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CHAPTER 1






“This is our last night,” Evie
murmured. She pushed herself off the worn couch and paced Daniel’s
tiny living room.

“Only for a little while,” Daniel
replied. “Then, you’ll be back.”

“I don’t know how you can be
relaxed about all this,” she vexed. “We’re not going to see each
other for months, and I’ve gotten used to you. I’m going to have a
talk with the Tribunal about getting more vacation
time.”

“Well, we’ll write. Wait, can we
write?” Daniel sat up.

“There’s no cell service in Core
City. So, no, we can’t text, if that’s what you mean.” Evie
replied. “I could write to you, no problem,” she giggled. “You
know, spooky writing in the steam on the bathroom mirror and
strange lights in the sky. But you can’t exactly do SnapChat over
to Fairy.”

“Well, you’ll be really busy
anyway. You have all sorts of new magic to learn, right? And that
will be fun.”

“You have a seriously twisted idea
of fun,” Evie pouted. “I’m going to be learning healing and battle
magics. Believe me, neither of those can even remotely be called
fun. If you manipulate healing wrong, you can screw everything up.
If you do battle magic wrong, you can blow everything up. The
tiniest mistake and everything goes kerfuffled. It takes pinpoint
accuracy and me, I’m more of a …”

“Rock ‘em, sock ‘em girl. I know,
Evie.” Daniel smiled. “But I’m sure you’ll be great. And battle
magic comes in very handy, I’d imagine.”

“Yeah, actually, that will be
awesome. It would have been really awesome to have those when Zeke
was messing with Joanna and with you.” She stopped there. By tacit
agreement, they kept silent about Daniel’s brush with both Zeke and
death. “In the end though,” she continued. “I’m glad I didn’t know
battle magic then. I would have killed him too quickly, and he
deserves to be roasted alive while chipmunks feast on his
eyeballs.”

“Now Evie, you don’t mean that,” he
admonished.

“Yeah, I do. He came this close,”
she put her index finger and thumb together, “to destroying
everything. And by everything, I mean everything. In Ireland, it
was Joanna who saved us. If she hadn’t been strong and able to
deal, he would have succeeded in getting the Ramrocks to kill her
and then where would we be? No, I should have done it when I had
the chance because then …” she trailed off.

“Then what, Evie?” Daniel
asked.

“Then, nothing,” she said. She had
no desire to remind Daniel of Zeke’s threats. She had vowed to
protect him at all cost and her charms and protection spells ought
to hold while she was gone. If Zeke tried to mess with Daniel in
her absence, heads would roll.

“You know, the trouble with it is
that Wisteria is teaching,” she changed the subject.

“Wisteria?”

“Yeah, Wisteria Flamethrower. She’s
the battle magic instructor this term.”

“That’s quite a name.”

“No doubt. And just so you know,
they named the weapon after her and not the other way around. She
was a consultant to some high mucky muck when it was being
developed.”

“See? I’m sure you’ll have a great
time, learn lots of new things, see friends, and be back before you
know it.”

“Wisteria isn’t exactly what I’d
call a friend. She’s more like an old bulldog with a sore paw and a
bad attitude.” She sagged against the cushions. “And to top it all
off, I won’t see you graduate.”

“Hey, it’s okay. I’ll send you
pictures. Good ones, I hope,” he laughed.

“You’d better since you’re getting
your Photography Master’s,” she sat in his lap and nuzzled at his
throat.

“Besides, I won’t get to see you
graduate either,” Daniel mumbled into her hair. “But at least I’ll
get to see your Juilliard recital, and that’s even
better.”

“Crap!” Evie jumped up. “I have my
last practice session with Professor Weingart at two
o’clock.”

She pulled him up for one last
kiss. “I’ll see you at the recital tomorrow night.”

She reached into her backpack,
touched her wand, and disappeared.






EVIE

“Evie, you’re not concentrating,”
Professor Weingart tapped her pencil against the sheet music in
irritation. “At this rate, you will have quite the challenge to get
ready for your recital.” She glanced at her copious notes on my
performance. “You must languidly flow with the legato. It must
glide on gentle wings of love and light. Then, and only then, you
must pick up the spark and spirit of the mosso like the joyfully
spinning, delightedly flirtatious, moving rapture that it is. You
only have one day to discover and adorn yourself with the gilded
nuances of this most adored of Chopin’s waltzes. Your ardor for the
composition must shine through as if you are both musician and
dancer, lover and beloved.” She caught her breath, smoothed her
slate gray skirt, and patted down her chignon.

I tried to calm my ragged
breathing. I had to hand it to her; she still had the best
inspirational descriptions of music that I’d ever heard.

“I’m sorry, Professor. I just,
well, I have a lot on my mind right now. I’m graduating soon, and
then I have to go get trained in battle … I mean,” I changed course
before I let something slip. “I mean I have to catch the train to
Baton Rouge. I’m, um, attending a friend’s wedding this weekend,
and I’m not much of a flier. And I’m not even close to being packed
and ready to go.”

“You aren’t leaving tomorrow
night,” the professor admonished. “Tomorrow night, you’re
performing Chopin, Beethoven, and Rachmaninov. You have plenty on
which to focus right here and right now. So, lock it
up.”

My eyes shot up, startled.
Professor Weingart, bane of pop culture, staunch supporter of
Tradition, fervent advocate for everything Victorian and Romantic,
had just uttered a phrase from the current vernacular. She meant
business!

“Wow, Professor. I’ve never heard
anything so, er ‘hip’ from you before. It feels disquieting and
maybe even disturbing.”

“I’m not above utilizing popular
vernacular when I deem it appropriate. And my dear, you in many
ways epitomize these modern times. You have the vibrant passion of
youth and the curiosity that encapsulates this current era of
music.” Here she paused and a faraway look came into her eyes. “And
yet … and yet, you possess some spark, some tie to history. It is
as if you resonate with the ardor and drama that compelled those
who composed these masterpieces to begin with….”

Hold the phones, this was new! She
could somehow see that my feet were planted in two worlds–this
modern one and the ancient one. She couldn’t have any idea that I
was alive back when Chopin was composing this waltz, could she?
Nah, that’d be ridiculous. What was this then? Did everyone in New
York have some connection to magic, or was I just getting lucky in
my choice of companions?

“I believe that is why you normally
have such a kinship with these pieces,” she continued. “And yet,
today, something feels lacking. Best we get back to work.” She
checked her watch. “We have time for one more run-through of the
Chopin. Pick it up from the beginning and remember to find the lilt
and sway of the piece before you throw yourself onto the altar of
the racing titillation of the mosso.” She sat back down and folded
her hands in her lap.

I composed myself at the piano, as
if I were sitting in front of Steinway’s first Grande, and placed
my fingers on the keys. I pressed myself into the first few simple
notes and chords of this most extraordinary waltz. As usual, I lost
time, the world, everything as the music that flowed from the
instrument overwhelmed me.






The echoes of the last run of notes
riding up the length of the keys still rang in the air as I
returned to the here and now. I pressed my fingers to my cheeks and
wiped the tears of delight from my face. I’d always meant to ask
dear Frédéric how he’d composed that particular vertical sweep and
tender swoosh to the end of the piece. No one could hear it and not
want to leap up and waltz around the room. Even Reverend Moore,
Footloose, who outlawed dancing would have had a tough time not
tapping his toes to this tune. Keeping my eyes closed, I checked in
on the professor with my other senses. She breathed rapidly but
showed no outward signs of displeasure. So, I took a chance and
cracked one eye open.

The silence lengthened until
finally I lost my nerve. Sure, I had plenty of years on her, but
the Professor knew the piano as well as the best of them. Since I
knew most of the “them” in question, this was really saying
something. “Well, Professor? What do you think?”

Her eyes opened and brightened like
she’d just been on a lovely magic carpet ride. “What do I think?
Evie, I think … I think you’re quite prepared for tomorrow night. I
think when you concentrate, you are well nigh unstoppable. So,
don’t you let anything stop you.” She stared at me fiercely. “Don’t
you let anything stop you.”

“No, ma’am,” I said. “I won’t.” On
that note, we tacitly agreed that rehearsal had ended. I gathered
my bag and various bits of sheet music and left the
room.






I made it back to the thirteenth
floor of the Rose building without incident and let myself into the
suite I shared with Joanna Brennan. Yeah, you remember her. She’s
the one who almost ended the world last year. Well, technically,
that’s not exactly true. Her devastation when Marcus the Twinkie
cheated on her almost ended the world. Actually, that’s still not
exactly true. Zeke Dunne, a Bane and the bane of my existence,
manipulated events to make sure she remained anguished and then the
poop hit the fan, big time. But, we managed to fix things and in
the process kick both some Ramrock and Bane ass.

Joanna is bright, beautiful,
talented, and made almost completely of magic. So, when she’s
happy, the rest of us tiptoe through the tulips. But when someone
messes with her calm, bad things happen, on an epic scale not
unlike Armageddon. (You know, Bruce Willis can still do a badass
better than just about anyone.) Yep, Joanna is a sweet, talented,
walking, talking, magic-impervious asteroid. She floats on by in
the universe and basically helps everyone else feel great just by
being around her and her playing is out of this world. Just don’t
make her angry.

“Hey Jo,” I called out as I entered
the suite. The shades were open to welcome in the afternoon sun and
various dust mites, or imps masquerading as them, played on the
warm air currents. I dropped my books on my small, scarred, faux
wood desk and plopped on the tiny, lumpy couch. My time here had
whisked by and after tomorrow’s show, I’d be leaving the dorm
forever. Yeah! I didn’t care for dorm life the first time I went to
school. Repeating the Dorm Cafeteria Food Era while living in the
city with the best collection of cuisines on the planet insulted my
sense of, well, everything.

I had just closed my eyes to check
for pinholes when Joanna stirred from within her room.

“Hi Evie,” she called from the
doorway. “How did practice go?”

“Oh, you know. Despite my many
decades of experience and despite the fact that I have several
centuries on her, Professor Weingart has the infuriating ability to
make me feel like I’m an incompetent and tone-deaf four-year-old
playing ‘London Bridge is Falling Down,’ while my every note is
making nuns weep into their habits.”

“Come now, Evie. It couldn’t have
been as bad as all that now, could it?” Shane McDuggan, lovely
Irish guitarist and Joanna’s boyfriend, stuck his tousled and
gorgeous blond head out of her bedroom. After Joanna beat Zeke at
his own game and defeated the Ramrocks in Ireland, she and Shane
had stayed together. He moved to the States to work at his uncle
Tully’s pub while he made a go of it as a New York
musician.

“Shane, you don’t know the half of
it,” I grumbled back. “She was vicious and harsh and most maddening
of all, she was right,” I smiled. “I worked those keys like I was
stomping a good ol’ polka on ‘em when the delicate touch of a
ballerina was called for. Not that she said anything actually
cruel, you understand. But she might as well have since the recital
is, oh, tomorrow night, and I’m going to sound like that cranky
four-year-old. She actually told me to ‘lock it up.’” I looked to
Joanna for corroboration that this was indeed
extraordinary.

“She said, ‘lock it up?’ Professor
Weingart? Really? She wouldn’t say something like that unless …
Wow, she meant business,” Joanna replied.

“That’s all I’m saying. And that’s
why I’m going to have to really bring my ‘A’ game’ tomorrow. Or
Liszt will never forgive me.” Not that I was going to back in time
and tell him about my lack of polish and passion or anything, but I
liked to think that he still took an interest in his old pupils’
progress, and I wouldn’t want to disappoint him, or for that
matter, Professor Weingart.

Luckily, Shane didn’t notice my
little slip about Liszt since he was too busy canoodling with
Joanna. He nuzzled her long honey blond hair and grinned into her
kiss as she stood on tiptoe and planted one on him.

“Okay, you two. Get a room,” I
said. I love viewing good, healthy, lusty PDA as much as the next
person, but I had work to do.

Joanna giggled and snuggled closer
into his strapping frame. “Actually, we’re headed down to Tully’s.
Shane has to work, and I’m going to play in the
session.”

“Are you now,” I batted my lashes
at her. “Then, don’t you think you might want to bring your
violin?”

“Oops,” she laughed. “Shane’s been
distracting me.”

“I’ll bet he has. Now, off you go
before I change my mind and go with you.” I could resist neither a
Tully’s Pub music session nor one of his world famous subs.
Honestly, the man made Babette’s Feast look like a poorly-stocked,
drive-through, fast food joint. What he could do with a sub could
make angels weep and had on more than one occasion.

Joanna reentered the room cradling
her treasured violin in its case. “Should we bring you back a
Tully’s Special with the works?”

“You know you should,” I agreed as
I stretched on the couch and prepared to review my pieces one by
one. “And don’t forget the extra pickles. You know, I love me some
pickles.”

“Yes, both old and new ones.”
Joanna agreed as they walked out.

I meant no disrespect and normally
I adore both Joanna and Shane. But tonight, I needed all of my
meager powers of concentration. I had about twenty-four hours to
eke out the mysteries within four of the most challenging piano
pieces ever written. I reached into my tattered tote bag and
withdrew the sheet music for tomorrow’s show. I propped open the
Chopin waltz and began a gorgeous ‘air piano’ rendition of its
lilting notes. I would rehearse and reinvigorate each piece until
it was in my ear, in my body, and in my spirit. I would interpret
each bit of music as if it had never been performed before, as if I
were the first pianist who had ever dared put fingers to keys to
play these masterpieces.

“Yeah, baby. Yeah.” I quoted Austin
Powers as I pumped the air with my closed fist. I was going to
rock. Those composers were not going to know what hit them. I was
playing with fire, and I knew it. These guys might be dead but they
could still ring my bell if they felt like it, so I’d better watch
my step. And I’d better do them proud. Beethoven, Chopin,
Rachmaninov and a special surprise from the master himself, Liszt.
Oh boy. I had some serious work to do.

I grabbed the keyboard from my
bedroom, and I got to it.






The next day dawned bright and
cheerful—the little bugger. I staggered out of my bedroom as Joanna
sashayed into the suite bearing a tray full to the rim with
delectable breakfast dishes that had definitely not come from the
cafeteria.

“Whatever magic you cast to bring
this here, I applaud you.” I said as the delicious aromas lifted me
out of my catatonia and into a state of perfect grace. I plopped
down on the couch, cleared the little coffee table of books and
other detritus, and prepared to relish this feast.

“Well, it’s your big day,” she said
as she set the tray in front of me. “And I wanted to make it
special. Besides,” she teased. “I know you have a lot to do today
and nothing will wake you up like breakfast from Good Enough to
Eat.

“You’re not wrong,” I replied as I
unrolled the napkin she had twisted into a swan shape. The
silverware sat underneath and I grabbed knife and fork and dove in.
The first dish contained delectable fruit. A rainbow of grapes,
sliced watermelon, kiwi, strawberries, cantaloupe and honeydew
adorned a generous dollop of Greek yogurt. Granola made of slivered
hazelnuts, almonds, oats, brown sugar, and raisins topped the
entire thing. That bowl alone would have satiated me, but Joanna
had other delights up her culinary sleeve.

“Mmm,” I barely managed to keep my
teeth in my head as I spied the next treat. Good Enough To Eat, had
achieved fame for a few dishes that provided gastronomical nirvana
to foodies, the world over. But their signature sauce, their
hollandaise, looked like a Hawaiian sunset and tasted like heaven
with a bit of devilish hell thrown into the mix. Rich, creamy,
zesty, spectacular—a secret spice rounded out the flavor. It fell
somewhere between savory and piquant and at the end it grabbed you
by the teeth and rattled you around, but it was all okay because
the way it articulated the dish it accompanied made you want to
weep tears of ecstasy. Do you think I’m kidding or exaggerating? Go
there sometime and try their vegetarian Eggs Benedict. Then, you’ll
know.

“Oh, Jo,” I moaned as I licked the
plate clean. “This was a major slice of heaven pie.”

“Chef Leo couldn’t be stopped,
especially once he heard that your recital is tonight,” she
replied.

“Aiee,” I leaned back against the
couch and licked my lips of the last vestiges of hollandaise sauce.
“Don’t remind me. I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I’m
actually nervous.”

“What!” her brown eyes widened in
surprise. “Impossible! The great Eveningstar Songbottom, staunch
defender of all things Liszt and Rachmaninov, how can you possibly
be nervous? No, wait,” she amended. “I get it. It’s your last one.
It means something.”

“It so does,” I sighed. “And I’m
going to have to kick ass, and make the Professor proud since I
won’t be able to warn her that I have take off, right afterward.
Hopefully, my playing will rock enough that by the time I’m back
she’ll have forgiven me.”

Jo leaned over and picked up the
tray and carried it to the doorway. She tidied up the room. “Look,
Evie. You will be brilliant. Now, why don’t you go relax. I’m going
to get the tray back to the cafeteria. See you in a bit.” She left
our suite balancing the tray on her hands.

“Relax,” I sniffed. “Hah! Like
that’s going to happen.” I jumped off the couch and grabbed my
conductor’s baton wand. I needed to get to a Time Keeper and speed
things up a bit. Generally, we are required to log all such
requests through the Portal Keepers. Heck, we’re not even supposed
to ever have contact with the Time Keepers themselves. But, Morrick
owed me a favor and this was as good a time as any to collect. A
trip to visit It was definitely in order.

Concentrating on the Palace of
Time, I transported myself onto the Ley Lines and walked the few
steps to the marker for the Palace. Ley Lines are an efficient way
to travel. A whole mess of intersecting blue neon-like lines that
crisscross the entire planet and then some, they allow us to move
swiftly over great distances. Getting to them is pretty simple. We
just have to look sideways and we can spot ’em, grab one, and hop
onto the Ley Line Highway.

I jumped off the Lines and stood
before the gate of the Palace. I rang the large brass bell. Within
seconds, I was pounding on the door with fists and feet. “Come on,
Morrick!” I cried. “I just need one small favor, pretty please?
Just speed it up a little bit.”

I had a bad feeling not even the
biggest bribe I could bring to the table, a year’s supply of
Jumping Cow ice cream would get Them to speed up time an iota. I
hoped that Morrick, Time Keeper, First Guard, would remember It
owed me one, but sometimes these Time Keepers can be selective
about what stays in what passes for Their heads. I tried one last
time and raised the trunk of the enormous Elephant Head Brass Door
Knocker. I threw the trunk at the eighteen-foot tall door with all
my might.

In the resounding quiet, I studied
the door. It depicted carvings of all the ways we have told time
over, er time. Sundials, Rolexes, a veritable cornucopia of
horological wonders; heck even a gorgeous carving of the Mayan
calendar, adorned it.

The door glided open and Morrick
stood before me.

“Your nervousness is insufficient
reason to accelerate time,” It rumbled.

“But Morrick,” I cajoled. “Don’t
you want some Mother’s Milk Ice Cream from the Jumping Cow? I’d
even bring it to you and everything. And you could slow time down
enough that it wouldn’t even melt before you got it.”

Morrick’s clock face eye blinked at
me and narrowed to a slit. Its minute hands folded over the clock
face like a strange set of eyelashes. Its long, wood-like body
resembled an Art Nouveau grandfather clock. Small articulated
butterflies, owls, and praying mantis adorned its sides. It watched
me. Its second-hand circled slowly across Its white clock face
eye.

“Evie,” Morrick said. “Despite the
fact that few things in this universe are as delectable as Mother’s
Milk ice cream, there is nothing We can do. On the first hand, We
cannot change time for you, or for anyone, unless there is a good
reason. And on the second hand, you are just nervous. The recital
will go fine. You will, as you say, ‘rock the house.’ The Professor
will forgive you for ducking out after the recital. And besides,”
It continued. “You will soon have bigger things to wor- think
about.”

Recital forgotten, I rushed forward
and stared at the Time Keeper.

“Wait a minute,” I cried. Morrick
stilled. “Just exactly what do you know, Morrick?”

Morrick stood in silence for a
minute. It could not lie to a direct question. “I know a great many
things,” It replied. “I know that a light year equals the distance
light travels in one year. I know that the Earth resides eight
light minutes from the sun. I know Mars orbits the Sun every 687
Earth days. I know ….”

I had made a rookie mistake. I
wasted my One Important Question. If I’d worded the OIQ carefully,
I could have gotten the keys to the kingdom.

“Jupiter’s Giant Red spot wasn’t
always red-” Morrick intoned.

“Okay, Morrick. Okay. You win,” I
held up my hands. “I get it. You’re not going to spill the
proverbial beans. But is there anything you can tell me?” I
wheedled. “A little hint?”

Morrick stilled and gazed at me.
“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. But Evie, don’t
keep your enemies too close.” It closed Its eye and
disappeared.

“Dammit!” I stomped my foot. I
waited for a few minutes, but It did not reappear.

“Fine,” I grumbled. I jumped back
on the Lines and headed back.






Room 309, the main student recital
room at Juilliard, was full by the time I reached it, and I’d taken
my time to get ready. Hair purple. Dress purple. Nail polish
purple. If I could have invited Prince to come and hang out wearing
his customary color, I would have done it. Besides, he would have
drawn some of the attention away from me. The butterflies were
playing Chinese jump rope in my belly.

My favorite professors sat in the
front row of the long rectangular space. Music history professor
Beringer and I shared a love for the great composers and for a
certain deli in Ann Arbor, MI. We had spent a good few hours over
the last year discussing the lesser known works of Menotti, Brahms,
and Percival, while reminiscing about the #36 sandwiches from
Zingerman’s.

Then there was Professor Weingart.
The Professor gave me an appreciation of music and the performance
of it that I had not thought possible. Her erotic descriptions of
the pieces and how to play them had carbonated the hormones of
hundreds of students over the years. None of us who had heard her
description of Beethoven’s Ninth would ever be the same. We would
expect more from ourselves as musicians, performers, and people.
Unfortunately, for all our future partners, we would expect more
love, passion, romance, and up-against-the-wall hoopty than we
would have had we never heard her riotous and luscious
lectures.

I needed to make them proud,
especially since I had to blip out right afterward, and I’d be gone
for at least a year. It takes time to learn battle magics so you
don’t blow yourself up and take everyone else with you. And healing
workings take almost as much time. Classes would start in Core City
tomorrow morning. And if I knew Wisteria, I’d better not be
late.

For the umpteenth time today, I
sighed.

“Evie!” Joanna hurried toward me
with her arms extended. She enveloped me in a tight hug. “You look
beautiful!”

“Thanks, love.” I smoothed my
shimmering skirt and ran my hands up and down my arms.

“Are you cold?” Daniel appeared as
if by magic and draped his jacket over my shoulders.

“Daniel. Hi.” I turned my face to
his, and we kissed.

“You are going to own this place,
tonight,” he whispered. “You will do the Professor
proud.”

“Oh sweetie, you always know just
what to say,” I wrapped my arms around him and inhaled his spicy
scent. I released him and smiled at them. “All right you two, it’s
not like I am about to walk the plank or anything,” I
laughed.

I walked to grand piano that waited
at the end of the small room. I caressed its exquisite black finish
and paid my respects.

Professor Weingart met me in front
of the grand. Her iron-gray hair sat in a bun at the back of her
head. She wore a tailored suit, and looked the stern patrician.
Then, she held her hands out to me and smiled. And, I noticed a
discreet flower tucked behind one ear.

“Evie,” she took my hands.
“Congratulations. You have done so very well.”

“Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome,”
she turned to the audience. “Today, we will have the pleasure of
hearing the last Juilliard recital of one of our most dedicated
students, Ms. Eveningstar Songbottom. The winner of last year’s
Mason Tripplehorn Piano Competition, she has prepared a wonderful
program for this evening. We expect many more performances from her
unparalleled perspective. You will see that her interpretations of
the compositions herald the great composers themselves. It is as
though they have been whispering in her ear,” she gave a small
laugh.

I looked around to make sure no one
noticed any of the composers hanging about the room. Likely, Joanna
would see them but everyone else would remain oblivious. Since
Joanna was made of magic, she could see all of us from the Magic
Realms and she easily accepted all the fairies, elves, ghosts, and
brownies. When she stopped being able to see them last year, all
hell had broken loose. It had been a job to set it all back to
rights. Luckily, she’d done it, but still ….

“Without further ado,” the
Professor continued. “Ladies and Gentlemen, Please welcome, Ms.
Eveningstar Songbottom.”

“Thank you, Professor,” I
said.

As she returned to her seat in the
front row, I rounded the piano and sat down on the black,
rectangular bench. I looked up and acknowledged the maestros.
Liszt, Rachmaninov, and Chopin, my three favorites of all time,
floated near the ceiling in the corner of the room. Dressed in
various fashions from the last few hundred years, they were
translucent but visible, if you knew how to look for
them.

“Thank you,” I mouthed at the
ghosts of my mentors and friends. Contrary to popular opinion,
ghosts aren’t here to haunt us. In fact, generally, they’re taking
a vacation from wherever they have been since they stopped being
tangibly three-dimensional. Sometimes, they’re pissed and have a
bone to pick with someone. Sometimes, they exhibit a warped sense
of humor and prank those still living on this Earth plane. But
usually, they’re tourists.

My three favorite composers had
made the journey to hear me play their stuff. That knowledge
brought a tear to my eye and a few more hundred butterflies to my
belly. Now I had to be great, or they would never let me hear the
end of it.

I placed my fingers on the single E
that begins the ride and took a deep breath. “Here goes
nothing.”

Chopin’s “Winter Wind Etude:” a
waterfall of rushing, dissonant sound, driving blizzard, sometimes
a geyser that wings you up and then crashes you to the ground. It
drops you over a cliff when the wind howls and the driving snow
engulfs everything. Runs of notes flooded out of my fingers. The
storms flung me like a rag doll being thrown by an enraged
child.

And now, for a last surprise:
Liszt’s “Totentanz.” It begins where it ends, on a simple D. But,
oh the ride! Roiling, boiling, frenetic motion – it is underscored
by the heavy, pounding footsteps of some giant devil and a fairy’s
lightest touch upon your cheek. Those are juxtaposed with striking,
throbbing heartbeats. The echoes of simple country melodies float
into and through the infernal sounds. The last minute of the piece
climbs melodic mountains. They rise craggy and rough into the
heavens. The notes soar across turbulent skies. No wonder they call
it “Danse Macabre.” It does that most terrible of things. It gives
you a scrap of hope.

I struck the last unison octaves on
D keys and released the keys immediately. Liszt once mentioned to
me that he never intended for the notes to be held. “That is why I
wrote it as a quarter note. You strike the keys and then you must
allow the music to be complete. To do otherwise, is to belabor the
point,” he once said to me over a cognac. When it’s done, let it be
done. “To do otherwise, is to belabor the point.” Words to live
by.

I took my last bows at Juilliard.
Smiling, the Professor approached the small stage.

“Just wonderful, Evie,” she said.
“And thank you for my surprise. The passion with which you flew on
the Totentanz will sustain me for a long time.” She wiped at her
eyes. “Eveningstar, I will miss you.”

“Oh don’t worry, Professor,” I
replied. “I expect I’ll be around. But now, I’ve got to go.” I
threw my arms around her. “You can’t know how much you’ve taught
me, especially since I didn’t think anyone could.”

“Well, Evie,” she straightened
herself and rearranged her smart, gray suit jacket. “I am pleased
to hear it. I’m sure your next phase will bring you many new
challenges.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” I
answered. “I only hope I’m up to it.”

“You’ll knock ‘em dead,” she
said.

“Thanks, Professor. That means a
lot.”

“Evie, you were wonderful.” Joanna
ran up and wrapped me in a tight hug. “Sorry to interrupt,
Professor,” she apologized. “I just couldn’t help
myself.”

“I understand completely,” the
Professor replied. “I’ll be off.”

Everyone surrounded me with
congratulations like in some musical Rocky remake. Before I knew
it, it was time to head out.

Jo, Daniel, and I stood on the
steps to nowhere outside Juilliard’s main building. The city’s
night sounds rushed by us. I took both their hands in
mine.

“Okay, I’ve got to go. But I’ll be
back before you can say, ‘I love 80s movies,’” I promised myself as
much as them.

“You sure will,” Joanna squeezed my
hand in sympathy. “And now, I’d better leave before I start
blubbering. I know how much you hate that.” She hugged me and
left.

“You be good,” Daniel admonished
me.

“You’d better not tell me not to do
anything you wouldn’t do because, you know, that list would be
pretty damn long.”

“And I know you’d do them all
anyway.” He smiled at me, cupped my cheek with his hand and brought
his lips to mine. “Now, go kick some Level 4 butt,” he
said.

I soared on a haze of lust. What
can I say? He makes me squelchy. I opened my eyes, looked into his
steady brown ones, and caressed his cheek. “Kickin’ ass and takin’
names. Yep, that’s me. Okay, Daniel.” I had stalled long enough.
“I’ll see you on the flip side.”

I stepped back from him and into
the shadows under the stairs to nowhere. I touched my wand and
blipped up to my room in the Rose building. Another flick of my
wand packed my clothes, sheet music, and keyboard. I floated
everything up to hand height and grabbed it. I looked around the
room one last time.

“Lots of memories,” I sighed. I
inscribed a sigil and opened a small portal to Core City. “Time to
make new ones,” I stepped through.







CHAPTER 2






My apartment in the heart of Core
City looked the same as the last time I was home. My big, indulgent
purple velvet couch sat diagonally to the two windows that met in
the corner of the living room. My kitchen remained spotlessly clean
and forever unused.

I started when distinct puttering
noises emanated from the area roughly in the vicinity of my sink. A
titter split the silence.

“Hark, who goes there?” I intoned.
“Beware! For I am large and full of malice.”

“Shh,” came from within the
kitchen. “She’ll hear us.”

I tiptoed to the kitchen doorway
and flicked the light switch. Bright light bathed the room. The two
candles that had stood lit in the center of the counter burst
brightly and then flicked out as the two Fire Elemental Fairies who
had been hiding inside them disappeared. After a few seconds, the
white pillar candle relit. Torlyn Sunrider, Fire Elemental and dear
friend, peeked out of the flame. Her younger sister Leili appeared
in the other candle’s glow. She had a hard time staying hidden
within the flame and an even harder time suppressing her giggles.
Leili had grabbed the unexamined life with gusto after last year’s
troubles had turned her into an actual firefly. The more wild the
ride, the more outrageous the stunt, the more Leili wanted a piece
of it. Fire Fairies. Go figure.

Elemental Fairies, Fire Fairies and
Water Fairies, are actually made of the stuff. Sure, they can walk
and talk, but their essence is the Element they’re made of, if you
see what I mean. So, Leili was always going to be creative, fiery,
passionate, and sometimes destructive. Luckily, she had Torlyn to
help keep her on the straight and relatively narrow. At least, I
hoped she would.

While I waxed philosophical on
Elemental Fairies and their role in the universe, a small puddle
had formed on the blue pearl granite countertop.

“Tsk,” I tutted as I reached for a
hand towel. “How did that spill get there? I’d better clean that
up.”

The titters now reached gargantuan
guffaw proportions as Ashlyn vainly tried to hush her sister.
“Fiora,” Ashlyn stage whispered. “You’ll give it all
away.”

“What! Who is that?” I searched the
room and rolled the towel up into a makeshift weapon.

“Evie,” Fiora lifted her watery
face out of the puddle. A young water fairy, she looked like
flowing water that was contained in some kind of invisible person
suit. Water moved through her and formed her, from her small
dolphin-like tail to the tips of her ears. See, Water Elemental
fairies are just that. They are water come to life.

“Evie,” she repeated. “It’s
us.”

“Aaaahhh,” I mock screamed and put
my considerable pipes into my shriek. I jumped back and clutched my
hands in front of my chest.

“Fiora, you scared me!” I panted. I
smacked my palms to my cheeks in surprise. “What could you possibly
be doing here? Tonight? When you know that I have to get up early
to start my Level 4 Training?” I stood ramrod straight at this last
bit and lifted my nose as high in the air as my five feet two
inches would let me. “You know I must be adequately prepared and
well-rested in order to fully absorb the wisdom they will impart to
me.” The Chief’s florid tones were easy to mimic and Fiora and
Leili rolled in fits of giggles. “Ah, to heck with it,” I abandoned
the charade. “Let’s drink!”

“Yes!” Torlyn sprung out of her
candle flame, waved a hand, and lit every candle in the
place.

“Finally, she’s speaking sense,”
Clementine Robinbutter appeared in the kitchen doorway. A small,
lean, cooking machine, she had cut her long curling strawberry
blond hair into a smart bob and her green eyes shone with
mischief.






She waved her silver spoon shaped
wand in the direction of the counter, and a veritable feast
appeared. A giant, purple Orroyo nut held small chocolate mousse
cups on its many petals. The petal above each mousse dropped
gold-colored sugar dust onto each cup. It would add the flavor the
eater most wanted to taste. A rainbow of fruit from the farthest
reaches of our land floated above a small waterfall of caramel. To
eat, we’d need to pluck a fruit bit, dunk into the caramel and get
it into our mouths before the cloud creating the rainbow moved over
us and soaked us. Not that the Water Fairies would mind, but I
didn’t relish being sopping wet when I tried to get my drunk butt
to bed sometime tonight.

Other mouthwatering dishes sat
along the counter. One giant Tully’s sub held court on the oak
table that sat tucked in the corner of the kitchen. Clementine
grabbed the sub, popped some plates into her other hand, and moved
into the living room.

“Hurry up,” she called from the
other room. “It’s going to get cold.”

My smile faded. I missed Jo. And
Daniel.

I moved to the cabinet and removed
a small, turquoise saucer. I filled it with cream and healthy
dollop of Amaretto and set it in front of the smaller fairies. The
two younger Elementals fell on the concoction.

Torlyn Sunrider and Ashlyn
Brookbearer, their older sisters, perched at the edge of the
counter and mirrored each other’s crossed arms and raised
eyebrows.

Guilt sat on my face like too much
blush, and I turned away from their knowing looks.

“What?” I turned back after I had
reassembled my features into a too-wide grin.

“Evie,” Torlyn floated up to my eye
level. “They’re going to be fine. He’s going to be
fine.”

“I know,” I sniffled. Yes! Me! I
actually sniffled! “But, after last year, you can’t blame me if I
worry about them a little.”

“No one’s blaming you,” Ashlyn
shook her water head. “But the Magistrate has taken precautions.
Nothing like that will ever happen again. And besides, Joanna is
doing really well.”

“True,” I sniffed again and then
raised my head. “True. I’m going to see to it.”

“Uh oh,” Torlyn said. “She’s got a
plan.”

“Yep. I do. I’m just going to
postpone Level 4 training for another year and head back to New
York. It’s just another year. I’m sure the Chief will understand …
”

“Yeah, right,” Clementine walked
back into the kitchen. “Because they hand out Level 4 promotions
every other day. Evie, you’re already behind all the other
trainees. You should stay here and complete your Level 4s. Then
you’ll be better able to protect them both, right?”

“I guess you’re right,” I conceded,
still unhappy.

“Good,” she handed me a shot glass
full of a turquoise liquid. Veins of a more viscous, silvery liquid
ran through the drink.

“Seriously?” I accepted the glass
and raised my eyebrows. “You think I need a shot of
‘Calm-the-Fek-Down’ juice?”

“Don’t you,” Clementine shot back.
“You are obviously tweaked and stressed.”

“Look,” I argued. “If I want to
postpone my training for a year, it’s my business.”

Clementine skewered me with her
green eyes. “No, it’s not. You might think so, but it is really
isn’t. A lot of us have a lot invested in you getting properly
trained. So you’d better just go and do it.”

“What the hell are you talking
about?” I shouted.

“I’m talking about Creative Fae
getting promoted,” she yelled. “Do you realize how long it’s been
since anyone who is musical or artistic in any way has been
promoted to Level 4? It’s been practically forever. The last time
was before Mozart was born.”

“What?” I gasped. “No it wasn’t.
Why it’s only been … um … er.” I quieted and thought about it.
Shit! She was right. The last few hundred years had been focused on
the more industry-oriented Fairy Godparents. There were few
artistic FGs at the highest levels. Most were administrators and
thinkers. Few were the creative and chaotic types, and even fewer
were as messy as me.

I collapsed on my couch and stared
out the window.

“So, what do you want me to do
about it?” I grumped.

Clementine sat beside me and faced
me. “Get trained,” she said. “Get trained and show them that an
Artistic Godparent can do great things as well as an Industrious
Godparent.” She slanted her eyes at me. “You don’t want Parsnipa to
get ahead of you, do you?”

“What!” I sprang up. “What are you
talking about?”

“Oh, didn’t you know?”

“Know what?” I ground
out.

“Well,” Clementine drew the words
out. “You took off so quickly for your year off, and you were so
busy during those first few months of wild monkey sex with Daniel
that you likely never got the news. Parsnipa was promoted to Level
4 almost eleven months ago.”

“No way!” I cried. “They would
never.” Parsnipa Roadspinner, bane to good times everywhere, had
been a thorn in my side for the last two hundred years. She was
starched, ramrod straight, and a major pain in my butt. I had beat
her for Joanna’s guardianship in the Pangenicum, but just
barely.

“They would and they did,”
Clementine continued. “It seems she was so upset that you got
promoted, and she raged so much about it that it tipped the scales
of Complex Emotions and unlocked that achievement. That was the
last thing she needed to be promoted, so they gave it to her. She’s
been off on her vacation, but I hear she came back
early.”

“So, that means … ”

“ … That she will be in class with
you tomorrow?” Clementine finished my sentence. “Yes, it does. And
that means that you’d better be there, and you’d better kick her
ass all over that Training Stadium.”

“When did you become so
uppity?”

“I had an excellent teacher,” she
smiled and laid her hand on my shoulder. “Seriously, Evie. Much as
I hate to say it, you really do have a responsibility to do
this.”

I was curious about something. “How
did you figure it out? About the Industry Fae versus the Creative
Fae, I mean?” I asked.

Clementine cocked her head and
thought for a moment. “I guess I have a lot of time to think. You
spend a lot of time waiting when you cook. You wait for cakes to
rise. You wait for sauces to soak in all the herby goodness. And
I’ve been spending my free time thinking. Reading and
thinking.”

“You’ll have to show me what you’ve
read,” I stated.

“Sure,” she replied. “The next time
you have a break, we’ll sit down, and I’ll show you what I’ve
got.”

“That’s settled then,” I turned to
the other Fae in the room. “Sorry, y’all,” I said.

“We get it, Evie.” Torlyn replied.
Ashlyn nodded her watery head. Fiora was busy swimming in the punch
bowl full of glowing Star Fruit and had ignored the exchange. Leili
focused on my face.

“You’ll need to kick ass, and make
it count, Evie,” she stated.

I raised my glass of CTFD. “To
kicking ass and making it count,” I shouted.

“Remember to stir it
counter-clockwise before you drink or you’ll be awake, pissed, and
berserk for the next six weeks,” Clementine admonished
me.

“And we don’t want that,” I
answered. I stirred the glass counter-clockwise. The silver liquid
spread out into the turquoise and swirled into a shimmering
waterfall of what looked like tiny fluid Native American
rings.

“No, we don’t,” Clementine agreed
as we all drank.

“Unless we do,” Leili murmured. She
retreated to her candle. “Unless we do.”


































CHAPTER 3






I managed to be vertical and
conscious ten minutes before class. I stood at the door of the
training colosseum and gathered my bits and pieces.

“Might as well get to it,” I
cleared the last of the cobwebs and pushed through the door. The
door smacked me on the butt as it slammed shut.

Crap! This did not bode
well.

Thwack! Thunk! Zweeoot! The sounds
of sparring wands zinged throughout the cavernous room. Tall brick
walls showed the black and jagged scars from deflected fire bolts.
Some were probably bolts that had missed their mark as many FGs had
no aptitude for the rough stuff until they were trained. But some
trainees took to battle magic like sailors to sirens once they got
the hang of it. Deflecting a bolt coming at you is as important as
knowing how and when to fire. But, in the moment, often it’s blind
luck.

Five trainees squatted, floated, or
stood among various structures, armaments, pieces of equipment, and
sofas in the center of the round hall. Two students I had never met
trained at the equipment. Floating spherical targets appeared and
disappeared around them at random intervals. Sometimes they
appeared solid, sometimes they were liquid, and at other times they
reflected the room. It looked like whoever didn’t get shot by the
other combatant and hit one of those suckers would win each
round.

One of the spheres snuck behind a
combatant and sprayed orange goo down the back of her
shirt.

“Argggh! I’m on fire!” She sprang
from behind a worn, antique dresser and pawed at her back. Her
opponent zapped her square in the chest with a violet colored light
bolt.

“Point to Parsifal Ribbonthrasher,”
the tall redhead strode across the floor, her long, sinewy arms
propelling her forward and her red braid swinging behind. No, wait.
Wisteria didn’t so much move as prowl. One minute you thought she
was in front of you and coming right at you. The next she had snuck
behind you and dropped you on your ass in the dirt.

“Halt!” Her voice carried over the
din of moving machines and rolling air currents.

In her black army pants and tank
top, she looked like a badass paratrooper who had just parachuted
into the enemy camp in the middle of the jungle. A cheetah sidekick
would complete the picture.

She stopped in front of the poor
trainee who was still trying to douse the metaphoric flames licking
at her backside.

“Be still!” Wisteria
said.

The trainee came to a
standstill.

“Do you know what you did wrong?”
Wisteria demanded. “Do you know how you screwed up and just got
everyone around you killed?”

“I … I,” the trainee stammered and
shrank from the Mistress of Battle Magic. Now, here’s the thing.
It’s not like this she was some sort of newbie Level One or even
Level Two. She had been promoted to Level 4. So, she knew something
about something. But better and stronger trainees than her had
withered under the steely glance of the Predator. Yep, that’s what
we’d called Wisteria in the Academy. If you didn’t know her, you
had heard of her. If you did know her, you spent a hell of a lot of
time cursing the day you had met.

“I … I what?” Wisteria demanded. “I
… I am an idiot? I … I can’t focus? I … I’m dead? Yes, you are. All
three,” she jeered. “If you can’t accept your situation and
maintain focus, you will die.” She crossed her hands in front of
her chiseled abs and stared down at her victim. “If you can’t
survive a little hot pepper, how the hell are you going to survive
a real burning?” She closed her right fist and pumped it once. Her
fingers flew open and a jet of red gold flame jetted out of her
hand.

“Come on, Adelheid,” she goaded.
She wielded the flame before her.

Adelheid shrank back. As Wisteria
advanced, she backed up further. Her wand fell to the floor. Her
eyes shot back and forth around the gym. She felt behind her and
connected with the arm of someone standing behind a pillar.
Adelheid pulled on the arm.

“Oh no, Godmother Bierfarthing.”
The would-be rescuer tore out of Adelheid’s grasp. “I will not get
involved. It is your responsibility to fight your own
battles.”

Crap! I’d know that peevish voice
anywhere. Parsnipa Roadspinner! For a minute, I’d forgotten that
she would be here. The other two trainees stood statue still and
avoided Adelheid’s panicked eyes like vampires avoid
sunlight.

I narrowed my eyes and studied
Adelheid. She was slight. Her shining blond hair sat atop her head
in a braided bun and her cornflower blue eyes screamed
terror.

“Entschuldigung,” Adelheid excused
herself in her native German. “I did try, Godmother Flamethrower.
Entschuldigung,” her tears flowed.

Adelheid Bierfarthing. I remembered
her. She loved nothing more than a good beer and a wood burning
stove to drink it around. She had achieved Level Four status
decades ago by helping topple some wall somewhere. But she hadn’t
been able to graduate to Level Four Active Duty because Battle
Magics stymied her like the proverbial Gordian Knot.

“Excuses don’t mean squat,”
Wisteria advanced on her. She drew back her arm, and the flame
retreated into her hand. The Flame Thrower, her signature move, and
we all knew it - that is, all of us except Adelheid. She made the
fatal mistake of thinking Wisteria meant to show her any kind of
mercy.

I put my bag on the floor. My wand
appeared in my hand.

I maneuvered around the obstacles
in the room and flanked Wisteria.

The flame in her hand strengthened.
It sat in her hand like a tiny, vengeful sun. While she talked, she
tossed it into the air and tested its weight.

“What would you do if you had been
protecting a charge?” She sneered.

“I … I,” Adelheid
stammered.

“You will never learn,” Wisteria
shook her head. “And that means you’ll graduate when Hell freezes
over. And I can’t have that.”

Wisteria closed her hand. The flame
extinguished. We all breathed a sigh of relief. She snapped her
fingers and the flame reignited. She pitched it at Adelheid’s head.
It sizzled over our heads in a shallow arch straight towards
Adelheid.

When Hell freezes over.

“Hey!” I shouted. I threw
everything I had into that thought. My wand took my thoughts and
made them real. It shot out a stream of ice. The fireball and ice
shards exploded against one another in midair. The resulting
rainstorm gushed down on us. It soaked the entire room in a single
second.

“What the Hell!” Wisteria whirled
around. Her lips thinned into a tight, white line. She leaned back
and flared her nostrils like a puma scenting prey. Her fingers
opened and closed as she prepped another fireball.

I managed to stand my ground, and I
credit myself with appearing not to cower. In the moment though, I
was grateful I hadn’t peed my pants.

“Well, well,” she advanced on
me.

“Eveningstar Songbottom. They’d
told me you had been promoted, but I didn’t believe it for a
second.”

“Believe it.” Did my voice just
quake?

As she moved toward me, I
retreated, but I tried to do it casual-like. I wasn’t afraid of
her. No sir. I was just getting the lay of the land.

I raised my wand and moved into the
center of the huge gymnasium. Why had I not noticed before that it
was huge and practically empty? It provided almost no cover. I had
nowhere to run or hide. In fact, the few pieces of equipment in the
place could prove to be better weapons than protection if Wisteria
decided to pick one of them up and hurl it at me a la Darth Vader
at the end of Empire Strikes Back. Shit! Now that I had thought of
that possibility, every box, block, column, and pillar transformed
into a deadly projectile.

“Look, Wisteria,” I raised my hands
and lowered my wand simultaneously. “This doesn’t have to get
uncomfortable.”

“Oh doesn’t it,” her lips creased
in what could pass for a smile on a beautiful demon. She wove
around me in the back and forth movement of a martial arts Master.
Her totem animal was the cheetah for a reason. She raised her wand
and flicked it in my direction.

“Ouch,” the scarlet bolt seared my
butt. I rubbed my ass and turned my body to match her as she
prowled around me. I bent my knees and tried to make myself a
smaller target. She blasted two bolts: one high, one low. I threw
myself out of their path and rolled to standing behind a scarred
armoire. I bent in half and peeked out from behind it. Dammit!
Where was she? Another bolt blazed by me from behind. I whirled. I
drew my wand, but I was too slow and way too late.

With blinding speed, she rolled and
came up in a crouch. Her wand spat out a length of rope. One end
twined around my feet, tightened, and strung me up. The other
attached itself to the ceiling.

“Crap!” I swung like the timer in a
grandfather clock. Somehow, I held on to my wand.

Wisteria straightened. “If any of
you helps her break the spell, you will answer to me.” She gave a
curt nod. “Class dismissed.”

They all filed out before the
Amazon from Hell. Adelheid looked at me with watery eyes. I shook
my head and silently encouraged her to go. When it was just
Wisteria and I left in the room, she flipped off the lights and
walked out the door. She stopped one of the massive doors with only
her foot and looked up at me in the darkness.

“Have a nice day, Songbottom,” she
called up to me. “Tomorrow, we get to work.”

As my body stopped swinging, I put
my wand away. Wisteria held a grudge. If I moved from this spot, it
was going to be a lot worse than if I stayed here and took my
medicine. The next twenty-four hours would be spent hanging upside
down. I could be making fondue with Daniel, but no, I’d decided to
come back here and complete my training. What an idiot!

“Crap!” I yelled again. It was
going to be a long night.


































CHAPTER 4


DANIEL

Daniel Evershed sprawled on the
threadbare couch that served as his dining room, living room, and
bed. He glanced around the tiny basement apartment that held
everything he owned. The bathroom contained his dark room and was
fully outfitted to print any black and white photo. Like every
other Photography Master’s graduate of NYU, he had multiple digital
cameras or DSLRs at his disposal. But he loved film more. He
considered his best shots ones that he had taken his trusty Canon
AE-1 Program.

The candle on the coffee table lit
by itself. The warm glow suffused the small room. A tiny, fiery
face peered out at him from within the fire.

“Good morning Torlyn,” he called.
The Fire Fairy’s entrances and exits via candle flame no longer
surprised him although the first time she had appeared by stepping
out of a candle flame he had dropped an entire pot of
spaghetti.

Torlyn stepped out of the candle
and formed into herself.

“Hi Daniel,” she said. She watched
him with glowing, hawk-like eyes but remained silent.

“Oh!” Daniel realized what was
happening. “Torlyn, did Evie ask you to check in on me?”

“Well,” she hesitated and retreated
toward the candle flame.

“It’s okay,” he encouraged her.
“You can tell me.”

“Yes,” she nodded. “She is worried
about how things are going to go if she isn’t here.”

“And she asked you to look in on
me.” He smiled. “She and you are very sweet. As you can see, I’m
fine. You don’t really need to waste your time babysitting me.”
Daniel stood and moved toward the bathroom. “You know, I was taking
pretty good care of myself before I met her. Really, you don’t need
to look in on me.”

“But, that was before …”

“Before Zeke,” Daniel finished for
her. “Yes, I know.”

“And, Evie just wants to be sure
that he isn’t going to try anything.”

Daniel moved over to the table and
crouched down next to her. “Torlyn, I’m fine. Don’t I look
fine?”

“Yes,” she hesitated
again.

“I’m just going on a job interview
today, and then I’ll be coming straight home,” he tried not to
smile at the bizarre picture he must be making right now. He was
crouching next to a little female made of fire as he tried to
convince her not to watch over him while she tried to do a favor
for his Fairy Godmother girlfriend.

“Seriously, Torlyn,” he said. “I’m
going to be okay.”

“If you’re sure,” she sounded
dubious.

“He’s sure,” Leili had popped in
through the same candle. She floated on lazy air
currents.

“He’s a big boy,” she continued.
“He can take care of himself.”

“Thanks, Leili,” Daniel smiled
pleased that someone believed he could fend for himself. “Okay, now
I really need to go or I’m going to be late.” He looked around the
cramped apartment. “Feel free to
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