
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_4c720de493136d13b4ab60228b81c9a2_uCrIr2_html_1d8cc140.jpg]

 


 


 


Eccentric Circles

 


 


by

 


 


Rebecca Lickiss

 


 


 


Smashwords Edition

 


 


Eccentric Circles Copyright © 2001 by
Rebecca Lickiss

Cover art copyright © 2009 by Alan L.
Lickiss

 


 


 


 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other
people. If you would like to share this ebook with another person,
please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it
with. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it
was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


Grandma Dickerson's funeral went well, even
though Piper was the only mourner wearing black. A little over
thirty close family members stood by listening to the crank of the
winch lowering Grandma Dickerson's casket into the cold, sandy
earth.

 


Piper brushed at her eye, wishing for tears.
She would miss the old dear, but hadn't been able to cry yet. She
wondered if the problem was guilt at not seeing her favorite
relative in over six years, or if she was just scared that the
instability of her life currently left her unable to face her
grief. Both seemed incredibly selfish, and unworthy of her
great-grandmother's memory. How much had she moaned and complained
that her liberal arts degree and a lousy job market left her
unemployed and in debt? Grandma Dickerson was more important than
that, so why couldn't she cry?

 


The cemetery flowed over an artificial hill,
providing the deceased with excellent mountain views and a grand
city overlook. The winter-dried grass crunched underfoot, and the
bare trees swayed gently in the chill wind. The stark, short,
marble blocks sat still and uninviting in orderly rows and columns,
without a single statue or ornament in sight.

 


On the other side of the grave, Uncle Clem
stood with head bowed, appearing to stare at his darkest,
multicolored, tie-dyed T-shirt, and polyester, earth-tone,
bell-bottom pants. Beside him, Aunt Gleda's pink, purple, and green
flowered muumuu flapped in the stiff springtime breeze blowing down
from the mountains. Piper looked away from her aunt and uncle, only
to see her own parents standing next to her, wearing their almost
new Easter finery. She really didn't want to see her mother's
hand-painted straw hat with the long, yellow ribbon flowing in the
breeze.

 


Hamlin, Piper's younger brother, shifted his
weight from his right foot to his left foot and tucked his right
foot up under his tan duster. Piper hadn't bothered trying to tell
him that April in Colorado was not the time for going barefoot. He
wouldn't have listened anyway. At least he'd come up from New
Mexico for the funeral. He'd worn the duster, completely buttoned,
through the entire funeral, viewing and all. It made him look like
a flasher who'd stumbled onto a funeral, and was waiting for the
right opportunity to ruin the proceedings.

 


After the casket had been lowered, the
funeral director glanced from person to person, appearing to be at
something of a loss. Piper tried not to come under his notice, but
he'd latched on to her quickly as an island of sanity. Someone
behind her nudged Piper hard enough to make her step forward.

 


She glanced back to see Aunt Nellie, her
mother's sister, making shooing motions.

 


From beside the funeral director, Grandma
Dickerson's brother, Feargus Ruffcorn – a tall, gray-haired
scarecrow of a man – waved her forward. "He wants someone to throw
the first handful of dirt onto the grave."

 


Piper blinked and caught her breath to
protest. "She was your sister. You should have that honor."

 


Great-uncle Feargus patted her shoulder. "You
go ahead, dear."

 


She momentarily considered telling the
funeral director that, once someone got them started, there was no
telling what this crowd would throw in the grave. But she wasn't in
charge of handing out truth today. The sandy dirt trickled easily
through her fingers to patter on Grandma Dickerson's casket.

 


Great-uncle Feargus followed suit with dirt
and a few dried wild-flowers. Everyone else took turns, adding
poems, books, knickknacks, and faux jewels along with the dirt. The
funeral director wisely didn't say anything.

 


As per the instructions Grandma Dickerson had
given Great-uncle Feargus, the party retired to Flannagan's for the
wake. Jorge directed them into a dark side room, away from the bar.
In the side room all the green-tablecloth-covered tables had been
pushed together to make two rows, each row surrounded by twenty
bentwood chairs. The room overlooked the parking lot, not that much
could be seen through the smoke-tinted square windows.

 


Even before everyone arrived and was seated,
Jorge's staff began setting plates of corned beef and cabbage with
mashed potatoes on the tables, and pouring beer and ale into mugs.
Jorge tapped Piper's shoulder. "Water?"

 


"Yes, please." Piper settled the napkin onto
her lap and sipped her water.

 


Hamlin took the seat next to hers, but their
parents sat across the room on the other row, next to Uncle Clem
and Aunt Gleda. Piper's view of her parents was blocked when her
cousin Africa dropped into the chair across from her. Africa pushed
her long, curly, honey blond hair back out of her pale blue eyes.
Africa had acquired her name by being born in Africa while her
parents were in the Peace Corps. "Hi, Lin. Hi, Pi. You doing
okay?"

 


"I'm fine."

 


Africa's husband, Sherlock Telfour, sat down.
A visual contrast to his wife, Sherlock was a very dark skinned
black man. Africa maintained it was love at first sight when he
introduced himself in high school with the words, "My name is
Sherlock. My father was a big fan of Sherlock Holmes. However, it
means blond one." His attention was on Uncle Clem, and the look on
his face spoke eloquently of his disquiet. Piper could tell that
Africa squeezed Sherlock's hand under the table, for reassurance no
doubt.

 


Sherlock glanced at his wife, then across the
table. A look of relief and a hint of a smile crossed his face when
his eyes met Piper's. "Hi, Pi. Hi, Lin."

 


United in a common bond, the dislike of their
names, Piper wondered why none of the four of them had ever filed
the papers to change it. Piper Pied. She'd always used the excuse
of family loyalty to stop herself from changing her last name, but
could never find an adequate excuse for not changing her first
name. What was it with their parents generation that made them give
those names to their children?

 


The room had filled with friends and
relatives of the deceased, milling about, greeting each other, and
gossiping. Great-uncle Feargus tapped his fork against an empty
glass for attention. "Since everyone is here, go ahead and start
eating. We'll probably do the reading during dessert."

 


Murmuring voices, laughter, the tinkle of ice
against glasses, and the clank of utensils against plates filled
the room for a while. The four cousins ate without speaking. At the
top of their table, Great-uncle Feargus carried on a heated debate
with Aunt Nellie on the overuse of special effects in movies to
cover a dearth of plot, characters, and acting. Hamlin rolled his
eyes. Piper almost wished for the days when they'd been relegated
to a kids’ table in another room. She would have bet money Sherlock
would have preferred it, too. He hadn't known anything about
Africa's family when he was younger, and therefore wouldn't have
even been there. Piper always wondered if Africa had hidden her
relatives from Sherlock until after he'd said for better or for
worse.

 


They finished eating quickly. Sherlock leaned
across the table to whisper, "I'm sorry we couldn't make the
funeral."

 


"That's all right." Piper folded her green
napkin. "It was rather windy and brisk. You can always visit the
grave later."

 


Hamlin pushed his plate away. "It's too bad
the law wouldn't let Grandma be buried on her own property like she
wished."

 


Great-uncle Feargus tapped his glass again
for attention. "As per Alfreida's wishes we'll have the reading of
the will first, then anyone who wishes can take a turn telling a
humorous anecdote about her or her life. She wanted to encourage
all of us to laugh. She didn't want her death to be a sad occasion.
Personally, I think if that's what she wanted, she should've made
herself a mint to be dished out on her death, but she didn't
consult me on that."

 


He paused for a scattering of laughter.
"Alfreida was a good sister and a fun person, and I think we should
all do our best to smile when we remember her."

 


Opening his coat, he pulled a sheaf of papers
from the pocket inside. "And now, the moment we've all been waiting
for." He settled his glasses better onto his nose, looked at the
papers, sorted them, and cleared his throat, before reading. "Says
here, Last Will and Testament of Alfreida Dickerson. Sound mind and
all that legal stuff. Etc. Etc. Ah, here we go. The estate is to be
settled out and divvied up as follows. All moneys from all
accounts, investments, insurance settlements, and such are to be
combined and divided into six equal portions. One portion allotted
to each of my grandchildren: Gleda Van Kekwik, Tuesday Pied,
Nellwyn Fletcher, and Evan Dickerson." He smiled at Aunt Gleda,
Piper's mother, Aunt Nellie, and Africa's father, in turn. "My
brother, Feargus Ruffcorn, is to receive a double portion." He
grinned largely at that, shaking the papers. He took a deep breath
and frowned, before continuing. "The house, because of certain
preexisting legal agreements, is to be figured separately. The
house, with its property and contents, is to be given to whoever
throws the first handful of dirt onto my grave."

 


Piper gasped. He had to have known in
advance. Looking around the room, she realized several people knew
in advance.

 


Africa leaned across the table. "Who threw
... Oh, no. Didn't anyone warn you?"

 


"No. No one ever warns us," Hamlin
drawled.

 


Great-uncle Feargus smiled at Piper. "We have
a few papers for you to sign." He motioned for Aunt Nellie to take
over. "You lead the wake for a while. I need to speak to
Piper."

 


Piper walked to a corner of the room with
Great-uncle Feargus. The sound of Aunt Nellie talking followed
them, but Piper didn't bother distinguishing the words. She took a
deep breath to calm herself. "So, what are the preexisting legal
arrangements?"

 


"We wanted you to have the house." He took
her shoulders in his gnarled, age-spotted hands and leaned down to
kiss her forehead. A little light filtered in through the tinted
windows to make his gray hair appear yellowish. "We knew how much
you loved books, what with being an unpublished writer and all.
They really should be organized and cataloged. It's a very
picturesque place. Something right out of a story, really."

 


Up close his green-and-orange houndstooth
check suit made her head ache as much as his words. Picturesque
probably should be translated as run-down, and her liberal arts
degree hadn't included any library science. She shuddered. "What
are the preexisting legal arrangements?"

 


"You'll be getting a fully stocked house.
Furniture, utensils, linens, everything." Great-uncle Feargus'
green eyes smiled down on her. "It's a wonderful place for a
writer. Perfect for writing. All you'd need is a part time job, if
you kept the garden up and such. Alfreida got by on only social
security."

 


"The legal arrangements?"

 


"You can't sell it." He ran his gnarled hands
through his hair, pushing it into new messiness. "Well, you can
sell it, but at a terrible loss. See, when they went to build the
suburbs around Alfreida's house, she wouldn't sell. Several of the
builders were so persistent that she figured a way to get rid of
them. She had legal papers drawn up and signed by herself and the
largest builder. Basically the papers say that for twenty-five
years from the time of signing the property can't be sold unless it
is to that builder, at the price he quoted her first." Great-uncle
Feargus sighed. "That was only eight years ago. And the papers are
binding on her heirs."

 


Piper blinked and stared, horrified. "You're
telling me I now own property I have to pay taxes and upkeep on,
but can't sell for at least seventeen years?"

 


"That's about it." He grinned. "You're young,
seventeen years will pass quickly. You'll see." He patted her
shoulder again. "You have to sign some papers, then you can get
settled in."

 


Great-uncle Feargus wandered back to the
table and took control of the wake from Aunt Nellie, who was
leading everyone in an Irish drinking song. Piper remained standing
in the corner. No job. No money. And now she'd inherited what had
to be a money pit.

 


Somehow, she knew that no objection she could
raise would work with her family. The house was hers now, like it
or not.

 


Sitting in her car, in Flannagan's parking
lot, Piper looked through the papers Great-uncle Feargus had given
her. Certain papers had to be filed with the county or state,
others were hers to keep. There was a letter from Grandma Dickerson
to whoever inherited the house. On one page of Flannagan's
stationary, wheedled from Jorge, Piper's father had scribbled
directions. That had been insulting. Piper remembered the way to
Grandma's house.

 


A bit of doubt crept in as she looked at the
directions. She hadn't seen Grandma Dickerson in six years; she'd
been too busy with college and her life. She hadn't been to Grandma
Dickerson's house in longer than that. They'd last seen each other
at a Thanksgiving dinner, but Piper hadn't been to Grandma's house
in years and years. It was too small to be a family gathering
place.

 


The directions weren't what she remembered of
the route to Grandma's house. She decided she'd find the house
first, see what she'd need to get before she moved in, then see
about getting her stuff moved over from her parents’ house.

 


Through college, and since, Piper had more or
less lived a vagabond life, without any fixed address. Her stuff
had simply piled up at her parents’, in her old room, stored more
than used, except for a some clothes that went wherever she did.
Her clothes were currently in suitcases at her parents’ house, a
few mountain ridges west, since she was currently between
homes.

 


A knock on the car's window drew Piper's
attention away from the papers. Aunt Nellie peered through the
window, waved, and opened the passenger-side door. She held a
business card out to Piper. "Something else for you, dear. I talked
with Mr. Martin Gumble, he's the manager of Independent Books, he
said if you want a job to be there at 3 P.M. sharp tomorrow, and be
prepared to work."

 


Managing a smile, Piper took the card and
said, "Thank you."

 


Aunt Nellie waved and left.

 


Piper sighed and turned the key. "Come on,
baby." The engine thought about it, coughed, and turned over. She
drove the old, blue Chevy Nova out of the nearly empty parking lot
and into the busy traffic on University Boulevard.

 


Following the directions took her into the
northwest end of the city, into a newer suburb of two- and
three-car-garage houses, of earth-tone brick and siding, with one
staked-straight tree and five generic shrubs in each small green
yard. Little children rode bicycles on the sidewalks and streets;
older children played basketball with portable hoops in driveways.
A jogger in brilliant purple and yellow waved at Piper from the
opposite side of the road.

 


None of it looked as Piper remembered. Her
memory supplied a narrow, pothole-filled road that rambled in and
out, over hills and across a small stream. The road had been
surrounded only by scrub and pine trees. Long ago, Piper had looked
out at the tops of the hills to see the city below. Now she could
catch occasional glimpses, only if the top of the hill coincided
with the space between two houses.

 


At the end of a long cul-de-sac, Piper
spotted a stand of old pines and scrub. A gravel driveway led into
them. As she parked the car beside the small house and in front of
the detached garage, she estimated that approximately one to two
acres of pines and scrub surrounded the house like a fortress,
blotting out the suburbs beyond.

 


In the center of the clearing sat a
picturesque, tiny, Victorian gingerbread cottage. The house had
always reminded Piper of a face; the two attic gables were eyes
over a smiling covered porch mouth, the porch railing made the
lower teeth and the gingerbread fretwork above made the upper
teeth. The body of the house was the same pale pink it had always
been, and brown shingles still covered the roof. But the white
accents had changed. The rails and decorations were now painted in
the vibrant colors of the rainbow.

 


It reminded her so powerfully of her
great-grandmother that she had to catch her breath. Piper climbed
the stairs to the front porch. Everything reminded her of her
grandmother. Using the key, she opened the door. Inside the parlor,
the familiar smell of books, old dust, mothballs, and lavender
overcame her. She expected to see Grandma Dickerson walk through
the door to the kitchen any moment. Tears streamed down her face.
She stood in the doorway, crying, finally. After a while she
composed herself, so that she could see to navigate the room.

 


Bookshelves lined all four walls. A window
seat stacked high with newspapers and magazines protected the heavy
gold brocade curtains at the front window. In the center of the
room a low, small table nearly bowed under the weight of books on
it. Three Queen Anne chairs surrounded it, holding their own stacks
of papers. A conversational sat in the front corner of the room,
covered in cloth-bound journals. A fainting couch rested under the
side window, amazingly clear of anything but dust.

 


Piper negotiated her way through the chairs
and table to the kitchen door. On her right in the kitchen a small
corner housed the cupboards and stove. A sink and refrigerator held
up the wall along the side of the house. A table with two chairs
guarded the back door of the house. Books and papers covered all
flat surfaces, and small bookshelves were placed throughout the
room.

 


On her left was the door to the bathroom,
which if Piper remembered rightly, had been half tucked under the
stairs to the attic, making standing up from the toilet something
to be done with caution. A glance confirmed her memory. A small,
filled magazine rack clung to the wall by the toilet.

 


Next to the bathroom door was the bedroom
door. Filled bookshelves on all four walls surrounded a floral
canopied bed. Narrow walkways surrounded the bed and led to a small
wardrobe tucked into the far corner. The window seat under the
front window was clear but dust-covered, and Piper pushed the
floral curtains back to allow some light into the room. She did the
same with the curtains on the side window.

 


The yellow-and-red rose-patterned bedspread
had no dust on it. The lace and frills on the pillows were starched
and stiff. Someone had changed the sheets and tried to fix up a
little for her. Piper suspected Aunt Nellie. Grandma Dickerson had
died in the hospital, so Piper didn't have to worry over any
residual ickiness about sleeping in the bed.

 


Piper ignored the door leading to the attic
stairs. She'd look up there later. She tossed her purse on the bed,
and the papers and Grandma's letter spilled out onto the bedspread.
Sitting on the bed, Piper picked up the envelope. Opening it, she
found a single sheet of lined yellow paper and read the faint
scrawled script.

 


"To the new owner of my house: I know it's
small and may seem cramped, but if you'll give it time, you'll find
a wonderland within its walls. The books have served me well,
better than most people. There are hidden treasures in them, if you
know how to look. Some of the neighbors may seem strange, and some
of them truly are, but if you give them a chance, you may find
they, too, are a pleasant surprise. Don't form a hasty opinion,
Dearest, of the house or of the people. Remember not to judge a
book by its cover. I hope and pray you are as happy here as I was.
Love, Alfreida Dickerson."

 


After another good cry, Piper put the letter
back in the envelope. It was good to know Grandma had been happy
here. Piper wiped the last of the tears from her eyes. She tried to
pull herself together; there was work to be done.

 


With a deep breath, she stood up, and headed
out of the room, trying to figure out what she'd need to get to
settle into the house. She started by looking into the kitchen
cupboards, to see what she had.

 


A few old cans and boxes of food huddled in
the upper cupboards. Piper figured she was probably only slightly
better off than Mother Hubbard. In the lower cabinets, some old
leaking cleaner bottles hid behind a fortress of books and
magazines. She decided she’d be better off trashing everything in
the cupboards and starting fresh.

 


Searching the countertops, she found a blank
scrap of paper and pencil, and started a list. Dust rags headed the
list. Followed by food and cleaners, she wandered through the
house, trying to think of what she'd need. By the time she finished
her list, ending with toilet paper, the sun had started to set.

 


She drove carefully through the suburbs in
the growing dim, trying to find landmarks in the sameness, so she
could find her way back in the dark. It was near midnight when she
made the return trip, with only her clothes and a few things from
her list gathered at her parent's house.

 


The sun, streaming in through the windows,
woke Piper in the morning. She snuggled deeper into the softness of
the bed's old mattress, feeling the crispness of the starched
sheets. After alternating a few moments between stretching and
snuggling, she swung her legs out from under the sheets and set her
bare feet on the cool wooden floor. She kept her eyes half closed,
the better not to see the dust and mess, and wandered into the
kitchen.

 


She leaned on the counter by the stove,
rubbing her eyes until she could focus on the scraps of paper with
recipes scribbled on them. As she opened the cupboard door to look
to see what she'd brought to eat for breakfast, the feeling that
something was different gripped her. The tangled mess of recipes
looked the same. The stove, the refrigerator and the sink looked
the same. The kitchen table was still covered with papers and
junk.

 


But the handsome, dark-haired, blue-eyed man
sitting at the table hadn't been there last night.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


The man stared at Piper in wide-eyed
surprise. She hoped she didn't also look like some deer trapped by
an oncoming car's headlights. She was acutely aware of the short,
satiny, spaghetti-strap chemise night-shirt she had on. She wished
she'd worn her heavy flannel granny-gown. She tried to clear her
mind, and think where in the kitchen Grandma Dickerson might have
kept her butcher knives.

 


"Who are you? What do you want?" Piper inched
along the counter, hoping to make it to the other side of the room,
and the phone.

 


"I beg your pardon," he said. He stood and
bowed to her, sweeping his blue, calf-length cape behind him. "I am
Aelvarim. Forgive me, but you startled me."

 


Now that he was standing, Piper could see
that he wore some sort of old-fashioned tunic, light tan in color,
which appeared to be made out of some sort of hide. Possibly his
own, it was that tight across his chest and shoulders. His legs
were encased in hose or leggings, apparently painted on, in a blue
color that exactly matched his cape. Tan pointed boots completed
his ensemble. No, she'd missed the blue feathered hat on the
table.

 


"I startled you?" Piper gulped her fear down.
She'd made it to the sink, and he'd made no move toward her.
Another quarter of the room, and she'd grab the phone. "This is my
house. What are you doing here?" She didn't like his intense stare;
it made her nervous.

 


Aelvarim reseated himself, and began to
hum.

 


Piper relaxed. She couldn't think of any
reason why she was suddenly less nervous, but now that her shaky
legs could actually carry her to the phone, she was loathe to go.
She took a deep breath, and walked to the phone.

 


"I would never hurt you," he said quietly,
before he resumed humming.

 


Her hand touched the phone, but she couldn't
look away from him. He'd certainly had a more than adequate chance
to attack her, but he just sat there looking... cute. His large
blue eyes expressed only innocence. He hadn't even leered at her,
for pity's sake, and there she was with nearly nothing on. It was
almost insulting.

 


For the first time she saw the red sheen of
his hair, and realized that it wasn't black, but a very, very dark
red. His face seemed almost to glow a deep golden. Her gaze
traveled down his face from his bright, blue eyes past his full
lips and smooth chin, down his golden neck, to where the ties of
his tunic had carelessly come undone and opened, revealing a small
portion of his golden chest. She watched his chest rise and fall as
he breathed, and fancied she could see the slight bump of each beat
of his heart, barely hidden under the thin, taut hide of his
tunic.

 


He stopped humming, and Piper realized she
was sitting across the kitchen table from him. "You have my name,
may I know yours?"

 


"Piper Pied," she said absently as she
started to stand.

 


Aelvarim's face lit in a wide smile. "Oh,
you're Grandmother Dickerson's great-granddaughter. She told me
much about you. Please, may we talk?"

 


Piper sat back down. He had to be one of
Grandma's flaky friends. Could he be one of the neighbors Grandma
had mentioned in her letter? She couldn't imagine him living nearby
and Grandma not attempting some sort of matchmaking with
great-granddaughters, or other young single female relatives.
Still, she'd have to discourage him from just walking in and making
himself to home. Though, there were worse sights to see first thing
in the morning.

 


"I wanted to talk with whoever inherited the
house about Grandmother Dickerson's murder." He stared at her
seriously and intently. "We have to find the murderer and finish
the story, or everything we know will be destroyed."

 


He was cute; even though he dressed like a
refugee from a renaissance fair, and had a dramatic flair for
finding murder and ruin in everyday life. Piper sighed.
"Grandmother Dickerson died of complications of old age, stroke and
heart failure. The doctors said so."

 


"No, she was murdered." Staring intently,
Aelvarim leaned toward her. "Who ever did it knew well the use of
magic. For they twisted the arcane arts to accomplish their hideous
deed, and mask it in the guise of the ordinary."

 


"Magic." Piper tried not to smile. How could
he be so sincere and so mistaken at the same time? "I suppose you
know all about magic."

 


Sighing, Aelvarim slumped in his chair
shaking his head. His hair fell in thick locks around his face.
"No. I'm not accomplished in the recondite arts. I am but a novice.
I can do a few tricks only." He pulled himself up. "Still I will
not leave Grandmother Dickerson's murder unavenged." He pushed his
hair back from his face.

 


His long, tapering, elegant fingers caught
Piper's attention as they slid through his smooth, shiny, dark red
hair, combing it away from his face. It was only as his fingers
brushed against his ears that she noticed the tall, golden points
of his ears sticking out of the dark locks.

 


"I know the murderer was of Fairy, because I
can feel the rift between the worlds of Fairy and Human. I'm a
storysmith."

 


"The murderer was a fairy?" Piper tried to
examine his ears surreptitiously. She couldn't see any demarking
line between his flesh and the false points.

 


"That's possible I suppose, but I can't see
any of them putting themselves to that much effort. No, I suspect
it is someone else. I can feel the change in the story, as if
someone has tried to warp it to their ends."

 


Piper gave up searching his ears, and decided
to be blunt. "And, you're a fairy too?"

 


She'd never seen anyone look so indignantly
wounded before. Obviously piqued, Aelvarim fussed with the
shoulders of his cape.

 


"No. I'm an elf. Not a fairy, an elf.
Aelvarim means 'victorious army of elves.' I was named after...
Nevermind. The important thing is, I'm an elf."

 


Realizing she'd touched on a sore spot, Piper
quickly said, "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to offend." Suddenly she
remembered that this was her house, and he was the intruder. "Look,
what are you doing here, and what do you want? Get to the
point."

 


He returned to staring intently at her. "I
need you to help me find the murderer, and fix the story. If we can
complete the story, we can heal the rift that's tearing our worlds
apart from each other, and everything will continue as it
should."

 


Piper couldn't help smiling. "And they lived
happily ever after. The end."

 


"If it were only that easy." Aelvarim shook
his head. "Grandmother Dickerson's house, because of the mass of
stories here and Grandmother Dickerson herself, has become a
connecting point between the world of fairy and the world of
humans. But, I'm afraid Grandmother Dickerson's knowledge and power
brought her to the attention of someone with a very evil mind." He
leaned across the table, scattering paper and books, to whisper,
"She was writing a story, you know. I think that she knew what was
happening, and put clues into her manuscript, in case anything
happened. Which, unfortunately, it did."

 


Automatically catching the books before they
could fall, Piper restacked the piles on the table. "Look,
Aelvarim, I'm sure you believe everything you're saying. And,
undoubtedly, it would be fun to search the house for treasure, or
another will, or an unpublished manuscript, but maybe another time.
I need to get breakfast, and get dressed, and I might actually have
a job to go to, so why don't we let it go for now? We'll look into
it later. Sometime." Piper stood, went to the back door, and opened
it. Hoping he'd get the hint and leave. Also, it put her closer to
the phone, if he chose not to take the hint.

 


Aelvarim looked pained. He leaned back in the
chair, stretching out his long, long legs, and hummed. She noticed
his legs crossed at the ankles, just at the top of his boots. His
legs were lean and muscular, without being thick, and the tights
clung nicely to his legs while displaying every inch.

 


When he stopped humming, Piper realized she
was sitting at the kitchen table again.

 


"There truly is a world of Fairy," Aelvarim
said quietly. "And some power from it did murder your
Great-grandmother. And I need your help, as the new owner of this
house connecting the two worlds, to find the murderer and fix the
story."

 


"Yes, I write, but I'm not published." Piper
found herself getting angry along with defensive. Now not only did
she have this mess to sort through in the house, but this idiot
wanted her to rewrite Grandma's manuscript. If such a thing
existed. "I'm not sure what's wrong with my own writing. I don't
think I could fix anyone else's manuscript."

 


"No, I didn't mean Grandmother Dickerson's
manuscript." Aelvarim sat up straight. "I meant your Grandmother's
life, this house, Fairy, and Human. The things that are happening
here, what is going on."

 


"Life," Piper said. "Life is what is
happening here. My Great-grandmother died, and life is going on.
Life is not a story."

 


"Depends on your perspective, doesn't
it."

 


Maybe if she fed him he'd go away. He was
certainly cute, and very nice to look at, but she had serious
concerns about his sanity. Not that he appeared to be dangerous, he
just acted like he didn't live in the same world with everyone
else.

 


"It's too early for this." Piper stood up.
"I'm going to get dressed, then I'll fix breakfast, and we can
talk."

 


His eyes flicked down, then up, as he looked
her over. "You appear to be dressed now."

 


Piper walked to the bedroom and shut the door
behind her without a word. It had no lock. That worried her, but
she reminded herself that it also meant there was no keyhole in the
door. She walked through the cluttered room, closing the window
curtains. From the suitcase balanced precariously on several stacks
of books, Piper pulled clothes, choosing jeans and a large, floppy
sweater to wear.

 


Back in the kitchen, she found Aelvarim still
seated at the table. He smiled uncomfortably at her as she rummaged
around, pulling out bread for toast and eggs to scramble. She
turned to face him. "So, did you want some breakfast too?"

 


He hesitated, glancing from the items she'd
pulled out, to her face, to the back door, and back to her face. "I
suppose it wouldn't hurt anything." She'd started the eggs when he
asked, "Could I be of some assistance? Or would you prefer I stayed
out of your way?"

 


"Sure, you can make the toast." Piper tossed
him the loaf of bread, and watched as he examined the clear plastic
wrap and twist tie.

 


"Toast," he said uncertainly, looking around
the room. He'd discovered the secret to the twist tie, and was
slowly unraveling it. "Where is your fire?"

 


"Just make them in the toaster." She brushed
aside the recipes, and pulled the faded, quilted, hen cover from
the shiny metal toaster.

 


Piper couldn't help smiling as he looked the
toaster over thoroughly, then re-examined the bread. He certainly
took his insanity seriously. She managed to stir the eggs, and keep
an eye on him. He gingerly put a slice of bread in each of the two
slots, then stepped back, as if expecting it to explode or the
bread to shoot out at him.

 


After a moment Aelvarim stepped forward
again, and tensed, as if ready to jump back if he were mistaken.
Finally he relaxed and watched the bread sit in the slots, for
developments.

 


"Push the handle down." She had to turn back
to stir the eggs, or she'd have burst out laughing.

 


Risking a glance over her shoulder, Piper saw
Aelvarim pick up the toaster and discover the handle. He set the
toaster back down, before pushing the handle. As a precaution he
stood as far away as he could.

 


Piper dished up eggs onto two plates, and
turned to Aelvarim as the toast popped up. Holding the plates out,
she said, "One on each plate."

 


He reached for them, and quickly pulled his
hand back. "They're hot."

 


"Yes, they're toasted."

 


Swiftly, he put one slice on each plate. She
set the plates on the table, and motioned for him to sit. Piper
started another round of toast, grabbed two forks, a knife,
margarine, and filled two glasses with water. "Sorry, I don't have
any coffee. I don't have much of anything yet."

 


Aelvarim nodded, while staring at his plate.
She started eating, and he watched her for a moment, before
tentatively picking up his fork.

 


"So, you're from Fairy, but you're not a
fairy. What are fairies then?" she asked conversationally.

 


He dropped his fork, and began gesturing with
his hands. He held them about six to eight inches apart, to
indicate height. "They're about this high. Wings. Nonsensical
temperaments and nasty little minds." His hands moved as if
twisting or strangling something. "They're everywhere, and
constantly stirring up trouble. They're vermin." He stopped
himself, as if surprised at his words. He picked up his fork, and
made an effort to adopt a semblance of serenity. "They're quite
different from elves, but they too have their place in the scheme
of things."

 


"I see." Piper looked down at the paper
beside her plate. It was a list of book titles in Grandma
Dickerson's handwriting. "And you think Grandma Dickerson was
murdered?"

 


With a bite of eggs in his mouth, he could
only nod. Once having taken the first bite, Piper noticed he ate
quickly. She wondered if he'd been expecting to be poisoned. She
finished off her eggs and toast. "I don't suppose you'd believe me
if I swore that the doctors were sure it was just old age."

 


He shook his head. Before his next bite he
said, "Murder."

 


Piper sighed. He was very cute, but she knew
she had to return him to his keepers. Undoubtedly they were worried
about him being gone from the asylum for so long. And now that she
was an adult, with a house of her own and everything, she knew she
couldn't give in to the "but I promise I'll take care of him, and
feed him, and clean up after him" thoughts. She couldn't afford
pets right now.

 


"Well." Piper tossed her plate and fork in
the sink, so as not to be looking at him when she said, "How about
you show me where you live, and we can talk some more about this."
We'll talk with your keepers about your delusions, and why you
shouldn't be allowed to roam unsupervised.

 


She wondered if she'd made a mistake, when he
stepped up beside her to put his plate and fork in the sink. He was
nearly beaming with joy.

 


"I'd be honored to show you my home."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


Aelvarim stopped her just as they reached the
back door. He spoke very seriously. "The doors to this house can
open on either world. Whenever you leave you must think of the
world you want to enter. It's very important. You must
remember."

 


"I'll remember," Piper assured him breezily.
"I promise."

 


He opened the door and stepped out into the
yard, holding the door gallantly for her. The backyard looked
almost as Piper remembered it. The winter-brown lawn showed much
neglect, with the overgrown and broken, brittle brown grass dotted
with dried weeds. The rose bushes by the house looked like bare
brown sticks, only by looking close could you see the buds that
would develop into leaves beginning to turn green. A flagstone path
wound through the yard past the old, unpainted, leaning, graying
wooden gazebo. The surrounding pines – impressive Colorado Blue
Spruce, tall and green and vibrant, with heavy lower branches
sweeping the ground like old-fashioned hoop-skirts - blocked any
view of the suburbs around them.

 


The brilliant Colorado sunshine was missing.
Piper looked up. The sky appeared to be a darker blue with light
gray clouds floating through it. She shrugged off an ambiguous
feeling of something gone awry. It was springtime in the rockies;
April was a wet, cold, snowy, icy month. The sun didn't shine every
day.

 


Aelvarim started walking down the flagstone
path. Piper watched him walk away, realizing for the first time
that he carried a quiver slung across his back, over his cape. That
explained why the cape covered only one shoulder. She could see
several arrows sticking out, and something else. She couldn't tell
what it was. A small harp hung from his belt, bouncing off his hip
as he walked. The Complete Renaissance Man. Piper couldn't help
smiling.

 


He looked back when he reached the gazebo,
and motioned her to follow. Once she started, he resumed walking.
She stopped at the gazebo. He'd left the flagstone path, which
ended at Grandma's empty vegetable garden, and reached the edge of
the trees. He stood, smiling, waiting for her.

 


How crazy was he? Was he luring her to her
death? In the forest? Piper almost laughed at herself. There was no
forest left here. The suburbs had taken over. On the other side of
those trees were three-bedroom, two-car garage, middle-management
dream houses. She joined him and plunged into the shadows between
the trees.

 


The majestic blue spruces gave way to
scrawnier, scragglier pines, whose branches weren't as weighted
with leaves. The rough pine bark showed through their horizontal
branches. The ground was littered with discarded pine needles,
making little trails through the trees.

 


When they hadn't emerged into someone's
backyard or the end of a cul-de-sac after a few minutes, Piper's
uneasiness grew. Suppose Grandma's house backed not onto another
part of the suburb, but onto some still undeveloped land, or park
or something. No, that couldn't be right. She'd seen a map at her
parent's house; the suburb surrounded Grandma's house. Even so, the
trees should have thinned or given over to open space.

 


It was awfully warm. Even without her coat,
which she usually wore this time of year, she was beginning to
overheat in her sweater. The air felt wetter than normal, as if it
were raining. She stopped and looked around, unsure of her ability
to find her way home.

 


"This way. Not much further," Aelvarim said,
glancing back as he headed down the rise they had been
climbing.

 


Come into my parlor... She was surely
condemned now. Fleeing didn't appear to be an option. Piper
couldn't tell which way they'd come, or even which direction was
which. She couldn't see the mountains through the trees. Perhaps he
was a gallant, even chivalrous sort of crazy. Until his other
personality came out.

 


Piper shivered, but followed.

 


The pines finally thinned. A rolling meadow
spread out beyond them. The brilliant green grass was just on the
verge of needing a good mow, and a burbling brook meandered through
on the left-hand side. It seemed remarkably green for the time of
year and altitude, almost picturesquely pastoral. Except for the
lack of fluffy white sheep dotting the hills, and the presence of
the large stone tower rising at the center.

 


"I don't think we're in Kansas anymore,"
Piper quoted, looking nervously at the meadow.

 


Aelvarim looked at her curiously. "Kansas? I
thought Grandmother Dickerson's house was in Colorado."

 


"Figure of speech." She stared out at the
tower. Made of square gray and brown blocks, with a crenalated top,
arrow slits for windows, and metal-bound wooden door, it appeared
to be a perfect storybook tower. Home, possibly, for some wicked
witch or imprisoned maiden. "This is your home?"

 


"Oh, no. This is Larkingtower's spire."
Aelvarim stroked the strings of his harp, apparently lost in
thought for a moment. "He's..."

 


"What have you done now?" a querulous voice
shouted. The wooden door opened outward, to hit against the stone
with a resounding crack. A tall, wizened old man, with snow white
hair and flowing beard, stalked out to them. He carried a long
staff, seeming to hold it more as a prop than to use it. He wore
what appeared to be three layers of long ground-sweeping robes, all
but the last cinched at his waist with a length of rope. A tall,
dark, pointed hat decorated with glitter rode on his head.

 


"The wizard, Larkingtower," Aelvarim said
motioning to the old man with his hand. "This is Piper Pied,
Grandmother Dickerson's great-granddaughter. She inherited
Grandmother Dickerson's house."

 


Planting his staff firmly into the ground,
Larkingtower peered down at her in obvious disgust. "A woman? She
left her house to a woman?" He suddenly leaned down to squint at
her, his knobby nose nearly touching hers. He straightened up and
stepped back, nearly jumping away from her. Pointing a crooked,
arthritic finger at her, he accused, "She's a mortal."

 


"Yes, sir," Aelvarim said blandly. "I went to
speak to her about Grandmother Dickerson's murder. She didn't seem
to believe in Fairy, so I thought I'd show her."

 


"You brought her here deliberately!"
Larkingtower turned his wrath on Aelvarim. "You brought a mortal
into this realm to prove a point?"

 


"As you see." Aelvarim didn't appear the
least alarmed at the fact that smoke was curling off of
Larkingtower's staff and out through the folds of his robes. "I
need her help to track down the murderer, complete the story, and
heal the rift."

 


"Fool!" Larkingtower waved his arms out wide,
nearly striking Piper with his staff. "She will vex your every
waking moment, and torment your sleep. She will cloud your vision
until you could never find the murderer. She is patently incapable
of completing any story. This will not heal the rift." The smoke
thickened and enveloped him. When it dissipated, Larkingtower was
gone.

 


"I've finished every story I've ever
started," Piper said.

 


"That went better than I expected." Aelvarim
sighed, and smiled down on her. "Of course you finish what you
start. I'm certain I can rely on you."

 


"What's with him?" she asked motioning to the
tower.

 


"Oh, just his magic tomes, some candles and
other arcane paraphernalia cluttering up the place, his personal
effects." Aelvarim looked at the tower and shook his head. "There's
really not that much to his spire. I think he prefers it that way.
He seems to stick mostly to his magic. I'm not sure he has any
other interests."

 


Piper decided not to attempt the question
again, realizing it was better to just move on. "Who is he to
you?"

 


"A mentor mostly. Someone older and wiser I
can take my questions to. He's really not so bad, once you get to
know him." Aelvarim pointed to a little hillock on the other side
of the brook. "Our path is over there."

 


Following close behind him, Piper wondered
about her sanity. Hallucination, perhaps? Had he slipped something
into her breakfast? Maybe she'd only dreamed she woke up, and this
was all a dream. Yes that had to be it. She eyed his long dark red
hair, curling on his broad shoulders. As dreams went, this was not
bad, not bad at all, except that his cape hid the rest of him as he
walked in front of her.

 


He led her to a quaint, little, arched,
wooden bridge over the burbling brook. It seemed rather pointless,
stretching over an area more than four times the width of the
brook. Piper figured she could have jumped over the brook, without
even a running start.

 


"The first bridge." He turned around to face
her, walking backwards a few steps. "We call it the three bridges
path."

 


"We?" Piper asked.

 


"Larkingtower, Malraux, and I." He passed
over the bridge in three clomping steps. Piper followed quietly. He
glanced back over his shoulder at her. "Be careful, there's usually
fairies by the streams."

 


No sooner had he turned around than something
whizzed past her nose. It buzzed like a fly, circling her head. It
flew in front of her, hovering at eye level, just beyond her reach.
It looked like a miniature man, dressed in strange green clothing,
with gossamer – almost insectoid – wings. The little man winked at
her, holding a finger to his lips.

 


He flew down, to catch a corner of Aelvarim's
cape. Lightning fast, he flew up, bringing the corner of the cape
with him, to pull it over Aelvarim's head.

 


Aelvarim swiftly grabbed the harp at his hip,
before lifting the cape from his head. He turned in a circle,
looking for his tormentor. "Who is it?"

 


"I don't know," Piper said, shrugging her
shoulders.

 


He looked at her, as if just remembering her
presence. His cheeks colored. "Actually I was asking him. But, what
did he look like?"

 


"About like you described." Piper held her
hands about six inches apart. "Green clothes. See-through wings,
like a bee's."

 


"What color was his hair?"

 


Piper frowned, trying to remember. "Brown, I
think."

 


"Figwort," he said with an authoritative
air.

 


The miniature flying man appeared again,
buzzing around Aelvarim's head. He laughed, a surprisingly low
pitched laugh. "Aelvarim, come to sing for us?"

 


"No," Aelvarim said quellingly. Motioning for
Piper to hurry, he turned and began walking away.

 


The fairy flew to stand on Aelvarim's quiver,
grabbed two thick locks of Aelvarim's hair, and yanked back on
them, shouting, "Whoa!"

 


Aelvarim stopped. Piper couldn't see his
face, but his voice was thick with false patience when he said,
"Let go of my hair."

 


Four more fairies joined Figwort, flying
around an irritated Aelvarim. A miniature woman, with large blue
butterfly wings and a matching blue gossamer dress, flew back to
examine Piper. She flitted in circles around Piper, stopping to
examine and tug at Piper's trouser leg, hand, sweater hem and
neckline. She made a final sweep through Piper's hair, to examine
Piper's right ear. She flew back to Aelvarim, inquiring sweetly,
"Aren't you going to introduce us to your new lady friend?"

 


Batting at the other fairies, who were
swooping down to pull his hair, Aelvarim just muttered something
Piper couldn't hear. The fairies darted away from him as if pushed.
Laughing, in what sounded to Piper to be a perfect chord, the
fairies soared up into the sky, only to dart back down around
her.

 


"What's your name?" the blue winged fairy
asked.

 


Piper held her hand out, palm down, for the
fairy to land on. "Piper Pied. You have very beautiful wings.
What's your name."

 


The little woman preened and fluffed out her
wings. "Meadowsweet." She sailed off, dragging another of the
laughing fairies back, to present to Piper. "This is Horsemint."
Another. "This is Bearberry." Another. "Pasqueflower." The last.
"Figwort."

 


"I believe we've met," Piper said, winking at
Figwort.

 


Aelvarim cleared his throat. "We have to be
going now. We must see Malraux." He walked off.

 


Smiling, Piper shrugged, and followed
him.

 


Figwort swooped down in front of Aelvarim.
"Where did you find the pretty lady?"

 


When Aelvarim ignored him, Figwort fetched
the other fairies. All five dived to catch the hem of Aelvarim's
cape. They flew up and around Aelvarim, dragging the cape not over
his head this time, but around his neck, so that it hung in front,
rather than behind him. Aelvarim choked and reached for his
neck.

 


Perforce pausing, Aelvarim muttered something
again, causing the fairies to dart away from him. He pulled the
quiver off, over his head, and began turning his cape around. Piper
noticed that his left hand remained clutching the harp on his
hip.

 


She tried to step forward to help him, but
she couldn't lift her feet from the ground. Looking down she found
some sort of creeper vine entwined around her ankles. The vine
waved its tiny white flowers as it wrapped itself tighter.

 


"Ack!" Piper reached down, but the vine
attempted to catch her hand in its coils. She heard the perfectly
pitched fairy laughter, and straightened up.

 


"Need help?" Horsemint asked.

 


"I suppose," she said. The unreality of the
situation prevented her from fearing any real problems, and Piper
ended up smiling. Aelvarim had finished putting his cape and quiver
back. Horsemint flitted to him. "She needs help. Kiss her, and
we'll let her go."

 


Aelvarim recoiled, in dismay.

 


In an attempt to aid him, Piper said, "Now
that's not fair. He shouldn't have to pay my penalty."

 


Horsemint's flight back to Piper was
interrupted by Meadowsweet, who caught hold of Horsemint's feet, to
swing him around. "I want a lock of her hair."

 


Pasqueflower took exception to this, and soon
all five fairies were engaged in an aerial dogfight.

 


Aelvarim approached Piper, but not so close
that he'd get entangled in the vine. "If she gets a lock of your
hair, she might use it to entangle you in a spell."

 


"So, if she doesn't get a lock of my hair she
can't entangle me in a spell?" Piper asked.

 


"Well, no. She still could."

 


"So what's the difference? What else could
she do with it?"

 


He ducked to avoid a swooping fairy. "She
could do anything with it: weave a floor mat, braid a rope, make a
spell. Though, the way you put it I suppose it doesn't make any
difference." He pulled a knife from his boot, and handed it to her
hilt first.

 


Piper cut a small lock of plain brown hair
from close to the nape of her neck, handed the knife back to
Aelvarim, and held the lock of hair up in the air.

 


Meadowsweet flew past, snatching the lock of
hair, and Piper felt her ankles freed. Aelvarim took off running
into a forest beyond the meadow, with Piper at his heels.

 


He slowed only after they'd put several rises
between them and the fairies. "Nasty vermin."

 


"They're not so bad," Piper said. She noticed
he'd finally let go of his harp.

 


Aelvarim led her to another brook, this one
larger than the first, with a solid, moss covered, stone bridge. On
the other side was a small rock strewn glade, surrounded thickly by
forest, with tree stumps dotting the glade. It almost seemed to
Piper as if the brown rocks and weather-worn tree stumps were
stationed about as seats. A thick layer of moss and tree leaves
carpeted the floor of the glade. At the opposite side from the path
continued up a green, grass and tree covered, hill. A large black
arch cut into the side of the hill.

 


The fanciful carvings on the rock of the
cavern entrance made what might have been a forbidding maw into a
welcoming inlet. Somehow Piper couldn't be afraid of a place with
carved baby birds at the opening. Aelvarim ducked down to enter the
cavern. Piper paused to examine one of the carvings, a very cute
baby robin with half-closed sleepy eyes, then hunched over and
stepped in.

 


Unable to see, and not brave enough to stand
up in case she might hit her head, she stretched her hand out, and
smacked into a face at about the level of her waist. "I'm
sorry."

 


"Quite all right," an unfamiliar male voice
said. A small hand caught hers. "Your eyes will adjust in a moment.
If you'll follow me, there's more light farther in."

 


The size of the hand didn't fit with the
adult voice, but the hand itself was heavily callused and rough.
The voice was smooth, cultured, intelligent, and lightly accented,
though Piper couldn't place the accent. He guided her through the
descending tunnel, and helped her negotiate two almost 180 degree
turns; after the first turn the light increased. The second was the
entrance to a cavern chamber, larger than a normal room, with a
high ceiling.

 


Someone had worked to make it into a home.
Most of the light came from a large fireplace, carved into the side
of the left hand wall, by which Aelvarim was standing. A kettle
hung from a hook over the fire. Rag throw rugs were scattered here
and there. A rough wooden table stood near the fireplace, flanked
by two benches. The rest of the furniture appeared to be carved
from the stone of the cavern. Stalagmites had been made into chairs
and table, a whole conversation pit. Along the opposite wall from
the entrance a small cubby in the wall had been converted into a
bed. Another tunnel opened on the right hand wall.

 


Piper looked down and discovered a small,
grubby, long-bearded man holding her hand. He wore a sort of
durable, dark colored tunic and pants, with a stout leather apron.
A pair of small leather gauntlets peeked out of the apron
pocket.

 


"Piper Pied, meet Malraux. She is Grandmother
Dickerson's great-granddaughter."

 


"Enchanted," Malraux murmured as he kissed
her hand.

 


"The same," Piper said. She looked at
Aelvarim. "That's certainly a better reception than the last."

 


Malraux barked, "Ha. So you've met
Larkingtower." He headed for the fireplace. "Don't let him bother
you. He hates everybody. Especially women." He stirred the kettle.
"I know it's a little early, but lunch is nearly ready. Would you
like some stew?"

 


She looked over his shoulder into the kettle,
the stew looked like stew and smelled wonderfully rich. She glanced
at Aelvarim. Aelvarim nodded silently. Malraux didn't miss the
exchange, but merely cocked an eyebrow at her. She managed a smile.
"Sure."

 


"Ha." Malraux slipped over to the cubby in
the far wall, removing his apron and hanging it on a peg beside the
cubby. "Aelvarim, why don't you go outside and conjure up some
flowers, while we do something useful, like get lunch on."

 


"I made toast this morning for her," Aelvarim
said in a wounded tone. He pulled himself up as tall as he
could.

 


"Without burning it?" Malraux plunged his
hands into a cut-off stalagmite. Water slopped out as he washed his
hands.

 


"She has a toaster," Aelvarim said.

 


"And that keeps you from burning the toast?"
Malraux leaned over the stalagmite to splash and scrub his
face.

 


"Not always," Piper said. Aelvarim glanced
gratefully at her.

 


Malraux smiled. "Just go get some flowers. We
need to brighten up the place for your guest." Aelvarim hesitated a
moment, and left. Malraux pulled a clean, white, cloth apron from
another hook, and put it on. "Don't ever ask him to sing. You'll
only embarrass him. And don't mention high elves. Or dark elves."
He joined her at the fireplace. "He's a fine young elf, but he's
very sensitive about certain subjects. Fetch me three bowls." He
pointed to a low shelf with a variety of plates, bowls, and
platters.

 


"He can't sing, hmm?" Piper picked up three
bowls. "Why high elves or dark elves?"

 


"His mother's high elven, from over the
water. His father's dark elven. Native, more or less, to here. She
came back with him after the last great war." Malraux ladled stew
into the bowls she held for him. "Aelvarim wants to be high elven,
but he's not blond, not a bard, and not from over the waters."
Malraux looked up at Piper to catch her eye. "He has these romantic
notions about people and places. If you ask me, the elves over the
water are nothing but a bunch of snobs, maintaining their position
by belittling others. Unfortunately he believes that idiocy." With
the bowls on the table, Malraux reached into another chopped-off
stalagmite and pulled out spoons. "Times change, and those that
can't keep up will be swept away." He looked in dismay at the
table. "I forgot the tablecloth."

 


"Too late now," Aelvarim said entering the
chamber carrying an armful of flowers. "Where do you want
them."

 


Malraux settled for tying the flowers into a
single bundle and laying it in the center of the table. He
indicated that Piper should sit by the decorative end, and Aelvarim
by the cut stems. The bench and table were a bit too low for Piper,
but she managed to get her knees under the table without stretching
her legs out straight. Aelvarim's feet appeared beside her chair,
one ankle crossed over the other.

 


As Malraux retrieved napkins from another
stalagmite, Aelvarim asked, "Do you believe in Fairy yet?"

 


"I think I'm dreaming." Piper accepted the
napkin Malraux extended to her. She wasn't expecting him to pinch
her arm, hard. "Ouch."

 


"You're not dreaming." Malraux offered a
napkin to Aelvarim.

 


"Malraux," Aelvarim scolded. "I brought her
here to convince her to help me find Grandmother Dickerson's
murderer and save the story, not to be pinched and tormented."

 


"Got to be the husband or the butler,"
Malraux said seating himself beside Aelvarim. "That's
traditional."

 


Aelvarim frowned at Malraux. "Grandmother
Dickerson was a widow. And she had no butler."

 


Piper nodded. "And these days the traditional
murderer is a boyfriend or lover."

 


They both stared at her, eyes wide and jaws
slack.

 


Recovering first, Malraux whispered, "I think
she'll do."

 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


After washing up, Malraux asked, "Would you
like to see my mine, where I work digging out ... stuff?"

 


"Work!" Piper looked around in dismay. "I've
got to get to work! I'd completely forgotten, I've got a job to get
to. What time is it?"

 


"Time?" Malraux shrugged. "Probably about
noon."

 


He led the way out of the cavern, and up the
hill. The thick forest of verdant trees thinned out as they
climbed, proving that the sun was high overhead.

 


Piper looked at Aelvarim. "I've got to get
back to Grandma's house."

 


"But, I thought you wanted to see my home."
It was a statement, but Aelvarim said it as if it were a
question.

 


Oh, yes. She remembered now. She'd planned on
returning him to his keepers. Piper looked at Malraux, who was
looking at her expectantly. Unfortunately, Aelvarim's keepers were
as crazy as he was. She was standing on the gentle slope of small,
impossibly-green grass covered, hill, looking down on a verdant
forest of a type never seen in Colorado. Well, when in Rome....
"Sure. I think I've got time for that."

 


Malraux begged off, claiming pressing duties
in his mine.

 


Aelvarim led her through dappled forest
paths, until they came to a stream. Here the water had carved deep
into the forest floor, creating small cliffs on either side of the
stream. Trees and shrubs clung to the tops of the cliffs, leaning
precariously over the water. Piper guessed it to be about ten to
fifteen feet from the top of the cliffs down to the stream. Rocks
and roots exposed along the sides would allow climbing, but it
didn't look safe. Aelvarim walked confidently to an enormous fallen
tree. Someone had partially hollowed it and put up rope railings,
so that it would serve as a bridge.

 


A small hill rose on the other side. At the
top was a small, quaint, thatch-covered, white cottage. A faint
shimmer in the air around it blurred and rounded the edges, making
it look strangely out-of-focus. Aelvarim waved his arm, and half
bowed. "My home."

 


There was great pride in his voice as he said
it. It reminded Piper in many ways of Grandma Dickerson's house,
picturesquely sitting surrounded by what appeared to be a forest.
"Very nice."

 


Wildflowers ran riot over what would have
been the front lawn. She followed as he led her around the small
hill where the house stood. The stream split around the hill; Piper
wasn't sure if that made it an island or not, but it gave a sort of
moat feel to the stream. The bridge they'd crossed was the only
path across the stream.

 


Tucked on the other side of the hill were a
variety of berry bushes. Past the berries, the trees and shrubs
thinned out. Piper could see a valley below them, marked out in the
tans, browns, and faded greens of what she thought of as an
ordinary Colorado spring. They appeared to be standing on a
mountainside. Beyond the valley stretched a plain of patchworked
colors, fading into the distance.

 


Piper's breath caught in her throat, as it
always did when she looked out over gorgeous vistas. Living in a
place, seeing it every day, made forgetting how very beautiful it
was far too easy.

 


"Worth the walk?" asked Aelvarim.

 


"Yes." Piper couldn't help grinning. "It's
wonderful." She'd forgotten he was there. His voice had reminded
her that she didn't know exactly where she was. The vista below
looked to belong to Colorado, but the overly-green forest behind
her was out of a fairy tale. Looking to the top of the hill she
could see his house, only now, rather than a small thatched cottage
she saw what looked like a long house, made of sod and stone with a
arched roof. It had the shimmer around it, and looked somewhat out
of focus.

 


"Do you believe in Fairy yet?" he asked.

 


She smiled. Better to humor him, until she
got home. And there was the strangeness with his house. The land he
lived on. His friends. "Sure. Why not?"

 


He frowned skeptically.

 


"I really need to get home," she said,
starting back towards the tree-bridge. Before she crossed she
looked back to find a small, shimmering fort-like castle in the
place where the cottage had stood. In all, she decided she didn't
want to ask.

 


They saw no sign of Malraux, Larkingtower, or
the fairies on their way back. Aelvarim pointed out the paths to
her, showing her how to find her way, and what landmarks to look
for. He stood by the gazebo as she walked to the back doorway.
"Mind the door. Remember to think clearly about where you want to
go before you leave the house."

 


"I promise." She glanced back to wave at
him.

 


"Piper?" Aelvarim was biting his lip, looking
thoughtful, when she turned around. "I thought you said you were a
writer, but you implied you had to go somewhere for work?"

 


"Until I get published, I work where ever I
can. Aunt Nellie arranged for a job at Independent Books for me.
It's a bookstore."

 


Aelvarim nodded. She waved, again, and headed
into the house. Piper looked back through the screen door, but he
was no longer standing by the gazebo. She snorted a laugh, shook
her head at her foolishness.

 


The clock on the wall said it was one-fifty.
She had over an hour before she had to be at work. She headed for
the bedroom. She lay on the bed, staring up at the canopy, trying
to make sense of the day.

 


Perhaps she'd dreamed it all. It was merely a
lovely dream, and she'd only just now awakened. Except that she was
dressed already, in clothes, she realized, that weren't appropriate
for showing up on the first day of work. She rolled out of bed, and
began sorting through her clothes.

 


As she stood under the shower, she wondered
if whatever Aelvarim had was contagious. She'd never heard of
communicable insanity, but it might be possible.

 


Not likely, she thought as she dressed in
black slacks and a muted floral button-down blouse. Piper was still
having problems believing Aelvarim was real. For one, he was far
too good looking, that mix of beauty and masculinity just wasn't
natural.

 


Picking up her purse and keys, she reflected
that she'd wasted the morning completely. She still needed to get
groceries, dust rags, and cleaning equipment for the house. Clothes
baskets. Boxes to pack books in. Lemon oil for the furniture. A
vacuum sweeper.

 


Piper raced out the door, thinking of the
roads she needed to take to get to Independent Books. She hoped
they hadn't changed, or the bookstore moved, in the two years since
she'd been there.

 


Independent Books hadn't moved, and the roads
hadn't changed. Sitting across the street from the Foothills Mall,
facing out onto a main thoroughfare, surrounded by restaurants,
Independent Books had grown as the stores around it grew. It had
expanded, adding on a trendy coffee shop, and a burgeoning used
book store, called the Independent Annex. Other than being larger
than Piper remembered, it hadn't changed. And she'd managed to
arrive fifteen minutes early.

 


Inside smelled of books and roasting coffee
beans. Three register counters guarded the big, double doors. The
counters had been set up on a six-sided dais allowing the clerks
working there to overlook the store and coffee shop. Five-foot-high
bookshelves divided the large main room. Four small cheap tables
and a myriad of chairs huddled by the coffee counter in the corner.
A stand of large plastic plants separated the books from the coffee
and snacks. Other plastic plants had been scattered throughout the
store, possibly for ambiance.

 


No one stood behind the coffee counter. A
bedraggled, college-age, bleached blonde amazon stood by one of the
registers. Over half a dozen blangly bracelets clinked against each
other on each of her arms. All of her fingers had at least one
ring, and her ears were pierced multiple times in rows going up the
sides of her ears. She wore a short black leather skirt, and
blood-red silk blouse. The tag on the pale blue, Independent Books
vest over her blouse said, "Harmony."

 


"Excuse me." Piper consulted quickly with the
business card Aunt Nellie had given her. "I'm looking for Mr.
Martin Gumble."

 


The amazon nodded, standing on tiptoe to look
out over the store. She extended her arm, bracelets jangling, to
point to a spot midway back along the right wall. "In History.
Short guy. Balding salt-and-pepper hair. Face like a bulldog."

 


"Thank you.

 


Mr. Gumble did indeed bear a resemblance to a
jowly bulldog, but he could only be considered short by someone
very tall. Piper introduced herself.

 


He shelved the book he was holding, and said,
"Come on." He pushed the cart to the registers. "Stock these, would
you, Harm? I'll be in the back office." He led Piper to a plain
door at the back of the store, and waved her inside. A desk huddled
in one corner, with two rickety chairs, the rest of the large room
was stacked with boxes. He opened a drawer, pulled out several
forms, and motioned her to sit at the desk. "Fill these out. When
you're done just leave them there, and get a vest from the bottom
drawer, and come find me. We'll get you started stocking the
shelves."

 


"Uh ... Thank you." Aunt Nellie had said he'd
give her a job, but Piper'd really been expecting an interview
first.

 


"So, what's your relationship with Nellwyn
Fletcher?" Mr. Gumble asked, sounding nonchalant, but looking
nervous.

 


"Aunt Nellie? She's my mother's sister."
Piper grew nervous at the sour look on his face. "I, uhm. Can I ask
how you know her?"

 


"Nellwyn Fletcher is a one-third owner of
this store, and a usually silent partner in the business." He
turned to leave.

 


Ah, the boss' nephew syndrome. Piper cleared
her throat. "If it makes you feel any better she'd be more likely
to harass me than anyone else."

 


Mr. Gumble paused as he left the office, long
enough to say, "We'll see."

 


She filled out the paperwork quickly. Proving
herself at work was nothing new. It came with the start of each
job. But, this was the first time she'd been the boss' niece, with
a whole load of other baggage against her.

 


Surprisingly, the vests were neatly folded in
the large drawer. Piper put one on. Its light blue color
unfortunately didn't match well with her floral blouse. She left
the office to find Mr. Gumble back in the History section, shelving
books. He took her around, introducing her to the other employees
that were working that evening, Harm and a tall twenty-some young
man named Jim.

 


They seemed friendly enough. Mr. Gumble
showed her how to shelve the books, and left her in the back office
with two boxes of books. It wasn't difficult, just tedious. She
made quick work of ten boxes, filling books in the History,
Biography, Philosophy, Psychology, and Self-Help sections.

 


After that, Mr. Gumble put her in the back
office to sort though boxes of used books, arranging them into
categories.

 


As Piper sat on the dirty floor of the office
sorting boxes, the blonde amazon, Harm, came in. She wound her way
though the stacked boxes to a refrigerator hiding behind a large
stack of boxes. Then returned to the desk, carrying a brown bag.
"He's got you sorting the used books? I hate that."

 


Harm set her supper out on the desk. The
forms Piper had filled out had miraculously disappeared. They
chatted casually, while Harm ate and Piper sorted.

 


As they chatted, Piper discovered that Harm
was getting her masters degree in history at a local college.
Harm's parents were military and had been stationed nearby when she
graduated high school, so Harm had stayed for college here, while
her parents had been transferred out to Alaska. She had two
brothers, and too many boyfriends to keep track of.

 


Piper told Harm a little about her family,
and inheriting Grandma Dickerson's house, but was reluctant to
mention anything about handsome elves or her trip through Fairy
that morning.

 


Later, shelving the used books she'd sorted,
Piper thought about Aelvarim and her morning. It had been fun, in a
strange sort of way, and Aelvarim was delicious to look at, but
either it was all a figment of her imagination, or she was insane.
Given a choice she'd rather it all be a figment of her
imagination.

 


She didn't want to talk to anyone about it
either. She didn't want to appear insane. The best course appeared
to be to pretend it never happened, forget about Aelvarim, never
mention it to anyone, and get on with her normal life.

 


The image of her brother barefoot at the
funeral, Aunt Nellie leading the wake in a drinking song, and the
look Sherlock had given Uncle Clem's outfit drifted through her
mind. A normal life. All she'd ever wanted was a normal life. She
didn't need fairies and elves and wizards and dwarves messing it
up; her own family already handicapped her. Piper pushed a book
roughly onto the shelf. A shadow fell across her, and she looked up
guiltily.

 


Harm's hand was groping for her shoulder, but
Harm was looking away. "You have to come see this guy. He is
unreal."

 


Even standing and looking around Harm, Piper
couldn't see anyone that unusual. "What?"

 


"There's this guy in Science Fiction and
Fantasy. Incredible." Harm had a good grip on Piper's sleeve, and
hauled her to a point where they could look over the shelves at the
Science Fiction and Fantasy section. "I could hardly breathe when
he walked in the store. I didn't know they were made that good
looking. There."

 


Piper gasped.

 


Dark, dark red hair, a familiar profile, and
tight tunic shirt, it was Aelvarim.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


"Aelvarim?" Piper said.

 


He looked up from the book he'd been
perusing, and saw her. He was wearing the same skin-tight hide
tunic, leggings, boots, and cape he'd worn that morning. His hat
had been tucked in his belt. As he shelved the book and walked
over, Harm said, "You know him?"

 


"Yes. He's one of my great-grandmother's
neighbors. I met him this morning." Piper desperately hoped that
Aelvarim wouldn't start spouting on about fairies and wizards and
dwarves.
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