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ONLY WHEN MISTRESSHOLLY HAD RETIRED TO HER apartment above the store would Dick
Bobbins peep out from behind the furnace where held spent the day dreaming and drowsing and reading
the books he borrowed from the shelves upstairs. He would carefully check the basement for unexpected
visitorsand listen for atelltale floorboard to creak from above. Only when he was very very surethat the
mistress, and especidly her little dog, had both, indeed, gone upstairs, would he creep dl the way out of
his hidden hobhole.

Every night, hefollowed the sameroutine.

Standing on the cement floor, he brushed the deeves of hisdrab little jacket and combed his curly brown
hair with hisfingers. Rubbing his pams briskly together, he plucked last night's borrowed book from his
hidey-hole and made hisway up the steep basement stepsto the store. Standing only 2 feet high, this
might have been an arduous process al on its own, but he was quick and agile, as ahob should be, and
innotimeat al held be stlanding in among the books, consdering where to begin the night'swork.

There was dusting and sweeping to do, books to be put away. Lovely books. It didn't matter to Dick if
they were serious |eather-bound tomes or paperbacks with garish covers. He loved them all, for they
were filled with words, and words were magic to this hob. Wise and clever humans had used some
marvellous spdll to imbue each book with every kind of story and character you could imagine, and many
you couldn'. If you knew the key to unlock the words, you could experience them dll.

Sometimes Dick would remember atime when he hadn't been able to read. All he could do then was
riffle the pages and try to smell the stories out of them. But now, oh now, he was amagician, too, for he
could unearth the hidden enchantment in the books any time he wanted to. They were his nourishment
and hisjoy, weren't they just.

So first he worked, earning his keep. Then he would choose a new book from those that had come into
the store while he wasiin his hobhole, drowsing away the day. Sitting on top of one of the bookcases,
he'd read until it got light outsde and it wastimeto return to his hiding-place behind the furnace, the book
under hisarm in case he woke early and wanted to finish the story while he waited for the mistressto go
to bed once more.

* k% %

| hate computers.

Not when they do what they're supposed to. Not even when I'm the one who's made some stupid
mistake, like ddeting afilel didn't intend to, or exiting one without saving it. I've dtill got afew of those
old warhorse programs on my machine that don't pop up areminder asking if | want to savethefile | was
working on.

No, it'swhen they seem to have amind of their own. The keyboard freezing for no apparent reason.
Getting an error message that you're out of disk space when you know you've got at |least a couple of
gigsfree. Passwords becoming temporarily, and certainly arbitrarily, obsolete. Those and a hundred
other, usualy minor, but aways annoying, irritations.

Sometimesit's enough to make you want to pick up the nearest component of the machine and fling it
agang thewal.



For dl the effort they save, the little tasks that they automate and their wonderful storage capacity, at
times like this - when everything's going aswrong asit can go - their benefits can't come closeto
outweighing their annoyances.

My present Situation was partly my own fault. I'd been updating my inventory al afternoon and before
saving thefile and backing it up, I'd decided to go on the Internet to check some of my competitors
prices. The used-book business, which iswhat I'm in, has probably the most arbitrary pricing in the
world. Though | suppose that can be expanded to include any business specidizing in collectibles.

| logged on without any trouble and went merrily browsing through listings on the various book search
pages, making notes on the particularly interesting items, afew of which | actudly had in stock. It wasn't
until | tried to exit my browser that the trouble started. My browser wouldn't close and | couldn't switch
to another window. Nor could | log off the Internet.

Deciding it had something to do with the page | was on - | know that doesn't make much sense, but |
make no pretence to being more than vaguely competent when it conies to knowing how the software
actually interfaces with the hardware - | called up the drop-down menu of "My Favorites' and clicked on
my own home page. What | got was afan shrine to pro wrestling star Steve Augtin.

| tried again and ended up at acommercid software Site.

Thethird time| was taken to the Site of someone named Cindy Margolis - the most downloaded woman
on the Internet, according to the Guinness Book of World Records. Not on this computer, my dear.

| made another attempt to get off-line, then tried to access my home page again. Each time | found mysdlf
in some new outlandish and unrelated Site.

Findly | tried one of the links on the last page I'd reached. It was supposed to bring me to Netscape's
home page. Instead | found mysdlf on the Web site of ared estate company in Santa Fe, looking at a
cluster of pictures of the vaguely Spanish-styled houses that they were sdlling.

| Sghed, tried to break my Internet connection for what fdt like the hundredth time, but the " Connect to"
window till wouldn't come up.

| could have rebooted, of course. That would have got me offline. But it would also mean that 1'd lose the
whole afternoon’'s work because, being the stupid woman | was, | hadn't had the foresight to save the
stupid file before | went gadding about on the stupid Internet.

"Oh, you stupid machine," | muttered.

From the front window display where she was napping, | heard Snippet, my Jack Russell terrier, dir. |
turned to reassure her that, no, she was still my perfect little dog. When | swivelled my chair to face the
computer again, | redized that there was awoman standing on the other side of the counter.

I'd seen her come into the store earlier, but 1'd lost track of everything in my one-sided battle of witswith
the computer - it having the wits, of course. Shewas avery striking woman, her dark brown hair faling in
Pre-Raphadlite curlsthat were streaked with green, her eyes both warm and distant, like an odd mix of a
perfect summer's day and the mystery you can fed swell up inside you when you look up into the starson
acrisp, clear autumn night. There was something familiar about her, but | couldn't quite placeit. She
wasn't one of my regulars.

She gave me asympathetic smile.

"l supposeit was only amatter of time before they got into the computers,” she said.



| blinked. "What?'

"Try putting your Swveater on indde-out."

My face had to be registering the confusion | wasfedling, but she smply continued to smile.
"I know it soundssilly," shesaid. "But humour me. Giveit atry."

Anyonein retal knows, you get al kinds. And the secondhand market gets more than itsfair share, trust
me on that. If theré'saloopy person anywhere within ahundred blocks of my store, you can bet they'll
eventually find their way inside. The woman standing on the other side of my counter looked harmless
enough, if somewhat exotic, but you just never know any more, do you?

"What have you got to lose?' she asked.

| was about to lose an afternoon'swork as things stood, so what was alittle pride on top of that?
| stood up and took my swester off, turned it inside out, and put it back on again.

"Now giveit atry," thewoman said.

| called up the" Connect to" window and thistime it came up. When | put the cursor on the " Disconnect”
button and clicked, | was logged off. | quickly shut down my browser and saved thefile I'd been
working on al afternoon.

"Yourealife-saver,” | told the woman. "How did you know that would work?" | paused, thought about
what I'd just said, what had just happened. " Why would that work?"

"I've had some experience with pixiesand their like," she said.

"Pixies" | repeated. "Y ou think there are pixiesin my computer?'

"Hopefully, not. If you're lucky, they're dill on the Internet and didn't follow you home."
| gave her acuriouslook. "You're serious, aren't you?'

"Attimes," shesad, smiling again. "And thisisone of them.”

| thought about one of my friends, an eectronic pen pa in Arizona, who had thistheory that thefirst atom
bomb detonation for ever changed the way that magic would appear in theworld. According to him, the
spiritslivein thewires now instead of the trees. They travel through phone and modem lines, take up
residence in computers and appliances where they live on éectricity and lord knows what else.

It looked like Richard wasn't donein his theories, not that | pooh-poohed them mysdlf. I'm part of a
collective that originated this electronic database caled the Wordwood. After it took on alife of itsown,
| pretty much keep an open mind about things that most people would consider preposterous.

"I'd liketo buy this" the woman went on.
She held up atrade paperback copy of The Beggars Shore by Zak Mucha
"Good choice" | sad.

It never surprises me how many truly excellent books end up in the secondary market. Not that I'm
complaining - it'swhat kegps mein business.



"Pleasetakeit asthanksfor your advice," | added.

"You'resure?!

| looked down at my computer, where my afternoon’'swork was now safely saved initsfile.
"Oh, yes" | told her.

"Thank you," she said. Reaching into her pocket, she took out abusiness card and gaveit to me. "Cal
meif you ever need any other advice dong the samelines.”

The business card smply said "The Kdledys' in alarge script. Under it were the names"Meran and
Cerin" and aphone number. Now | knew why, earlier, sheld seemed familiar. It had just been seeing her
here in the store, out of context, that had thrown me.

"I loveyour music,” | told her. "'I've seen you and your husband play severd times.”

She gave me another of those kind smilesof hers.

"Y ou can probably turn your sweater around again now," she said as she | eft.

Snippet and | watched her walk by the window. | took off my sweater and put it back on properly.
"Timefor your walk," | told Snippet. "But first let me back up thisfileto azip disk.”

That night, after the mistress and her little dog had gone upstairs, Dick Bobbins crept out of his hobhole
and made his nightly journey up to the store. He replaced the copy of The Woods Colt that he'd been
reading, putting it neatly back on thefiction shef under "W" for Williamson, fetched the duster, and
garted hiswork. Hefinished the "History" and "Local Interest”" sections, dusting and straightening the
books, and was climbing up on to the "Poetry" shelves near the back of the store when he paused,
hearing something from the front of the sore.

Reflected in the front window, he could see the glow of the computer's monitor and redlized that the
machine had turned on by itself. That couldn't be good. A faint giggle spilled out of the computer's
speakers, quickly followed by achorus of other voices, tittering and snickering. That was even less good.

A maleface appeared on the screen, looking for al the world as though it could see out of the machine.
Behind him other faces gppeared, awhole gaggle of little men in green clothes, good-naturedly pushing
and shoving each other, whispering and giggling. They were red-haired like the mistress, but there the
resemblance ended. Where she was pretty, they were ugly, with short faces, turned-up noses, squinting
eyes and pointed ears.

Thiswasn't good &t dl, Dick thought, recognizing the pixies for what they were. Everybody knew how
you spdlled "trouble’. It was"P-1-X-Y".

And then they started to clamber out of the screen, which shouldn't have been possible at al, but Dick
was a hob and he understood that just because something shouldn't be able to happen, didn't mean it
couldn't. Or wouldn'.

"Oh, thisisbad," he said mournfully. "Bad, bad, bad.”

He gave aquick look up to the celling. He had to warn the mistress. But it was dready too late. Between
one thought and the next, a dozen or more pixies had climbed out of the computer on to her desk, not
one of them taler than hisown waist. They began riffling through her papers, using her pensand ruler as



swordsto poke at each other. Two of them started a pushing match that resulted in asmall stack of
booksfalling off the side of the desk. They landed with a bang on thefloor.

The sound was so loud that Dick was sure the mistress would come down to investigate, she and her
fiercelittle dog. The pixiesdl stood like little statues until first one, then another, started to giggle again.
When they al began to shove a abigger stack of books, Dick couldn't wait any longer.

Quick asamonkey, he scurried down to the floor.

"Stop!" he shouted as he ran to the front of the store.

And, "Here, you!"

And, "Dont!"

The pixiesturned at the sound of hisvoice and Dick skidded to a stop.
"Oh, oh," hesaid.

Thelittle men were il giggling and elbowing each other, but there was awicked light in their eyes now,
and they were dl looking at him with those dark, consdering gazes. Poor Dick redized that he hadn't
thought any of thisthrough in the least bit properly, for now that he had their attention, he had no idea
what to do withit. They might only be athird hissize, individualy, but there were at least twenty of them
and everybody knew just how mean apixy could be, did he set hismind toit.

"Well, will you look at that," one of the pixiessaid. "It'salittle hobberdy man." Helooked at his
companions. "What shal we do with him?"

"Smashhim!"
"Whack him!*
"Find apuddle and drown him!"

Dick turned and fled, back the way he/d come. The pixies streamed from the top of MistressHally's
desk, laughing wickedly and shouting threats as they chased him. Up the " Poetry” shelves Dick went, all
the way to the very top. When he looked back down, he saw that the pixies weren't following the route
he'd taken.

Hedlowed himsaf amoment'srelief. Perhaps he was safe. Perhaps they couldn't climb. Perhaps they
were afraid of heights.

Or, heredlized with dismay, perhaps they meant to bring the whole bookcase crashing down, and him
withit.

For thelittle men had gathered at the bottom of the bookcase and were putting their shouldersto its
base. They might be small, but they were strong, and soon the tall stand of shelveswas tottering
ungteadily, swaying back and forth. A loose book fell out. Then another.

"No, no! You mustn't!" Dick cried down to them.
But hewastoo late.

With cries of "Hooray!" from the little men bel ow, the bookcase came tumbling down, spraying books all
around it. It smashed into its neighbour, bringing that stand of shelves down aswell. By thetime Dick hit



the floor, hundreds of books were scattered al over the carpet and he was sitting on top of atall,
unsteady mountain of poetry, clutching his head, awaiting the wordt.

The pixies came clambering up its dopes, thewicked lightsin their eyes shining fierce and bright. Hewas,
Dick redlized, about to become an ex-hob. Except then he heard the door to Mistress Holly's apartment
open at the top of the back stairs.

Rescued, he thought. And not amoment too soon. She would chase them off.
All thelittle men froze and Dick looked for a place to hide from the mistresss gaze.

But the pixies seemed unconcerned. Another soft round of giggles arose from them as, one by one, they
transformed into soft, glittering lights no bigger than the mouth of a shot glass. Thelights rose up from the
floor where they'd been standing and went sailing towards the front of the store. When the mistress
appeared at the foot of the stairs, her dog at her hedls, she didn't even look at the fallen bookshelves. She
saw only thelights, her eyeswidening with happy delight.

Oh, no, Dick thought. They're pixy-leading her.

Thelittle dog began to growl and bark and tug at the hem of her long flannel nightgown, but she paid no
atentiontoit.

Smiling adreamy smile, shelifted her arms above her head like a ballerina and began to follow the
dancing lights to the front of the store. Dick watched as pixy magic made the door pop open and agust
of chilly ar burst in. Goosebumps popped up on the mistresss forearms but she never seemed to notice
the cold. Her gaze was locked on the lights as they swooped, around and around in agalitrap circle, then
went shimmering out on to the street beyond. In moments she would follow them, out into the night and
who knew what terrible danger.

Her little dog let go of her hem and ran ahead, barking at the lights. But it was no use. The pixies weren't
frightened and the mistress wasn't roused.

It was up to him, Dick redized.

Heran up behind her and grabbed her ankle, bracing himsdlf. Like the pixies, he was much stronger than
his sze might give him to appear. He held firm asthe mistress tried to raise her foot. Shelost her balance
and down she went, down and down, toppling like some enormous tree. Dick jumped back, handsto his
mouth, gppdled at what held had to do. She banged her shoulder against adisplay at the front of the
store, sending yet another mass of books cascading on to the floor.

Landing heavily on her arms, she stayed bent over for along time before she finally looked up. She
shook her head asthough to clear it. The pixy lights had returned to the store, buzzing angrily about, but it
was no use. The spell had been broken. One by one, they zoomed out of the store, down the street and
were quickly lost from sight. The mistressslittle dog ran back out on to the sdewak and continued to
bark at them, long after they were gone.

"Please let me be dreaming..." the misiress said.

Dick stooped quickly out of sight as she looked about at the sudden ruin of the store. He peeked at her
from his hiding-place, watched her rub at her face, then dowly stand up and massage her shoulder where
it had hit the display. She caled the dog back in, but stood in the doorway hersdlf for along time, staring
out at the street, before shefindly shut and locked the door behind her.

Oh, itwasdl such ahorrible, terrible, awful mess.



"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry,” Dick murmured, hisvoice barely awhisper, tearsblurring his eyes.
The mistress couldn't hear him. She gave the store another survey, then shook her head.

"Come on, Snippet,” she said to the dog. "We're going back to bed. Because thisisjust adream.”
She picked her way through the fallen books and shelves as she spoke.

"And when we wake up tomorrow everything will be back to norma."

But it wouldn't be. Dick knew. Thiswas more of amess than even the most industrious of hobs could
clear up injust one night. But he did what he could until the morning came, one eye on the task at hand,
the other on the windows in case the horrible pixies decided to return. Though what he'd do if they did,
probably only the moon knew, and she wasn't telling.

Did you ever wake up from the weirdest, most unplessant dream, only to find that it wasn't adream at
dl?

When | came down to the store that morning, | literally had to lean againgt the wall at the foot of the Sairs
and catch my breath. | felt al faint and woozy. Snippet walked daintily ahead of me, sniffing thefdlen
books and whining softly.

An earthquake, | told mysdf. That'swhat it had been. | must have woken up right after the main shock,
come down half-adeep and seen the mess, and just gone right back to bed again, thinking | was
dreaming.

Except theréd been those dancing lights. Like adozen or more Tinkerbells. Or fireflies. Calling meto
follow, follow, follow, out into the night, until I'd tripped and fdlen...

| shook my head dowly, trying to clear it. My shoulder was still sore and | massaged it as| took in the
damage.

Actualy, the messwasn't as bad asit had looked at first. Many of the books appeared to have toppled
from the shelves and landed in relatively dphabetica order.

Snippet whined again, but thistime it was her "'l redlly haveto go" whine, so | grabbed her leashand a
plastic bag from behind the desk and out we went for her morning constitutiond.

It was brisk outside, but warm for early December, and there still wasn't any snow. At first glance, the
damage from the quake gppeared to be fairly margina, considering it had managed to topple a couple of
the bookcasesin my store. Theworst | could see were that all garbage canisters on the block had been
overturned, the wind picking up the paper litter and carrying it in eddying pools up and down the Stret.
Other than that, everything seemed pretty much normal. At least it did until | stopped into Cafe Joe's
down the street to get my morning latte.

Joe Lapegna had originaly operated a sandwich bar at the same location, but with the coming of
Starbucksto town, held quickly seen which way the wind was blowing and renovated his placeinto a
cafe. HEd done agood job with the decor. His cafe was every bit as contemporary and urban as any of
the other high-end coffee barsin the city, the only red difference being that, instead of young college kids
with rings through their noses, you got Joe serving the lattes and espressos. Joe with his broad shoulders
and meaty, tattooed forearms, afat caterpillar of ablack moustache perched on his upper lip.

Before | could mention the quake, Joe started to tell me how held opened up thismorning to find every
porcelain mug in the store broken. None of the other breakables, not the plates or coffeemakers.



Nothing €lse was even out of place.

"What aweird quake it was" | said.

"Quake?' Joesad. "What quake?'

| waved ahand at the broken china he was sweeping up.

"Thiswasvandals" he sad. " Somelittle bastards broke in and had themsalves alaugh.”
So | told him about the bookcasesin my shop, but he only shook his head.

"Y ou hear anything about a quake on theradio?' he asked.

"l waantligening to it.”

"I was. There was nothing. And what kind of a quake only breaks mugs and knocks over a couple of
bookcases?"

Now that | thought of it, it was odd that there hadn't been any other disruption in my own store. If those
bookcases had come down, why hadn't the front window display? 1'd noticed afew books had falen off
my desk, but that was about it.

"It'sso weird," | repeated.
Joe shook his head. "Nothing weird about it. Just some punks out having their idea of fun.”

By thetimel got back to my own store, | didn't know what to think. Snippet and | stopped in at afew
other places aong the strip and while everyone had damage to report, none of it was what could be put
down to aquake. In the bakery, al the pies had been thrown againgt the front windows. In the hardware
store, each and every dectrical bulb was smashed - though they looked as though they'd smply
exploded. All therolls of paper towels and toilet paper from the grocery store had been tossed up into
the trees behind their shipping and receiving bays, turning the bare-branched oaks and emsinto bizarre
mummy-like versons of themsalves. And on it went.

The police arrived not long after | returned to the Store. | felt like such afool when one of the detectives
came by to interview me. Yes, I'd heard the crash and come down to investigate. No, | hadn't seen

anything.
| couldn't bring mysdlf to mention the dancing lights.
No, | hadn't thought to phoneit in.

"| thought | was dreaming,” | told him. "I was half-adeep when | came downstairs and didn't think it had
redly happened. It wasn't until | came back down inthe morning..."

The detective was of the opinion that it had been gang-related, kids out on the prowl, egging each other
on until it had got out of control.

| thought about it when he left and knew he had to be right. The damage we'd sustained was al on the
level of pranks - mean-spirited, to be sure, but pranks nonetheless. | didn't like the ideaof our little area
being the sudden target of vanda's, but there redlly wasn't any other logica explanation. At least none
occurred to me until | stepped back into the store and glanced at my computer. That'swhen |
remembered Meran Kelledy, how she'd got me to turn my swester inside out and the odd things she'd
been saying about pixies on the Web.



If you're lucky, they're still on the Internet and didn't follow you home.

Of course that wasn't even remotely logicd. But it made methink. After dl, if the Wordwood database
could take on alife of its own, who wasto say that pixies on the Internet was any moreimprobable? As
my friend Richard likes to point out, everyone has odd problemswith their computersthat could as easily
be attributed to mischievous spirits asto software glitches. At least they could beif your mind was
inclined to think along those lines, and mine certainly was.

| stood for along moment, staring at the screen of my computer. | don't know exactly at what point |
realized that the machinewas on. I'd turned it off last night before Snippet and | went up to the
apartment. And | hadn't stopped to turn it on this morning before we'd gone out. So either | was getting
monumentaly forgetful, or I'd turned it on while degpwalking last night, or...

| glanced over at Snippet, who was once again sniffing everything as though sheld never been in the store
before. Or asif someone or something interesting and strange had.

"Thisisslly," | sad.

But | dug out Meran's card and called the number on it al the same, staring at the computer screen asl
did. I just hoped nobody had been tinkering with my files.

Bookstore hobs are are atively recent phenomenon, dating back only a couple of hundred years. Dick
knew hobs back home in the old country who'd lived in the same household for three times that length of
time. Hed been afarm hob himsalf, once, living on aDevon steading for 212 years until anew family
moved in and began to take his services for granted. \When one year they actualy dared to complain
about how poorly the harvest had been put away, held thrown every bit of it down into anearby ravine
and st off to find new habitation.

A cousin who lived in ashop had suggested to Dick that he try the same, but there were fewer
commercid establishmentsin those days and they al had their own hob by the time he went looking, first
up into Somerset, then back down through Devon, finally moving west to Cornwall. In the end, he made
hishomein asmal cubby-hole of abookstore he found in Penzance. He lived there for years until the
place went out of business, the owner setting sail for North Americawith plansto open another shopin
the new land once he arrived.

Dick had followed, taking up residence in the new store when it was established. That was where held
taught himsdlf to reed.

But he soon discovered that stores didn't have the longevity of afarm. They opened and closed up

bus ness seemingly on nothing more than awhim, which madeit ahard life for ahob, awayslooking for a
new placeto live. By thelatter part of this century, he had moved twelve timesin the space of five years
before findly settling into the place he now caled home, the bookstore of his present mistresswith its
smplesgn out front:

Holly Rue - Used Books

Hed discovered that a quality used-book store was always the best. Libraries were good, too, but they
were usudly home to displaced gargoyles and the ghosts of writers and had no room for ahob aswell.
Hed tried new book stores, but the smaller ones couldn't keep him busy enough and the large ones were
too bright, their hours of businesstoo long. And he loved the wide and eclectic range of old and new
books to be explored in a shop such as Mistress Hally's, titles that wandered far from the beaten path, or
worthy books no longer in print, but nonethelessingpired. The storieshefound inthem sustained himina
way that nothing else could, for they fed the heart and the spirit.



But thismorning, sitting behind the furnace, he only felt old and tired. Thereéd been no timeto read at all
last night, and he hadn't thought to bring abook down with him when he finaly had to leave the store.

"I hate pixies," he sad, hisvoice soft and lonely in the darkness. "I redly redly do.”

Faeries and pixies had never got dong, especidly not since the last pitched battle between themin the old
country when the faeries had been driven back acrossthe River Parrett, leaving everything west of the
Parrett as pixyland. For years, hobs such as Dick had lived a clandestine existence in their little steadings,
avoiding the attention of pixies whenever they could.

Dick hadn't needed last night's experienceto tel him why.

After awhile he heard the mistress and her dog leave the store, so he crept out from behind the furnace
to stand guard in case the pixies returned while the pair of them were gone. Though what hewould do if
the pixies did come back, he had no idea. He was an absol ute failure when it came to protecting
anything; that had been made dl too clear last night.

Luckily the question never arose. Mistress Holly and the dog returned and he dipped back behind the
furnace, morosaly clutching his knees and rocking back and forth, waiting for the night to come. He could
hear life go on upstairs. Someone came by to help the mistress right the fallen bookcases. Customers
arrived and left with much discussion of the vandaism on the street. Most of the time he could hear only
the mistress, replacing the books on their shelves.

"| should be doing that," Dick said. "That'smy job."

But he was only an incompetent hob, concedled in his hidey-hole, of no use to anyone until they al went
to bed and he could go about his business. And even then, any ruffian could come dong and bully him
and what could he do to stop them?

Dick's mood went from bad to worse, from sad to sadder till. It might have lasted dl the day, growing
unhappier with each passing hour, except a mid-morning he suddenly sat up, ears and nose quivering. A
presence had comeinto the store above. A piece of an old mystery, waking about as plain as could be.

Heredlized that held sensed it yesterday as well, while he was dozing. Then held put it down to the
dream he was wandering in, forgetting al about it when he woke. But today, wide awake, he couldn't
ignoreit. There was an oak king's daughter upgtairs, an old and powerful spirit walking far from her
woods. He began to shiver. Important faerie such as she wouldn't be out and about unless the need was
great. His shiver degpened. Perhaps she'd come to reprimand him for the job so poorly done. She might
turn himinto astick or amouse.

Oh, thiswas very bad. First pixies, now this.

Whatever was he going to do? However could he even begin to explain that he'd meant to chase the
pixies away, truly he had, but he smply wasn't big enough, nor strong enough. Perhaps not even brave

enough.
He rocked back and forth, harder now, hisface burrowed against his knees.

After I'd made my call to Meran, David, who works at the deli down the Street, came by and helped me
stand the bookcases upright once more. The ddli hadn't been spared avidt from the vandals either. He
told me that they'd taken al the sausages out of the freezer and used them to spell out rude words on the
floor.

"Remember when al we had to worry about was some graffiti on thewalls outsde?’ he asked when he



wasleaving.

| was il replacing books on the shelves when Meran arrived. She looked around the store while |
expanded on what 1'd told her over the phone. Her brow furrowed thoughtfully and | was wondering if
shewas going to tell meto put my swesater on backwards again.

"Youmust haveahob in here" she said.

"Awha?'

It wasthe last thing | expected her to say.

"A hobgoblin," shesaid. "A brownie. A little fagrie man who dusts and tidies and kegps things neat."
"I just thought it didn't get dl that dirty," | said, redizing as| spoke how ridiculous that sounded.

Because, when | thought about it, ahelpful brownieliving in the store explained alot. While | certainly
ran the vacuum cleaner over the carpets every other morning or so, and dusted when | could, the place
never seemed to need much cleaning. My apartment upstairs required more and it didn't get afraction of
thetraffic.

And it wasn't just the cleaning. The store, for dl its clutter, was organized, though half thetime | didn't
know how. But | aways seemed to be able to lay my hand on whatever | needed to find without having
to root about too much. Books often got put away without my remembering I'd doneit. Others
mysterioudy vanished, then regppeared aday or so later, properly filed in their appropriate section -
even if they had originally disappeared from the top of my desk. | rarely needed to aphabetize my
sectionswhile my colleaguesin other stores were congtantly complaining of the messtheir cusomersleft
behind.

"But aren't you supposed to leave cakes and cream out for them?* | found myself asking.

"Y ou never leave aspecific gift," Meran said. "Not unless you want him to leave. It's better smply to
‘forget' acake or asweet treat on one of the shelves when you leave for the night.”

"l haven't even donethat. What could he beliving on?"

Meran smiled as she looked around the store. "Maybe the books nourish him. Stranger things have been
known to happen in Faerie."

"Feerie" | repeated dowly.

Bad enough I'd helped create a database on the Internet that had taken on alife of its own. Now my
storewasin Fagrie. Or at least straddling the border, | supposed. Maybe the one had come about
because of the other.

"Y our hob will know what happened here last night,” Meran said.
"But how would we even go about asking him?"

It seemed alogica question, since I'd never known | had one living with mein thefirst place. But Meran
only smiled.

"Oh, | can usudly get their attention,” shetold me.

She called out something in aforeign language, a handful of words that rang with great strength and



gppeared to linger and echo longer than they should. The poor little man who came sidling up from the
basement in response looked absolutely terrified. Hewas al curly hair and raggedy clothes with abroad
face that, | assumed from the laugh lines, normally didn't look so miserable. He was carrying a battered
little leather carpetbag and held abrown cloth cap in his hand. He couldn't have been more than 2 feet
tal.

All I could do was stare a him, though | did have the foresight to pick up Snippet before she could lunge
in hisdirection. | could fedl the growl rumbling in her chest more than hear it. | think she was as surprised
asmeto find that hed been living in our basement dl thistime.

Meran sat on her haunches, bringing her head down to the generd level of the hob's. To put him at ease,
| supposed, so | did the same myself. Thelittle man didn't appear to lose any of his nervousness. | could
see his knees knocking against each other, his cheek twitching.

"B-begging your pardon, your ladyship," he said to Meran. Hisgaze did to me and | gave him aquick
smile. He blinked, swallowed hard, and returned his attention to my companion. "Dick Bobbins," he
added, giving aquick nod of hishead. "At your service, asit were. I'll just be on my way, then, no harm
done."

"Why are you so frightened of me?' Meran asked.

Helooked at thefloor. "Well, you're aking's daughter, aren't you just, and I'm only me."
A king's daughter? | thought.

Meran smiled. "We'redl only who we are, no one of more importance than the other.”

"Easy for you to say," he began. Then his eyes grew wide and he put ahand to his mouth. "Oh, that was
abad thing to say to such agreat and wise lady such asyoursdlf.”

Meran glanced at me. "They think we're like movie sars," she explained. " Just because wewere bornin
acourt instead of ahobhole.”

| was getting abit of a case of the celebrity nerves myself. Court? King's daughter? Who exactly was this
woman?

"But you know," shewent on, returning her attention to the little man, "my father's court was only aglade,
our palace no morethan atree.”

He nodded quickly, giving her athin smile that never reached hiseyes.
"Well, wonderful to meet you," he said. "Must be on my way now."

He picked up his carpetbag and started to sidle towards the other aide that wasn't blocked by what he
must see as two great big hulking women and adog.

"But we need your help,” Meran told him.
Whereupon he burgt into tears.

The mothering ingtinct that makes me such asap for Snippet kicked into gear and | wanted to hold himin
my arms and comfort him. But | had Snippet to congder, straining in my grip, the growl in her chest quite
audible now. And | wasn't sure how the little man would have taken my sympathies. After al, he might be
child-sized, but for dl histears, he was obvioudy an adult, not achild. And if the stories were anything to



go by, hewas probably older than me— by afew hundred years.

Meran had no such compunction. She dipped up to him and put her arms around him, cradling hisface
againgt the crook of her shoulder.

It took awhile before we coaxed the story out of him. | locked the front door and we went upstairsto
my kitchen where | madeteafor usall. Sitting at the table, raised up to the proper height by astack of
books, Dick told us about the pixies coming out of the computer screen, how they'd knocked down the
bookcases and finally disappeared into the night. The small mug 1'd given him looked enormousin his
hands. He fell silent when he was done and stared glumly down at the steam rising from histea.

"But none of what they did wasyour fault,” | told him.

"Kind of you to say," he managed. He had to stop and sniff, wipe hisnose on hisdeeve. "But if I'd
b-been braver—"

"They would have drowned you in apuddle” Meran said. "And | think you were brave, shouting at them
the way you did and then rescuing your mistress from being pixy-led.”

| remembered those dancing lights and shivered. | knew those stories as well. There weren't any swamps
or marshesto beled into around here, but there were eighteen-wheders out on the highway only afew
blocks away. Entranced as1'd been, the pixies could easly have walked me right out in front of any one
of them. | waslucky only to have asore shoulder.

"Doyou... redly think so?' he asked, Stting up alittle Sraighter.
We both nodded.

Snippet was lying under my chair, her curiosity having been satisfied that Dick was only one more visitor
and therefore out-of -bounds in terms of biting and barking at. Thered been a nervous moment while
sheld sniffed at his trembling hand and he'd looked as though he was ready to scurry up one of the
bookcases, but they quickly made their peace. Now Snippet was only bored and had fallen adeep.

"Wdll," Meran said. "It'stime we put our heads together and consider how we can put our unwanted
vigtors back where they came from and keep them there."

"Back ontothe Internet?' | asked. "Do you redlly think we should?’
"Well, we could try to kill them..."
| shook my head. That seemed too extreme. | started to protest only to see that she'd been teasing me.

"We could take athousand of them out of the Web," Meran said, "and gill not have them al. Once
tricksy folk like pixies have their foot in aplace, you can't ever be completely rid of them." She smiled.
"But if we can get them to go back in, there are measures we can take to stop them from troubling you

agan."
"And what about everybody else on-line?' | asked.

Meran shrugged. "They'll haveto take their chances - just like they do when they go for awalk inthe
woods. Thelittle people are everywhere.”

| glanced across my kitchen table to where the hob was sitting and thought, no kidding.

"Thetrick, if you'll pardon my spesking out of turn,” Dick said, "isto play on their curiosity.”



Meran gave him an encouraging smile. "Wewant your help,” she said. "Go on.”
Thelittle man sat up straighter ill and put his shoulders back.

"We could use abook that's never been read,” he said. "We could put it in the middle of theroad, in
front of the store. That would certainly make me curious.”

"Anexcdlent idea," Meran told him.
"And then we could use the old spell of bell, book and candle. The churchmen stole that one from us.”

Even I'd heard of it. Bdll, book and candle had once been another way of saying excommunicetion in the
Catholic Church. After pronouncing the sentence, the officiating cleric would close his book, extinguish
the candle, and toll the bell asif for someone who had died. The book symbolized the book of life, the
candle aman's soul, removed from the sight of God as the candle had been from the sight of men.

But | didn't get the unread book bit.

"Do you mean abrand-new book?" | asked. "A particular copy that nobody might have opened yet, or
onethat's o bad that no one's actually made their way dl theway through it?"

"Though someone would have had to,” Dick said, "for it to have been published in thefirst place. | meant
the way books were made in the old days, with the pages till sealed. Y ou had to cut them apart asyou
reed them."

"Oh, | remember those," Meran said.

Like shewasthere. | took another look at her and sighed. Maybe she had been.

"Doyou have any likethat?' she asked.

"Yes," | said dowly, unable to hide my reluctance.

| didn't particularly like theidea of putting a collector'sitem like that out in the middle of the road.
But in the end, that'swhat we did.

The only book | had that passed Dick's ingpection was The Trembling of the Vel by William Butler

Y eats, number seventy-one of athousand-copy edition privately printed by T. Werner Laurie, Ltd in
1922. All the pages were il sealed at the top. It was currently listing on the Internet in the $450 to $500
range and | kept it safely sowed away in the glass-doored bookcase that held my first editions.

The other two items were easier to dedl with. | had alovely brass bell that my friend Tatiana had given
me for Christmas last year and awhole box of fat white candles just because | liked to burn them. But it
broke my heart to go out on to the street around two a.m., and place the Y eats on the pavement.

We l€eft the front door to the store gar, the computer on. | wasn't entirely sure how we were supposed to
lure the pixies back into the store and then on to the Internet once more, but Meran took aflute out of

her bag and fit the wooden pieces of it together. She spoke of a calling-on music and Dick nodded
sagdly, so | smply went dong with their better experience. Mind you, | also wasn't dl that sure that my

Y eats would actually draw the pixies back in thefirst place, but what did | know?

Weadll hid in the alleyway running between my store and the futon shop, except for Snippet, who was
locked up in my apartment. She hadn't been very pleased by that. After an hour of crouching in the cold
inthedley, | wasn't feding very pleased mysdf. What if the pixies didn't come? What if they did, but they



approached from the fields behind the store and came traipsing up thisvery dleyway?

By threethirty we al had aterrible chill. Looking up a my apartment, | could see Snippet lying in the
window of the dining-room, looking down at us. She didn't appear to have forgiven meyet and | would
happily have changed places with her.

"Maybe we should just—"

| didn't get to finish with "call it anight”. Meran put afinger to her lips and hugged thewall. | looked past
her to the street.

Atfirg | didn't see anything. Therewasjust my Y egts, lying there on the pavement, waiting for acar to
come and run over it. But then | saw the little man, not even haf the size of Dick, come cregping up from
the sewer grating. He was followed by two more. Another pair came down the brick wall of the
temporary office help building acrossthe street. Smal dancing lightsthat | remembered too clearly from
last night dipped and wove their way from the other end of the block, descending to the pavement and
becoming more of the little men when they drew near to the book. One of them poked at it with hisfoot
and | had visons of them tearing it gpart.

Meran glanced a Dick and he nodded, mouthing the words, "That's the lot of them.”
She nodded back and took her flute out from under her coat where she'd been keeping it warm.

At thispoint | wasnt redly thinking of how the calling music would work. I'm sure my mouth hung agape
as| stared at the pixies. | fet light-headed, abig grin tugging at my lips. Y es, they were pranksters, and
mean-pirited ones at that. But they were so magical. Theway they'd changed from little lightsto little
men... 1'd never seen anything like it before. The hob who lived in my bookstore was magical, too, of
course, but somehow it wasn't the same thing. He was aready familiar, so down-to-earth. Sitting around
during the afternoon and evening while we waited, 1'd had addlightful time talking bookswith him, as
though he were an old friend. I'd completely forgotten that he was alittle magic man himsdif.

The pixies were truly puzzled by the book. | supposeit would be odd from any perspective, abook that
old, never once having been opened or read. It defeated the whole purpose of why it had been made.

I'm not sure when Meran began to play her flute. The soft breathy sound of it seemed to come from
nowhere and everywhere, dl at once, aresonant wave of dow, ately notes, onefalling after the other,
rolling into amelody that was a once hauntingly strange and heartachingly familiar.

The pixieslifted their heads at the sound. | wasn't sure what 1'd expected, but when they began to dance,
| amost clapped my hands. They were so funny. Their bodies kept perfect time to the music, but their
little eyes glared at Meran as she stepped out of the alley and Pied Pipered them into the store.

Dick fetched the Y eats and then he and | followed &fter, arriving in time to see the music makethelittle
men dance up on to my chair, on to the desk, until they began to vanish, one by one, into the screen of
my monitor, afat candle Stting on top of it, its flame flickering with their movement. Dick opened the
book and | took the bell out of my pocket.

Meran took the flute from her lips.
"Now," shesad.

Dick dapped the book closed, she leaned forward and blew out the candle while | began to chimethe
bell, the clear brass notesringing in the silence left behind by the flute. We saw ahorde of little faces
staring out at us from the screen, eyes glaring. One of the little men actually popped back through, but



Dick caught him by the leg and tossed him back into the screen.

Meran laid her flute down on the desk and brought out a garland she'd made earlier of rowan twigs,
green leaves and red berry sprigs ftill attached in places. When shelaid it on top of the monitor, we
heard the modem dia up my Internet service. When the connection was made, the little men vanished
from the screen. The last turned his bum towards us and let out aloud fart before he, too, was gone.

Thethree of us couldn't help it. We al broke up.

"That went rather well," Meran said when wefindly caught our breath. "My husband Cerinisusudly the
oneto handle this sort of thing, but it's nice to know | haven't forgotten how to dedl with such rascas
myself. And that it's probably best he didn't come along this evening. He can seem rather fierceand |
don't doubt poor Dick here would have thought him far too menacing.”

| looked around the store.
"Where is Dick?" | asked.
But the little man was gone. | couldn't believeit. Surely he hadn't just up and left uslikein the stories.

"Hobs and brownies," Meran said when | asked, her voice gentle, "they tend to take their leave rather
abruptly when thetdeisdone

"I thought you had to leave them a suit of clothes or something.”
Meran shrugged. " Sometimes smply being identified is enough to make them go.”
"Why doesit haveto be like that?"

"I'm not redlly sure. | supposeit'sarule or something, or ageas - athing that has to happen. Or perhaps
it'sno more than asimple habit they've handed down from one generation to the next.”

"But | loved theideaof himliving here" | said. "I thought it would be so much fun. With dl thework he's
been doing. I'd have been happy to make him apartner.”

Meran smiled. "Faerie and commerce don't usudly go hand in hand.”
"But you and your husband play music for money.”

Her amile grew wider, her eyes enigmatic, but also amused.

"What makes you think we're faerie?' she asked.

"Wdl, you... thatis..."

"I'll tell you asecret," she sad, rdenting. "Were something else again, but what exactly that might be,
even we have no idea any more. Mogtly we're the same as you. Where we differ isthat Cerin and |
adwayslive with haf afoot in the otherworld that you've only visited these past few days."

"And only the borders of it, I'm sure.”
She shrugged. "Faerieis everywhere. It just seems closer at certain times, in certain places.”
She began to take her flute gpart and stow the wooden pieces away in the instrument's carrying case.

"Y our hob will befine" she said. "The kindly ones such as he dwaysfind agood household to livein.”



"l hopeso," | said. "But dl the same, | wasredlly looking forward to getting to know him better.”

Dick Bobbins got an odd feding listening to the two of them talk, his mistress and the oak king's
daughter. Neither was quite what held expected. Mistress Holly was far kinder and not at al the brusque,
rather self-centred human that figured in so many old hob firesdetales. And her ladyship. .. well, who
would have thought that one of the high-born would trest a s mple hob as though they stood on equal
footing? It was dl very unexpected.

But it wastimefor him to go. He could fed it in hisblood and in hisbones.

He waited while they said their goodbyes. Waited while Mistress Holly took the dog out for alast quick
pee before the pair of them retired to their gpartment. Then he had the store completely to himsdlf, with
no chance of unexpected company. He fetched hislittle leather carpetbag from his hobhole behind the
furnace and came back upstairs to say goodbye to the books, to the store, to his home.

Findly al there was|eft to do wasto spell the door open, step outside and go. He hesitated on the
welcoming carpet, thinking of what Mistress Holly had asked, what her ladyship had answered. Wasthe
leaving song that ran in hisblood and rumbled in his bones truly agess, or only habit? How was a poor
hob to know? If it was arule, then who had made it and what would happen if he brokeit?

Hetook a step away from the door, back into the store and paused, waiting for he didn't know what.
Some forceto prope him out the door. A flash of light to burn down from the sky and strike him where
he stood. Instead dl he felt was the heavinessin his heart and the funny tingling warmth held known when
he'd heard the mistress say how she'd been looking forward to getting to know him. That she wanted him
to be apartner in her store. Him. Dick Bobbins, of dl things.

Helooked at the tairs leading up to her apartment.

Just as an experiment, he made hisway over to them, then up therisers, one by. one, until he stood at her
door.

Oh, did he dare, did he dare?

Hetook a deep bresth and squared his shoulders. Then, setting down his carpetbag, he twisted his cloth
cap in hishandsfor along moment before he findly lifted an arm and rapped a knuckle against the wood
panel of Mistress Holly's door.



