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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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She knows who killed her ex—but can she bring the killer to justice? 

Part-dryad private investigator Ngaire has her work cut out for her while she moonlights as an arborist, crosses words (and occasionally pruning tools) with orcs and elves, and most important of all, tries to keep her daughter safe from the killer: a rogue wood spirit with a side hustle in real estate.But there’s something deeper at work in the city. While werewolves bay about territorial rights above ground, unbeknownst to Ngaire, a secret network is forming below the city. Can she tap into the network to solve her problems, or will her inability to fully transform keep her from connecting with this critical resource?














  
  

Chapter 1
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I’m not usually the victim of attempted murder. But then, every day brings a new challenge. I watched the ill-intentioned skogsrå who’d orchestrated the murder attempt speed off in her car with a sinking sensation in the pit of my stomach. She’d tried to kill me, too, and now she’d escaped. Would she be back to try her hand again? I didn’t know. 

The orc lumberjacks who’d tried to use chainsaws against me at her instigation only minutes ago, were lying in groaning heaps here and there, bound by ropes or vines. A fast-growing vine had suspended at least one of the chainsaws they’d wielded several metres up a tree. That one made me grin.

“I guess you’re not interested in joining our crew now?” their leader asked me. The same vines that had removed his chainsaw pinned him to a tree. I didn’t think they’d hold him there for long; orcs are well known for their strength and cunning and I was sure he’d find a way out before long. It was bad enough working with elves. Orcs were a step too far for me, even before they’d attacked me. Despite the fact that it was the skogsrå who had made them do it, taking over their souls in some way I didn’t understand. 

I gave a disbelieving laugh. “You guess right,” I agreed. My gaze shifted to the suburban street where, not long before, I’d been working with an arborist crew. I’d been moonlighting with them for less than a day, using a short-term job with the company as a front to investigate the murder of my ex. As a part-dryad, I don’t hold with arborists, but my ex had been working for the company when he died. That made it an obvious place to start digging for clues to his murder. So far, at least, I hadn’t been forced to choose between my principles and the job at hand; the elves I was working with had been happy enough to examine trees while I told the neighbours what was going on. It had made a good pretext for finding out if Ash, my ex, had been in the area. 

Almost too good, now I came to think it through. Did all arborist companies employ people to do that? More likely, they just came, chopped down trees, then left again. I was going to have to have a serious talk with those elves. After I’d thanked them for saving my life, of course. Despite the amazing things I’d achieved through the myconet, I’d been losing that battle before they turned up. The orcs who worked for the skogsrå, Ms Solanum, had been on the point of mowing me down at her behest when the arborist elves had swung to the rescue, using the tools of their trade to overcome the group of orcs. I hated that I hadn’t been able to rescue myself. That’s dryads for you, losing the battle since we were first incarnated.  

It was hardly my fault that Ms Solanum had employed me to find my ex’s killer, all the while knowing she’d been responsible for the killing herself. I surely hadn’t deserved to join Ash in the embrace of death for finding that out. Ms Solanum had thought otherwise. She seemed to have some way of controlling the orcs, who’d attacked me with the tools they had to hand. Distressingly powerful chainsaws and assorted pruning tools, as it happened, because they too worked for an arborist company. There seemed to be far too many of those around for dryadly comfort.

Despite the summer sun brightening the afternoon, the place was a mess. Water from a naiad attack made deep puddles on the street, twigs and branches littered the road, and the path I stood on was buckled and broken by rogue tree roots. Tree roots I'd called up.  

New-build apartments filled most of the surrounding properties, but the property I stood by was now a thicket of tall kahikatea trees, draped with vines. Somehow, I’d done that. I’d called both trees and vines to life through the mycorrhizal link we shared, awakening a dormant seed bank. It shouldn’t have been possible. Even a full dryad couldn’t have done it. But there it was, a patch of mature forest filling a suburban property, where before there had been scraped earth and sawn-up dead sessiles. There had to be something more going on. 

But whatever had enabled me to create the forest wasn’t talking. Trees don’t talk, as a rule, at least not in ways most people understand. While I’m not most people, my abilities are limited, and my toes, which can extend root-like into the soil to enable me to listen in to the myconet, were bruised and aching. I wasn’t questioning any more trees today. I crouched down and pulled off my broken boots one at a time, then massaged my sore feet. 

The naiad who’d broken out of her concrete channel in order to help me drained back into the stream that ran through the property, leaving smaller puddles on the edge of the pavement and mud through what I could see of the forest. A few minutes later, she reappeared in human form, looking as dishevelled as you’d expect after a tussle, but also somehow elegant and serene. She was middling height, slender, and dark of hair and skin. I don’t know what exactly made me sure she was the naiad; something about the liquid way her hair flowed, perhaps. No human can achieve that look without a lot of time and products.

“Are you all right?” she asked. “You can call me Erin,” she added when I didn’t answer at once.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, straightening up and shoving my feet into my boots again. The ends of the boots flapped open, but they’d still give me a bit of protection from the rough concrete street. “Thanks for your help.” I probably wouldn’t have made it through the last few minutes without the naiad’s intervention. And the elves. I was building up favours owed in all directions today. 

“It was my pleasure,” she said, with a slanting smile. “Besides, your tree roots destroyed the concrete walls of my prison. I’m free for the first time in decades.”

Understanding dawned. I’d spotted the concrete-enclosed stream when I arrived at the property before I was attacked. It was something I kept an eye out for, as a private investigator who often dealt with supernatural cases. Grumpy naiads were a common cause of floods. Convincing landowners to address the cause of their persistent flood problems was often the trickiest part of the job. 

“Glad to help,” I told her. It wasn’t completely a lie. I hated seeing naiads bound in concrete. And it also meant that I didn’t owe her a favour. But no wonder my toes felt bruised. Not only had they stretched beyond their usual myconet-interaction length, but they’d also helped break down concrete walls. Ouch. 

“I owe you,” she said. “But right now, I’m going to go explore the forest. I want to see some stream banks that aren’t concrete.” Without waiting for a response, she flowed back into the trees. 
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Over the last couple of hours, I’d figured out that my ex’s killer was none other than his current partner. She was the descendant of a Scandinavian forest spirit known as a skogsrå. Not to mention that she was the woman who had hired me to find his killer. But Ms Solanum had bested me. My best partial metamorphosis hadn’t stopped her from using her magical wiles to get others to harm me. 

Even now my toes ached from their extended period as metamorphosed vines. As a part-dryad with little practice in or inclination to use metamorphosis, my toe-vines were one of just two dryadic traits I could control. I’m not capable of a full transformation to tree form—unlike my ex, Ash, who I’d last seen as a pile of badly sawn logs. Death did not become him. 

The thing is, while most people have some sort of general knowledge about dryads, only a few are aware that they return to tree form on their death. Our death. Though with my mixed heritage, who knows? The point was that with Ash resembling a chopped-up tree, his murderer couldn’t prove who he’d been, and therefore that he was dead. A missing person report wouldn’t release his property to Ms Solanum, and that was apparently what she really wanted. 

Since I was a private investigator, I felt I should have put together the clues leading to her culpability before she actually attacked me. My only defence was that I hadn’t expected the person who had employed me to find Ash’s murderer, to be the killer herself. 

It seemed that the only reason she’d hired me was because she thought that as a dryad P.I., I’d be able to prove Ash’s personhood. She might have wanted to pull the wool over my eyes as well. After all, as soon as I’d discovered Ash was gone, I would have investigated on my daughter’s account. Ms Solanum had just sped up that process. Of course, the down payment towards the investigation fee had certainly sidetracked me at first. After all, who pays to get themselves found out?

As complicated situations went, this one was right at the top. Thank Daphne, the original dryad, the lumberjacks she’d co-opted hadn’t touched me with their chainsaws before my vines took action to neutralise the threat. Dryads, and part-dryads, aren’t good at fast action reflexes. Well, maybe if there was a dryad with kudzu DNA, they’d be fast. But that’s not me. 

With shaking fingers, I tugged out the ponytail in which I’d bound back my pink hair that morning. I’d been aiming for a semi-professional look. I didn’t think I’d be getting much more work done today, professional or otherwise.

I turned to Rez and Dez, the elven work colleagues who had come to my aid. At this rate I was going to have to re-think my opinion of them. We hadn’t got off to a good start, but they were improving on further acquaintance. Saving my life had certainly helped.

“Thanks for the rescue, guys.” There, that was a good start, right? I’m a big fan of women standing up for themselves, so it really grated that I’d had to be rescued. It especially grated that I’d had to be rescued by the elves who I was almost sure had been trying to hit on me earlier in the day. Although it has to be said, I’m out of practice in the dating field. They could have been trying to be friendly in an ordinary way.

“Anytime,” Rez said. “If there’s a damsel in distress, we’re there.”

“No worries, sheila,” added Dez. “Happy to help a dame.”

Then again, I might just kill them myself if they didn’t ease up on the old-fashioned language.

The elves gave me a lift back to my car in the work truck. They didn’t make jokes in poor taste or try any innuendo. If anything, their mood was subdued, despite their win over the lumberjacks. I barely recognised the beings I’d met that morning. They didn’t even keep up the damsel-in-distress jokes. They did get lost a couple of times though, so they hadn’t been pretending they needed help when they’d asked me to navigate earlier. 

“OK, guys, break it to me gently.” I said. “What’s got you so down?” 

“That was Ash’s partner, wasn’t it?” Dez asked. The elves had worked with Ash; I guess they’d known him pretty well. Perhaps they’d met Ms Solanum before, too. “Have they split or something?”

“It was,” I agreed. “And 'or something’ is right. Did she say anything to you?” It would be helpful if she’d given herself away in front of witnesses who weren’t in her thrall. But Dez shook his head.

“Nah, just figured it out from the general situation. Plus, some of those trees the orcs were cutting were ones he’d had marked to keep standing.”

A bitter taste flooded my mouth. That meant that the logs the lumberjacks had been hoisting around had been sessiles, old dryads who’d settled down to watch the world go past in tree form. 

“Remind me never to give in to the urge to go sessile,” I said aloud, not caring anymore if the elves knew of my dryadic heritage. They could probably tell anyway, given my performance back at the grove where an unknown naiad and I had battled the skogsrå, Ms Solanum. Plus, my toes hadn’t retracted easily, leaving me limping and in pain. My work boots were ruined. It was a good thing I’d only taken the job as cover to find out what had happened to Ash, because I’d have to pay for new boots out of my own rather threadbare pocket, if I was continuing in the job past the next few days. 

“No worries though, if it happened, we’d make sure you got to a grove well away from developers,” Rez told me, recovering his usual spirits enough to give me a wink.

“Thanks. I think.” 

We drove in silence for a while. Dez was the one to interrupt it. 

“You heading home now?”

I gave him a sharp glance. “Why do you ask?” 

“It’s probably nothing… but Ash used to talk about his daughter sometimes. His and yours, I guess. If that woman knows about her—and I’m sure she does, Ash used to talk about his daughter’s visits all the time—she might just try to use your daughter against you.”

Willow. Our daughter, the only thing we had left in common. I suddenly felt uneasy. She should be on the other side of the harbour bridge, far from here, but even so… would she be safe? 

The seat belt pulled against my shoulder and locked as Dez hit the brakes for a red traffic light, sending me forward with a lurch. “Can’t you use a back route?” I asked, seeing the traffic on the other side of the lights was also stationary. I felt a desperate urge to get home and check that Willow was OK. School had closed for the summer break a couple of days ago, so she was amusing herself, theoretically at home. Realistically, she had probably gone out with friends. Somewhere. My fingers shook as I pulled out my phone and sent her a quick ‘where are you’ text. Why had I ever let her talk me into removing that tracking app I’d had on her phone when she was younger? I rubbed my suddenly sweaty palms on my overall, waiting for a reply. 

“There is no back way from here,” Dez said. “Check the map if you like.” Apparently, he wasn’t lost anymore.

I forced myself to lean back and relax enough to unlock the seatbelt. “What idiot designed these roads anyway?” I grumbled. 

I hadn’t realised that the elves knew who I was. That Ash had talked about me at all. It was disconcerting. 

“Ms Solanum still needs me,” I said. I was still using the name she’d given me; not as any sort of honorific, but because I felt it gave me more emotional distance. She’d never be Bella to me. “She’s got no reason to go after Willow.” I didn’t really believe it, though. The skogsrå hadn’t seemed like she needed me anymore when she’d ordered her lumberjacks to cut me down like the tree I almost was at that moment. 

It took us an age, but eventually we got back to the arborist’s office where I’d left my little white EV. I jumped out of the truck as soon as the elf between me and the door was out of the way, eager to be in a safe, familiar space again. 

My phone dinged when I was halfway to my car.

‘I’m fine, Mum!’ the message read. 

My heart rate slowed down enough for me to take a deeper breath. Willow was alive. But where was she? I hastily sent a return message demanding more information. 

“Best check in with the old man,” Rez said. 

He’d followed me out of the truck. Why? 

“He’ll let you go early once he knows what happened, but it’s better to keep on his good side, eh?” 

I hadn’t intended to keep the job longer than absolutely necessary—as soon as I was forced to actually climb a tree, they’d see how badly suited I was for the position. But I could do with a little extra cash flow. Especially since the second half of my P.I. fee from Ms Solanum seemed unlikely to come my way. It’s not a thing I’ve got much experience in, but it seemed to me that if someone tried to kill you, they were unlikely to pay you afterwards. Perhaps I should stay on the good side of the gruff and grizzled boss, at least for now. The urgency of my worry for Willow was slightly abated; I could spare a minute or two to keep this job. 

I pushed my work boots into shape and strode into the office. The boss was in there, staring at his computer screen, just as he had been when I left. He seemed startled when I came in, glaring at me from lowered grey brows. 

“You’re back early. Done already?” he asked. 

“N-no,” I stammered. “There was a bit of an incident.” Damn, I thought. I don’t stammer. I must have been more shaken up than I’d realised.

Dez tramped into the room behind me, the mesh-covered screen door banging closed behind him. For an elf, he wasn’t exactly graceful—except when he was climbing trees, of course. 

“Ash’s partner tried to kill her,” he said bluntly. 

“Um, yes,” I agreed. “And I need to go and check that my daughter’s safe.”

The boss rubbed the back of his neck. “Hm. Sounds a bit dodgy. Least it wasn’t a health and safety breach from our side,” he said. “That’d mean paperwork.” He shot me a piercing glare. “You’ll be back tomorrow?”

“Er- yes. Absolutely.” 

“Good. Off you go then.” He transferred his glare to Dez. “Dez, you and Rez can finish the job down at the sports club.” 

I shuffled my broken boots, wondering if I should say something else. Really, I should be questioning my boss, to see if he’d come across Ms. Solanum. But my brain wasn’t pumping electrons as fast as it should be, and I couldn’t think where to begin. 

“Why are you still here?” the boss asked. “Go see your daughter. And get those boots mended while you’re at it. We’re not made of money.”

“I’m just going,” I said hastily, and escaped out the door. 

I drove home in socks. It was easier than wearing the boots. I couldn’t travel fast enough; Willow hadn’t replied to my second message, and I felt an urgent need to see her and make sure she was alive and well. 

But when I got home, all I found was a covered bowl of gazpacho soup—Willow cooks a lot more than I do, mostly because she’s better at it—and a note. 

Gone shopping with a friend, it said. Enjoy your meal.

Cursing the irresponsible habits of teenagers on vacation, I ate the soup. I’d started trembling with shock on the way home. I’m not used to people trying to kill me. I felt more myself once I’d eaten. Then I sent Willow another message. 

“Chill, Mum, I’m in a bookshop,” was the partly reassuring answer I got. No-one got killed in a bookshop, did they? Still, once I’d got the name of the bookshop from her, I set off again at once, even though it meant paying the bridge toll again and going back the way I’d come. I could always get a book on horticulture to ease me into the job I’d found myself in, I reasoned. But she was far too close to my last sighting of Ms Solanum for comfort. I paused only to don a wide-brimmed hat and dark glasses, as well as a long coat. I might as well go disguised, if I was going anywhere that Ms Solanum might see me. 
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My map app had told me that the bookshop was back over the bridge, and traffic was just as bad as always, so it was nearly noon by the time I located it, jittering behind the wheel all the way. I found a short-term car park nearby and ran up the hill towards the bookshop, not bothering to stop and pay for parking. I found myself gasping for breath as I ran, so panicked was I. I had to slow down to find the bookshop, though. It was barely advertised from the outside, but had a stream of customers entering through its peeling blue door. 

I ducked inside between a werewolf and a regular human couple, and started searching for my daughter among the bookshelves. 

As a part-dryad, I have mixed feelings about books. Reading words printed on the mulched and pressed remains of what could have been friends or colleagues is like some sort of necromancy, if you ask me. The advent of eBooks made the whole process of reading much more attractive. I suspected a dryad had been behind that invention. I relied on online sources a lot of the time for much the same reason. Still, physical books could be useful sources of information, and I was impressed that Willow had chosen a bookshop as her destination rather than a gaming parlour or something like that. 

Willow wasn’t there. The crowded shop held a wide range of customers, both mundane and otherwise. In other circumstances I’d consider it a great place for people-watching, one of a PI’s stock-in-trade activities. As it was, they were just unwanted bodies in between me and my daughter. I circled the aisles three times before I was certain she wasn’t in the building. 

I sent another text, and another, hoping the repeated pings would get Willow to answer, wherever she was. I hesitated before sending a third message—what if she was hiding somewhere and my messages gave away her position?

I was talking to the bookshop owner, hoping Willow would saunter in at any moment, or at least answer her phone, when I spotted Ms Solanum. What was she doing here? My heart raced. Blood pounded in my ears, drowning out the shopkeeper’s voice. I couldn’t face Ms Solanum after the morning’s misadventures. I don’t know what, if anything, I said to the shopkeeper, but I was out the door in seconds. I had to find Willow, and I was prepared to risk my neck to make sure she was safe—but there was nothing to be gained by being in the same place as the person who’d tried to have me killed that morning. 

Back at my car, I was just in time to avoid getting a parking fine. The grey-clad stone fey parking attendant scowled at me as I buckled in. He’d obviously been itching to fine someone and ruin their day. Some fey are like that. They’d be happier if they went back into the hills they came from—except that often, those hills are now covered with houses, and too crowded for fey, who usually prefer solitary haunts. That didn’t mean I was happy to have the fey’s discontent taken out on me. I put my foot down harder on the accelerator than I usually would, to speed my exit. Then I had to slam on the brakes, because the pre-holiday traffic was bumper-to-bumper. 

I called Willow this time instead of relying on a text message, putting the phone on speaker so I wouldn’t be pulled up for using my phone while driving. I knew where Ms Solanum was, and Willow wasn’t there, so I shouldn’t be endangering her with my call.

“Where are you, Willow?” I asked as soon as she answered. 

“At the food court. Why?” Her tone was plaintive. I could hardly blame her; I usually let her run her own life. Mostly. But then, she didn’t usually have her father’s killer in the area. 

“Something’s come up. I need to pick you up now.” 

“But-” 

“Are you in the mall near your dad’s place?” I’d made the guess based on teenage appetites; the mall had shown up on my map to the bookshop, and it had a food court. Willow might have made a healthy gazpacho for me, but I’d put money on her buying something fried. 

“Yes, but-”

“I’ll be there in five. Don’t leave, OK?”

“Mum!”

I hung up. There wasn’t time to deal with teenage angst. Ms Solanum could already be on Willow’s track. And if Bella Solanum got me and Willow out of the way, Ash’s property would be hers. The question was, was the lure of property enough to ignite her murderous instincts? My morning’s experience suggested that it was. She was a property developer in her spare time, after all. I wriggled my toes in uncomfortable memory. My toes had retracted back into shape after turning themselves into vines earlier, but every one of them felt bruised. 
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