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  The storm had stopped for the moment but the biting wind swirled bits of old snow up from the ground to sting Rada’s bare face. She’d underestimated the distance from the copse of trees where she’d left the Dark Hart and was very cold and sore by the time she finally reached the grey stone walls and heavy gates of Schloss Hohen-Drachenburg. The massive wood and iron panels stood open and she limped into the courtyard, across the ice-dotted stone onto the slightly more secure gravel, and stopped at the foot of the broad steps leading to the main door. The Wanderer regarded them with some trepidation and wondered if she could lean up from the edge by the wall and tap the bell with her walking cane.


  Before Rada had taken two steps toward the side, one of the double doors opened and Karl-Heinz, the butler and major domo, peered out into the bitter night air. He saw the wandering stray at the foot of the steps and leaned back indoors, speaking to someone. “Help her in, please,” a woman’s voice ordered and the man quickly and carefully descended the rough stone steps.


  “I just need a little help to balance,” Rada began. Instead the burly man put one arm around her back and under her arm, taking some of the weight off her crippled leg and allowing her to walk almost normally up the steps. Soon they were indoors and out of the vicious wind and ice. Karl-Heinz helped her out of her outer coat after taking the oddly shaped pack off her back. “Thank you, but I’d like to keep that with me,” Rada said as he began to carry off the pack, softening her protest with a smile. The middle-aged man nodded and then stepped out of the way of a tall, redheaded woman. “Lady Magda,” Rada curtsied.


  She was swept up in a totally unexpected embrace. “Rachel, thank you,” the other woman said, using Rada’s Earth name. Rachel extended her gift a little and tasted Magda’s pain and grief and how hard she was fighting to keep going. She also sensed Magda’s surprise and irritation when the lady of the Drachenburg realized how cold and tired her guest was. “Did you walk?”


  The Wanderer nodded, rueful. “Yes, my lady. I misjudged the overland distance and it was a bit farther than I thought.”


  Magda’s grass-green eyes opened wide as she leaned back, taking in the snow clinging to Rachel’s skirt, breeches, and boots. “You walked through the fields? Joschka’s right, you are utterly foolish as well as frozen to the marrow,” the redhead tutted, scolding Rachel as if she were one of Magda’s children. Rachel caught the sense that Magda welcomed the distraction. “Come,” she ordered, almost dragging the new arrival along the short entryway and into the main hall. A fire blazed in the big fireplace and before she could blink Rachel found herself seated within toasting distance of the crackling flames, wrapped in a heavy, itchy, blanket and holding a mug of something hot and non-alcoholic. It took a few minutes before Rachel stopped shivering and began relaxing. She discretely massaged her aching knee, moving so that it got the full benefit of the heat pouring out of the fireplace. Other than a tall and empty pine tree set up in the corner of the hall, there was no sign of the holiday. Nor was there any sign of the rest of the family and Rachel puzzled a bit, but held her peace. 


  Magda returned from her errand and sat down beside her guest. She stared into the flames and Rachel wondered if she should say anything. What should she say? She’d never been in a situation like this before since she had no close friends. The Wanderer kept her silence and turned her focus inward, centering herself and trying to stay detached and calm despite the emotions flowing around her. Finally Magda sat back and studied the new arrival. “I’m worried about Joschka.”


  “Ma’am?”


  “I’ve never seen him like this, Rachel. He’s turned inward and won’t let himself mourn. He’s home on leave, but he stays in the library,” and the two women both looked towards the closed wood and brass doors. “I thought that since you’d . . .” Magda stopped, unwilling to finish the sentence.


  “That since I’ve lost a child I might know what he’s feeling and how to reach him?” Rachel managed to keep any trace of bitterness out of her voice but it hurt and hurt badly. Now it was her turn to stare into the flames, quieting her racing heart by force of will. “I don’t know, my lady. I am neither human nor HalfDragon, I don’t belong to your religion or your culture. You know Joschka far better than I ever will.”


  The tall redhead glanced at the closed doors again. “You are a soldier; you served with Joschka. There are things he might tell you that he won’t tell me because I’m his wife and the mother of his children. Please, Rachel. For House Drachenburg.”


  At that the alien almost got up and left. Damn the Houses. If Joschka wants to quit the game than let him quit, she snarled inside her mind. As much pain as the damn Houses have cost me why should I force someone else to suffer for ‘the good of the House’? She took a deep breath and recited one of the first litanies she’d learned from the Traders, calming down and regaining control over her feelings. Because you owe Lady Magda is why. Never, ever leave a debt hanging over your head, she reminded herself. “Very well, my lady.”


  Magda got up and Rachel followed her to the library doors. The woman pulled lightly and one of the panels opened on silent hinges. Rachel bowed a little to her hostess and slipped inside, letting her eye adjust to the darkness before going farther into the room. The air smelled of wood smoke, pipe tobacco, and anger, and Rachel shivered a little, acknowledging her fear before dismissing it. She could see the man now called Joschka as he slumped in his chair, the low fire casting reddish light onto the age-polished wood of the chair arms. She shifted form so that she could react faster if he lashed out at her. Then she walked toward him, inquiring quietly with voice and mind, “My lord Drachenburg?”


  Only silence. Rachel stepped closer until she stood just outside his reach and took a deep breath. “Yori dar Ohrkan, Major Gupta is going to skin you alive in front of Adamski and everyone if you do not get your ass out of the rack now,” she barked in Trader.


  That got his attention! Joschka’s body reacted before his brain finished registering Rachel’s words, lunging out of the chair and sending the woman staggering backward to clear his path. “Damn it I’m up, I’m—” The words cut off when he realized where he was. He snarled, “Rada Ni Drako how dare you . . .”


  “Because I’m more scared of your mate than I am of you,” she bluffed, hands planted on hips. “And because you have a very cozy, snug room here just like I like it: dark, warm, and quiet. But the black clouds need to go away before I can really get comfortable. They’re cluttering up the place and blocking too much heat.” She marched over to the fireplace, pulled open the spark-screen, and added another log, poking the fire to bright flames before turning back to her old associate. He stared at her, gape-mouthed at the intrusion into his domain. Still holding the iron poker, Rachel got nose to nose with him. “Your mope is interrupting my leave. Stop it.”


  His eyes shifted color, from grey-gold to reddish gold, the color of anger. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  She shook her finger at him. “I was basking in lovely hot water up to my chin at one of the better spas I’ve been to when Lady Magda called me to see if I could get you to wake up, since you apparently can’t be bothered to speak to your spouse. Now shape up so I can go back to being lazy and pampered, Yori dar Ohrkan.”


  He balled his fists and started to snarl. Rachel raised a hand, claws flashing up in warning. They stood, glaring at each other, for a very long handful of seconds before Joschka dropped his shoulders and turned away from her. The weary HalfDragon walked around his chair and over to the window, watching the fading storm. “Now I understand how you felt, Rada, and I hate it. But I can’t let myself . . .” 


  The woman put the poker in its rack and followed him, still keeping out of arm’s reach. “Truth, Joschka,” Rachel demanded. “Tell me.”


  He stared into the darkness outside the old fortress-house. “I never, ever, want to hear that damned telephone ring again. Ever,” he hissed. “I hate our life, Commander. I hate it, I hate war and war games and training exercises and  . . .” The HalfDragon’s words turned into a bitter snarling growl and Rachel could see his now crimson eyes reflected in the window glass. “Why, damn it?” he finished. 


  “Damn if I know,” Rachel sighed after a thoughtful few minutes. Arms folded, she shrugged her tail. “Sometimes I half hope that Capt. Ssziliar was right that the gods take the best people young as a reward, so they don’t have to suffer what the rest of us do.” It would certainly explain why the Traders have such long lifespans she thought bitterly, then jerked her mind back to the present situation. She did not need to be adding to her friends’ pain with her own nasty thoughts. “How are your other children taking it?”


  He ducked his head. “Not well, or about as well as can be hoped. Peter and Maria understand what happened. They will be in starting tonight, for the Christmas holiday. Elizabeth . . . she doesn’t want to believe that her big brother’s never coming home.” Joschka swallowed very hard before continuing, “Johann’s wife Catherine was so upset that she went into premature labor. She named him ‘Leopold’ after Austria’s patron saint.”


  Joschka’s anger drained away, leaving terrible sorrow behind. Rachel took her friend’s hand and tried to comfort him as best she could. He squeezed until she felt her bones aching and she gritted her teeth against the pain. Then he released her, left the window, and flopped into his seat again. “And Peter can’t serve in the military. He still has asthma. So I remain Head and Guardian until Leopold or one of the other grandsons, if there will be any, grows up and is accepted by the House.” All that remained in his voice was grief, pain, and guilt for his resentment at the years ahead of him. “Why?” he asked her again.


  A new voice answered, “Only God knows, my love. He will tell us in due time,” Magda reminded her husband. “Now we grieve what is lost and celebrate new life and what we still have, love,” and she walked around until she could rest her hand on Joschka’s shoulder. His hand rose to cover the long, thin fingers and Rachel turned away, intending to leave the couple in privacy while she sorted out her own feelings. “No Rachel, please stay for a moment,” Magda ordered.


  Rachel stood still, her back to Joschka and Magda. The log in the fire popped and snapped and Rachel heard breathing but no sounds of motion. I’ve done what you asked, Lady Magda. Let me go, the scarred woman thought.


  “The case you brought; what is in it?”


  “A harp.” If Joschka had failed to respond to her, Rachel knew that she could force him out of catatonia using her full Gift, but to do that she needed music.


  Joschka’s voice commented, “She plays very, very well, my lady. Almost as well as she sings, if memory serves.” Rachel said nothing.


  “It is a poor host indeed who begs a favor and then sends their guest out with nothing more than ‘thank you’,” Magda reminded her husband. “Rachel, stay the night at least. One of the men will break trail for you tomorrow morning if you are worried about the snow depth.”


  The offer tempted her until she remembered what Joschka had said. “Thank you, no, Lady Magda.” Rachel hunted in her memory for the proper polite words that she needed. “I do not wish to intrude on your holiday. If you will excuse me,” and she turned towards the library door. 


  “No,” the words snapped through the room. Rachel spun on her heel, anger rising again as Joschka got to his feet and approached her. Without thinking she brought her hands up, claws out, ready to defend herself. “Stay, Rada,” he began in Trader.


  “So I can squander my leave time serving as entertainment for your family? I think not, my lord Drachenburg,” the Wanderer hissed. “I came as bidden because I owed a debt. That is discharged and I will take my leave.”


  Joschka’s hurt expression caught her by surprise. “That is why you think we want you to stay? Rachel, you do Magda and I a grave injustice.”


  “My lord Drachenburg, you are aware of my, let us say, talents. That is why I prefer not to remain or to intrude on your family at this time.” The children’s emotions would burn her like scalding water if they were anywhere close to the strength of their parents’ feelings. Even through her shields Rada felt the sting of Magda and Joschka’s pain and it woke things in her heart that she did not want to recall.


  “Rachel, please stay the night,” Magda repeated. 


  Joschka rested his hand on Rachel’s shoulder. Something else looked down at her from Joschka’s now golden eyes and with Joschka’s voice offered, “Stay, Lady Ni Drako, for tonight is more than just mourning.”


   She felt the House watching her, waiting for an answer, and despite herself Rachel herd her voice replying, “Very well. I will stay.” Before Joschka, Magda, or the House could speak, she added, “But only if I am allowed to come and go freely, on my own terms and time.”


  “Yes,” Magda whispered, answering for House Drachenburg. Rachel found a light meal waiting in the guest room with the canopy bed. She ate quickly, ears tuned for the sound of the next wave of arrivals. As soon as she heard the crunch of car tires on the gravel and snow in the courtyard, Rachel raised her shields as high as she could, building a wall between her mind and the emotions of those around her. Then she took a quick bath and re-braided her hair. Warmed inside and out, Rachel sat down and took her harp out of its case.


  Cold and damp always made the small instrument temperamental, and Rachel took her time tuning it. The wires liked to break in cold air if she hurried. She wrinkled her nose at the sound from the B above middle C. The peg holding the wire acted as if it wanted to come loose, and she gave it a firm whap with the end of the tuning tool. Rachel also set the string on B flat, and after a moment retuned the other B’s and E’s to flat. She could always raise them with the sharping levers if she needed a different key. She glanced at her hands, confirming that her claws were present but not extended, and brushed them over the wires. A bright B flat major scale rang out and she patted the strings with the palms of her hands, muting the volume.


  Rachel had set the harp aside and was reading when someone tapped at her door. She glanced at the clock and saw that it was only nine PM, local time. “Yes?”


  One of the maids opened the door slightly. “Lady Rachel? Lady Magda sends her compliments and asks if you would like to watch the family light the Christmas tree.” 


  Rachel, harp in arms, followed the young woman down the stairs and into the great room. All lights but the main fire and a scattered handful of candles had been turned off, leaving the room in shadow. Rachel found a seat well out of the way as Joschka and Elizabet, and Magda and Peter, lit ling, thin tapers from the fireplace. Maria carried a snuffer and followed her younger siblings in case a candle tipped over. As Magda recited, “And that light was the light of men. The light shone in the darkness and the darkness could not overwhelm it,” she and Peter touched their tapers to the small candles now clipped to the branches of the tree.


  Joschka spoke in turn, “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light. Those who dwell in darkness, upon them has a light shone.”


  Elizabet, her blond hair gleaming gold in the firelight, recited, “And God separated the light from the darkness, and called the light ‘day,’ and the darkness ‘night,’ and saw that it was good.”


  Again Rachel fought to remain in control of herself. She knew those phrases all too well, from almost two decades of going to Mass with her adopted daughter. As Joschka picked up his youngest daughter and lifted her so that she could set a silver star on top of the tree, Rachel could no longer contain herself and began singing the Moravian hymn, “Wie leuchtet schön das Morgenstern,” how brightly beams the morning star. It had been one of Anna’s favorites. Rachel’s song rose from the shadows, bringing a light of its own to the dark room. Maria, the oldest daughter, turned to see who sang from the shadows, then added her voice to the familiar tune. 


  Soon, Rachel found herself in the center of a quiet crowd of Drachenburg residents. Everyone, staff and family, took turns adding ornaments to the tree, as Joschka and Peter watched for candle failures and smoking branches. The others sat around Rachel, listening to her sing, singing or humming along, or letting the music flow over them. She played Christmas music and other pieces as well, stopping every so often to rest her hands. Someone offered her hot cider, and as she drank, Karl-Heinz played a few tunes on his flute. 


  Everyone knew who was missing. But no one wailed or cried. Rachel lowered her shields a little. She felt their grief, but not the bitter hopelessness that she’d pulled Joschka out of. After everyone finished hanging glass balls and other things on the tree, Elizabet sniffed. “I wish Johann were here. I miss him.”


  “So do we all, dear,” her mother assured her. “But he is here,” and she tapped the young woman’s chest, over her heart. 


  Later, after everyone else had gone to bed, Joschka and Magda very carefully put out all the candles on the tree. Without thinking about it, Rachel began playing one of the carols that had never made sense to her, but that some humans seemed to like. Magda froze, tears streaming down her cheeks when she turned to look at Rachel. Joschka took his wife in his arms, stroking her curly red-blond hair, his own eyes glittering with unshed tears.


  “O sisters two, how may we do/ For to preserve this day/ This poor youngling, for whom we sing/ By low loo lee loo lay?” Rachel only thought the words, she did not sing them, but Magda and Joschka knew them as well. “Herod the King, in his raging/ Charged he has this day/ His men of might, in his own sight/ All children young to slay.” “The Coventry Carol” had to be one of the grimmest lullabies Rachel had ever learned.


  She let the last notes die in the air. Rachel intended to stop and leave the parents alone, but something moved her to begin one last song. 


  “Cold on his cradle the dewdrops are shining, low lies his bed with the beasts of the stall,” she sang the American version of the English song. “Brightest and best of the Sons of the Morning, dawn on our darkness and lend us Thine aid./ Star in the east, the horizon adorning, guide where our infant redeemer is laid.” The chorus ended in a whisper of silvery sound that rose into the darkness of the near-empty hall. Rachel’s hands dropped away from the strings. Magda and Joschka each laid a hand on one of her shoulders, then left.


  


  “My lord husband, where’s Lady Rachel?” Magda asked early the next morning. “Frauline Bann says that she’s not in her room.”


  Joschka blew a long stream of pipe smoke and looked up to the ceiling rafters. “There’s a fresh set of tracks leading out of the courtyard. Rachel cannot stay anywhere for long, my lady my love. Not now.”


  “I wanted to thank her.”


  Joschka drew from his pipe and sent two smoke rings up towards the ceiling. “I wager that she knows.” He started to say more, but the clatter of children rushing into the room stopped him. By tradition, the Graf provided Christmas for all the servants’ children and grandchildren, and the wave of eager, happy youngsters surged into the great room, washing towards the tree and the small gifts hidden in the branches. Magda and Joschka smiled despite the pain in their hearts, and he took his pipe out of his mouth long enough to kiss her. “She knows.”
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