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Dedication

To my mom, who always believed in me and my writing—even though she’s going to be horribly embarrassed by the story.

Can I live the dear life of delusion again,

That flow’d when these echoes first mix’d with my strain?

It was then that around me, though poor and unknown

High spells of mysterious enchantment were thrown,

The streams were of silver, of diamonds the dew,

The land was an Eden, for fancy was new.

I had heard of our bards, and my soul was on fire

At the rush of their verse, and the sweep of their lyre:

To me ‘twas not legend, nor tale to the ear,

But a vision of noontide, distinguish’d and clear.

From “The Return to Ulster,” Sir Walter Scott


Chapter 1

The trouble with cops these days, they don’t recognize the old power. The dead woman’s aura quivers so strongly I want to go to my knees on the dirty concrete outside the T stop, ripping the bosom of my shirt in the old ritual of mourning. Even the shoppers, students, budding artists, and young financiers who haunt this quarter of Boston seem aware of it, stepping past with lowered heads.

But not the Boston cops. All they see is a homeless derelict lying on the sidewalk under the retaining wall beside a colonial cemetery. They see her plastic bag of old clothes, her worn-out sneakers, and think it’s just another homeless old bitch dead.

All they see of me is what I let them see. A tired college professor hot and frustrated at the end of a long day of classes. A tired woman closer to middle age than she would like to be. Just another gawker.

The big bald cop waves his sandwich at me. “Just move on, lady. Let us do our job. We’ll get this straightened out in no time.”

Yeah, right, same way they’ve straightened out the last four murders.

And all of them fairies, not that the public knows that. I whisper their names. Isobel. Ydris. Galatae. Achleen.

All flower fairies. Flower fairies like my adoptive mother the Rose Queen, like my father, like Ash and Mirelle.

No garden fairies like my mother and me. No backyard fairies, house fairies, brownies, or kelpies. Just flower fairies found dead around Back Bay, like this woman lying beneath a small bedraggled rambling rose whose pale pink blossoms are fading to white and brown as the petals drip to the sidewalk. They veil the woman’s face as if the vine had cast them there in mourning.

Damn, is that the Rose Queen? I haven’t seen her for months, but she had her own court over on Commonwealth Avenue then. Even if she was foreclosed on, she wouldn’t be living on the street. There’s always a home for the Queen, no matter how much you hate her. Even Mom and I would have taken her in.

Though she might have preferred to live on the street rather than with lowly garden fairies. And she and Ciabella always come this way when they walk their dog—

“Damn you, lady, I said move!” bellows the cop.

The woman cop behind him says, “Do you know her, Miss?” She steps aside slightly, allowing me a clearer view.

I’m not used to looking at dead faces and I can’t picture how the woman would have looked when she was alive. She’s too discolored and distorted. Her skin is covered by a network of fine lines, like scratches. Her face is bloated and blue, even the nose.

Even bloated and beaten, would the Rose Queen’s delicate pointed nose look this bulbous? I don’t think so. “I thought I might, but no. No, it’s not her.”

The first cop gestures with his sandwich again. “Thank you for your assistance. Now get the fuck out of here, before I arrest you for failing to obey an officer!”

Nothing I can do will help the dead woman now, so I move on. I do not succumb to the temptation to turn his cap into ass ears for him.

Or maybe he’d look better with a pig’s snout? He’s snorting like a pig as he crunches into his sandwich.

“Don’t do it, lady,” says a man’s voice, from the church steps.

The voice sounds like Puck, but the owner doesn’t look like Puck. Puck is one of those wiry wizened creatures who’s always trying to sneak a peek up your skirt. This man was once—still is—handsome, with deep blue eyes, fair skin, and a black beard that curls slightly, like his hair. He’s sitting on an upturned plastic bucket holding a paper-bagged bottle by the neck. He’s been busking rather than begging; his guitar is propped behind an upturned Detroit Tigers cap. Not a smart choice in Boston, but nobody seems to be heckling him about it. He would smell even if he had showered in living memory, which he hasn’t. But he has all his teeth, and he brushes regularly. Flosses, too.

Fairies know things like that about people, even if we’re not tooth fairies. And only a fairy, or a changeling, or someone we’ve ensorcelled, would care for his teeth like that while neglecting the rest of his body.

“Don’t do it,” he says again. “He’s just doing his job.”

“He’s not doing his job, is the problem.”

The vagrant shrugs and drinks deeply from his bottle. He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “How would you feel if somebody put ass ears on you?”

I twitch ears into place on my own head, kick my heels a couple of times, and la-la-la a few lines of Mendelssohn. A mother pushing a stroller turns to look. I twitch a curtain into place between her and me. All she’s going to see is a rather bedraggled college literature teacher wishing she was home in her own shady back yard with a large cold and very alcoholic drink in her hand. Damn, this must be the hottest summer in decades.

Mr. Puck-ish offers me the bottle as I finish the jig. “For your thirst.”

I sniff cautiously.

“It’s Four Roses. Jesus. You think I put a spell on it?”

I flip him the bird. His head grows wings, which flap and try to lift him off the ground.

He snaps his fingers. The wings disappear, dropping him with a thump onto his plastic bucket. I’m not much good with a spell, but it’s still a good trick getting rid of them that easily.

I take the bottle. “Thank you.”

The bottle starts to wriggle as it nears my mouth. I drink anyway. A good swig. After a glimpse of that body, I’m tempted to chug the whole thing, no matter what kind of spell it’s got on it or what kind of strange creature manufactured it, or what kind of shape-form bottle it’s coming out of.

The snake hisses.

“Sorry,” says the vagrant. “Guess I’m starting to get a bit of the heebie-jeebies.” He sounds pleased.

I was handing the bottle to him. I pull back. “Then it’s time to stop, isn’t it?”

“I can’t die except by my own hand. I can’t die by iron or rope. Certainly not by drowning. I’ll do it the best way I can manage.”

I blink. If he’s a creature of water, then he’s certainly not Puck out slumming as a human.

He grins. “That’s right, I’m not Puck. And you’re Castella of the Roses.”

“Hedges,” I correct him. “But I’m just plain Cassie Higgins, at the moment. I teach Old Irish poetry at the university.”

This amuses him, for some reason unknown to me. It’s not as if I’ve been a muse of poetry, like Euterpe, who is calling herself Abby these days and writing scripts for late-night variety shows. And she’s pretty damned happy with herself. She says even a little house in a barely-okay part of Los Angeles has better plumbing than Mount Olympus.

But we all do what we have to do to survive. I make my living doing the only thing I know how to do. Mirelle sells lotions, spells, and charms in a cute little shop in Newberry Street. Mom tends her garden and feeds us all.

“Sorry,” he says. “Life wasn’t meant to be like this for you and your kind.”

“You read minds?”

“Only when one’s thoughts are writ plain upon the face, as yours.”

I huff.

He grins. “You always were transparent as water.”

I prefer to misunderstand him. “I’m not a water sprite. I’m just a plain garden fairy. Not much use to anybody, even before the world changed.” A plain garden fairy, daughter of a garden fairy by the rose garden’s philandering king, taken to be raised at court by the king’s very glamorous Rose Queen. But the Rose Queen’s best spells could never make a gossamer dress and diaphanous wings stick on me. My wings are sturdy, blunt, like the wings of a beetle. They don’t take easily to glamour.

He offers me the bottle again. “You don’t have any more ways out than I do. You won’t drown, either.”

His eyes, dark blue like the sky at twilight, reflect memories of hellish nights trying to find that end. His lips twitch.

Lips one might dream of kissing, if one weren’t in the middle of the sidewalk with rush hour crowding past. My nipples go tight with hunger. Damn, it’s been forever since I made love to a man.

I force my tone to stay light. “Malice will kill me. I assume that another couple of years of teaching will generate enough student resentment to make my decline permanent.”

“A pox upon them,” he says, and I don’t like the tone of his voice.

“Why punish them? They’re only doing to me what you’re doing to yourself.”

He passes the bottle again. I chug.

He says, “It’s not right that such a pretty treasure as you should be crushed by the worst man has to offer. If you’re going to give in, at least let it be by your own act.”

He’s got a point there.

He adds, “Besides, every time a student loves you, it strengthens you to the same degree. You look young and fresh as of old.”

It’s true. In the ten years since I took this job, I’ve lost forty pounds, gained fitness and health, and learned how to snowboard. And I’m tenured. Life is good, for now.

He’s smiling slightly as he looks from my face to my chest. My heart pounds and my cheeks go hot.

I can’t continue to ignore what he’s been hinting at. “You know me, don’t you?”

He salutes me with the bottle. “Indeed.”

“You look like—” My memories run back, back, back. Through years in the shoe factories upriver, decades on the muddy Boston streets and fishy Boston piers, in Cromwell’s jails, and beyond, to a cleaner and a fresher time when the garden was ours. I remember the reckless smile, the musical voice, and the eyes the purple-blue of the summer sky at twilight as the stars just begin to appear.

Bran O’Meara. A priest of the new God. He played upon the harp at the spring beneath the mountain. Some said the mountain was his mother and the spring was his sister. Others said she was his lover. All the women in my father’s court adored him, from my mother, the Rose Queen, to the lowest dairymaid. I could have adored him as well, but I was already promised to Carrick of Nob and Bran in his black robes promised to his Christian God. I tried not to listen, but every note he played called forth diamonds of dew and wove dreams of night velvet. He was much loved by those who are now passed on.

I say his name.

A smile lights his face. “I did not think such as you would remember the likes of me.”

“The likes of me? Give me a break.” I drop cross-legged to a cleanish part of the sidewalk more or less facing him, making sure I don’t block access to his cap. I wouldn’t want to interfere with his income stream. “We’re all exiles from a destroyed world. The old ranks don’t matter.”

“The king’s daughter never listened to the bard in those days.”

“That was because I’m tone deaf. And I was afraid to anger my father. I was betrothed”—sold to the highest bidder—“and you were promised to your God.”

I’m looking up at him now, because he’s still perched on his bucket. It seems to make him uncomfortable. He grips his elbows, squirms, and finally slides down to the pavement. He pats the bucket. “Here. You sit.”

“No, thank you. I’ve grown quite used to being a woman who sits on pavement, and if sometimes as now I’ve done well for myself, there have been other times when a seat such as this would have been a luxury.” But it has not yet driven me to wish to end my life, as it has so many of my people.

He nods, a thoughtful nod that sees far more in me than I wanted him to see. He reaches under the coat that’s lying on the ground behind him and pulls out a two-cake package of Ding-Dongs. “Would you care to dine, milady?”

“Indeed and I would, my lord Bran. I am honored.”

He laughs and takes a sip from the bottle before he passes it back to me. He eases the plastic wrapper open. His face has gone grim. “You saw?” He indicates the police officers, who are trying to maintain their line against the rush-hour crowd while pretending to ignore the medical examiner behind them. A clot of cameras, lights, and microphones gathers across the street, next to Curley Garden’s wrought iron fence.

“I saw.” The sugary cake suddenly tastes like dry sand in my mouth. “Not well. I couldn’t recognize her. There...wasn’t enough face left. But I could tell she was one of ours.”

“You’re sure.”

I hold up my hand and allow the illusion I normally wrap around myself to slip, letting him see me the way I am. “Wings. And the aura.”

He makes a face that doesn’t look pleased. “I have not seen such in many centuries.”

I pull the curtain of illusion back around me. I would not have thought he would be one to mind. “I’m sorry. I’ll keep it under control.”

“You may do as pleases you, Princess, and I shall endeavor to please you as my feeble might permits.”

Oh God. I so do not need this shit.

His mouth twitches. “What does your father think of the language you’ve acquired, my lady Princess?”

“I haven’t seen him for years and I don’t give a fuck. And I don’t give a fuck about you either. I never did.”

He looks away and bites his lip like he believes me.

It’s a lie. It was a lie then and it’s a lie now. Desire that was just a tickle down below is now twitching between my legs and tugging at my nipples. But that’s not why I turn back.

I can’t just walk out on him. Not on one of our own. “You’re welcome at our court, if you find your way.” And I drop one of my cards in his hat, along with a twenty. “My mother will bid you welcome.”

He doesn’t look at me. I don’t look at him, and I don’t look at the clustered policemen blocking the view of the gurney being moved into the back of a van that looks like an ambulance but isn’t quite. But as I walk away, I can feel them both burning into my brain.

* * * *

Mom is in the garden behind the gracious many-storied brick Victorian that she bought with Father’s insurance money after he disappeared to wherever he’s gone.

He’s not dead. We know that because we’re still here. Our fates are tied to his; so many knotted spells and bindings that if he ceases to live, we die also. But his human form is gone, abandoned like he might have abandoned an old suit of clothes, and that form was the only form the insurance company cared about. The papers needed a bit of tweaking from Daley Ferguson, high king of the Boston fairies, who practices as a lawyer and can smooth out these discrepancies in the paper work. That was the end of it, and Mom calls herself a widow now.
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