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  This one’s for Lorne, in memory of her 102 years of life, and for passing on her love of a good synonym.








  
  Author's note


This book is written in New Zealand English. It may contain more ‘u’s and ‘s’s than you’re used to! 
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  Chapter One 

Don’t offend the hamsters


Unless you knew it was there, the little bookshop wasn’t easy to spot. Wedged between a thrift shop and a Japanese noodle house, the casual passerby wouldn’t pay much heed to the small display of books propping open a peeling blue door. Fortunately, this particular bookshop catered to a specific clientele. Discerning customers would pause and breathe in the delicate scents of books and herbs that wafted out through the unpromising doorway. Others would glance around quickly, as though not wanting to be seen, before following their noses inside the door (especially since I’d removed the aging string of garlic bulbs, which had singularly failed to ward off vamps, but made a good addition to dinner). 
Of course, there were always a few people who wandered in on the mere promise of books. Once in, they usually lingered, browsing the packed shelves, and exclaiming over previously undiscovered titles. This would be fine, except that some of the regulars regarded those mundane strays as prey. 
That’s where I come in, of course. As a responsible bookshop owner, I have a duty of care for all my customers. Plus, I don’t want my books getting messed up. I stepped in front of the latest occasional customer, seconds before one of my regulars closed in for the kill. 
“You know you’re not allowed to bother the other customers, Dirk,” I said, holding up a hand in the classic “stop” position. I’ve found it helps to use sign language regardless of species. Humans, dogs, ducks, they all more or less get the idea. Even werewolves. Unfortunately, just as I did this, a scritch-scritch sound emerged from the ceiling above the customer, followed by a loud squeal. 
I frowned. The hamsters were always causing trouble. They’re not even supposed to be in this country, and I’m always a little afraid someone will report me to biosecurity for housing them, even though I’m not the one who brought them in. They did that themselves.
“Keep it down up there,” I hissed. “We’re trying to sell books, not breed rodents.”
One of the ceiling tiles creaked open, and a small furry face popped out and glared at me. “Oh, all right, I am sure you were just exercising in your wheel,” I told the furry creature. 
The glare continued. The hamsters hate being called rodents. But they seem to hate my talk of exercise even more. You’d think they understand every word. I’d be the first to admit that they had spent far too long around the books here, but even their glares were kind of cute. A kind of interrogatory growl interrupted my thoughts, and it wasn’t coming from a hamster. I realised I was standing between a predator and his prey with only my hand signal to stop a murder. Possibly literally. You never knew with werewolves. 
“Come back in five, Dirk,” I said. “I need to sort out the hamsters.” 
Dirk sent a yellow-eyed glare towards the ceiling. The ceiling tile dropped back into place with a faint puff of air as the hamsters hightailed it out of sight (and yes, I know they have practically no tails, it’s a figure of speech). They know a predator when they see one, even if the customer didn’t. I deliberately turned my back on Dirk—body language learnt in puppy behaviour classes turns out to work on werewolves too—and addressed the customer. 
“Can I help you find something in particular?” I gave my patented ‘friendly shop assistant’ smile. Regulars know the real me, and I don’t have to fake a smile, but this customer was new. I took a moment to assess her while I waited for her reply.
She was tall, taller than me. Most people are, of course. Taller than Dirk, who is the shortest werewolf I’ve ever met. Not that he lets lack of height stop him. The customer’s bright pink hair, spilling out from under a classic Trilby hat, put my chestnut locks in the shade. She was wearing an overcoat despite the heat of the day, and dark glasses covered her eyes. Overall, I have rarely seen a shiftier customer, and dealing with the books I stock, I’ve seen a few. 
She spoke at last, making me realise I had been staring at her a lot longer than a polite shop assistant should. 
“I’m looking for forest-based fairy tales,” she said. “Or pruning manuals.”
I blinked, disconcerted. 
“Those won’t be on the same shelves,” I said. “I have plenty of fairy tales, though they’re not arranged by habitat.” Though now I came to think of it, that might make a good display option. “How about I show you that section first?” I steered her safely away from Dirk, who followed her with his eyes like a dog looking after a favourite stick. I frowned at him. Werewolves have a lot of doggy traits, but I wasn’t sure what attracted his interest. Unless… she could be a dryad. That would explain Dirk’s interest. Werewolves and dryads either get along like a house on fire, or hate each other’s guts. 
“Thank you,” the customer murmured as I demonstrated the fairy tale shelves. There are a lot of them.
I left her browsing and hurried back to Dirk. “What did you want today, Dirk?”
“Recipes,” he growled. I should have known; he’s always buying cookbooks. 
“Anything in particular?”
“Keto.”
“The new pack member has allergies, perhaps?” I asked. 
“Could be,” Dirk said with a shrug. He’s not much of a conversationalist. Monosyllables are his go-to.
I showed him the latest recipe books I had got in last week and left him to it, hoping he wouldn’t drool on the pages. I went to find the stepladder; I needed a word with those hamsters. 
When I had finished my rather one-sided and inconclusive conversation with the inhabitants of the bookshop ceiling (what can you say in reply to ‘squeak’?), I took the chance to check on my customers from the vantage point my stepladder offered. Ms Shifty-in-pink-hair was absorbed in a Scandinavian book of folklore. Dirk had three books open at one of the display tables and was hanging over the recipes a little too closely. It looked like he was trying to sniff them. 
The vamp, who likes the lack of windows in the bookshop, was installed in the darkest corner, leafing through a philosophy tome. No problem there. He was one of my best customers. I suppose having to hide from the sun all summer gives lots of reading time. I used to think that the extended lifespan they boast of would mean they all got wealthy, but he once explained that the health insurance premiums are insane for any being who reacts violently to sunlight. Add in retirement funding that has to last for centuries, and there’s not as much left over as you might think. 
The curtained alcove holding scrolls didn’t hide anyone just now, and the music player I kept in there by my pair of grimoires was playing something soothing. It had been a few days since the last temper tantrum from my original grimoire, so hopefully the soothing mood would last the day.
I glanced towards the door just as a new customer entered. Two newbies in one day was rare. This newcomer was another woman, red-haired, small stature, and dressed rather revealingly in a low-cut silk blouse and skirt, though the blouse had a pretty, ruffled design. She peered around before approaching me. I stayed up on my ladder—I enjoyed the rare feeling of being tall, and the quick, aggressive steps of this customer suggested I might need a height advantage. She glared up at me. 
“I need anything you’ve got on dryads,” she said. Her foot tapped impatiently as I climbed down. 
“Are you looking for modern retellings or classical transformations?” I asked politely. The customer is always right, I reminded myself. This customer looked vaguely familiar. Perhaps I’d seen her around town.
“Whatever’s most accurate,” she snapped. 
Ah. Probably not a mundane, then. The dryad literature was in the fairytale section, so I led her there. The pink-haired Trilby-wearing customer was still there, but when she looked up and saw me with the redhead, she froze briefly, snapped her book shut and strode away towards the counter.
“You’ll find everything we have on dryads just here,” I explained. “I’ll just go serve that customer. Sing out if you need me.” 
I wasn’t sad about leaving her to it. Some people just give off nasty vibes, and the redhead was one of those people—far more so than Ms Shifty, who was waiting at the counter, bouncing on the balls of her feet when I arrived. I decided she was probably keen to avoid the redhead, rather than needing urgently to pee. I could understand the desire for avoidance after my brief encounter.
“Find everything you need?” I asked.
She bit her lip before answering in a tightly controlled voice. “No. But I’ll come back for the pruning books another day. Just this one for now, thanks.” 
She’d taken the Scandinavian volume, which, as I recalled, included a bunch of older folk stories and fairy tales about forest folk of various kinds. We get a few of those around. The folk, more than the books. She started to pay for the book using a credit card, but exclaimed ‘stupid‘—apparently at herself—and pulled out cash instead. 
“Sorry,” she said, noticing I’d proffered the card reader. “I’m trying to go cash only these days, but I keep forgetting. Mind you, it’s probably too late,” she added, looking towards the shelves where the red-haired woman was presumably still standing, just out of sight thanks to her lack of height. 
I took her cash and put it into the till for the cash register to change. She held out her hand for the coins, but started violently as the red-haired woman appeared at the end of a row of books. 
“Keep it,” she said, and grabbed her book, almost running out of the shop. 
She’d barely exited when the red-head approached me. Somewhere in the depths of the bookshop, the grimoire started playing ‘Då Månen Sken‘. I wondered if it was trying to tell me something, but I was too focussed on customer service to follow it up.
“What did she buy?” the redhead asked, indicating the recently departed customer with a tilt of her head.
Often, I’m happy to discuss purchases, but this woman rubbed me the wrong way. I gave my polite ‘customers’ smile.
“I’m sorry, I’m not at liberty to discuss other customers’ purchases,” I said, using the most official-sounding phrasing I could come up with. 
“Surely there’s no harm,” she encouraged me.
“Privacy is very important to us, Ms?” 
“Solanum,” she snapped, apparently not noticing the double standard I was applying by asking for her name. Then she turned away and hurried out, shoes tapping a firm counterpoint as she left. I only had time to notice the way her blouse rippled oddly at the back, as though there was a hollow there, before she was out of sight. 
“Nasty,” said Dirk, appearing silently at the counter with two of the three cookbooks he’d been coveting. 
I nodded slowly as I wrapped the books and charged his pack’s account. “Yes,” I said. “She didn’t seem kind at all.”
The rest of the afternoon was slow, so once the vamp had purchased his philosophy book, I closed up a few minutes early and took the stairs to my apartment over the shop. I wanted to get on with setting up my Solstice/Christmas tree. The same tree does double duty in a Southern hemisphere country, where Christmas and midsummer Solstice fall so close together. In the north, I’ve heard they need two trees, one for Christmas, one for the summer Solstice. I’d bought mine the day before, but ran out of time to decorate. Once I’d roped the tree in place (one experience with a self-felling Christmas tree means I do this every time now; I don’t want to replace all my baubles again), I spent a happy hour hanging lights and decorations. Then I retired early with a book after a quick supper of reheated Thai from yesterday. 
There was nothing unusual about that. I had never had a huge social life, but since moving to the city and taking up the running of the bookshop a year ago, I’ve been a bit of a recluse outside of shop opening hours. Somehow, I just hadn’t managed to make friends. It was kind of lonely, and not what I’d expected when I moved, but most days I was so tired after being customer-friendly all day that I welcomed a bit of solitude. The discovery of the hamsters helped to keep me from feeling completely alone, of course. As did the shop’s grimoire, and its companion volume, although since the latter book had arrived, the grimoire had cut right back on poems, songs, and general interaction. Except when it threw a tantrum, presumably about something the companion grimoire had said, done, or possibly written in itself. But some days I wished things had turned out differently. My family would have said they’d foreseen this future, but I didn’t call them often enough for them to tell me so. 
I woke up in the dark with a book on my face. I had fallen asleep reading again. The noise that must have woken me repeated. Someone, or something, scurried through the bookshop. 







  
  Chapter Two

Intruders?


My thoughts leapt to the hamsters, of course, but their trademark squeaking was unusually absent. I lay there a moment, trying to identify the sound. Nothing. As quietly as I could, I swung my feet to the floor and felt around for my phone. The flashlight showed me nothing unusual, so I made my way down to the bookshop. 
Once downstairs, I prowled around the shop searching for intruders, but there was no-one there. My phone’s beam skittered over rows of books, display tables of books, and rows of ornaments near the counter. Light flared as it passed over the crystal ball selection I keep in case of passing witch trade. To be honest, I don’t think they work terribly well, but they make for a pretty display. I thought there was nothing out of place until I got to the tiny kitchenette at the back of the bookshop, where I brewed tea to keep myself going on longer days. There was a dirty mug in the sink that I certainly hadn’t left there. And someone had broken into the biscuit tin, but only taken the gingernuts. 
“You guys!” I decided the lack of squeaks from the hamsters was probably because their mouths were full of gingernuts. Gingernuts are a tough biscuit to chew, after all. Luckily, they’d left the chocolate brownies. Maybe hamsters were like dogs and couldn’t eat chocolate? I decided that since the tin was already open, I might as well have a midnight snack. It might calm my nerves, too.
My mouth was full of fudgy chocolate brownie goodness (no, not real brownies, they’d taste disgusting!) when I heard another sound, above me this time. I flashed my phone’s light at the ceiling, but none of the ceiling tiles were ajar. I swallowed my mouthful hastily and raced back upstairs. Up there, a little light filtered in through the windows from the blinking icicle lights that the council strings along the shop fronts in an attempt to bring Christmas cheer to the summer-heated concrete streets. In the intermittent icy blue light, I saw that the bathroom door was ajar. I crept forward, my bare feet finding every crumb I’d failed to vacuum up after my last baking session. Just before I reached the bathroom, I stepped on something worse than a crumb. I wasn’t sure what it was, but it sent pain ricocheting through my heel and right up my leg.
“Ow!” So much for stealth. I rubbed my sore foot and something cuboid, sharp-edged and plastic dropped off. It was a Lego brick. I scowled down at it. I don’t even own any Lego. I didn’t think the hamsters were into Lego either. Someone must have entered the apartment with it. And I was willing to bet that someone was in the bathroom. I strode forward, but on tiptoes in case any more children’s toys had been discarded on the floor, then flung the bathroom door wide. “Gotcha!” I yelled—then stood blinking stupidly at the half eaten gingernut lying squarely in the middle of my hot tub. 
I tapped on the floor.
“Did you guys leave that thing in there?” I asked the hamsters, sure they would be there, in the space between my floor and the shop ceiling. Sure enough, there was a squeak in reply. Let’s face it, that squeak could have meant anything.  
“It looks entirely out of place in my hot tub. And if you don’t remove it pronto, there will be consequences. Like no more gingernuts. I’ll give you five minutes.“ I stalked out of the bathroom and stepped on the plastic brick again. My screech of pain could have woken the undead. When I’d finished hopping about the hallway, I set a timer for the hamsters while I got back into bed. Sleep is precious, after all. 
But sleep eluded me as the mysteries plucked at my mind. I couldn’t imagine how the hamsters had got into the hot tub in the first place, let alone why they’d left half a gingernut there. The tub walls were slick, steep plastic, much higher than their usual climbing ability allowed them to scale. Then there was the puzzle of the Lego brick. Not to mention the dirty mug. Hamsters don’t even drink tea. I sighed and levered myself upright again. I was going to have to check the rest of my apartment. 
This time I took the time to put slippers on—no more Lego caltrops would get me. I still tiptoed down the hall. Peering into the bathroom, I was pleased to see that the gingernut was gone. I don’t know how they managed it so quietly. 
There are only four rooms in my apartment: the bedroom, the bathroom, the kitchen and the living room. The living room is a sort of all-purpose room with a desk, a sofa and a TV. The bathroom is the only room with a view, looking out towards the volcano that lords it over the city. Given the size of the apartment, it surprised me I hadn’t heard the intruder by now. I flashed my phone light around the room. Everything seemed to be in the same state as usual, with the added bonus of the Christmas tree. There was… stuff… everywhere. It’s possible I spend too much time reading and not enough time tidying. 
I picked my way between the stacks of books I’d brought upstairs so as to be sure I knew the contents when making customer recommendations (that is, so I got to read them before anyone else did). Yesterday’s tea mug perched precariously on the edge of my desk beside a stack of bills. My light caught an unexpected splash of colour on top of the bills. Surely that wasn’t there yesterday? I slid between the sofa and the TV and leaned over, angling the light so I could see. A fake train ticket, drawn in neon-pink felt-tip pen, lay upon the desk. That wasn’t the work of hamsters. I racked my brains. Who would have left me such a thing? It’s not like we even have trains around here. And no-one would ever think the ticket was real given the way it was drawn. I gave a long-suffering sigh. It looked like I was the victim of an invasion of pixies. Dangerously childish pixies at that. 
“Alright, I know you’re in here,” I said, raising my voice to be sure anything hiding in corners, behind the clock or in the kitchen could hear me. “I will be laying traps and wards in the morning. This is your only warning, so I suggest you leave now.” 
Disappointingly, there was no mad rush for the windows. In fact, nothing moved at all. Either the pixies had gone for the night, or they were lying low. I took one last look at the train ticket. Interesting. It had a badly spelled destination on it. It was hard to make out, but I thought it said something like ‘habor brij’. That had to mean ‘harbour bridge’. Also, it seemed that pixies couldn’t spell. 
I was going to have to talk to the werewolf pack tomorrow. Not only was the northern end of the harbour bridge on their land, but they also had the best noses for sniffing out pesky pixies. Before I did that, I would need to get the pixie’s scent. And that meant scent traps. My shoulders drooped. It didn’t seem like I’d be getting much sleep tonight after all. 
I spent over an hour gathering bits and pieces for the scent traps. Empty glass jars saved from the recycling, blotting paper from my grandmother’s ancient writing set that I’d always meant to get around to using, and lures to get the pixies to walk over the blotting paper, were the key ingredients.
It took a lot of fiddling, and some careful consideration of which direction draughts blew through the apartment, but I was satisfied in the end that if any pixies traversed my kitchen or living room, I’d catch their scent. I stumbled back to bed, barely noticing the lack of further Lego on the floor, and fell into a deep sleep. 






  
  Chapter Three

A batch of muffins


Iwoke up late, of course. Strong coffee with a dash of cardamom got me down to the bookshop just early enough to open the doors on time, and I was blearily tidying the shelves, the grimoire playing ‘Here comes the sun’ with cheery abandon, when Ms Shifty pink-hair from yesterday walked in. She’d ditched the trilby today, and I could see her hair was green-tinted at the base where the pink hair-dye was growing out. Dryad, for sure, I thought. She marched up to me, and I braced myself for an angry customer rant. But she surprised me. 
“Sorry about yesterday,” she said with an apologetic grimace. “I’m a private investigator researching a murder, and my key suspect was in here. That short lady in the fancy clothes.”
I could believe that the red-head had violence potential, but a murderer? 
“That’s a big accusation to be making,” I said. 
“I know, I’m just trying to explain why I got all weird. I was worried about my daughter, too.” Her hand went to adjust the hat that wasn’t there. She shifted her hair instead, uneasily. “Damn, I miss that hat,” she said. “I wondered if I’d dropped it in here?”
I shook my head. “Sorry, there were no missing hats here when I closed up yesterday. Did you want to check out the pruning section while you’re in here?” 
I pride myself on remembering details like that. Of course, our pruning books aren’t run-of-the-mill, since they offer advice on how to deal with rogue ents, sentient willows and the like, alongside standard pruning advice, but I figured that might be the sort of thing she was after.
She smiled unexpectedly, a warm, friendly smile that she could use more often. I decided she was definitely a customer I wouldn’t mind having back, no matter how shifty she had seemed at first.
“Yes, thanks. I’ve got a temporary job with an arborist company, and it’s a bit beyond my skill set.”
I raised my eyebrows. An arborist dryad was not something you see every day. Landscape gardening dryads, yes, but arborists are usually the ones removing trees, which dryads don’t like at all. Still, if it had brought her to my bookshop to buy books, then I wouldn’t complain. 
“It’s not my regular gig,” she hastened to explain. “Just a means to an end. But I need to put up a good show.” 
I nodded as though I knew what she meant, but I knew nothing about private investigators and not much more about arborists, and besides, I was still thinking about pixies. I’d have to go check the traps in my lunch break. I’d meant to put up fresh wards this morning too, but sleeping in had nixed that plan. 
“Where would I find the books?” she asked, impatience creeping into her voice. 
“I’ll show you what we’ve got,” I said, and took her to the correct shelves.
Dirk showed up a little later, just as Ms Shifty was leaving. She’d had time to look at everything we had, but she hadn’t bought a single book.  
“I’ll be back after work for those books,” she called from the door. 
“Great,” I called back. I could always do with a sale. Although I’d been gifted the bookshop complete with stock, I still had to pay rent on the building. My benefactors hadn’t owned that, worse luck. “Morning, Dirk. How did the recipes work out?”
The werewolf turned away from ogling Ms Shifty. At least I assumed that was what he was doing, staring at her. I suppressed a twinge of jealousy. Not that we had any relationship outside the bookshop.
“Good. Need more.”
I wish werewolves believed in full and rounded sentences. But Dirk always makes his point clear. I took a deep breath.
“I need your nose,” I told him. 
“Why?”
“I think I’ve got a pixie invasion,” I said. “I set scent traps, and I thought you might be interested since they also left a weird train ticket with the harbour bridge listed as a destination.”
“Why?”
Dirk is nothing if not to-the-point. 
“I don’t know why. But I can’t have pixies running around the shop and my apartment. There’s no telling what mischief they’d cause, not to mention they’re waking me up at night. And I have no idea why the bridge is mentioned.”
“Bring scent.”
“I can’t just leave the bookshop,” I objected.
“Close.”
He was right, of course. I could afford to close for five minutes, long enough to collect last night’s scent traps. But the scent might be disturbed if I moved them. Plus they weren’t labeled by location. I closed the shop door, stuck a ‘back in five minutes’ sign on it, then beckoned to Dirk, and took the stairs to my apartment. Dirk followed close enough behind that I could feel his slightly panting breath on the back of my neck. I trust Dirk, else I wouldn’t let him in my apartment, but that was still disturbing. As we reached the top of the stairs, a strange smell assaulted my nostrils. Wondering what it was, and where it was coming from, I followed my nose to the kitchen. The smell grew stronger and stronger, overwhelming the scent of pine from my tree. 
As soon as I saw the big cake-like things cooling on my cake rack, I knew my scent traps had been in vain. Someone had baked a batch of marmite and carrot muffins. Surely even a werewolf couldn’t smell pixies over that… odour. 
“Oh, no!” I said. “They’ve been here again!” I covered my nose and mouth, trying to avoid breathing in the smell. 
Dirk’s eyes were on the muffins. His nostrils flared a little, and he licked his lips. 
“Tasty,” he said.
“I thought you were keto this week?” I asked, distracted for a moment from my pixie problem. 
“Don’t care.” 
I guess I wasn’t surprised. Dirk’s a chef, and the chief cook for his pack, but he’s never been one to stick to a diet plan, judging by the array of cookbooks he buys. 
“Well, you can have them,” I said. “Can you smell the perpetrator, though? Even a little bit?” I wasn’t hopeful, but perhaps Dirk’s nasal ability was better than I thought.
Dirk lifted his nose, sniffing, and as I showed him my scent traps around the apartment, he brought each one close to his face. I tried to ignore the snuffling sounds.
“This one,” he said at last, holding the blotting-paper-in-a-glass-jar trap that I had positioned on my bathroom shelf, just over the hot tub.
“And it’s not hamster?” I asked, a little dubiously. I couldn’t smell anything other than the muffins myself.
“No,” he agreed. “Pixie. Or elf.”
An elf on the shelf? That’s all I needed. I have wards against elves as well as pixies. It was clearly time for a refresh. I checked the soap for footprints. I’d have to clean the whole bathroom now. Even if I wasn’t allergic to other species, I didn’t like the idea of all my things being used—or walked on—by beings I didn’t know. I’ve got used to the hamsters, but that’s enough for me. 
A sneeze from Dirk interrupted my surreptitious search for footprints. He had his nose pressed close to the join between the window and the shower stall. “Not elf. Not on shelf.” 
“Nice rhyme,” I said without thinking. 
Dirk looked at me in silent accusation. 
“Sorry.” I don’t think he’s forgiven me for giving him a book of blank verse poetry for Christmas last year. What can I say? It had a wolf on the cover. “Did something come through there?”
“Escaped.”
“Oh.” Apparently, I was too late to catch the pixies on the premises. 
Speaking of late... I looked at my watch. “I’ve got to get back to the shop!”
“Muffins?” Dirk said.
“Of course you can take them,” I assured him. “Just don’t eat them in the shop, OK?” I’d be glad to have that smell out of the apartment. Only a werewolf, or perhaps a reindeer, would enjoy them. 
Dirk bounded back towards the kitchen, and I waited for him to return—his mouth and hands full of muffin—before heading downstairs to re-open the bookshop. 
Trade picked up that afternoon. With Christmas approaching, a full moon just around the corner, as well as the Solstice coming up, plenty of people were buying gifts. Books and candles practically flew off the shelves. 
But for some of my customers, buying a book was harder than it should have been. 
“I’m sorry. I just don’t have any more Scandinavian folk tales,” I explained
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