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The five magical stories in this short
collection include stories of fairies and shapeshifters and magic
shops. In this collection, you’ll find the heartwarming “Flower
Fairies,” the whimsical “The Poop Thief,” the outrageous “Say Hello
To My Little Friend,” the political vampire tale, “Victims,” and a
tale of high school gone wrong, “Domestic Magic.”
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Introduction

 


Sometimes I think I write fantastic stories
because I can’t see very well. My relationship with my eyes has
always been iffy. Or perhaps it’s best to say my relationship with
my glasses.

I got glasses around the age of ten, but I
needed them much earlier. I lied about it. I kept telling my
parents my eyes were just fine. When they finally got my eyes
tested, I needed pretty serious glasses. My mother, ever practical,
bought the cheapest pair, some unfashionable cat’s eyes with
rhinestones.

I stepped on them the very
next day on purpose and told Mother that some other kid (unnamed) had done it. I
don’t know if she believed me, since she knew I wanted the more
fashionable (and expensive) granny glasses. Off we went to the eye
doctor who replaced my lenses in those horrible cat eye
frames.

I stepped on the frames the next day.

This time, my parents caved in and I got the
granny glasses. I took them off once I got to school, however, and
only put them on when I really needed to see the chalkboard.

I was thirteen when my best friend pulled me
aside and said, “You know, you look worse when you squint than you
do when you wear your glasses.” I practiced in front of the mirror
and discovered that lo and behold, she was right.

I wore my glasses from then on. Then, at
sixteen, I got contact lenses, and could see all the time.

But my bratty history with glasses means
that I spent most of my formative years looking at a fuzzy world. A
world where things weren’t quite what they appeared. A world where
an amorphous green and brown blob might be a tree or it might be a
man wearing a brown suit and a green hat.

Without my glasses, the world was full of
possibilities.

And danger.

I often write about sneaky magic, little
magic, magic that seems less powerful than it is. I think that
comes from the disappointment of discovering a tree when I expected
a man. Or realizing that the scary ghost-like thing at the edge of
the yard is actually a shirt drying on a clothesline.

This little five-pack is filled with stories
about sideways, little, and sneaky magic. It starts with “Flower
Fairies,” which is a rare story in that I dreamed it before I wrote
it. I actually saw that little flower fairy peering out of her
bouquet in a dream, got up, and wrote down the opening image before
I forgot it.

Next, “The Poop Thief,”
which I fortunately did not
dream. “The Poop Thief” didn’t come from anything
visual. Instead, it came from an ad on the radio for a lawn cleanup
service. I, of course, took it the wrong way.

I wrote “Domestic Magic” for an anthology
Denise Little put together in the height of the Harry Potter craze.
She wanted a story about magic and high school. I was trying to
figure out a way to write about something that wasn’t Potterish.
Instead of dealing with the most magical kid in school, I dealt
with the least.

“Say Hello To My Little
Friend” is an imaginary friend story. I have many imaginary
friends—that’s why I write. So, for me, “imaginary” and “friend” in
combination does not mean someone who does not exist. And if I say any more, I
ruin the story for you. Enjoy the whimsy, because the final story
in the book isn’t whimsical at all.

When I wrote “Victims” in the late 1990s,
vampires were not considered sexy or anywhere close to human. If
anything, this story has become more relevant over time. In its
day, it was so unusual that the initial editor commented on the
strange point of view.

Now it belongs in collection of urban
fantasy, right alongside the flower fairies.

This is my second five-pack collection. The
stories unite around a genre or a theme or a topic. Sometimes
you’ll find duplications. Sometimes you won’t. What you will find
are stories that should be together at a cheaper price than you
would get them if you bought them as individual e-books.

I hope you like these five fantastic tales.
There are five more in the future, and five more after that. In the
past twenty years, I seem to have written a lot of stories. And the
wonderful changes to the publishing industry have allowed me to
make them available to you.

Enjoy.

—Kristine Kathryn
Rusch

Lincoln City, Oregon
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She stands behind the bouquet of flowers,
her little face barely visible through the green fronds. Her skin
is the color of loam, her eyes the faded green of underwater
seaweed, and her lips the dusky rose of the tulips that hide
her.

My heart pounds. I see her among all the
bouquets set on the long white table, but my colleagues don’t.
They’re moving flowers, checking tags, figuring out which bouquet
goes into what memorial chapel.

We have four funerals this afternoon and two
viewings tonight. The funeral home is large, modern, with several
exits and entrances, so none of the groups will see each other.
Their music shouldn’t even overlap.

On days like today—a Saturday, shortly after
the winter holidays—I employ nearly a dozen people, some of whom
just stand by the doors and make sure the right family goes to the
right memorial chapel.

It’s all very delicate and very sad, and I
try very hard to make sure that my employees seem sympathetic.
After hundreds of funerals, however, many people lose sympathy.
They recognize the patterns and realize some people are loved, some
are hated, and some are simply forgotten.

And then there are the very old, whose
friends and family have died long ago.

The very old touch me. I can easily see
myself as part of their ranks, alone and forgotten. I want someone
to honor me when I die, just as I’m sure they wanted someone to
honor them.

So I do. For their funerals, I put on my
best dress, and sit in the chapels myself. The ceremony is often
elaborate, planned for friends and family who are now gone. When
that happens, it’s clear the person never expected to live so long.
Often she (and it usually is a she) planned her ceremony with my
father or my grandfather.

We keep amazing records. My family has
planned funerals for this town for more than a century. If an
historian comes into our little parlor and asks to see the records
from a burial sixty years before, I can find it. I can tell who
presided and who attended.

I can also tell what kind of floral
arrangements decorated the memorial chapel.

Flowers have always been my specialty.

Perhaps that’s why I notice the flower
fairies long before anyone else does.

This little girl looks no more than three,
but looks can be deceptive, particularly among flower fairies.
Three is a problem. Three means I might have to return her to her
family.

When she realizes that I see her, she
smiles. Her eyes brighten to emerald and actually twinkle.

She touches the flowers in front of her.
Ferns accent a mix of dusty rose and purplish blue tulips , with a
single well placed lily in the center.

“I made this,” she says in a decidedly
childlike voice.

Everyone in the room turns. The silence,
which was already heavy, turns oppressive.

She doesn’t seem to notice. She’s smiling at
me. She is as young as I feared.

“Isn’t it pretty?” she asks.

I turn to my assistant Diane. Diane’s skin
is normally the color of chalk, but it’s gone even paler now.

“Call Roderick,” I say.

Roderick is the only one of the flower
fairies who uses modern technology. He burns through cell phones
like smokers burn through matches. Fortunately, he’s smart enough
to keep the same number with each phone change.

Diane slips out of the room. Technology
usually doesn’t work well in the presence of the magical.

I smile at the little girl. “Your flowers
are lovely.”

“Thank you,” she says
primly. Then she waits. She wants me to ask what it is she’s doing
here or, worse, what she wants.

I never ask the flower fairies what they
want. That’s the wrong question. It’s a question—particularly with
a magical child—that could get the questioner in decades of
trouble.

“Is this your first bouquet?” I ask, not
really wanting to hear the answer.

She nods. “Can I stay?”

I don’t dare say no to her. Saying no to an
infant flower fairy is much more dangerous than saying no to an
adult.

“You can stay,” I say and try not to
cringe.

 


***

 


I was little more than a babe myself when I
first met the flower fairies. My parents owned a summer cabin near
one of the mountain lakes. It was the only place I’d lived that
didn’t smell faintly of formaldehyde.

Instead, it smelled of the cool, clear lake
water—and flowers.

Flowers. Flowers everywhere. My father
believed that the cabin’s previous owners had planted thousands of
perennials, not listening to my mother when she would remark that
many of the flowers that covered our property every year were
annuals. Not only that, but they often bloomed at the same
time—peonies and geraniums, roses and lilacs, asters and snowdrops.
Seasons seemed to mean nothing on our land, something I didn’t
appreciate until much later.

I must have been six when I stumbled onto
the clearing. In those days, children—even young children—were
allowed to wander so long as they came back in time for supper. I
wore a watch with large hands. I’d learned to tell time two years
before, and I adhered to the schedule rigidly.

The schedule gave me freedom, which I
desperately needed. When you grew up above a funeral home, you knew
more about sadness, mourning, and death than you should have. The
entire house had an oppressive air—one I accepted as normal until I
grew old enough to visit my friends.

Sunlight filtered through the trees, burning
off the last of the early morning fog. That fog made everything
seem opaque—the trees, tall and strong with their green leaves; the
shadows, deep and dark and somehow welcoming; and the flowers,
which covered the meadow like grass.

The colors would have been overwhelming but
for the fog: Blues and reds and pinks and so very much white that
it looked less like an accent color and more like a deliberate
shade.

I stepped from my path in the trees,
expecting to walk on a carpet of flowers, because that was what
they looked like, a carpet that led to another part of the
woods.

But I sank into them. The ground where the
flowers grew was lower than the ground in the forest. I walked in a
sea of blooms, shoulder-high, and I felt like I had found
heaven.

My watch stopped and I was late for lunch,
forbidden to go off on my own again for a week. By the time I
returned, the flowers were taller, and I didn’t like walking inside
of their stalks. The darkness with its intermittent rays of
sunlight frightened me—and even then, I knew there was something
wrong here, something not completely normal.

But I visited the clearing every summer. I
learned to remove my watch before I stepped inside, because it
stopped every single time I went into the clearing.

But I was never late to lunch again—the
fairies saw to that. For such capricious little creatures, they
have oddly tender hearts.

 


***

 


We have six memorial chapels—two large,
three medium, and one small, so that the family doesn’t notice that
the deceased has few friends. This afternoon’s funerals will take
place in both large chapels as well as two of the medium
chapels.

We’ll have crowds.

But the little girl’s flowers aren’t going
to any of those chapels. They’re going to the small chapel, on the
far side of the building.

At six tonight, we’re holding a viewing.

I don’t expect anyone to come.

The deceased is Helena Spenser, one of the
very old. The obituary that ran in the paper this morning said she
was one hundred and five, but the age was just an estimate. Like so
many of her generation, she was born at home and no one ever issued
a birth certificate.

And like so many women before her, Helena
Spenser often lied about her age.

I met Helena a decade ago, when she made her
funeral plans. She was formidable, a woman who still had vestiges
of unusual height. She carried herself like a dancer, back
straight, moving with fluid grace.

I even remember the outfit she wore—a black
dress trimmed with red, and decorated with a single rose in the
dress’s lapel. Her hat, a cloche which matched the dress in design
and trim, tilted rakishly on her thick silver hair.

My office was small then; I hadn’t yet built
the new Memorial Center. We sat in what had once been the servant’s
quarters in my family’s oversized Victorian and, heads bowed,
decided how Helena Spenser’s friends and family would celebrate her
long life upon this Earth.

Only this morning’s obituary warned me that
Helena Spenser’s family had died sixty years before in a
devastating fire. Her close friends—a group of widowed women who
had raised hell and money for our little town—died nearly two
decades ago.

She had acquaintances, but not the kind that
most older folk had. She had never left the home she built after
her husband and sons died, so she had no retirement center bridge
partners, no orderlies who cajoled her to eat, no nursing home
directors who felt it their duty to attend the funeral of one of
the “members.” She never went to church, so no minister would feel
obligated to say a few words about her passing.

While she’d been spectacular in life—an
actress who became a playwright, a self-made woman who had somehow
survived the loss of everyone who mattered to her when she was
still in her forties, the center of society into her seventies, and
a philanthropist until the day she died—she kept to herself.

There was to be no ceremony. I remembered
that much without even checking her file.

Such nonsense,
she’d said when I broached the topic all those
years ago. Show the world I’m dead and then
burn what’s left.

I hadn’t known about the fire then. I hadn’t
know about it until this morning when I read about her.

I’d known the obituary was coming; I’d
called the paper myself to make sure I didn’t have to fund a notice
of the viewing from Helena Spenser’s account. But I hadn’t expected
the obituary to be so detailed and rich, nor had I expected Helena
Spenser’s life to be so fascinating.

Although I probably should have.

I had only met her the once, and she’d made
quite an impression on me.

 


***

 


We have no other flowers for Helena
Spenser’s viewing, and that angers me. This woman gave millions in
charity, and no organization that benefited from her benevolence
thought to send a single memorial.

Granted, most people send flowers to
funerals and Helena is only having a viewing. And in the middle of
this morning’s obituary, the paper had highlighted a box of
memorials where money could be sent in lieu of flowers.

I understand charitable donations. I usually
encourage them. But someone should remember this woman as she
leaves this life to go to the next. Someone should decorate her
chapel, just for a little while.

Looks like that someone will have to be
me.

Each funeral has excess flowers. The family
takes the cards and the bouquets that they want—if any—and then one
of my employees discreetly asks if the family minds donating the
remaining flowers to lonely nursing home and hospital patients.

Of course the family doesn’t mind. The
family doesn’t want to think about the flowers because that’s just
one more thing to worry about.

Besides, flowers die too—and that’s an often
too visual reminder of the fact that their loved one has just left
the world.
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