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Prelude

Steven O’Grady






Some nights were worse than others. And some
were not half bad. Crazy thing, wasn’t it, that he could still
sometimes feel happy to be alive, joyous even?

“Boy you sure have a lot of prescription
bottles in there.” The guy’s silhouette appeared, backlit from the
bathroom light. “Uh, I mean, don’t want to pry or anything.”

“It’s okay,” said Steven. “I have leukemia.”
It was strange how light-hearted he felt saying that out loud. The
guy sat down on the bed and now Steven could see the beefy muscles
on his chest highlighted by the bathroom light and one bulging
bicep as the guy rubbed at the top of his shaggy haircut. “Does it
bother you?” asked Steven.

The guy lay down, stretching himself next to
Steven’s body. “No,” he said. “Illness doesn’t bother me. I’ve been
around sick people a lot.” He lay one big hand easily on Steven’s
thigh and stroked upwards. That wonderful rush of arousal ran up
Steven’s leg and into his balls. The guy squeezed and stroked and
nuzzled Steven’s shoulder.

“Oh,” said Steven. “Are you in the medical
profession?”

“Something like that,” said the guy. Steven
didn’t pry further. Pick-up protocol, you know. The guy was licking
Steven’s arm and working down his chest in slow easy swipes
now.

“You feeling any better?” asked Steven
carefully.

He saw the guy’s head shift to look down at
his own body. “No,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry,” said Steven, sincerely. “I mean are you sure you want
to…” he shivered when the guys teeth enclosed one of his
nipples.

“Yeah,” said the guy roughly. “Don’t worry
about it.” His mouth was traveling downwards, his tongue moving
rapidly, soothing and stimulating and Steven arched against it,
squeezing his eyes shut and just enjoying.

Yeah, some nights life was pretty damn good.
Good enough to fight for. Good enough to keep taking those damn
pills and keep up the chemo and … “Ah! Oh, yeah, that’s…” And his
dick and the back of the guy’s throat had a little epiphany
together.

*****

Steven had fallen asleep finally and his
visitor stood in the doorway, looking back one last time before
leaving. “Go not gentle into that good night, Steven O’Grady,” he
said. And he shut the door, checking to engage the lock first, with
a quiet little snick







Chapter One






O’Grady






In a city the size of New York it is easy to
disappear. Or if not to disappear, to become transparent. To be
seen through.

The banshee of the clan O’Grady was almost
invisible to the mourners emerging from St. Patrick’s Cathedral.
Which was just as well, under the circumstances. He was a good
three sheets to the wind, and looked less like a terrifying
apparition and more like a bundle of rags blown up against the
walls of St. Patrick’s. Uncombed hair, untied boots, his shirt
tails hanging half out. Occasionally he dug into the breast pocket
of his long, wrinkled, spotted black coat and pulled out a flask.
Tipped its brass bottom to the sky, drinking deeply. As harbingers
go, he was a disgrace.

If his inebriation and dishabille did not shock the
clansmembers who might have seen him, his gender would certainly
have given the older, and more traditional ones, pause. After all,
the clan O’Grady was one of the five old clans. It was a steep
fall, indeed, when they had only one banshee left, and that a
male.

Two stout women dressed in black worked their
way through the doors near the banshee’s post. He swayed for
balance, one foot scraping into an empty beer bottle, and the elder
of the two turned towards him.

The matron of the clan O’Grady scanned her
banshee from head to toe. Said banshee screwed his face into a
disagreeable expression, shook his raggedy locks in a half-hearted
way, and tried to remember his lines. “Brrzap?…” he said. He hadn’t
spoken below a howl in so long his voice sounded like it was full
of sand

The stately old lady made a sour,
disapproving face, then turned her back on the harbinger of death
and protective guardian of her clan and proceeded down the steps
onto Fifth Avenue.

“Aw, fucking hell,” said
the banshee hoarsely, falling back against a pillar. Well, didn’t
that just figure. First time in half a century a member of the
blood had seen him at the job and he’d mucked it up.

Time was, the sight of him would have sent
the old hag screaming though the streets. The banshee rubbed big
knuckles across his eyes and imagined it for a moment. The old
woman’s face, as she’d turn, running back into the church,
caterwauling like a banshee herself.

“Mother Mary and Joseph!” Crossing herself
frantically, “I’ve seen him!” Then, thought the banshee, she’d most
likely fall over in a faint.

The banshee O’Grady tipped his head to one
side and reconsidered. Okay, he thought, so maybe he preferred the
disgusted look and the cold shoulder. At least then he wouldn’t
have caused the old crone a heart attack. O’Grady tipped back his
flask and practically drained it, long hair falling back, exposing
his strong white throat. He had enough remorse, he figured.

The Daniel who lay in the casket in St.
Patrick’s had been old and ill and his death had been expected, of
course. And to be honest, the banshee had felt somewhat foolish
standing on the roof of the hospital screaming his warning.
“Oooeee, the ninety nine year old man with the bad heart is going
to die,” he’d yelled. “Who woulda thought it?” and he’d slipped on
the damp clay tile, fallen, and spent the rest of his portent time
in an azalea bush. So the clan’s loss had been expected. The grief
the banshee channeled, mild.

But grief wasn’t the reason that he
drank.

The remaining family spilled through the
church doors, releasing the odor of myrrh and lilies and the
banshee drifted behind them. As they climbed into their cars,
hailed taxis, he stood, wavering and grumbling on the curb.

“O’Grady…” hissed a voice at his feet.

The banshee took a stumbling step back and
peered through shaggy bangs at the gutter. In the gloom within a
drainage hole, malevolent, slime green eyes blinked and tilted up
with pleasure. Oh. A sewer bogie. The banshee glanced quickly up
and down the curb to see that no clansmen were in immediate danger,
then made an expressive and universally understood gesture at the
bogart.

The expression of pleasure in those eyes
didn’t abate. “Watch your step, O’Grady,” hissed the bogart. He
laughed through his teeth. It sounded like water running over
concrete. Ss. ss. ss.

“Why?” asked the banshee O’Grady. He cleared
the sandpaper from his throat, fumbled for his flask. But the
bogart’s eyes blinked once and disappeared. O’Grady shook his head
hard and looked around for his clan. He saw the few who remained
entering a nearby pub and he followed. Drawn, as always, by the
call of the blood.

*****

O’Grady sat in a corner of the pub’s outdoor
terrace and sulked.

It wasn’t a proper wake at all. No dancing, very
little drinking. Well, except for himself, of course. O’Grady
mulled this fact over, tipping the filigreed silver flask back and
forth, watching its design wink under the thin winter sun. He
toasted the deceased once more.

“Things fall apart,” O’Grady quoted his
favorite poet softly. The clan milled around him, somber,
well-bred. No tales of the life of Daniel. Not even one sorry lout
attempting to sing ‘Danny Boy’. It was pathetic.

They discussed mortgages, schools for the
children, events of the news. O’Grady felt … bored. And how
horrible was that? He should be channeling the grief of the clan
and all he felt was ‘blah’.

“The center can not hold,” quothe O’Grady,
and he tipped back his flask. For O’Grady, the center had always
been, would always be, his clan. Their living swirling matrix of
blood and family. His heart, his core. Now thinned and spread
across this vast foreign land like a dissipating mist.

He blamed the English. He
was a little confused as to how it was their fault
this time. But he
settled on it and had another drink to celebrate having
successfully found someone to blame for the sorry state of clan
affairs. To the English. Sod ‘em.

*****

Maeebsef






Maeebsef had to admit that he probably
shouldn’t have opened his mouth. The whole room was silent,
everyone seemed frozen in the midst of their actions. His brother,
laughing decorously at one of his suitor’s jokes, his mother,
pouring the nasturtium tea into cups. They stared at him as if fire
had just erupted from his mouth.

“But that’s just my opinion,” said Maeebsef
meekly.

His suitor set down her tea cup and stood,
brushing her coat distastefully. “May,” she addressed his mother.
“I’m afraid I have another engagement.”

His mother nodded, flashing him a look. Her
face was bright red with embarrassment.

She was well-bred enough to wait until later
to berate him. “Why do you have to be so opinionated,
Maeebsef?”

“I’m not,” he said.
“You know the
Elders have been delaying too long…”

“That is not for you to say,” said his
mother, sharply. “It is not a male’s place to speak of politics.”
Maeebsef flushed. His mother never spoke to him harshly.

She had raised him correctly. Maab knew, it
was not his mother’s fault. He had been pampered, taught the arts,
taught taste and to sing and to please. Taught to be soft and a
little stupid. Except he wasn’t stupid. He was curious and quick of
wit. Frustrated and bored with sitting about waiting for some woman
to court him.

All the females seemed interested in was his
appearance. They petted and fawned and spoke of nothing
interesting. Called him pretty and sweet and didn’t listen to a
word he said.

But, “I’ll try mama,” he said. She was
frowning now at his shirt and muttering about cleaning and expense.
He felt a twinge of guilt. His poor mama. She thought this
reflected on her. Thought she didn’t dress him well enough, hadn’t
schooled him well enough. Or perhaps, too well. He knew she blamed
herself for his unseemly wit. His perspicuous observations. That’s
what happened when one taught a male.

But Maeebsef knew the real cause of his
suitor troubles. It was his Big Secret.

*****

It had really begun because of a suitor. A
particularly loathsome one, as he remembered. The suitor’s breath
had been foul and her teeth ugly and crooked. Her rough hands
petted his skin in a manner that made an unpleasant tickle run up
the back of his throat and he’d gagged and turned away. She hadn’t
liked that much.

There had been some loud words. An
agonizingly embarrassing moment. And Maeebsef had bolted. Blindly
running into the remote areas of the grove where he was used to
hiding.

He’d found himself after a while in the
thickets beyond the lake. He liked to go there sometimes, though it
was an area they were discouraged from. There were many small
creatures that lived there and he liked to watch them. Liked to
observe their habits. Maeebsef lived in a rigid, ritual laden
society and it intrigued him to see creatures who didn’t live by
such rules. Creatures who behaved instinctively or as they
would.

This time, he was teasing a tree-frog from
its hole when he heard a step on the path.

Maeebsef had seen humans before, of course,
but he’d never seen one so near. The man was tall and dressed
somberly, like a woman. He had dark hair and a growth of beard,
trimmed neatly. It made him look very clever. He swung a walking
stick with a brass tipped end and Maeebsef was so taken by the
sight he forgot himself and pushed his foot down into the
bracken.

“Hello?” said the man. He paused on the
pathway, poking at a bit of soft earth with his stick, and looking
around.

Maeebsef made himself very very still. But
the human had sharp eyes, and there was little foliage on the
branches of the bushes in this season. He looked directly at
Maeebsef. “Hi there.”

Maeebsef was a little surprised to be
addressed so openly. He stood, pushing aside the branches.
“Greetings,” he said.

The man, too, looked somewhat taken aback,
but quickly recovered his aplomb. He had green eyes, Maeebsef
noticed. They scanned him up and down, appreciatively. Maeebsef was
accustomed to being looked at so, but never by a male. He preened
slightly.

“Are you here alone?” said the man, idly
swinging his stick back and forth.

Maeebsef nodded.

“Are you lonely?” said the man and Maeebsef
felt he had been struck by a bolt from the sky. How could this
human know what lay in his, Maeebsef’s soul? Even his own mother
had no idea of his loneliness.

He nodded again, feeling suddenly
desolate.

The man looked at him intently, the eyes that
held Maeebsef seemed to issue some sort of heat. “Do you want to be
friends?” he said.

Maeebsef found himself entering the pathway
with the human, following him as the man turned slowly and walked
towards a human built structure. Maeebsef paused. He had never
dared enter one of these. But the human walked through, glancing
back at Maeebsef with a kind of worried vulnerability in his eyes
and Maeebsef followed.

*****

“Oh. Yes, that’s … oh…”

Maeebsef had never known he wanted this,
never known he needed it. The man’s trousers were fallen to his
shoes. His underclothing open, his organ warm and hard and
throbbing in Maeebsef’s hungry mouth.

“God…” breathed the man, the hair of his body
against Maeebsef’s lips. His calloused human fingers in Maeebsef’s
hair. “Suck it, that’s oh…” Beneath Maeebsef’s hands, the man’s
warm sweaty skin writhed and he pushed the length down Maeebsef’s
throat.

Maeebsef swallowed eagerly, his tongue
wrapped around the wonderful soft skin, his own organ hard and
throbbing, so that he had to rub it with the heel of his hand. He
tasted salty fluid in the back of his throat and then the man’s
skin tightened and seemed to bunch under his hand. He suckled hard,
coaxing the man’s organ to rear against his mouth, his tongue
teasing and sliding up and down the vein, seducing the fluids that
hid in the tightening sacs. Maeebsef let his hands longingly fondle
those sacs and sucked harder.

The man inhaled sharply. “Christ,” he
hissed.

His organ tasted like salt and animal. Like
the smell of the earth when it wakened in the spring. It addressed
something primal in Maeebsef, some need he had never known he had.
Maeebsef opened his leggings and found himself hard. He gripped his
shaft and pumped it firmly, pleasure in his mouth and at his groin
making him moan.

“Yeah, that’s right,” said the man in a
guttural voice. “Pull yourself. Lemme see it.”

Maeebsef did. And suddenly the man’s hips
jerked and shoved. He grunted and his organ leapt and flooded
Maeebsef’s mouth with a fluid better than ambrosia. Stuff that
seemed to fill up empty places in Maeebsef’s being that he had
never even known needed to be filled. Maeebsef suckled still, even
as the fluid wore out, feeling the heat of his own release,
spilling himself upon the clay flooring. Then the man’s fingers
gently pushed Maeebsef’s head away.

“Fuck, what a … you’re a natural cocksucker,
kid,” said the man, patting his head.

Maeebsef looked up at him, licking his lips
and smiling. “I enjoyed it also,” he said.

The man gave him a small smile, tucking
himself back into his pants. “Well,” he strode to the stone sink,
turned a knob and made water come out. Wet his hands.

Maeebsef watched this magic in some awe.
“What is your name?” he asked, wonderingly.

“Samuel,” said the man, not looking at
him.

“My name is Maeebsef.”

“Really?” said Samuel, running his dampened
hands over his face and hair in

some mysterious ritual. “Well, thanks, um,
Mobbif. See you around…” And he walked out the door. Maeebsef
scampered after him. He saw Samuel walking very quickly down the
pathway. Maeebsef was able to follow him all the way to one of
those burrows in the ground, the humans had built.

Then Samuel jogged down the steps into the burrow
and Maeebsef fell back in despair. He had never entered a burrow.
As far as he knew, none of his folk had. He hesitated at the
entrance, terrified but drawn to follow. Finally, his fear won out
and he walked sadly back to his home. To his mother’s displeasure
and his ugly suitors.

That was Maeebsef’s Big Secret. Because, of
course, what he and Samuel had done was taboo. So strictly
forbidden he hadn’t even known what it was until he’d had time,
back in his own place and still tingling with the encounter, to
ruminate on it. Oh, he’d realized. Sex. They’d had sex. The logical
mechanisms of Maeebsef’s mind followed this insight to its obvious
conclusion. He, Maeebsef, was an aberration.

So, for a week or so, he completely avoided
the area where he’d seen Samuel. Tried to be attentive and pleasant
towards the potential suitors. Stayed near his mother and took care
over his nice clothes. And then he couldn’t bear it any longer.

*****

Maeebsef had spent days dawdling around the same
spot. Near the footpath where he had first encountered Samuel. His
Samuel, as he thought of him now. Maeebsef’s mother complained of
the torn and muddy leggings, gave him dark looks of concern, but he
felt magnetized to the spot. The taste of Samuel, his essence
flooding into him, despite the taboo, Maeebsef craved these things.
He would play amongst the bushes up and down the footpath and dream
of His Samuel.

Then one afternoon the man himself appeared
again.

Maeebsef was so overjoyed; he practically
leapt from the bushes. Samuel jumped back, his walking stick raised
defensively. Maeebsef spread his arms. “Greetings!” he said, “it is
I!”

Samuel’s stick lowered towards the ground.
“Oh,” he said “yeah. You’re that kid…”

He looked good, thought Maeebsef. He had
trimmed his hair, but the clever goatee was the same. Samuel’s
glance darted from Maeebsef to the bushes and trees around them,
then back. “How you been?” he asked.

Lonely, thought Maeebsef. Hungry. He saw the thought in his
mind and wondered at it. He shrugged. Licked his lips.

Samuel’s pretty eyes were still scanning the
area around them as he spoke. “I remember you,” he said, grinning
and shifting his weight from foot to foot.

Maeebsef smiled back at him, delighted.

It was the same as before, though Maeebsef
thought the anticipation made it better. Samuel led Maeebsef to the
same human shelter. They went into the same back stall. Then Samuel
loosened the metal closing to his trousers and dropped them,
spreading his legs slightly and looking out the door as Maeebsef
greedily took his organ into his mouth.

Maeebsef knew, this time, how it would taste
when the essence filled his mouth and he suddenly realized how much
he had missed that taste, how much he needed it.

Maeebsef reached down and unlaced his own
leggings, wrapped his free hand around his own shaft.

“Yeah, that’s right,” said Samuel in his
special, husky, voice. “Lemme see that pretty cock.”

Maeebsef did. And, as before, Samuel’s hips
jerked and shoved and his organ leapt and flooded Maeebsef’s mouth.
And as before, Maeebsef felt the heat of his own release, spilling
himself upon the clay flooring.

He kept sucking, swallowing avidly, never
wanting it to stop. He had been waiting for this. Longing,
dreaming, for so many weeks, he couldn’t let it be over yet…

“Okay…” Samuel was patting at his head, his
hips trying to tug free. Maeebsef made a whimpering noise, adverse
to releasing that flavor so soon, and held on. He let the tips of
his teeth grab at the base of Samuel’s organ. Samuel yelped and put
his hand on Maeebsef’s face, his nails a bit sharp. So Maeebsef
gave in, reluctantly, his mouth pulling off with a pop. He looked
at the organ longingly, licking his lips. “Heh,” said Samuel,
tucking himself back into his underclothing. “Gets a little
sensitive, you know, kid?”

Maeebsef sat back on his heels. He felt
confused. Full and yet empty. Lost, even. He looked up at Samuel.
“What do we do now?” he asked.

Samuel looked startled. “Um…I…” He retreated
to the basin in the wall and performed the water magic again. “Got
places I have to be,” he said, rubbing his hands under the
stream.

Maeebsef stood, leaning against the walls and
watching in awe. “How did you learn that,” he gestured towards the
sink. Samuel looked where Maeebsef gestured. Looked at his hands.
“Hygiene, I guess,” he said. “Habits your mom teaches you, I guess.
What? Seems stupid when I’m not using protection? Yeah, I
guess.”

“Your mother taught you?” said Maeebsef
eagerly. “My mother taught me as well.” He wondered what
protections Samuel knew. Why he wasn’t using them now. Maeebsef’s
mother had given him charms. Mostly wards against the pranks of
other faeries. He wore them always. He hoped that the reason Samuel
didn’t use his own protections was because he trusted Maeebsef. But
that made sense. They were bonded.

Samuel looked at him oddly. “Good for you
kid,” he said, stepping back and jerking white towels from a
container in the wall, rubbing his hands in them. He nodded towards
the still running water. “Help yerself.”

Maeebsef laced himself back into his
leggings. He approached the basin with some trepidation and held
his hands under that running stream. It was warm, unlike any lake
water he had ever known. The pressure urgent and strong. He rotated
his hands under it in wonder. “I would learn this magic,” Maeebsef
said. When there was no answer, Maeebsef turned and found Samuel
gone.

As before, Maeebsef scampered after him. As
before, Samuel was walking very quickly down the pathway, but
Maeebsef was fast and he was able to follow him all the way to the
burrow. Samuel jogged down the steps into the burrow.

Maeebsef wavered at the entrance, in an agony
of combating fear and desire. Finally, his desire won out and he
ran down the dampish stone steps into the darkness. Hopping easily
over the aluminum barriers, and onto a conveyance of some sort that
he saw Samuel entering.

Samuel’s eyes were wide and rolled slightly
when he saw Maeebsef come into the vehicle behind him. Maeebsef
waved and was working his way through the other people between
himself and Samuel when the vehicle stopped, the walls opened and
Samuel disappeared.

Maeebsef was confused for a moment, but then
he saw that one could walk through the openings in the wall easily
when the vehicle stopped. A few minutes later, the walls opened
again. He was only minutes from where Samuel had disembarked, so he
was sure he would find him once he climbed out of the burrow.

But of course he hadn’t.


CHAPTER TWO






“What beast…” quothe O’Grady, well into his
Yeats and moving inexorably towards Dylan Thomas. He staggered to
his feet and surveyed the remnants of his clan with a walleyed
glance. What beast indeed. He allowed himself, wavering there, half
manifest, half smoke, to think on the sewer bogie this morning.
O’Grady had had several such encounters in the last few days. He
wondered what they meant. Naturally, he wondered primarily if they
meant any danger to his clan.

The only members of the clan left around him
now were those who shared his love of liquor. O’Grady eyed them
with concern, wondering if he needed to warn anyone against
driving. That was when the other caught his eye. Someone not of the
clan.

The stranger held a pitcher of cream in his
hand and was squeezing honey into it from a plastic bear-shaped
bottle. His focus was entirely on his task, his face somewhat
pinched and desperate. The banshee was first taken by that
expression. And then he noticed that the stranger wore only shirt
sleeves in the bitter winter air. A white satin shirt with half a
dozen mother-of-pearl buttons running up the side of the cuffs,
beads and silver threads stitched into the collar. And, as the
stranger’s head shook, with shivers of cold or fear, the iridescent
rainbows shimmered in his white blonde hair and around his tiny,
pointed, ears.

What was one of the Folk doing amongst his
clan?

*****

The faerie looked up, startled, when O’Grady
pulled out the aluminum chair and sat down next to him. His hand
tightened possessively around the pitcher of ambrosia he had made,
and O’Grady recognized the pinched mouth, the bulging eyes, of
hunger. He nodded at him.

“Go ahead,” he said in his gravelly voice. “I
won’t take it from you.”

The faerie raised the pitcher and gulped the
concoction down, his eyes on O'Grady throughout. They were the kind
of eyes that threw a glamour over humans, thought O’Grady. Their
irises a purple blue, like the small flowers that grew across the
Sheep Meadow in the park in the springtime. As he looked into them,
he thought he could feel the spell of it, something moving deep
inside him, and he forced himself to look away.

“If you’ve come to take a child,” he warned
harshly, eyes still cast away. “I think I can stop you.”

The faerie set down the pitcher with a sharp
smack, and spread one hand on top of the table. His fingers were
long and very white. The nails perfect oblongs of shining pink
enamel. O’Grady noted the flash of some unusual stone on one of the
many gold bands that decorated the slim hands.

“I am not of the Changelings,” said the
faerie in a pretty voice, a husky tenor with an odd accent. He
sounded slightly offended. O’Grady dared to look back into the
attractive face and saw something more than prettiness there. Some
intelligence.

“I meant no insult,” said O’Grady politely.
“I have a right to ask. These humans are… under my protection.”

The faerie’s nostrils flared infinitesimally
and O’Grady knew his calling had been scented. “I had heard there
were males,” said the faerie.

O’Grady was no stranger to shame. But still,
warmth rose in his cheeks. “What do you want here?” he asked
fiercely.

“Nothing,” said the faerie flatly. His
expression guarded. “I… followed someone and I lost … I lost him
and then I …” he looked away, his voice trailing off.

O’Grady latched onto the most dangerous
admission. Dangerous to the clan, that is. “You followed
someone?”

The faerie’s eyes remained lowered, his
cheeks, in the pale skin, went scarlet. “A man.”

“You said you weren’t of the
Changelings.”

“I’m not,” the faerie replied, heatedly.
Then, in a weaker voice, “We are…were…friends, he and I …”

“A human?”

The faerie shrugged his shoulders
miserably.

“A human led you astray and then evaded
you?”

The fey didn’t answer; his lowered, shamed,
head spoke the truth of it.

O’Grady laughed. He couldn’t have said why.
He was generally a compassionate sort. Part of the job description.
But somehow it was good to not be the only one ashamed.

“I’ve never seen this place before,” said the
faerie in a low, fierce voice. “anyone would have become lost. And
he didn’t do it on purpose. He’s … he’s probably wondering where I
am right now!”

O’Grady rubbed at his face, trying to mask
the smile. That damnable sympathy was kicking in and the poor kid
looked like he’d had a rough day. “So, what are you going to do
now?”

The faerie slouched lower in his chair. “I
don’t know,” he admitted.

O’Grady sighed. The fey looked barely old
enough to have left his parents house yet. “You far from home,
then?” he asked.

The faerie shrugged. He flinched and seemed
to shiver uncontrollably.

O’ Grady looked him over. The clothes were
very fine, if a trifle frilly. And completely inappropriate to the
climate. “Are you cold?”

“Cold?” said the faerie. “I don’t know.”

O’Grady had on a woolen cable sweater, and
under that his hairsuit vest. He shrugged off his wool mourning
coat and draped the thing over the faeries shoulders, saying
roughly, “I know it stinks but it’s better than freezing.”

“It doesn’t… I … “ that odd accent thickened.
“I thank you for your kindness stranger,” said the youth, very
formally, his cheeks still bright pink.

“Never mind,” said O’Grady, oddly embarrassed
by the gratitude. “Any one would give it to you.” He pulled his
flask out from its pocket and swallowed long and deeply, studying
the fey. He offered a nip to the boy, but the faerie only regarded
the flask with a kind of shock. O’Grady withdrew the offer. Knocked
back another on the boy’s behalf. “What’s your name, son?” he
asked.

The pink in the faerie’s cheeks drained away.
“My…my…” he stammered, looking about as if for a hiding place.

Oh. That whole entrapment clause. O’Grady had
been around humans for so long he had forgotten.

“I won’t lay a spell on you, silly boy,” he
growled. “I’m not human.”

“And I’m not a boy,” said the fey, quick and
snappish.

It was so much what a boy would say, O’Grady
had to smile.

“Course you ain’t,” he grinned. It was an
unfamiliar expression for his face to assume, and he must not have
pulled it off. Because the fey seemed startled when he did it.
O’Grady let his face relax into its habitual frown.

The faeries gaze traveled over O’Grady, and
the banshee was struck again by that impression of intelligence
hiding beneath the gilt and ribbons.

The fey seemed to reach some decision. “My
name is Maeebsef,” he said.

O’Grady nodded. “Pleased ta meetchya,
Maeebsef.” He waived his brandy flask. “Where are you from?”

“From?” He was given a puzzled look.

“Where do you live?” asked O’Grady,
patiently.

“The Grove,” said Maeebsef immediately.

“Huh,” said O’Grady. “Where the feckin’ fell
is that?”

Maeebsef looked startled and then a little
worried. “I don’t know.”
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