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This book is written in New Zealand English. 
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Trees are Earth’s endless effort to speak to the listening heaven 
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“Iwant to report a murder,” said the diminutive blond woman standing in front of my desk. She made me feel like a giant. Well, I’m used to that, I guess. I’m the tall, statuesque type. But seriously, this woman was cushions to see over the steering wheel small. I tried to ignore the feeling and addressed her problem. 

“You need to call the police,” I said. “I don’t do murders. Petty theft or embezzlement, sure. Cheating husbands, no problem. Murders, no. The police cover murders.” I suppressed a sigh. I could do with an actual case. 

“I did call them,” she retorted. “They didn’t listen.”

“Are you sure? In my experience the police are very down on homicide.”

“Homicide, yes. That implies murder of humans. This is more complicated.” 

“How can murder be complicated?” I asked. 

She gave an exasperated sigh. I wasn’t liking this woman at all, but I needed work, so I gave an encouraging “Hmm?”

“When it’s not exactly a human murder, of course.”

Murder-not-of-humans? That could be something I could deal with. I sat forward. My chair creaked loudly as I did so. I’d tried fixing it myself a few times, but it always broke again. I really just needed a new one. If I had more lucrative cases, it’d be the first thing I bought – after I’d paid the rent on this office, fixed my ailing car, replaced the kitchen cupboard doors that kept falling off, and bought a ton of non-perishable groceries to see me through the lean times. Seemed likely I’d be sitting on this creaky chair for a few more years. 

Focus, Ngaire.

“How can murder be complicated? Perhaps you should tell me a bit more,” I invited. 

The woman looked dubiously at me, her gaze lingering on my crown of pink hair. People always judge me by my hair.

“I guess it can’t hurt,” she muttered. 

I nodded and waved a hand at my only other chair, a hard wooden escapee from a school classroom. I’d acquired it from a junk pile, but it was surprisingly sturdy. Just seriously uncomfortable, which was why I wasn’t the one sitting on it. 

“Start at the beginning,” I said. 

The woman looked suspiciously at the chair, took out a handkerchief and dusted the seat. I barely restrained myself from rolling my eyes. 

Never insult the client, remember? You need her cash.

“I came home last night about 7 o’clock,” she began. “That’s later than usual. I take the train home and there’s always delays at the inner-city stations. Too many people trying to get on, that sort of thing. But last night was crazy, I was standing on that train for an hour while the police searched every carriage with sniffer dogs.”

“That isn’t normal, is it?” I asked. I don’t take trains, too many people in close proximity does bad things to my state of mind. 

“No, usually it’s just commuters. There’s barely standing room anyway, I almost got trampled when they came through. I don’t know what they were looking for. I was by the window and they didn’t take anyone when they left.” 

She sounded sad about that. People are weird. Did she want to see someone arrested to make up for her boring time stuck on a train? Perhaps so. People can be pretty vindictive. Not my business, though, so I ignored it. 

“OK, so you came home late. Then what?”

“Well, then I put on some water to boil while I had a wine…” 

“Red or white?” I asked. 

The woman looked startled. 

“Red. Pinot noir. Why do you ask?”

Great, now she thought I was crazy. I wasn’t about to expound on my theory that red wine drinkers were more likely to be involved with crime – I had no actual proof, anyway – so I shook my head. 

“Just a routine question, ma’am. Please continue.”

She looked at me suspiciously, but did so. 

“I started on the dinner. I usually make it for both of us, because I can’t – couldn’t – stand his cooking.” 

A sob caught at her words. Whoever this ‘he’ was must have meant something to her. The victim? 

“I was making penne pasta with pesto.” 

I covered my smirk with my hand. Definitely inappropriate to display amusement at her alliterative dinner. She must have noticed though, because she daggered another look at me.

“Anyway, once I had finished cooking, I went to the back door to call him in for dinner, and that’s when I saw it.” Another sob. “He was just lying there in the back yard. There was sap everywhere.”

I sat bolt upright. The chair creaked again, of course. 

“Excuse me ma’am, did you say sap?”

She glared at me defiantly. 

“Yes, sap. My partner was a dryad.”

Well, no wonder she didn’t have much luck with the police. Dryads are funny things. Tree spirits, obviously. But they can embody themselves as humans, at least while they’re alive. They’re an endangered species these days, as you can imagine. I say ‘they’. Maybe it’s a bit more personal than that. But no need to dwell on my problems. The point is, a dead dryad doesn’t embody a human anymore. So, no matter what he was in life, this woman’s partner would have looked like a tree in death. And the police don’t deal with murdered trees, worse luck. 

I took a deep breath and let it out again. The chances of it being someone I knew were slim. This was a big city, even if there weren’t many dryads.  

“You’d better tell me more,” I said. “It sounds like you may have a case for me after all. You’ve seen my rates?”

The smallest wrinkle creased her delicately upturned nose. Yep, she’d seen my rates all right. I charge high, because my case numbers are low. I’m good, though, my clients get what they pay for. 

“I’ll need you to sign this indemnity form. Any hazards arising to you as a result of the pursuit of your case are not subject to prosecution, my safety is to be guaranteed at all times, fifty percent of the case fee to be paid in advance, the rest on completion of the case, ten percent of the total fee to be reinvested in the carbon sink project of your choosing.” I rattled off my standard terms, hoping she wouldn’t query anything. She blinked at the last item, but let it pass. I guess anyone with a dryad for a partner is going to be in favour of trees. I don’t know why I bother to tell clients that’s what will happen to their money, except that it sort of justifies why I charge more. 

“Yes,” she agreed. “I want justice. It’s not right that the police won’t even investigate. He was a person, a living, breathing, loving person.” She sniffed delicately, and a tear appeared on cue at the corner of one eye. Finally, some emotion. Or else she was a good actor. There was something a bit off about this woman, but with a bona fide case about to land, I wasn’t going to quibble over personality. Not unless it seriously impinged on my investigations. 

“Justice, I can’t promise, but I’ll do my best to find out what happened. Please sign here, and we can go into details.” I pushed over my tablet with the forms I’d had written up for me by a lawyer friend (sounds like a contradiction, I know), and handed her a stylus. I held my breath while she signed. Formalities complete, and cash winging its way electronically to my bank account, I relaxed just the slightest bit. That was at least a month’s rent sorted, no matter how the investigation actually went. “Thank you, Ms…” I read the form. “Ms Solanum. Or can I call you Bella?”

“Ms Solanum will do fine.” She smiled, but there was a glitter of ice in her gaze. Fine with me, I don’t need to be friends with my clients. 

I pulled the tablet closer to me and opened up a new file. I’m a big fan of spreadsheets, but databases are even better. All those lovely connections, reaching out like roots. My new file was the start of a series of entries I’d add to my existing database, hopefully to reveal links no-one else had spotted. I knew the police used databases too, so when I went into the PI business, investing in one had been the first thing I did. My fingers poised over the keys. 

“So, what was your partner’s name?”

“Ash. Ash Brake.”
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