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“Of course I know the story!” the kid squawked. “Everybody’s heard it. They came fleeing down from the Ardennes in the summer heat, running from the guns. All of them naked and afraid. All of them like angels, like angels with shimmering wings.” The private’s voice grew soft there, making him sound even younger than he was. A boy like the rest of the boys here, except this one didn’t know why anyone would want to hear the story again. He didn’t know yet that there was boredom and terror and death to come, again and again and always, until gray, monotonous fear was all there was. There was nothing for men down here to do but talk and dream. Telling tales about them, those things that everyone and no one had seen, that was chatter to keep you from thinking. Stories of the creatures made me wish I’d seen one of those things instead of hearing about them. They made me afraid I wouldn’t live long enough to see anything as beautiful as a fairy with my own eyes.

I hoped I’d get the chance. A chance was worth trying for.

Excerpt from Pavot the Fairy by Talfryn Graves

From The Lost Ones

Editor J Rifkin
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KAZIMIR LICKED the lingering taste of vodka from his mouth and tried to draw strength from it as he passed his guests. On the sofas arranged before his fireplace was a group of what looked like scholars. Josephine sat among the dusty, bespectacled professors as though her provocative gown and radiant beauty did not have them stuttering. She held them at bay with experienced grace and help from both the big cat curled at her feet and Rennet seated on her lap. Josephine, braver than Kazimir, had found and raised the friendless imp child without fear of the consequences. Kazimir was fond of the boy as well, but with his head aching, he turned before the child’s red eyes could meet his.

The flowing folds of Kazimir’s silk kimono made not a whisper on the lush carpeting of his flat as he drifted through the sea of Parisian café society on pointed Turkish slippers. Human and magical beings alike dripped with jewels, but even those who wore no finery and lounged in his chairs with gin at their lips, speaking angrily of the suffering of the masses, sparkled as brightly as those who did. Journalists and actors and aristocrats grew tipsy as they debated the fascists in Italy and the troubles in Austria and Poland. Everyone seemed to glow, not only Kazimir and the fairy in Trudy’s entourage.

The doubled-up rope of pearls at his neck felt heavy, and he regretted the impulse to wear them. But he moved through his flat without stopping. His kitchen, hidden behind closed doors, would be full of hungry, drunken revelers, or worse, poets in need of an audience, and Kazimir had no patience for that. There had been weariness in his bones from the moment he had applied his thick stage makeup tonight, and now that he was home and had removed most of it, the feeling of exhaustion had not gone away.

At Kazimir’s other side were women in fur coats and men in tuxedos, as well as men in fur coats and women in tuxedos. He did not know them, but at the sight of starched white shirtfronts and tails, he turned in a new direction, away from the fire, away from the mass of bodies and curling cigarette smoke, toward the doors to the enclosed balcony.

The steady rush of rain against the glass ceiling was instant relief from the noise of so many voices, though he could still hear the child, Rennet, loudly full of impish certainty as he announced that trouble was coming, big, big trouble. In the way of imps and children, Rennet could be certain without being able to explain why.

Kazimir put his hands to his temples to rub away the lingering tension and slipped among the overgrown flowers and ferns that made his balcony a jungle. A few others were out there with him, murmuring voices somewhere out of his vision, but Kazimir brought in light to their dark place, so they either quieted or left him alone to stare out the glass.

Here it was finally cool, though the blur of the rain and his aura of fiery gold denied him a view of the streets below. He pulled his robe closed over his bare chest, though it would only fall open again, and stared at his shimmering reflection, his messy, light, short hair, his kohl-smudged eyelids. He looked tired, though of course, still beautiful. To think in such an arrogant manner was to invite a curse, but a firebird knew all there was to know of curses. The people he drew to him did not. Firebirds were creatures of tragedy, so he had been told, from his first owner to his last. Kazimir would have disagreed and told them their own greed and lust had been their undoing, but truthfully he knew nothing about firebirds. Humans had told the only stories he had heard of firebirds, and he had never met another of his kind.

Humans tended to blame the bird, and after a while, Kazimir had found that useful. He had brought about the destruction of more than one man by using the man’s own desires against him. He’d been free for years, but he hadn’t forgotten the skill.

Another figure appeared behind him in the glass. Kazimir frowned and felt his pulse quicken when a hand landed on his shoulder to forcibly pull him around. He swallowed hard, as though the weight of his old collar once again compressed his throat, and then he remembered himself.

He lifted his chin to a high angle and regretted his lack of a tiara, though his pearls had probably once graced the neck of a grand duchess or two. Against his luminous skin they seemed a vanity now able to be used as a weapon, easily wound tight to render him helpless. Every shiny bauble drew attention to the length of his neck, the bare lines of his collarbone. His robe, dark and embroidered with dragons, was again open nearly to his navel. Decked in black and white, his golden skin looked warm to the touch, as indeed it was, though he had given no one permission to touch him.

Light spilled in from the doorway, but most of the illumination in the darkened room came from Kazimir himself. He considered the man who had dared lay a hand on him, letting his large eyes of dark blue glitter before he lowered his eyelids to covertly look over this barbarian. The man wore a tuxedo, well tailored and new, doing all it could to flatter his figure with an eye to deny his very human middle age. He did not seem ashamed that he had lost control of himself, though he wore the slightly repentant expression of a scolded child. He also smiled, playing at being charming.

From his clothing, he clearly had money and possibly the brains to take the power that went with it. Kazimir let his robe fall open more, exposing a hint of hip bone and more golden skin. He titled his chin that much higher when the man licked his lips.

“I did not give you permission to touch me.” Kazimir’s voice was rough from the night’s performance. The man flinched. Color suffused his cheeks, but he held out the glass in his hand, as if Kazimir had said nothing.

“I brought you some champagne.” As though it were all a joke, he took Kazimir’s hand and pressed the stem of the glass into it. He let his touch linger.

“I did not ask for it.” Kazimir could not drain the melody from his voice any more than he could leech the color from his skin, and he could see the effect it had. Even chastened, the man flushed anew; perhaps he’d consumed several glasses of champagne before he had followed Kazimir to where he might find him unprotected. Kazimir steeled himself and tried again to penetrate the fog of drink. “I came here to be alone.”

“Out here?” The man’s American accent made his French as clumsy as his manners, and he could not hold his liquor. “With the rain close, you will get sick.”

Most of the magical creatures Kazimir had met in his lifetime did not get sick. If this human did not know that, then he had not encountered many of them. More than seventeen years had passed since the fairies had first chosen to step back into the human world. With human expansion and human wars destroying their homes, other beings of magic had little choice but to follow. Seventeen years was enough time to learn about anything, but to many humans, magic remained forbidden, evil, or a curiosity. Seventeen years of living among them, and humans still knew nothing. They—meaning men like this one—did not even know each other, and refused to listen when they were told.

Kazimir angled his head back, feeling pearls slide invitingly against his skin, then smiled and moved away. He went a few steps along the window, then stopped at the lock on the little opening in the glass wall where a bird might fly free. The man followed him. Kazimir could have met him before, or the man could have been any other pale, frightened man with excited, lust-filled eyes, who held on with grasping fingers yet still felt Kazimir slip away.

Kazimir twisted to glance at him, aware of what his sapphire gaze did, the challenge it presented. He let his lips part. “Do you think me delicate? In need of protection?”

Perhaps the man had a wife. He recognized the tone of the words this time, frowning in confused displeasure at being mocked. “Aren’t you in a good humor, pretty bird?” Something of a whine crept into his voice. “I brought you champagne.”

“So you said.” Kazimir turned away again, offering a glimpse of shoulder as he readjusted his robe. To the side, he saw motion, as if they had a witness. Kazimir allowed his robe to dip as he crept away from the hungry American. He moved toward whoever else was on the balcony with them.

The man ignored the hint and stepped back into Kazimir’s line of sight. His flush seemed deeper, even in the dim light. “If I didn’t know any better, I would say you were avoiding me, and all I’ve done is bring you a drink. I wanted to compliment your performance tonight. I have never heard anything like that.”

“Truly?” Kazimir did not affect boredom, did not have to, but he did not turn away again. “What do you think of my necklace?” he asked coolly, displaying the pearls in his palm by rolling a few between his fingers.

“Lovely.” The man swayed in toward him, his expression too eager. “Do you like those? I can get you more if only—”

“If only?” Kazimir drew him in, recognizing the man at last. He had seen him outside his dressing room, been caught alone by him before. The man had offered Kazimir roses the first time, then orchids when Kazimir had told him no. Kazimir vaguely recalled the fact of a wife, an angry woman with a lined face, with a tiara Kazimir would have taken if only to spare her the humiliation of it and the reasons her husband had given it to her. It would have looked beautiful on him, for he was beautiful, and he would have worn it without shame.

Those who were shamed were never the ones who should have been. Kazimir looked at the man, watching his eyes consider the value of the pearls around his neck and then calculate the value of Kazimir himself.

“If only you would be mine,” the man finished, gulping as if his own lust shocked him.

Kazimir did not smile, though he shivered at a frisson of fear. He stared without speaking, without breathing, then turned his back on the man. His blood in his ears deafened him.

“Have I displeased you?” The man would still talk, meaningless words steeped in frustration and a growing awareness of his failure, though he did not yet consciously know he had failed. Kazimir knew who the man would blame when he did, and tensed when he was again spun around by his shoulder. The man had returned to English, assuming Kazimir would know it, or not caring if he didn’t. “What do you want, then? If not pearls, what? Pearls would do for dragons, they told me. Fairies require nothing—they are so desperate for affection. All of you desperate things, out in the cold without us, especially you.” The man’s face twisted, growing ugly for the first time. “You magic émigrés are like every other useless royal in Paris. You think you are above it all, but you would be nowhere without men like me. We are the ones who pay for your apartments and your jewels. Those pearls weren’t cheap.”

For a moment the man breathed harshly in and out. Then he leaned in, and Kazimir could not help wanting to fall back. “I will be generous. Only tell me what you want.”

Kazimir tightened his hold on his necklace. He shuddered visibly at the hot breath on his skin but swept the fear away enough to raise his chin and roll a shoulder. His robe slipped farther, but he swallowed and spoke in English, his voice like crystal.

“Do nothing, for I want nothing.” Kazimir gathered his strength and yanked at the necklace until the thread snapped, sending pearls out across the floor. Two remained in his palm, and he clutched them tighter at the burning pain at his neck. “To hell with you.”

“The cost of those....” The man had lost control again, arguing cost in cracking words. “Those were valuable.”

“To some.” Kazimir glanced away. He looked back a moment later, noticing that their audience had remained for the denouement. For the benefit of that audience, Kazimir took the glass of champagne and tossed its contents into the nearest plant. The glass itself he threw over his shoulder and did not care where it landed.

The sound of breaking glass was drowned out by screams from his living room, accompanied by laughter. Kazimir wondered if Rennet had freed the cheetah again, mere seconds before the cheetah’s sleek, spotted form dashed into the room, a cackling devil-child hot on its heels. For a moment only, boy and beast were illuminated by the outside light, and then Kazimir’s view was blocked by the man, who shouted to see the big cat on the loose, and ran from the balcony.

Kazimir blinked, turning to follow the two wild creatures playing tag among his plants, before imp and cat slipped out the same way they had come in. More screams preceded them as people saw them coming. His guests might be leaving Kazimir’s flat sooner than he had expected. As a reward he should give Rennet all the pearls he could find to play with.

“That was quite a show,” remarked someone from the shadows. Kazimir’s head ached, but he kept his chin up while the witness came forward until the toes of his shoes were on the edge of Kazimir’s soft circle of light.

His audience was a man of average height, with a stubborn jaw, though part of his face was hidden by an unfashionable short growth of beard and a small mustache. It didn’t seem deliberate, but more as though the man had forgotten to shave for a few days. Curls of brown fell into his face where they were not tucked behind his ears, and glasses hid his eye color, but his clothes were plain—a shirt and pants, with braces, or suspenders as Americans called them. The man was American too, though his French accent was better. Kazimir had the impression of a direct gaze before the man glanced away again. His lips were full and pliant.

“Do you mean at the theater tonight or what occurred here?” Kazimir stared at him, waiting for the man to look at him again, wondering why he would look anywhere else with Kazimir in the room.

“Here.” The emphasis on the word was almost amusing. “What just took place. Though I also thought your performance tonight was incredible. Not everyone gets an opera written for them. Not everyone deserves it.”

He implied that Kazimir did, which Kazimir already knew. But Kazimir nodded, and the man took a drink from his own glass. It held something brown, with ice. The man swallowed with evident pleasure and then said nothing, continuing to keep his eyes from Kazimir.

“You should not capture a firebird,” Kazimir addressed the topic at hand, and watched soft lips open on what could have been a silent laugh. His glow was flattering to the man’s cheekbones, the light olive tone to his cheeks.

“Should not?” The stranger moved, and Kazimir got a hint of dark eyes narrowed in thought. “Was that act for his benefit, then?”

“If not his, then for the next creature he tries to buy.” Kazimir shrugged and sighed loudly at the stillness from the man opposite him. “You have more to say? You think I was cruel? That he did not deserve rejection?”

The man considered him over the wire rim of his glasses. Kazimir knew he was being studied, and yet could not catch the man’s gaze. The strange, somewhat insolent human took another drink of his brown booze. “You didn’t have much respect for his feelings.”

Kazimir surprised himself by letting out a short, icy laugh. “He should have had respect for mine.”

“Were yours clear?” If possible, the man seemed equally amused, though Kazimir did not understand why he should be, unless he found Kazimir himself funny. The human could have been one of those men who showed disgust at things like magic or the blended world that magical creatures lived in, where human morals and customs did not apply. He barely looked over thirty, but it was not only old men who regarded fairies and demons with hatred and loathing. Lately many seemed to, as if the problems of the world were to be laid at their door. Beings of magic had not been the ones destroying banks and dividing countries into arbitrary pieces.

Kazimir drew himself up and curled one hand into a fist, the two remaining pearls hard in his palm. “What responsibility is it of mine to make my feelings clear? My feelings are mine.” His voice rang out; the little American would not argue. Kazimir kept on. “He was told no. It’s not my fault he did not listen.”

He let out a puff of air and wished for more vodka. It was a long time before he thought of speaking again, but when the American did not say a word, he chose to answer with silence, and so they stood. Then the American shifted forward again, coming farther into Kazimir’s light but stopping before Kazimir had to step back. Kazimir wondered if this human had seen him shudder away from a touch earlier, or if he had simply been raised with better manners.

The man finally inclined his head.

“A no should be clear enough for anyone.” He granted Kazimir the point. “I’m sorry.”

Kazimir felt something, not altogether fear, slide down his spine. He frowned and made his smile cold. “Human men in general usually do not give ground until forced to,” he pronounced, bitter and unsurprised, and wondered if a mere glimpse of his neck would be enough to undo this one, or if more would be required.

The American stared to the side for a moment longer, then took another drink. He gave Kazimir a short look, then snorted and spoke in English. “Fucking true enough,” he remarked. “We will defend to the last man slivers of ground of no value for the sake of appearing to avoid retreat.”

Kazimir was not entirely sure he translated the confusing statement correctly. Before he could ask, the American went on, growing warmer at the subject, or from his liquor. “Not to say you have no value, or that you are a piece of land. Merely agreeing with you. It’s difficult to let go. It can be difficult.” He scowled at his glass.

“You are drunk.” Kazimir was neither amused nor shocked, although he was not certain why he bothered commenting. Most of his guests were currently swimming in gin.

“Usually.” The American hummed a little, a piece from the opera tonight. “I usually am, when not working. May I ask you something?” He paused. “Did you not like the pearls? The gesture was beautifully executed, and I applauded, but outside of this apartment, people are hungry.”

“And the inhuman creature throws away pearls while the bread lines grow.” Kazimir glanced down as he straightened his robe, and when he raised his eyes, the American was staring right at him. It took Kazimir too long to speak again. “Perhaps I prefer diamonds.” He held the man’s gaze even with the touch of electricity along his spine and the ache in his bones. “Do you have diamonds?” He ducked his head to inhale greedily and then glanced up, an unrivalled courtesan. He swept a look over the American’s clothes, noting the lack of starch in the shirt, as if it had been worn a few times since its last cleaning. It might be the man’s sole dress shirt. Kazimir clucked his tongue pityingly and straightened. “I don’t think you do.” He sighed as if bored, and waited. When insulted, some dogs licked your hand, others bit.

This dog tilted his head to one side. “You want diamonds? Common diamonds?” He seemed unwilling to admit the possibility that anyone would see a diamond as anything other than a shiny stone, though he returned the same intense study Kazimir had given him.

Kazimir felt himself go still. The human pretended not to see, though he must have.

“No, rubies surely. You must have been offered rubies too,” the American went on, then wrinkled his nose and gave Kazimir another of his brief, searching glances. “Forgive me, but as much as I can see you in jewels, your own natural beauty would render them redundant. You’re handsome, yes, your jaw, your shoulders, your tapered waist and straight nose, but mostly... beautiful. Beautiful is the word that best suits you, or, I should say, it is the only word that comes to mind that wouldn’t embarrass me.”

“So you offer me no jewels at all?” Kazimir could have played coy, accepted the compliment and whatever money the man did have. He intended to, but the words escaped him in a sad lilt when there should have been a scornful blast of sound.

“Flowers. Those I could give you, if I had the money to, which I don’t.” The American nodded and took another drink. Kazimir could not tell if he meant it; the man looked at Kazimir in the same manner as before—direct and then from the side, strangely shy. He was a schoolboy until he spoke.

“Roses?” Kazimir angled his chin up and let out a pointed, light yawn. His heart would not slow. “Orchids?”

“Mere weeds!” the American scoffed, serious or playful, Kazimir could not determine and did not allow himself to react, though the American went on. He was ridiculous and had to be teasing. “Painted blooms in paper coffins, cut and wrapped and stuffed into a vase for display. No, not those. Not for you.”

“What, then?” Kazimir leaned back against a wrought-iron stand, velvety fern fronds tickling his bare skin. He put his wrist to his forehead dramatically, like a film actress. The American’s breath seemed to leave him in a rush, and when Kazimir looked, the man was watching him, earnestly now, if he had not been before.

“Wildflowers, the kind I have only ever seen in fields in Belgium, the kinds that grow on this continent no matter what is done to the land. Cascading colors so bright they’re obscene. Blooms so beautiful they make you forget that even flowers fight for survival. Wildflowers, hardier than anything grown in a nursery. I’d make you a necklace—or perhaps a crown of them, like the fairies do.”

“Free flowers, then?” Kazimir countered. His hand fell to his throat, though the weight of the pearls was long gone.

The American threw his head back and laughed. He was too loud from drink, but his laugh was still a rich, pleased sound that drew attention. A few people stopped at the doorway to peek at them.

“No jewels and no flowers will please you, Monsieur Firebird?” He was charming now suddenly, this American, leaving Kazimir to stare and wonder where the shyness had gone. One moment they had been jesting back and forth, and now Kazimir was warm, as if he were being seduced.

People usually did not seduce something they thought to buy. Kazimir struggled to remember the American’s question about jewels and flowers.

“I have never asked for them,” Kazimir insisted, still with his hand at his throat, and the man dropped his crooked smile before Kazimir had fully realized it was there.

“So you throw them away as though they are nothing? Or do you scorn them because they are lures in a trap?” He was gruff but quiet, and once again Kazimir could not tell if he was joking. He could not ask any more than he could ask for stories of these fields where wildflowers grew. Kazimir had traveled by train many years ago, but had never stopped to look out at farmland turned gray with trenches and rain.

Kazimir took a breath. “That is no way to talk, Monsieur L’Américain, not if you wish to win a firebird.” He was not drunk, but he sang it out, so sweetly it seemed a mockery of his intention. For some reason a biting tone escaped him and his words emerged soft and curious.

The American frowned. “You said I should not—” he started, but was cut off by the arrival of Michel, who turned on the lights as he strode in. The American shut his eyes for a moment and swore, in the crude manner that seemed his habit. “Fuck.”

Kazimir took a moment to study him in the light, from the shine in his brown curls to the dull scuff of his shoes. His trousers were recently ironed, but frayed, and a tarnished watch was ready to fall from his pocket. His lips were indeed yielding and pink, but held lines at the corners that spoke of pain. He was no schoolboy, but older than thirty, though not much. He was thin, and his skin had a tint of its own, as if good food and sun were all that were needed to make him beautiful. That, and perhaps a shave. He was not a picture of health. His skin was dotted with sweat despite the chill, like a tipsy human without much money who had not eaten a solid meal in some time.

Kazimir’s kitchen held plenty of food, although Kazimir himself subsisted mostly on bread and tea and vodka. He thought of offering this American food from his pantry and then wondered why he should bother. But an hors d’oeuvre held out in one slender, golden hand might bring that gaze up to meet his. Two, and the American might say what he meant instead of hinting. Three, and he might never leave.

Many were starving in the world outside the flat, that was true. But a certain kind lived the way this man did, living on ideals instead of practicality. That made him an artist or musician or writer, someone who others thought was brilliant, and who might actually be. But there was no paint on his strong, well-shaped hands, only ink and faint white lines, crisscrossing between his fingers and at the edge of his palms.

“One of yours?” Kazimir raised his head and looked to Michel. He found it hard to do and did not care for the feeling. This was not the first drunk human to offer him flowers. Kazimir had no need to keep staring at him.

Michel stroked his delicate mustache and shook his head to indicate the American was not his lover. “Found another diamond in the rough, Kaz?” he inquired merrily, seemingly unaware of Kazimir’s irritation at the name and at the stream of people now following Michel onto the balcony.

The American opened his eyes, only to immediately avert his gaze from Kazimir. He faced Michel. “I thought he did not care for diamonds.” The people entering the room were tripping on the scattered pearls, spilling clumsily onto each other and giggling. The American finally darted a glance to Kazimir, revealing lustrous eyes of amber brown. “I feel as though I should make a comment about pearls before swine.” He quirked his lips. Kazimir stared back and denied his urge to return the smile until the man’s gaze returned to his glass.

“Don’t talk nonsense.” Michel pooh-poohed the American with a wave of his hand, and continued in effortless English. “This is our Kazimir, generous benefactor to the desperate and deserving. He’s a lot like you, Rifkin, spotting genius before the geniuses do. In the stories I have heard, firebirds and their like are creatures of inspiration, leading men to greatness or ruin. I think Kaz’s ability to spot talent has something to do with what he is, but he won’t tell me. He enjoys the mystery.”

Kazimir affected a pout at Michel for lavishing such praise on the stranger in front of him, and knew the American, Rifkin, was watching him again.

“You’re wrong. There is no one like him,” Rifkin offered abruptly, lifting his head for another direct look, one aimed at Michel. Michel seemed taken aback, though not for long, and then he grinned and poked Kazimir in the ribs.

“You’ve made another conquest, Kaz! You will not rest until the hearts of Paris are under your feet. But take care with this one.” He poked Kazimir again, harder, as if this time he was truly cross. “We need him a whole man. Perhaps then he will create for us again.”

“What is it he does, Michel, that the world needs him whole?” Kazimir put his head up to watch the lightning in Rifkin’s eyes. Rifkin did not seem to like being discussed and made no effort to hide it; Michel was simply oblivious as he explained Rifkin spent much of his time editing. “Editing?” Kazimir tutted. He kept his eyes on Rifkin’s face. “How dull.” The flash of lightning was directed at him now, full and fearless, and yet the man made no move. Kazimir lifted a hand and held it out in a lazy, placating gesture. “But I’m sure it’s exciting when you do it.”

Rifkin gave Kazimir’s hand a hot look, appearing as though he would rather bite than kiss it, but when he met Kazimir’s eyes, he stilled. A moment later he smiled. The glimpse of teeth was rueful. “You are good, Firebird. You are very good.” He let Kazimir’s hand stay in the air between them. “Am I supposed to rise to the challenge and try to prove you wrong? What if I do? Will you throw that in my face too, or sigh in disappointment and claim you never asked me to do it? Your ability to inspire used as a weapon... that is... that is truly frightening, Firebird, if it’s real.”

“Kazimir,” Kazimir corrected him, dropping his hand and feeling something burn through his skin at being so denied. “My name is Kazimir, not Firebird, and you would have to accept the challenge to find out.”

“I....” Michel coughed uncertainly, then tossed his head with a nervous laugh. “Oh la la, what have I done?”

“We are putting out a book soon. You will have to wait until then to discover how good I am.” Rifkin’s glasses reflected Kazimir’s golden glow, but his skin seemed to absorb it, rendering him in diffused, soft light, at odds with the nature of his words. He sighed suddenly and glanced away again. “If we ever get the damn thing out.”

“The stories I have seen so far have been wonderful!” Michel interjected, with some desperation. He turned to Kazimir and gestured between them. “Kazimir,” he began in that tone he was so fond of using, the one that said he had someone Kazimir simply must meet, and wouldn’t Kazimir please help him in supporting them with generous amounts of money. “Kazimir, this is the man I told you about all those weeks ago.” Michel had mentioned no Rifkin that Kazimir remembered. Kazimir gave Michel an unforgiving glare, and Michel promptly swung toward Rifkin to gesture at him for Kazimir’s benefit. “Kaz, do you know what it took to get him here?”

“A great deal of whisky?” Kazimir guessed dryly, and Rifkin snorted.

“Tickets to your opera!” Michel corrected, nearly twitching. “I had to bribe him and then force him here. The man never stops working. I thought if you met him, if you beheld him with your very eyes, you would want to read what they have done.” Kazimir gave him a cutting look, but Michel, the idiot, did not see it. Kazimir did not think Rifkin would be so blind, not even when drunk. Kazimir imagined, somehow, impossibly, that Rifkin might even understand Kazimir’s true nature if Kazimir gave him the chance to. It could not be true, and yet Kazimir wanted to make those eyes meet his, more than he had wanted anything in a long time.

“Kazimir.” Michel was almost swooning now. “Kazimir, speak to him and you will want to help get it published! He and his friends, such brilliance!” As though he had just eaten a delicious meal, Michel kissed his own fingers in excitement. Michel was not the sort to praise lightly.

“Brilliance,” Kazimir repeated dryly, despite quaking inside to know that it was true. He raised an eyebrow at Rifkin. “And you write as well?”

“No,” Rifkin said curtly, then hesitated and seemed to change his mind. “Not for others to read.” He finished his drink in a gulp and appeared sorry to see it gone. He swiped a martini from a tipsy man who had bumped into him and knocked over one of Kazimir’s plants. Rifkin pulled the onion out of the glass with his fingers and flicked it at the man when the fellow protested. “Be more careful with other people’s things,” Rifkin instructed him, then licked his thumb with a shrug when the man moved on without further argument.

Kazimir’s lips parted. He had to tear his eyes away to face Michel while he wondered what kind of creature Michel had brought him. Whatever Kazimir’s expression, it made Michel thrust his half-drunk cocktail at him and start in with an explanation of the book Rifkin had edited, and his work with a circle of writers. He stopped when Kazimir pushed the drink back at him, untouched.

Kazimir turned to Rifkin when Michel nodded encouragingly. Rifkin let their eyes meet this time. Perhaps the stolen martini made him brave, but he made a small, soft sound of pain when Kazimir faced him.

People wanted Kaz. They sometimes hated him. They did not stare at him with hurt in their pretty eyes.

Kazimir fought the need to offer apologies or to stroke a hand over shining brown curls. “A secret writer? Shouldn’t you be starving in a garret, living in sin, as humans say, and suffering for art and beauty?”

His American took a sip from his martini, the old wounds on his hands clearly visible. He winced as he swallowed, as if he did not care for either gin or the sweetness of the vermouth, but kept his gaze steady, for a time.

“Not all art is beautiful.” He tipped his head back to finish the drink, then thrust the glass at Michel, who took it and said nothing when Rifkin helped himself to Michel’s cocktail too.

Kazimir briefly closed his eyes at the memory of the strong column of Rifkin’s throat as he swallowed. “Perhaps we have different definitions of beautiful,” he argued, breathing hard, as though he had just finished singing. For a moment he forgot where he was, who he was, and stepped forward, shivering when Rifkin raised his eyes to meet his.

Rifkin again made a quiet noise of pain. “You are beautiful,” Rifkin told him, his mouth still wet and his cheeks flushed. “Creature of goddamn magic.” He spoke like he couldn’t fully credit magic as real, as many humans did, even now. They wanted magic to be the thing from their fairy tales. Magic to do everything, or nothing, to fix entire broken nations when it had not even been able to free Kazimir from the single room where his first master had kept him locked away. For all his power, Kazimir’s mind had been his salvation. Magic was simply a word for the many things humans did not understand. “Beautiful,” Rifkin repeated himself, but the wording was changed now. “Creature of magic.”

“Is that all I am?” Kazimir heard his voice go too high and knew Michel noticed, but Rifkin had done something, and he could not look away. He did not think it was a human spell, but it took Kazimir’s words from him. He straightened his robe onto his shoulders and frowned when he caught himself doing it.

“No, there is more,” Rifkin announced at last, dropping his gaze again. “I have heard you sing. Magic might make your voice what it is, but how you sang, that was you, I think.” He exhaled, long and slow, and closed his eyes. Kazimir wondered if he was thinking of a far-off field of flowers, but when he opened his eyes, Rifkin chose to focus on his glass. “I believe you know precisely what it means to create, don’t you? You use it as a weapon, one of many, for all that you appear delicate. You are familiar with pain, and fear, but you are not hindered by them, and it’s that which elevates you above other singers.”

Kazimir nearly put his hands over his ears. Artists could be worse than seers when it came to the truth. Artists could challenge imps in acts of destruction and creation, and could leave footsteps behind them that lasted longer than the oldest fairy. The creators among the humans were the strongest and weakest of them. Most of them wanted Kazimir, and he used that. This one was shaking his head.

“You are very beautiful, but not for me,” Rifkin informed him, continuing in the dreamy tone of a witch over a pool of water. “I will not chase you in order to capture you, and I could never woo you with what little I have to offer. I am but one of the swine.” He spoke in a whisper, almost at Michel, and curved his mouth into an unhappy smile. A moment later he inclined his head in farewell, and Kazimir realized the man truly intended to leave, without money, or inspiration, or Kazimir himself.

Kazimir squared his shoulders, sending his robe down to his elbows, baring enough skin to light the room and make Rifkin’s eyes widen.

“Writers,” Kazimir hissed. He raised himself up, fire in his blood. “Am I not worth winning?” he demanded, sending the words out to frost the windows and turn all heads in their direction. Rifkin’s lovely mouth went slack, and yet for all that his eyes were large and his throat delectable, Kazimir did not see what about this man should have driven those words from him. He clenched his hand tight and felt the pearls against his palm. Michel made a startled sound next to him that pushed Kazimir’s chin farther up into the air, so high that a crown would have fallen to the floor if he had been wearing one. “You will not decide the worth of anything,” he declared, swaying forward until he could curl his fingers around Rifkin’s hand. “I will decide.”

He pulled the martini toward him slowly, keeping Rifkin’s gaze on him as he lifted his other hand and dropped his two remaining pearls into the mix of gin and vermouth. The glass was cold; his American’s hands were hot. Kazimir felt heat in his fingertips when he released him and grew confused when Rifkin looked at him with that shining gaze before bowing his head once more.

The small show of respect was acceptable for the sacrifice of the pearls. They were nothing to Kazimir, and Rifkin knew that. Yet Kazimir kept his chin up for another moment longer, thinking of sirens and ships crashing into rocks, of ruin and approaching trouble, and a vast, open field blanketed in flowers. He had passed those fields and knew what those flowers had grown over. Rifkin was one of them, like Michel, one of the lost ones.

He stared, they both did, scarcely blinking, and then Michel coughed anxiously.

“For your book,” Kazimir whispered with his American’s unwavering gaze on him. The sentence made no sense to him. Kazimir supported nearly as many artists as Michel, but he had never before given them money in such a manner. He had as good as thrown the pearls away and stolen a gesture from Cleopatra. He thought perhaps he was piqued by Rifkin’s refusal to worship him, and yet Rifkin already admitted he found Kazimir worthy of awe.

Kazimir’s confusion rendered him mute. He could not breathe to say another word and fluttered against Michel at the realization. Rifkin’s eyes seemed to tighten, and Kazimir put a hand on Michel to draw himself up to a graceful pose. He was Firebird Kazimir, he fell before no man, but it took another step before he could breathe easily again.

The look in Rifkin’s eyes softened, but he didn’t glance away. “You give me a gift?” he asked, with strain in his voice.

Too late, Kazimir realized he had done exactly that. He looked to Michel, astonishment leaving him silent. Michel seemed equally stunned, although when a slow smile began to curve his mouth, Kazimir quickly turned to Rifkin.

“In that case....” Rifkin paused. “In that case, I can hardly refuse, can I?” There was such pain in his eyes. Kazimir had not meant to create that, and he clucked his tongue.

“You can.” Kazimir heard himself speaking gently. He shook as much as the drunken human he had chosen to chase after and felt his headache begin to pound in earnest. “You may. I hold no one captive.”

He did not know if it was his tone or his words, but Rifkin blinked and then tightened his hold on the glass. He boldly drained the martini and poured out the pearls into his palm. He stared at them for some time before bringing his gaze up to Kazimir. Kazimir surprised himself by immediately glancing away.

“What have you done?” Michel wondered, at Kazimir’s side. “You did not curse him? Tell me you did not.”

Firebirds, or at least Kazimir, did not curse in the manner of human sorcerers and witches. They gave gifts. They granted inspiration and showed the path to greatness. Most people could not bear these things, and it led to their ruin. But for some the gift was truly that—a gift.

Kazimir shook his aching head while keeping a careful eye on Rifkin. He had not cursed him, but it felt as if he had, and he could not say why.

Rifkin saluted both of them with the empty glass before stumbling from the room. He appeared dazed. Kazimir was light-headed as well and had no liquor to blame.

“He will write for me.” Kazimir had inspired many men. This should mean nothing. But Kazimir had asked. He had given. And in return... that was the difference. Kazimir had asked for something in return. “He will write for me, and it will hurt. Has it always hurt them?” The question was foolish. Of course the act of creation hurt. But most wanted it. Men had imprisoned Kazimir for the chance to suffer for their art. This one hadn’t wanted the gift but then had taken it, and Kazimir didn’t know why, or why it mattered.

Kazimir drew in a shaky breath. Something had transpired on this balcony. Not for the first time he wished he’d known another of his kind, perhaps his parents, who could have explained to him why he was trembling. Everything around them was now quiet enough for Rennet’s words to echo back to him from earlier—trouble was coming.

Kazimir suddenly couldn’t stand the silence and spun away. He hurried from the balcony, through the rapidly emptying blankness of his flat. There was no sign of Rifkin, or of anyone else, save a few lingering scholars, and Josephine, and her big cat, and Rennet.

Rennet smiled at him.

––––––––
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THE DIN of voices kept Kazimir behind his screen for a longer time than he needed to slip out of parts of his costume. So many people were in his dressing room that his dresser was out dealing with them, so Kazimir had to tangle with the orange and yellow feathers of his headpiece by himself. Long plumes, dyed in vibrant colors, spotted with sequins and crystals meant to catch the light and emulate the spectacle of a fully transformed firebird—a sight he was certain no one involved with the opera had ever witnessed. Similar feathers were attached to the arm pieces, which Kazimir always removed the moment he was off stage. Only the tail feathers and the chest piece didn’t bother him, perhaps because the tail feathers weren’t nearly as long as his own, and he found them amusing.

He had little patience for them tonight, however, and let them fall to the floor. He removed the chest piece too, leaving himself in the opera house’s version of a kosovorotka and shavovary, a very shiny tunic shirt and trousers. The costume was surprisingly light, but tonight feathers seemed to fall off as if shaken, and stuck in glass beads as they tried to float free. The headpiece caught on the net holding his hair down, and he yanked them both from him. It left his hair ruffled.

The elaborate costume followed the story of his opera, one written for his voice as well as for what he was. Humans had taken an interest in the old stories in the past decades, reclaiming ancient myths and ignoring the facts in front of them. They used fairy stories and magic to make human heroes seem stronger in the face of an increasingly violent and confusing world. His opera was about a seductive firebird offering to help an innocent peasant boy, only to lead him to ruin. Kazimir ruined no innocents, but that did not matter. The public loved tales of humans led astray by wicked magic, and when the firebird died at the end, repentant and realizing too late the love he had destroyed, they both wept and cheered.

Their cheering had carried over into his dressing room, where he could hear them praising the energy in his performance. Many in the group were his friends, and yet not one of them could see how he might detest the opera that had brought him even greater fame. The songs were written for his range, and beautiful, but none of them praised the way he chose to sing, and the one who had was nowhere to be seen.

Kazimir had issued a challenge that should have had someone tripping over his feet to prove himself. Instead he was alone, and had been alone, for a week. There had been no word from Michel’s newest genius. Of itself, that might mean Kazimir had frightened away the American after all, or that Rifkin was drunk again and had forgotten him. Kazimir was older than he looked, and experienced in the ways of men in ways that Rifkin would likely never understand. The loss of one drunken, failed writer should not bother him.

But the lights were turned up too brightly in a room filled by his natural brilliance, and the chatter around him was deafening. The sole thing in his stomach was a bite of chocolate from a box left on his makeup table by an admirer. Eating the chocolate was tantamount to inviting the unknown gift giver to reveal himself, but Kazimir had popped it into his mouth with a short, furious look around the crowded room before disappearing behind his changing screens.

He did not want to be a part of a crowd tonight. He wanted the solitude of his room, and the city lights through his window. A weight was on his chest, holding him down, and though he didn’t understand it, he fell asleep every night curled protectively around it until morning. The feeling was stronger than waiting. He thought it was yearning, and shivered for the realization. If so little contact could create this, it was better that Rifkin had not returned. He had no obligation to. This was not a fairy tale where gifts came with strings and hidden promises.

But Kazimir winced as he stepped out into the main room and poured himself a glass of water. He was immediately surrounded as he drank it. The giver of the chocolates was the first to make himself known. A boy, barely a man, who introduced himself as Jean Drumont, and dressed with the confidence of old money. His name had been in the newspapers of late, which Kazimir would have remembered, even if the boy hadn’t felt the need to remind him. The right-wing parties numbered many youth among them, boys too young or too sheltered to know what the world really was, and who thought the answer to all problems was more control.

Kazimir felt no surprise to find someone who would condemn the licentious ways of beings and homosexuals in his dressing room. That too, had happened before. But the age of the boy startled him, and for a moment Kazimir felt like one of the humans complaining the world was going to hell while every previously known fact slipped through his fingers.

The boy was only a few years older than Rifkin would have been when he’d first entered the trenches, but he was clean and untouched by the hardships of the world. Kazimir stopped him the second Drumont placed a hand on his arm. “I took of a gift freely given. In doing so, I have promised you nothing, but I will offer you my thanks.” He added a cool smile simply for the expression of shock on the boy’s face. “Thank you. It was fair enough, for chocolate.”

The boy held champagne in his other hand. Kazimir tipped his empty water glass at him in farewell and turned away.

The boy followed. “It wasn’t your thanks I was after.” His tone was hot, insistent, but Kazimir moved away. He glided over to his dresser to hand off the glass and then draped his travel coat around himself so the feathers at the collar hid part of his face.

“You were trying to win me?” Kazimir yawned and languidly petted some of the feathers away from his mouth, although his heart was pounding. “My answer is no.”

Again, Drumont grabbed his arm. “That isn’t the way this works.”

The room did not go silent, although it felt as though some of the crowd stepped away. Too many of the rich and well-mannered were here, people who liked the glamour of the opera and felt exotic to know a being, but when they went home, they would be back among the Drumonts, and those like them.

Kazimir flicked the boy a look of boredom and busied his nervous hands. “Didn’t you and your fascist friends set some buildings afire last week during one of your riots?” He didn’t wait for an answer or for the boy to argue for his cause. “Then I know how you think this goes. But I assure you, it does not. I will not be there in the background to support your rise to glory. Unless, of course, you wanted to take me home with you as your guest. Shall I meet your parents? Walk into church on your arm?”

He shook his head before smoothing down the feathers at his collar once more, knowing the boy’s gaze followed the sweep of his hands. “No? Then go away. I am no one’s caged bird.”

“Perhaps it’s your opera that makes him think you are.” The quiet voice was familiar enough to make Kazimir too warm for his coat. He did not know what expression crossed his face, but as he turned to meet Rifkin, he glimpsed Drumont’s wide-eyed shock.

Rifkin was there, with Michel, the best of men. Rifkin was pale and unsteady on his feet, with deep, dark shadows beneath his eyes and fingerprints on his glasses. He wore the same suit, his one good suit, perhaps his only suit, and appeared even thinner than he had the last time. But there was color in his cheeks and his eyes were bright. As if he had no time for shyness tonight, or simply to confuse Kazimir, he did not look away.

“The opera is beautiful,” Kazimir told him, despite the rush of air into his lungs as the weight lifted from his chest. Rifkin—no, Jacob, Michel had told him his first name was Jacob—was a starving, handsome, foolish man, and he had come at last. Kazimir could not settle, and ruffled his feathers in barely concealed excitement. “Several people have told me so. You among them.” Kazimir tried to pull back but ended up clutching at the coat he no longer wanted to wear. He deliberately raked his eyes over Jacob’s body, noting his empty hands. “I see no offerings for me.”

Jacob’s soft lips twisted into a smile Kazimir didn’t understand. “You will be my death, but I will die happy.”

He didn’t seem upset at his own statement. Michel, on the other hand, took him seriously. “Please, no talk of death,” he begged, and put his hands out in a silent plea for a new subject.

Kazimir kept his attention on Jacob Rifkin, drunkard and editor and theater critic. “What is wrong with my opera?” he demanded icily, pulling himself up, although his anger was strangely absent.

“You don’t have a problem with it?” Jacob was surprised. “I’ll admit, distracted by you the first time, I overlooked a lot. But now that I’ve met you, everything felt wrong. The firebird was beautiful, you were beautiful, your voice... but you existed in the story only to be tragic. No, to be tragic for the human boy, which is all I have seen in these new stories of magical creatures. All of you living and dying to make a human look better, instead of living for yourselves!” Jacob’s voice was rising, but he didn’t seem aware. “Even the love didn’t ring true! If he loved you, he shouldn’t have asked anything from you. He should have offered you something of himself. Maybe that’s nothing to someone like you, with your talent and beauty, but it would have been a sign of something real. You gain with love, but you lose something too. Or it becomes something else formed from the two parts, or....”

There Jacob paused and blinked as though the emotion in his words startled him. Then he twisted his mouth in another bittersweet smile. “After everything the firebird did for him, he should have been the one giving himself away piece by piece to help you, not demanding more and more from you and calling it love. And then there was that ending. That fucking ending, Kazimir.” He blinked. “There has never been beauty like you in that final moment in which you realize that you love the one keeping you captive, so you die for him. But—” Jacob snorted. “Fuck that.”

Kazimir held himself motionless for a single moment, perhaps two, and then exhaled. “Jacob Rifkin, you have come to me at last, and sober.”

He got a squint, and then Jacob returned to his shy ways. He glanced to the side, and their audience. “I didn’t mean to be sober. Michel insisted.” Jacob had the sound of a chastened boy, but only briefly. “You wanted me here? I wasn’t sure. The other night I was very.... I was good and lit from all the drinks I had. I have a tendency to be direct at the best of times. Perhaps I was rude?”

Kazimir wondered if he was smiling. He felt like frowning and smiling both and couldn’t tell which had won out. The feeling was unfamiliar. “Our first meeting, and you do not recall it?” He forced himself to pout. It earned him another squint. Then Jacob grinned crookedly at him, young and handsome.

“Now you’re teasing me again, Firebird. Kazimir.” Jacob paused as a thought seemed to occur to him. “Who told you my name?”

Michel flapped his hands as though to absolve himself of any guilt.

“I’ve invested in you,” Kazimir defended himself, though it was a clumsy excuse at best for asking about Jacob after their meeting. Which was something Jacob had not mentioned, and now Kazimir was twice the fool for admitting it.

He put a hand to his cheek and frowned at Michel, uncertain what was wrong with him. Jacob opened his mouth, then closed it.

“Who is this?” Drumont pushed his way into the conversation. He gestured at Jacob, who turned to him with that lazy, considering manner that Kazimir had first seen on him before he’d stolen a man’s drink and challenged him to a fight. It seemed a natural part of him, even when sober.

Jacob finished his study of Drumont, then angled away from him and continued addressing Kazimir as if Drumont weren’t there. “Yet another persistent admirer who does not understand polite rejection—or were you polite this time? Not that it matters. A no is a no is a no. Oh.” He took a moment. “Or perhaps they aren’t all this annoying.” He sighed heavily. “And I am one of them, am I not? In the clear light of day, I must be quite irksome. I don’t know anything about firebirds or opera. I shouldn’t have offered my opinions if they weren’t welcome.”

“You apologize for seeing my opera as what it is?” Kazimir longed for more water and made do with licking his lips. It drew attention, but he ignored it. “You say men don’t give ground, and then you grant me everything. You are the strangest man. One moment you are charging forward, the next you quiver and run.” Kazimir tugged at his coat. He wanted to wrap Jacob in it. Jacob was so thin a winter in Paris might break him.

“Situational bravery is the kind of thing that keeps men alive,” Jacob offered, making Michel, at least, nod and smile.

Drumont was overly loud. “A coward, then, like all his kind.”

Michel made a tch noise. “A boy who has never fought should learn to close his mouth around those who have.”

Kazimir looked at Jacob and felt his cheeks heat for a reason that Drumont would never have suspected. According to humans, magical beings were not supposed to feel shame, but shame was rich in the air around Kazimir now. He shouldn’t have tolerated the boy this long.

He made his tone even colder. “And what kind is that?” There were any number of reasons for the son of an aristocrat to sneer at someone, but most would still have feigned politeness.

Jacob’s mouth quirked. “Judging from what Drumont and his friends were chanting when they tried to spark a coup d’état, does it really matter? His party hates everyone.” It was a little startling to realize Jacob paid more attention to the newspapers than Kazimir did, unless he had been there. In which case, he was more than a drunken editor, although Kazimir did not know what exactly he was. A correspondent for some American news service was possible, or an interested observer, or some sort of Communist agitator.

Michel was likely to blame. Michel was just the sort of aristo to rub elbows with revolutionaries and troublemakers—and magical beings, lest Kazimir fail to include himself.

Kazimir shrugged his coat from his shoulders, letting it pool at his feet. “Was this the riot where they blamed the bank collapse on the Jews and the fairies and the leftists? Perhaps the queers or the ones who love the fairies? Tut.” He pursed his lips. “Are you sure you want a firebird, then, boy? You may think yourself entitled to my magic, but you have no idea what my magic can do. You don’t even know what I am. I am not the wire and crystal bird from my opera. I am no longer a creature subservient.”

“He’s more dangerous than your mind can comprehend.” Jacob spoke slowly, with the same lazy care he had taken when stealing a man’s martini. “The firebird is ideas, and he can’t be controlled, certainly not by a shegetz like you.”

“Jacob.” Kazimir had lived with a weight in his chest for a week. Then Jacob had lifted it, without a clue of what he’d done. He would not even have come here if not for Michel. Despite all of that, Kazimir reached for him. “You fool,” Kazimir whispered, mad with hunger or a headache or the light, fiery glow inside him that shone out of his skin. He was getting brighter and putting color in Jacob’s cheeks. “You know what I am? And you came to me regardless? You came to me sober? You told me—” Jacob had said he stayed drunk when he wasn’t working, hinting that it was to avoid his thoughts, or dreams—the things he didn’t want to write about. Kazimir hadn’t wanted to believe it after daring Jacob to write anyway. He’d foolishly felt guilty and wandered his bedroom alone for a week as a result. Now Jacob was telling him he’d known and accepted the challenge. “You know what I am,” Kazimir said again, with enough wonder and apology in his voice to embarrass him.

Jacob blinked in exhausted confusion. “You are Kazimir, the most exquisite person in the world. I haven’t been able to sleep for thoughts of you, for any of the thoughts you gave me.” He blinked again, and Kazimir realized Jacob was not lying; he had not been sleeping. That was true exhaustion making him pale and weak. “I walked the streets, all night one night, but the ideas wouldn’t stop coming. Even in my sleep, in my dreams. Even wine could not stop them. It’s terrible. I feel like a man again. Of course I came to you.”

“Yasha.” Kazimir stepped closer to Jacob and put a hand to his face. Jacob was unshaven, and the short growth of beard was rough to the touch. But Jacob allowed it, nearly swallowing his tongue as Kazimir petted him. Kazimir could not tell if Jacob liked the touch, and the thought of being tolerated instead of desired made him shake. “Is this good?” The care and feeding of humans was foreign to him. They liked praise and lavish attention. They liked Kazimir’s body and his mouth. They liked the appearance of what they thought was love. But none of his past lovers, the wanted or unwanted, had ever needed his care, and he had never wanted to offer it like this. “Yakov, you must eat and rest.”

“You challenged me,” Jacob argued. “You gave me a gift. I did not take it lightly. Even if....” He shuddered. “The dreams are not easy ones. I need a drink.”

“No.” Kazimir swept Jacob’s hair from his eyes and ignored Michel’s expression of disbelief. The gesture had been clumsy, but Jacob did not seem to mind. His eyes dipped closed, as if he had liked it. He appeared trusting, which made him an even greater fool, since he had already stated that Kazimir was dangerous. Yet he allowed every silly pass of Kazimir’s hands through his hair.

Kazimir clucked his tongue, striving to seem less concerned than he was. “No, you do not need a drink. You will have your stories now.” Of course, the stories might be no comfort. Jacob had been trying to avoid them with liquor, and Kazimir had taken that from him. “Ah,” Kazimir murmured, and pulled his hands from Jacob. He ducked his head and wondered what it meant that he did not want to look Jacob in the eye. He tried, but after a moment, he had to glance away. Speaking was even more difficult. “I did not mean to make you suffer. You do not have to give me anything. When I gave you the pearls, it was only because most want me—” Hearing the pleading tone coming from his mouth made him stop.

“I want you, Golden Bird.” Jacob slid his thumb under Kazimir’s chin but pulled his hand away before Kazimir raised his head.

“Do you?” Kazimir meant it as another dare and tried to harden his voice, as he would have with any other man. “Then prove it.”

Jacob lifted his gaze, blinking as though adjusting to light after darkness. He made a soft, hurt noise Kazimir had heard before, and Kazimir thought he understood at last why Jacob sometimes could not look at him. He reached out with a quiet noise of his own. “Jacob. Don’t. I’m sorry.”

“Now Kazimir finds his heart,” Michel realized out loud, on a small groan. Kazimir spun toward him and stumbled on his own abandoned coat. He did not lack grace; he was a firebird. He was a creature of goddamn magic, and yet he tripped. He must be cursed.

His face was warm, and he put his hands over his cheeks. Jacob continued to stare in astonishment, his eyes those of a witch—no, a seer, one who hadn’t wanted to use his gift. Kazimir wouldn’t have done it if he’d known. He was not a cruel creature, whatever humans might write in their operas. This man did not deserve the tragedy of Kazimir for a lover. But he had let Kazimir reach out to try to soothe him and didn’t care that Kazimir hadn’t known how.

“Ridiculous!” Drumont spat. Kazimir had forgotten him entirely until that second and glanced at him in irritation. Drumont sneered. “If this is what you choose, you and le Juif deserve each other. Filthy being.” He spat more hateful words, this time at Kazimir, although from the way he used it, he also thought being was an insult. The word had recently trickled over from England or America. Kazimir had thought it a sweet nickname, but perhaps it had been a slur all along.

Jacob reached out, took Drumont’s glass of champagne from the boy’s hand, and let it fall to the floor. Then, while Drumont stared after it in confused hesitation, Jacob pulled back and struck him in the eye.

Drumont staggered into a few people behind him and raised a hand to his face. Jacob curled and uncurled his fist as if checking his knuckles. He was smaller than Drumont and already weakened with lack of food and sleep. Nonetheless, he offered Drumont a grin and stepped up again. “This is better than the dreams,” he remarked, more reckless than brave, and let Drumont fling himself at him.

The boy’s face was red with fury, his eye swelling shut even as he moved. The others around them were gasping and screaming. Drumont swung his fist, and this time Jacob stumbled back. He could not win this fight, even if he got Drumont down. Kazimir imagined him beaten, or worse, arrested if it continued, but Jacob did not seem to care. He threw himself forward, surprising Drumont enough to knock him off his feet, and then he was over him, snarling like a were and striking him in the face again.

Kazimir caught a glimpse of blood. He moved to intervene, but Michel was faster. Jacob bloodied his knuckles twice more, and then Michel pulled him off and shoved him toward Kazimir. Michel yelled something, his harsh tone so different from his usual mild voice that Kazimir couldn’t seem to recognize what he said. Michel was an officer again, and Jacob the soldier shrugged and listened and fell forward to Kazimir.

“Been a while since I’ve fought anyone,” Jacob remarked regretfully, and attempted a smile, as if anything about this was funny. He couldn’t catch his breath.

Blood not only stained his hands, but his mouth, where his teeth had cut his lip. Kazimir could see Michel and a few other men stepping in now to pick up the boy and coddle his wounded pride and convince him to leave. The boy was an ass but with a powerful family. Jacob was a fool. Already he was shaking from his exertions.

Kazimir felt cold but knew his flush was still there, making the room glow in strange warm colors. Jacob remained untouched by them, or perhaps Kazimir was distracted by the red staining Jacob’s teeth. “Men have fought over me, but never for me.” The gentle words were tricked from him. Too much truth surrounded Jacob to allow a person to think clearly. Everything felt like a revelation, and Kazimir had nothing but his glow and some thin satin to shield himself from it.

Jacob rolled a shoulder without raising his head. He dabbed at his mouth with the sleeves of his one coat.

Kazimir made a noise and forgot his silly notions about truth. “Don’t fight for me, you foolish thing. You... you mad idiot! Once you start, you will never be allowed to stop.”

Jacob winced as he pulled at his cut lip, then licked at the fresh blood. He fixed Kazimir with a serious look despite that. “If not for you, then who?”

“You....” Kazimir took hold of Jacob’s shoulder, distantly aware he had now touched Jacob several times without permission, and Jacob had not protested. Jacob wasn’t like him, and probably didn’t mind. Kazimir was conscious of his faux pas all the same. All his graces had been stripped from him. He tripped on his coat again. “You are so ridiculous you make my chest hurt,” he exhaled shakily. Something had been done to him to turn him into this screeching, plucked bird.

“Best not sully your feathers with me, then,” Jacob told him quietly, and again Kazimir could not bear to meet his eyes. They saw too much. It was no wonder Jacob could hardly stand to look at the world around him without the haze of liquor in his mind.

“They are my feathers. Mine to do with as I please, though I don’t know why I—” Kazimir stopped himself there and pulled at Jacob’s coat. “Come.” It was a whisper, so he lifted his chin and tried again, making it sharp. “Come.” He made himself release Jacob and then turned and headed toward the wash closet beyond his changing screens. He passed his dresser, and from her expression knew that Jacob followed. The knowledge did not ease Kazimir’s tension.

He’d wanted Jacob to worship and obey him. Now he didn’t. He slipped into the wash closet, a small room with a sink and mirror and toilet, and closed the door when Jacob stepped inside.

Jacob began to protest. “I don’t need—”

“Shut your mouth, Yasha.” Kazimir didn’t know himself, couldn’t trust himself to glance in the mirror to see his own panic and fear. He wet a cloth with cold water and arched an eyebrow when he was done. Gratifyingly, Jacob remembered his place and sat. Kazimir could only glance at him for seconds at a time, but now Jacob’s gaze was direct and strong. He was pretty, or handsome, whichever word worked best in English, even with his swollen, bleeding bottom lip. But he should eat; he should sleep. He should write before it drove him mad.

Kazimir squeezed the cloth until his fingers were wet, then handed it over. Jacob took it and held it to his mouth.

“Ice will make it feel better.” Kazimir broke the silence first. He didn’t explain how he knew that from his own experiences. Jacob did not ask, though he scowled. Kazimir sniffed. “Don’t do that again. That boy was not the first to hate me, and I have been owned before. There is no honor here for you to defend.”

“Wrong.” Jacob wiped at the blood and folded the cloth instead of holding it still. Kazimir reached out to do it for him. Jacob’s eyebrows went up. “Anyway, I should think you’d be used to inciting violence.”

He thought he was amusing. Kazimir applied more pressure to make Jacob wince. Then he pursed his lips to relay what should have been obvious. “I can incite anything I want to.”

Jacob lowered his eyes. “I know.” He shuddered as the air left him. “Believe me.”

Kazimir had not lied; his chest hurt. He pulled away the cloth to examine the damage. There would be a bruise later, and a scab, but Jacob would live. Yet Kazimir couldn’t breathe. Once he had gained his freedom and fled to Paris, he had taken many lovers, most to teach himself how to choose and what he liked, as opposed to what his masters wanted. Jacob could have been one among them. And yet Kazimir couldn’t breathe near him. He found himself panting. “Yasha, look at me.”

Clearly startled by the request, Jacob lifted his head. Kazimir slid a hand under his chin, bent down, and kissed him. He wanted to be gentle. He did not want to do it at all, but it felt as necessary as the air he could no longer take in. He kissed Jacob, softly, and Jacob put his hand out but let it fall before it could wrinkle Kazimir’s shirt.

That was something Kazimir could not take, and he drifted down onto Jacob’s lap and lightly held Jacob’s bruised face in both hands as he kissed him again. The kiss was slow, pressing them together as Kazimir learned Jacob’s lips and the taste of his blood. Jacob breathed harder and tipped his chin up, offering his exquisite mouth for another kiss, and then another, all without kissing back.

“I did not mean for the gift to hurt you.” Kazimir kissed the untouched corner of Jacob’s mouth and enjoyed the feel of his unshaven jaw on his palms. Jacob made a blissfully confused sound and allowed himself to be kissed again. Kazimir felt like the most honored creature in France, and bestowed kiss after kiss against soft, parted lips. He was aroused but didn’t move to take the kisses further, another new sensation for him to explore. This was Jacob’s mouth, and he wanted to learn it. He wanted to honor it so Jacob could know what he felt.

Michel had said this was love, but it couldn’t be. Love was supposed to cause pain. “I only wanted you to come to me.” Kazimir knew he weighed almost nothing, and yet he wished Jacob would take hold of him, keep him in place. He could feel Jacob’s fingertips through the satin of his shirt, touching him, not touching him, grazing the fabric, but Jacob would not hold him. Kazimir pulled his mouth from Jacob’s at last. Fear cooled his skin and made him shut his eyes. “You said you wanted me.”

“Anyone in his right mind would...” Jacob began, then settled his hands lightly at Kazimir’s waist without finishing his first thought. “I am not that boy out there. I’ve given you no gifts. I haven’t done anything to make you want me.”

But he could. Kazimir could feel the strength in his hands and wondered briefly how long Jacob had denied it, and the toll it had taken on him. This was what Jacob was truly afraid of, but the denial had been killing him anyway. Like all of the lost ones, part of Jacob was still in a distant field, buried by mud and flowers.

This was the man Michel had wanted Kazimir to help, although Michel hadn’t intended for Kazimir to desire him or to want to care for him as deeply as he did.

“Jacob.” Kazimir knew better than to show a weakness, but a seer would find it anyway, wouldn’t he? “Jacob, I want... I want you here. Selfishly, I want you for mine.”

“You make me want to do anything, and think I can,” Jacob countered, with an inelegant snort. “I’m afraid I’ll disappoint you there. As an editor, I’m equipped, but as a writer, I’m not much.”

“So you say.” Kazimir opened his eyes and tossed his head haughtily. “I have no evidence to disprove this.”

Jacob flicked a glance to the side, then smiled before returning to his study of Kazimir. The smile might have pulled at his split lip, but he licked at it without acknowledging the pain he must be in. Then he tipped back his head, making as tempting a sight as Kazimir had ever seen. Kazimir could not tell if Jacob meant to seduce him or if Kazimir would have been charmed regardless of what Jacob had done. He thought it the latter and felt younger than he had ever felt, even as a child in his first master’s house.

Kazimir dragged a light touch down Jacob’s throat and frowned harder for how Jacob smiled again. “You are beautiful,” Jacob offered, as if Kazimir was not learning to worship him. Men had probably worshipped Jacob before. There was something in him, or about him. To a fairy he might have been as bright as the sun, as bright as Kazimir to human eyes. Kazimir wanted to know everything about him. He thought if he knew enough, it would banish the fear that this human would not want Kazimir in the same way as Kazimir wanted him.

“You are maddening,” Kazimir informed him, sweeping a small trail of blood with his thumb. “Where do you come from?”

“New York,” Jacob answered easily. “Where do you come from? I don’t know about firebirds, although I have heard stories from all over about different creatures, legends of flaming, bejeweled birds, birds that were also a man. The bennu, the phoenix. And the firebird. I’d heard of you long before I saw you, Kazimir the Great. A firebird is supposed to signal change. Change is a frightening, often destructive force. Beautiful too. And here you are, all that but also more. You’re a scared, lovely man in my lap.”

Kazimir turned his face to the side, and then, when he could feel Jacob growing more curious, he stood up. Jacob protested wordlessly when Kazimir left his arms.

Kazimir rinsed out the cloth and then pressed it back to Jacob’s mouth. With the distance, the weight returned to his chest. It made him speak slowly.

“There is a reason I am scared. This is.... Do you know where imps come from?” Few did, so Kazimir was unsurprised when Jacob shook his head. “They are fairies.” From the corner of his eye, he watched Jacob give a start. “Oh yes,” Kazimir assured him. “The fairies deny it, and the imps themselves—should you ever meet one allowed to survive into adulthood—do not seem to know. The imps think themselves related to fairies, but they don’t realize what they are.”

“And that is?” Jacob dropped the pink-stained cloth in the sink.

Kazimir met that incredible stare. “Imps are fairies that the fairies didn’t want, anomalies in the fairy blood. Wherever they come from, they are born different—ugly, to fairies, with magic that isn’t under conscious control, as the fairies’ magic is. So most fairies leave them, abandon them to humans, who more often than not thought they were evil. Changelings are not entirely the myth fairies would have us believe.”

“That imp at your party.” Jacob’s eyes did not only see all, they reflected far too much feeling. “That was just a child.”

“And a sweet one.” Kazimir sighed.

After a moment Jacob nodded. “Why are you telling me this?”

Kazimir gave the kind of shrug he had learned in his time in France. “Where I come from is also unknown to me. There was an egg. My first owner, a peasant who found me, had it in his possession.” Without thinking, Kazimir leaned down to smooth the offended frown from Jacob’s brow. He was very old to feel this fragile protectiveness for the first time. Perhaps he hadn’t wanted to, or perhaps firebirds, phoenixes, a roc, whatever he was, experienced something like the werewolves did when they met their mates, and no one had been around to warn Kazimir it would happen.
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