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TheRest of Your Lifein a Day

Elizabeth Bear
(First published in Baen's Universe, 2007)

The tattoo artist was Y ukako Kobayashi, and shewasin her sixties or seventies--or possibly older. Her
hair was skinned back in abun; her cheekbones lifted like unfurling wings under button-bright eyes. She
wastiny in her batwing sweater and leggings, scrunchy ef boots pooled at her ankles, and Matt wasjust
barely thankful that she hadn't opted for the Laura Holt hair to complete the ouitfit.

Hewasdl for cognitive dissonance. Sometimes.

She didn't turn her back while he undressed, except incidentaly as she readied her machine and needles
and the dishes of black ironink. Matt had handled the depilation himsdf. She did glance acrossashe did
off hisbriefs, and said "Y our glassestoo, please.”

He pushed them up his nose with histhumb, reflexively, and caught himsdlf with a short self-conscious
laugh. He had come done; hisonly family, hisbrother Kelly, was practicing with his band--which meant
smoking somejoints and drinking some beers more than actualy playing any music, if Kely's bitching
about his bandmates was anything to go on.

That was fine with Matt: he hadn't been there when Kelly got hisink, and he would be damned if Kelly
was going to gloat over the pained faces Mait was sure hed make. And if hetold him no, thanks, I'll do it
alone, hewouldn't get his hopes dashed when Kdly said hed come and didn't show.

Naked, denuded, Matt sat on the edge of the bench, paper crumpling under his ass, iff plagtic denting
benesth that. He could barely hear the street noise; easy to forget that New Y ork was going about its
business just the other side of the locked, shaded glass doors. Miss Kobayashi pulled on latex gloves--he
hadn't known they made them in such small sizes-and whedled her work surface over. He watched her,
deft and precise, astudy in gray and black and white, and tried to breasthe normally. The ink had an odor
toit, chemicd, not unpleasant. He wondered how it would smell mixed with blood.

"Liedown," shesaid, in the same even tone sheld said everything to him since he and his archmage, Jane,
camein to make the gppointment. He did, staring at the ceiling. It was clean and interesting, hung with
colored silks. The light was good, spotless and white.

Miss Kobayashi wasaMage, like Jane, like Kelly. Like Matt was training to become. Hefelt her iron
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rings through her glove when she patted his hip. As her hands moved over the tray, hedd seen them, lined
with pae gold and set with black and gray cord. "Jane says you're sworn chaste." Her Englishwas as
American as her outfit, her voice younger than her age and light in tone. "That's an unusudly powerful
offering for ayoung Mage these days.”

"I'mnot aMageyet.”
She showed him teeth like stained pearls. ™Y ou will be when I'm done with you."

Theway she sad it lifted the hairs on his neck. He bit hislip, shut hiseydids. Anything Kelly could do,
Matt could do... nearly aswell. He needed the power. He had reasons.

"We gtart at the center,” she explained. Another quick pat, which might have been meant to soothe but
left him twitching like anervous bird. "The organs of generation, and then next time, the heart. Y ou
are--right handed? Then wefinish with that. It will take ayear and aday.”

He smelled soap, studied the celling as she washed him with impersonal competence. And then therewas
texture--cool ness, a sharp pinch, the sensation of weight and stretching as she handled his genitals. He
looked down; she'd locked a chromed stedl, leather, and rubber cage around the base of his penis and
scrotum. "Keepstheblood in," she said. "Otherwise, a the first needle prick--like aturtle!™

Show a little faith, he dmost said, but instead laid his head back on the table and tried not to fed the
blood risng in hisface. Or hispenis. "If you need abresk," she said, "you tell me."

Firgt, she made him hard. With quick, sharp strokes of her hand, the glove catching on his
razor-senditized skin. He turned aside, embarrassed at how easily he responded to the casua touch of a
woman threetimes his age.

"Do | have your consent, Matthew Patrick Szczegielniak?"!

Point of no return. Thiswas strength. Thiswas armor. Thiswas awegpon against the creatures who had
left him aonein theworld, except for Kelly--at firg--and then later, when she had unofficialy adopted
them, Jane. Not that he remembered his parents. Not well, anyway.

"Yes" Matt sad, and made himsdf open hiseyes. At first he thought with relief that only kind of tickles
, but then he redlized she was drawing careful curlicues over hisgroin with amagic marker.

Thefirst stab was bad, sharp. The machine buzzed; he tightened his hands on the edge of the table and
held on, breathing deep and dow, and the pain tangled and became complex. Hed been told to expect a
floating sensation, but it was more than that. Oh, it hurt al right, but not as badly as he'd feared. In fact--

"Giveme asecond,” he said, and the needle came off his skin, blessed relief that nevertheessleft him
abruptly lonely. He redlized how much held been fedling the vibration, down both legs and up to his solar
plexus. Histhighs trembled, his ass and abdomina musclesflexed. He curled up, on hiselbows, and let
himself gasp like an overhegated cat. A thin dick of shining fluid covered hisgenitals, and he almost
thought he saw something shimmer behind it. | can do this. | can do anything, if | want the reward
bad enough.

And he wanted it. Jane would make him awarrior monk, she said. Like Gaahad. All he had to do was
get through this, commit himself to the order, keep putting his heart and body into the training and sheld
make him what he wanted to be.

"All right,” hesaid. "I can do this"" And made himself lie back down.



After that, it went fine for awhile. Once he called arest and once she did, when he had lost track of what
was happening and was just lying on his back, eyes closed, feding the needles perforate skin. The
sensations became warmer, rounder. Until she stretched the skin of his scrotum over awooden spoon to
make a smooth surface for the buzzing needles. That seared like abrand.

By then, it only made him harder.

The cock ring was, quite frankly, humiliating. Still, Miss Kobayashi was dinicd, impersona, and mostly
did not try to engage him in conversation. So no, it wasn't nearly as bad as Kelly had insinuated--but
then, he thought Kelly had been trying to psych him ouit.

Big brothers. That bully stresk was part of their charm.

He heard himself breathing, deep-chested gasps. Not just the pain of the needles, now; arooted ache
was building behind histesticles. And fire along his nerves, drawn asif with a pen--things flickered and
moved in the corners of hisvison. He felt himsdlf observed, and cringed from it. There was no one here
but the two of them.

He had the sudden crazy urgeto thrugt, to push himsdf into her hand, and lifted hisfeet afraction of an
inch. A spiked band of fear, of what the needles could do to him if hewasn't Hill, tightened around his
heart, and he mastered himsalf. The chatter of the machine stopped; she stepped back. "Matthew?"

And then the giggles hit, making his digphragm shake while he stuffed hisfist against his mouth and tried
to keep ill.

When he had himsalf under control, he peeked to see if Miss K obayashi was glowering. She huffed
approvingly and patted his hip, and he clinked to clear the smear of light haloing her smal hands from his
vison. A sghof relief trickled out. "Sorry."

"Perfectly normal reaction,” she said, and bent his penisto the lft to get a better angle. Thelineshad to
be gone over severd times to make them dark. It was ddlicate work; too shallow and the ink would fade,
too deep and it would scar.

Miss Kobayashi played no music while she worked, but bent close enough to his sengtive, fresh-shaven
skin that he could sometimesfed her breath. He told himsdlf storiesto passthe time, and honestly, to
distract himsdlf from that aching edge of orgasm that was becoming an unreenting pressure, and the way
the world swam in front of hisvision, the muttering voices he almost thought he heard.

The stories he used were fairy taes, the ones Jane insisted Matt memorize and Kelly scoffed at.

It was okay for Kelly to scoff; he could play an instrument. Matt had to make do with Bluebeard. Iron
John. The Firebird.

That one was particularly good, especidly the part where Tsarevich lvan was chopped up by hiswicked
brothers.

And then Mait thought of the best one, and had a good fifteen minutes with the Beautiful Vassilisaand
BabaY aga, though he never managed to forget the scratch, scratch of the needles, or the way the
electricity--the magic, it had to be--scoured him inside and out. Passion was power, and power was
passion. If thisislikethis, | wonder how sex feels.

He remembered ancther fairy tale with the Baba Y again it, and the dol| that V assilisa's dead mother had
left her, that guided her through her captivity by her wicked step-family, and by the witch Baba Y aga
too. Eat a little, and drink a little, and listen to my grief.



His mother had left him something too. Magic, and the Prometheus Club. And Kélly.

He amost didn't notice when the needle stopped, when cool latex-gloved fingers encircled the base of his
penis. He was somewhere el se, focused entirdly, watching the old witch fly with her iron mortar and
pestle for acart, sweeping away the dust behind. There was a pop, an appaling sudden easing--and

Matt startled himsdlf with a breathtaking, uncomfortable gaculation that Ieft him panting like an animd,
hands clenched on the bench. " Shit," he said, when he could spesk for breathing.

"It'sokay," she said. And she'd been ready for him, too; there was awad of paper towelsin her hand,
which sheleft stowed ingde the right glove as she snapped them inside out. God, was he that obvious?
"That's not aviolation of your oath, | don't think." She dabbed ddlicately at the bloody skin with apad of
gauze, patting rather than rubbing. He winced. It hurt now--histesticles ached; his penisfelt
sandpapered--and there was nothing transcendent about this pain.

But there had been.

Miss Kobayashi clucked her tongue and stepped back, returning amoment later with a sheaf of mimeos
and atube. "Here are the care ingtructions. Here's the cream--use it before you dress, and then again
after you wash--and wash it as soon as you get home. And if it itches, either gpply lotion, or dap at it.
Don't rub."

"Y es, Miss Kobayashi." Easier said than done, heimagined.

She gave him asort of asmile. "Don't forget your spectacles. I'll see you next week, Matthew.”

*

When Matty staggered out of the tattoo parlor--there was a closed sign hung on the door, but it wasn't
like Kelly had forgotten how to find the place in two years--helooked just about as white and exhausted
as Kdly had expected. And he walked right past Kelly, inward-turned, focused on hispain, on trying to
move normdly.

Kdly had been listening to Y ngvie Mamsteen on his Wakman, haf-tranced by the soar and the grind of
the hard-driving sound. That was red magic. Matt's fairy-tale crap, the Prometheus Club's
mani pul ations--those could not compete. Bards had alway's been the real mages.

Rductantly, Kdly flipped the music off with his thumb.

"Hey, Matty," he said, and Matt spun around, as light on the balls his feet as he was on the basketball
court. Matt had gotten al the athleticism. Well, most of it. Some.

And then he saw Kelly and let the exhaustion show, and aso his pleasure. "Oh, you came.”

"Sure" Kelly said. "The guyswere pissng me off anyway. They don't redly give ashit about playing, they
just want to coast and pick up chicks. Y ou want to get something to eat?"

"I could kill," Matt said, after adelay asif he checked systems and was surprised to find himsdf hungry.
"Y ou got aplacein mind?"

"Jane said we should come over.” Kdly indicated hiswristwatch.
Matt nodded. "I don't know that I'm up for along visit, though.”

They waked sde by side, Kdly limiting his stride out of consideration. "It went okay?"



Hedidn't need to turn to see Mait blush. Scarlet, from the dimple of his collarbones al the way up.
"Yeah," hesad. "Not too bad.”

"Wadll, dl right then." Kelly said. And stepped into the street to hail acab. " Screw this. It's your birthday.
Let'sgoingyle”

Mait paid for the cab, but it didn't actually matter. It was dl Jane's money anyway. When hedugin his
pockets, he unearthed the clutter that collected there--a matchbook, some steel washers and bdll
bearings, a packet of sesame seeds. Kelly more or less pretended not to know him until he sorted it out,
which was agood trick when Maitt kept handing him things.

She had said to come to her private apartment on the Upper East Side rather than the Prometheus Club
ritual space on the Upper West. They waked in past the doorman--he gave them alittle wink; they were
regulars--but Matt hesitated and didn't quite push the elevator button. "What's that?"

Kely squinted. He didn't see anything unusual. But there was the usua susurrus of soft voices, the stones
of the building awakened by a Mage's residence and presence. They liked having someoneto tak to.

"Y ou hear that? Already? It's the apartment building. Talking to itself.” He cocked an ear. " Somebody on
the third floor just brought home anew baby."

"Isthisnorma?'

Of course Matt knew it was. But it wasweird, Kelly remembered, suddenly hearing the city grumbling to
itself when it turned over initsdeep.

"It'sjudt alittle... early,” Kely said, hoping Matt wouldn't notice the hesitation. Darmn, he thought. He's
going to be better at this than me, too.

Not thet it redly mattered. All Kely cared about was the music, and Matt didn't want anything to do with
that.

"You know," Matt said, asif he knew what Kelly wasthinking, "theresaverson of Red Riding Hood
where the wolf asks her if shelll betravelling viathe road of pins, or the road of needles.”

"So what's that got to do with anything?'

"That's us. Pinsand needles. Music and stories. Two different waysto get there. Both of them involve
thingsthat can stab you through the heart.”

Kdly stared a Matt for aminute, and then leaned on the button again. "It ain't magic if you don't bleed,”
he said, 0 softly he didn't think his brother heard him.

*

Jane Andraste was dender, fiftyish, and lucent. Her iron rings were plated with gold and set with
diamonds. She held hersdlf like her spinewas astring of pearls dangled in a casua hand. She opened the
door for Matt and Kelly, releasing the smell of good cooking into the hdl. "Boysl" she said, and tugged
them down 0 she could kiss them both in turn, Kelly and then Mait.

Matt set her at arm's length and grinned at her. " Could have been worse," he said before she could ask,
and blew her akiss.

She blushed and waved him off. "Comein and eat."

Jane was powerful in more ways than one, and as wounded as Kelly and Matt. Matt came into her



gpartment past framed photos of her husband and daughter, aslost to her as Matt and Kelly's parents
werelost to them.

Her husband was just dead--a heart attack, or some other peril of middie age. She didn't talk about him
much. Matt's mom and dad were aso dead, beyond recall, beyond reparation, casuaties of the endless
centuries of conflict between the Prometheus Club and the Fee.

But the Fae craved those with talent, and what they wanted, they took. And Elaine had been taken.
Elainewas dive, achangding in Faerie. And there was always the hope that they could win her back.
Her, and dl the others.

"Comein," Jane sad belatedly. "Sit, be well. How was your day, Kdly?'

He startled. He'd been focused on the middle distance, fingers moving idly on imagined chords. "Fine.
We practiced. Wicked good.”

Her mouth thinned as she turned away. Matt heard clinking; she fussed in the kitchen and brought them
cokesin crysta tumblers. Matt toyed with his, amused; his-and-K e ly's kitchenware ran moreto
McDondd's Miss Piggy glasses. "Y ou should come to Tuesday night circle,” she said. "We're going to be
gtarting aseminar on bardic traditions. It'll be more use to you than rock songs.”

Matt ducked into the living room, looking for alittle distance, but Kelly followed, and perched one
ass-cheek on the arm of the sofa. Matt, hands folded around the glass to hide how they were shaking,
chose amore sedate position.

" Shakespeare was an actor,” Kely said, mouthing the words of the argument more to demondtrate his
obduracy than because he had any illusionsthat he could convert Jane. "The bardic tradition is popular
song, Jane. | can be useful to Prometheus on stage.”

Jane looked across Kdlly, appeding to Matt for help. Matt ducked the gaze. He knew how much Kelly
wanted that success, how badly he craved it.

The rotten thing was, Kdlly didn't have the gifts to be more than amediocre musician.
"I'm gtarving,” Matt said, unsubtle. "What'sto eat?'

Jane hadn't ever formally adopted Matt and Kelly, but she'd found out about them somehow. Through
the Promethean grapevine, no doubt. Matt's mother had been aMaga. And Jane had made sure they
never wanted, and that there was always afoster home in some Promethean's family. It had meant alot
of moving, but Matt didn't mind--and when Kelly was old enough to live on his own, she'd found the two
of them an gpartment, which she paid for. Jane had aways been there, constant.

Matt couldn't stand to watch them fight.

His question broke them up, thank God. And she'd made roast beef and asparagus. And a birthday
cake. And if Matt spent the entire medl shifting uncomfortably in hischair, she could think that it was
because he was sore, and not because he couldn't stop thinking, with squirrelly obsession, of the thunder
of the needles againgt tauit flesh.

*

A year and aday after Matty's eighteenth birthday, Kdly sprawled on Matt's bed, smoking an unfiltered
Camd, watching hislittle brother dress. They were nearly twins—-well, Kelly wastaller and better
looking, though Matty spent every minute when he wasn't cramming for hisclasses or in circle a the gym,
taking out his sex drive at the weight pile--but the light did up and down the thumb-thick black bands on



Kdly'sarm as he smoked, and one of Matt's till showed bare, prickled from the elbow to the wrist only
with fine sunlit hairs

As promised, it was the only unmarked skin remaining between Maitt's collarbones and ankles, excluding
his hands. Everything else was covered with dully glossy lines of black iron ink that reflected moving
highlights as he pulled shirts out of the closet and piled them on the bedroom chair.

"Y ou don't have to be such agoddamned cram," Kelly said, staring at the celling. A spider spun inthe
corner. He blew asmokering at her, but it faded before it went that high. " Semester's over, man. Timeto
party alittle. Evenif you don't screw around, you can till, you know, drink.”

"Not when | dso haveto learn magic,” Matt said. He gestured to a pile of books teetering periloudy
close to the keyboard of the TRS-80 on his desktop. "I just finished my finals, and Jane wants three
pages on magiaversus goeteiaby Sunday. Besides, you're diding through on technicdities. One of us
ought to use schoal to learn something. Since Janeis being nice enough to pay for it."

"Magic," Kdly said, "isdl about the technicalities. Oh, god, Matty, don't wear that. It doesn't go.”
"Thisshirt?'

"Itsgreen,” Kdly said. "The pants are olive. Don't do that."

"Fine." Matt threw the shirt on the closet floor. "It'sall gray to me." Matty was colorblind.

"That'swhy you have me," Kely said, amused, turning his head in the cradle of hisarm. He drew aknee
up, daring Matt to bitch at him for the Doc Marten on the chenille bedspread. But Matty just gave him
that sdelong eyeroll and pulled a purple paidey long-deeved shirt from the hanger. "How's that?"

"Just wear the jeans, not those fucking painter's pants.”

"I wish you wouldn't smoke in my room," Matt said, unzipping hisfly and letting the trousers pool around
hisankles. Kely sat up, and didn't manage to get his palm under the drooping ash before it pattered to
the bedspread.

"Sorry." But apparently it wasn't even worth adirty look. Matt was jerking hisjeans over histattooed
caves with a series of short, concentrated tugs. "I've gotta get dressed, man. I'll seeyou at the gig?' He
held his breath, expecting the kid to blow him off. Although it wasn't like he had, you know, adate.

"Yes" Mt told him. "I'll seeyou at the gig. Are you coming to my ordination?'

To cover that held forgotten, Kelly brushed it aside with the back of hishand. "No shit, I'd skip out on
my baby brother becoming aMage. But you'll be too busy to notice me."

Kdly didn't let Matt see him smile as he went to spike his hair and changeinto his gig clothes. And he
pretended he didn't hear Matt muttering one of hisridiculousfairy tale chants under hisbresth as Kelly
was leaving. Bluebeard, thistime. Anne, sister Anne, who do you see coming?

*

Matt rested more or less at ease on Y ukako's work table, his right arm comfortably supported, as she
etched abroad eaborate cuff over her black guiddines. When he shifted uncomfortably it was not from
the needles but because he was hard. After thefirst couple of sessions, held figured out that that was just
what his body had gotten tricked into thinking it was supposed to do when somebody started sticking
needlesinto it. More embarrassing, he had the same reaction to the smell of Y ukako's shampoo and her
skin, which haunted him at odd hours. He didn't care if she knew about the erection. He just hoped she



didn't know that he thought of her meticul ous neediework when he jacked off in the shower.

Thick scrolls hurt when the needles passed over hiswristbones. He made allittle huff of protest; she
bumped his knee with her hip. They were old friends, now that her needles had knocked the pride out of
him.

It was oneway to study humility. It hadn't worked on Kdly, though; if anything, he was more arrogant
than ever.

"Matthew?' She wasthe only one who caled him that. He lovediit.

"Thinking about my brother." He was well-trained now; he didn't fidget and he didn't shrug. "He'sgot his
first gig tonight. I'm going &fter the ceremony.”

"Ishe any good?'

"God, no," Matt said, and laughed. "He'sterrible." She steadied his arm with her hand and kept working
while he leaned down to smell the sogp she said was green, to smell her hair, theink, and the blood. "It'll
be weird not seeing you."

"A year and aday. I'll be at the ordination,” she said. She set the machine aside, tendons striping her
narrow wrist. "Congratulations. Y ou are done.”

The words hit him funny; he had to think them over for a minute before he understood what she saying.
Hefdt strangely bereft.

"You'll come back if you need touch-ups?

"I'll come back evenif | don't,”" he said, and--gresetly daring--touched her hair. He would have kissed her
if he'd had the courage.

She chuckled, reaching for gauze and the vitamin cream. He didn't [ook up, just took them and began
doctoring her work.

"Y ou're abrave young man." And then she ducked down, so her v-neck sweater hung away from her
white turtleneck, and pecked his cheek with birdy indifference. "Take an old woman's blessing, Matthew.

Happy Birthday."
"Thank you," he said. He draped the gauze loosely over hislotion-dick arm. "I will."

He buttoned his deeve over the bandage and went directly to the ordination. The city hummed around
him, the buzz of human traffic and the quieter conversations of stedl and brick and cloth and glassand
stones. They were comforting now, the conversation of old friends; he listened while hewaked. Y ou
could never quite make out the words, but sometimes you could get a sense of persondities, or opinions.

Gargoyles, in particular, had opinions.

Like most of therituas of the Prometheus Club, the ordination would be short and uncomplicated. Matt
took the subway to the Upper West Side, rode allift to the penthouse of a stately apartment building, and
let himsdlf in by tapping the code on the access pad beside the door. He wasn't thefirst. A couple dozen
East Coast Magi stood around the lobby, chatting amongst themselves and snacking on crudités and
canapes, because everything tastes better in French.

There were polite and quiet greetings as he made hisway around the room. A couple wished him happy



birthday; one other poured him adrink. No onetried to take his hand, but Matt mostly kept it tucked in
his pocket or wrapped around hiswine glass anyway. They must have been warned in advance, because
he and Kdlly were the only oneswith the ink. Which was finewith him. He liked being chosen. Specid.

Eventually, Jane's second, Felix Luray, emerged from the ballroom to throw open the doors. The crowd
filtered from the antechamber with its stretched stark modern canvasses and ice-pale wood, and were
received into awhitetall chamber with an inlaid floor. The ballroom ran dmost the length of building,
uninterrupted except for afew structura pillars that had been made to look elegant. Matt moved with the
Magi, not quite anonymousin their midst. Y ukako was aready waiting; Felix appeared at Matt's
shoulder, hisblack, wavy hair dicked, his shoulders squared in a pinstriped suit that Matt suspected was
navy, though to him it seemed charcod gray. "It1l be over intwo ticks," Felix said cheerfully, in habitualy
plummy tones.

"Said the bishop to the actress," Matt answered, and smiled alittle at Felix's amused snort. "Felix, take
my glass?'

Fdix lifted it from hisfingers and s pped what was | eft of the wine, while Matt made aface.

"You'reon, lad." With aduck of his head, Felix effaced himself. Matt barely noticed him going.
Goeteia-illuson--rather than red magic. But kind of charming anyway.

Matt walked forward, sidestepping between waiting Magi, and caught sight of the archmage, Jane
Andraste. She wore an off-white tailored dress. She stood alone in the center of the room, her black hair
piled up high, her skin powdered until it could not shine.

Hewouldn't glance over his shoulder to seeif Kely had come. He wouldntt.

Kely would not let him down thistime. Nibble, nibble, like a mouse. "Matt," Jane said. She held up her
right hand; ablack iron band, dightly concave in the center and flared at the edges, was pinched between
her fingers.

Who's that gnawing at my house?

Hetried to say her name, and stammered. She grinned. "Matthew Petrick Szczegieniak, do you solemnly
swear, avow, aver, and affirm that you will uphold justice in the service of humankind, that the
Promethean flame of art and science may be evermore preserved in the furtherance of that service, and
the sacrifice of thefire-bringer remembered?”

"l do," Matthew said, and held out hisleft hand so she could dip thering on hisfinger.

*

Kdly edged insde the door just in time to see Jane thread ablack iron ring on Matty'sleft hand, and
heaved asigh of relief. There. Asgood as hisword, wasn't he? He even heard Jane's crisp, carrying
voice pronounce hislittle brother Matthew Magus, and welcome him into the Prometheus Club.

Matt just kind of stood there, shoulders hunched, his head ducked so hisbangs fell down over his
glasses. Somebody really needed to talk to him about that mullet. And then other Magi surrounded him,
patting his shoulders, offering congratulaions, and Kelly glanced at hiswatch. He dipped between the
others and waited until Matt looked up.

The smile the kid gave him was--oh, hell. Kdly could have made some flip comparison--saccharine
enough to give him bladder cancer --but it was a pure sweet smile, sharp as glass, confident and adult
and absolutely piercing. It wastheir mom's smile. He bet Matt didn't even remember enough to know



that if hesaw itinamirror.

Kdly aimost stepped back. Instead he reached out, squeezed Matt's | eft biceps, and thumped him on the
other shoulder so hard his glasses dipped. Matt leaned into it, though, beaming. "Man," Kelly said, and
meant it, "man, I'm proud of you."

Mait just grinned wider. "Thank God that's over, huh?"

Kely winked. "Comeon,” he said. "Let's ditch this crowd and go buy you your first legd drink."

*

The bouncer examined Matt's license suspicioudy--the only reason he had alicense, asaNew Y orker
by birth and inclination, was because Jane had inssted he learn to drive--and ran athumb acrossthe
birthdate before he handed it back. Nothing easier to fake than aNew Y ork driver'slicense. They
weren't even laminated.

It was looking touch and go until Matt--suddenly remembering that he was ordained now, and allowed to
use hismagic oncein awhile, leaned on the man.

Not enough to be unethical. Just enough to help him make up hismind. He felt the click asthe guy
decided not to be apain in the assand smiled; al it had taken was alittle pressure.

"Happy birthday, kid," the bouncer said. "First drink’s on the house."
"Thanks," Matt said brightly, and followed Kelly inside.

The place hovered somewhere between hole-in-the-wall and dive, and was leaning crookedly toward the
|atter. Matt fiddled the buttons on his right cuff to make sure it was closed over the fresh tattoo. An
infection at this stage of the game would be just thething.

"Right," Kelly said. "Can | get you abeer?"

Matt considered. He wasn't about to get lit in this crowd. Not when he had to walk home with Kelly
while Kelly was dressed up like a cross between a bargain basement Billy Idol impersonator and a\West
Villagegay cruise. "Yeah," hesad. "Anything but Budweiser.”

Kelly made aface, but came back with two bottles of Coors and handed Matt one. They clinked; Matt
drank from the neck and said, "I'll get the next round."

"We're playing for beer," Kelly said. "Drink up. Oh, there are the guys. I'll seeyou after the s, dl right?”

He was gone before Matt could clear the second swig of beer from his mouth to answer. It'snot like he
could have said no anyway. He glanced around; the room was smal and smoky, with afloor of broad
splintery boards, but it was less than half-full and there were stools by the bar with agood view of what
passed for a stage--a niche with acouple of klieg lightstrained onit.

Kédly'stwo band mates were shuffling equipment around. Mait thought about going over to help them,
but hisarm hurt and was sticky with lotion, and there were aready three empty beer bottles by Deke's
foot. Matt shook his head, claimed that seat by the bar, and set about finishing his beer. He wanted at

least part of a second oneinside him before Irn Bru started to play.

Hewas going to need it.

Two girlstried to pick him up while he was sitting with his back to the bar. He waved them off,



semi-politdly. Legs crossed in afigure four, bottle resting in the crook of hisknee, herecited Vasslisathe
Beautiful to himsdlf while hewaited.

"Well," said the old witch, "only remember that every question does not lead to good. If thou
knowest overmuch, thou wilt grow old too soon. What wilt thou ask?"

He suspected that he was not the first Slav to have reason to be glad held never met the Baba Y again an
elevator. On the other hand, he thought, fiddling with his concave iron band, he had a better chance of
running up againgt her than your average Polack. And a better chance of getting eaten, too, unlessthe
one he tripped over was the Polish one-chicken-leg version.

The two-chicken-leg version was prone to ethnic cleansing when annoyed by anything other than
Russans
That was enough to finish abeer on. And reach for the pretzels, too.

*

It was apretty good gig. The crowd could have been better--there was Matty, sitting out there on that
bar stool with abeer cradled in the bend of hiskneelike a parody Pieta--and you'd think he could look
halfway enthusiastic. But the guys managed to get into the swing of the music, and two or three girls got
up and danced, and that meant a couple of guys did too. They swung through abunch of covers--a
Ramonestune, aBilly Idol tune, some amped-up Zeppelin--and even kept people on the floor for the
two origind songs. Kelly drank another beer while Paul sang, and shook sweet from hishair ashe
grooved over the bridge.

Y eah, they kind of sucked. But they would get better. And there were enough people dancing and
drinking that they might even get invited back.

One of the women was stunning, tall and black-skinned, areal Grace Jonestype. She shot him alook
over her shoulder, caught his eye, turned, swaying to the music, pressing her breasts together with her
upper ams. That long look through her eyel ashes.

Chrigt, too good to be true. He turned his head to check on Mait, to seeif he'd seen the best-looking girl
in the place coming on to Kdly, but hisvision was blurry and dl he saw was a bright blond head ducked
down, turned away, asif Matt was dismissing one of the young women standing beside him.

Ah, Matty, it's not worth it, Kelly dmost said, and just in time remembered the microphone right beside
his mouth. He bent over his guitar, easy chord progression, E-D-G-A, and pretended he didn't see the
woman running her hands along her hips, rubbing her dressup, asif shewasimagining hisfingerslifting
the ruffled skirt, tracing the line of her thighs.

After the set was over, he went to her.

To his complete shock, she handed him abusiness card.

"Black Cat Tdent? Y ou're an agent?”’

"I'myour agent,” shesaid. "If you want meto be."

He studied her face. Not kidding. "I'll haveto talk to the guys-—-"
She shook her head, put onefinger to hislips. "No guys. Just you."

"Oh, shit." His own exclamation startled him. It wasn't supposed to work that way. He dipped the card



into his pocket furtively. "I don't think--1 mean, can | call you tomorrow? | need to degponit.”

Her brow furrowed in displeasure, but she nodded, a picture of awoman showing patience to anaive
child. She handed him a second card, and with this one a pen. "Write down your name and phone
number?'

He did--scratch scratch--and handed it back. His nerves buzzed. Thisisn't me. Thisisn't real. But
when he glanced back at the guys, there they were, packing up and swilling beer.

Hed only had five or six himsdlf; he knew he wasn't drunk enough for the room to be spinning, or to be
losing time. But he found himself with no idea of how held wound up pressed against the dirty wall beside
the door to the men'sroom, the tall woman in hisarms. She smelled of something peppery, and her lips
were resilient and plump, soft as pillows. Her smal breastslifted under the silk of her top. Hedid his
hand down her thigh, did it up again.

Theruffled skirt did withit.
"Come away with me," she whispered. "Come Stay the night.”

"Where?' Oh, he couldn't bring her home. Gloating over alittle attention was one thing, but strange
women at the breskfast table were entirely too much to throw in Matt'sface. "I haveto tell my brother
I'm not--"

"He knows," she said. "Wetold him on the way out. Remember? He's taking your stuff back to your
place”

Hedid, asshesaidit. A blurry recollection--how much beer had he drunk?--but definite. Down to the
disappointed tilt of Matt's head. "Sure," he said. "Whereto?"

"Swectheart," she said, "come home with me."

*

Mait saw Kéely vanish. Not literdly, but he saw him dip down the halway with thewoman inthe
light-colored dress, and he didn't see them coming back again. And then something happened--a soft
hiss, agroan, asif the old ydlow brick of the storefront building called to him. He had amomentary flash
of anervous cow, its head thrust over astall door, lowing for attention, and put his hand reassuringly on
thewdl|.

Kely. Hed resigned himsdlf to going home aone, and was going to collect Kelly's gear from Deke and
head out if Kelly hadn't regppeared by the time held finished his beer. Instead he | eft the bottle on the bar
and stood, not moving with any particular silence--but sllent enough, in anoisy room.

As he ducked into the corridor, hewas just in time to see the woman's long brown leg vanish through the
firedoor. Damn.

Strangdly, therewas no dlarm. His skin itched. Thering on hisleft hand burned with cold sudden fire.

After amoment's hesitation, he scrambled back to the bar and demanded the phone. Local calsonly. He
must have |ooked freaked out enough that the bartender handed the black plastic touch-tone over
without protest.

Jane answered on the second ring, and didn't sound deepy. "Jane--" afadse sart. Hetried again. "Kéely's
been taken. By aFae."



Shelistened silently for thirty secondswhile he cupped his hand over the retriever and explained at
gpeed. And then she interrupted. "Matt. What do you want meto do?"

She couldn't have brought him up shorter if sheld jerked hisleash. "Help me. Help him.”

"Comeover," shesad. "WEell get ateam onit. Well tak about it." Her voice sounded distant, and he
redlized it was because he was staring at the phonein hishand. Y es, talk. While he lost Kelly the same
way shehad logt Elaine,

Maybe there was ill time.
He hung up on her.
God damn it. He'd been gitting there thinking about witches.

He hit the door so hard it rebounded off brick and would have caught his hedl if he hadn't been moving as
fast ashewas. Thistime, the darm detonated. He was at arun by the end of the dley, but Kelly and the
girl wereablock and ahdf away and moving fast, even though they seemed to be only walking.

*

Sheled him up athorny hill. They must bein Central Park, though Kelly wasn't sure how they'd gotten
here, and he could hear the soft--and not-so-soft--noises of furtive lovemaking nearby. The swest dried
on his neck, though the night was humid. ™Y ou said you were taking me home."

Shekissed him again. "Where do you think we are?’

And then she grabbed his shirt collar in both hands while he was thinking about that and kissed his eyes,
once each. "Welcometo Annwn, Kelly Szczegidniak."

He stepped back, for he saw her.

The face was not too changed, but now she was naked except for aloincloth, and her breasts and
cheeks and belly were covered with neat rows of nubby scars. The teeth behind her plush violet lipswere
filed to points. She was not smiling.

His hands were on fire where he touched her. Rings, he redlized, rings on hisfingers. He dropped the
grip--unwilling to release her--and saw where histouch had raised weltson her skin. "Lady,” he said.

She stroked hisface with the back of her hand. "Take off your rings, Kely. And I will show you things
you never dreamed.”

"It'satrick," hesaid. "You lied to me."

"Of courseit'satrick." Her hand cupped him through histattered jeans. He hissed and meant to shift
away, but somehow what happened was that he moved againgt her. "That's what we deal in. The queen
of Faeriewould treat with thee, young warrior. Come with me."

"Fae." He would have stepped away, he told himself, if the thorn trees weren't jabbing hisback. She let
her lips brush hisface; hefelt the rasp of her conical teeth.

"The thing you crave, my queen can give you. Prometheus has no power to creste greatnessin amortal

He'd been set to deny her. Threetimes, ritualy. The wordsfilled histhroat.



They choked him.

She kissed him again. "What say you, mortal man? Would become--of a sort--immortal ?"
"You cannot.” But hesaid it againgt her lips.

"The Queen of Faerieisaleannan Sidhe.”

Vampire muse. Oh yes. She could teach him greatness. As she devoured hisart, it would flare like
lightning. All hishegat spent in ablaze.

All it would cost wastherest of hislife.
He opened his shirt, showed her theironin hisskin. "l am warded.”

"You are marked," she corrected. She touched him with abridged hand, hissed, pressed her pam diding
flat to his chest. "Piquant,” she said, and ducked her head to flick her tongue againgt hisnipple. "1t will be
like embracing aman of fire." Her touch seared him. He cringed--but toward her, not away.

He paused. There were ways to handle this, ways to make it safe. How could he say no? But his head
was spinning, and he could barely remember his name, never mind the strictures he should s&t.

"Shell makeyou legend,” shesaid.

But he hesitated till, though hisfingers curved to touch it. He ached, hismouth full of sdiva. Even Matt
made fun of hisplaying, damn them dl--

"Theresapricefor that."

"Ohyes" shesad. "Your life. If you take the gift, you know how it ends. John Lennon. Jm Morrison.
Jmi Hendrix. Janis Joplin. If you blaze, my love, you burn. But think, love, of your name said on abresth
with theirs.” And then she grinned, filed teeth and red tongue. "If anyone can pronounceit.”

Tenyearsof brilliance, or fifty of failure? In ahundred years, what would it matter?
Who remembers the also-rans?
"I'll need safe-passage. A promise| can go home."

"Solong asyou eat nor drink anything in Faerie," the woman said, "you have my word you may go home
at dawn. With your music. One night'srevel isal she asks. One night'srevel, and your death.”

Hetugged the rings from hisfingers, and let them fall to the ground. And took the Faerie's hand.

From dark night, the whole world went brilliant. The air shone with the fire of ten thousand candles
refracted ininfinite crystal, and Kelly swayed on hisfeet. The court that towered over him was white and
massive, the windows fluted Gothic archesin stone that moved like wind. He caught a breath at the loft
and the beauty of it--all white, so white, and shining--and then another breath at the creatures that
peopled the space. "Oh," he said. "Oh--"

Thewoman'sfingers sopped hislips. "Say not the name of the divine. For it ispainful to us”

That might be useful later, Kelly thought, but for now he nodded and fell silent, staring about him.
What he saw was... one hell of arevel. Music pealed about the court, though he could not see the
musicians, and adow pavanne went itsway across the center of the floor, lords and ladies dancing with



stags and centaurs--or, he thought, as his vision blurred and shifted again--perhapsthelords and ladies
and the stags and centaurs were the same. Something heavy-horned and green winged passed acrossthe
great hal, itstalons dripping blood.

No one paid it notice.

The hall beside the dancers might have teemed with creatures, except the spaces were broad and there
were agood many nichesfor conversation or smply sitting on awindow-ledge, watching the pageant
pass. Kelly saw creatures great and small, gross and gracile, sublime and shocking--winged things, and
thingsthat flew, and abrazen bull that clattered on eight silver hooves, tossing its head in seeming
agreement with the gold winged, crud-faced piskie who rodeits horns and whispered initsears.

Tables groaned with food, and the mere scent of the wine was dizzying.

Men and women who might have been human or Fae were lined againgt thewallslike caryatid pillars.
Their hands were tucked--no, he saw, bound--into the smalls of their backs and their faces were hooded
with white sk, which had the effect of making them seem headless--and armless--from adistance. So
they werelikelong rows of ruined classica statues, except for the rainbow colors of their skins.

And of no few of these, the Faerie host made sport. With their tongues or hands or genitals--or organs
Kédly had no namesfor, or with whips and crops, or with wands of thorns--they plied the bound victims,
and laughed coldly at the response. Some of the humans writhed in pleasure or agony; some sobbed out
loud. Some begged through their masks for surcease, and some to be taken harder, offered more.

"They are here by consent,” the woman said, when Kdly flinched from a particularly heartfelt moan of
pain. "They are not poets or sngers, in return for our sufferance, they offer what entertainment they can.”
Shelooked aside. "The Daoine queen will not house such. She chooses her pets... e sewhere. But my
mistress finds the intengity of their sensation... cheering, and so she has them set about the court.”

"And isthat the price of my... admisson?'
"Youareamusician,” shesad. "And aMage. My queen will keep you to hersdlf.”
I'm not a very good musician, Kely thought, but bit hislip, and walked aong.

At the end of the hall rose adais, and upon its mirror-white marble surface rested a throne of pedled
bone-white thorn branches bound with rainbow silk. The branches curved into a spike-tipped heart over
the head of the woman who sat a her ease within them, her long arms emerging bare asice from the
trand ucent layers of her gown. She did not rise, but leaned forward among her thorns. "Child,” she said,
extending awhite hand, "1 will give you music such asyou have never known."

Kdly stopped, the stones cold through the soles of his shoes. And then he went to her. Acrossthe white
pavement, in front of the Unsedlie court, he went to the Winter Queen. And there she stripped him, and
there she had him, on her throne of white, white thorns.

*

Matt found the iron rings upon the ground. He dropped one knee and pinched them up, diding them onto
his right hand. Another Faerie gate to sedl. But firgt, to explait.

He patted his pockets until he found a pen and a card among his clutter, and on the card he wrote out the
Lord's Prayer. He wasn't Christian. But the fey folk were. In a crooked fashion. Therewas also a stedl
ball chainin his pocket, dong with some packets of salt stolen from aMcDonad's and other ussful
things--a horse-shoe nail, stedl pins, astone with ahole, apaper pouch of apple spice oatmed, and so



on--and he punched holesin the card with the point of his pocket-knife and threaded the chain through
them. It would go around his neck.

But first hetook his shirt off and turned it insde out, buttoning it before he pulled it on over hishead. He
should do the jeans too, but he didn't have time to unlace his boots, so he made sure his buttons were
buttoned and his shodlaces tied, though he loosened the laces on the left one. He thought he was more
likely to have to throw it than to run from anything.

And then he stood again and took a cleansing bresth or two. He knew the technique. He hadn't actually
done it. But he closed his eyes and turned widdershins three times and stamped his foot on the ground,
and visudized extending his hands until hisiron ring caught on something, and then easing the world open
like adoor.

He fumbled the pierced stone from his pocket and held it before hisface, so he should seethroughiit first
when he opened his eyes. He didn't need an incantation, not exactly, and incantations were mostly a
matter of focus anyway, so he cleared hismind and let the words of the Russian fairy tale hang before
him likeembers. "There isthe fire for thy stepmother's daughters! And may they joy init!"

And when he opened his eydids, he wasn't where he had been before. The first thing he saw was a
beautiful dark-haired fat woman, her thighslike st actites, leaned back in aflurry of cellophane wings,
shaking her avoirdupois with ecstasy. Something coiled and gnawed between her thighs, under the
overhanging curve of her belly. Smdl winged creatures, like dragonflies and like naked women with
barbed slver arms, lifted her soft shuddering breasts by the nipples, tugging until she moaned and arched
her back, swaying from foot to foot in adow, erotic dance.

Matt swallowed, hard, and looked away, shifting againgt the seam of hisjeans. Somewherein here, he
would find hisbrother.

The door was il open, still clenched in his hand. He replaced the stone in his pocket with the other one.
One of the pins stuck quite easily in a corner of the world when he pinched the door open. He did not
careto be sealed in aFaerie mound, and thiswould help keep the time-dip from running away with him.

He dso didn't care to return home in two hundred years--or tomorrow, two hundred years older.

He stepped forward into light, into avast white room full of people. Everything he saw was an education.
Hefigted hishands, hisown ring on the left hand, hisbrother's on theright. They bit flesh painfully.

It was like seeking one candle in acathedrd. But it was Smpleto track someone by magery, if you had
something they habitudly wore.

*

The musicfilled him, the curve and weight of the notes, the glow of the horns. The thornsin hisflesh were
nothing, lessthan nothing, because al he could fed was the caress of the music, perfect and sharp, like
the weight of the beautiful woman who drove him--white as snow, black as ebony, red as blood--who
ripped hisflesh with her fangs and her claws and straddled him and impaled him back on her throne.

He heard it now, the music, the way he'd never heard it before. He understood it.
He could make that too.

Helogt himsdlf, in acrescendo, in adream, in the Sweet sharp clash of notesrising in awhorl like the
sparking vortex over afire. And then there was a different woman in hisarms--the dark one, with her
wild eyes and her teeth that left circles of pain in his skin--and after her there might be another, or aman,



unlessthey tired of him and bid him dance until they wanted him again.
Themusicrang in hisears, and he understood it.

In the morning he would lose this. Like a perfect book read in a dream, whose pages fade when turned.
In the morning, they would send him home. In the morning.

But he would remember it. Clearly, presently, not like the fading sparkles of adream. And he could
makeit anew.

[twasdl his.

*

Mait paused in thelong hall, feding the tug of direction from hisright hand. He closed hiseyes, he closed
his ears, as he walked among the feasting and frolicking, the flogging and fucking. He made no attempt to
move in secrecy, and some of the Fae turned from their diversions to watch him pass. Some of those
wereintrigued enough to follow, fanning out behind him like atrailing cloak, though they dl stayed far
enough away that he could not have reached them with alunge.

By the time the crowd had cleared enough that he could glimpse the head of the hdl, he knew what he
would see. There were darker shapes on dl that whiteness, and as he pushed his glasses up his nose with
his thumb, the stedl frames chill on his skin, he saw Kelly, naked and banded like atiger, on hisknees
amid the Fee.

A woman crouched before him, her buttocks pressed to his hips, her breasts pressed to the stone, her
head lowered on her arams and her hair al variegated spread out around her. A faun, itslittle tail flagging
like adeer's, bucked against Kelly's ass, horned forehead resting on Kelly's shoulder, arms linked loosdly
around hiswai<t, hands resting on the hips of the rocking woman. And over them, straddling the woman
who crouched on her shoulders and knees, white as snow, black as ebony, gray as pearl, stood a narrow
woman who held Kdly's face pressed into her groin with one dender hand and in the other cupped an
ornate goblet with abroad, shallow bowl. Lot of use those tattoos amounted to, Matt thought. All that
time and pain for nothing. He would have rolled his eyesif he dared take them off the queen.

She regarded Matt with the perfect impassivity of a pantheress, staring down at him with dark danted
eyes. Kdly's shoulders and back were scratched and raked. Dark blood oozed from a shallow wound
aong histhroat. He rocked between hislovers, and Matt heard him humming.

"Jesus," Matt said, and the nearest Fae fainted. The Queen hersalf winced sharply.

"Matthew Magus," she said, and brought the goblet to her breast. He saw what she intended; the wine
would spill down her sternum, run across her belly, and fill Kelly's eagerly working mouth. Wine, drunk in
Faerie. Wineto bind him there.

Which meant, if shewas not bluffing, that he'd not yet taken food nor drink from her hand.
There was achance to win him home.

Her voice was reeds and fiddles. ™Y ou should not be here, child. Y ou could lose your wholelifein one
night."

"Themorning iswiser than the evening,” Matt answered, and didn't redlize until it was out of hismouth
that he'd quoted Vassilisa's magic dall. "1've come for my brother.”

"What have you to bargain with, you who are not amusician?' Sheran her fingers luxurioudy through



Kdly'shair. "Have you cometo take his place?"

Asif she could read Matt's stricken fascination, hear the shallow roaring of his heart. Of course. Hed
have to pay to bring his brother home. And he could dmost taste the temptation.

"A gory," hesad. "I'll tell you astory.”
Sheran that knife-edged cat-gaze up and down hisframe. "Not your body?"

"I doubt I'd stand up to your tastes," he said, trying for dry and arriving in the vicinity, abeit viashaky. "l
will tel you agtory.”

Her eyeslidded. Her fingersthreaded Kdly's hair. The faun made alittle bleating noise and dumped
againgt hisback. Matt heard his brother's moan from where he stood, and it didn't sound like pleasure,
exactly, but then it so didn't sound like pain.

His heart thumped harder; he wouldn't stare, dry-mouthed, at the lacerations on Kelly's back and thighs,
wouldn't think of how they must sting as Kelly stretched to please the queen and his beaded swest ran
through them. Wouldn't allow himsdlf to wonder how she tasted, asthe air thickened with sex and
ambergris. But the time on Y ukako's table had changed him in more ways than that, and he knew how to
pretend disdain. The Queen might tempt him, but she had nothing at al to shock him with.

He aready knew where that particular twist in his psycheled. And he found he did mind the Queen
garing at his crotch.

He swallowed, and began. "There was a girl named Vassilisa, whose mother died when shewas but a
child, and left her no legacy but adoll carved out of wood--"

It was acomplicated story, and Matt kept his eyes on the white Queen'sface as hetold it. Which ishow
he knew she climaxed as he narrated the scene where the Baba Y agal's fire-skull burns the wicked
ggters flesh from bone; it was only reveded in theflick of her lashes, the pinch of her teeth, the flex of
long muscles undackening in her narrow thighs. Shelet spill not so much asadrop of wine,

She pushed Kelly away; hefell to the dais, and the woman the Queen had been straddling did downin
exhaugtion.

"Wadl told," she said. She reclined on her throne, robed in white asif she had dways been, scatheless
among thethorns. "For that tale, | will sell you apiece of your brother. Will you win him back from me
bit by bit, Matthew Magus, if you cannot have him whole?"

"That was not the bargain," he said.

Shetilted her head and smiled. "In my house, | makethe bargains. | think thefirst thing | will giveyouis
his... Sght."

"Y our mgjesty, no!--" Respect. Always speak to immortal things with respect. They have agreat ded of
timefor remembering dights.

He spoketoo late, asif speaking early would have had any effect. Hissight blurred and cleared asif hed
blinked away atear, and abruptly everything he saw changed. For amoment, he didn't understand, and
then he redized what dazzled him.

Those were colors.



And he did not know their names.
Onthedais, Kdly stirred and moaned.

"l promised him music, not vison. Strip Matthew Magus,” the Queen said, with a negligent wave of her
hand. "Enchant him. I've dwaysloved brothers."

"Y our mgesty!" Mait cried, sumbling a half-step forward.

Sheturned her face. Someone plucked histrouser leg, and he jerked back sharply with agasp. He
jammed his handsinto his pockets, barely daring to glance away from the Queen.

The Fae surrounded him, tall and squat, broad and dight. Limbs like lobster claws and tree branches
reached, stroking, catching--

Thefirst oneto grab at hisdeeve drew back with athinlittle cry. "Insde-out!" it whined, clutching its
clawed hand to pendul ous breasts. "1ts clothes are inside-out, your mgjesty.”

Sdt. Oatmeal. A packet of pins. Matt yanked them from his pockets, bulled through the ring of
Feerie--forward, where the line was thinnest, shocking them that he would willingly approach the Queen.
She rose from her throne like a handkerchief drawn on astring, and he paused astep away. The pins
werein hisright hand. As she stepped forward, he scattered them on the floor al about hisfeet and
between himsdlf and the throne.

They rang like silver, but they were sted!.

The Unsedlie Queen froze with one foot uplifted, and Matt showed her his other hand. "Sdt,” he said.
"Oatmed. And I've never lain with awoman. | sand in your hal in my power and my purity, and in the
name of the Christ and the Holy Ghost and the Father, in the names of al God's angel's, you will abide by
our bargain."

The Queen flinched cruelly, but did not step back. Behind him, Matt heard cries of pain, and weeping.
Matt paused, trembling, and made his voice strong and deep. "Give me my brother, and I'll go.”

"Saizehim," shesad, blind to any irony. But thetall black-skinned Faerie who had brought Kelly here
came up to the dais, and ran ahand along his outline without touching cloth or skin. "He's blessed,” she
said, her words as much a caress as her gesture. "He wears afresh blessing, your mgjesty. And we were
offered one, not both."

The Queen seemed to swell, no more awkward one-legged than any hunting heron. "I'll have no blessngs
inthishousa"

"Give me my brother," he repeated, "and I'll go." He tore open the green-printed paper of the Quaker
oatmesl, the sound echoing through asilent hall.

"Kdly, my love" the Queen said, dowly. "Dancefor me."

Mait couldn't look. He did not look away from the Queen, burning in dl her nameless colors, even as
Kdly rose up, panting, trembling, drawn with exhaugtion, and lifted hisarmsto the sides. His feet, Matt
saw, |left smears upon the stone.

Red. That must be what red was.

The musicians were well-trained, or heavily cowed. They had aready resumed playing. "Why don't we



play agame?’ the Queen asked. She had not glanced away from Mait, either. "Why don't we both call
him. Neither of us moves, and we see to whom he comes?"

"Finewith me," Matt said, and with an abrupt jerk of hisarm, threw the powdered oatmeal over Kelly.

Kdly twitched, stumbled, went to his knees. Coughed, gasped--and sei zed, long jerking convulsions,
smearing sdivaand blood on the stones. "Oh, such aclever mortal," the Unsedlie Queen purred--and the
floor around Matt buckled and heaved, shivered into pieces, and each of the pieces became an ember
glowing red.

Red, Matt'sfirst color.

"Clever clever mortd. Kelly," she said, softly. "Kelly. Stop that. Sweet child. Cometo me. | will make
you happy.”

And Kédly stood. Matt saw hisfeet clearly now, and could not hide his cringe. And asfor Matt--he
stood on an eighteen-inch idand, apuddle of white marblein the midst of an eight-foot ring of fire. If he
cdled Kely to him--if Kelly would come--he would be staggering over coals.

And the dternative was leaving him here.
"Kely," the Unsedie Queen said. "Come hereto me."

Matt crouched in his narrow idand of safety, dropped the salt packets on the ground, and began untying
hisleft boot. He could not let haste make him fumble. Kelly wasturning, blindly seeking the Faerie
Queen'sdulcet voice. There was no time for second attempts.

"Kély," hesad. "Don't do that. Cometo me."
And Kdly hestated. He didn't turn; but his groping footsteps lagged. "Matty ?*

"Cometome." Matt stood, hisleft shoein hishand. All hiscommand in hisvoice, aMage's conviction.
The amplest form of magia--command. Not quite Faerie glamourie, but people would obey it because it
was easier than saying no. "Cometo me right now! "

Kdly turned, suddenly decisive, and stepped onto the cods. He seemed to fed nothing; hisface
remained dack, wondering, as he advanced. But Matt heard the sweat and the blood, and then the mest,
szze

The Queen jerked forward, reaching out. And Matt hit her hard, over the breasts, with hishurled
stedl-toed boot. "Thisisyours" he shouted. " That isming"

She grunted, caught it reflexively, and dropped it asif heldd thrown her ahandful of her own smoking
cods.

And Kéelly came one more step toward him.

"Come on, man," Matt said. He held out his hand, leaned forward asfar as he could without moving his
feet. Isit dawn yet? It is sunrise? Is she lying? "Reach for me, big brother. Dammit, man, reach.”

"l curseyou, Matthew Magus," the Faerie Queen said, her voice like slver and ice, as Kely grunted with
each step, the cod's powdering hisfeet with ash and char. "I curseyou to acold lifeand anill death. |
curse you to kindaughter and betrayd."

Kely reached. Matt grasped hisfingers, reached more, got hiswrist, pressed his hand adorned with



Kely'sowniron ringsto Kdly'sflesh. He reached out with hisleft hand and pulled out the pin held | eft
holding aflap of theworld aside.

The Queen drew hersdf up, and spoke her find words like thetolling of abdll. "As| have taught you to
see as other men, s0 | curse you to the death of your illusions.”

"My lady," Matt said, "'l wish you the degth of your own.”

And stepped through, onto the cold hillsdein the pewter light, his brother in hisright hand and abit of
bent stedl in the l&ft.
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