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  Chapter One

I’m useless at telling lies. I get that from my mum. It cuts both ways though. I can usually tell straight away when someone’s trying to bullshit me. This particular morning, I definitely reckoned Eleanor Beauchene wasn’t telling the whole truth, even if I didn’t think she was lying as such.

That was odd. Really odd. For a start, Eleanor’s not much better at telling lies than me, even if her dryad blood comes from the seven-greats-or-so grandmother in her family tree, instead of direct from a parent who’s spent centuries tending the oak trees in the Warwickshire nature reserve where my dad’s the resident warden.

For another thing, Eleanor and I don’t keep secrets from each other. We share them. At least, we do when it comes to dryads and naiads and the other scary things we can both see thanks to our greenwood blood. For a long time, neither of us had anyone to talk to about this stuff, not without risking a referral to whatever the latest cuts had left of local mental health services.

Then there was quite a while when it was just the two of us keeping an eye open for threats no one else would notice until disaster struck. Dealing with those was how our paths had crossed in the first place. We’ve fought things no one else would believe, and we’ve always had each other’s backs. You trust someone after that, and you don’t keep secrets. Ignorance isn’t bliss for people like us. It can be sodding dangerous, even lethal.

On the other hand, we each have our own lives, and that’s how we like it. If I’m away for a couple of days, she’ll ask me how things went when I get back, and I’ll say ‘fine’, and that’s that. When Eleanor comes down to Blithehurst House for her monthly visit from Durham, I’ll ask how things are going up there. She’ll say ‘fine’, and that’s all I need to know.

At least, that’s how it had been until the world went weird. After a year and a half of uncertainty and upheaval, things had settled into a routine this summer, but anyone talking about life getting back to normal was kidding themselves as far as I’m concerned. You never know what’s around the corner, and I don’t only mean viruses or whatever. So I really didn’t like the feeling that Eleanor wasn’t being straight with me.

She had told me this Tuesday morning that she wanted me to take a look at the dog kennel in the old castle courtyard. I’d said okay, and I fetched my tools from my workshop in the old dairy yard. She’s my boss, after all, managing the business on her family’s behalf since her father retired. I’m the handyman, estate carpenter and woodsman working out how to turn a profit from the different trees that grow on Beauchene land – pronounced ‘Beechen’ these days. I also carve wooden trinkets and ornaments from fallen wood I find around the estate. They sell well and Blithehurst takes a cut, so everyone comes out ahead.

I took the path that crosses the gravel sweep at the front of the Tudor manor house. That goes past the grand entrance porch before heading down the gentle slope of the valley side. The path passes the hollow where building stone for the manor house was quarried. The Edwardian Beauchenes turned that scar on the land into a decorative rock garden. It was a pleasantly warm, sunny day. I could hear bird song, the wind in the trees and the distant mooing of the rare-breed cattle grazing in the wooded pasture on the other side of the river. Apart from a couple of the garden staff picking up litter and tidying the colourful flowerbeds, the manor house grounds were empty.

The quiet was a relief. I know, I shouldn’t complain. After a year and more of lockdowns and shutdowns, the business needed all the visitors it could get. Blithehurst House had been the Beauchene family home for centuries, but these days the Tudor manor house is a privately run visitor attraction. Thankfully so far this season, the numbers coming through the gates were way up on previous years. I’d get used to it. I was getting used to it. I mean, it’s not as if there was any alternative.

Anyone with any sense wasn’t risking a foreign holiday when there was no guarantee sudden new restrictions wouldn’t leave them unexpectedly stranded. Then there were the endless new reports about traffic mayhem and sky-high prices in Devon and Cornwall and pretty much anywhere around the coast. So tourists were heading to places like Staffordshire and Derbyshire in droves. On the border between those two counties, Blithehurst now found itself ideally placed for visits from people desperate to see something besides their own four walls.

There’s plenty to see. Up by the road and the car park, the old stables have been converted into a restaurant, gift shop and garden centre. The rest of the estate doesn’t only offer the Tudor manor with its portraits, ornaments and polished furniture to entertain families looking for a historical day out. I crossed the lawns where various Victorian Beauchenes had planted exotic trees they had brought home from their travels. I was heading for the old castle’s ruins. Well, that’s what everyone calls it, but it’s a bit of an exaggeration.

Strictly speaking, to begin with, Eleanor’s ancestors had built themselves a moated fortified house. William the Conqueror had handed the estate to Sir Graelent de Beauchene as a reward for cracking Saxon skulls. It was the Tudor Beauchenes who finally got sick of the damp in the valley bottom and built themselves a smart new house further up the hillside. That’s what Eleanor says, and she should know. She’s the family archivist as well as a graduate student doing a history PhD up in Durham. That was another reason why she’d offered me a job, so she could go back to university and do her doctorate.

But whatever historians might call Sir Graelent’s house, the modern footbridge crosses a moat fed and refreshed by water from the little river that carved out the valley. The bridge leads to a battlemented gatehouse flanked by two solid towers. Go through the stone arch and you’re standing in a cobbled courtyard looking at the ruins of a great hall. As far as most people are concerned, it’s a castle.

Some romantic poet of a Regency Beauchene demolished a lot of the old buildings to make a more picturesque ruin, but someone with more sense at the time had insisted the gatehouse was left intact. These days, it’s a cafe serving drinks and sandwiches to people who can’t face the walk back up to the restaurant. The kitchen’s on the ground floor of one of the gatehouse towers, and the room on the other side of the arch has tables and chairs for the punters on the days when it’s raining.

All the doors and windows were open and I could hear voices inside. Blithehurst used to be closed on Mondays and Tuesdays, but as soon as the business reopened, Eleanor cut that back to only shutting on Mondays. With the added footfall this summer, that means there’s a lot to get done each week before we unlock the car park gates again. Not that any of the staff are complaining. After months of furlough and short hours, they’re relieved to have their jobs back, and Eleanor works out a rota to make sure everyone gets enough time off.

Eleanor works as hard as anyone else, even if she is the boss. Maybe because she’s the boss. She does the books. She hadn’t said anything specific, but when she came down from Durham and told us she’d be staying on through July and August, I got the distinct impression the business was on a knife edge financially.

I caught a bracing waft of bleach as I went into the courtyard. The door to the Ladies loos was open. Sarah, who’s in charge of the cafe down here, came out with a mop and bucket. She grinned at me, cheerful as always. ‘Everything all right, Daniel?’

She talks to me like I’m one of her kids, which is fair enough. She must be about the right age to be my mother, if my mum wasn’t an ageless tree spirit.

I hefted the toolbox in my hand. ‘Eleanor’s asked me to make sure the old kennel is still okay for kids to play in.’

Sarah looked surprised. ‘I haven’t had anyone complaining about splinters or skinned knees.’

I shrugged. ‘Better safe than sorry. Health and safety and all that.’

‘I suppose so.’ She smiled again and headed for the cafe kitchen.

I headed for the kennel. It’s just inside the courtyard, on a stone plinth and close by the gatehouse wall. This particular doghouse could be two hundred years old or even older. Wood lasts, especially oak. It gets harder as it weathers, and especially when some piece of joinery has been well made and kept in a sheltered spot. This kennel ticked all those boxes. Up in the main house, I’d seen black-and-white photos that went back to the early days of cameras. When the estate gardener and his family had lived in the gatehouse, their dogs had slept out here.

There’s easily room for a couple of German Shepherds or the like. So there’s plenty of space for pre-school kids who can’t resist taking a look inside, and climbing in once they see it’s empty. Parents, grandparents or whoever takes photos of their little darlings sitting in the doorway, grinning from ear to ear. Why not? It’s a handsome piece of work, with an ornate carved ridge where the shingles meet on the roof and decorative scrolling around the entrance.

As I examined all four sides, I wasn’t surprised to find every joint was still perfectly watertight. Whoever had made it had known his trade. I can tell. I did my own apprenticeship with a master joiner after a year of university convinced me that an earth sciences degree wasn’t for me. I’ve made my living working with wood for over ten years now.

I supposed there was some chance the inside had been damaged. Some idiot kid with a penknife whose parents hadn’t wanted to own up could do a lot of mischief. Did parents give their kids penknives these days? My dad had given me my first one when I was pretty young. He told me I could keep it as long as I didn’t cut myself. If that happened, he said, he’d put it away somewhere safe until I was a little bit older. My dad’s old school though. Most of his friends were already grandfathers by the time I was born. Still, his style of parenting never did me any harm. Since I knew the rules, Dad didn’t have to take that first little knife off me. I’ve still got it somewhere in the bottom of my toolbox.

I crouched down to look through the kennel’s doorway. I definitely wasn’t going to get inside. I wasn’t even going to get my shoulders through the entrance. Dryads’ sons are as human as the next man, mostly anyway, but we do tend to be tall and strong. I’m six feet four, and I have to buy most of my clothes online these days because so many shops don’t even bother carrying XXL stock.

That does mean I’ve got long arms. I could reach a good way inside the kennel and have a cautious feel of the floor, the walls and the roof. My fingertips found smooth, dry wood, polished to silkiness on the floor by untold generations of contentedly curled-up dogs. I got a torch out of my toolbox and shone it inside to look at the bits I couldn’t reach. There was no sign of anything wrong. So why the hell had Eleanor insisted I come down here and check it over?

About to stand up, I braced myself with a hand on the stone plinth. When some ancestral Beauchene had decided his dogs deserved a decent shelter, someone had had the bright idea of raising that first kennel up off the ground by around a foot. Another reason this latest kennel had lasted so long was the plinth kept the wood out of whatever rain puddled on the cobbles.

I took a closer look. Something had changed. Something was different, though I didn’t know exactly what. I studied the woodwork again. No change there. Then I took a closer look at the kennel’s base. I traced my finger along the dark line where the silvery wood met the tightly fitted masonry.

That line should have been green. There should be a faint growth of moss along there. I remembered seeing it last year. I’d mentioned it to Eleanor. I was going to come back with a stiff brush and clean it away. Moss wouldn’t damage the wood on its own, but the moisture it held could eventually cause a problem. But it hadn’t been urgent, and other things had driven it out of my mind.

Come to that, the gold and grey spots of lichen I recalled had been scoured off the flat surface of the stone as well. I supposed someone might have decided to take care of the moss and not thought it was worth mentioning, but there was no good reason to get rid of the lichen. I walked around the kennel and checked all four sides. There was no moss and no lichen anywhere on the top of the plinth, though both were still growing undisturbed on the sides.

The kennel had been moved, I realised. Who had done that, and why? Well, I guessed Eleanor must have done it. I’d find out why when I moved it myself. I braced my feet on the cobbles and took hold of the back of the kennel, close to the gatehouse wall. I wasn’t working at the best angle, but I moved it easily enough. It slid across the plinth until the front half teetered on the edge of the stone. I shifted my hold, taking the weight and easing the front gently down onto the cobbles. Now the kennel was propped at an angle, I could see the top of the plinth.

It was immediately obvious the stonework wasn’t a solid block built in regular courses. There were two larger slabs on the top, and one had a fractionally wider gap along one edge. I knelt down and looked in my toolbox for the old, battered screwdriver I use when I want a bit of leverage on something. I eased the end into the gap, and a bit of a shove got it under the slab. I lifted the stone up and got hold of the end with my other hand. Dropping the screwdriver back in the toolbox, I used both hands to lift the slab away. It was heavy, and I put it carefully down on the cobbles.

This must be what Eleanor hadn’t been telling me. I’d uncovered a hollow that held a wooden box. I got to my feet and took a step back so I could see the cafe door.

‘Sarah?’ I waited a moment and then shouted louder. ‘Sarah!’

She appeared in the archway, mildly concerned. ‘Dan?’

‘Come and take a look at this.’ I realised what Eleanor had wanted when she sent me to find this. Witnesses. To what? I had no idea, but I trusted her.

Sarah came to stare at the box tucked into the hollow in the stone. ‘What’s that then?’

‘I have no idea.’ That was the honest truth. 



  


  Chapter Two

I studied the box. A skilled joiner had used mahogany, maybe, or some other hardwood. The top was dull with dust and one corner had a faint dark stain, but it had once been highly polished. Even without looking closely, I could see it was beautifully made. Someone had spared no expense.

Sarah fished her phone out of her jeans back pocket. ‘Shall we open it up? Or maybe we should call Eleanor. Oh blast, there’s no signal today.’

The mobile phone reception in the bottom of the valley comes and goes. Everyone else complains that the local cell towers are too far away to be reliable. They say something should be done about it. Eleanor and I are more inclined to think mobile phones shut down when the local dryads are in a bad mood. They can travel unseen through the air and sense the earth’s magnetic fields in the same way as birds. That means they can screw with modern technologies very effectively when they decide to, even if they are centuries old.

‘You could take some photos,’ I suggested.

‘Right.’ Sarah poked and swiped at her screen, and held out her phone at arm’s length.

I heard the fake camera shutter sound that reassures people they’ve taken their pictures.

‘What’s going on?’ Lynne came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a tea towel. She’s a bit younger than Sarah. I think they’re some sort of cousins.

‘Dan’s found something.’ Sarah walked backwards a bit and took another couple of photos to include the whole plinth and the tipped-up kennel.

Lynne looked at me, bemused. ‘What on earth were you doing?’

‘Making sure the kennel was still sound.’ That wasn’t a lie. I didn’t need to make up anything extra about inspecting the base.

‘Right.’ Lynne grimaced. ‘We don’t need any more accidents around here.’

‘No, we don’t,’ I agreed.

Sarah nodded. A few years back, a derelict watermill on the estate had collapsed and killed Eleanor’s brother Robert. As far as everyone else was concerned, that had been an awful, tragic accident. Eleanor and I knew better. Like I said, supernatural encounters can be lethal if you don’t know what you’re facing.

‘Mum?’ Lynne’s teenage daughter, Briony, appeared. She was working here for the school holidays, so she wore a Blithehurst House staff polo shirt and jeans like the rest of us. ‘Oh, hi Dan.’

She gave me a hopeful smile. I nodded without making eye contact, doing my best to look uninterested. Mortal men find dryads incredibly alluring. Dryads are happy to use that to get their own way. I’d inherited a fair amount of my mother’s charm, but the days when I’d use it to get girls into bed for a one-night stand were long gone. Besides, Briony’s about half my age, so hell no, not a chance. The sooner she gets that message, the happier I will be.

‘Go and ring Eleanor on the house phone, will you, love?’ Lynne asked her. ‘Tell her Dan’s found something – well, I don’t know what, exactly.’

Briony stared at the box, wide-eyed, and then looked at me. ‘Aren’t you going to open it?’

‘Best wait for Eleanor, don’t you think?’ But Sarah sounded as if she wouldn’t take much persuading.

‘No harm in us taking a look.’ I could just get the tips of my fingers into the gap between the wood and the stone. The hollow was a snug fit with a lip on the stones around it. The slab could rest on those rather than on the top of the box and still be flush with the top of the plinth. This was a skilled mason’s work.

I had no idea what was inside, but I guessed Eleanor did. So I was pretty sure something unpleasant wasn’t going to leap out and bite off my face when I opened the lid. Whatever it was, I wanted everyone here to see it first. Otherwise, someone would be watching Eleanor while she tried to pretend this was some great surprise. Like I said, she’s not much better at telling lies than I am. I reached for the box.

‘Wait a minute.’ Sarah held out her phone again. ‘Let’s get this on video.’

‘Okay. Ready?’ As she nodded, I knelt down and lifted the box out of the hollow. As I put it down on the plinth, I saw it wasn’t locked, just closed with a simple brass hook caught on a matching stud. I eased that open with a fingernail and lifted the lid. We saw crumpled blue velvet. I wondered how old that material was as I carefully moved the top fold aside.

‘Fucking hell.’

We stared at an ornate silver cross, two candlesticks, a silver cup like something out of a movie, a round box and a shallow plate.

‘Language, Dan.’ But Sarah didn’t sound as if she meant it.

‘What’s that then?’ Briony came closer to see better.

‘This must have something to do with the chapel.’

I glanced up to see Lynne looking over her shoulder, towards the manor house.

‘I think you’re right.’

Everyone who works at Blithehurst, and any visitors who take the guided tour, learns about the secret chapel hidden in some discreet rebuilding in the days when Catholicism was banned. There’s a priest hole as well, and the Beauchenes stayed defiantly Catholic until – actually, I didn’t know if they’d ever stopped. Eleanor wasn’t a churchgoer as far as I knew, and I certainly wasn’t, so the subject had never come up.

But Lynne was right. This silver belonged on an altar. Why was it here? It made sense not to hide it in the house. The guidebook mentions Blithehurst being searched for fugitive priests several times. Thankfully none were ever caught here. If they had been, they’d have been dragged away to be tortured and executed. The Beauchenes would have been in a world of trouble. They could easily have lost everything.

But they hadn’t. So why had this treasure been left and forgotten in this hidey-hole? I ran my fingertips along the sides and the edges of the box. I wondered if the craftsman who had made this was the man who’d built the priest hole and the chapel, and the house’s secret stair. Whoever had done that work had really understood and enjoyed working with wood.

‘Run up to the office and get Eleanor, there’s a love,’ Sarah said to Briony.

‘Hang on.’ I covered the treasures with the velvet, closed the box and stood up. ‘Let’s just take this up to the house.’ I nodded at the phone in Sarah’s hand. ‘Don’t put that video online.’

She gave me exactly the look I deserved for that. ‘You think I was born yesterday?’

‘Right, sorry.’ Once she’d put her phone away, I handed her the box. ‘Let me put everything straight here first.’

I covered the hollow in the plinth with the slab and the three of them watched me shove the kennel back into place. Now there was nothing to show anything had been disturbed, not unless you knew what you were looking for.

We headed up the path to the house. I came last, carrying my toolbox. I had a good look around for any sign of Blithehurst’s resident dryads. I wanted to know if they had known that box was there. I wondered if they had any idea who had hidden it, and when.

I did see a black, dog-shaped shadow slinking through the trees, though I don’t know any dogs that stand around five foot tall at the shoulder and have eyes like burning pits of flame. I still didn’t know if this particular black shuck was the one I’d seen elsewhere. If it was, I had no idea why it had followed me here. Or it might be a different spirit of darkness, one who’d lived here all along. I’d asked Asca and Frai, but they hadn’t told me anything useful. Dryads may not tell lies, but they’re experts at not giving a straight answer.

The shuck loped off into the shrubbery. That was a relief. Eleanor and I had been worried about what might happen when we opened up. While Blithehurst had been closed, the shuck had decided to be a watchdog. Ordinary people out for a walk who somehow decided that the house’s grounds must still be open might not have been able to see a spectral black hound with fiery eyes, but their dogs sure as hell had. They couldn’t get away fast enough.

So far, the shuck was behaving itself, though I was seeing it more often than I used to, especially in the mornings when I was walking over to my workshop from the estate cottage where I live in the woods.

We went around to the side of the manor house. The grand entrance is for tourists doing the guided tours. Briony ran on ahead to open the garden door that everyone who works here uses. What used to be rooms for servants at this end of the house are a staff room and an office now. They’re on either side of the stone-flagged corridor that runs past the huge old kitchen with its black-leaded range and shelves of gleaming copper pots and pans.

Sarah carried the box into the library on the other side of the corridor. As she headed for the antique writing desks in the twin bay windows, Briony hung back. ‘I’ll get Eleanor.’

She ran off through the great hall and the dining room, heading for the main staircase. Eleanor has her own en-suite bedroom and a sitting room where she works upstairs. I heard other staff asking Briony if something was wrong. There were quite a few people about, dusting and checking the little posts holding the velvet ropes were still where they should be. They’d also be making sure the discreetly concealed alarms were in place to raise a racket if any of the antiques were moved, either by accident or by someone thinking something small and valuable like a snuff box could be quietly nicked.

I didn’t hear what Briony said, but by the time Eleanor came downstairs, there were half a dozen people in the library besides me, Sarah and Lynne. I was over by the desk in the window bay. I put my toolbox behind me by the skirting so no one could trip over it.

‘Let’s see what you’ve found.’ As she came into the library, Eleanor nodded to Sarah, who was standing closest to the box on the leather-topped walnut desk.

We all watched as Sarah took out the cross. Everyone could see it was designed to stand on something. She set the candlesticks on either side and put the plate, the round box and the chalice in a line. Everything matched.

‘Well, it’s definitely an altar set.’ Eleanor’s voice shook as she walked over to the desk. Everyone else but me would put that down to her being astonished by this discovery. ‘It looks like it could be eighteenth century, maybe even earlier. I’ll have to see what I can find out about it in the family papers.’

Everyone nodded and murmured. I reckoned Eleanor knew exactly where to look for proof that this long-lost treasure belonged to the Beauchenes. I glanced up at the ceiling, wondering who had told her where to find it. The library’s walls are lined with bookcases and panelling as you would expect, but the ceiling had been made using much older, medieval carved panels stripped out of the original chapel down in the castle. The Tudor Beauchenes got away with doing that because the carvings aren’t religious as such. They are leaves and twigs, fruit and flowers and what the guidebook calls mythical creatures and foliate faces.

Those faces are images of the Green Man. He’s taken an interest in me since I was a kid. From time to time I see an emerald gleam deep in the eye sockets of carvings like the ones in this library, to show me he’s close by. Sometimes that means he’s about to turn up because there’s a problem he’s decided I have to sort out. I couldn’t see any sign of him now though.

Eleanor had taken the blue cloth out of the box to see if there was anything underneath it. There wasn’t. ‘Well,’ she said briskly, ‘this had better go in the safe, and I need to make some phone calls.’

She didn’t feel the need to tell the staff to keep this to themselves. I hoped she was right about that, as everyone headed back to whatever they’d been doing. As Eleanor packed the silver away, I stayed where I was by the window until she closed the box.

‘Shall I make some coffee and bring it up to you?’

‘Oh, right, yes, okay. Thanks.’ Eleanor didn’t look at me as she picked up the box and headed for the door.

That meant she didn’t see me grinning as I followed her out and crossed the stone-flagged corridor to go through the old kitchen. Visitors on the tour never see the modern units, cooker and dishwasher tucked away in what used to be a scullery. I put the kettle on, found mugs, milk and a tray and sorted out a two-person cafetière. I’m happy enough with instant, or tea for preference, but Eleanor likes proper coffee. The kettle boiled. I made the coffee and carried everything upstairs.

There are two suites of three rooms on the upper floor of the house, as well as various guest bedrooms. Tourists see what’s called the King Charles Bedroom, complete with a four-poster canopied bed and a black oak clothes press. The best of the house’s Jacobean and Stuart furniture is in the adjoining sitting room and dressing room. The other suite is Eleanor’s, where she has a bedroom, a bathroom with modern plumbing, and a solid lock on her sitting room to keep nosy visitors out. You wouldn’t believe how many people see a door with a ‘Private’ sign and immediately try the handle to open it.

At the moment, the door was ajar. I nudged it wider with my shoulder and went in to put the tray on the table. Eleanor was putting the altar silver in the safe. She closed the door and worked the handle before spinning the dial to obscure the combination. Then she closed the hinged wooden panel that hid it, like the door to the priest hole or the hidden chapel stair. You’d have to know there was a safe to go looking for it. Before you could do that, you’d need to get through the alarm system on Blithehurst’s doors and windows, and through Eleanor’s locked door as well.

I reckoned the silver was safe enough, as long as the staff who’d seen it kept their mouths shut. I don’t mean anyone would try to steal it for themselves. Everyone who worked here, or their families, had been involved with Blithehurst for years, even generations in some cases. Even so, someone might let something slip by accident.

‘So that was a surprise.’ I was about to ask Eleanor what she really knew about the hidey-hole when the phone on her desk rang. She snatched it up and turned away as she listened to whoever it was speaking.

‘Yes, that’s fine. Put them through.’

That told me someone had rung the main number on the Blithehurst website. Those calls come through to the main office in the garden centre. I pressed the cafetière plunger and poured the coffee, expecting her to be on the phone for a while. So I was surprised when I took her mug over and she offered me the handset.

‘It’s for you.’


  

  Chapter Three

I took the phone. ‘Hello?’

‘Daniel Mackmain?’ An unfamiliar voice didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘I did try your mobile, but that went straight to voicemail.’

‘The signal’s patchy round here.’ That had to be better than saying ‘Who are you and why are you ringing me?’

‘My name’s Gillian Adams. I got your numbers from Hazel Spinner.’

That got my attention. I said I’d spent most of my life without having anyone besides my mum and dad to talk to about the unseen world I’d been born into. That changed when I met Eleanor, and everything changed for us both last year. Hazel Spinner is what used to be called a wise woman, and she can shapeshift into a hare.

I’d met her down in Wiltshire, when the Green Man had sent me to sort out what threatened to become a hideous mess. Hazel had helped stop assorted mayhem, and I’d learned she was in touch with other wise women in different parts of the country. Their network did what they could to stop unsuspecting people stumbling across dangerous things lurking in the wildwoods and shadows. People who did that easily ended up dead in what inquests called freak accidents, like the one that killed Eleanor’s brother.

A group of us had got together online and agreed to talk to each other when we came across something odd. The Green Man had a tendency to only get me involved when a situation had already gone seriously tits up. I’d found out the hard way that could be fucking dangerous. But this was the first time someone I didn’t know had got in touch with me.

‘Okay,’ I said cautiously.

‘I’m a psychiatric nurse. I work with community mental health services in Cheshire,’ Gillian said briskly. ‘I’ve been dealing with a patient who’s had a pretty bad experience. He’s a young man in his late teens who went missing for over a month. He finally turned up miles from home, dehydrated and drugged. I think there’s a whole lot more to whatever happened than he’s telling me. If this is what I think it is, we could have a real problem on our hands.’

She didn’t go into any more details, so I guessed she didn’t want to risk being overheard.

‘You think he’ll open up to me?’ I tried not to sound too dubious.

‘I’ve tried the motherly approach, and Iris Wicken tried charm, but he got hysterical after two minutes talking to her.’ She sounded guilty about that for some reason. ‘We’re hoping he’ll react better to a man. We can’t think what else to try.’

So I was their last resort, not their first choice. ‘Iris is there?’

Eleanor was drinking her coffee. I saw that get her attention.

‘Is that a problem?’ Gillian wanted to know.

‘No, of course not. I just wasn’t expecting – I don’t know what I expected. Forget it. What do you want me to do?’

‘Can you get up here in the next day or so? He’s a voluntary patient at the moment, but if he signs himself out, I’m concerned we’ll lose him for good. Until he turns up dead.’ She sounded so worried about that, I guessed it must be a serious possibility.

‘Okay. I’ll see what I can do. Let me know how to find you.’

‘Of course. I’ll text you the details.’

Now she sounded so relieved that I felt apprehensive.

‘I’ll see you as soon as I can.’

‘Thanks.’ She rang off.

I put the handset down on the table and drank some coffee.

‘She said something about Iris?’ Eleanor put her mug down. ‘Fin’s sister, Iris?’

I nodded. ‘It makes sense, if whatever’s happened is in Cheshire. She lives somewhere Manchester way.’ I told her everything Gillian had told me, which was pretty much sod all. ‘Is it okay if I take a couple of days off? There’s plenty of stock in the workshop if the garden centre needs more.’

‘Fine.’ Eleanor nodded, but she wasn’t thinking about that. ‘Why do you suppose this boy got hysterical talking to Iris?’

‘I’ve no idea. People – ordinary people – don’t usually even notice when one of them turns on the charm.’ If nothing else, I’d go to Cheshire to get an answer to that.

Eleanor looked thoughtful. ‘So we have two questions. How come he realised what she was doing, and why did that freak him out? Has anything like that ever happened to Fin?’

I shook my head. ‘Not that she’s said. I’ll ask her though.’

Iris is my girlfriend Fin’s eldest sister. I’d met her a couple of times, but I couldn’t really say I knew her. I met Fin – Finele on her driving licence – a few years ago when the Green Man sent me to sort out something nasty living in a lake. Fin’s a freshwater ecologist, so her advice about drainage had been useful, but the real reason the dryads decided to get her involved is she’s a swan maiden.

All three sisters, their mum, their aunts and various cousins can shapeshift and become swans. They can see the same supernatural creatures and people as I can. We have other things in common too. Ordinary men find swan maidens alluring without ever stopping to wonder why. As Fin had explained to me in no uncertain terms, she found that an absolute pain in the arse. Enough creepy men think they’re entitled to a woman’s attention, and more if they can get it, without her more-than-human side giving them a hard-on. That’s why I was surprised to hear Iris had turned on her charm deliberately.

Eleanor’s thoughts had moved on. ‘How is Fin? Have you spoken to her lately?’

‘A couple of days ago.’ I finished my coffee. ‘She and Blanche are still as busy as blue-arsed flies. Apart from anything else, they’re having to deal with some extremely pissed-off naiads.’

‘I can imagine.’ Eleanor grimaced.

Fin and her other sister run their own consultancy business, based down near Bristol. A while back, some government genius decided the answer to a shortage of water-treatment chemicals was lowering the standards for sewage plants. That was happening alongside a massive increase in supposedly unavoidable, unforeseen discharges from sewers into rivers. A lot of people were getting very unhappy. They wanted water tests and ecological impact surveys done, so they had all the facts and figures when they confronted their MPs and the water companies, to demand somebody do something to quite literally sort out this shit.

Fin and Blanche had more offers of work than they knew what to do with. They were getting as much done as they could. When you’re self-employed, you don’t turn down chances to put money in the bank. They were also trying to keep the peace with the river spirits they encountered. Several naiads had been threatening to take matters into their own hands. As far as I was concerned, that would be fine if they could guarantee they only flooded water company executives’ houses. Ordinary people who weren’t responsible for this crap didn’t deserve to have their houses filled with filth, or having their chances of ever getting affordable flood insurance comprehensively screwed.

‘What does Iris do?’ Eleanor asked. ‘I know you did say.’

‘She’s a commercial meteorologist. Works for a company that does detailed weather forecasts for shipping companies and airlines.’

That had given us something to talk about when we’d first met. I hadn’t got around to asking her if being able to turn into a swan and fly gave her any particular insights into the weather.

‘It’s interesting this Gillian Adams is a psychiatric nurse,’ Eleanor remarked. ‘That’s a good line of work to be in if she’s friends with Hazel Spinner.’

She didn’t have to explain what she meant. The wise women are determined to keep the unsuspecting public in the dark about the things that really do go bump in the night. Hazel’s a cryptozoologist. Most of her time she’s working out if some particular animal is extinct or not, or if some little brown bird on a remote island is the same species as the little brown birds on the next rock along. She also runs a website where people can report seeing the Beast of Bodmin and things like that. It gives her an excellent excuse to investigate what’s really going on. If she finds a real threat, the wise women deal with it. Then Hazel convinces whoever got in touch that they really shouldn’t believe their own eyes. That’s how her path had crossed mine and Fin’s down in Wiltshire last year. Eleanor was right. Someone who worked in mental healthcare would be very well placed to hear stories that sounded insane but were possible threats that needed checking out.

‘Right.’ My phone buzzed in my pocket. I checked Gillian’s message and took a quick look at Google maps. ‘Okay, now I know where I’m going.’

‘You might as well get on your way.’ Eleanor wasn’t taking any chances when a delay might mean somebody ending up dead. Not after what happened to Robert. ‘I’ll rework the rota for tomorrow. Let me know if you’re going to be away any longer than that, so I can make arrangements.’

‘I’ll pack a bag and hit the road.’ I replied to Gillian’s text as I left the room, telling her to expect me around noon.

I was halfway down the stairs when I remembered I hadn’t asked Eleanor what she knew about that hidden box full of silver. Well, that could wait, unlike this teenager in Chester, assuming Gillian Adams was right. I wasn’t going to bet against a wise woman.

I collected my toolbox from the library and took that back to my workshop in the old dairy yard. I checked that there were enough carved animals, honey dippers and ornamental spoons boxed up and ready to restock the shop, along with plenty of finished and polished bowls, plates, candlesticks and light pulls. I’d spent a lot of the winter wood turning on my new lathe while the house was shut. I locked up and cut through the woods to the cottage I’ve been renovating since I came to live at Blithehurst.

I swapped my jeans for combat trousers, which are a damn sight more comfortable to drive in and have far more useful pockets. I changed my Blithehurst polo shirt for a plain blue T-shirt and threw everything I should need for the next few days into the overnight bag Fin had bought me for Christmas. When I grabbed my car keys and headed out, Asca was standing a few paces from the front door.

‘Where are you going?’ she demanded.

There are two dryads at Blithehurst these days. Frai was here when Sir Graelent and his Normans arrived, and Asca is her daughter. I’ve no idea how old she is, but she looks like an elegant woman in her late forties. Two hundred and twenty-odd years ago she gave Eleanor’s ancestor Edmund the son he needed to save the estate for his five daughters. They would have been evicted when he died and some distant cousin inherited. Though Asca wouldn’t have borne any man a child if she hadn’t truly loved him, according to my mum anyway.

Since she wouldn’t be visible to anyone else apart from Eleanor, she was dressed in the sort of draperies Greek goddesses wear on vases. She can easily pass for human and
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