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  Chapter One


	I was standing on neatly mown grass, looking at an imposing old house with a circular sweep of gravel driveway in front of it. Two square towers with battlemented tops stood at either end of the building, framing the frontage of five pointed gables. Three were set back while two jutted forward to give the rooms on all three floors deep bay windows. The golden stone mullions and diamond-leaded panes looked to be in good repair, even in this twilight. Glancing up at the roof, I searched for signs of trouble. No immediate cause for concern. None of the mossy stone slates were missing, as far as I could see. There was no hint of the ridge line sagging, and the clusters of octagonal chimneys were standing solidly upright.

	I’m a carpenter and joiner. I’ve worked on enough projects restoring old buildings that force of habit makes me check things like that, even in a dream. I knew I was dreaming because the Green Man was standing beside me. I could see him out of the corner of my eye, indistinct in the gathering gloom and staring up at the house like me.

	I turned towards him, but in that instant, I found myself inside the house. I had no sense of moving, but I knew that was where I was without any need for explanation. This was a dream, after all. I was standing at the foot of a medical bed with steel side rails and a panel of buttons for different functions. Such modern apparatus looked incongruous in this oak-panelled room with its ornate plasterwork ceiling.

	There was no sign of the Green Man, but an old, old man lay bald and skeletal beneath the drape of a cellular blanket, its corners tucked with hospital precision. His eyes were closed, and his gaunt face was waxy against the white pillows at the raised head of the bed.

	It stood in the centre of the room. On one side of a high, broad fireplace behind it, a Japanese lacquer cabinet bore a tray of vials and syringes. On the other, a bookcase’s shelves held rolls of cotton wool, a box of purple latex gloves and a half-used packet of incontinence pants.

	Out beyond the half-open door, a soft voice spoke to someone I couldn’t see. ‘He is asking for you.’

	If the Green Man had broken into my dreams to show me this sad scene, he must have had a reason. I looked for clues. Over by the window, I saw a battered mahogany sofa with balding olive velvet upholstery. A length of scarlet knitting was wrapped around the needles thrust into their ball of wool.

	‘I think so.’ The voice outside the door was regretful. I realised whoever was speaking was on the phone.

	Heavy brocade curtains and a tasselled pelmet framed a luminous evening sky. Through the window, the closest trees were black against the dusky blue. There was nothing to help me there.

	The phone call ended and the opening door whispered across the worn carpet. The old man’s eyes opened as a young blonde woman walked to the bedside. She was his nurse. That much was clear from her uniform tunic.

	‘Do you need anything?’

	‘No, thank you.’

	Since it was obvious neither of them could see me, I followed the old man’s gaze, wondering what he was looking at so intently. It was a wren, perched on a hazel sprig in the plasterwork ceiling. Close by the bird, I saw a face formed out of oak foliage. The shadowed eyes were lit with the merest glimmer of emerald light. I looked back at the bed as the old man coughed.

	‘Do you think they understand?’ he demanded.

	‘I’m sure they do,’ the nurse assured him.

	I wasn’t convinced, and it didn’t look as if the old man was either. A crease deepened between his sparse brows.

	‘The house and the woods must be kept together.’ Phlegm rattled in his throat.

	The nurse raised his head with a gentle hand. ‘They’ll be here soon.’ She reached for a cup with an angled straw.

	‘They must understand—’ The old man struggled to swallow a sip of whatever was in the cup. He looked over towards three silver-framed black-and-white photographs of uniformed youths on the windowsill. Their corners were crossed with faded black ribbon. ‘Thank God the boys have been spared the horrors that took my brothers. But make sure that they read my notebooks.’

	‘I will,’ the nurse said as she laid him gently down.

	The old man’s eyes drifted back to the moulded twigs and leaves of the ceiling. ‘Do you suppose they’ll know me, when we meet again?’

	‘Let’s hope so.’ As her patient’s eyes closed, the nurse returned to the sofa and switched on a lamp standing on a low table. She picked up her knitting, and her needles clicked placidly.

	I watched the shallow rise and fall of the old man’s chest, and wondered how much time he had left. I supposed something like this must be all in a day’s work for the nurse. Though it looked like he’d lived out his full span, and then some more. This could hardly be called an untimely death.

	‘Nanny always knitted in the evenings.’ A faint smile tugged at his withered mouth, though his eyes were still closed. ‘Socks, mostly.’

	A tawny owl’s clipped call echoed in the woods outside the window, sharp with the urgency of the hunt. The nurse was startled into an involuntary shiver that made me jump, even though I wasn’t really there.

	She looked past the bed to the dark hollow of the cavernous fireplace. A brass clock stood silent on the shadowed mantel, its ornate hands motionless. I could have sworn I’d heard it ticking earlier.

	The old man’s breath rattled in his chest. She went to him immediately.

	‘She bequeathed the house to me because I understood. I knew what she had done.’ His words shook with an echo of old anger. ‘But I didn’t know how to put it right. I should have tried harder, but now—’

	Just as I was hoping he’d say something to explain why I was there, his voice failed between entreaty and regret.

	The nurse slid her stethoscope under his well-worn striped pyjamas. His eyes opened at the touch of the metal on his fleshless breastbone.

	‘What have you seen?’

	‘Nothing—’ She broke off as he glared at her.

	‘What have you heard?’

	‘Old houses make strange noises.’ She glanced up at the ceiling. ‘I thought I heard footsteps once or twice. I even went upstairs to look.’ She managed a brittle laugh. ‘There was only the usual dust and cobwebs. It must have been some trick of the wind in the chimneys.’

	‘At dusk and dawn?’ His faded eyes fixed upon hers. ‘What have you dreamed?’

	She looked at the mantelpiece. ‘Clocks. Chimes. It doesn’t mean anything though. My gran had a silver carriage clock—’

	‘You’re safe inside.’ The old man’s voice was the merest thread. ‘The woods and the flowing waters are the boundaries. Tell the boys—’

	Car tyres crunched on the gravel outside the window.

	‘They’re here.’ The nurse hurried out of the room.

	The lamp on the low table over by the window flickered, as though a moth had got trapped between the bulb and the green silk shade. Out in the hallway, a heavy door opened and men’s voices echoed through the dark house, taut with distress. Far away in the woods, an owl’s fluting call sounded. Another answered, more reflective.

	The old man’s breathing grew harsher and hoarser. He drew a deep, rattling breath. Suddenly, his eyes widened. He stared straight at me, just as if he could see me. His mouth opened as if he were about to say something. Too late. He had no time left to take another breath.

	I woke up, surrounded by peaceful silence. I was in my own bed, with the morning sunlight and familiar birdsong filtering through the linen curtains.


  


  Chapter Two


	I got up, had some breakfast and got ready for work. There was no point in hanging around. I had no doubt that the Green Man had something that he wanted me to do, but until he made that a damn sight clearer, I had plenty of other stuff to get on with.

	Besides, the last thing I wanted to do was sit there remembering that old man’s deathbed as I drank my coffee. I still felt unsettled, and I couldn’t help remembering his eyes searching my face as he stared up at me in his last moments. Dreams where I see the Green Man don’t fade when I wake up.

	I got up from the table and put my mug and plate in the sink. Grabbing my jacket from the back of the chair, I checked the pockets for my wallet, phone and keys, and headed out.

	My commute to work is short and pleasant. The old estate cottage I’ve been doing up at weekends and in the evenings is less than a half-hour walk from my workshop in what used to be Blithehurst Manor’s old dairy. I supply the gift shop and garden centre that tempt visitors to part with some more of their disposable income after visiting the historic house. The garden centre does a good trade selling hurdles, pergolas, rustic arches and some wooden furniture, while the shop stocks my lathe-turned bowls, plates, candlesticks, egg cups and the like, along with carvings of animals and birds that I work on when I have some spare time.

	It keeps me nicely busy, pays the bills with some beer money left over, and there’s far less heavy lifting than I’ve been used to, when I’ve been working on building sites. After moving from place to place every six months or so for the past four or five years, I was beginning to enjoy the sensation of yes, putting down a few roots.

	I use my Land Rover and take the narrow estate road when it’s pissing with rain, but there wasn’t a cloud in the pale blue spring sky this morning. So I took the path to the dairy yard through the woods. With any luck, walking through the trees would help me shake off that dream, for the moment at least. I’ve spent my life with a far closer connection to the greenwood than most. That’s what happens when your mother is a dryad.

	I lengthened my stride and resolutely assessed the hazel thickets now coming into leaf on either side of the path. Fifty years and more ago, these trees had been coppiced, supplying the estate with wood for all sorts of purposes. The plan when I’d moved here seven months ago was that I’d bring the woodland back into productive use. These days, a countryside business like the Blithehurst Estate needs to make all the money it can from its own resources, to end up on the right side of profit and loss.

	On the other hand, as I walked, I couldn’t help remembering that these particular woods were where I’d learned a whole lot more about the unseen world that I’d been born into, after my near-immortal mother and human father fell in love. A lot of very scary things.

	I’d always known there were darker creatures that only people like me with wildwood blood can see, along with the delights like the rainbow sprites that love to dance with butterflies. There are stinking scavengers like boggarts, and slinking shadows like black shucks. But I hadn’t imagined anything as terrifying as the wyrm that had so nearly devastated Blithehurst.

	It was a mild morning, but I shivered at those memories. The wyrm was the reason the Green Man had brought me here, and I wondered uneasily what he had in mind for me now. I looked through the trees for a glimpse of Blithehurst’s dryads, wondering if one of the resident trio might know something useful. Perhaps they had felt the Green Man’s presence here last night. There was no sign of any of them though.

	I was still trying to decide if that was a good thing or not when I reached the cluster of single-storey, brick-built outbuildings that make up the dairy yard. I’d originally come to Blithehurst hoping to learn more about dryads, since the only one I’d ever met was my mum. I’d soon learned that all those warning proverbs and folk tales about being careful what you wish for were right.

	Ageless spirits of wood and water may take on human form, but their priorities are their own, and they take little account of mortal concerns. Anyone without some bond of blood, or another reason to secure their goodwill, should tread very carefully indeed and remember those fairy tale warnings about dealings with the supernatural.

	Sineya, the youngest, is approachable, and friendly enough, bearing in mind that young for a dryad means she’s at least a couple of hundred years old, even if she looks like a woman in her twenties.

	Her mother, Asca, could pass for an elegant forty-something, and she had looked much the same when a sculptor carved a marble likeness of her for one of the ornamental temples in Blithehurst Manor’s gardens, back in the 1730s. She is determined to do whatever it takes to keep the estate intact, and to safeguard the woodlands that she has cherished for hundreds of years.

	The oldest dryad, Frai, looks like one of those sharp-eyed grannies with a talent for withering sarcasm, rather than one who offers comforting hugs. I’ve no idea how ancient she might actually be, but I had quickly discovered she was utterly ruthless when it came to protecting her trees.

	Walking into the cobbled dairy yard, I saw something that drove all such thoughts out of my head. A gleaming new Audi with metallic-red paint was parked outside my workshop. As I approached, the driver got out and waved with a friendly smile. He wore a grey suit in sharp contrast to my combat trousers, Blithehurst Manor staff sweatshirt and leather jacket.

	‘Daniel, good to see you.’

	‘Ben.’ I offered him my hand and we shook, by way of a greeting somewhere between friends and business acquaintances. ‘What brings you here?’

	Benjamin Beauchene – pronounced ‘Beechen’ – is an architect who lives in London, even if Blithehurst Manor is his ancestral family home, and he has shares in the trust that now preserves the property for future generations. Not that the dryads were convinced that the humans who couldn’t see them could be trusted to look after their domain.

	‘I’m looking for a favour,’ he said with a frank grin. ‘Shall we head up to the restaurant for a coffee?’ He gestured towards the repurposed stable buildings that stood at the top of the shallow slope by the main road.

	I checked my watch. It wasn’t even nine in the morning. I wondered what this favour might be, to get him here so early. ‘They’ll still be setting up before opening to the public. If you don’t mind instant, I can do that here.’

	‘Fine by me,’ he said obligingly.

	I found the heavy key and unlocked the door. ‘How are things with you?’

	I didn’t look at him as I asked, to give him the chance to ignore the question if he wanted to. How do you ask someone how they are coping, less than a year after their brother died? Not that Ben knew what had really happened. His sister Eleanor is the only one of the Beauchene family who can see the dryads like me. So she’s the only one who knows the gruesome truth about last summer.

	‘I’m fine,’ he said a little stiffly. ‘I stayed with Mum and Dad last night. They’re… doing okay.’

	I heard the bleep of the central locking as he pressed his key fob.

	‘Good to know.’ I pushed the door open and stepped aside to usher him in. ‘I’ll get the kettle on.’

	Ben went ahead of me into the workshop. He had to duck his head under the low lintel. Like me, he’s over six foot tall, thanks to the dryad blood that Asca’s son had brought into the Beauchene family line. Ben’s skinnier than me though, and Eleanor always said he was born to wear Italian suits. I’m built like the proverbial brick shithouse.

	He cleared his throat. ‘This looks different.’

	‘Got everything I need.’ I crossed the battered tiled floor to the deep, old-fashioned sink in the corner. ‘Take a seat.’

	One of the first things I’d done was fit cupboards and a worktop along this wall. After I’d scraped the flaking whitewash off the walls and given the whole place a new coat of paint. After the estate’s preferred electrical contractor and I had worked out how to get a new mains supply installed, and we’d ripped out and replaced the potentially lethal 1930s wiring.

	I filled the kettle and switched it on. There were mugs on the draining board, and jars of coffee and sugar by the microwave. ‘White, no sugar, isn’t it?’

	As I glanced over my shoulder, I saw Ben was sitting at the old oak table I’d found in the manor’s cellars and brought over here, along with a selection of mismatched chairs. He was opening a briefcase that he’d taken out of the car.

	He looked up and smiled. ‘That’s right.’

	I still had most of a pint of milk in the fridge. I made two coffees and carried them over to the table. ‘What’s this favour, then?’

	Ben pushed his briefcase down the table and opened up a folder with the logo of the firm he worked for on the front. He took out a photo. ‘This is Brightwell House.’

	I managed not to spill the coffees as I recognised the place from my dream. The Green Man wasn’t wasting any time.

	‘Okay.’ I put the mugs down carefully.

	‘Built in 1605, on the site of an earlier house,’ Ben said briskly. ‘Owned by the Sutton family ever since, until they died out in the 1950s. It was left to Cecil Franklin, who was some sort of cousin or nephew of the last owner. He never had children of his own, so his brother’s grandsons inherited it when he died last year.’

	So I guessed that’s who the Green Man had shown me on his deathbed. I picked up the photo and studied it. ‘What are they going to do with the place?’

	‘Turn it into a hotel. The Franklins, our clients, already run a pheasant shoot in the woods that belong to the house. So that’s where we came in. You can see it’s got great potential.’ Ben took a handful of architect’s drawings out of the folder.

	I recognised plumbing plans and wiring diagrams. ‘Where is it?’

	‘Just outside Bourton under Ashes, in the Cotswolds. A real tourist hotspot.’ Ben managed not to sound too envious.

	Blithehurst is just inside Staffordshire, close by the Derbyshire border. Eleanor had told me how often visitors told her they were so glad they’d finally decided to stop and explore the area. They’d always thought how lovely the local countryside was as they drove through it on the way to somewhere else, like the Peak District or the Yorkshire Dales, or the Cotswolds, if they were heading south.

	‘So that’s, what, about two and a half hours’ drive from here?’

	Ben nodded. ‘Maybe three, depending on the traffic around Birmingham.’

	Less than an hour from the little nature reserve where my parents live, on the Oxfordshire-Warwickshire border. My dad used to volunteer there, and that’s how he’d met my mum. He’s been the resident warden since he retired from his factory job.

	‘So there’s woodwork needs doing?’ The panelling I’d seen in my dream had looked in good enough repair. ‘There must be carpenters closer than me.’

	‘There’s more to it than that.’ Ben offered me a disarming smile. The dryad blood in the Beauchene family may have thinned in the last seven generations since Asca’s son was born, but they still have more than their fair share of charm.

	I’m only one generation away from the greenwood. I’m immune. ‘I thought there might be.’

	‘We need a project manager.’ Ben picked up his mug and took a swallow. ‘Someone to live on-site, keep an eye on things, liaise with the local tradesmen.’

	He was telling the truth. Dryads don’t lie, and they can always tell when they’re being lied to. My mother’s blood means I generally get an inkling when someone’s lying to me. Ben wasn’t telling the whole truth though.

	‘Go on,’ I prompted.

	He leaned back in his chair and spread his hands in honest exasperation. ‘We’ve employed two people so far, and they’ve both walked off the job. The Franklins wanted to recruit someone who would be managing the hotel when it opens and get them in right at the start of the project. That way, they’d know the place inside out from day one, and we’d get the benefit of their hotel-management experience as everything was being set up.’

	‘That idea hasn’t worked out?’ I wondered if that was the Green Man’s doing. I still had no idea why he wanted me in the Cotswolds.

	Ben grimaced. ‘It seems hotel managers are used to being with lots of people. Being on their own in a big empty house in the depths of the country freaks them out. Our second choice only lasted a night before she was on the train back to London.’

	‘So you’re looking for someone who’s used to living alone, miles from anywhere?’ I grinned at him.

	‘And someone who knows his way around old buildings and woodwork.’ He leaned forward, his elbows on the table. ‘Someone who won’t take any crap from suppliers or be given the runaround by workmen on-site.’

	I acknowledged that with a nod. Since I’d come to Blithehurst, I’d helped out with renovations on a couple of the properties the family trust owned and rented out. Ben knew all about that.

	‘Three-month contract.’ He hesitated. ‘Six at the most. Good money.’

	A year ago, I’d have snatched the job out of his hand, no question. Now I raised a hand to stop him. ‘I work for Eleanor,’ I pointed out. ‘The tourist season’s already started, and after Easter, business here will really take off.’ And that was the weekend after next.

	‘Haven’t you spent the whole winter making stock for the shop?’ Ben gestured at the other half of the wide, airy room.

	My tools were racked on the pegboard that I’d fitted to the opposite wall. There was a place for everything, and everything was in its place, the way my dad had taught me. Below that was the long, grooved wooden shelf, where long ago dairy maids had left shallow pans of milk for skimming cream and making cheese. I’d turned it into a work bench with a couple of vices and a solidly fixed table saw at one end and my safety goggles and other personal protective gear at the other. The second-hand lathe that I’d tracked down in Derby stood close by, ready for use.

	In between, plastic crates were stacked high with the things I’d made over the cold, wet months. I’d happily worked long days in here, warmly snug thanks to a wood-burning stove that I’d salvaged from one of the other outbuildings. I wondered if Ben had been trying a few other doors in the yard while he’d been waiting for me to arrive this morning. If he’d been peering through the windows, he’d have seen still more woodwork waiting for buyers.

	‘We don’t know how fast things will sell, or which lines will be the bestsellers.’ I drank my coffee. ‘We don’t want to run out of something if we find there’s real demand for it.’

	‘So you can come back at weekends, or for a few days’ leave, to restock.’

	There was an edge of desperation in Ben’s voice. I have to admit, that did intrigue me.

	‘Just come down to take a look at the place,’ he pleaded. ‘We really need to get the project moving, and I honestly can’t think of anyone better than you.’

	I wondered how much of that urgency was some instinct stirred by his dryad ancestry. Then there was my dream last night to consider. I had learned the hard way that the Green Man didn’t like being ignored.

	‘I’ll talk to Eleanor.’ I raised a warning hand. ‘No promises.’

	‘Great.’ Ben’s relief was obvious. He took a pen from an inside pocket and scribbled on the front of the Brightwell folder. ‘That’s my mobile, and my email. Let me know a good time for you to visit. Later this week, if you can?’

	I nodded, still non-committal. There were potential complications I needed to discuss with Eleanor that I couldn’t explain to Ben.

	‘Okay.’ He finished his coffee. ‘Well, I’ll let you get on. Do call me if you’ve got any questions.’ He tapped the folder before reaching down for his briefcase and standing up. ‘Any questions at all.’

	‘I will.’ I walked with him to the door. ‘Are you heading back to London today?’

	‘I am.’ He already had his car keys in his hand. ‘Talk to you soon.’

	‘Have a good journey.’ I stood in the entrance and watched as he drove his expensive red car carefully over the uneven cobbles and out of the yard.

	I wasn’t the only one watching. Blithehurst’s oldest dryad, Frai, was standing over in the corner where the path through the woods arrived between two of the outbuildings. As Ben’s car disappeared, she appeared at my side inside the blink of an eye.

	When they want to, dryads can appear as mortal women, so convincingly that no one without greenwood blood will ever suspect they’re not what they seem. My mum masqueraded successfully as a human mother from my birth until I left school. Granted, the fact that my dad’s cottage was a good mile and a half outside the village helped.

	Since there was no one else to see her here, Frai didn’t bother to manifest in modern clothing. ‘What did the boy want?’ she demanded.

	The old dryad was wrapped in draped-and-tucked folds like some painting from ancient history. She favoured autumn shades, and her eyes, without white or pupil, were the vivid copper of winter beech leaves. The green skin of her exposed arms and her face had the seamed roughness of birch bark and a greyish tinge.

	‘Just estate business,’ I said, off-hand.

	Frai looked towards the estate road that Ben had followed as he drove away. ‘Has he any intention of taking a wife?’ Her tone was acid.

	What she really wanted to know was if Ben was likely to father any children any time soon, and she didn’t give a toss whether he was married to their mother or not. At the moment, Eleanor was the only Beauchene able to see the dryads. Frai was increasingly desperate to see who might have that two-edged gift in the family’s next generation.

	Unfortunately for her, Ben was concentrating on his career, and their sister, Sophie, was a solicitor in Manchester doing the same. The other brother, Robert, had been more involved in Blithehurst, managing the estate’s farmland, but he was dead. Their father had been forced to set his retirement aside until the family could find a suitable new land agent.

	‘I’ve no idea what’s going on in his personal life,’ I said neutrally.

	Frai scowled at me and disappeared.

	I reminded myself not to take it personally. What Frai really wanted was for me and Eleanor to have some children together, but that wasn’t going to happen. When we first met, I’d found she was someone I could like and respect, and facing last summer’s dangers had certainly created a bond between us. Even without that, I reckoned we’d be good friends, but there wasn’t a spark of sexual attraction.

	Not that romance mattered to Frai. She was simply concerned with keeping Blithehurst in the Beauchene family, ideally with at least a few people who could be intimidated into doing the dryads’ bidding. But the days were long gone when supernatural beings could dominate mortals with the simple, unnerving fact of their presence.

	Though dryads can still make life very uncomfortable for anyone who crosses them. It had been funny when I was a kid to see the trivial bad luck that had plagued a local dog walker who repeatedly ignored my mother’s requests to keep his untrained Jack Russell on a lead on the public footpath running through the nature reserve.

	It wasn’t so amusing to learn that Frai and Asca had been determined to keep Eleanor on the Blithehurst estate, even though they knew managing the house as a tourist attraction wasn’t what she wanted out of life. Every time she tried to leave, her car’s electrics died before she was more than a mile away. My presence here was the only reason they’d finally agreed to let her go back to Durham University, to study for the PhD she had her heart set on. Not that having a steady job, paying a token rent and living and working in such a nice place was any hardship for me.

	So I needed to talk to Eleanor before I made any decisions about this job offer from Ben. I went back into the workshop and got my jacket. I locked up and walked up to the Blithehurst Manor car park, restaurant, gift shop and garden centre.

	As I’d said to Ben, the staff were busy getting ready to open up for the day. I exchanged a few hellos. I’d made a couple of friends here, and was on good terms with everyone else, so I could always find company when I wanted to go out for a beer or a curry. Equally, I had my own space and solitude when I preferred to be on my own, in my cottage in the woods.

	I walked through the restaurant and waved to Janice, the manager, who was busy behind the hot-food counter. Like the other sides of the business, the restaurant did a good trade with tourists, as well as drawing in regular local customers who had no interest in visiting the manor house itself. Eleanor’s passion might be medieval history, but she was still damn good at running a commercial enterprise. The systems she had set up here kept everything ticking over smoothly between her monthly visits.

	‘Just checking emails.’ There was no chance of a 3G – let alone 4G – mobile phone signal down at my cottage, and running a landline into the woods would cost an arm and a leg, so this was a regular routine for me.

	‘Right.’ Janice nodded with a friendly smile and went back to writing the day’s specials on the little chalk boards for each table.

	I punched in the code to open the lock on the ‘Staff Only’ door. Thankfully, the room was empty. I sat at the communal desk, switched on the computer and quickly logged on to the Blithehurst network, but that was only for show. What I really wanted was the phone.

	Dryads can see and hear all sorts of things that we mortals can’t. After my dad’s transistor radio first prompted my mum’s curiosity while he worked in the woods, she soon learned how to pick her own choice of listening out of thin air. When mobile phones came along, she quickly worked out how to join in with my regular calls home. Eleanor and I had no idea if Blithehurst’s dryads could do the same, and we weren’t about to ask and give them ideas. If there was something we needed to keep between us, we discussed it over a landline.

	I reached for the phone and rang the house in Durham that Eleanor shared with two other postgraduates. With any luck, I’d catch her before she headed out to the library, or wherever she was working on her thesis today.

	‘Hello?’ a bright, cheerful voice answered.

	Emma? Amy? I had kept both women at arm’s length ever since they had each made a determined pass at me on a weekend visit. Dryads’ sons share their mothers’ allure, and that’s not always the advantage you might think. In this case, causing trouble between Eleanor and her housemates definitely came under the heading of ‘don’t shit where you eat’, as far as I was concerned.

	I played it safe, brief and business-like. ‘Is Eleanor there? It’s Daniel Mackmain. I need a quick word.’

	‘Just a moment.’ The handset was put down with a muted clunk, and I heard distant voices.

	Eleanor picked up a few moments later. ‘Hi, Dan. What can I do for you?’ She sounded more curious than concerned.

	‘Have you got time for a chat? I had an interesting visit from Ben this morning.’ I explained about the Brightwell House project.

	‘I can see why he thought of you.’ Eleanor sounded mildly irritated all the same.

	‘There’s more.’ Keeping an eye on the door in case anyone came in, I quickly told her about my dream.

	‘Oh.’ Eleanor doesn’t have my ties to the Green Man, but she’s seen him for herself and has some inkling of his power. ‘Do you have any idea if…’

	She hesitated. Emma or Amy must have been within earshot. I could hear voices outside the staffroom door as well.

	‘I saw the old lady this morning. She didn’t seem to know anything about him visiting me.’

	I’ve never managed to fathom the relationship between dryads and the Green Man. They live out their centuries-long lives alongside the trees they have chosen to care for, enjoying sex, and sometimes longer relationships, with those few humans they decide to trust. He is a freer spirit, travelling from woodland to woodland, as untouchable and unpredictable as the wind. They have dealings with each other from time to time, certainly when it’s to their mutual advantage, but only they know what determines some shared interest.

	‘Right.’ Eleanor paused. ‘I wonder if this has anything to do with last summer’s… trouble.’

	The ‘trouble’ that had killed Robert Beauchene.

	‘That’s what I was wondering.’

	I waited until she spoke again.

	‘You had better go down there and see what you can find out.’


  

  Chapter Three


	Next Wednesday, I took the motorway south, then A roads, and finally I had a long, straight run along a ridge of high ground. Old toll houses told me this had once been a coaching road, and I reckoned this route went back long enough to have been part of the Romans’ Fosse Way.

	Just after eleven, by the Land Rover’s dashboard clock, I saw a left-hand fork signposted to Bourton, Aylworth and Ashgrove. That last village was where Ben had told me Brightwell’s new owner, Edmund Franklin, lived. As I hit the indicator and followed the road down into the valley, I soon found Bourton under Ashes.

	Sheep grazed in fields to either side, overlooked by a handful of industrial units that marked the edge of the town. Sunlight glanced off parked cars, bright against the dark glass walls of two modern office buildings. Brown-tiled roofs appeared, and I passed a yellow-brick school matching a new housing estate on the other side of the road.

	The High Street had the same mix of shops as everywhere else in the country. As I slowed for traffic lights in the town centre, though, I saw that what had once been some Victorian factory was now boasting freshly cleaned stonework and new windows with discreet cream blinds. A sign announced that The Old Silk Mill was now luxurious modern apartments. I wondered how much those sold for. More than most locals could afford, most likely. Country retreats for London commuters.

	The lights changed, and I glanced at the satnav. I needed to go over the railway bridge and then follow Market Hill down to the river. Passing the railway station, I saw a hospital built with the same robust Victorian confidence as that old mill, though the grounds had long since been surrendered to white buildings striped with blue signs.

	The tree-lined street heading down the valley looked much more like the Cotswolds we’ve all seen on postcards. Though judging by the stacked brass plates, these golden stone houses had long since been turned into offices or dentists’ surgeries.

	Heading down towards the river was like travelling back in time. The tall Georgian frontages with sash windows gave way to seventeenth and sixteenth-century buildings that had been converted into antique shops and tea rooms and other businesses for the tourist trade. By the time I reached level ground, a long medieval building claimed the middle of the street. The upper floor was raised up on thick stone pillars, making the whole lower storey an open arcade. That had been a market hall in days gone by, whatever it was used for now.

	The road divided into two lanes to go around it, and I stopped looking at the architecture to pay attention to the slowly circulating cars and muddy four-wheel-drives vying for parking spaces. Anyone hitting my Land Rover would come off second best, but I really didn’t need the hassle of an insurance claim.

	Once I was past the market hall, I admired a truly spectacular medieval church overlooking the river. I had plenty of time for that, since I had to wait at another set of lights to cross a narrow, hump-backed bridge that was only wide enough for traffic in one direction at a time. The church was to the right of the bridge, and I could see a broad swathe of playing fields running down to the water over to the left.

	So far, so picturesque. Once I was over the bridge and turning right into the lane where the satnav was directing me, I was much less impressed.

	I drove past a sprawl of 1930s pebble-dashed, semi-detached houses that curved around a scrubby patch of grass where a breeze-block bus shelter was covered in spray-painted slogans. Unravelling wire fences divided untended gardens. One had a dented Toyota with mismatched wings parked beside a rusted Transit van. Defunct Christmas lights trailed from a gable where blocked guttering had overflowed to stain the wall. On the other side of the lane, allotments running down to the river were a wasteland of tangled brambles dotted with derelict sheds, some of them half burned down.

	Not what wealthy guests coming by train and taxi would want to see on their way to a luxury, secluded hotel. Well, that wasn’t my problem, and besides, things improved as I followed the curve of the lane.

	Daffodils nodded on steep banks below hedges thickening with pale green leaves. I passed a long, low farmhouse with a gravel yard. A russet-painted corrugated-iron barn separated it from a row of four stone cottages at right angles to the road, on the uphill side from the river. Shirts flapped on a washing line in one of the gardens, though there was no sign of life apart from that. Next came a squat little church with a stubby tower. Two aged hawthorns were bright with blossom among the gravestones that surrounded it.

	I slowed as I approached two tall holly trees guarding a gateway in the low stone wall opposite the church. According to the satnav, I was here. Turning into the gravelled driveway, I recognised Brightwell House.

	A burly man in a dark overcoat was checking his watch beside a blue BMW. That was okay. I wasn’t late. I was supposed to be here at half past, and I had time to spare. I parked my Land Rover and got out.

	‘Edmund Franklin?’ I tried to keep the doubt out of my voice, but he didn’t look like a farmer to me. Then again, my dad always says you never see a farmer on a bike.

	‘That’s my brother. Something came up. I’m David Franklin.’ There was only the barest hint of a local accent in his voice.

	I guessed he was in his late forties. A head shorter than me, he was broad shouldered, with the thick neck I generally associate with rugger players. Not a man to get on the wrong side of, on the pitch or in the office, I guessed. Whatever his job might be, that suit and the car didn’t come cheap.

	‘Good to meet you, Daniel.’ His handshake was firm. ‘Let me show you around. I’ll tell you what we want to do here, and you can ask whatever questions you might have. We’ll see where that leaves us.’

	‘Okay.’ I followed him up the short flight of steps rising between the two bay windows.

	A glazed oak door on the left-hand side mimicked the stonework. Franklin unlocked it to reveal a porch with potted plants clustered on the sills and on dirty plastic crates beneath them. He didn’t seem to notice the sour, earthy scent. As he opened an inner door to reveal a flagstoned passage panelled with dark wood, I took a last breath of the crisp, clean air outside and followed.

	A warning beep pierced the stillness. Franklin pressed a panel that looked exactly the same as the others. It sprang forward to reveal a hidden cupboard housing a modern alarm-system control box. After entering a code, he walked through one of three arches in an oak screen garlanded with carved leaves. ‘The house still has lots of medieval features. This screen is original, and the great hall’s pretty much untouched.’

	That was one way of putting it. I didn’t think this vast room rising through the full height of two storeys had seen a duster or a hoover for decades. There were a couple of battered chairs with splintering cane on a threadbare carpet, and a long case clock stood against the screen. Dull panelling to head height needed a damn good polish, and ominous cracks threaded through the expanse of grimy plaster above it. Smoke stains left dark smudges over a fireplace where some medieval lord could have roasted an ox. I couldn’t help thinking how different this was to Blithehurst. That had been a cherished family home for generations, and was still full of life and charm.

	‘As you see, the house is a hollow square.’ Franklin nodded towards tall windows framing the fireplace, matching those in the front wall. ‘Our great-uncle Cecil lived here until last summer. He was a hundred and seven years old when he died, can you believe it? He had no children of his own, so the estate came to me and my brother.’

	I wondered if Cecil had been a dryad’s son. We’re as mortal as the next man, but we do tend to be hardy, and very long-lived. I looked at the portraits hanging high up on the discoloured plaster, but they were so dirty I couldn’t make out any faces.

	‘You want to open the house up as a hotel?’ I tried not to sound too incredulous.

	‘You’ve seen the woodland on your way here?’ Franklin walked across the flagstones to a shallow wooden dais at the far end of the hall. ‘That’s all the Brightwell estate. We run a commercial shoot, so we want to offer the guns a place to stay instead of putting them up in local pubs.’

	I supposed that made sense, but how much work would this conversion take? I looked at the seats in the windowed bay at the end of the dais, twin to the one housing the entrance. Tapestry cushions were tufted with horsehair as the stuffing poked out of holes. This place must be overrun with mice.

	‘You’re not anti blood sports?’ David Franklin turned, his face hardening. ‘If you are, there’s not much point us going any further.’

	‘No,’ I said mildly.

	My dad has plenty to say about the negative impact on the countryside of rearing birds as brainless as pheasants just for rich people to shoot them, but I reckoned this wasn’t the time to discuss that.

	Franklin opened a door to reveal a smaller room panelled with lighter wood. The windows on two walls showed we’d reached the end of the house.

	‘This is the walnut parlour. Aunt Constance’s sitting room.’ He indicated a black-and-white photograph on a glass-fronted cabinet, showing an elderly woman sitting stiff-backed in an open car. ‘She was a Sutton, a cousin of Uncle Cecil’s mother. She left the house to him because her only son, Arthur, was killed in the First World War.’

	Between her cloche hat and her coat’s thick fur collar, the woman’s eyes looked as hard as some poisoner’s in an Agatha Christie drama. More black-and-white photographs were clustered on the sideboard. Edwardian women stood on the house’s front steps in their finest hats. Men with bristling whiskers posed behind heaps of slaughtered pheasants.

	I didn’t go into the room, for fear of knocking something over. A shabby chintz sofa was flanked by little tables crowded with porcelain figurines. They were thick with dust, and a silver tea service was darkly tarnished.

	Franklin scowled. ‘This was supposed to be cleared out by now.’

	I couldn’t let him do all the talking. ‘It won’t take long.’ Not with a couple of skips outside the front door.

	He grunted and pointed to a painting above the grey marble fireplace. ‘That’s Uncle Cecil.’

	A young man was sitting on a bench in front of a creeper-clad wall. With unruly fair hair and a long, hollow-eyed face, he looked nothing like David Franklin. He didn’t look as if he had dryad blood either, and I can usually tell.

	Franklin shut the door and headed for the back of the house. ‘There were four brothers on the Franklin side of the family. The two eldest, Albert and Harold, died at Verdun and Amiens, leaving our grandad to inherit Ashgrove. That’s on the other side of town, where my brother lives now. Uncle Cecil was something of a late surprise, by all accounts. When Constance finally gave up hope of Arthur coming home, she left Brightwell to him. Grandad and Cecil farmed the Brightwell tillage along with Ashgrove. Ed takes care of that now.’

	We passed an imposing staircase that showed me that’s what the towers at each end of the house were for. Franklin pushed open a heavy door to reveal a room as large as the great hall, though half the height. I’d lived in smaller flats.

	‘This is the grand parlour.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘The whole place needs a damn good airing.’

	He was right, but a gorgeous white marble fireplace relieved the darkness of the room’s oak panelling with garlands of leaves and swags of flowers that reflected the intricate plasterwork overhead.

	‘That ceiling’s amazing.’ I searched the foliage for any hint of the Green Man’s presence. No such luck.

	‘Georgian.’ Franklin headed for a door on the other side of a massive table draped with dust sheets.

	Movement on the floor snagged my eye. A mouse? No, it was only a dried flower disturbed by the draft. I stooped down to pick it up. Frail and translucent, the papery bell might once have been blue. I wondered what it was doing there.

	Franklin had gone through the door and found a light switch. ‘The Suttons used this drawing room as a day nursery, but Uncle Cecil moved a lot of stuff down from the library when the stairs got too much for him. We’re going to use them both as dining rooms.’ He gestured back towards the grand parlour.

	I went over to look into another cluttered room that ran along the back of the house, counterpart to the great hall at the front. Wooden shutters on the windows were closed, so there was no natural light, and the light fittings on the walls only had dim fake-candle bulbs. Not that there was any reason to go in for a closer look.

	Ugly modern shelving units leaned against the panelling. They were crammed with books, and all sorts of clutter, while two flaking leather armchairs were heaped with newspapers. Closer to the window, a fountain pen lay across a clotted glass inkwell on a leather-topped kneehole desk. A half-written page tucked into the corner of the blotter made it seem that Uncle Cecil expected to be back at any moment.

	Franklin shook his head, his expression unreadable. ‘Let’s see what you make of upstairs.’

	I followed him back out of the parlour and up the grandiose stairs. Reaching a narrow landing, Franklin opened a door to show more heavy furniture swathed in dust sheets. ‘These bedrooms haven’t been used for years, but they’ll clean up well enough.’

	We walked along the corridor that ran in a U shape around this floor, with windows overlooking the mossy courtyard at the heart of the house. As Franklin opened successive doors, I saw that the bedrooms had views looking outwards to the gardens and the woods beyond.

	Something occurred to me. ‘This must be a listed building?’

	‘Grade two.’ Franklin was unconcerned. ‘We’ve been through everything with the planning people. The Suttons did extensive alterations before there were any regulations to stop them, putting in dressing rooms which will be ideal for bathrooms. They had the panelling to work with, so you can’t even see the joins. Old Aunt Constance’s father, John, had political ambitions, and plans for hosting house parties with the rich and powerful. Luckily he lost all his money before he could ruin the place.

	He continued walking. I followed him around the next corner and came face to face with a display case of stuffed birds, where a mangy ferret glared at me with baleful glass eyes. Those could go straight in the skip. I also noted the old-fashioned round light switches. ‘What about the wiring?’

	‘We’re getting everything renewed,’ Franklin assured me.

	Now that we had reached the far side of the building, I saw that a wrought-iron elevator had been installed some time ago in the hollow centre of the plain servants’ staircase in this tower. ‘Does that work?’

	‘I don’t know that I’d trust it at the moment,’ Franklin admitted. ‘But we’ll get it serviced and updated if necessary.’

	He led the way up to the topmost floor and opened one of the doors at the front of the house. ‘These were originally the maids’ rooms, but they’ll be fine for guests when they’re done, according to our architect.’

	I hoped Ben Beauchene hadn’t promised more than he could deliver. I wouldn’t want to be in his shoes if David Franklin wasn’t happy.

	These must have been servants’ dormitories back in the house’s heyday. I walked past a solitary iron bedstead to look out of the window under the gable. Bourton under Ashes was further away than I had realised. I could only just see the distant rooftops climbing the hill on the far side of the valley. In between, the river twisted, disappearing between bulbous banks of dull green turf to reappear bright in tree-lined hollows. Slicks of recent rain glistened in the water meadows.

	What I still couldn’t see was any reason why the Green Man wanted me here.

	‘Come and look at this.’ Franklin had gone to open a door on the other side of the stairs.

	I did as I was told, and halted on the threshold, genuinely impressed. A vast room took up the entire rear of this top floor, running the full width of the house. There were wide windows on all three sides, with the wall space between them filled with glass-fronted bookcases. Eleanor Beauchene would love to browse that haphazard collection of ancient leather tomes, cloth-bound books and even the tattered paperbacks. A magnificent stone fireplace dominated the inner wall, with heraldic shields carved on either side. The coats of arms were repeated in
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