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      Miriam stood in the main doorway of the village hall, partially protected from the persistent rain by the little shelter over the door. Water dripped from the hood of her waterproof jacket and somehow aimed directly into her wellies, making her think flip-flops would have been a better choice. But winter had wrapped Toot Hansell in a firm, cold-fingered grip, the last of the leaves long gone from the deciduous trees, gardens sunk deep and quiet into the gentle dreams of hibernation, and the rain had a chill she could feel even through her trousers, which she’d donned in place of her usual long skirts as a nod to the weather. She was regretting it now. The rain never got into her wellies when she had a skirt on.

      She plucked at the front of her jacket, shaking her arms and trying to get the worst of the rain off before she ventured inside, and Priya shouted, “You’re letting all the warm out, Miriam.”

      “Sorry.” She hurried in, pulling the door closed behind her, and set her large (and distinctly damp) hessian carrier bag down on the floor so she could struggle out of her wellies, placing them on the mat and frowning at her sodden socks.

      “You didn’t walk, did you?” Pearl said, pausing as she unpacked bundles of soft willow twigs from a cardboard box onto one of the tables, four of which had been pushed together in the centre of the hall to form a large square. It was already scattered with scissors and glue guns and some alarmingly large hammers to go with disproportionately small nails. “It’s not really the day for it.”

      “It never seems like the day for it at the moment,” Miriam said, taking a couple of Tupperware containers from her bag and carrying them to the tables, socks squishing unpleasantly.

      “Rubbish,” Rose said cheerfully. She was already seated, and attempting to untangle a cat’s cradle of ribbons in various pinks and pastels and other gentle colours. They looked as if some small creature had been nesting in them since last year, and with Rose that was always a possibility. Miriam had discovered a hibernating dormouse in the older woman’s linen cupboard when she’d been looking for a hand towel once. She still wasn’t sure if it had been invited or not, but given the fact they were endangered she rather supposed it had been there for safekeeping. Now Rose said, “No such thing as bad weather. Only the wrong clothes.” She gave Miriam a critical look. “Waterproof trousers, Miriam.”

      “Far too hot.” Miriam replied. “Plus they’re only good when one’s outside. I can’t stand sitting around in them after.”

      “Just take them off when you get where you’re going,” Rose said, twisting in her seat and kicking out a leg to demonstrate the fact she’d evidently been wearing luminous green leggings (they matched her short hair) and knee-high, dinosaur-print socks under her own. Her Great Dane, Angelus, looked at her in alarm, as if he thought she might need saving from the dinosaurs.

      “If this rain keeps up, I’ll consider it,” Miriam said truthfully, and went through to the hall’s compact, slightly shabby kitchen, where Jasmine was filling the kettle from a large glass bottle of water. Her Pomeranian, Primrose, was lying in the corner with a dog chew between her paws, and she broke off her gnawing to bare her teeth at Miriam. Miriam ignored her, in the hope the horrible dog would return the favour. She never liked to think the worst of anyone, but she was certain Primrose spent all her free time plotting the downfall of the human race. “Hello Jasmine, love. Have we got enough water? I brought some extra.” She set a matching bottle down on the worktop, next to the one Jasmine had just emptied.

      “I think we’re okay,” Jasmine said, flicking the kettle on. “We’ve still got half a crate left from yesterday’s delivery. The toilet’s making dreadful noises, though. I don’t think we should use it.”

      Miriam tried the tap, and frowned at the water that gurgled into the sink. It wasn’t too bad, she supposed, not when one considered what people dealt with in other parts of the world. It didn’t smell, and it was only barely discoloured when one ran it into a glass, milky with trapped air and suspended grit, but she didn’t fancy drinking it, boiled or not. And it was most out of the ordinary for Toot Hansell. She’d never known the village to have trouble with the water before.

      “It’s got to be this rain,” Gert announced, collecting glasses to take through to the hall. “Playing havoc with the springs. I had a bath last night and when I got out it looked like I’d been rolling in chalk or something.”

      “Mine’s exactly the same,” Miriam said, picking up an array of mismatched mugs. “It is odd, though. It’s not like we haven’t had rain before.”

      “Not like this,” Jasmine said. “It feels like it’s never going to stop.”

      Miriam couldn’t argue with that. The Yorkshire Dales were hardly known for being arid, of course, but this was excessive. She felt as if she could barely remember their last sunny day, and her garden was rapidly becoming a swamp. Despite this, though, the levels of the waterways that encircled and cradled Toot Hansell were oddly low. It was as if the rain was building up in the land rather than making its way to the proper places, and the water that was still in the wells and springs that supplied the houses was distinctly unpleasant.

      As the entire village’s water supply was private, the county water board wanted nothing to do with the problems, and several calls to the Environment Agency had resulted in nothing more than an assurance that it was likely just the rain and would go away on its own. After some enthusiastic complaining, though, Skipton council had sent someone out to take a look. They’d snapped some photos and siphoned some water into a few sample jars but pointed out that it wasn’t their responsibility either, and now any sort of progress on a solution was somewhat stalled.

      Meanwhile, a spate of stomach upsets and some rather nasty fevers had led to a general agreement on the village Facebook group that no one should drink the water. Connor at the deli had taken it on himself to create a very official-looking graphic to make everyone pay attention, but Miriam doubted anyone had really needed telling. Some of the descriptions of the aftermath of drinking it had veered into the unpleasantly graphic.

      But a bit of rain and some technical difficulties weren’t the sort of thing that could slow down the Toot Hansell Women’s Institute. They had a Valentine’s Day market to prepare for, after all, gifts to make and schedules to plan and tasks to allocate, and one couldn’t make a fuss about a little inclement weather or water shortages. So Miriam went back into the hall with the mugs, setting them on the table among the steadily growing collection of cakes and slices and biscuits, glue guns and ribbons and tiny heart-shaped baubles, as the remaining ladies of the W.I. emerged out of the rain, damp but good-humoured.
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        * * *

      

      Miriam squinted at the tangle of willow, dried flowers, and ribbon on the table in front of her, put an extra blob of glue onto a clump of pink feathers to fix them in place a bit more securely, then nodded in satisfaction. She got up and carried her wreath to the little stage at the front of the hall, where a dozen others were already laid out neatly, waiting for the glue to set. They ranged from classically pink-themed creations, crowded with hearts and glittery spangles (Gert), to a cheery flow of rainbow colours (Pearl), to minimalist and natural-looking (Alice), and … well, interesting. Miriam set hers (lots of dried flowers and feathers, with a dusky pink theme) down in a spare patch of space next to Jasmine’s, which featured a smothering of red ribbons that were already slowly unravelling.

      Miriam surveyed the others, then said, “Rose, have you put skulls on yours?”

      “Just a couple of bird ones I picked up,” Rose said. “Plus some feathers. Adds a bit of interest.”

      “I put extra hearts on mine,” Carlotta said. “And some of those little adult dice. That’s interesting.”

      Miriam made a face. She thought she preferred Rose’s sort of interesting. “More tea?” she asked the hall at large, and was rewarded with a chorus of acceptance. She took the two big teapots from the tables and wandered into the kitchen, the door swinging shut behind her. The kitchen was low-ceilinged, a lean-to that had been added onto the back of the hall as a much later afterthought, and the rain was a ceaseless monotone on the roof, splashing from the overflowing gutter and painting the windows in a shifting flood that distorted the slumbering garden beyond. It should’ve been soothing, but the long days – weeks, even – of rain had her unsettled. She felt like the village was slowly sinking under the weight of it all.

      A crate of glass bottles of water sat on the worktop, half of them empty, and Miriam pulled her attention off the garden, scolding herself for being silly. It was just rain. She filled the kettle from one of the bottles, then examined the label to distract herself. The bottle was heavy and square-shouldered, and the label was minimalist in the way only very expensive things are. A swirling logo decorated the front, and small print ran up one side, both on translucent backgrounds. Sourced: better than water. On the other side, similarly small, was 100% Toot Hansell, refined, purified, and bottled at the source. She sniffed, and looked around as Alice came into the kitchen to wash her hands.

      “Utter tosh,” Miriam said, showing her the bottle.

      Alice barely glanced at it. “All the better than water nonsense? I’m not even sure what that means.”

      “I know. It is water, so how’s it supposed to be better than itself?”

      “I imagine they simply think it sounds impressive. Although we do have very good water.” Alice turned the tap on, and it spat angrily, gurgled, banged about in the pipes, then disgorged a trickle of milky liquid into the sink. Alice grimaced, but washed her hands in it anyway and added, “Usually.”

      “I suppose we should be grateful Lachlan’s giving us all this,” Miriam observed, meaning the owner of the bottling company.

      “I suppose we should,” Alice said, her tone non-committal. “I don’t imagine one gets as rich as him by giving things away, though.”

      Lachlan was new to the village, and Miriam was fairly sure the water donations were a ploy to get everyone to like him, but it was also desperately handy. He’d turned up as soon as the complaints about the supply being undrinkable had appeared on the Facebook group, handing out crates of bottles and waving off thanks, talking about being “all in this together” in the manner of someone who’d never been in this at all. But one couldn’t deny the fact it was helpful.

      She offered the bottle to Alice, tipping a little over her hands to rinse them, and was about to point out that, so far, Lachlan hadn’t asked for anything in return, and it would be quite a hassle if the whole village had to trek all the way to Skipton to buy water, but movement through the window distracted her. She leaned over the sink, peering out into the sodden garden. Nothing. It must’ve been a combination of the endless rain and the low afternoon light.

      She started to turn away, then caught that same fleeting glimpse, stolen through a momentary gap in the rain on the window, revealing a slight figure in a calf-length dress, a cardigan, and slippers, mired in the garden.

      “What on earth—” she started, then the figure was gone again. Not just lost in the rain, gone, as if a curtain had been pulled over them. She blinked, and set the bottle down to hurry to the door.

      “What is it?” Alice asked.

      “There’s someone out there.” Miriam opened the door onto the rustling, grey-hued dampness, hesitating on the threshold as she strained to see over the low drystone wall at the bottom of the hall’s garden into the churchyard that adjoined it. Alice joined her, peering dubiously at the dull afternoon.

      “Who was it?”

      “I don’t know. But they were in slippers.” Miriam frowned. No one would be out here in slippers on a day like this. But she was sure that was exactly what she’d seen. And a cardigan, not a waterproof jacket. She couldn’t see them now, but she had done, she was sure of it, and she couldn’t just leave them out there. Not dressed like that. She pulled her socks off, keeping her eyes on the garden.

      “Miriam, wait,” Alice said, but Miriam had already stepped out into the grey afternoon, the grass soft and slick under her bare feet, water squishing between her toes and rain chilling her face.

      “Hello?” she called, hurrying to the wall and leaning over the stile. “Is someone there?”

      “Miriam!” Alice called after her. “Come back and get your coat. You’ll catch your death.”

      Miriam ignored her, peering into the skeletal stands of trees in the churchyard, then checking each way along the wall, as if someone might be crouched there waiting to jump out at her in some strange prank. But the trim grass among the gravestones was empty, the bare trunks of the trees too slim to hide anyone other than a child. Miriam was sure she hadn’t seen a child, not with those slippers and that cardigan. She turned away from the wall and trekked around the hall, paying no attention to the steadily increasing weight of her sodden jumper and the chilly trails the rain was plotting down her neck.

      At the front of the hall the road was empty in both directions, no one out walking on such a miserable day, not even dragging a reluctant dog along. The only cars were the ones parked at the kerb, all of them belonging to the W.I. She stood there frowning at the deepening afternoon, aware of a chill collecting on her arms that was nothing to do with the cold January rain. She could taste something oddly brackish at the back of her throat, as if she’d been drinking the stale tap water, and the day seemed dimmer than it had a moment ago. She took a shivering breath, hugging herself tightly, then looked around as an umbrella swung over her.

      Teresa looked down at her, her face serious. “Are you alright, Miriam?”

      Miriam looked back at the hall, finding the front door wide open and the W.I. packed into the gap, all of them watching her with worried faces.

      “I saw someone,” she said. “I’m sure I did. In slippers. They can’t be well, dressed like that in this weather.”

      No one answered for a moment, then Alice stepped out into the rain, her wellies on and the hood of her sky-blue coat pulled up over her silver hair. “Then I think we’d best find them, don’t you?”

      “I’m ready!” Jasmine called, pushing out after her and struggling on her luminous yellow Police Community Support Officer jacket as she came. “I can coordinate!”

      “Joy,” Gert said, but Jasmine barely glanced at her.

      “Miriam, come in and dry off,” Priya said, waving at her. “I’ve turned the heating all the way up. It’s ever so efficient since Amelia fixed it. It won’t take a moment, then you can go out again.”

      Efficient was an understatement when it came to the hall’s old boiler, which was what one got when a dragon put themself in charge of repairs. But as tempting as it was (she was already shivering, and had lost feeling in her toes somewhat), Miriam abandoned the shelter of Teresa’s umbrella to continue her circumnavigation of the hall. “There’s no time. They can’t have gone far – perhaps they got over the wall and into the church before I got there?”

      Teresa hurried after her, trying to keep the umbrella over them both, her running shoes squelching in the wet grass. “Did you recognise them?”

      “I only saw them through the window. It was too far away to tell.”

      There was no one on the other side of the hall either, and Alice caught up to them as they reached the garden to the rear again. “Teresa, you go back,” she said, handing Miriam her jacket as the younger woman climbed over the stile into the churchyard. Miriam took it, pulling it on without taking her eyes from the dripping trees and damp gravestones. That brackish taste at the back of her throat seemed to have intensified.

      “Are you sure?” Teresa asked. She was shivering in her koi-print leggings and light jumper.

      “Yes, no point all of us getting pneumonia,” Alice said, giving Miriam a pointed look.

      Miriam looked away from the churchyard finally, her cheeks flaring with heat. “I’m sorry. But I really did see someone. And we can’t just leave them.”

      “Of course not,” Teresa said. “You go on. I’ll get the kettle on again for when you find them.” She headed back to the hall with her trainers squidging audibly.

      “Sorry,” Miriam said again.

      “Not at all,” Alice said. “Enough of us have decent clothing to be out in. Shall we check the church?”

      “It’s the only possibility I can think of,” Miriam said. “They’d have had to run, though.” And the person she’d seen didn’t look like much of a runner. But she fell into step with Alice as they headed for the graceful old building, small but crowned with an impressive spire.

      They were barely halfway to it when Carlotta shouted from the hall garden. Miriam spun around, almost slipping in her bare feet, and Alice turned a little more circumspectly.

      “There!” Carlotta shouted, standing at the corner of the hall and pointing urgently toward the road and the green beyond it. “I saw someone there!” Pearl was on the road itself, peering in the direction Carlotta was pointing while her old Labrador, Martha, splashed in the overflowing drains.

      Miriam ran back to the stile, scrambling over it and rushing to join Carlotta. “Who was it?”

      “I couldn’t tell,” she said, trying to stop her hood falling over her eyes. “But they looked like they were in a dressing gown.”

      “I saw someone in a cardigan,” Miriam said, frowning.

      “I hope there’s not two of them out here,” Pearl said as Alice joined them, and another shout went up from the green. Miriam caught a glimpse of Jasmine’s bright yellow jacket in the shadows among the trees that edged its far side, then the younger woman emerged, sprinting across the grass with Primrose in her arms and half a dozen geese in fierce pursuit.

      “There’s someone in there!” Rose yelled from the edge of the green, pointing at the duck pond.

      “You get them, then,” Jasmine shouted back. The geese had stopped but she was still running, and the women at the church gate looked at each other.

      “If they’re in there with the geese, good luck to them,” Carlotta said.

      “Yes, but … a dressing gown? Slippers?” Miriam said. “We can’t just leave them.”

      “Running around in all directions isn’t getting us anywhere,” Alice said, then raised her voice. “Ladies, regroup!” The words rang sharp and clear across the road and around the hall, and Miriam half expected the geese to come to attention along with the W.I. All the birds did was glower from the edge of the pond, though.

      The ladies filed back into the cake-scented, welcoming heat of the hall, but Miriam lingered on the edge of the road, scanning the green with its flat, lurking pond, and the empty streets stretching to either side of the hall. Chimneys puffed smoke and windows glittered with leftover Christmas lights, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that it was all a façade, an illusion projected on a cold and dreadful reality, one that tasted of muddy, brackish water and cold silences. She really wanted to be wrong, for there to be no one out here in their slippers or their dressing gown, lost and wandering. Wanted to just be seeing ghosts and mirages brought on by the long cold of the winter and the dreadful, endless rain.

      But she didn’t think so. She thought the day was just as it felt. The sort of day that could swallow one whole, never to be seen again.

      Unless they did something about it, of course.
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      Alice often thought that, if she’d had access to the Toot Hansell W.I. in her Air Force days, many operations would have gone altogether faster and more smoothly, even if lacking somewhat in the usual level of discipline. The ladies regrouped and organised themselves swiftly, and five minutes later Alice was driving around the green, Miriam in the passenger seat. They were both perched on bin bags to protect the seats from the worst of the wet, and Alice could see Miriam shivering slightly despite the fact she’d turned the heat all the way up. The car hadn’t had a chance to warm up yet.

      On the side facing the village hall, the green flowed smoothly to meet the street with barely the blip of the pavement to show its boundary, but on the far side, where the duck pond nestled among trees and looming water plants, a bank reared up to protect it from the road. A guardrail stopped small children on trikes and overeager dogs towing hapless owners from plunging to the smooth green water below, and Alice parked at the closest point to the pond.

      She and Miriam peered out at the deep shadows between the wet tree trunks and dripping bushes, looking for movement. Teresa and Pearl had taken their car to check the church, while Carlotta and Rosemary were driving around the green from the opposite side to Alice and Miriam. Rose and Jasmine, fully kitted up in their waterproofs (with Primrose in a matching yellow jacket and Angelus mournful and drenched) were marching down the street in one direction, checking in neighbouring gardens, while Priya and Gert went the other way. There had been a general consensus that braving the geese was unnecessary, as if anyone had ventured close enough to the pond they’d have been chased out just as quickly as Jasmine had been.

      Miriam got out and went to lean over the guardrail, frowning at the bank below. Her hood was still down, and her curly hair was damp and dark. Alice joined her, and they examined the low undergrowth and the dimpled, murky water visible beyond.

      “Should we go down?” Miriam asked. “See if we can talk to Nellie, perhaps? She might’ve seen something.” Nellie was the village water sprite, and the geese were, if not her pets, certainly her bloody-minded companions. Their aggressive mood didn’t bode well for Nellie’s own.

      “I’m sure Nellie would have seen off anyone who came close,” Alice said, looking along the bank. “I was more interested to see if anyone climbed up this way.” Or fell down it, she thought.

      “If they got that far. The geese have been worse than ever recently.”

      Alice made a small noise of agreement. The Toot Hansell Facebook group had been host to a steadily increasing flow of complaints regarding the hostility of the birds, and demands that Someone Sort It Out. As most people outside the W.I. didn’t know about the sprite, or dragons, or any of the other, rather less ordinary aspects of the world, the general expectation seemed to be that the council should get involved, but the council seemed even less concerned about problematic geese than they did about the steadily worsening water quality.

      “I don’t see anything,” Alice said, finishing her survey of the banks. “Maybe you saw Nellie.”

      “It wasn’t her,” Miriam said. “And if someone’s out in this …” She trailed off, spreading her hands wide. “I mean, it’s easy enough to get hypothermia.”

      Alice nodded. It was. Far too easy in this incessant damp, and Toot Hansell had its fair share of frail residents, in both mind and body. It didn’t bear thinking about. “Come on. We’ll keep looking.”

      They climbed back into the car and headed off again, expanding their search by a block, as much as Toot Hansell could be said to have blocks. Which was not at all, really, favouring meandering lanes and unexpected side streets instead. The headlights fractured on the raindrops and painted the tarmac in glossy streaks, but all was quiet. Alice didn’t doubt that Miriam had seen something. Miriam often saw – or sensed, more accurately – things that Alice missed. Alice rather prided herself on her ability to see what was in front of her, and not be swayed or deceived by any sort of fanciful thinking, but she had to admit that, since meeting dragons and discovering a whole hidden world that existed around them, it had become rather the norm to assume fanciful things were quite as concrete as council taxes and power bills. And more pleasant most of the time. So long as one discounted goblins and faeries and the like, of course.

      Now she slowed the car even further as they crept through the rain-smothered village, checking the gardens as well as they could between the murky visibility and deepening shadows of the late afternoon. Toot Hansell had never felt dull or oppressive, but today, for some reason, it seemed unfriendly, as if it had turned its back on the human world, curling protectively around its disturbed waters like a cat hiding its wounds.

      “We should have checked the pond better,” Miriam said. “What if they fell somewhere? Or fell in?”

      “The geese wouldn’t let anyone get close enough,” Alice pointed out.

      “Unless the geese made them fall in,” Miriam said darkly. “And what if …” She trailed off, swallowing audibly. “It’s bottomless sometimes. What if they sank?”

      “I doubt it. The last thing Nellie wants is humans in her pond.” Nellie was, if not anti-human exactly, certainly antisocial.

      Miriam nodded slowly. Her fingers were twisted into her sodden jumper, fidgeting with the hem persistently. “Unless Nellie was the one who pulled them in.”

      Alice gave her a startled look. “Why on earth would she do that?”

      “She’s been very odd lately. She was in my garden pond a week or so ago, shouting about humans making a mess of things. She didn’t even want any Welsh rarebit.”

      Alice doubted Welsh rarebit was a sprite’s natural diet, but scones and mince pies were hardly a dragon’s, and they had certainly adapted to them rather well. “What exactly did she say?”

      “She accused me of poisoning her water, which is so unfair. I did say I’d be the least likely person to do that.” Miriam sounded mortally offended. “I don’t even rake my leaves!”

      “But why would she think it was you?” Alice asked.

      “I’m not sure she really did. She was just so upset, and kept saying someone had done something, and she was going to get to the bottom of it. The next time I saw her she was in the village square, sitting in the well bucket with a bottle of whisky, hissing at everyone who asked her if she was a performance artist. Apparently people can see her very easily when she’s tipsy.” Miriam thought about it. “Drunk, really.”

      “Oh dear,” Alice said. “That doesn’t seem like very sensible behaviour.” The magical Folk of the world were mostly unknown to humans, and in general Folk wanted to keep it that way. They’d gone into hiding centuries earlier, becoming myth to protect themselves against the endless expansion of humanity and their horror of the unfamiliar. While some still lived among humans, they went unnoticed, protected by the simple fact that they weren’t meant to exist. It was quite likely that people really had thought Nellie was a performance artist. Humans are terribly good at self-deception.

      “I’m not sure Nellie is exactly sensible,” Miriam said. “Not the way she sets those geese on people.”

      “She is rather too keen on that.” Alice thought about it. “Did you suggest she talk to the dragons about the water issue?”

      “She said they were too soft on humans, and she wasn’t going to be hanging about asking nicely if she found anyone damaging her springs.”

      “Oh dear,” Alice said again, keeping her voice neutral.

      “She can make the pond bottomless, can’t she?” Miriam almost whispered.

      Alice checked her mirrors, then swung the car into a U-turn. “I don’t know. But let’s see if we can find her.”

      She drove back to the same spot where they’d parked before, pulling her hood up before she climbed out of the car, and bracing herself against the complaint of her hip. The colder weather always brought out the worst in it, and it annoyed her how handy her cane had become with the slick streets.

      Miriam was already out, leaning over the guardrail again. Beyond it, the bank was coated with a slippery hide of old leaves and muddy, lichen-crusted roots as it slid down to the pond below. Nothing looked different to when they’d left, the ground undisturbed. The water was still and sleek, dimpled lightly by the raindrops and decorated with the flat green swathes of lilies. “Nellie?” Miriam called.

      There was no response, just the persistent patter of rain on the trees and the car roof, and the low grumble and swish of a vehicle approaching on the wet road. It stopped, and Alice turned to see Carlotta lowering the driver’s window.

      “Anything?” she called.

      “Nothing,” Alice replied. “You?”

      Carlotta shook her head. “No. What’s the plan?”

      Alice looked down at her damp trousers, then checked her watch. “It’s going to get dark soon, and we don’t know that anyone’s out here⁠—”

      “I saw them,” Miriam protested.

      “But we haven’t found anything, dear. And we’re all wet and cold. There’s no point getting pneumonia over this.”

      “They’ll be getting pneumonia.”

      “Someone’s probably already seen them and taken them inside,” Carlotta said. “No one would leave anyone out in this.”

      “That does seem likely,” Alice agreed. Miriam still looked dubious.

      “We’ll take another turn around the green before we go home,” Rosemary called from the passenger seat. She waved her phone. “No one’s come up with anything in the WhatsApp group. No sign at all.”

      Alice took her own phone out, shading it from the rain with one hand while she checked the W.I. chat. Everyone reporting in, all with the same answer. Nothing other than more rain and drenched streets. “We can’t just wander around all night, hunting for ghosts.”

      Miriam made a frustrated noise, looking back at the pond. “I suppose.”

      “I’m telling you, someone’s found them already,” Carlotta said. “Don’t be out in the cold too long, you two.” She pulled away, already rolling the window back up, and Alice looked at the pond, sinking deeper into shadow as the light faded, night coming early in the dull stretches of winter. She didn’t know what she was expecting to see. A soft rush of bubbles breaking on the surface, perhaps, followed by the dreadful flash of pale skin as a corpse rose?

      For a moment she almost thought she did see something, a glimmer of creatures passing swift and sure under the surface, then the pond was empty again. No Nellie emerging with a fish between her teeth, no slipper-clad wanderer appearing between the trees. A goose waddled across the green, though, beady eyes fixed on them and neck snaking with fury. It hissed, shuffling its wings, and more answered from the cover of the trees.

      “We’d best go,” Alice said.

      “Alright,” Miriam said with a sigh. “I know what I saw, though.”

      “I believe you. But there’s nothing we can do if we can’t even find a trail.” Alice took a final look at the smooth, placid surface of the pond, then turned back to the car, the soft damp scent of the old earth rising around them, cold and comforting all at once.

      In the warm cocoon of the little 4x4, Alice examined Miriam as she did up her seatbelt. There were unfamiliar frown lines digging into the corners of the younger woman’s mouth and dividing her forehead. “We can keep looking if you want.”

      “No, I’m sure you’re right. It’s not that. Or not just that. It’s the water, and Nellie being so upset, and everything. It all feels off, and I can’t stand it. I’ve lived in this village forever, and it’s never felt so …” She searched for the words, lifting her hands and letting them drop back in her lap. “Lost, perhaps?”

      Alice nodded. “The water’s been troubling me, to be honest. I thought it was just the rain, but …”

      “But it’s not. Not with Nellie and everything else.”

      Alice turned the car to head toward Miriam’s house. “We need to spend some time looking into it. This has been going on far too long, and the council isn’t doing anything.”

      Miriam sighed softly, and when Alice glanced at her she was smiling. It was only a small smile, but it looked more natural on her than those frown lines. “I was hoping you’d say that. I thought maybe I was being silly and overreacting.”

      “Not at all. This is our village, and we need to look after it. And that means more than just jams and market stalls.” She indicated, pulling smoothly into the next street, the wet tarmac purring under the wheels. “I’m dropping you off. Have a shower and warm up, and I’ll come by a little later. We can make a plan.”

      “But we were in the middle of the wreaths,” Miriam said. “Everything’s still out at the hall.”

      “I’ll deal with it,” Alice said. “You need to dry off.”

      Miriam looked down at herself, then back at Alice. “So do you.”

      “My top half is dry, at least.” Alice pulled into Miriam’s road and headed down it toward where an ancient VW Beetle huddled sadly by the kerb. “You’re entirely soaked. Get the fire on before you get a chill.”

      “At least I can,” Miriam said. “Those poor people. Our poor springs.” Her smile had faded, and there was a dejected note to her voice that squeezed Alice’s chest.

      “Off you go,” she said as she stopped the car, and patted Miriam’s shoulder, wishing she could pull her into a hug, but that just felt so terribly personal. “I’ll pop back soon and we can decide what to do tomorrow.”

      Miriam nodded and climbed out, walking slowly down the garden path in her bare feet with her head bowed. She’d left her wellies at the hall, evidently.

      Alice didn’t watch her go, just turned the car around, keeping half an eye out for underdressed walkers, but without much hope. The night was already swallowing the day.
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        * * *

      

      At the hall, Alice found Carlotta, Rosemary, Pearl, and Teresa already packing away the wreath supplies and stacking the Tupperware, the room warm but subdued.

      “Any luck?” Teresa asked as Alice pulled her muddy boots off.

      “None at all. Anyone else?”

      “Nothing.”

      “The others have gone home to change,” Rosemary added. “Gert said her nephew’s niece’s cousin’s god-daughter is a plumber and might be able to help.”

      “Her niece’s sister-in-law’s god-daughter,” Carlotta said.

      “No, that wasn’t it.” Pearl was curling ribbons into a box while Martha sneakily licked a couple of plates clean behind her. “Nephew’s cousin’s god-daughter’s niece, I think.”

      “They’re a plumber, anyway,” Teresa said to Alice. “Not that it’ll help the town, but it might sort the toilet out.”

      “That would be something,” Alice said, stacking baubles in a bin. “We can’t spend too long here without one.”

      A murmur of agreement greeted that, broken by Pearl exclaiming, “Martha! Bad girl! Drop it!”

      Martha gulped the sausage roll she’d just stolen and fled at a surprising pace, given her creaky joints. The ladies kept packing up while Pearl tried to figure out if the old Labrador had managed to get into any of the Tupperware, or only the plate of sausage rolls. Alice thought that, given the water they were currently washing their dishes in, a little Labrador slobber might be undesirable, but it was hardly the end of the world.

      The craft boxes were organised, the contents of the Tupperware deemed edible and returned to the kitchen for the next day, the tables folded and stacked to one side of the room, and Teresa was sweeping scraps of twigs and straw off the floor when the front door swung open, revealing a tall, lean man clad in the sort of waterproof gear that came with its own pedigree. He had two crates of glass Sourced water bottles clutched to his chest, and judging by the grimace on his face he was trying to pretend they weren’t heavy.

      “Oh, hello,” he said, peering at them. “I saw the lights on. Should I bring them in?”

      “Just leave them outside the door,” Alice said, and he started to bend down.

      “Use your legs,” Teresa called.

      “Mind your back,” Carlotta said at the same time, and he froze, then awkwardly crouched to set the crates just outside the door.

      “Are you sure you don’t want them inside?” he asked, stepping onto the mat and pushing his hood back. He had thick brown hair with suspiciously well-placed streaks of blonde, and his face was pale and barely lined above a weathered, gently creased neck, giving him an oddly patchwork appearance.

      “Easier for people to grab them from outside,” Alice said. “If they’re coming and going from the hall itself, someone will only leave the door open and let the geese in.”

      “Those geese are a menace,” he said, flashing her a white-toothed grin that didn’t crinkle his face in the right places. “They’re everywhere. It’s an infestation.”

      “Awful,” Carlotta agreed, loosening her scarf and adjusting the neckline of her jumper.

      “Tea?” Rosemary offered. “You must be parched, running about the place with all those crates.”

      He waved dismissively. “No, thanks. I’m a bit particular about my tea.”

      “We have Yorkshire,” Pearl said, looking scandalised.

      “I’m sure,” he said, turning his smile on her. “But I prefer green.”

      Pearl made a face.

      “Mr Jameson, isn’t it?” Alice asked.

      “Lachlan.” He offered her a hand, the skin smooth under her fingers as they shook. “And it’s Alice, right? Head of the W.I.”

      “Yes. How are your water supplies holding out? You’ve been bringing a lot to town.”

      “Fine,” he said. “Happy to help until this is all sorted out. Can always bottle more, after all.”

      “You still have good water?” Teresa asked.

      He shrugged. “Well, I’m outside the village.”

      “It’s so nice of you to help,” Carlotta said, extending her hand. “Carlotta.”

      “Hi,” he said, shaking her hand and pointedly not looking at her neckline.

      “Very nice,” Alice agreed. “You’re not on the same waterway as Toot Hansell, then? I thought you marketed it as being from here.”

      “It is,” he said immediately. “I imagine the problem’s downstream from me, is all.”

      “That makes perfect sense,” Rosemary said. She’d retrieved a Tupperware from the kitchen, and offered it to him. “Coconut slice?”

      He peered at them. “Sugar-free?”

      Teresa snorted so loudly he gave her a startled look.

      “No,” Rosemary said, sounding faintly bewildered.

      “Then no thanks.” He disentangled himself from Carlotta, who somehow still had hold of his hand. “Let me know if you need more water.” He vanished hurriedly back out into the evening, Carlotta and Rosemary peering after him.

      “He has very nice arms,” Carlotta observed.

      “And hair,” Rosemary agreed, taking a bite of coconut slice.

      “Sugar-free,” Pearl sniffed. “And no Yorkshire Tea!”

      “Interesting his water’s still fine,” Alice said.

      Teresa hmmed. “If the problem’s downstream, it makes sense.”

      “True,” Alice said. “All these issues started after he set up his water business, didn’t they?”

      Carlotta frowned at her. “And after an awful amount of rain. How could him bottling some water affect our supply?”

      “I’m not sure. Seems odd, is all.”

      “Didn’t Dom sell him the bottling plant?” Rosemary asked. “Wasn’t it already in place?”

      “No,” Pearl said. “Dom sold Lachlan some of his land, but Lachlan set up his own bottling thing. Dom’s quite upset, apparently. He didn’t expect the competition.”

      “Can’t trust anyone who doesn’t eat sugar,” Teresa observed.

      “How upset?” Alice asked, and Carlotta pointed at her.

      “This isn’t a case, Alice. It’s rain.”

      “You’re probably right,” Alice said, and brought a couple of water bottles inside for the next day. “Come on. It’s too cold and wet to be out all night.”

      The women left the hall in a final, cheerfully efficient sweep, shutting off lights and locking the door in their wake. Alice glanced at the crates of water as she headed for her own car. They were lucky he was being so generous, she supposed.

      In fact, they should go and thank him in person.

      And maybe say hi to Dom at the same time. Just to cover all bases.
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      Mortimer stood at the edge of the woods, where the trees were lean and young, looking doubtfully at the stream that divided them from the village. Miriam’s garden was just on the other side, shadowed and sleepy, and a curl of smoke drifted from her chimney up into the gloaming sky. Somewhere the early winter sunset had come and gone, but all that had happened in Toot Hansell was the grey had deepened to darkness.

      “Are you alright, lad?” Beaufort asked, joining him on the bank.

      “I am. The waters aren’t, though.” They were worse than not alright, really. Normally the stream carried a crisp, pale non-scent, sprinkled with the whiff of drifting reeds and smooth stone, the memory of mossy glades and hidden, unpeopled spaces deep underground. Now it smelled like something abandoned, forgotten and lost by those who once cherished it, struggling to keep flowing but sliding further into stagnation every day, while the plants died and rotted, and the fish fled. The water level was low despite the rain, the stream muddy and shrunken in its bed.

      “No,” Beaufort agreed. “These water issues are concerning. Even the tarn doesn’t smell right. We should have a word with Nellie. Maybe she’s fallen out with the tiddy ’uns and they’ve stopped cleaning.”

      Mortimer made a doubtful sound. Tiddy ’uns were small residents of ponds and streams, little scaled guardians who worked tirelessly to keep their waterways free of muck and debris, but this seemed rather more than simple neglect. “It feels more like something’s happened.”

      “Run-off from all the rain affecting it, perhaps,” Beaufort suggested. “Come on. We shall think about it more clearly with a cup of tea.” The High Lord of the Cloverly dragons, older than the village and the largest of his clan, almost the size of a Newfoundland dog if one discounted the wings and tail, splashed cheerily through the mud and up the opposite bank, in pursuit of cake. Mortimer, altogether smaller and finding it very easy to hold onto his gloomy camouflage colours of greys and deep greens, gave the stream a final, dubious look, then followed. He would feel better with a cup of tea, and, more to the point, a mince pie while they lasted. He still couldn’t understand why they were limited to Christmas. In his mind, if something was as delicious as a mince pie, one should eat them year-round. But it was hardly the biggest idiosyncrasy he’d encountered in dealing with humans. He did find it one of the more inexplicable ones, though.

      Beaufort knocked on Miriam’s kitchen door gently, the garden slumbering in the dark around them, rich with the scents of leaf mould and deep earth and hibernating creatures. Mortimer hoped none of them were being flooded out by the rain, and had to restrain himself from suggesting they check on the hedgehogs. He was spending too much time around young Gilbert. He’d be catching vegetarianism and some sort of predilection for activism if he wasn’t careful.

      Miriam opened the door in a pair of fluffy, deep purple trousers with white stars on them, which she’d paired with even fluffier pink boots and a large green jumper that reached her mid-thighs, her nose pink and her hair in disarray. Mortimer caught the anxious orange threads snaking around her immediately, like the scent of hot metal in the rain, even though she smiled as soon as she saw them.

      “Hello, you two. Come in.” She stepped back from the door, and the dragons trailed awkwardly in onto the old stone flags of the floor, Beaufort trying to wipe his paws thoroughly on the mat on the way. Unfortunately, that didn’t do an awful lot for his tail, and he left a wet sweep of muddy water behind him as he went to sit by the AGA stove, basking in its heat.

      “Sorry about the mess,” Mortimer said, inspecting his paws.

      “Not at all,” Miriam replied, finding an old towel by the door and giving the floor a quick wipe. “No harm done.”

      Mortimer could still smell that anxiety rising from her, acrid as metal filings, and he said, “What is it? What’s happened?”

      Miriam took a deep breath, twisting the towel in her hands, not even noticing water squeezing out of it to drip back to the floor. She hesitated, then, as if she’d just been waiting for someone to ask, she burst out, “Oh, Mortimer. I don’t even know. Maybe it’s simply the weather.”

      “You don’t think it is, though.”

      She shook her head, curls bouncing. “Something’s off. All these problems with the water, and Nellie’s geese are being awful, and I’m sure – or I think I’m sure – I saw someone wandering around in the rain, but there was no one there when I went to look, and …” She trailed off, pressing one hand to her chest, and took another deep breath, swallowing hard before continuing a little more calmly. “But it feels like something’s terribly wrong. Not just with the water, or all this awful rain, but something more. Don’t you think?”

      Mortimer found his talons scratching the stone flags, and forced himself to relax his paws. He’d been trying not to think the exact same thing, trying, like Miriam, to believe it was nothing more than the inclement weather, but now she’d suddenly pulled everything out in the open, and it made his chest feel both tighter and much, much better. “They’ve got worse,” he said. “The waters, I mean. And it does feel off. I just don’t know why.” He looked at Beaufort.

      “If you say so,” Beaufort said. “All I know is the water’s a bit unpleasant, but you two are the most perceptive creatures I know. If you think something’s really wrong, I believe you.” He looked at Miriam, who’d gone very pink. “What did you mean, though – you saw someone but couldn’t find them? I take it you don’t simply mean you lost sight of them.”

      “No, they were out in the rain in their slippers and a skirt. Nightclothes, really. I saw them through the window at the village hall, then when I went outside they were gone. Carlotta thought she saw someone on the green, but we couldn’t get close enough to take a look, what with the geese. We couldn’t even see Nellie.” She hesitated, looking from one dragon to the other. “She wouldn’t … she wouldn’t do something, would she? If she was angry about the water, perhaps?”

      “That’s unlikely,” Beaufort said.

      “What about the geese?”

      “Well, they answer to her, so I don’t think they’d really hurt anyone.”

      Miriam looked doubtful, which Mortimer thought was more about the geese than Nellie. And he agreed with her. Geese were terrifying, and there were the swans, too. Swans always seemed somewhat untrustworthy to him. So pretty and serene-looking, then they’d go for your tail. At least a goose always looked like it was up to something.

      “I just don’t understand how they could simply vanish,” Miriam said. “And I definitely saw someone.” She almost sounded as if she were trying to convince herself, and Mortimer gave the kettle a longing look.

      “We could go and have a look,” he said. “Maybe I can catch some trace
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