

    
        
          Pixie Ring

        

        
        
          Aaron L. Ralph

        

        
          Published by Black Rose Publishing, 2026.

        

    


Pixie Ring

A Modern Faerie-Tale

––––––––

© Aaron L. Ralph, 2023

All Rights Reserved

––––––––

Aaron L. Ralph asserts the moral right to be

identified as the author of this work.

––––––––

All Rights Reserved. No part of this publication may be

used, reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted

in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical,

photocopy, recording or otherwise, including internet usage,

without express written permission from the author.

––––––––

Story by Aaron L. Ralph

Edited by Bronwyn Eagle

Layout by Carla Ralph

Cover Art by Black Rose Publishing South Africa (Pty) Ltd.

––––––––

All Character, places and events in this story

are fictitious. Resemblance to any actual persons,

locations or situations is entirely coincidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Epigraph

Pixie Ring

Some Rules For Human/Faerie Interaction

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

59.

60.

61.

Epilogue



  	
        
            
            "If two people love each other, there can be no happy ending to it."
                                                                                                                 -Hemingway
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Some Rules For Human/Faerie Interaction
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	Faerie time is different from human time.

	Do not interfere in the life of a faerie.

	Always respect a faerie’s privacy.

	Do not try and figure out a faerie’s real name.

	Do not give your real name to a faerie.

	Faeries mean everything they say.

	Nothing a faerie says is black and white.

	Always keep your promise to a faerie

	Never enter into a contract with a faerie.

	Do not lie to a faerie.

	Do not say thank you to a faerie.

	Do not say I’m sorry to a faerie.

	Do not step into a faerie ring.

	Do not dance with a faerie.

	Faeries are not always kind and helpful.

	Do not reveal the location of faeries.


* It should be noted that Eddus is pronounced: Ādǝs
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Leaning forward onto the balustrade, Eddus surveyed the nearly empty rows of seats below. Few were those seated, waiting for the lights to dim and the show to begin.

The small theatre house was in no way busy, nor would it be that evening. It was the mid-week show, a musical farce, parodying the story of misconstrued love between various peoples. The play had been written by some famous bard, but the performance itself was little more than a rehearsal put on by a drama troupe studying the thespian arts in a nearby university. An agreement had been made between the theatre owner and the university instructor; the troupe would once a week get onstage experience in a live theatre, while the small house would bring in a profit during the slow time of the week.

Eddus Brandt, a self-employed artist who worked alone and mainly by commission, had rarely missed a Wednesday night show in quite some time. One of only a few liberties he took during the week, the outing got him out of his studio, and more often than not, out of his head for at least a little while. Three of the people behind the now drawn curtain were also well known to him, being as they lived together with him. At their urging, he'd begun attending weekly, and had seen this particular night's performance at least three times before.

Those to be members of the audience trickled in slowly, taking their seats, as Eddus looked on from above. The ability to view them coming into the theatre was a new experience. He'd taken advantage of the midweek show's discounted tickets and purchased a seat in one of three boxes in the house. His position above was to the left of the stage, and it afforded a view of which he'd not had on any of his visits before. He would be able see the theatre patrons from his position, while they watched the show.

Eddus liked the idea that he could look at people's genuine reactions to what they were seeing on the stage. As small a thing as this may seem, it did excite him, as he might see something that could act as a muse for one the portrait pieces he often worked on between commissions.

A soft bell chimed, indicating the curtain would soon rise. To his dismay, that night there would probably not be much in the way of inspiration, despite the view his lofty position afforded. The excitement he'd felt at being able to regard those below him dwindled. The crowd was sparse, and the traffic into the theatre had ceased. There were not many persons sitting in the theatre seats, and even fewer that Eddus could actually see. Most had placed themselves along the outer edges, or to the back of the theatre. The further one sat from the front, the harder it would be for him to observe them in the dim light given off by the stage during the performance.

Illumination within the theatre began to slowly fade as the globes in the wall lighting were dimmed. In a matter of moments, the activities portrayed on-stage would be the focus of the audience's attention.

As the stage curtain creaked open, the hush that had fallen within the dusk was briefly interrupted as a door at the back of the theatre opened. If at all noticed, it was not reacted to by those seated. Opened only enough for the person on the opposite side to slip in, Eddus watched as they entered, and then disappeared, as the door was pulled closed. Vanishing momentarily in the darkness of the back of the theatre, and then reappearing as only a silhouette, it quickly moved down the aisle in the dull glow of the illuminated stage. Stopping five rows from the front, the figure made its way to almost the center of the row and took a seat.

As voices began to ring out in the theatre, a prologue of the recital to come, his eyes adjusted. In the darkened surroundings, Eddus could make out the form and features of the young lady who had entered.

He watched her, passively at first. She was the only patron to have ventured as far forward as she had, and was in a rather perfect place to be observed during the duration of the play. Her hair was pulled back neatly, exposing a youthful face, and permitting Eddus to see any emotion she might display.

Halving his attention, and looking at the young lady only when an actor spoke a line that he recognized to evoke certain responses from the audience, Eddus began watching the play. Having seen the show several times previously, he could predict when a glance in the girl's direction was warranted. He enjoyed watching her as she reacted, not only to the quick-witted lines being doled out by those on the stage, but also to the play in general.

His first impression of her was puzzling. The girl's facial expressions did not mimic those of someone who was enjoying a mid-week show at a small theatre house, having nothing better to do for the evening. Her demeanor suggested something else about the experience. Even the clothing she wore seemed out of place. Although only a simple black, sleeveless dress, her attire did stand out as different in comparison the others present, as they were clothed mostly in the casual dress of the day.

After some time, he ceased paying attention to the performance altogether, to watch the latecomer with keen interest as she took in the show. Eddus had never witnessed anyone so enthralled with what was basically the amateurish retelling of a famous story. His interest was peaked, whether or not this was to become the subject of an artistic creation. He could not pry his eyes away from the person he looked upon.

Eddus studied the girl in detail. Her reactions did seem slightly off, not in that her reactions were wrong for what she saw. She did have a very expressive face, but there was something else.

So caught up in watching the behavior of the spectator below, Eddus had lost all track of the performance and was startled by the applause of those in the theatre, as small as the crowd was. The lighting onstage brightened and the performers filed onto the stage.

As the theatre lighting also brightened, Eddus looked from the stage to the fifth row, in time to see the young lady stand, still looking at the stage with a smile on her face. Turning, she quickly made her way back to the isle, the way she'd come in. He watched as she went into the aisle and made her way to the door, disappearing into the exiting crowd.

The evening's events had turned out to be more interesting than anticipated. Eddus was happy with himself for having chosen to switch up his routine and seating arrangement.

Preparing to leave the box, his eye was caught by something below, in the row the young woman had been sitting in. In the seat beside the one in which she'd sat, was something he could not clearly. At first he thought that perhaps the young woman had left her handbag. Moving as far to the right in the box as he could, and leaning over the balustrade, Eddus saw that the item on the theatre seat was a pair of black shoes.

Waiting for a few moments, he was sure that the girl would realize and return, though after a few minutes, she did not appear as he thought she would. Eddus watched the last of those in the theatre making their way out, then hurriedly made his way down the stairs and through the corridor, and entered the audience chamber below. The footwear he found on the seat in the fifth row and quickly made his way into the lobby of the small theatre, then out its doors.

Finding no sign of a black dress or anyone who appeared to be searching for anything, Eddus waited. He moved slowly around the dwindling crowd, watching people getting into their cars, or into cabs. Eventually, he was the only one left standing on the pavement in front of the theatre house.

When it was clear that nobody was returning for the items he held, Eddus returned again to the door of the theatre, but found it locked. The only light seen through its glass door came from the doorway to a passage beyond the darkened lobby.

As he began to walk along the pavement, Eddus made up his mind to return the shoes to the theatre in the morning, and hope that he'd not caused too much inconvenience.
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As he entered the small pub, Eddus nodded to Shem, the barman and owner of the establishment, who pointed in the direction of the far corner of the barroom, past the pool players, to a table beside a large shop-style window that looked out onto the sidewalk outside. Around the table, sitting on barstools, were two young men and a young woman, Eddus's friends and housemates.

Steering himself towards them, Eddus avoided bumping into a pool player and slipped between two other tables before reaching them. At one end of the small table, the two men sat across from one another, while at the other, closest to him, a young lady sat gazing absently at the tabletop in front of her with a rather sour look on her face.

"Hey." 

Walking up next to her, he gently jabbed the girl in the ribs with his thumb, causing her to jump and almost knock over her beer glass. She frantically scrambled to grab her drink and then glared at him.

"What the fuck, Ed! Are you trying to get killed?"

"How goes it?" 

Eddus put his left arm around her shoulders giving her a squeeze, and then stood next to her at the end of the table.

"You're late. Where have you been?" asked Mo, one of the young men at the end of the table, and Eddus's best friend of seven years. He looked at Eddus over the top of his black-framed glasses. "And I'd be careful if I were you, Ed. You're playing with fire there. She's a bit miff tonight."

"I had something I needed to take care of," Eddus told him. He then looked at the brooding girl sitting next to him. "What happened, Stiles? What's wrong?"

The young lady beside him grunted, rolling her eyes. 

"What's wrong is that Jay's dumbass understudy fucked up a lift and dropped me this afternoon."

"She's acting as though I, personally, am responsible." Jay, the young man sitting opposite Mo, laughed, shaking his head.

"Well, you're my dance partner. If you'd done the lift, I wouldn't have a bruised hip right now."

"It's only until next week," Jay laughed, "the doc said no heavy lifting until my abdominal muscle mends."

"Are you saying I'm heavy?" Stiles shot him a look and then grinned at him.

"Best not to get involved in this one." Mo hopped off his stool to join Eddus. Stopping short as he rounded the table's corner, he raised one eyebrow, looking his friend up and down. "Ed..."

"Yes, Mo"

"Is there something we need to know? Have you decided to join us on the dark side?"

Eddus stared at Mo questioningly for a moment, then looked to Stiles.

"Do you have any idea what he's talking about?" he asked her.

"None whatsoever," Stiles said, nonchalantly, lifting her glass to her mouth.

"What's with the flats, there, Ed?" Mo looked down at Ed's hand, in which he still held the shoes he'd taken from the theatre. "They are lovely, but I think you got the wrong size."

"They're not mine." Eddus looked down at the shoes he held, then back at Mo.

"Are you sure?"

"Well, as you pointed out, they're not my size."

"Why the hell are you carrying around someone else's shoes?" Stiles' lip curled, and she gave Eddus a look of slight disgust. "Who do they belong to?"

"What's going on?" Leaving the end of the table, Jay joined the others, looking from Mo to Stiles questioningly.

"Nothing is going on." Rolling his eyes, Eddus set the shoes on the barstool he stood next to.

Jay nodded, eyeing the shoes.

"I found them in the theater," Eddus said.

"You should have left them there," Stiles snorted, putting her empty beer glass on the table, waving to a passing waitress. She drew a circle in the air with her finger, indicating that she was ordering a round. "Whoever they belong to could have gotten them tomorrow."

Jay nodded in agreement.

"She's right, you know. The theatre would have put them in the lost and found."

Eddus stopped Jay speaking with an apathetic stare.

"I saw the girl," he said. "I thought I could catch up with her. Do you think I just carried them out with me on a whim?"

"They are nice." Mo touched the side of one of the shoes. 

"You're not trying them on," Jay told him, slapping his boyfriend's hand away from them.

"I only said that they're nice. I know the brand, and whoever owns them will be looking for them."

A server appeared carrying a tray with four glasses of beer on it. She placed them on the table and then collected the empty glasses.

"Who leaves their shoes at a theatre?" Stiles asked, picking up one of the glasses and sipping at the beer's frothy head.

"I would have left them there." Jay shrugged. He picked up two of the glasses and returned to his stool.

"Yes, I know." Eddus sighed. "That occurred to me about the time I tried to take them back in, when I couldn't find the girl outside. The doors were locked."

"So, what now?" Mo adjusted his glasses, turning his head towards Jay at the other end of the table.

"I guess I'll take them back to the theatre in the morning." Eddus shrugged. "No good deed goes unpunished, right?"

Stiles nodded blankly, turning her attention again to her drink.

Drumming his fingers on the table, Eddus gazed at the large window they sat next to. As his friends conversed and retorted to one another with witty comebacks, their banter merged with the other sounds within the pub. He absent-mindedly watched the people on the pavement outside the window.

Picking up the glass in front of him, he looked down at the liquid it held. Wondering if he was even in the mood to drink, a quick movement outside the window caught his attention.

Someone was weaving their way through the patrons milling around in small groups outside. Catching only a glimpse, he watched as the person skirted a smoker, passing between them and the glass for just a moment before ducking between two other people and disappearing. The person passing by was a short young lady. She wore a black dress, and her hair was tied back.

Eddus quickly put his drink down, some of its contents spilling onto the table. He looked at Stiles, who glanced up at him quizzically.

"I'll be right back," he told her. Picking up the shoes, Eddus made his way through the crowded pub, towards the door.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3.


[image: ]


"Pardon me... Miss!"

The young woman gave no indication that she'd heard his call. She continued walking, keeping her pace, and nearing the street's corner. Quickening his step, Eddus closed the space between them and caught up with her as she pressed the button for the crosswalk.

Once outside of the pub, he'd had to make his way through those on the sidewalk. After having looked around the crowd, and weaving his way through those standing on the pavement, the girl was a good way past the pub, walking up the street. He'd almost needed to run to catch up with her.

"Miss!"

Looking over her shoulder, she then turned to face him, regarding him with a slight look of apprehension. Eddus stopped short a few paces from her. Neither of them said a thing as they stood looking at each other.

More than a head shorter than he, the girl was petite in size and stature. A very pretty young lady, her light brown hair was tied neatly in a bun at the back of her neck. Her almond-shaped eyes seemed to turn up at the ends. She was quite young in appearance and could have easily been in her teens. Something about the way she carried herself, her posture, as well as perhaps the look in her eyes, said differently, though Eddus couldn't quite put a finger on it.

Studying Eddus's face for a moment, the young lady smiled nervously, then turned away, looking towards the street she meant to cross.

"Please, just a moment." Eddus cautiously stepped toward her. "You left your shoes in the theatre." He held them out for her to see.

The girl looked down at her bare feet for a moment. She laughed aloud, stepping forward and gingerly taking the shoes from his hand.

"I can't go anywhere," she said, kneeling down. She placed the shoes on the pavement in front of her and then stood, stepping into each. She then gave Eddus a sidelong look. "Did you follow me here from the theater?"

"What? No- No!" Quickly stepping back, Eddus raised his hands in front of him. It only then occurred how this might look strange, a grown man approaching a noticeably younger woman, alone at night on the street. "I was in the pub! I saw you walk by!"

"You saw me walk by the pub?" The young woman's expression and demeanor did not change.

Feeling his cheeks flush, Eddus took another step away. He was beginning to feel that, had he thought it through, perhaps taking the shoes back to the theatre would have been easier.

"Shem's place, about a block back." Eddus pointed up the road in the direction they'd walked from. "Shem's Tavern."

The girl nodded, glancing in the direction Eddus pointed, a stern look on her face. 

"Yeah, I got that. But why would you have my shoes at the pub?" she asked, narrowing her eyes at him.

Feeling something akin to the instinct of fight or flight begin to set in, it took everything in him not to start running in the direction he came from.

"I came out of the theatre to find you." Eddus took another step away. The sooner he could vacate, the better. "I waited, and then..."

Her eyes dancing, the girl broke into a smile. She laughed.

"Hey," she said, shaking her head. "I'm fucking with you."

His heart pounded in his chest as he exhaled the breath he was holding. The girl smiled playfully as Eddus tried to extinguish the visions in his mind of her making a scene or perhaps calling out for help from someone.

"Right then. Well, ok." Eddus glanced away with a sheepish smile, trying to catch his breath and collect himself. "I just wanted to get them back to you." He nodded to her. "Have... have a good night."

No sooner had the words left his mouth, he turned to walk back to the pub. His eagerness to get far away from this awkward situation was quite urgent. He had to get away, and as soon as possible.

"What's your name?"

In mid-stride, Eddus stopped, taking a deep breath before he turned around. The girl took a few steps towards him, coming to a stop right in front of him, a bit too close for his liking. She tilted her head to one side as she looked up at him. In the light given off by the street lamp, she looked so much like a child. Eddus could see that her eyes were a light brown, amber color. They seemed to glow as she looked at him.

"Eddus Brandt," he told her, almost uncertainly, feeling odd giving his name to her. He'd given her the shoes; he just wanted to get back to the pub.

"Eddus Brandt," the girl repeated softly, a slightly puzzled look on her face.

"That's me," he said. Giving a small nod, he looked away, taking a step back from her.

The urge to get back to his friends and back to surroundings of familiarity was strong, but there was something in the way in which she'd spoken his name. He could not quite bring himself to turn away from her.

"Where are you going, Eddus Brandt?"

Momentarily, his mind went blank.

"I, uh, well, to the pub. My friends are there." 

The words seemed to catch in his throat as he said them. He hadn't necessarily wanted to give her the answer, but seemed to have just spoken.

"...and just leave a girl all alone on a street corner at night?" The young woman faked a pout, stepping to him again.

Eddus felt his face warm and glanced away. He was again uncomfortable with the proximity in which she'd again put herself. She looked as though she might be little more than half his age, if that. He took another step back.

"Oh, right. Can I get you a cab?"

"You could." The girl nodded, the light seeming to catch her eye again, causing them to glow momentarily as she looked up at him with a smile. "Or you could let me come with you."

Again, Eddus had the instinct to leave as fast as possible. This was not the encounter he would have imagined. She was supposed to take the shoes and go.

"You want to come with me to a pub?"

"I would like that." Slipping her arm into his before he could protest, she turned him in the direction of the bar.

Surprised at her forward behavior and moving rather stiffly as they began to walk, Eddus thought in vain of a way to distance himself from her.

The girl laughed, as if able to sense his apprehension. "You've got to loosen up, Eddus Brandt. Tell me about yourself."

Nothing about the way she spoke or acted had in any way changed, but again, there was something about the way she said his name. Everything about him wanted to get away from her, except that he seemed to enjoy hearing her speak his name, and felt almost compelled to reply.

"Ed," he told her, trying to shake the feeling. "Everyone calls me Ed."

Their walk was paused as the young woman came to a halt, looking up at him quizzically.

"Ed?" Her eyebrows rose.

"Yeah. It's a... common mispronunciation, and I no longer care to correct people." Glancing away, Eddus rolled his eyes. "It is the bane of my existence. So call me Ed."

They resumed their slow pace.

"So, what else is there to know about you, Eddie?" the girl asked after considering his answer for a moment.

"Please. No. Just Ed. I'm not a Jack Russell."

Glancing nervously at two people walking past them, Eddus wondered if they saw it as out of the ordinary for a man of almost forty to be walking arm-in-arm with a girl who might not be as old as twenty. He could only imagine what they could be thinking.

Watching him amusedly, his companion took no notice of those they passed.

"And what is your name?" Eddus asked. He saw the thinning crowd outside of the pub up ahead and knew that they would be walking by them in only moments. He quickly looked away from them and then down at his companion, still looking at him.

"Guess."

"You want me to guess your name?"

"Yes."

Eddus could see the young lady's eyes dance again as she bit back a smile.

"I'm no good at guessing games," he told her.

"Just guess." Narrowing her eyes, the corner of her mouth curling slightly.

"I'm not going to guess your name," Eddus shook his head. He tried to pull his arm away from her, but she pulled him closer to her. "I'll get it wrong anyway."

"All right then, what do I look like?" Turning her head slightly, the girl laughed.

"What?"

"Based on what I look like, what would you say my name is?"

Eddus tried not to look at another passing couple. He could feel his face warming again.

"That's just another guessing game," he said, trying to hide his building discomfort. "Just tell me your name."

She shook her head. "Not until you tell me what you would call me. Who do I look like to you?"

"What's your name?" Eddus began to feel the smallest amount of impatience, bordering on annoyance. In her expression, he could see that the girl knew exactly what she was doing.

"You know, that's what your friends are going to ask." Showing no sign of giving in, the girl laughed again, firmly squeezing the arm she still held. "You'd better think of something to tell them. We've almost reached the pub."

They had walked past the few people still outside the pub window and were nearing the door.

"Come on..." Eddus pleaded.

"Come on, yourself, Eddie." Sticking her tongue out at him, she then smiled playfully.

"Fine, ok? You look like- I don't know- maybe Sarah?" Eddus could feel himself getting annoyed and spoke the first name that came to mind.

The young lady stopped short, looking at him in shock.

"Do I really look like a Sarah?" she asked him.

"I- I don't know!" At this point, Eddus was bewildered. Had he said something wrong? He hadn't meant to hurt the girl's feelings. "I'm sorry. I-"

"Are you psychic?"

"What? No!"

"Well, then maybe you should play guessing games more often." Narrowing her gaze at him, she gave Eddus a cool smile and reached up with her free hand, patting his cheek.

"Wait, really?" Eddus looked down at the girl beside him in disbelief.

"No," she shook her head, rolling her eyes. "I'm fucking with you again, Eddie."

"Please, don't call me Eddie," he told her.

"Abbi," the young woman said.

"What's that?"

"Call me Abbi." Glancing at the door to the pub, she pulled Eddus forward, and they began walking again. "Now come on, your friends are waiting for you."

As they entered, Eddus kept his head down to avoid looking in the direction of the bar. He couldn't help feeling as though they were sneaking in, as he didn't know the age of the young woman next to him.

He watched the girl smile and raise her hand, giving a wave toward the bar. Quickly, he looked in the direction she had waved in time to see Shem give her a wink and a single nod. He then began wiping the bar with a towel.

Stunned, Eddus looked down at his companion, who had turned her head, looking around the pub. He led her toward the table where his friends sat.
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"Eddus!"

Mo climbed atop his barstool, raising a half-empty beer glass, as Eddus made his way through the pub to the table his friends sat at, his arm still firmly in Abbi's grasp.

"I won't blame you if you run away." Eddus sighed, looking down at the young lady beside him, who watched, fascinated, as Mo jumped from atop the stool to the floor. Setting his beer glass on the table, he walked toward them. "There is no excuse for him."

Abbi shook her head. 

"I thought you said that everybody calls you Ed."

"I'm not everybody," Mo said, approaching them, "am I, Ed?"

He smiled at Eddus and then shifted his gaze to the petite young lady beside him. 

"Wow," he said, a momentary look of genuine surprise on his face, "are you old enough to be in here?"

"This is Mo." Eddus looked sternly at his friend. "Feel free to ignore him. At the end of the table, there is Jay, and the young lady chugging her beer is Stiles."

Stiles raised a hand, still drinking from her beer glass, and extended her middle finger at him.

"Ma'am, I do not mean to alarm you, but you seem to have something on your arm." Mo winked at Eddus and then smiled at the girl beside him.

"Guys, this is Abbi." Eddus sighed. Feeling almost as uncomfortable as he had outside minutes before, he shook his head.

"Hi," Abbi smiled, looking at each of them in turn.

"Seriously, though," Mo said, still grinning at her. He tilted his head toward Eddus. "You should have that seen to."

"Go sit down, Mo." Jay rolled his eyes as he stood up. "And stop being an ass. You're going to scare her away. I'll get another stool."

He nodded to Abbi as he walked past them. 

"The missus has spoken..." Mo gave a look of mock sheepishness and trotted back to his seat.

A moment later, Jay reappeared with a bar stool, which he placed beside his own, between he and Stiles. He then stepped to Abbi, gesturing to the table.

"It's nice to meet you, Abbi," he said. "Will you join us?"

"I'd love to." Abbi glanced from Jay up at Eddus with a smile and slid her arm out of his.

Following a smile and nod from Stiles, she climbed onto the stool Jay had placed between himself and the actress. She was taller sitting on the stool than she had been standing on the ground.

Eddus took the seat beside Mo, opposite his guest.

"Abbi, right?" Stiles stood on the crossbar of her stool and waved to the waitress, indicating two more drinks, and then sat down again. "Is that short for Abigail?"

"It is," Abbi said, glancing again at Eddus. She gave him a playful wink, her eyes bright.

"You've got to tell me something, Abbi. What the hell are you doing with this guy?" She inclined her head toward Eddus.

"Stiles, don't." Shaking his head, Eddus shot her a scowl, hoping she'd get the hint.

"Is that what you think?" Abbi narrowed her eyes, looking across the table with a teasing smile. "I'm not with Eddie. He's with me."

"Well, that clears things right up," Stiles rolled her eyes with a laugh. She took glasses of beer from a waitress who'd come to the table, placing one in front of Abbi, then slid the other across the table to Eddus. "I take it those were your shoes Ed ran out of here with?"

"They were!" Abbi laughed. "I can't believe he found me so far from the theatre."

"I can't believe you walked four blocks with no shoes on," Eddus said, looking to his right at Mo, who quickly raised his glass to his mouth, glancing toward Jay.

"I took them off as soon as I got into the theatre." Abbi shrugged her shoulders, poking at the froth at the top of the beer in front of her with her fingertip. "Truth is, I never wear shoes if I don't have to."

"What the hell, Ed," Stiles said sarcastically, as she sat down, shaking her head. She gave him an annoyed look. "You are unbelievable."

"What did I do?"

"You walk out of here carrying a pair of shoes, and come back with a woman," Stiles said, nudging Abbi with her elbow and giving her a wink. Abbi glanced from Stiles to Eddus, biting her bottom lip.

"A trick you'll have to teach us," Mo laughed.

"Excuse you." Jay shot Mo a look, who attempted to duck as Jay grabbed a handful of peanuts from a bowl on the table and threw them at his boyfriend.

"I take it Eddie doesn't do this often?" Abbi raised her eyebrows, looking around the table. Eddus gave an exasperated sigh, tapping the side of his forefinger against his forehead.

"If you're referring to returning lost shoes to their owners, I don't think so, but I couldn't really say," Stiles snorted, "but you are the first girl I've ever seen "Eddie" with, well, period. He's not exactly the outgoing type. Which again brings up my previous question of how you came to be here with him?"

"I'm sitting right here." Eddus was beginning to tire of being spoken about as though he were not.

"I did notice he's a little shy, but I think it's cute," Abbi said to Stiles, giving Eddus a sly look, like she could sense his annoyance. "And I asked him here, didn't I, Eddie?"

"Please, don't call me Eddie."

Stiles tilted her half-empty beer glass, pointing a finger of the hand she held it with at him. 

"Ed, I don't know how you convinced this girl to come back here with you, but I swear to Christ, if you let her go, I'll kill you myself." 
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Eddus walked along the sidewalk. It was nearing midnight when he'd finally left the pub, having said goodbye to his housemates, and leaving them in the bar. The moon shone directly overhead and would have brightened the sky, had there been no clouds.

He was not alone. He'd offered to walk with Abbi. He didn't feel it was right to let her walk alone, although it occurred to him shortly after leaving that he had no idea where they might end up.

"Your friends are nice."

"Thanks. They really seem to like you."

Abbi turned her head for a moment. Her eyes studied Eddus, a pondering look on her features.

"And you?"

Shaking his head, Eddus looked at the pavement to his side. The girl did have a way of saying things that made him uneasy and put him on the back foot. She'd been doing it since the moment they'd met. He wondered if it were her nature, or some sort of game she delighted in playing.

"Me? Abbi, I don't..." Eddus didn't know how to finish the answer.

In truth, he did find her very attractive, and despite his discomfort at the thought of their difference in age, he had rather enjoyed her company at the pub with his friends. It was, in fact, the first time he'd ever had someone who was there with him while he was out with his friends. He couldn't think of her as a plus one, as he hadn't asked her to come with him, but he did, in a somewhat uncomfortable way, enjoy her company.

And there may have been nothing odd in her actions. It could have just been himself. He didn't have many friends, and the few he did have in no way acted as she did. Being older, and having a set way of behavior he'd accustomed himself to, it may have been nothing more than his interaction with someone younger, as well as an unfamiliarity with the actions of the younger generation.

"You're very shy, Eddie."

Eddus began to step away from her, but Abbi slipped her arm through his firmly and gave him a wry smile. She looked to be enjoying herself. She gazed at the ground in front of them as they walked, with a contented expression on her face.

"May I ask you a question?" she said, after a moment.

"Sure." Halting their pace beside a small appliance repair shop with a brick facade wall with no window, Eddus turned to regard his companion. Holding his breath, he waited for her to speak. He'd agreed to answer her question without thinking about it.

"How did you know that the shoes belonged to me?" Eyes sparkling with amusement, Abbi tilted her head as Eddus took a step back and away from her.

It was not a topic he relished the idea of talking about. How had he known? How would the young lady react?

It should have been enough that she'd gotten the shoes back. He didn't feel comfortable telling her that he had been observing her. He'd only wanted to be helpful and do something nice.

"I was in a box seat." Eddus took a deep breath and then just spoke. "I saw you when you came into the theatre, and I couldn't take my eyes off of you."

Taking another step away, there was nothing for him to do but watch her reaction to what he'd said, which was more than he'd meant to say. The moment of silence that passed felt like an eternity. A thoughtful and suspicious look crossed Abbi's face as she stepped toward him.

"You were watching me at the theatre?"

Eddus's heel met a hard surface, the wall of the building they'd stopped beside, and he realized that he could not move back any further. His heartbeat quickened as he began to feel that the offer to walk Abbi home should have perhaps been foregone. He could have gotten her a cab. Whether just in his own mind or not, he was again beginning to feel the inappropriateness of the situation.

"How long were you watching me, Eddus Brandt?"

There it was again. Still feeling trapped and wanting nothing more than to be somewhere else, something within urged him to answer her question, as though he wanted to give her an answer.

"Throughout most of the show," he stammered. He almost could not form the words. His back against the wall, he watched her stern expression.

"You were watching me the whole time?" Abbi folded her arms in front of her and shook her head, brows furrowed. She moved away from Eddus slightly, glancing around uncertainly.

"Abbi, I- I didn't... I'm not..."

Barely able to take a breath, Eddus could hear his heart pounding in his head. He could feel cool brick-face against his back. His temples pulsed, and he felt sweat break out on the back of his neck. Quickly, he looked down and away. A silent moment passed.

"Hey, Ed."

Not wanting to look up, Eddus inhaled slowly, shutting his eyes for a moment. Exhaling, he opened them, looking at the young woman in front of him.

"Eddie."

Abbi's whole demeanor had changed. She'd closed some of the space between them, smiling playfully at him with a look of concern.

"I'm only fucking with you." She extended her hand toward him. Numbly, and without thinking, Eddus slowly raised his arm.

Abbi took his hand, and it was all he could do to just stare at her, trying to catch his breath. This had been some sort of game. Eddus's knees felt as though they could fall out from underneath him. He felt unable to move.

"Abbi, I - I owe you an-"

"No!" With her free hand, Abbi quickly reached up, pressing a fingertip firmly to Eddus's lips. Her smile was gone, and she again looked serious, almost angry. She lowered her hand; her eyes locked on his, and she shook her head. Perhaps it was the shadow of the building in which they stood, but her eyes appeared to have become darkened in colour. They looked black, and despite her short stature and small frame, she appeared almost threatening.

She must have noticed the way in which Eddus watched her reaction. Her features immediately softened, and there was a pleading look in her eye.

"Please," she said softly, shaking her head again, "don't."

Eddus's only response was to nod slowly, still not fully knowing just what had transpired. He studied the girl's face for a moment and found no sign of what he'd just seen. Her eyes glistened, and again seemed to be the same amber he'd noticed shortly after they'd met. He could now see nothing about the petite young lady that was in the least bit threatening.

"You don't owe me anything, Eddus Brandt." Abbi squeezed his hand as she gently pulled him away from the building's wall. She tilted her head slightly to one side, indicating they resume walking.

Legs weak, Eddus managed to move forward, trying not to stumble. He walked slowly next to the girl, her hand clasping his, trying to understand what she'd just said. He'd only wanted her to know that he hadn't meant to make her feel uncomfortable. He hadn't meant to tell her that he had been watching her throughout the show, and had actually felt a bit of panic as he was speaking the words.

Glancing at his companion, Eddus tried to make sense of either of her reactions to what had just happened. She kept her head down just a little as they walked in silence, and he could not see her face, only her hair tied neatly into a bun at the top of her neck.

Conflicted, a part of him wanted to continue their quiet walk and be done with it as soon as possible, while something else in him wanted to see her face again, and he hoped that she'd turn to look at him.

It was not long before the silence was broken between them. After a few minutes, they approached the street corner across from City Park, where Eddus had called out to her earlier.

Squeezing his hand once more, Abbi depressed the button for the crosswalk as they stopped walking, and waited for the signal to change on the other side of the street. They could have walked, as there was no traffic at this hour, but they waited.

"May I ask you something, Eddie?" Abbi spoke softly, looking across the street and into the shadows of the park. She had still not turned her head to look at him.

"Yes, and please, don't call me Eddie." Eddus inhaled deeply, wondering why he'd said yes. He really didn't want to answer any more questions.

"Why were you watching me in the theatre?"

Edus felt his chest tighten. He looked up into the overcast night sky, then down at the pavement and sighed.

"Is this... Are you fucking with me again?"

A light began flashing on the other side of the road, indicating for them to cross.

"I'm not," Abbi shook her head. She looked up at Eddus. "I was before, but now I'm curious. Why were you watching me?"

They crossed the empty street, stopping after stepping onto the pavement, which became a narrow path lined with lampposts that led into the park. The path disappeared into the trees some distance past the park entrance.

"Well, two things really." Eddus held her gaze as he spoke. "I noticed a beautiful girl, who was rather overdressed for a Wednesday night rehearsal show, and-"

"You think I'm beautiful?"

"I do." Eddus forced himself not to look away from her. He had again said something he'd not intended to.

Abbi lowered her eyes and looked down at the dress she wore, then back up at him.

"And the other reason?" she asked.

"It was the way you looked during the show."

Abbi smiled, her head to one side, a questioning look on her face. Eddus continued.

"I don't know. You looked like... like you'd never been to the show before."

"I hadn't."

"I don't mean tonight's show in particular." This gave him a chuckle. "I mean any show. One might have thought that you'd never been to a theatre."

Abbi shook her head, looking slightly embarrassed.

"Really?" Searching her eyes for any sign of jest or mischief, Eddus realized that she was not joking.

Abbi pursed her lips.

"Well," Eddus chuckled, "you chose a rather poor show to attend for your first time."

Slowly, a smile crept onto Abbi's face. She bit her bottom lip. Her eyes flashed, and for a moment Eddus wondered if she'd been fooling with him after all.

"Well, I thought it was wonderful," she said. "And how would you know anyway? You were busy watching me."

"I've already seen the performance three times this month. Wednesday nights are a rehearsal for drama students at the university."

"Oh..."

"It was the fact that you thought it was wonderful that I watched you. It was written all over your face."

Abbi nodded.

"But why did that make you want to look at me?"

"I watch people. It's what I do. I mean, I'm an artist," Eddus told her. "Truthfully, if I'd had anything to draw on there with me, I'd have loved to- I would have drawn you."

Abbi watched him as he responded, then was quiet for a few moments.

"Do you do that often?"

"Do what?"

"Draw people without their consent, without them even knowing that you're watching them?" Her eyebrows knitted as she asked him the question.

Eddus suddenly felt numb, like he'd been doused with cold water. Blinking at her in surprise, he caught his breath.

"My- no! God, no! Did that sound creepy?" Instinctively, he tried again to step away, but Abbi didn't let go of his hand.

She closed her eyes, biting back a laugh.

"Eddie," she sighed, opening her eyes and giving him a look.

"You're messing with me again."

"Yes," she laughed, shaking her head, and glanced up the path into the park. "Well, this is me."

"You live in City Park?" Eddus looked around. Behind them was the street they'd walked up, lined with shops that were closed until the next day's business hours. In front of them lay the six hundred and fifty acres of trees that were the park in the center of the city.

"Of course not," Abbi shook her head, "but I can cut through part of the park and be home in a few minutes."

"Ok, so not far." Eddus looked up the path, then back at the girl in front of him.

"Why do I make you nervous, Eddus Brandt?"

"Well, no, not nervous. It's just that I don't talk to many people."

"I kind of picked up on that."

"And I'm not someone who meets a lot of new people. I don't remember the last time I was with, or even spoke to, someone so good-looking."

The feeling of unease was again returning, and Eddus began to wonder why he couldn't seem to stop himself.

"Now I'm only good-looking?" Abbi pouted. "I liked it better when you thought I was beautiful."

Eddus quickly looked away from her. They stood in silence for a moment before Abbi took a step back from him, letting go of his hand.

"I'd better go," she said.

"Is it safe?" Eddus looked into the park. "Should I
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