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  “Juliet McKenna captures the nuances of life as a stranger in a small town in much the same way as Paul Cornell does in his splendid Lychford series, with the local gossips, the hard-pressed police, the rampaging boggarts and rural legends come to disturbing life. Thoroughly enjoyable; a UK fantasy author branching out (oh god, sorry for the inadvertent and terrible pun!) and clearly having a great time doing it. Highly recommended.” — Joanne Hall


   


  “So far up my street it could be my house.” — K.J. Charles on Goodreads


   


  “The Green Man’s Heir is a thoroughly engaging, at times almost impossible to put down, tale which, despite besides its titular character, is peopled with an impressive array of interesting and intriguing women.” — The Monday Review


   


  “After a stumbling start, I found myself unable to put down The Green Man’s Heir. If you’re looking for a book to read on your summer holiday, then this is it.” — Charlotte Bond via The British Fantasy Society


   


  “The Green Man’s Heir is a straightforward fantasy story, with a lively pace and characters who wonderfully come alive. It starts as Midsomer Murders set in the Peak District but with added supernatural element and turns out to be the book you won’t put down because you enjoy it too much.” — The Middle Shelf


   


  “I hope this turns into a series. I’d love to read more about Daniel’s adventures.” — N.W. Moors in The Antrim Cycle


   


  “And she has absolutely nailed it. This is a complete and utter joy.” — S.J. Higbee in Brainfluff


   


  “I’m certainly on board for reading more such novels.” — Paul Weimer in Skiffy and Fanty


   


  “Brilliant concept, compellingly told” — Virginia Bergin on Twitter
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  “I loved The Green Man’s Heir, and while I expected to thoroughly enjoy The Green Man’s Foe, I did not expect it to be even more satisfying than its forerunner. Which was foolish of me, I admit – I should know by now that McKenna is more capable of outdoing her previous tales in a series.” – The Monday Review


   


  “If you’ve read the first book then I’m pretty confident you’re going to love this one, and if you haven’t read the first one then you need to remedy that straight away.” — Naomi Scott


   


  “This is one of my outstanding reads of the year.” — S.J. Higbee in Brainfluff


   


  “The Green Man’s Foe is a great addition to what is becoming a great series. I was entirely caught up in it for a couple of days. It is a must read if you have enjoyed the first one, and a great reason to start on this series if you have missed it.” – The Middle Shelf


   


  What I loved reading this tale is how genuinely real McKenna makes the story feel. — Matt at Runalong the Shelves


  Praise for The Green Man’s Silence


“These Green Man books provide a wonderful blend of British folklore and ordinary people trying their best to make the world — or at least their corner of it — a better place. The characters are likeable, while the mythical creatures are earthy, dangerous, and full of that Sense of Wonder that makes fantasy such a pleasure to read. Recommended.” — Charles de Lint, Fantasy & Science Fiction


   


“Highly recommended for fantasy fans who are looking for well-written fae adventures with a difference.” — S J Higbee in Brainfluff


   


“This is undoubtedly one of the best books I’ve read this year and I thoroughly enjoyed it. I can hardly wait for the next book!” — The Monday Review
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  Finalist for Best Novel, the British Science Fiction Association Awards 2022


   


  “I don’t usually review every book in a series, but I’m so taken by this one by McKenna that I want to keep touting its virtues so that people will, I hope, buy each one of them.” — Charles de Lint in Fantasy & Science Fiction


   


  “Wowee! That was one hell of a ride. A fantastic ride, both the main tale and the bonus short story at the end.” — Pers at Goodreads


   


  “It is also a delight to read a novel written by someone who knows her genre so well and works at finding different ways to exploit its tropes. The threat in The Green Man’s Challenge is a giant: the hero doesn’t have the strength to match the foe, so other ways must be found, ancient knowledge must be discovered again. By doing so, McKenna consciously subverts the expectations of a certain kind of fantasy: no lone hero, no unbelievable physical prowesses, no amazing powers (political or supernatural).” — The Middle Shelf


   


  “Ms McKenna has a glorious sense of place” — Jacey Bedford


   


  McKenna has brilliantly utilised the likes of the giant figures cut into chalk hillsides and some of the numerous folk stories around hares to add to her intriguing Brit rural fantasy tale. — S.J. Higbee in Brainfluff


  Praise for The Green Man’s Gift


  If you've enjoyed the previous Green Man books, then you'll enjoy this one without a doubt. If you haven't read them yet... What are you waiting for? — The Middle Shelf


   


  The Green Man’s Gift [...] is another excellent tale in one of the most interesting contemporary fantasy series around. — Runalong the Shelves


   


  As ever, McKenna writes an absorbing, utterly compelling tale. — The Monday Review


   


  Highly recommended. You could start here, but I recommend you do yourself a favour and read the whole lot in order. — Jacey Bedford
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  Winner — Best Novel, the British Science Fiction Association Awards 2024


   


“It’s a great place for new readers to test themselves and I suspect many of those who do will rush rightly to read the rest. The Green Man series continues to be one of the most engaging and fascinating series in our current fantasy landscape and is strongly recommended!” — Runalong the Shelves

   


“There’s a real sense of peril in this one, with a genuinely scary villain with interesting motivation.” — KJ Charles at Goodreads

   


“Juliet McKenna is pushing the bounds of her world and it shows no signs of growing stale.” — Ben Jeapes at Goodreads

   


“another story full of adventure and incident in this superb series. Very highly recommended for fans of fantasy in a contemporary setting filled with creatures from British folklore” — Brainfluff

   


“… how rich and complex McKenna’s world is. Actions have consequences and unintended ripples that threaten secrets and long established status quo.” — The Middle Shelf

   


“Dan Mackmain is a fascinating character in his own right, but he’s only half the story: the other half being the depths of British folklore…” — The Monday Review
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  Chapter One

I’d been wondering what was going to happen. Without being too obvious, I’d been watching the other people setting up their stalls for this bank holiday weekend’s craft fair. Who was going to cause the problem I’d been sent to sort out?

It was going to be something that only someone like me could handle. My dad’s an ordinary, mortal man, but my mother is a dryad, a tree spirit. My greenwood blood means I can see threats that most people dismiss as fairy tales and folklore. I know that dangerous creatures and other beings who don’t live in the everyday world still lurk in out-of-the-way places. But I’d arrived at this Northamptonshire rare breeds farm bright and early, and I hadn’t seen anything unusual. Until just now, when four men in grimy overalls stormed in through the barn’s tall double doors.

The leader was yelling, menacing. ‘Stay where you are! Nobody move! Keep your mouths shut and no one gets hurt!’

I stood very still beside the cloth-covered table I’d been allocated. Everyone else did the same. This threat was real. The man in charge, the first one into the barn, was holding a billhook. The two who followed him were armed with a pickaxe and a heavy-duty mattock. Any one of those tools would cave in some have-a-go hero’s skull. I could tell none of these men would hesitate. I’ve met killers before.

Billhook guy headed straight for a jewellery seller who had been setting up opposite my woodwork stall. The silversmith was in his mid-fifties, with greying hair pulled back from his thin face into a ponytail. He wore chinos and a short-sleeved pale blue shirt. I put him at no more than five foot ten, and skinny with it.

Billhook guy leaned across his table and grabbed him by the throat, quick as a cat catching a bird. The jewellery seller was too frozen with shock to even think about dodging. Billhook guy pulled him close and whispered something in his ear. My hearing’s better than most, but I couldn’t work out what the bastard was threatening. Nothing good. The silversmith’s legs gave way when billhook guy let him go. He collapsed onto the chair behind his table. As the stranger waved the tool in front of his face, the silversmith’s white-rimmed eyes followed the gleaming steel.

The last of the gang who came in through the door had a sledgehammer in one hand and a big square shopping bag in the other. One of those heavy-duty, stiff-sided bags that people fill with jars and tins and then wonder why they can’t lift them out of their supermarket trolley. He tossed that towards the silversmith’s table and turned to stare at me.

I spread my hands slowly and held them up level with my shoulders. I tried to look unthreatening, but that’s not necessarily easy. When I’m not solving mythical mysteries, I manage a private estate’s woodland, as well as doing repairs and maintenance around the properties. It’s mostly outdoor work with a fair amount of heavy lifting, and that builds muscle. I’m also six feet four and I buy my clothes in XXL sizes. It wasn’t a warm day, even for the first weekend in May, so I was wearing a hoodie over my T-shirt, and that made me look even bigger.

Sledgehammer guy was barely five foot eight, but he was stocky and solidly built. Not young, not old, dark-haired with a tanned and weathered face. How old was he? I decided I didn’t care. He could do me some serious damage if he swung that hammer at my ribs or my knees. I couldn’t get out of his reach with the barn’s solid stone wall behind me. I didn’t move.

At least I could see over his head. A twenty-something couple had been setting out organic soaps and hand creams on the table next to the jewellery seller’s. They’d been wondering how the weather forecast might affect potential sales. The app on the woman’s phone predicted sunshine and showers with the possibility of thunderstorms just about anywhere. No great surprise for a UK bank holiday weekend.

‘Excuse me, sorry, can I just…?’ The jewellery maker squeezed past them, coming out from behind his table.

The organic soap couple retreated. The silversmith picked up the shopping bag. He was so scared he couldn’t stop shaking. Snatching necklaces, bracelets and earrings off his stall, he showed them to billhook guy before dropping them into the bag. Each handful landed with a slithering thump, loud in the tense silence.

The white-haired lady to the soap couple’s right, my left, made glass ornaments. She’d been sitting down when the robbers arrived. Her face was expressionless as my eyes met hers for a fraction of a second. I realised I couldn’t see her hands below the edge of her table. Was she dialling 999, keeping her phone out of sight? If she was, she’d better have it on mute.

I looked away so sledgehammer guy wouldn’t start wondering what I was looking at. I wasn’t convinced a phone call would be much help. No one in the barn was saying a word. A 999 operator would have to be telepathic to work out what was going on. I remembered reading about a way to let emergency call handlers know you can’t talk. I should look that up and sodding well remember it. Did the glassmaker know that sort of thing?

How long would it take the cops to get here? News stories about emergency services focus on towns and cities where response times are measured in minutes. It’s different in the countryside. More police stations close every year. Unsurprisingly, rural crime is soaring. Expensive farm equipment and vehicles are stolen by organised gangs and shipped abroad.

I didn’t want to think how long it might take for an ambulance to get here, so I really hoped no one was stupid enough to try to intervene. No one was moving a muscle at this end of the barn, but I couldn’t look past the central threshing floor without moving my head. I wasn’t going to risk that. Sledgehammer guy was shifting from foot to foot as he stared at me. He was definitely on edge. It wouldn’t take much to tip him into bloody violence.

‘And the rest.’ Billhook guy threatened the silversmith with the sharp steel again. ‘Everything that’s under the table.’

Sledgehammer guy glanced over his shoulder to see how the heist was going. I snatched a quick look down the barn, past the tall doors that reached to the rafters on both sides. In days gone by, they would stand open to let the breeze winnow the chaff from the grain on the threshing floor. The farmyard doors were the only ones open today. I saw a guy selling pottery looking at the closed outer doors. I hoped the ‘Fire Exit Only, This Door Is Alarmed’ signs convinced him he had no chance of getting out that way. Not before the closest robber floored him with that pickaxe.

Sledgehammer guy turned back to scowl at me. I stared past him, not reacting. My arms were getting tired with my hands held up. My right forearm was also stinging. It’s a few years since I was slashed by a hostile hamadryad, and those scars are fading. The narrow white lines are only really noticeable when I get an outdoor worker’s summer tan. They still warn me when something uncanny and dangerous is around. Unfortunately, I still had no idea who or what these thieving bastards might be.

I tried to think about something else. Were they brothers? I reckoned they shared a distinct family resemblance. They were much the same height, wearing dark grey overalls which I guessed they’d dump as soon as they left, to make any descriptions of their clothes useless.

Had anyone outside realised something was wrong? I listened for someone raising an alarm. All I heard was a shouted query in the distance about plugging in power leads. Someone else was bitching about mobile phone reception for taking credit card payments. The gates wouldn’t open to the general public till ten o’clock this morning, and it wasn’t even nine yet.

‘Hurry up!’ Billhook guy stepped back. The white-faced jewellery maker dragged a second plastic crate out from under his table and emptied it. Little black boxes, silky red drawstring pouches and Ziplock plastic bags slithered into the shopping bag.

‘That’s everything?’ Billhook guy used his free hand to rip the cloth off the table, to check nothing else was under there. I still couldn’t place his accent.

The man by the door with the mattock said something I didn’t catch, but he was obviously warning the others. Sledgehammer guy looked around again. His mate with the pickaxe took a couple of steps towards a jewellery seller at the other end of the barn. She was tiny, wearing a long black dress, with purple hair that matched her lipstick and eyeshadow. If she was next on their list, there was nothing I could do.

I’d have to take that sledgehammer off the short-arse in front of me, then get past his mate with the mattock. No chance. My mother’s a dryad, but that doesn’t give me superpowers, not really. A dryad’s daughters take after their mothers and live for centuries in the unseen world alongside normal life. I’m tall and strong and hardly ever get ill, but I’ll grow old like my dad.

Billhook guy called out. I realised I hadn’t misheard mattock man guarding the door. Whoever these thieves were, they weren’t speaking English between themselves. The bloke with the pickaxe turned his back on the tiny Goth and hurried over to his cousin, or his brother.

Billhook guy stepped close to the silversmith and said something else I couldn’t hear. Then he punched him brutally hard in the gut. The poor sod didn’t see that coming and went down like a sack of spuds. Organic soap bloke yelped, startled. I braced myself.

Billhook guy wasn’t interested. He grabbed the big bag of loot and headed for the exit. Pickaxe guy followed him with mattock man close behind. Now I heard startled shouts. Sledgehammer guy was the last to leave, walking backwards and watching me and everyone else until he reached the door. Then he turned and ran.

The glassmaker hurried over to the gasping silversmith, who was lying face down on the flagstones. She helped him sit up. ‘Slow breaths, in through your nose and out through your mouth. That’s it.’

Organic soap bloke had his phone to his ear. ‘Police, please.’

I left him explaining what had happened and went outside. The daylight was dazzling, and I shaded my eyes with a hand. A bald, bearded man in a hi-vis waistcoat hurried towards me. His lanyard and badge said he was staff. ‘What on earth is going on?’

‘One of the jewellery sellers has been robbed.’

‘Oh my good God.’ He didn’t waste time asking more questions, but hurried past me into the barn.

I didn’t go after him. I wanted to know where the bastards had gone. They had to be the reason I was here. A man and two women by the paddock fence in front of the old farmhouse were gesturing and exclaiming.

‘Did you see that?’

‘Who on earth were those people?’

I looked around. Visitors hoping for a nice day out bought their tickets and came into the farmyard through the long low building which used to be the milking parlour. That’s what the display board said, with black-and-white photos of a line of cows’ backsides. The wooden five-barred gate beside it was open at the moment, so stallholders could bring in stock from the car park. With so many people milling around out there, I couldn’t believe the thieves had gone that way. For a start, no one was lying on the gravel with a lethal head wound.

I went over to the people staring across the paddock and out towards the fields where visitors could see the rare breeds. ‘Those men just now. Which way did they go?’

‘What? Sorry?’ The man’s pale apron advertised an artisan bakery with big brown letters and a sprig of wheat logo.

‘Those men robbed a jewellery seller in the big barn. Where did they go?’ I asked a bit more forcefully.

The woman not wearing a bakery apron was listening. ‘I saw them go past the Tamworths. They must be heading for the bridleway. Is anyone hurt? I’m a first-aider.’

‘He took a nasty punch to the stomach.’ I wasn’t sure how bad that could be, or what she could do about it.

‘I’ll see if he’s okay.’ She broke into a run, heading for the barn.

‘What’s happening now?’ the baker lady asked me, wide-eyed. ‘Will we still be opening up?’

‘How should I know?’

Since I couldn’t see anyone wearing hi-vis, I headed for the tea and coffee stall beside the farmhouse. That was already open for business when I’d arrived. The brisk man behind the counter was pouring more milk into insulated jugs while his partner filled a wicker basket with packets of sugar and stuck wooden stirrers into a pot.

‘What’s going on?’ The older man put down the milk. ‘Tea?

‘Yes, please, the biggest cup you’ve got.’ My travel mug was still by my chair in the barn. I told them about the robbery. The brisk man dropped a teabag into a recyclable cup and filled it from the hot water urn. His partner offered me their credit card reader and I paid with a quick tap. ‘Any idea where I can find a steward?’

‘Try the farmhouse kitchen?’ the older man suggested.

‘Now we know why they went rushing off.’ His partner grimaced. ‘We’re going to be stuck here until the police say we can go. I’ll grind some more beans.’

‘Thanks for this.’ I added milk to my tea and left them to it. Other stallholders were starting to realise today wouldn’t be going as planned and were coming over to get a drink.

Before I reached the kitchen door, the stewards came hurrying out of the farmhouse with their hi-vis vests flapping. I recognised the woman I’d spoken to earlier, when she told me where to park my Land Rover. ‘Excuse me, can you—?’

‘Sorry, no, not just at the moment.’ She stepped around me, not even looking at my face.

Okay. I went to sit on the low wall between the yard and the farmhouse’s vegetable garden. A grey tabby cat stalked between the rows of potato plants. It paused, looked at me, and went on its way to disappear under a flourishing rhubarb patch’s leaves. I drank my tea and watched one of the stewards close and padlock the five-barred gate. There was no sign of any vehicles moving in the car park. Groups of traders clustered around the stewards. Waving hands made it clear they weren’t happy about being told they couldn’t leave.

Anyone wearing hi-vis was going to have a very bad day dealing with angry people demanding answers. The rare breeds farm people were facing a nightmare. A lot of traders would be demanding refunds if this whole weekend was a write-off. I hoped their cancellation insurance was watertight. The estate where I work, Blithehurst House, is a small private stately home. It’s open to the public, and I’ve been involved in special events there, to bring in extra income.

The sun had come out. Flowers in the borders edging the lawn were scenting the breeze. Blackbirds tweeted in the apple trees, so the cat must have gone somewhere else. I heard cows lowing out in the fields. I wondered about going to find the bridleway the not-bakery woman had mentioned. No, that could wait. The cops would want to talk to everyone who had been in the barn. If I wasn’t around, they’d take a closer interest in me, and not in a good way.

The police turned up before too much longer, announcing themselves with a quick burst from a siren. Two squad cars pulled up on the other side of the five-barred gate. Four coppers in uniforms, stab vests and Batman utility belts came into the yard through the milking parlour. They started going from one knot of people to the next. One of them went back to a car and fetched some blue-and-white tape to stop anyone going into the barn.

I stayed where I was. I had my phone and my credit card reader in the side pockets of my combat trousers. My cash box was still in my Land Rover out in the car park, with the smallest pieces I make, like honey-dippers and light-pulls, which are the things most often nicked by everyday thieving bastards. I didn’t think the cops would be stealing the lathe-turned wooden plates, bowls and candlesticks off my table.

A bit later, more police cars and a van turned up. People in white hooded overalls went into the barn. I didn’t think there was going to be much evidence for a forensics team to find. No blood had been spilled, and the robbers hadn’t touched anything they hadn’t taken with them, apart from the cloth on the silversmith’s table. 

A while after that, a dark blue Škoda arrived and two coppers in suits who had to be detectives went straight to the barn. They had a quick chat with the white overalls’ leader in the doorway and took a look inside from there. One of the forensics team handed over a box of stuff and headed for the bridleway while the plain-clothes officers and the craft fair stewards went into the farmhouse. The jewellery seller was still in there, as far as I could tell. 

It wasn’t long before the man in the dark blue suit came out of the farmhouse’s front door and looked around the yard. As soon as he saw me, he snapped his fingers to get a constable’s attention. After a brief conversation, the detective went back inside. The heavy-set constable headed my way. His expression told me he’d been around the block a few times, even if he wouldn’t have been moving very fast carrying that much weight.

‘Mr Mackmain, is it?’ He looked at the business card in his hand. ‘Daniel Mackmain?’

‘That’s me.’ I’d put a wooden box of those cards on my table.

‘We need to take a witness statement. If you’d follow me?’

‘Fine.’ Once the cops had what they wanted, I could go and find that bridleway. Maybe seeing the robbers’ escape route would give me some idea where they might have gone. Hunting the bastards down had to be why I was here, even if I didn’t know what they were up to.

Still, I didn’t hurry after the constable. I had to decide what I was going to say. I wasn’t going to lie, obviously. That would be stupid, especially since they had to have looked up my criminal record by now. But I sure as hell couldn’t tell them the whole truth. No police officer was going to believe I’d been sent here by the Green Man.


  


  Chapter Two

I dropped my empty teacup into a recycling bin by the door as I followed the heavy-set constable into the farmhouse. We walked past rooms with historical displays and went into a wing that visitors wouldn’t see. The police had set up their operation in what looked like a classroom for school visits or staff training. Two folding tables with metal chairs were next to each other. The woman in the dark grey suit sat at one, talking quietly to a younger man in uniform. He was busy using a laptop with a portable printer beside it. The detective in the navy-blue suit sat at the other table, looking through a heap of flyers and business cards.

‘Mr Mackmain.’ He smiled and waved a hand at the empty chair on my side of the table. ‘Please, take a seat. Thank you for bearing with us. First things first, can you give us your current address?’

In other words, they wanted to see some ID. I got out my wallet and handed over my driving licence. As I sat down, I wondered what the police computer had to say about me these days.

‘Thank you.’ He passed the photocard to the woman in the grey suit. ‘Please, can you tell us what happened here this morning? Everything you can remember.’

‘Right.’ I had no idea what anyone else was saying, but my version was short and to the point. The lad with the laptop typed up every word.

The detective in blue nodded when I stopped talking. ‘You’ve never seen any of these men before?’

‘Never.’

‘Do you come to many of these craft fairs?’ the lady detective asked as she handed back my driving licence.

‘I used to. Not for the past five years or so, since I started working at Blithehurst House.’ I could guess why she was asking. I hadn’t seen anyone here from the days when I’d been a regular on the craft show circuit.

‘My girlfriend and I are talking about moving in together. That’s going to be expensive, so I’ve started earning some extra cash at weekends again.’ Not that it was any of their business, but I needed these cops to hear me saying something that would ring true.

I could hardly tell her I’m looking for tree spirits isolated in remnants of old woodland where they’ve lived for centuries. Dryads can see straight away that my mother must be one of their sisters who fell in love with a mortal man. That’s usually enough to get them to talk to me. Some craft fairs give me the excuse I need to get onto private land where I’ve been told a dryad is living. The money I make helps pay for diesel, food and overnight stays. The Green Man doesn’t cover expenses.

This weekend was different. The Green Man had turned up in my dreams three nights ago. He’d shown me this place. I’d been standing here in the farmyard with him, beside a table stacked with the wooden things I make. Treen, they’re called, if you want to be accurate. The Green Man had laid his hand on my shoulder. His emerald gaze told me I had to come here. There was no point in arguing.

‘You made a last-minute booking, I believe?’ The detective in blue took his turn.

I wondered if I was a witness or a suspect now. ‘I saw the craft fair advertised and rang up on the off-chance. I got lucky. They’d just had a last-minute cancellation.’

I had no idea how the Green Man had managed that. Stalls at these fairs can be fully booked up months in advance. I would have come here as an ordinary punter if that was my only option, but being on site as a trader would give me a lot more access.

‘Some of the witnesses said the robbers seemed to think you might try to stop them.’

The detective in blue wasn’t exactly asking a question, but I could see he wanted an answer.

I shrugged. ‘They looked ready to drop anyone who gave them trouble. I was just the biggest bloke in there.’

The cops must have looked me up on that laptop before they called me in. They’d know I had taken a spade off one of a gang of badger baiters who’d been threatening my dad. I’d broken the arsehole’s arm with it. That mistake had landed me in court.

The detective in grey had already moved on. ‘Some witnesses thought these men spoke a foreign language. Did you hear anything you recognised?’

‘No, sorry.’ I wanted to ask if anyone had suggested what that language might be. I didn’t. These cops didn’t need to know I was interested in the thieves.

The detective in blue studied the photographs on one of his flyers. ‘You did these wood sculptures?’

‘Yes.’ The photographer Blithehurst uses for publicity stuff had taken a really a good picture of the armoured knight I’d carved from the stump of an ancient sweet chestnut, struck down by a storm. I’d done the owl for an arboretum where an old Cedar of Lebanon had to be felled before it started dropping branches on visitors’ heads.

The detective looked at me, expectant. I had no idea what he wanted to know.

‘They’re getting more popular,’ I explained. ‘Especially where a big stump will be a nightmare to dig out.’

He turned the flyer over. ‘Price on application. How much would that be?’

‘It depends. How big the job is. How long it’ll take me. How much detail the customer wants in the carving. If I’m working on site and the risk assessment says I need safety fencing, that’s an extra cost. There’s insurance, wear and tear on my tools, somewhere to stay if I’m working away from home.’

I used my hands to indicate a piece about a metre tall and the same wide. ‘If I can take the timber back to my workshop, I can do something small for about a thousand. Something man-sized carved on site? Five grand, maybe more.’

People in the market for this sort of work won’t ever notice a cost-of-living crisis.

The detective in grey looked impressed. ‘Do you do many of these?’

‘I’ve got three commissions lined up. I want to get them done by the end of the year. That should bring in about twelve thousand. Gross,’ I added. ‘Before expenses and tax, and my boss takes a cut if she needs to hire someone to do my work at Blithehurst while I’m away.’

That should answer the question they weren’t asking. No, officer, I’m not the inside man for this gang, telling them who’s worth robbing at craft fairs, because I need the deposit for a house. I can earn that without risking prison.

‘If you remember anything else, please let us know.’ The detective in grey handed me a card with her contact details. ‘Even if it seems insignificant. People often recall something later on, once they’re over the shock of being in an armed robbery.’

Armed robbery? I supposed that’s what this had been. If you’d asked me yesterday, I’d have said that meant thieves with guns. I leaned forward, ready to stand up. ‘Can I go?’

‘Yes, thank you.’ The detective in blue smiled briefly. He was already looking at another business card.

As I left the farmhouse, I decided I needed a pee. The toilets were in what used to be a stable. As I headed that way, I saw four teenagers wearing generic yellow hi-vis vests duck behind the building. The way they were looking around, to be sure they hadn’t been seen, made me suspicious on general principles. Right now, anything suspicious was worth following up.

Stopping a few metres before I reached the stable block, I took out my phone and looked at the screen, tapping it a few times. The teenagers were keeping their voices down, but like I said, my hearing’s better than most, thanks to my mother’s blood. The breeze shifted and I caught the sickly-sweet scent of a vape. That explained why they needed somewhere to skulk. The farm had ‘No Smoking’ signs everywhere, specifically including e-cigarettes.

‘I’m telling you, they had horses waiting. That’s how they got away.’ A lad’s voice cracked with indignation.

The girl wasn’t having any of it. ‘You’re telling me no one noticed four horses left tied up out there, saddled and bridled?’

‘Three horses, if you must know,’ he retorted. ‘And they were in the field on the other side of the bridleway and only wearing halters. No one’s going to look twice at that, are they?’

‘Clever.’ One of the others was reluctantly impressed. ‘No way the cops could chase them.’

‘Riding bareback? Must be gyppos. Fucking thieves.’ The last lad’s voice was thick with contempt.

I went to use the Gents. I wondered if there was anything to his theory apart from knee-jerk prejudice. The other lad was right about using get-away horses being a smart move. No number plates for the cops to look up. No tyre tread patterns to match to suspect vehicles. Good luck to the white overalls trying to work out which set of hoof prints to follow. Was that just a clever plan, though, or was something else going on? The Green Man had sent me here. That must mean the everyday world was going to collide with something or someone far from ordinary, and not in a good way.

Walking away from the Gents, the smell of fried onions made me realise I was hungry. I’d been up since sparrow-fart this morning. It was a two-hour drive to get here and I needed time to set up when I arrived. Breakfast back in the Peak District was a distant memory. I headed for the barbecue stall by the farmhouse scullery door. The chalk board offered burger or sausage in a bap with options on onions, salad, relish, mustard or ketchup.

While I was queueing, I thought about the robbers some more. What if they hadn’t turned up with guns just to avoid being sentenced for firearms offences as well as robbery? Those tools had wooden handles. Maybe they didn’t like handling metal? Maybe they hadn’t escaped by car for the same reason. Maybe they had at least one foot in the world that people like me can see. Maybe more than one foot.

Then I saw the silversmith heading through an arch in the wall surrounding the farmhouse’s orchard. He was carrying a packet of sandwiches and a can of Coke. Sod it. I’d lose my place in the burger queue if I went after him, but if I didn’t, I might not get another chance to talk to him. I followed, ducking my head to get through the low arch. He sat at a picnic table in the shade of a gnarled apple tree. There were a few other people around, but no cops. Good.

The jewellery maker was carefully tearing his sandwich packet open. He glanced up when he realised I was coming to join him. ‘If you don’t mind, I’d rather—ʼ

‘What did they want?’ I sat down opposite, sideways on the wooden bench attached to the table.

‘Sorry?’ He pretended not to know what I meant.

He didn’t know that wasn’t going to work. Those fairy stories about creatures who cannot lie but who know when someone’s lying to them? My mother’s one. Her blood means I can tell when someone’s bullshitting me. It also means I’m a really crap liar, which is why I had to answer the cops as truthfully as I could without telling them things they didn’t need to know.

‘They were looking for something. That bloke with the billhook, he checked everything you dropped in that bag.’

The silversmith stared at his uneaten sandwich. ‘No, you’re—ʼ

I leaned towards him. ‘If they came here on the off-chance, they’d have robbed that girl at the other end of the barn first. She’s half your size. Come to that, they wouldn’t have turned up first thing. They’d wait for the end of the day and steal everybody’s takings. Enough people still pay in cash to make that worth their while, and they wouldn’t have to fence a big bag of stolen jewellery that’s going to be all over the news.’

The silversmith looked sick. ‘Is that what you told the cops?’

I moved my feet in case he was going to throw up. ‘No.’

He stared at me. I shrugged.

‘I could be wrong. Either way, it’s up to you to tell the cops what you want them to know.’

He heaved a sigh. ‘You’re not wrong, but I haven’t got a bloody clue what’s going on.’

Bugger.

‘He said something to you, though,’ I persisted. ‘The one in charge. Before he hit you and they left.’

The silversmith glared at me, suddenly hostile. ‘How is any of this your business? Who the hell are you, anyway?’

‘Daniel Mackmain. Dan.’ I found a creased business card in one of my pockets. I put it on the table, holding it down with a finger so it wouldn’t blow away. ‘I don’t like bullies and I don’t like getting threatened by some arsehole with a sledgehammer. I don’t like seeing someone else’s hard work being stolen by a bunch of pricks. And no, I don’t particularly like coppers. Once they get an idea in their heads, they’re like a terrier with a rat. They won’t let go and they won’t look anywhere else. That’s sod all use if you’re innocent.’

But the silversmith was looking past me, towards the gate in the orchard wall. I twisted around and saw a woman with long brown hair twisted up in a bun coming towards us. She wore a farm staff T-shirt underneath her red hi-vis waistcoat.

‘Mr Mackmain,’ she said breathlessly. ‘The police say we can open the gates at two o’clock this afternoon. Tomorrow and the Bank Holiday Monday can go ahead as planned. There will be officers on site, but they say it is highly unlikely that anything like this will happen a second time. I hope you’re going to stay?’ She couldn’t hide her anxiety.

‘Yes, I’ll be here for the whole weekend as planned.’ Apart from anything else, I wouldn’t get a refund on my hotel room if I went home today.

‘Mr Tanner? I know you’ve had a dreadful experience, but I have to ask. Will you want your table tomorrow?’

‘No.’ The silversmith got up and walked away.

‘I’m so sorry. Are you all right?’ Flustered, she hurried after him. ‘Is there anything I can do?’

He walked faster, ignoring her. He’d left his packet of sandwiches and can of Coke. I waited, but he didn’t come back. I popped the can open and drank the Coke. If he did reappear, I’d buy him another one. Somehow I didn’t think he was going to, and I was thirsty.

I still had no clue what was going on. That said, Mr Whatever-His-First-Name-Was Tanner had pulled that business card out from under my finger before he walked away. He could look me up online. My name wasn’t going to bring up hits about anyone else, even with search engines so crap these days.

He’d find the news stories and realise why I steer clear of the cops. It wasn’t that long ago that I’d been the prime suspect when a girl was found dead in the Peak District. I’d been cleared, but mud sticks. Hopefully he’d read the other stories about me saving a kid from drowning a year later. With luck he’d decide I wasn’t the dangerous loner the Derbyshire cops had been so keen to lock up.

Would that convince him to talk to me? I had no idea. I finished the Coke and got up. I tossed the can into a recycling bin as I left the orchard and dumped the uneaten sandwiches in a general waste bin. Then I went to get a burger.


  

  Chapter Three

By Monday lunchtime, this craft fair was going to prove there’s no such thing as bad publicity. Yes, a lot of the first rush of people on Saturday afternoon had come to see a crime scene. They were shit out of luck. By the time I’d eaten my burger, the police were starting to pack up. I got asked to read and sign my statement, which was all fine, and I was given a Victim Support leaflet in case I wanted to talk to someone later on.

When the white overalls team finally left the barn and we were allowed back inside, the silversmith’s table was gone and the other stalls had been shifted along to fill the gap. When the Saturday afternoon ghouls realised there was nothing to see, they went away. Business got back to something like normal.

Sunday and the bank holiday were a whole lot busier. Stories about the robbery on local news and social media must have reminded people about the craft fair. Since the weather stayed pretty crap, having a day out where there was shelter if it rained made sense. I was glad I’d paid for the all-you-can-eat breakfast at the chain hotel where I was staying, and decided to get my money’s worth. I barely found time to grab a cup of tea for lunch on either day. Ordinarily, I’d have booked a cheaper local B&B, but I’d had no choice, so I’d had to pay last-minute bank holiday prices.

With an hour and a half left before the fair would be closing on Monday, the glass ornaments lady had sold out and gone. The organic soap couple didn’t have much stock left. When a lull meant I could get a quick coffee, I fetched my reserve box from the Land Rover. These pieces hadn’t turned out as well as I’d hoped, so I wrote bargain prices on Post-its and spread everything out across the table.

I’d have to spend a good few evenings and days off in my workshop before I could book a dealer’s table anywhere else. That was just to make straightforward stuff like bowls and plates. Carving the birds and animals that people like takes a lot more time. I was thinking about that when movement caught my eye. The organic soap couple waved awkwardly as the silversmith came into the barn. He smiled, but he didn’t go over and talk to them. He turned to me.

‘Daniel. Hi.’

‘Call me Dan. Everyone does.’ I offered my hand and tried to look friendly.

‘Nicholas Tanner. Nick.’

‘Good to meet you.’ I felt a nervous tremor in his handshake and tried a grin. ‘I mean, the circumstances could be better, obviously.’

He smiled for about half a second. ‘Obviously.’

‘What can I do for you?’ I might as well get to the point.

‘Have you got to head home once you’ve packed up?’ He tried to sound casual and failed. ‘Do you have time for a pint?’

‘I can do that.’ Hopefully I’d still get home tonight, but that would depend on what he had to say.

That was okay. I’d rung my boss on Saturday evening to let her know what was going on. Eleanor Beauchene understood the Green Man would have a good reason for sending me here. There was a dryad’s son seven generations back in her family tree, though she’s the only one out of her brothers and sister and a whole load of cousins who can see anything out of the ordinary. Finding out I can see and hear the things that really go bump in the night was one reason why she gave me a job at the family’s ancestral manor house.

‘I’ll see you later, in the car park.’ Nick Tanner walked away.

I watched him reassuring the soap couple that he was fine, just a bit bruised. He did a quick circuit of the stalls in the barn, telling people yes, he’d been on the phone to his insurance people. He’d be talking to a loss adjuster. No, the police hadn’t caught the robbers. Apparently, it was early days in their enquiry.

One of the farm staff must have seen him arrive. The woman in hi-vis from the orchard appeared. She hurried over to offer Nick a cup of tea, or coffee, or would he prefer
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