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  Chapter One


	I’d never been to the Fens before. Work’s never taken me to that part of the country, and whenever I take some time off, which isn’t often, I head for forests and hills. That’s what I know and where I feel at home. About the only thing I did know about these low wetlands around the edge of the Wash is there’s a distinct lack of high ground or woodland, so I had no reason to visit the area.

At least, that’s what I thought I knew. Driving over to Ely in early January, I could see far more trees than I expected. They were mostly willow and poplar, judging by their leafless outlines against the pale blue sky. There was an awful lot of sky, and that made me feel oddly exposed. I could see a long way ahead, as well as a surprising distance away on either side of the road. That wasn’t just because the trees were bare at this time of year. There were precious few hedges and the roads were raised up well above the level of the surrounding fields of rich black soil. There was pretty much nothing to obstruct my view.

I kept my eyes on the road ahead regardless. Even what I would usually consider gentle bends were well signposted with lines of black and white chevrons. It wasn’t hard to see why. Wide ditches ran between the roads and the fields and there was sod all by way of a verge if a vehicle needed to pull off. The ground fell away down steep, grassy slopes, and I had no idea how deep that darkly shining water might be. So it was a safe bet that getting things wrong on one of these sharper corners would be a very bad idea, even driving my Land Rover. I was glad it was a dry, sunny day, though that meant the Landy’s heater was struggling to keep up with the chill.

I passed through a few small towns, or rather, I skirted them where enough land had been reclaimed to support a bypass and retail parks for supermarkets, clothes stores and coffee shops. Church spires showed where the medieval hearts of these settlements could be found. As I drove on, I began to see the way that the villages marked out what passed for higher ground. That’s where the churches were, along with substantial, white-painted concrete water towers that now bristled with electronics to serve as mobile phone masts.

The older houses along the winding streets showed what must have been the limits of seasonal flooding when those churches had been built. Clusters of more modern developments from successive decades showed how these towns and villages had expanded as the surrounding land was drained and farmed. I wondered about problems with damp regardless. January’s weather had been dry so far, but the past autumn had been very wet and the ground was sodden. The low sunlight gleamed on water standing in the furrows of the ploughed fields.

The satnav and the road signs told me when I was getting near Ely. I didn’t really need them. I could see the cathedral’s towers from way off. It stood on the highest ground for miles around. It wasn’t hard to see this small city had been all but an island before the wetlands here were drained.

Inevitably that meant the roads were narrow and twisted once I got off the bypass. The route directing modern traffic to the centre through residential streets must have made sense to some town planner but didn’t seem at all obvious to me. Now the satnav did come into its own as I followed the directions to the car park that Finele Wicken had told me to aim for. I found it easily enough and was pleasantly surprised to find parking was free. I grew up on the Warwickshire–Oxfordshire border, where tourist towns like Stratford-upon-Avon charge cars an arm and a leg in hopes of persuading visitors to use the park-and-ride buses.

I got out and locked the Land Rover. Helpful black iron finger posts directed me through alleys cutting between Victorian terraces and along a street bounded by a tall brick wall. I soon found the cathedral, which was even more impressive close up, along with the medieval Bishop’s Palace, which now housed a school.

I took out my mobile and rang Fin as I walked a bit further on. ‘I’m here. Standing next to a cannon from the Crimean War.’

‘You made good time. Can you see the tea room?’

I looked around. ‘Yes.’

‘Okay, I’ll be with you in a few minutes. Go in and grab a table.’

‘Okay.’ I was already walking towards the tea shop where she’d suggested we meet. Getting a seat might be a challenge at the height of the summer tourist season, but it wasn’t going to be a problem today. There was only one couple having a late lunch when I went in.

The woman behind the counter looked up with a hopeful smile. I didn’t go too close. I do try not to loom over people, but it’s not always easy at six foot four and taking XXL in most clothes.

‘Good afternoon. Please, sit anywhere you like.’ She came over with a menu.

I opted for a table for four by the window. The list of drinks on offer was ready and waiting in a plastic stand by a little vase of silk flowers. ‘Thanks.’ I took the menu from her. ‘I’m meeting a friend. She’ll be here in a minute.’

Her smile broadened. ‘Let me know when you’re ready to order.’

I was trying to decide between a hot sausage sandwich and a ham-and-cheese toastie when the bell over the door rang. I glanced up to see Finele coming in. She looked as gorgeous as ever, even wearing an old duffel coat, with her nose red from the cold wind. She was carrying a couple of shopping bags and dumped them on a spare chair as I stood up. I was wondering about kissing her when she leaned forward and kissed my cheek first.

‘How’s your family? How was Christmas?’ she asked as she sat down.

‘Great, thanks. Quiet, you know. Just the three of us.’ I shrugged as I took my own seat across the table.

It’s not as if my family particularly celebrates Christmas, not since I left school. When I was a kid, fitting in meant turning up at carol concerts and the village Christingle service. When it comes to religion, though, my dad’s an agnostic like me and winter solstice is what matters to my mum. She likes to watch the sunrise and sunset with both of us, if I can get home for the day. As a dryad, she’s sensitive to the turn of the year in a way Dad and I can’t begin to imagine.

Fin grinned as she pulled off her woolly hat and ran a hand through her pale blonde hair. ‘That must have made a nice change. How did the December weekends’ opening at Blithehurst go?’

‘Absolute f—’ I swallowed what I had been going to say, as swearing would have shattered the tea room’s peace and quiet like a dropped cup. ‘Mayhem.’

Fin laughed. ‘So Eleanor was pleased.’

‘Delighted,’ I confirmed.

That was an understatement. Eleanor Beauchene – pronounced ‘Beechen’ ‒ is my boss. She’s responsible for making sure the Staffordshire manor house that’s her family’s ancestral home pays its way as a tourist attraction and garden centre. The growth of Christmas markets here, there and everywhere had convinced her we should make a bid for some of that cash. She suggested it to the staff just before the house’s usual closure for the winter at the end of October. Most people had welcomed the prospect of the extra pay. We’d had November to plan everything, and then we’d spent December setting up and running a winter fair in the manor on Saturdays and Sundays. The garden centre by the car park had flogged Nordmann firs and holly wreaths. The restaurant had opened up to sell mince pies and mulled wine alongside the usual menu.

I’d been kept busy. The first job had been moving furniture out of the great hall, the picture gallery and the other rooms open to the public. Then I’d been heaving tables and chairs around for the artisan food stalls and other crafts people Eleanor had signed up. I’d also been making a shed load of wooden decorations and children’s toys to go with the usual ornaments and trinkets I make for sale as Blithehurst’s resident carpenter, joiner and woodworker. They’d sold as fast as the mince pies. I’d barely kept up with restocking the manor’s sales tables for the next market, even working flat out on the weekdays in between.

Heading home on Christmas Eve had been a massive relief. My dad’s house is out by the nature reserve where he’s been a warden for years. When I’d got there, I’d stood by the Landy in the darkness for a quarter of an hour, just to feel the silence of the night and the woodlands before I went in. I’ve always been a loner. Those weekends dealing with clamouring Christmas crowds had been unpleasantly demanding.

Before either of us could say anything else, the lady from the counter approached. ‘Do you need a few more minutes?’

‘I’ll have the sausage and chutney bap, please, and tea.’ I offered the menu to Fin.

She waved it away. ‘I’ll have the tuna melt, with filter coffee please.’

I looked across the table as the lady made a note on her pad and took the menu away. I wanted to ask Fin all sorts of questions, but that meant starting a conversation that neither of us would risk other people overhearing.

‘How are things going in Somerset?’ I asked instead.

Finele’s based in Bristol but her work as a freelance freshwater ecologist takes her around the country doing all sorts of things. In this case, a water authority was considering reinstating a river that had been drained or diverted for some reason or other a decade or so ago. Someone needed to assess the likely consequences of restoring the flow. The consultancy Fin ran with her sister had tendered and got the job.

‘Good.’ She nodded decisively. ‘Very good. I think they can go ahead without any problems, though obviously we’ll be monitoring the situation on an ongoing basis.’

I guessed that would keep her busy. That must be good for her company’s cash flow. It was less good from my point of view, as that would keep her in Bristol while I was now firmly rooted in Staffordshire.

I was trying to work out where our relationship might be going. Was this even a relationship? Friendship? Friendship with benefits? We’d met back in the spring and we’d certainly become friends as we faced a dangerous challenge together. We’d seen each other a few times after that, and by the time Halloween came around we’d been ready to spend the weekend together in a cosy Cotswolds bed and breakfast. That had been everything I’d hoped for and more. Then Fin had got the Somerset job and Eleanor had announced her plans for Christmas opening. Both of us had been so busy for the last couple of months, we’d barely managed a weekly phone call.

I’d been wondering if she was trying to let me down gently. Then she’d rung just after Christmas to say her mother wanted to invite me to stay for a few days in the New Year, as long as Eleanor could give me the time off. I’d said yes, obviously, as soon as it was clear Fin would be there as well. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

Eleanor owed me the holiday, so that was no problem. In fact, she said I could have two days off for each one that I booked against my official allowance since I was taking leave out of high season. So I had driven across the country from my dad’s house now that the Christmas break was over and everyone was going back to work. But now I was here, I wasn’t at all sure what I was doing. All I did know was I really didn’t want to screw this up.

Our lunch arrived and the food was good. That helped ease the qualms in my stomach. We ate, and as I emptied the teapot for a last half-cup, I nodded at Fin’s shopping bags. ‘You had things to do in Ely then?’

She shook her head. ‘Not really, but Mum gave me a list when I said I was meeting you here. I went over to see my dad this morning.’

I wasn’t sure what to make of that so opted for a safer topic. ‘I could have come straight to you. I’m sure the satnav would have got me there.’

‘I’m not.’ Fin grinned. ‘Digital maps have no idea which routes are passable in the summer but are going to flood in the winter, once you’re off the main roads and out in the fens. The locals have plenty of stories about visitors heading off along some drove or other because the satnav told them to, and ending up bogged down.’

I recalled a few adventures of my own in rural areas. ‘Okay. Better safe than sorry.’

‘Besides, I reckoned you’d have some questions before you meet my mum.’ Fin finished her coffee and looked me in the eye. ‘How about we pay the bill and go for a bit of a walk?’

I could see what she wasn’t saying. She was ready for that conversation that neither of us wanted other people overhearing. Quite apart from anything else, they would think we were both insane.

We paid for our lunch, left the tea shop and walked towards the cathedral, across a broad and empty green. I wondered where to start, and decided on the easiest option first. ‘So where does your dad live?’

‘Out towards Littleport. He’s a farmer, like his family before him.’

‘So he and your mum…?’

I couldn’t think how to phrase it, but Fin understood what I was asking.

‘They met when they were both in college. They were in love for a while, long enough to have me and my sisters, but secrets are no good for a marriage. They were already drifting apart when Mum moved back home to help look after her grandparents. Time passed and we stayed on in the Fens.’

Fin shrugged, but I could see that had been more painful than she was saying.

‘They kept on good terms for our sake, and I think Dad would have tried again, but Mum found splitting up made her life – all our lives – so much easier. I can’t argue with that.’ She managed a rueful smile as we turned left and crossed a busy road.

‘I can imagine.’

That was the thing we had in common. Something neither of us had found in other relationships. I genuinely could imagine the complications in Fin’s life. We both have one foot in the ordinary human world and the other in the realm of folklore that most people think is just stories for kids.

My mother is a dryad, a centuries-old tree spirit who fell in love with my dad when he was volunteering at the nature reserve where she cherished the oak trees. That means while I’m as mortal as the next man, I can see dryads and naiads and the other creatures from myths and legends. A whole lot of things live their own very different lives unseen alongside oblivious humanity.

Fin can see these things too. That’s because she’s a swan maiden. It’s straightforward enough, on one level at least. Her family can turn themselves into swans when they want to, or need to, as long as they have safe hold of the feathers that are bound up with that mysterious power. It cuts both ways. Look up swan maiden myths and there are far too many stories about those feathers being taken away, usually to force their obedience to the men who desire them. So Fin and her sisters, aunts and mother keep that side of their nature a secret. That’s a definite complication when it comes to relationships.

My parents’ situation had been far easier, since my mum could masquerade as a mortal woman easily enough and my dad had no close relatives to ask awkward questions. It had just been the three of us in a cottage outside the village, by the nature reserve, while I grew up. I’d accepted the world as I found it. I’d soon learned what I could and couldn’t share with my class mates, who couldn’t see the same things as me. I’d never thought much about it until I realised bringing a girlfriend home to meet my parents was out of the question.

We were walking down the narrow High Street by now, with modern shops fitted into the old buildings. What had once been part of the cathedral’s monastery ran along our right-hand side. This road must have been a tight squeeze when everyone travelled by foot, horse or cart, and it was definitely not suited to cars.

‘So, in general, how has your family…?’

For a second time, I couldn’t work out how to ask what I was curious about. I’d read everything I could about swan maidens since I’d been introduced to Fin. Another dryad, one who knew her, had realised I needed help to deal with a creature from malevolent myth. The thing is, though, folk tales can help with killing monsters, but they’re not a lot of use when it comes to the practicalities of modern life for people like us.

Once again, Fin could see what I wanted to know. ‘It’s not always been that complicated, certainly not in the so-called good old days. The girls would go off into service or find other work in Lynn or Peterborough, maybe head further afield once the railways arrived. A few years later, they’d come home with a baby or a toddler, along with a wedding ring and the sad tale of a husband who’d died of some sudden illness or who’d been a soldier or sailor lost far away in a war. The British Empire was never short of ways for people to die unexpectedly. Sometimes that was even true, and regardless, people just didn’t ask many questions. Life did get trickier for my grandmother’s generation, as bureaucracy and better record-keeping arrived, but when single-parent families got more common things got easier again. These days, there are lots of options. One of my cousins used a sperm bank to have her two kids.’

She glanced at me as the High Street opened out into a market place at the top of what was undeniably an actual hill.

‘If anything, it’s always been harder for the boys, unless they could find a wife from one of the old Fen families with nereid or merfolk blood, who’d understand their twin nature. They tended to go off and make their way in the world alone, rather than risk fathering children who’d discover they could turn into birds when they hit puberty. Life’s got easier for them though, these days. My cousin Will tells girlfriends there’s a weird genetic disease in his family which he won’t get but he doesn’t want to pass on. No one ever asks him questions after that.’

‘Right.’ As I’d read up on the relevant myths, I’d been surprised to find quite a few stories about men who could transform themselves. But most books are still more interested in the sexy swan maidens, and the stories of men being driven mad with desire for them. I knew Fin attracted more than her fair share of attention, whether she wanted it or not. That was something else we had in common. Dryads have been seducing mortal men for millennia, and thanks to my mother’s blood, I would never go short of sex, if that’s all I was looking for. I’d come to realise that cut both ways too. There’s a world of difference between a quick, fun fuck and making love.

Apart from that, I was glad that the only things I would pass on, if I ever even had children, would be a tendency to be well over six feet tall, the robust good health that means I’m hardly ever ill and every chance of living for close to a century. That’s what my mother says, anyway. Along with the ability to see the supernatural, of course, as well as good night vision and a talent for mimicry that a jackdaw would envy. Okay, I’d pass on quite a few advantages. Not that I was at all sure I wanted kids.

We walked on down the hill past restaurants and shops and soon reached a substantial river. The Great Ouse, according to a sign. The waterside was clearly laid out for tourists, and it would be a nice place to come in the summer. For now, though, the firmly moored canal boats and cabin cruisers were shrouded with tarpaulins. Apart from a few dog walkers, we were the only people around. A small flock of Muscovy ducks waddled towards us, clearly hoping for food. When we didn’t have anything for them, they wandered off, muttering among themselves. I wondered if Fin understood what they were saying, but decided not to ask.

I looked at the opaque green waters sliding past beneath the wide sky. ‘You mentioned nereids. Have you ever met one?’

That was a creature I’d only encountered in books. The offspring of a river spirit and a mermaid or merman. Something to be wary of, I reckoned. While I didn’t share my mum’s deep-rooted mistrust of naiads, I knew exactly how ruthless freshwater spirits could be in pursuit of their own interests.

Fin shook her head. ‘You?’

‘Hardly. I grew up about as far away from the sea as it’s possible to get in this country.’ Added to that, we’d always spent the school holidays at home, so I’d never done the whole bucket and spade, sandcastles, paddling and collecting sea shells routine as a kid. Visiting the coast as an adult, I didn’t feel I’d particularly missed out.

Fin gazed across the water towards a marina and a sprawl of boat sheds. Whatever lay beyond them on the flat, grassy land was hidden behind clusters of willows. ‘My gran used to talk about one she met from time to time as a girl. They don’t have as much to do with ordinary people since they can’t transform themselves as completely as naiads. That makes it harder to blend in. Sea folk can’t transform themselves at all, apparently. These days though, the only trace of mermaid or merman blood around here is when babies are born with a couple of fingers or toes webbed together. That’s dealt with surgically easily enough, so no one thinks anything of it any more.’

‘Right.’ And if those children grew up to see supernatural creatures, I guessed most kept that to themselves, to avoid ending up in a mental ward. That’s what Eleanor Beauchene had done, until the Blithehurst dryads who’d grafted themselves into her family tree a few centuries ago had enlisted me to help her deal with an unexpected menace to them all. I hadn’t expected to get a permanent job out of that, but I wasn’t about to complain.

Fin looked over at the sinking sun. ‘Let’s make a move. I’d rather get home ahead of the rush-hour traffic.’

We walked a bit further along the river and then cut back through a small ornamental garden that celebrated the history of the local eel industry along with the Queen’s golden jubilee. Crossing the road on the far side, we followed the path that led us back uphill through a sizeable grassy park. With the trees bare of leaves, the views of the cathedral were stunning. There were enough medieval buildings left to make it pretty easy to imagine what this place must have looked like when the monks were in their heyday.

Fin paused by a bench and pointed at the cathedral’s roofline. ‘That’s the Octagon there in the middle. Originally there was a central tower, but that came crashing down in thirteen-something-or-other. They realised the foundations weren’t up to rebuilding it in stone, so the King’s carpenter designed the lantern structure using wood instead. He used eight massive oak trees, apparently, with their trunks for the frame, and braced with beams slotted into the stonework.’

‘I wonder if he had any help with that.’ Specifically, I wondered if that skilled craftsman, whoever he had been, had shared the benefits of dryad blood when it came to working with wood. Knowing my mum’s people would also have helped him find the trees he’d needed without getting on their wrong side. You really don’t want to piss off a dryad.

That wasn’t all I was wondering. Ahead on our left-hand side as the path cut through the park was what could only be a Norman castle mound. I remembered making a motte and bailey out of papier mâché and stirring sticks nicked from a coffee shop for a project when I was at school. Since then I’d learned things you won’t find in any history books. According to the Blithehurst dryads, one reason that the Normans invaded was to drive out the wyrms and other malevolent creatures that flourished in England’s medieval marshes. Those monsters had been protected by the Saxons, who used them to serve their own ends. These days, I look very differently at the fantastic coiling creatures in archaeological discoveries like the Staffordshire Hoard.

That was one reason the dryads had enlisted Fin to help me when I’d faced a shape-shifting lake monster in the Cotswolds. They knew she came from the Fens, where such things had once been found. Looking at the metal representation of a giant eel in those ornamental gardens back over the road had sent an unexpected shiver down my spine. It looked unpleasantly like the creature I had fought last summer, desperate to stop the bastard thing killing anyone else. I could certainly have used one of the barbed, three-pronged eel spears that made up one of the sculptures we’d passed by the river.

I turned to her and asked the question I’d been avoiding. ‘Have you any idea why your mum has invited me to stay?’

Fin looked thoughtful. More than thoughtful. A crease appeared between her eyebrows. ‘Honestly, no, I haven’t. I wish I did.’


  

  Chapter Two


	Fin’s little Toyota was in the same car park as the Land Rover. She told me to follow her, but handed me a printed map of our route in case we got separated. I soon realised that was a very good idea.

As the daylight faded, there was a lot more traffic than I expected. Modern farming may not use much labour, but these people were coming home from jobs somewhere, and there weren’t that many main routes for them to use. There were also a fair few tractors out and about, some hauling trailers or heavy machinery that slowed up everyone at roundabouts and junctions. Add the HGVs coming or going to the agricultural processing plants we passed, and keeping sight of Fin’s red car soon became a real challenge as other drivers kept slipping in between us.

There were fewer vehicles the further we got from Ely, but as the dusk deepened, the sky clouded over. I got more and more paranoid about knowing exactly where the edge of the road was. With so little roadside vegetation, there just wasn’t the usual feedback from the Landy’s headlights. I hadn’t realised how much I take that for granted, driving at night. Lights from oncoming cars weren’t necessarily any guide to the line of the road either. Without hedges to block my view, they could be on the far side of some field that the tarmac was swerving around and I’d never know it. The wet autumn meant that any little black-and-white posts with reflectors were dulled to uselessness by months of muddy spray from passing tyres.

I found myself driving quite a bit slower than usual. That didn’t suit the locals used to tear-arsing along roads they could probably drive blindfold. That was all very well, but stupid bastards were coming in the other direction doing exactly the same. I had to brake hard a couple of times to let a gap open up between me and Fin for some prick who was desperate to overtake but hadn’t realised there was another car ahead of my Land Rover. They pulled out without a clear view, confident they could make it before the oncoming lights arrived. When they realised their mistake, they just floored the accelerator instead of tucking back behind the Landy and waiting for a safer chance.

Thankfully Fin was paying attention in her rear-view mirror. The second time that happened, she found enough space to pull over and let the wanker in the Audi rush past to whatever was so important. I slowed and flashed my headlights to let her take the lead again.

As we went deeper into the countryside, the sky cleared. Moonlight silvered flooded fields where ditches and rivers had overflowed. The roads followed the wide banks that held back the rest of the waters. Glowing windows marked out isolated houses down in the farmland, and I was startled to realise just how far some of them were below the water level. We drove alongside a straight stretch of brimful river, and I could see any breach in these banks would drown buildings down on the other side of the road completely. I really hoped Fin’s family didn’t live somewhere like that. I couldn’t turn into a swan, paddle out of a window and fly away if I woke up to find a flood filling my bedroom.

I had put the address into my satnav, but Fin was right to tell me not to trust it. More than once it tried to insist I turn off down a muddy track. A bit later we passed a sign saying the road I was supposed to take was closed by floods. That obviously happened often enough for the local authority to have pre-painted instructions ready to set up. I didn’t try to read the directions, concentrating on following Fin.

Thankfully I soon saw a sign to the village where she lived. Saw Edge St Peter. Buildings appeared, strung along what I realised was one of those shallow ridges of higher ground. We passed a corrugated-iron barn with a yard of gleaming tractors and harrows secure behind a high wire fence with a padlocked gate and security lights. The farmhouse itself was a square Victorian building. The doors and windows were covered with metal plates, and a red-and-white sign warned trespassers that the property was alarmed. That looked a bit ominous, but the row of farmworkers’ cottages that we passed next was being renovated. A patch of land between them and the next house was divided up with rectangles of brickwork and concrete. Footings for a handful of new builds were waiting for spring and the better weather for work to continue.

After a couple of light industrial units looking oddly out of place, we reached the village proper. Houses of pale brick showed lights behind curtained windows. Cars were parked along both sides of the road beneath well-spaced street lamps. There was enough space for a couple of side streets, and then a village green opened up ahead. Another road arrived from somewhere in the darkness to make a crossroads which must have been there for centuries. On this side I could see an ancient church to my left and an impressive Georgian house flanked by shadow-hung trees to the right. The church faced a pub called The Wheat Sheaf on the opposite corner of the crossroads. The big house overlooked a small convenience store and another shop with its windows shuttered.

Fin’s Toyota braked in front of the church to let a Ford out of the pub car park. Then she went straight over the crossroads, past signs indicating a vehicle weight limit and telling me there was ‘no through road’. I followed and noted the street name. Fen End. We were nearly there.

I was caught by surprise when we did arrive. A crescent of modern bungalows was tucked behind the pub, and 1930s semis had been built around the water tower opposite. Further on, where the tarmac gave way to a gravelled track, I wasn’t expecting to find a long, low building of old russet brick with tall chimneys rising from a mossy slate roof. As Fin parked to get out and open the solid black wooden gates to the yard beside a line of outhouses, I saw the date carved into the stone slab set above the front door’s lintel, lit by a modern lamp. So this was Venturer’s House, and it had been built in 1657.

Fin came back to the Toyota, drove into the yard and stood there to beckon me in. I parked beside a mud-splashed VW. As soon as the Land Rover was through the gates, she walked around to shut and bolt them. So we weren’t going in through the front.

The kitchen door opened and the light from inside showed me a bit of the patio between the house and a well-kept garden. The kitchen itself took up maybe a third of the building’s length overall, with a dark window to the right showing me there was a utility room or something similar right at the end of the house.

I got my bag and followed Fin inside, careful to duck under the low door frame. I saw the kitchen ran the full depth of the house from front to back. Blinds were drawn over the windows overlooking the road we’d taken to get here. It was a sizeable room with an old, scuffed tiled floor, more than big enough for a six-foot table and chairs as well as fitted units on three sides. A vast inglenook fireplace took up the inner wall, where an Aga stood beside a modern cooker. I would have to watch my head on the exposed beams though.

Fin’s mum stood by the table. She offered me her hand. ‘Daniel. I’m Helen Wicken. I hope you had a reasonable journey?’

Given the family resemblance, there was no question that they were related. Where Fin’s hair was pale blonde, Helen’s was as white as, well, as a swan’s wing. That didn’t mean she was old. I wouldn’t have put her at more than mid-fifties. She wasn’t as tall as Fin, but she looked equally physically fit, in jeans and a purple sweater. Her accent struck me as more strongly local than Fin’s, but not by much.

I shook her hand. ‘Straightforward enough, thanks.’

I nearly said it was nice to see her again, but thought better of it. Helen knew who I was because she’d seen me fighting the shape-shifting lake monster. As far as I was concerned, she could have been any of the half-dozen swans who Fin had enlisted to help her when she’d agreed to lure the creature out of the water. I didn’t think that counted as a proper hello.

Fin was filling the electric kettle at the sink beneath the back window. ‘Tea or coffee, Dan?’

‘Tea, please.’

‘Seven o’clock all right for dinner?’ Helen went to stir a cast-iron pot simmering on the cooker. ‘I can hurry it up if you’re hungry.’

‘Seven’s fine with me, thanks.’ I looked at the clock on the chimney breast and was surprised to see it wasn’t nearly as late as I thought. It had only taken us just over an hour to get here from Ely. The journey had felt a lot longer.

‘Let me show you to your room then.’ Helen headed for the plank door at the far end of the kitchen that led to the rest of the house.

As she lifted the black metal latch, I looked at Fin. She was busy with mugs and spoons. I picked up my bag and went after her mum. The door opened into a small hallway at the front of the house, where the main entrance was. From the boots and shoes piled up on the threshold, no one came or went out that way. Straight ahead, I could see a sitting room through a half-open door, and on my left, stairs headed up to the back of the house.

‘Do mind your head,’ Helen said with some concern as I followed her up.

She didn’t just mean the sloping ceilings that showed how these upper rooms and windows had been fitted into the original house’s roof space. A metal tie-beam cut across the landing at the top of the stairs. It was just the right height to smack into my forehead.

‘I’ll be careful.’ And not just of the beams and ceilings. Subsidence hadn’t only caused the need for a tie-beam to hold the back and front walls of the house together. The settling brickwork had shifted the joists underfoot and the boards sloped in all directions. I’m used to carrying marbles in my pocket when I’m laying floors, for a quick check that everything’s level. If I dropped one here, it was anyone’s guess which way it would roll.

Helen didn’t seem to notice as she opened one of the doors to two rooms over the kitchen. ‘Bathroom’s in here. We’re on a septic tank, but I guess you know about those?’

As I nodded, she pulled the light cord to give me a glimpse of the modern fittings before clicking it off and heading past me towards two rooms at the other end of the house, over whatever was beyond the sitting room. There were two more doors in between.

She opened the door to the end bedroom overlooking the back garden. ‘I’ve put you in here. You should have everything you need. Let me know if I’ve forgotten anything.’

I heard a hint of tension in her voice. I wondered again why she’d asked me here. This wasn’t the time for that conversation though.

‘This looks fine, thanks.’

She smiled briefly. ‘Come down when you’re ready.’

I dumped my bag on the bed and looked around as she left. There was a small fireplace in the end wall that must be served by the same chimney breast as the room below. A vase of dried flowers in the grate made it clear that it was purely a decorative feature these days. That wouldn’t be a problem, as a radiator under the window meant the room was comfortably warm. There was a double bed with folded towels at the foot, a narrow bookcase full of old and new paperbacks, a small wardrobe and a chest of drawers with a mirror. Everything I needed. More than I needed, to be honest. I didn’t have this much furniture at home.

What there wasn’t was any sign I’d be sharing that bed with Fin. I decided those arrangements were between her and her mother, and I’d just have to follow her lead. Never bringing girlfriends home cut both ways, I now realised. I’d never been taken home to meet anyone’s parents. I didn’t know the rules.

I did know I was thirsty. I dumped my bag on the small armchair by the radiator, went for a quick pee and headed back downstairs. As I came into the kitchen, I heard a car and saw lights in the yard. The back door opened and two women came in. More relatives. Mother and daughter, I guessed.

‘My aunt Sylvia, and my cousin Laurel.’ Fin handed me a mug of tea. ‘This is Daniel Mackmain, as you’ve probably guessed.’

‘Nice to see you again. Nice to meet you properly.’ Sylvia grinned. ‘Fin told us what happened after we left you by the lake, and we followed the court case in the papers.’

‘Right.’ I didn’t know what else to say, so settled for a friendly smile.

‘Good to know that’s all over and done with. How’s Blanche?’ Laurel turned to Fin, who was getting more mugs out of a cupboard.

‘She’s fine. Sends her love.’

Fin shared an update on her sister’s work and the Somerset river project generally. Laurel offered the latest news about other people who I guessed were relatives or friends. Sylvia accepted the change of subject with good grace, though it didn’t stop her looking at me across the table with frank curiosity. I drank my tea and pretended to be interested in what Fin was saying, to avoid meeting her aunt’s gaze.

I wondered if they had been invited to meet me, or if Sylvia had invited herself and Laurel had come along to keep an eye on her mother. I did notice the faint crease between Helen’s eyebrows deepen as she added fish from the fridge to the pot of tomatoes and whatever else was simmering on the stove. Life without any relatives except my mum and dad really is much more simple.

We ate the fish casserole with rice and green beans. It was very tasty, with olives in it and herbs and garlic. Afterwards Laurel took her mother away before she could interrogate me any more about my work at Blithehurst. Over dinner, I kept expecting her to ask me about the dryads who live there, as a lead-in to asking about my mum. Every time I thought Sylvia was about to do that, Helen changed the subject. She asked me what I’d thought of Ely, and told me things about the cathedral’s history. Apparently local rents had been paid in eels, by the thousand. She was looking tense again.

‘That was great, thanks,’ I said to her as Fin followed Laurel and Sylvia out to bolt the yard gates behind their car. ‘Let me do the washing-up.’

‘Most of it will go in the dishwasher.’ She was already clearing the table. ‘There are just the pans.’

I took those over to the sink and was filling the washing-up bowl with hot, soapy water when Fin came back in. Helen closed the loaded dishwasher and switched it on.

‘I’ve got some work to finish, so if you’ll excuse me.’ She headed for the door to the stairs before I finished saying that was fine.

I looked at Fin. She shrugged.

‘She’ll tell us when she’s ready.’ But she was frowning now.

‘What does she do, for work, I mean?’ I rinsed the pan for the beans and put it on the draining board.

‘Graphic designer, for a company in Peterborough. She goes into the office a couple of days a week. Shall I put the kettle on, or would you like a glass of wine?’

‘I’m fine.’ I scrubbed at the inside of the casserole pan where some sauce had stuck on the bottom. ‘Do many of your family live around here?’

I glanced over my shoulder to see Fin sit down at the table. She shook off whatever was bothering her.

‘Grandad died a couple of years ago, and yes, he knew what he was taking on and it didn’t bother him. He was from an old Fen family and used to tell us all sorts of local folk stories, though I’m not sure half of them were true. Pubs round here used to hold contests to find the most entertaining liars. Gran lives in sheltered housing in King’s Lynn now. She’s still got her wits about her, thank heavens, but her arthritis is really bad, and her eyesight’s going too, so she insisted. I think she missed Grandad too much to go on living here. Sylvia and Laurel are close enough to visit her most days. The rest of us are spread around, but not too far. Cambridge, Bury, Peterborough.’

‘Apart from you and Blanche in Bristol.’ I finished with the casserole and let the dirty water drain away.

‘That’s just the way things worked out. It’s easy enough to keep in touch. One or other of us can always fly over to Slimbridge to catch up on the latest gossip.’

I looked around, startled. ‘The wild fowl sanctuary?’

‘Honestly, your face.’ Fin grinned. ‘You’re too easy to tease. I’m kidding. We do have mobile phones and email. Though my aunt Stella, Will’s mum, she has been known to stop by the winter feeding stations for the fenland bird life. If she’s not happy with what’s on offer, she rings up as an indignant birdwatcher.’

‘Really?’ I dried my hands.

‘Really.’ Fin came over and slid her hands around my waist. ‘She got weighed and ringed in a survey once.’

I couldn’t tell if she was teasing me again. That didn’t matter. She tucked her head under my chin, rested against my chest and sighed. She sounded more content than concerned, for the moment at least.

I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her hair. ‘Which one is your bedroom?’

‘Next to the bathroom, but the floorboards creak.’

‘I noticed that.’ I can also take a hint, even if my cock had other ideas. I’d packed some condoms after all.

Fin laughed and pressed her hips against mine, before breaking free of our embrace. ‘Maybe we can find a hotel for a night together when we head back. Once
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