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The Quyre

 

By Andy Elfenbein

The Fairies of Pine Rapids: Book One

 

After a messy breakup leaves him alone and miserable, Forest just wants to work in his gym and maybe webcam with a cute guy after work. He’s worked hard on this body for a reason. Of course with his luck, he’d find a guy with wings. Wings!

Still, Grant is gorgeous and intriguing. Forest would be a fool to let a little thing like wings get in the way of learning more about him. He deserves a distraction from the arrogant bodybuilder who’s opening a new gym in competition with his own. He doesn’t count on getting lost in the local gay bathhouse, being chased through town naked, and certainly not discovering that Grant is a fairy and there’s a magical war brewing.

Grant is convinced Forest can help stop the Quyre, a band of evil fairies determined to gain absolute power, but Forest remains skeptical. He’s just a mortal. They can’t really expect him to save the day. Can they? More importantly, can he?
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Chapter 1

 

 

FOREST, NAKED as a jaybird except for his white socks, started a meeting that would not go as planned.

The man on the screen said, “Hi,” and Forest froze, staring.

It was not that the man had a face that answered all Forest’s prayers. Maybe late fortyish, sculpted cheekbones, silver hair, a faint salt-and-pepper scruff, a smile that showed teeth just off-white enough not to be fake.

It was not that his body was ripped without being muscle bound. With one look, Forest, himself the owner of a gym, imagined the guy telling stories about weight racks he had known and loved.

And Forest was not staring because the man was rather endowed. (And if you believe that last sentence, fantasy may not be your genre.)

“Calling the meeting to order” is what Forest termed his camming. Since the January departure of Ray, his ghoul of an ex-boyfriend (more on him later), he had had too many of these sessions on his favorite video camming site, LuckoftheDraw.com. On screen, he discovered that everyone looked Undead. If you were going to be hideous no matter what, resistance was futile. But LuckoftheDraw.com notched up the vanity stakes. Only a few souls showed faces, and most hardly showed torsos. It was a parade of the same body part—varied by guys who fell asleep, left the room and forgot the camera was on, never showed up, were behind the wheel on the highway, or were plagued by weird mechanical sounds in the background. They all faced a similar issue, though many ignored it. How do you look impressive enough for someone to pause, but not so contrived as to look desperate? Forest’s solution was to buy a fancy chair because everyone knows how much furniture increases sexiness. But, if nothing else, the chair, packed with buttons and levers he had not yet mastered, let him off the hook for not replacing the rest of the furniture now cluttering his apartment like tribbles.

Forest had had a long day at his gym. His highlight was introducing a young trans man to the fitness center. As Forest knew well, the fitness industry had a lot to answer for in its support of toxic gender roles, to say nothing of body images. He was determined that his gym, Forest’s Fitness and Pool, would go against the horde of model-thin instructors, ripped men showing off their pecs and six-packs, and yogis in pants that cost more than a week’s groceries. The trans man had had bad experiences at other gyms, especially around bathrooms. Forest stressed that all bathrooms at his gym were gender neutral, that the man should feel free to use the men’s showers, and that if he detected even the faintest hint of transphobia from anyone, to come straight to Forest, who would handle it.

He hoped that he would see the young man again and prayed that he would like Forest’s gym. Every day, Forest had a similar experience of helping people who had worked up the courage, in spite of past bad experiences, to try his gym. That took guts, and Forest did whatever he could to make them welcome. But he had to admit that, while such work was rewarding, it was also tiring, and it left him feeling up to not much more than a mellow evening in front of the camera.

But nothing could have prepared him for this stunning man on screen, who sported a beautiful rich tan—except when he didn’t. Even the rise and fall of his nipples as he breathed seemed to alter his skin color, which was always turning into something else. Transfixed, Forest watched as if he were gazing on something scary and forbidden, like RuPaul hosting The 700 Club. Was this new cosplay that he had missed? Was it a trend in tattoos? Whatever it was, the guy’s skin gave off an aura of greenness without actually being green. It was green-adjacent, green beyond your field of vision, more something you sensed than something you saw. Unsettling, but also exciting in a sort of kinky way. Would “Greenish” now have to be slotted on gay porn sites somewhere between “Gangbangs” and “Gyms?”

“Uh… hi,” croaked Forest, sounding as if his voice had died and come back as a zombie. He muffled it so as not to disturb the neighbor, a postmillenarian convinced that Forest’s existence proved the coming of the End Times. But what else do you whisper to the Incredible Hulk’s lovechild?

An awkward pause.

“I need thy aid,” the man said.

Forest’s lips smiled, but his eyes darkened. He thought, And so it ends. He’s gonna ask for money and I’m gonna press Next before he’s even finished. Hand raised to the mouse, he was ready to click.

“Would you recommend Mina Flowers’s Crispy Chocolate Chunk cookies or think you her Salted Oatmeal ones are superior?”

Forest lifted his hand away from the mouse, once again at a loss.

The man on the screen had spoken of Mina Flowers, whom Forest had accepted as his lord and savior in all things culinary. How did the greenish guy know he loved Flowers and all her works? Was there a clue in the background? Behind him, Forest was aware only of his long, alley-like study, a product of bad seventies architecture. Mothra, his curled-up calico whose wisdom was equaled only by her indifference, lurked in the gloom behind him, but she could provide no clues to the guy on screen. Even more, what was up with how this guy talked? “Thy aid?” “Think you”? Had he spent too much time at the Renaissance Faire? And, most pressing, what was Forest going to say back?

“Uh… I think they’re both good.”

If there were a prize for dumb answers, he had just won.

“I do too,” said the sorta green guy.

“If Mina says to cook them for eight to ten minutes, always choose eight. That way, they won’t burn.”

“That’s sage advice. I abhor burned bottoms… on cookies.”

They both grinned a little, and for the first time in weeks, Forest felt connected to someone. No, it was not the funniest joke in the world, but it was authentic, the kind of humor that crops up in ordinary talk. It had been so long that he had almost forgotten what it was like to share a joke.

In the chatbox, a message appeared: “I like what I’m seeing.” Forest was amazed. This guy had produced a complete sentence, not the usual “age,” “wife home?” or “mmmm.” He’d even (oh swoon) used an apostrophe correctly.

And then another sentence, a question this time: “Could I see more?” Only in retrospect did Forest realize that the question appeared without the guy having typed it. Usually, the man on the other end needed at least a minute to send off a blast of eloquence like “hot.” But, instead of fretting the syntax, all Forest could think about was that this guy must be a top! So what if he looked like Yoda after a Queer Eye makeover. Bottoms had to make do. A top who could read, spell, and bake cookies was a prize beyond emeralds, and Forest was determined not to mess up.

Years of Pilates and yoga had strengthened Forest’s quads, glutes, and hamstrings, and he had no objection to showing off. He slowly turned around to give the camera a better view. Crouched on his desk chair, he saw revealed all the ugly furniture in his long, narrow office: his fake art deco chair, his end table with its marks, scratches, and lines, his floor lamp whose on/off switch was never in the right place, his area rug that never stayed in the right place, and, deep asleep, Mothra. All except Mothra had to go at some point, but Forest never had time.

Another challenge: if you are facing backward to give your camming partner a decent view, just how do you know what they are seeing? With strategically placed mirrors, you might get a sense, but who had time for that? If you turned around to see what they were seeing, your body would twist, thereby wrecking the purpose of looking in the first place.

Forest heard a soft, appreciative “wow.” A good sign. It compensated for the basic unfairness that the handsome guy was getting a fun view while Forest was just seeing his long, dingy zoo of an office.

And then it happened. As Forest was moving to provide a better view, his elbow or forearm must have pressed one of the buttons on the chair’s arm. The casters reacted as if they had been given a push and rolled away from the camera. Forest wondered why the back wall of his study was getting closer before he realized what was happening. Smiling nervously, he pressed random buttons on the armchair, which responded by traveling backward ever more quickly. He saw his furniture begin to pass by: his filing cabinet, his floor lamp, fitness articles offering contradictory advice on new customers. He also had a tiny “aha” moment when he noticed one of Mina Flowers’s cookbooks on the cabinet—that’s how the man had known to ask. It was nice of him even to pay so much attention.

But there was no time to overthink because the chair gained speed as it went over the area rug, hurtling away from the camera. So much for camming; Forest had to jump ship. He shifted to put his foot to the ground. Yet his white socks were too slippery to stop a snail, much less office furniture on a rampage. Worse, as his foot touched down and slipped on the area rug, the chair suddenly changed directions (he must have pressed another button) and rolled over his left foot. He yowled in pain—enough to make Mothra open one eye—and threw himself onto the chair, which only hurtled backward even faster as a result.

Forest prayed that something in the chaos would stop him, and something did: his bulky copy of Freeman’s Guide to Nonviolent Communication. But as he stopped, the chair toppled over, sending him aloft. Like a pizza dough flung high in the air, staying suspended for a moment before falling into the arms of the baker, to the admiration of hungry onlookers, so Forest uprose, eyes wide, heart pounding, limbs flailing, before gravity dragged him into a collision with electrical cords, a gold-and-black lamp, a much-used laptop, a rickety radio, Bluetooth earphones, and leftovers of the Chinese food he had been inhaling to console himself for his break-up. All accompanied by an ear-piercing scream and multiple obscenities.

Lying on a pile of chair, shrimp lo mein, wires, broken glass, USB ports, papers, and his bottle of lube (now oozing over the lo mein debris), he thought he heard “Art thou okay?” from the computer. Despite his pain and embarrassment, Forest was surprised. Most guys would have pressed the Next button a long time ago. Having gone from his sexiest self to the most embarrassing moment of his life, Forest was too humiliated to say anything. Crawling like a wounded crocodile and still naked as a jaybird, he slunk back to the computer, avoiding thinking about how long it would take to clean all this up and just wanting to press Exit. Couldn’t the green guy just leave him to his misery? He had just disproved all who thought that camming counted as safer sex.

As he was about to log off, he heard a knock and the voice of Charlie, the building superintendent: “Forest, your neighbor tells me that an earthquake has started in your room. What is happening?” It was not possible for this evening to become worse.

Forest yelled, “I’m battling determined cockroaches” and hoped that lie would be enough. He turned back to the screen. An ad for straight porn popped up (somebody in marketing was not taking their job seriously) and partially covered the green guy. Anyway, it looked like he was turning to go. Preoccupied as Forest was, especially with the pain in his foot, and eager to have it all over, he could not help watching.

What was on the guy’s back? A backpack? A jacket? Maybe a scarf? But who wears a scarf while camming, and why hadn’t Forest seen it before? But even as Forest was busy overthinking, he knew what he had seen. He just couldn’t believe it.

It was a perfectly shaped wing, green as emerald.


Chapter 2

 

 

RAY’S VOICE assumed an unaccustomed squeak: “You want me to what?” This meeting was not going as planned, in spite of his gorgeous Ferragamo blazer.

“You heard him,” growled the one named Fennel, who, with a few small motions of his hands, kept Ray trapped in his chair without actually touching him. Fennel was hardly thirty but, like Mr. Hyde, looked deformed without anyone quite being able to tell why. As he glared, fluorescent lights buzzed in the conference room. On the walls, posters from OfficeMax (“Believe and Succeed!”) loomed with sinister intent. At the center of the table, clear plastic cups surrounded an untouched pitcher of water. Fennel broke the silence: “Again. We’re paying you for the Product. It needs to be between two and four. Gender does not matter. Candidates are everywhere, so you should have no trouble. And you’re going home with a huge downpayment.”

Eelie, older than Fennel, sitting upright but looking as if his Xanax had just run out, murmured “Healthy feet.” When he arrived at the office this morning, Ray had not expected foot fetishists for clients, but, then again, nothing had prepared him for this meeting. Completely bald, Eelie spoke as if consonants were for peasants. No one heard much that he said, but that never stopped him. Eelie’s mention of feet triggered the third one, Garnel (a small, shriveled man), to pipe up with an agitated speech in a guttural language that Ray suspected was not human.

Ray struggled to rise from his chair. He noticed both that his struggles did no good and that his pants were in danger of ripping. His sense of priorities led him to quiet himself fast. His previous meeting that day at Ray’s Conflict Resolution had been business as usual: three executive assistants complaining about their boss and each other. Just as everyone expected gay men to be hairdressers and airline stewards, even more believed them to be brilliant conflict negotiators. Ray’s one-man operation was thriving, and he had a reputation as a “compassionate communicator,” as noted in one of his numerous glowing Google reviews. Forest had told Ray that it was probably a mistake to have written all those Google reviews himself, but Ray had brushed this off along with everything else Forest said.

To those who knew Ray well, conflict negotiation did not seem a natural fit for someone more interested in clothes than people. But he succeeded through his mastery of five facial expressions:

“Interested, but not in a creepy way”

“All your life you have waited for someone to understand you as I do now”

“I’m shocked into silence”

“My heart is breaking into a million tiny pieces” and

“No one could ever get tired of listening to you”

Ray had practiced his expressions in front of his mirror for months until he could assume each with the earnestness of an actor about to meet a messy death in a low-budget slasher.

In a typical meeting, like the earlier ones this morning, Ray cycled through his expressions at about thirty seconds per face. These, plus a smattering of “mmmms,” “uh-huhs,” and “I sees” cost $500/hour, not including deductibles. His office was a simple one because imposing premises scared away his typical clients. His compassion shone more brightly because the steps to his office were treacherous, the carpet worn, and the retro grunge grungy.

But Fennel, Eelie, and Garnel were not typical. Dressed in green robes, they looked like an eco-cult, an impression furthered by their collective name, which they explained was the “Fae Quyre” (Fennel made sure to spell it several times and stressed that it rhymed with “wire”). At the beginning of the meeting, Fennel had announced, “We’re about to offer you three million dollars.” It took Ray several minutes to understand what he thought he had heard.

“Wait a minute—what?” he asked. In answer, Eelie held a cup of water upside down over the water jug. Like a miniature Old Faithful, water shot straight up into the cup, which Eelie then deftly inverted. Ray’s eyes widened. It hit him that his five expressions were not going to be as helpful as they usually were. Continuing as if nothing had happened, Eelie murmured, “So much depends on the history. I’ve collected important files for decades.” (Several overstuffed legal-size Pendaflexes bulged out of his bag.) “I won’t waste your time now, but it all began about twenty years ago when, at a luncheon I had organized at the summer estate, someone recommended the 7th floor of the Paramount Building. I was so surprised. I had never considered the Paramount. It had hardly been touched since the Depression and was packed with so much junk.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not following,” Ray interrupted. “I’m a conflict resolution specialist. Is there a conflict that you need help with?” Eelie winced when Ray spoke but otherwise left Ray’s question unanswered. Silence filled the room.

At last, Fennel spoke up. “We need a Product for the Rite.”

“A what?”

“We are performing the Rite in the renovated 7th floor of the Paramount Building in a few weeks, and we need the Product,” said Fennel.

Eelie added, “To help you, I’ve brought a box of quarto-sized pamphlets about the renovation and how important I was to it. I’ll leave them for you to distribute.”

When Ray heard “Rite,” he just assumed that the trio were Republicans, but they seemed to want something more specific. He asked, “What do you mean by ‘Product’?”

Fennel launched a long speech about different ways one could define “product” and what the implications of each might be when Garnel, switching to English, interrupted with unexpected directness: “A young child.” At that, Ray squeezed his plastic cup so hard that the ice cubes flew out of it.

“No way.”

Silence.

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“The Quyre never jests,” murmured Eelie.

Ray just sat there, expecting something more from Fennel or one of the others. When nothing was forthcoming, he put down the iPad on which he had been taking notes, dumped it in his briefcase, and got up to leave.

“Hold it just a second. We’ve seen your bank balance. You can’t afford to turn us down.” (Ray felt himself breaking out into cold sweats, almost as bad as the time Forest spilled Riptide Rush Gatorade on his 1000 Thread Count Sateen sheets). “Just grab some kid, give it to us, and you’re three million dollars richer. It’s simple. Given that you have creditors baying for your blood and the repo people stalking your car and apartment, you are not in a position to refuse.”

And this led to Ray’s squeaky “You want me to what?” with which this chapter started, along with his discovery that Fennel had powerful weapons of persuasion, such as gluing Ray’s pants to his chair.

Throwing himself back, Ray took out his phone to dial 9-1-1. Fennel smiled. Eelie and Garnel smiled also. “I suspect you’re not as alarmed as you want us to believe you are,” said Fennel, as Ray’s phone leaped out of his hands to smack into the water pitcher. “That money must sound good to you right now.”

Ray sighed in frustration as he stared at the three of them. “Why me? If you’re so eager, do it yourself.”

“We read your Google reviews,” Garnel added. “Each more glowing than the next. As soon as we saw them, we knew that you were the man for the job. We could have gotten any brute, but we needed someone who could communicate. Compassionately. And someone so broke that they’d do anything.”

Fennel cut in: “You wouldn’t want us to think those reviews were lies, would you? For a skilled communicator like yourself, obtaining the Product should be nothing. Given the state of your bank balance, you don’t have great options.”

Eelie mumbled something that sounded like, “We’ve cleared your calendar for the next month.” How did the Quyre know Ray’s clients? How had they contacted them? What had they said?

“But why aren’t you doing all this yourself?”

Garnel said, “We can’t touch the Product until the key moment, or the Rite is invalid.” And with this, he swept up the ice cubes from Ray’s cup that were now melting on the table and swallowed them in a resounding gulp. Although he couldn’t explain why, this gesture frightened Ray more than anything else that had happened.

“And so I have to find some kid?”

The Quyre’s suddenly hostile stares were boring holes in his skull. Suddenly realizing, Ray corrected himself: “I mean… a Product.”

Fennel smiled. “You’re at rock bottom financially; you have nothing else to do; since you broke up with Forest, you have nobody in your life—”

How do they know about Forest? Ray thought.

“—and you’re a great communicator. You’ll be paid and run no risk of detection. No-brainer.”

Ray pondered while Garnel chattered amiably. “It’s easy for people to get the wrong idea about the Rite—especially with all the blood—but you won’t have to see any of that.”

Standing to go, Fennel said conclusively, “We need the Product in about two weeks. We expect you to start working now.” As the Quyre all stood, they reminded Ray once again of monks at an eco-friendly mass.

Ray’s mind began to spin. Even as his mind refused their demands, some part of him was already planning where he would find a child. A school? A children’s hospital? A church? How would he get it without anyone noticing? And would he be expected to care for it until the Quyre came for it? And just when would he see the money he had been promised? So far, he had no proof that the Quyre could pay him anything at all. He roused himself from his trance and said, “You mentioned a downpayment.”

Fennel reached into his robe, took out a sack with an impressive wad of cash, and tossed it on the table as if he enjoyed how hungrily Ray looked at the money. Eelie said, “Once you’ve taken it, you’re ours.” It took Ray a second to register that, even though he had heard Eelie’s voice, Eelie had not actually said anything. Evidently, being on the Quyre’s payroll involved some sort of weird telepathy, and their voices filled his head, so that he could not distinguish exactly who was saying what:

“We didn’t want just any thug to obtain the Product. We needed someone respectable.”

“A conflict resolution officer is perfect. There will be conflict, and you can resolve it.”

“No one will ever suspect a white gay guy.”

“You have a month, you get paid well, and then you won’t see us again. What’s not to like?”

“We’re going to enjoy watching to see how you arrange it.”

“Parents these days are so overwhelmed that they’ll never notice the child is missing.”

“As it says on your wall, ‘Believe and Succeed!’”


Chapter 3

 

 

IN THE cold February morning, Forest still had a small limp as he walked into Pine Country Coffee, where he usually bought coffee before his day at his gym. In movies, a jump cut followed disaster. You never had to watch the cleanup—the broken glass, fragmented furniture, the sad “For Sanitation Only” signs, cuts, bruises, and sprains that took longer than you wanted for them to heal. For many days following Forest’s mashup of camming and climactic scenes of Titanic, he would put his ear to the floor to spy the tiniest bits of glass. It would be days before his study dragged itself out of “aftermath of prison riot” to “messy but livable.”

Forest had begun that morning with a thirty-minute Mothra yoga session. Forest’s refrigerator was covered with pictures both of Mothra the cat and her namesake. He had memorized Yuji Koseki’s immortal Mothra song and could even do a good imitation of the choreography, and he had found a version of the Mothra song perfect for his yoga workouts. Forest also used it as his standard lullaby for the cat. As for Mothra herself, it is inconceivable to her that this book could have reached a third chapter without introducing her at greater length, since who would want to read about anyone else? But even Mothra concedes that on the morning in question, Forest, despite whatever had happened last night, attended to her levee, complete with reliable feeding and brushing as well as obligatory yoga session.

Although Mothra did not talk, Forest would have been the loneliest man ever if he could not imagine her responses to him. When his relationship with Ray was falling apart—soon after it began—Mothra had listened to Forest griping for hours. Through it all, she maintained perfect feline indifference. During yoga, Forest imagined long lectures from her about the inferiority of human to cat yoga, in which all asanas had been renamed for felines (Cat and Cow were Cat and Other Cat, Warriors 1, 2, and 3 were Alleycats 1, 2, and 3, references to dogs had been purged, and those wanting to push their edge could perfect Hairball, Reverse Hairball, and, for the ambitious, Exalted Hairball).

Despite Mothra, Forest brooded on having made a fool of himself the night before. The green guy on camera had seen more of him than anyone except his colonoscopist. If that man had had any decency, he would have shut off his screen as soon as he saw that Forest was in trouble. But he had stayed on until Forest, hands slippery with lube and ego crushed with humiliation, shut everything down. He had even had the nerve to ask, “Are you okay? Is there anything I can do to help?” Forest was furious. How dare he offer help? Forest fumed.

Pine Country Coffee, decorated with fake wooden mini-cabins, skis, moose, and snow, featured mediocre coffee but excellent proximity to Forest’s apartment. Today, a hipster in front of Forest needed every item on the menu explained to them—sweetener options, calorie count, containers, source of coffee beans, kind of grind—as if they had never tasted coffee, much less bought it. Forest stood patiently, aching from the bruises of the night before. Brett, the usual barista, would never have put up with such nonsense. Where was she today? But the loser behind the counter ended up giving Mr. Hipster a TED Talk on cappuccino. Forest saw the minutes ticking by until he had to be at the gym.

It was his turn at last, and he was announcing his usual order (skim mocha, no whip) when he heard a loud, brassy voice cut in front of him with “Double espresso.”

The barista repeated “Double espresso——anything else?”

Forest froze. He thought he heard someone say, “I think he was next in line,” and Forest, bolstered by a tiny bit of sympathy and feeling his bruises, made the mistake of saying, “I think I was right here.” But his tiny protest earned him a stare of infinite disdain from the barista. Humiliated, Forest shrank back, coffeeless, and made his way to the water dispenser with the minuscule plastic cups, the refuge of the hopeless. He felt so defeated that he half expected the water to miss the cup entirely or for the cup to collapse when it was half full.

Clutching his water, Forest faced the ultimate challenge: finding a place to sit. As usual, people occupied every good seat, none of them going anywhere. Forest slunk to one of the high-backed chairs facing the window, in the lineup he had nicknamed Incel Row. He climbed up and squinted as the morning sun poured through the floor-to-ceiling glass. Feeling like a specimen under a microscope, he would gulp down his water, check his phone messages, and move on.

“Well, at least thou art clothed,” Forest heard a voice say. He couldn’t believe that someone was talking to him, but, since he was the only one on Incel Row, the words were unlikely to be meant for anyone else.

He answered, “Well, they’re usually on, unless someone asks nicely to take them off.” Forest heard the voice chuckling at his response. Forest tried to look in the window in front of him to catch the reflection of the voice’s source, but the brightness of the sun made it impossible to see anything. He would have to take a deep breath, turn his head, and actually make conversation. What he saw: early fifties, silver hair, square jaw, green eyes, nice smile. And Forest, as a professional gym employee, knew from the cut of this guy’s shirt that he took care of himself. Somehow, his trepidation faded as his look started crossing into a stare. He was aware that the other guy was asking him a question, but Forest was so busy scoping that he hardly heard anything.

“Let’s say that I’m concerned about how stable thou mightst be in thy chair right now.” Suddenly Forest realized who the man was. In a two-pronged assault, he spilled the rest of his water so that most of it got onto the man and what he did not spill, he spat out in surprise, also on the man. He stared in panic. “I’m so sorry. Let me get some napkins!” Repeating every apology he could think of, Forest rushed to the counter and dared the Gorgon eye of the barista while he grabbed as many minuscule coffee-shop napkins as he could and ran back to mop up the floor, while offering a wad of napkins to the green (sorta) guy from last night.

Forest had seized too many napkins in the hope that, the longer he took to mop, the longer he could postpone what would be an embarrassing conversation. After one of the hottest men he had ever seen had watched him make a colossal fool of himself, he had poured water on top of him and, even worse, spit on him. It was like a BDSM encounter gone awry. Gently, the guy bent down and put his hand on Forest’s arm (Forest’s heart pounded hard) and said, “I think thou hast cleaned it all. Thanks for the napkins.”

Clambering to his feet, Forest tried to think of a sparkling retort and came up with “Okay,” plus a vacant stare.

“I have a table with some friends. Come and sit with us.”

“Are you sure they’re safe with me? I might spit on them too. But seriously, I can stay only for a few minutes. I have to get to work.”

“Just a few minutes. And it means a lot to me to see that thou art okay. I was worried last night.”

Even as his words made Forest relive all his humiliation, he knew that most gay men would be making merciless fun of him at this point, whereas this guy had been nothing but kind.

By this point, they had come to the table, where the man, who introduced himself as Grant, showed Forest to his friends, Tren and JX. Tren looked like the love child of a toothpick and roll of dental floss and spoke as if consonants were good friends. JX was as broad and generous as Tren was compact, and appeared as if “genderqueer” had been invented for them. None of the three were white, but they weren’t obviously anything else either. And in ways that Forest could not articulate, he felt himself relaxing around a bunch of guys who did not pretend to be straight. It helped that Tren and JX were talking in a language that Forest did not know. Those who did not speak English for some reason always put Forest at his ease.

Even as Forest enjoyed getting to know them, a voice at the back of his mind couldn’t help wondering: Did Grant’s friends also share Grant’s greenish propensities? Did they know about Grant? What about the wing thing? And Grant’s Renaissance Fairie talk? But Forest’s questions would have to wait because no one could get much of a word in next to JX’s chatter tsunami: “Oh, Forest, has Grant been talking about you! How cute you are, what a nice body you have, how funny you are, how you’re just his type. Can you believe that he had us stake out this coffee shop all morning just in case Mr. Head Over Heels might show up? I mean, we had no way of knowing if you would show up at all, but Grant insisted. And here you are! By the way, don’t freak out about his thees and thous. We’re trying to get him to sound more like he lives in the twenty-first century because most men can’t handle how he talks. His ex said, ‘I’m not going to keep living with a man who talks as if he was beheaded by Henry VIII.’ Can you believe that some people think he’s a Quaker?” followed by a long account of Friends whom JX had known and loved.

This was a lot to take in, but Forest just blurted out, “Wait a minute. How did you even know to look for me here?”

Tren emitted, “Coffee mug.”

Looking clueless, Forest repeated Tren’s words.

“Where to find you,” said Tren, as if trying to win a bet over who could use the fewest words. After thinking about what Tren had said, Forest realized that Grant must have seen his mug from Pine Country Coffee behind him. Indeed, it had gone tumbling during his reenactment of Titanic, pushed over by Mothra’s acrobatics, and he had meant to replace it this morning until the barista had flattened him. But Grant must have had good eyes to have seen this mug. It was far in the background during the camming session. Did superman vision accompany green skin and wings?

At this moment, a clutch of little girls invaded the coffee shop. They looked like they were part of a birthday party, since they were all dressed as fairies. The visit was presumably for the moms to get some coffee to sustain them through what promised to be a grueling morning of fairy supervision. Forest’s gym occasionally arranged birthday parties for young children, so he had seen such groups before and knew just how cutthroat little girl fairy competition could be. What surprised him was the reactions of Grant, Tren, and JX. They all fell silent and had grim looks on their faces. They seemed more than just annoyed by the little girls. Although they did not say anything, the vibe they gave off was one of being deeply offended. For some reason, little Tinkerbells caused an irritation so profound that they could not even speak it.

Trying to lighten the mood, Forest used his usual strategy in such cases, which was to let himself look ridiculous. Since Tren and JX had heard plenty about last night from Grant, he did not have to work hard. Tren and JX teased Forest just the right amount (lots of “bottoms up” toasts with their coffee) but spent most of their time stressing how taken Grant had been with him. They sounded like two yentas making a pitch. Grant was handsome, no longer young, but not ancient, and so deserved a nice guy who could make him happy. Forest enjoyed hearing about Grant but felt as if they were both coming on a little strong. After all, if Grant were interested, he could make his own case.

Instead, Forest decided to change the topic: “It seems like you guys know a lot—probably too much—about me. Tell me about yourselves.”

JX piped up, “I’m so glad you asked. Grant here is the town’s most glam navigator. He teaches everyone else how to do it, and no one would think for a second to use anyone else. Tren calls himself a hacker, but that sounds so flat to me. I’m trying to convince him that ‘security specialist’ would be much more employable. For me, documents, documents, documents. I am an archivist. Give me a collection of moldering old paper and I’m in heaven. They’re like a huge jigsaw, and I get to put the pieces together.”

“Do you work with a particular archive?” asked Forest.

“Oh, yes—” said JX enthusiastically, before Grant interrupted, “I think not that Forest needs to know that right now.”

JX stared back at him in shock. Tren stared in front of him, giving no clues.

“You mean he doesn’t know?” asked JX.

“Know what?” asked Forest.

Another awkward silence.

“Know what?” Forest repeated. A thought struck him. “Are you pos?”

Grant shook his head.

“Married?” said Forest.

This produced a smile from Grant, a roar of laughter from JX, and even a thin grimace from Tren.

“I’m going to follow thy lead and change the subject,” said Grant. “Thou workest in a gym. Dost thou teach classes?”

“I want to know what you’re not telling me, but yes, I own a neighborhood gym, nothing fancy. We have a nice pool, which most gyms don’t have because they’re such a pain to maintain. If you or any friends of yours ever want to drop by, please do. I’d love to give you all a month’s free membership….”
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