, | do. Thank you, both of you.” Then she motioned, eyes
shining. “Wait. Wait right here, Tatep. Don’t go away.”

She darted to the tree and, pushing aside wads of rustling paper, she found the gift she’'d made
for Tatep. Back she darted to where the Rejoicers were waiting.

“| waited,” Tatep said solemnly.

She handed him the package. “1 hope thisisworth the wait.”

Tatep shook the package. “1 can’t begin to guess,” he said.

“Then openit. | can’t stand the wait!”

He ripped away the paper as flamboyantly as Nick had-to expose the brightly colored
nutcracker and awoven bags of nuts.

Marianne held her breath. The problem had been, of course, to adapt the nutcracker to a
recognizable Rgoicer verson. She'd made the Emperor Halemtat sit back on his haunches, which meant
for less adaptation of the cracking mechanism. Overly plump, she'd made him, and spiky. In hisright
hand, he carried an oversized pair of scissors-of the sort hisunderlings used for clipping quills. Inhis
right, he carried asprig of talemtat, that unfortunate rhyme for his name.

Chornian’seyeswidened. Again, herattled off aspate of Rejoicer too fast for Marianne to
follow...except that Chornian seemed anxious.

Only then did Marianne redlize what she’ d done. “Oh, my God, Tatep! Hewouldn't clip your
quillsfor having that, would he?’

Tatep'squillsrattled and rattled. He put one of the nuts between Halemtat' s jaws and cracked
with avengeance. The nutmeat he offered to Marianne, hisquills ill rattling. “1f he does, Marianne,
you'll cometo Killim’'sto help me chose agood color for my glass beading!”

He cracked another nut and handed the mest to Chornian. The next thing Marianne knew, the
two of them wererattling at each other-Chornian’ s glass beads adding a splendid tinkling to the
merriment.

Much rdieved, Marianne laughed with them. A few minutes later, Esperanza dashed out to buy
more nuts-so Chornian’s children could each take aturn at the cracking.

Marianne looked down at the image of Nick cradled in her arm. “I’m sorry you missed this,” she
toldit, “but | promiseI’ll write everything down for you before | go to bed tonight. I’ll try to remember
every lag bit of it for you.”

Hitt

“Dear Nick,” Marianne wrote in another |etter some monthslater. “Y ou' re not going to approve
of this. | find I haven’t been ethnologically correct-much lessdiplomatic. 1I'd only meant to share my
Chrigmas with Tatep and Chornian and, for that matter, whoever wanted to join in the festivities. To
hear Clarencetdl it, I’ ve sent Rgoicing to hell in ahandbasket.

“Y ou see, it does Halemtat no good to clip quillsthese days. There are some seventy-five
Rejoicers walking around town clipped and beaded-as gaudy and as shameless asyou please. | even
saw one newly male (teenager) with beads on the ends of his unclipped spines!

“Killim saysthanksfor the dyes, by theway. They'rejust what she had in mind. She'd so busy,
she' staken on two apprenticesto help her. She makes * Christmas ornaments’ and half the art g leries
in the known universe are after her for more and more. The apprentices make glass beads. One of
them-one of Chornian’ skids, by the way-hit upon the bright idea of making smple sets of beadsthat can
be stuck on the ends of quillscold. Savestime and trouble over the hot glass method.

“What's more-



“Well, yesterday | stopped by to say ‘hi’ to Killim, when who should turn up but Koppen-you
remember him? he' s one of Halemtat’ sadvisors? You'll never guesswhat he wanted: a set of quill
tipping beads.

“No, he hadn’'t had his quills clipped. Nor was he buying them for afriend. He was planning, he
told Killim, to tell Halemtat athing or two-I missed the detail s because he went too fast-and he expected
he' d be clipped for it, so hewas planning ahead. Very expensive blue beadsfor him, if you plesse,
Killim!

“I find mysdlf unprofessiondly pleased. There sathing or two Halemtat ought to betold....

“Meanwhile, Chornian has gone into the business of making nutcrackers. -All right, so sueme, |
showed him how to make the actua cracker work. It wasthat or risk histaking Tatep’'s present apart to
find out for himsdf.

“I’m sending holos-including aholo of the one | made-because you' ve got to seethe
transformation Chornian’ sworked on mine. The difference between a human-carved nutcracker and a
Rejoicer-carved nutcracker is as unmistakeabl e as the difference between Looking Up at Nick
and...well, looking up a Nick.

“I till missyou, evenif you do think fireworks are appropriate a Christmas.

“ See you soon-if Clarence doesn't boil mein my own pudding and bury me with astake of holly
through my heart.”

Marianne sat with her light pen poised over the screen for along moment, then she added,
“Love, Marianne,” and saved it to the next out-going Dirt-bound mail.

Hit

Rgoicing

Midsummer’ sEve

(Rejoicer reckoning)

Dear Nick-

Thistimeit'snot my fault. Thistimeit’ s Eperanza sdoing. Esperanza decided, for her
contribution to the our round of holidays, to celebrate Martin Luther King Day. (All right-if I'd known
about Martin Luther King I" d probably have suggested a celebration myself-but | didn’t. Look him up;
you'll likehim.) And sheinvited ahandful of the Rgoicersto attend aswell.

Now, thefinal part of the celebration isthat each personin turn “hasadream.” Thisisnot like
wishes, Nick. Thisismore on the order of setting yourself agoa, even onethat looksto al intents and
purposes to be unattainable, but one you will striveto attain. Even Clarence got so into the occasion that
he had a dream that he would stop thinking of the Rgjoicers as*Pincushions’ so he could start thinking of
them as Rgoicers. Esperanzasaid later Clarence didn't quite get the point but for him she supposed that
wasasep in theright direction.

Well, after that, Tatep asked Esperanza, in hisvery polite fashion, if it would be proper for himto
have adream aswell. There was some consultation over the proper phrasing-Esperanza says her report
will tell you dl about that-and then Tatep rose and said, “I have adream.... | have adream that someday
no-onewill get hisquills clipped for spesking the truth.”

(You'll seeit onthetape. Everybody agreed that thiswas a good dream, indeed.)

After which, Esperanzahad her dream “for human rightsfor dl.”

Following which, of course, we dl took turnstrying to explain the concept of “humanrights’ toa
half-dozen Rejoicers. Esperanzaended up trand ating five different congtitutions for them-and an entire
book of speeches by Martin Luther King.

Oh, god. | just redized...maybeit ismy fault. I’d forgottentill just now. Oh. Youjudge, Nick.

About aweek later Tatep and | were out gathering wood for some carving he plans to do-for
Christmas, he says, but he wanted to get agood start on it-and he stopped gnawing long enough to ask
me, “Marianne, what's * human’ 7’

“How do you mean?’

“I think when Clarence says‘human,” he means something different than you do.”

“That' sentirely possible. Humans use words pretty loosdly at the best of times-there, | just did it



mysdf.”
“What do you mean when you say ‘human’ 7’

“Sometimes | mean the species homo sapiens. When | say, Humans use words preity loosdly, |
do. Reoicers seem to be more particular about their speech, asagenera rule.”

“And when you say ‘human rights,” what do you mean?’

“When| say ‘humanrights,’ | mean Homo sapiens and Rgoicing sapiens. | mean any sapiens, in
that context. | wouldn’t guarantee that Clarence uses the word the same way in the same context.”

“Youthink I'm human?

“I know you're human. We' refriends, aren’t we? | couldn’t be friends with-oh, a
notrabbit-now, could 17’

He made that wonderful rattly sound he doeswhen he'samused. “No, | can’'t imagineit. Then,
if I'm human, | ought to have human rights.”

“Yes” | sad, “You bloody well ought to.”

Maybeitisal my fault. Esperanzawill tell you the rest-she’ s had Regjoicers al over her house for
the past two weeks-they’ re watching every scrap of film she’ sgot on Martin Luther King.

| don’t know how thiswill al end up, but | wish to hell you were here to watch.

Love, Marianne

Hit

Marianne watched the Rejoicer child crack nutswith his Halemtat cracker and acold, cold
shiver went up her spine. That was the e eventh she' d seen thisweek. Chornian wasn't the only one
making them, apparently; somebody el se had gone into the nutcracker busnessaswell. Thiswas,
however, thefirgt time she' d seen a child cracking nutswith Halemtat' s jaw.

“Héello,” she said, stooping to meet the child’ seyes. “What a pretty toy! Will you show me how
it works?’

Rattling al the while, the child showed her, step by step. Then he (or she-it wasn’t polite to ask
before puberty) said, “lan’t it funny? It makes Mamalaugh and laugh and laugh.”

“And what' s your mama s name?’

“Rilli,” saidthe child. Thenit added, “With the green and white beads on her quills.”

Rilli-who' d been clipped for saying that Halemtat had been overcutting theimperia reserve so
badly that the trees would never grow back properly.

And then sheredized that, less than as ayear ago, no child would have admitted that its mama
had been clipped. The very thought of it would have shamed both mother and child.

Cometo think of it...she glanced around the bazaar and saw no less than four clipped Rejoicers
shopping for dinner. Two of them she recognized as Chornian and one of his children, the other two
were new to her. Shetried to identify them by their snouts and failed utterly-she’ d have to ask Chornian.
She dso noted, with utterly unprofessiond satisfaction, that she could ask Chornian such athing now.
That too would have been unthinkable and shaming less than ayear ago.

Lessthan ayear ago. Shewasthinking in Dirt terms because of Nick. Therewasn't any point
dropping him aline; mail would crossin degp space a thislate adate. HE d be herejust intime for
“Chrigmas.” Shewished like hell he was dready here. He' d know what to make of dl this, shewas
certain.

AsMarianne thanked the child and got to her feet, three Rgoicers-al with the painted ruff of
quillsat their necksthat identified them as Hemtat' s guards-came waddling officioudy up. “Here's
one” saidthelargest. “Yes,” said another. “Caught inthevery act.”

Thelargest squatted back on his haunchesand said, “Y ou will comewith us, child. Haemtat
decressit.”

Horror shot through Marianne’ s body.

The child cracked one last nut, rattled happily, and said, “1 get my quills clipped?’

“Yes” sadthelargest Rgoicer. “You will have your quillsclipped.” Roughly, he separated
child from nutcracker and began to tow the child away, each of them in that odd three-legged gait
necessitated by the grip.



All Marianne could think to do was call after the child, “I'll tell Filli what happened and where to
find you!”

The child glanced over its shoulder, rattled again, and said, “Ask her could | have silver beads
like Hortap!”

Marianne picked up the discarded nutcracker-lest some other child find it and meet the same
fate-and ran full speed for Rilli’ s house.

At the corner, two children looked up from their own play and galloped dong beside her until she
skidded to ahdt by Pilli’sbakery. They followed her in, rattling happily to themsalves over therace
they’d run. Mariann€e sfirst thought was to shoo them off before shetold Filli what had happened, but
Rilli greeted thetwo asif they were her own, and Marianne found herself blurting out the news.

Rilli gaveadow inclination of thehead. “Yes,” she said, pronouncing the words carefully so
Marianne wouldn't missthem, “I expected that. Had it not been the nutcracker, it would have been
words.” Sherattled. “That child isthe most outspoken of my brood.”

“But-" Marianne wanted to say, Aren’t you afraid?, but the question never surfaced.

PFilli gave afew coinsto the other children and said, “ Run to Killim's, my dears, and ask her to
make a set of silver beads, if she does't aready have one on hand. Then run tell your father what has
happened.”

The children were off in the scurry of excitement.

Rilli drew down the awning in front of her shop, then paused. “1 think you are afraid for my
child”

“Yes” sad Marianne. Lying had never been her strong suit; maybe Nick was right-maybe
diplomacy wasn't her fidd.

“You arekind,” said Rilli. “But don’'t beafraid. Even Halemtat wouldn’t dare to order achild

“I don’t understand the term.”

“Hashay?’ Rilli flipped her tail around in front of her and held out asingle quill. “Chippet will be
clipped here,” she said, drawing afinger acrossthe quill about half-way up itslength. “Hashay isto clip
here” Thefinger did inward, to aspot about a quarter of aninch from her skin. “Don’t worry,
Marianne. Even Halemtat wouldn't dare to hashay achild.”

I”'m supposed to be reassured, thought Marianne. “Good,” she said doud, “I’m relieved to hear
that.” Intruth, she hadn’t the dightest ideawhat Pilli was talking about-and she was considerably less
than reassured by the ominous implications of the distinction. She'd never come acrosstheterm in any of
the ethnologigts' reports.

Shewas gtill holding the Hemtat nutcracker in her hands. Now she considered it carefully.
Only initsbroadest outlines did it resemble the one she' d made for Tatep. This nutcracker was purely
Regoicer in style and-she dmost dropped it a the sudden redization-peculiarly Tatep’'s style of carving.
Tatep was making them too?

If she could recognize Tatep’' sdistinctive style, surdly Halemtat could-what then?

Carefully, she tucked the nutcracker under the awning-let Pilli decide what to do with the object;
Marianne couldn’t make the decision for her-and set off at aquick pace for Tatep's house.

On theway, she passed yet another child with aHalemtat nutcracker. She paused, found the
child’ sfather and passed the newsto him that Haemtat’ s guards were clipping Rilli’ s child for the
“offense” Thefather thanked her for the information and, with much politeness, took the nutcracker
from the child.

Thisone, Marianne saw, was not carved in Tatep'sstyle or in Chornian’s. Thisone wasthe
work of an unfamiliar set of teeth.

Having shooed his child indoors, the Regjoicer squatted back on his haunches. In plain view of
the street, he took up the bow! of nuts his child had left uncracked and began to crack them, one by one,
with such deliberation that Marianne’ sjaw dropped.

She' d never seen an insolent Regjoicer but she would have bet money she was seeing one now.
He even managed to make the crack of each nut resound like agunshot. With the sound still ringing in



her ears, Marianne quickened her stepstoward Tatep's.

Shefound him a home, carving yet another nutcracker. He swallowed, then held out the
nutcracker to her and said, “What do you think, Marianne? Do you approve of my portrayal ?’

Thisonewasn't Halemtat, but his-for want of a better word-grand vizier, Corten. The grand
vizier dwayslooked to her asif hesmirked. She knew the expresson was dueto adightly maformed
tooth but, to ahuman eye, the result wasasmirk. Tatep’'s portraya had the same smirk, only more so.
Marianne couldn’t help it...she giggled.

“Ahal” said Tatep, rattling up arainstorm’ sworth of sound. “For once, you' ve shared the joke
without the need of explanation!” He gave long gravelook at the nutcracker. “Thegrand vizier has
earned his keep thisonce!”

Marianne laughed, and Tatep rattled. Thistime the sound of the quills sobered Marianne. “I
think your work will get you clipped, Tatep,” she said, and shetold him about Rilli’ s child.

He made no response. Instead, he dropped to hisfeet and went to the chest in the corner,
where he kept any number of carvings and other precious objects. From the chest, he drew out a box.
Three-legged, he walked back to her. “Shakethis! I'll bet you can guesswhat’ sinside.”

Curious, she shook the box: it rattled. “A set of beads,” she said.

“Yousee? I'm prepared. They rattlelike alaugh, don’t they?-alaugh at Haemtat. | asked
Killim to make the beads red because that was the color you painted your sca p when you were
clipped.”

“I'm honored....”

“BUL?"

“But I’'m afraid for you. For dl of you.”

“Rilli’schild wasn't afraid.”

“No. No, Rilli’schildwasn't afraid. Pilli said even Halemtat wouldn't dare hashay achild.”
Marianne took adeep breath and said, “But you're not achild.” And | don’t know what hashaying does
to aRgoicer, she wanted to add.

“I’ve swallowed atapseed,” Tatep sad, asif that said it al.

“I don’'t understand.”

“Ah! I'll share, then. A tapseed can't grow unlessit has been through the’ -he patted
himsdlf-" omach? digestive syssem? of aRegjoicer. Sometimesthey don’'t grow even then. To swalow
atal pseed meansto take a step toward the growth of something important. | swallowed atal pseed
cdled ‘humanrights.*

There was nothing Marianne could say to that but: “I understand.”

Sowly, thoughtfully, Marianne made her way back to the embassy. Y es, she understood
Tatep-hadn’t she been screaming at Clarence for just the same reason? But she was terrified for
Tatep-for them dll.

Without conscioudy meaning to, she bypassed the embassy for the little clutch of domesthat
housed the ethnologists. Esperanza-it was Esperanza she had to see.

Shewasin luck. Esperanzawas at home writing up one of her reports. She looked up and said,
“Oh, good. It'stimefor abresk!”

“Not abreak, I’'m afraid. A question that, | think, isright up your aley. Do you know much
about the physiology of the Rejoicers?’

“I'm the expert,” Esperanza said, leaning back in her chair. “Asfar asthereisonein the group.”

“What happensif you cut aRgoicer’ s spine’-she held up her fingers-"this close to the kin?”’

“Likeacat’sclaw, sort of. If you cut thetip, nothing happens. If you cut too far down, you hit
the blood supply-and maybe the nerve. The quill would bleed most certainly. Might never grow back
properly. Andit’d hurt like hell, I'm sure-like gouging the base of your thumbnail.”

She sat forward suddenly. “Marianne, you're shaking. What isit?’

Marianne took adeep breath but couldn’t stop shaking. “What would happen if somebody did
that to dl of Ta'-shefound she couldn’t get the name out-"dl of aRgoicer’ squills?”’

“He' d bleed to degth, Marianne.” Esperanzatook her hand and gave it afirm squeeze. “Now,



I’m going to get you agood stiff drink and you are going to tell me dl about it.”

Fighting nausea, Marianne nodded. “Yes,” she said with enormous effort. “Yes”

Htt

“Who the hell told the Pincushions about ‘ human rights ?” Clarence roared. Furious, he
glowered down at Marianne and waited for her response.

Esperanza drew hersdlf up to her full height and stepped between the two of them. “Martin
Luther King told the Rejoicers about human rights. 'Y ou were there when he did it. Though you seem to
have forgotten your dream, obvioudly the Reoicers haven't forgotten theirs.”

“There sagoddamned revolution going on out there!”  Clarence waved ahand vaguely in the
direction of center of town.

“That iscertainly what it lookslike,” Juliet said mildly. “Sowhy are we hereinstead of out there
observing?’

“Y ou're here because I’'m respong ble for your safety.”

“Bull,” said Maismoto. “Haemtat isn't interested in clipping us”

“Besdes,” said Esperanza. “ The supply ship will belanding in about five minutes. Somebody’s
got to go pick up the supplies-and Nick. Otherwise, he’ sgoing to step right into the thick of it. Thelast
mail went out two monthsago. Nick’s had no warning that the Situation has’-she frowned dightly, then
brightened as she found the proper phrase-" changed radicaly.”

Clarence glared again & Marianne. “Asamember of the embassy staff, you are assigned the
job. Youwill pick up the suppliesand Nick.”

Marianne, who' d been about to volunteer to do just that, suppressed the urge to say, “ Thank
you!” and said ingtead, “Yes, Sir.”

Once out of Clarence ssight, Marianne et hersdf breath asigh of relief. The supply transport
was built likeatank. While Marianne wasn't any more afraid of Halemtat’ swrath than the ethnologists,
shewaswell aware that innocent Dirt bystanders might easily find themsalves stuck-dll too literdly-ina
mob of Rgoicers. When the Rgoicers fought, as she understood it, they used teeth and quills. She had
no desireto get too closeto alashing tail-full. An unclipped quill was needle-sharp.

Bdatedly, she caught the significance of the clipping Hemtat had indtituted as punishment.
Sapping asnout with atail full of glass beads was not nearly as effective as dapping asnout with a
morning-star made of spines.

She radioed the supply ship to tell them they’ d dl have to wait for transport before they came
out. Captain’sgonnalovethat, I'm sure, she thought, until she got aresponse from Captain Tertain. By
reputation he’ d never set foot on aworld other than Dirt and certainly didn't intend to do so now. So
shesimply told Nick to stay put until she camefor him.

Nick’s cheery voice over theradio said only, “It' sgoing to be avery specia Chrissmasthis
year.

“Nick,” shesad, “you don't know the hdf of it.”

Shetook adight detour along the way, passing the narrow street that led to Tatep’ shouse. She
didn’t dare to stop, but she could see from the awning that he wasn’t home. In fact, nobody seemed to
be home...even the bazaar was deserted.

The supply truck rolled on, and Marianne took a second dight detour. What Esperanza had
dubbed “the Grande Allez’ led directly to Halemtat’ simperid residence. The courtyard wasfilled with
Reoicers. Well-spaced Rejoicers, she saw, for they were-each and every one-bristled to their fullest
extent. Shewished she dared go for a closer look, but Clarence would be livid if she took much more
time than normd reaching the supply ship. And he' d be checking-she knew his habitswell enough to
know that.

She floored the accel erator and made her way to the improvised landing field in record time.
Nick waved to her from the port and stepped out. Just like Nick, shethought. She'd told him to wait in
the ship until she arrived; he' d obeyed to the letter. 1t wasal she could do to keep from hugging him as
she hit the ground beside him. With agrateful sgh of relief, she sad, “We ve got to move fast onthe
transfer, Nick. I'll fill youin asweload.”



By the time the two of them had transferred al the supplies from the ship, she’ d done just that.

He climbed into the seat beside her, gave her along thoughtful look, and said, “ So Clarence has
restricted all of the other ethnologists to the embassy grounds, hashe?” He shook his head in mock
sadness and clicked histongue. “1 see | haven't trained my team in the proper response to embassy
edicts” Hegrinned at Marianne. “So the embassy advisesthat | stay off the streets, doesit?’

“Yes,” said Marianne. She hated being the oneto tell him but he' d asked her. “The Super
Plenipotentiary Etc. hasissued afull and formal Advisory to al non-governmenta personnd....”

“Okay,” said Nick. “You've doneyour job: I've been Advised. Now | want to go have alook
at thisrevolution-in-progress.” He folded hisarms across his chest and waited.

Hewasright. All Clarence could do wasissue an Advisory; he had no power whatsoever to
keep the ethnologists off the streets. And Marianne wanted to see the revolution as badly as Nick did.

“All right,” shesaid. “1 am responsible for your safety, though, so best we go in the transport. |
don’t want you stuck.” She set the supply-transport into motion and headed back toward the Grande
Allez.

Nick pressed his nose to the window and watched the streets asthey went. He was humming
chearfully under his breath.

“Uh, Nick-if Clarencecdlsus....”

“We Il worry about that when it happens” he said.

Worry isright, thought Marianne, but she smiled. He'd been humming Chrissimas carals, like
some excited child. Inappropriate asal hdl, but sheliked him dl the morefor it.

She pulled the supply-transport to the stop at the entrance to the palace courtyard and turned to
ask Nick if he had agood enough view. Hewas aready out the door and making hisway carefully into
the crowd of Rgoicers. “Hey!” she shouted-and she hit the ground running to catch up with him.
“Nick!”

He paused long enough for her to catch hisarm, then said, “1 need to seethis, Marianne. 1t'smy
job.”

“It'smy job to see you don’t get hurt-"

Hesamiled. “Thenyou lead. | want to be over there where | can see and hear everything
Halemtat and hisadvisorsare up to.”

Marianne harbored a brief fantasy about dragging him bodily back to the safety of the
supply-transgport, but he was twice her weight and, from his expression, not about to cooperate. Best
shelead, then. Her only consolation was that, when Clarence tried to radio them, there’ d be nobody to
pick up and receive hisorders.

“Hey, Marianne!” said Chornian from the crowd. “Over here! Good view from herel”

And safer too. Grateful for theinvitation, Marianne gingerly headed in that direction. Severa
quilled Regjoicers eased aside to let the two of them safely through. Better to be surrounded by beaded
Rgoicers.

“Welcome back, Nick,” said Chornian. He and Chaylam stepped apart to create a space of
safety for thetwo humans. “You'rejust intime.”

“Sol see. What'sgoing on?’

“Halemtat just had Rilli’ s Chippet clipped for playing with aHaemtat cracker. Haemtat doesn’t
like the Halemtat crackers.”

Besde him, afully quilled Rejoicer said, “Halemtat does't like much of anything. | think a
proper prince ought to rattle his spines once or twice ayear &t least.”

Marianne frowned up at Nick, who grinned and said, “ Roughly trandated: Hapter thinksa
proper prince ought to have a sense of humor, however minimal.”

“Rattle your spines, Hdemtat!” shouted avoice fromthe crowd. “Let’sseeif you candoit.”

“Yes,” came another voice-and Marianne realized it was Chornian’ s” Rattle your spines, Greet
Prince of the Nutcrackers!”

All around them, like rain on atin roof, came the sound of rattling spines. Marianne looked
around-the laughter swegpt through the crowd, setting every Reoicer in vibrant motion. Even the grand



vizier rattled briefly, then caught himsdf, hisruff giff with darm.

Halemtat didn't rattle.

From his pouch, Chornian took anutcracker and anut. Placing the nut in the cracker’ s smirking
mouth, Chornian made the bite cut through the rattling of the crowd like the sound of ashot. From
somewhere to her right, asecond crack resounded. Then athird.... Then therattling took up arenewed
life

Mariannefelt asif she were under water. All around her spines shifted and rattled. Chornian’s
beaded spines chattered as he cracked a second nut in the smirking face of the nutcracker.

Then one of Halemtat’ s guards ripped the nutcracker from Chornian’s hands. The guard glared
at Chornian, who rattled al the harder.

Looking over his shoulder to Halemtat, the guard caled, “He sdready clipped. What shall |
do?”

“Bring methe nutcracker,” said Haemtat. The guard glared again at Chornian, who had not
stopped laughing, and loped back with the nutcracker in hand. Belatedly, Marianne recognized the smirk
on the nutcracker’ sface.

The guard handed the nutcracker to the grand vizier-Marianne knew beyond a doubt that he
recognized the smirk too.

“Whose teeth carved this?’ demanded Halemtat.

An unclipped Rejoicer worked hisway to the front of the crowd, sat proudly back on his
haunches, and said, “Mine” Tothe grand vizier, he added, with adight rasp of hisquillsthat wasa
bardly suppressed laugh, “What do you think of my work, Corten? Doesit anuseyou? You havea
grong jaw.”

Rattling swept the crowd again.

Halemtat sat up on his haunches, his bristles stood straight out. Marianne had never seena
Rejoicer bristle quite that way before. “Silence!” he bellowed.

Startled, either by the shout or by the eectrified bristle of their ruler, the crowd stopped rattling.
As Marianne watched, the crowd spread itself thinner. The laughter had subsided only because each of
the Rgoicers had gone as bristly as Haemtat. Chornian shifted dightly to keep Marianne and Nick near
the protected cover of his beaded ruff.

“Marianne,” said Nick softly, “That's Tatep.”

“I know,” shesaid. Without meaning to, she' d grabbed his arm for reassurance.

Tatep.... Hesat back on hishaunches, asif fully at ease-the only decked Rgoicer in the
courtyard. He might have been sitting in Marianne s office discussing different grades of wood, for dl the
excitement he displayed.

Halemtat, rage quivering in every quill, turned to hisguardsand said, “ Clip Tatep. Hashay.”

“No!” shouted Marianne, starting forward. As she redlized she’ d spoken Dirtside and opened
her mouth to shout it again in Rgoicer, Nick grabbed her and clapped ahand over her mouith.

“No!” shouted Chornian, seeming to trandate for her, but speaking his own mind.

Marianne fought Nick’sgripinvain. Furious, she bit the hand he' d clapped over her mouth.
When he yelped and removed it-till not letting her free-she said, “It' Il kill him! HE'll bleed to desth! Let
mego.” Onthelast word, she kicked him hard, but he didn’t let go.

A guard produced the ritua scissors and handed them to the officid in charge of clipping. She
held the instrument aoft and made the ritua display, clipping the air threetimes. With each snap of the
scissors, the crowd chanted, “No. No. No.”

Taken aback, the officia paused. Halemtat clicked at her and she abruptly remembered the rest
of theritua. Sheturned to make thethreeritua clipsintheair before Hemtat.

Thistime the voice of the crowd was stronger. “No. No. No,” came the shout with each snap.

Marianne struggled harder as the officia stepped toward Tatep....

Thenthe grand vizier scuttled to intercept. “No,” hetold the officid. Turning to Hdemtat, he
sad, “Theimageismine. | canlaugh at the caricature. Why isit, | wonder, that you can’t, Hdemtat?
Has some disease softened your spines so that they no longer rattle?’



Marianne was so surprised she stopped struggling against Nick’ s hold-and felt the hold ease. He
didn’t let go, but held her against him in what was amost an embrace. Marianne held her bregath, waiting
for Hdemtat’ sreply.

Halemtat snatched the ritual scissorsfrom the officia and threw them at Corten’ sfeet. “You,” he
sad. “Youwill hashay Tatep.”

“No,” sad Corten. “l won't. My spinesare till stiff enough to rattle.”

Chornian chose that moment to shout once more, “ Rattle your spines, Halemtat! Let us hear you
rattle your spines!”

And without so much as a by-your-leave the entire crowd suddenly took up the chant: “Rattle
your spines! Rattle your spines”

Halemtat looked wildly around. He couldn’t have rattled if he’ d wanted to-his spineswere too
bristled to touch one to another. He turned his glare on the officia, asif willing her to pick up the scissors
and proceed.

Instead, she said, in perfect cadence with the crowd, “Rattle your spines!”

Haemtat made an imperious gesture to his guard-and the guard said, “ Rattle your spines!”

Halemtat turned and galloped full tilt into hispalace. Behind him the chant continued-" Rattle your
pines! Rattle your spines!”

Then, quite without warning, Tatep rattled hisspines. The next thing Marianne knew, the entire
crowd was laughing and laughing and laughing &t their vanished ruler.

Marianne went limp againgt Nick. He gave her asuggestion of ahug, then let her go. Againgt
therattle of the crowd, he said, “1 thought you were going to get yoursdlf killed, you littleidiot.”

“I couldn’t-1 couldn’t stand by and do nothing; they might havekilled Tatep.”

“| thought doing nothing was adiplomat’ sjob.”

“You'reright; somediplomat | make. Well, after thislittle episode, | probably don't have ajob

“My offer’ s<till open.”

“Tell thetruth, Nick. If I'd been amember of your team fifteen minutes ago, would you have let
mego?’

Hethrew back his head and laughed. “Of coursenot,” hesaid. “But at least | understand why
you bit the hell out of my hand.”

“Oh, god, Nick! I'msosorry! Did | hurt you?’

“Yes” hesaid. “But | accept your apology-and next time | won't give you that option.”

“*Nexttime’ huh?’

Nick, gill grinning, nodded.

Well, therewasthat to be said for Nick: he wasredlistic.

“Hi, Nick,” said Tatep. “Welcome back.”

“Hi, Tatep. Some show you folkslaid on. What happens next?’

Herattled thelength of hisbody. “Y our guessisasgood asmine,” hesad. “I’ve never done
anything likethisbefore. Corten’sdtill rattling. Infact, he asked meto make him agrand vizier
nutcracker. | think I'll make him a present of it-for Christmas.”

Heturned to Marianne. “Share?’ hesaid. “1 wastoo busy to watch at thetime. Were you and
Nick mating? If you do it again, may | watch?’

Marianne turned avivid shade of red, and Nick laughed entirely too much. “You explainitto
him,” Mariannetold Nick firmly. “Mating habits are not within my diplomatic jurisdiction. AndI’'mdill in
the diplomatic corps-at least, until we get back to the embassy.”

Tatep sat back on his haunches, eagerly awaiting Nick’ s explanation. Marianne shivered with
relief and said hagtily, “No, it wasn't mating, Tatep. | was so scared for you | was going to chargein
and-well, | don’t know what | was going to do after that-but | couldn’t just stand by and let Halemtat
hurt you.” She scowled at Nick and finished, “Nick was afraid I’ d get hurt myself and wouldn't let me
go.”

Tatep' seyeswidened in surprise. “Marianne, you would have fought for me?’



“Yes You'remy friend.”

“Thank you,” he said solemnly. Then to Nick, he said, “Y ou wereright to hold her back.
Rattling isabetter way than fighting.” Heturned againto Marianne. “You surpriseme,” hesaid. “You
showed us how to rettle at Halemtat.”

He shook from snout to tail-tip, with a sound like ahundred snare drums. “Haemtat turned tail
and ran from our rattling!”

“And now?’ Nick asked him.

“Now I’'m going to go home. It'salmost dinner time and I’m hungry enough to egt an entiretree
al by mysdf.” Stll rattling, he added, “ Too bad the hardwood | make the nutcrackers fromis so
bitter-though tonight | could amost make an exception and dine exclusively on bitter wood.”

Tatep got down off his haunches and started for home. Most of the crowd had dispersed as
well. 1t seemed oddly anticlimactic, until Marianne heard and saw the rattles of laughter ripple through
the departing Rgjoicers.

Beside the supply-transport, Tatep paused. “Nick, at your convenience-l really would like you
to share about human mating. For friendship’ s sake, | should know when Marianneis fighting and when
she’'smating. Then I'd know whether she needs help or-or what kind of help she needs. After al, some
trees need help to mate....”

Marianne had turned scarlet again. Nick said, “I’ll tell you al about it assoon as | get settled in
agan.”

“Thank you.” Tatep headed for home, for al the world asif nothing unusua had happened. In
fact, the entire crowd, laughing as it was, might have been a.crowd of picnickers off for home asthe sun
began to <.

A sgquawk from the radio brought Marianne back to business. No use putting it off. Timeto bite
the bullet and check in with Clarence-if nothing else, therest of the staff would be worried about both of
them.

Marianne climbed into the cab. Without prompting, Nick climbed in besde her. For along
moment, they listened to the diatribe that came over the radio, but Marianne made no moveto reply.
Instead, she watched the Rejoicers laughing their way home from the pal ace courtyard.

“Nick,” shesad. “Canyou redly laugh adictator into submisson?’

He cocked athumb at theradio. “Giveit atry,” hesaid. “It'snot worth cursing back at
Clarence-you haven't his gift for bureaucratic invective.”

Htt

Marianne aso didn’t have ajob by the time she got back to the embassy. Clarence had tried to
clap her onto the returning supply ship, but Nick stepped in to announce that Clarence had no business
sending anybody from his ethnology staff home. In the end, Clarence s bureaucretic invective had failed
him and the ethnologists smply disobeyed, as Nick had. All Clarence could do, after dl, wasissuea
directive; if they choseto ignoreit, the blame no longer fell on Clarence. Sincethat wasall that worried
Clarence, that wasdl right.

In the end, Marianne found that being an ethnologist was considerably more interesting than being
adiplomat...especidly during arevolution.

She and Nick, with Tatep, had taken time off from their mutual studiesto choosethisyear’s
Chrisgmastree-from Haemtat’ sreserve. “Why,” said Marianne, bemused at her own reaction, “do | fedl
like I’ m cutting a Christmas tree with Thomas Jefferson?’

“Becauseyou are,” Nick said. “Even Thomas Jefferson did ordinary things oncein awhile.
Chances are, he even hung out with hisfriends....” Hewaved. “Hi, Tatep. How goesthe revolution?’

For answer, Tatep rattled the length of his body.

“Good,” said Nick.

“I may have good newsto share with you at the Christmas party,” added the Rgjoicer.

“Then we look forward to the Christmas party even more than usud,” said Marianne.

“And | brought asurprisefor Marianne dl theway from Dirt,” Nick added. When Marianne
lifted an eyebrow, he said, “No, no hints.”



“Share?’ said Tatep.

“Chrisgmas Eve,” Nick told him. “After you' ve shared your news, | think.”

Htt

The tree-trimming party wasin full swing. The newly formed Ad Hoc Christmas Choruswas
snging Czech carols-a gift from Esperanzato everybody on both staffs. Clarence had gotten so mellow
on the Christmas punch that he' d even offered Marianne her job back-if shewaswilling to be dropped a
grade for insubordination. Marianne, equally mellow, said no but said it politely.

Nick had arrived at last, dong with Tatep and Chornian and Chaylam and their kids.
Surprisingly, Nick stepped in between verses to wave the Ad Hoc Christmas Chorusto silence.
“Attention, please,” he shouted over the hubbub. “Attention, please! Tatep has an announcement to
make.” When he'd finally gotten silence, Nick turned to Tatep and said, “ Y ou have thefloor.”

Tatep looked down, then looked up again at Nick.

“I mean,” Nick said, “go ahead and speak. Marianne s not the only one who'll want to know
your news, believe me.”

But it was Marianne Tatep chose to address.

“We veadl beento see Hdemtat,” he said. “And Halemtat has agreed: no one will be clipped
again unlessfive people from the same village agree that the offense warrants that severe a punishment.
Wewill chosethefive, not Hdemtat. Furthermore, from this day forward, anyone may say anything
without fear of being clipped. Speaking one’ smind isno longer to be punished.”

The crowd broke into applause. Beside Tatep, Nick beamed.

Tatep took apiece of parchment from his pouch. “Y ou see, Marianne? Haemtat signed it and
put hishitetoit.”

“How did you get him to agree?’

“We laughed at him-and we cracked our nutcrackersin the palace courtyard for three days and
three nights straight, until he agreed.”

Chornianrattled. “He said he'd sgn anything if we'd dl just go away and let him deep.” He
hefted the enormous package he' d brought with him and rattled again. “Look at al the shelled nuts
we ve brought for your Christmas party!”

Marianne amost found it in her heart to fed sorry for Halemtat. Grinning, she accepted the
package and mounded the table with shelled nuts. “Those are dmost too important to egt,” she said,
stepping back to admire their handiwork. “Are you sure they oughtn’t go into amuseum?”’

“Theimportant thing,” Tatep said, “isthat | can say anything | want.” He popped one of the nuts
into hismouth and chewed it down. “Haemtat isatalemtat,” he said, and rattled for the sheer joy of it.

“Corten looks like he' s been eating too much briarwood,” said Chornian-catching the spirit of the
thing.

Not recognizing the expression, Marianne cast an eye at Nick, who said, “We' d say, ‘Been
eding alemon.’

One of Chornian’s brood sat back on higher haunches and said, “1’ Il show you Halemtat's
guards”

The child organized its sblings with much pomp and ceremony (except for thelittlest who
couldn’t stop rattling) and marched them back and forth. After the second repetition, Marianne caught
the rough import of their chant: “We re Hemtat’ s guards’\We send our regards/We wish you nothing but
ill/Clip! we cut off your quill!”

After three passes, one child stepped on another’ stail and the whole troop dissolved into
squabbling amongst themsalves and insulting each other. “Y ou look like Corten!” said one, for full effect.
The adultsrattled away at them. Thelittlest one, ddighted to find that insults could be funny, turned to
Marianneand said, “Marianne! Y ou're spineless!”

Marianne laughed even harder. When she’ d caught her breath, she explained to the child what
the phrase meant when it was trandated literdly into Standard. “1f you want agood Dirt insult,” she said,
mischievoudy, “1 giveyou ‘birdorain.’“ All the soundsin that were easy for a Rejoicer mouth to
utter-and when Marianne explained why it was an insult, the children al agreed that it was a very good



insult indeed.

“Marianneisabirdbrain,” sad thelittlest.

“No,” sad Tatep. “Haemtat isabirdbrain, not Marianne.”

“Let thekid done, Tatep,” said Marianne. “Thekid can say anything it wantsl”

“True” sad Taep. “True!”

They shooed the children off to look for their presents under the tree, and Tatep turned to Nick.
“Share, Nick-your surprise for Marianne.”

Nick reached under thetable. After amoment’s searching, he brought out alarge bulky parcel
and hoisted it onto the table beside the heap of Halemtat nuts. Marianne caught a double-handful before
they spilled onto the floor.

Nick laid a protective hand atop the parcel. “Wait,” hesaid. “I’d better explain. Tatep, every
family hasadightly different Christmas tradition-the way you folks do for Awakening. Thisispart of my
family’s Chrismastradition. It'snot part of Marianne' s Christmas tradition-but, just thisonce, I'm
betting she'll go dong me.” Hetook hishand from the parcel and held it out to Marianne. “Now you
canopenit,” hesad.

Dropping the Halemtat nuts back into their pile, Marianne reached for the parcel and ripped it
open with enough verve to satisfy anybody’ s Christmas unwrapping tradition. Insdewasabox, and
insde the box ajumble of gaudy cardboard tubes-glittering in stars and stripes and polka dots and even
an entire school of metallic green fish. “Fireworks!” said Marianne. “Oh, Nick....”

He put hisfinger to her lips. “Before you say another word-you chose today to celebrate
Christmas because it was the right time of the Regjoicer year. Y ou, furthermore, said that holidays on Dirt
and the other human worlds don’'t converge-”

Marianne nodded.

Nick let that dow smile spread across hisface. “But they do. Thisyear, back on Dirt, today is
the Fourth of July. The dateswon't coincide again in our lifetimes but, just this once, they do. So, just
thisonce-fireworks. Y ou do traditionally celebrate Independence Day with fireworks, don’t you?’

The pureimpudencein his eyes made Marianne duck her head and look away but, in turning, she
found hersdlf looking right into Tatep’ s bright expectant gaze. Infact, dl of the Rgoicerswerewaiting to
seewhat Nick had chosen for her and if he' d chosen right.

“Yes,” shesaid, speaking to Tatep but turning to smile at Nick. “After all, today’ s Independence
Day right here on Regjoicing, too. Come on, let’s go shoot off fireworks!”

And s, for the next twenty minutes, the night sky of Regjoicing was dive with Roman candles,
shooting stars and dl the brightness of dl the Christmases and all the Independence Daysin Marianne' s
memory. Inthe streets, humans ooohed and aaahed and Rgjoicersrattled. The pops and bangs even
woke Halemtat, but al he could do was come out on his balcony and watch.

A day later Tatep reported the rumor that one of palace guards even claimed to have heard
Halemtat rattle. “I don’t believeit for aminute,” Nick added when he passed the tale on to Marianne.

“Meneither,” shesad, “but it' sagood enough story that I'd liketo believeit.”

“A perfect Chrisgmastale, then. What would you like to bet that the story of The First Time
Halemtat Rattled getstold every Christmas from now on?’

“Sucker bet,” said Marianne. Then thewonder struck her. “Nick? Do traditions start that
eadly-that quickly?’

Helaughed. “What kind of fireworkswould you liketo have next year?’

“Oneof each,” shesaid. “And about five of those with the gold fish-like things that swirl down
and then go bam! at you when you least expect it.”

For amoment, she thought he' d changed the subject, then she redlized he' d answered her
guestion. Wherever she went, for the rest of her life, her Christmas tradition would include fireworks-not
just any fireworks, but Fourth of July fireworks. Shesmiled. “Next year, maybe we should play
Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture aswell as The Nutcracker Suite.”

He shook hishead. “No,” he said, “The Nutcracker Suite has plenty enough fireworks al by
itself-at least your verson of it certainly did!”






