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  Chapter One


  I wasn’t expecting to get caught up in a murder investigation. It had been a long and tiring day and I was looking forward to a long, cool shower. Carpentry up on the top of scaffolding is a hot and sweaty job with the summer sun beating down. Sawdust sticks worse than wet sand on a beach and gets into equally uncomfortable places.


  A cold shower and a cold beer. Some food and a DVD on my laptop. Liam Neeson being a badass in some European capital or other. That’s all I was thinking about as I drove the Land Rover along the back road heading for the farm where I was currently lodging.


  That’s how my evening would have gone if I hadn’t pulled up in the lay-by to get some fresh air. I didn’t exactly have a headache, but I could still feel the pressure of my hard hat across my forehead. Fat lot of use that thing would be if I ever fell head first off some scaffolding. It would hit the ground before I did, but Health and Safety rules every building site now.


  Anyway, this looked like an interesting stretch of woodland, tucked away in a narrow valley too steep-sided and rocky for farming. Likewise, the river was too shallow and erratic for a mill. These trees had been left undisturbed for decades; I’d noted that whenever I’d driven home this way over the past few months.


  Why stop on this particular day? Because I was uncomfortably aware just how little money I had in my wallet and in my bank account. Okay, there was more work to be done on the barn conversion, but when the project was finished? Downturn, recession, whatever you call the mess the economy’s in, the days are long gone when I could get a job by strolling up to a site where a developer was throwing up identikit cul-de-sacs and proving I knew one end of a chisel from the other.


  Fortunately I also sell wood carvings at craft fairs and living history days. Ornaments and little boxes and spoons and other everyday things people didn’t think twice about before everything ended up made of plastic. So I stopped to walk through that woodland and look for fallen timber I could take away. If I was lucky I’d see a hidden shape in a twisted branch, an animal or a bird, maybe some mythical beast. Today was Thursday, so once I was done with work on Friday, I planned to spend the weekend carving if I could find some decent materials.


  Who knew when another vehicle had last stopped in the lay-by; there were no ruts in the thick leaf mould. Getting out of the Landy, I breathed in the scent of the greenery. This smelled like some remnant of ancient wildwood. I could feel it in my bones.


  I followed a narrow path up the slope. The ground was steeper on this side of the road. The oaks were gathered in clusters divided by grey boulders of lichen-spotted limestone. A couple of the trees were truly ancient hulks, their crowns of sturdy branches long since shed in favour of twiggy sprays to sustain them in their twilight years. Fungus and beetles had eaten away their heartwood. Anyone who didn’t know trees might think they were dead or dying. Not so. It’s the sapwood that a tree needs to live, and that’s just below the bark.


  If a storm struck, old stalwarts like these would survive while younger trees fell. Thanks to their hollow centres, they could flex instead of snapping. I gave the closest old oak a slap on its gnarled grey bark. The year’s second flush of leaves was budding on its twigs. Lammas leaves, according to old tradition, not uncommon around the end of July.


  I saw lime trees too, the rarer, large-leaved kind that can live for a thousand years if they’re tended right. Someone had done that here sometime; these trees had been coppiced and cropped for wood and bark, maybe a century ago. I glanced at the ash trees higher up the slope. No one had touched them since they’d found a foothold where they could claim the light.


  I paused, noting hazel, rowan and holly. I know about coppicing in theory. Well-tended woodland can produce no end of things. Birch brooms, different sorts of fencing, stuff for gardeners from hazel hurdles to rustic trellises, bean poles and pea sticks. Then there’s specialist stuff like wood for furniture veneers and artists’ charcoal.


  But coppicing is a long-term business; different types and thicknesses of wood are harvested after five years’ growth, or seven, or ten. That would mean putting down more permanent roots than I was used to. For the past half-dozen years, I’d been moving to new places every six months. I’d spent the last few winters working on reforestation projects up in Scotland and found construction jobs each summer, until there’d been no work to be had and I’d come south again.


  I went on, scanning the ground for fallen boughs. Trees in their prime will let useful wood fall, especially after a long dry spell, and according to the Met Office on the radio, rainfall since Whitsun this year had been well below average.


  I wanted branches that had weathered but not started to rot. I found myself thinking, if I did stop somewhere year round, I could store green wood while it seasoned, ready to use when I wanted it.


  But how could I find out who owned this valley? Not to buy the land but to purchase the rights to the standing wood. Though it would probably be a waste of time. The owner had already made their own choices about these woods. I guessed these trees had thrived untouched so the valley could be a haven for wild life.


  Though not for deer, it would seem. That was odd, given their numbers are increasing year on year, no matter how many end up as road kill. There was little sign of them being their usual nuisance, browsing on seedlings or gnawing around the bark to kill saplings dead.


  ‘Hey, you!’


  I looked around for the unexpected voice.


  ‘Stay there!’


  Now I could see a copper, black-trousered and white-shirted under his stab vest. He’d crested the ridge above me.


  ‘Stand still!’


  Why was he so agitated? I hadn’t moved. I waited while he slipped and stumbled down the slope.


  ‘I’m parked down there.’ I gestured down towards the lay-by. The Landy’s cream-coloured roof was clear enough through the thick summer leaves. ‘I didn’t mean to trespass.’


  I didn’t think I was, but I wasn’t about to argue with some local copper. So I’d play nice and say ‘Yes, constable, no, constable, sorry, constable’ and go on my way.


  ‘You stand there!’ He jabbed a shaking finger at me as he reached level ground, going for the radio clipped to his shoulder with his other hand. ‘Sarge, I’ve got someone!’


  I couldn’t make out the crackling reply, but I didn’t like the sound of this. ‘I’ve only just walked up from the lay-by.’


  Whatever had gone on in this wood had happened well away from the road, assuming this search had fanned out from the scene of… of what? Of not my problem, whatever it was.


  ‘You wait there.’ The constable scowled.


  I folded my arms and challenged him with a stare. ‘Or what? You’re going to arrest me?’


  Good luck to him trying that. He was at least six inches shorter than me and looked like he’d just left school. I’m six feet four, take XXL in most clothes and have the muscles to shift anything from whole sheets of fibreboard to Acrow props across a building site.


  Still, he wasn’t entirely stupid. He wasn’t coming within arm’s reach of me. His arm or my longer one.


  His radio crackled again. Someone asked exactly where he was. ‘I’m heading down to that lay-by on the Matlock road.’


  I was starting to think there was something very wrong in this wood. The young copper was sweating, and not just because of the summer heat. He had the pasty, wide-eyed look of someone who’d had a nasty shock, and I saw what looked like splashes of puke on his shiny black boots.


  I couldn’t see a Taser on his Batman utility belt but I decided walking away wasn’t the smartest move. This lad was jittery enough to do something stupid, and without witnesses it would be his word against mine.


  ‘Yes, we’re happy to wait,’ he assured whoever was on the other end of the radio.


  Speak for yourself, sunshine, I thought. ‘Who are we waiting for?’


  ‘CID.’ He swallowed and went even paler.


  I held up my hands. ‘Look, I only stopped to stretch my legs and get some air.’


  I might as well have saved my breath. He wasn’t listening, his eyes focused inward on whatever had gone so badly wrong with his day.


  CID turned up pretty quickly. A plain-clothes copper maybe a couple of years older than me, on the other side of thirty. He came over the ridge and cautiously down the slope in unsuitable shoes, a couple of uniformed bodies behind him.


  ‘Good afternoon, sir.’ He checked his watch as he joined the lad with the puked-on boots. ‘Well, I suppose it’s good evening now.’


  I just shrugged.


  ‘Can I ask what you’re doing here, sir?’ CID’s tone was mild enough, but I saw him looking at me closely. He was a city boy, sharp-eyed, Manchester or somewhere thereabouts. The uniformed lad’s accent was as solidly Derbyshire as these Dales.


  I made sure to answer calmly. I’ve come across too many coppers who automatically assume someone of my height and build with a number-one haircut must mean trouble. It never occurs to them that a carpenter doesn’t want long hair matted with sawdust and sweat.


  ‘I parked down there because I fancied a walk. I’ve been up on a roof all day and it’s been hot work.’


  ‘Whereabouts would that be, sir?’ CID’s gaze flickered across to the uniformed lad, who hastily remembered his notebook. Finding a blank page, he clicked his pen eagerly.


  ‘Lambton Farm. They’re converting some barns.’


  I was about to give him directions, but CID glanced over his shoulder to one of the older uniforms, who nodded confirmation.


  ‘I wanted to cool off a bit before heading home.’


  ‘Where would home be, sir?’ CID’s smile was as meaninglessly polite as the way he kept calling me ‘sir’. ‘And sorry, I didn’t catch your name?’


  ‘Daniel Mackmain, and I’m living at Kympton Grange Farm. I’ve been renting there since March.’


  CID nodded. ‘Do you have any ID, sir? Just to speed things along?’


  Tempted to ask when carrying identification became compulsory in this country, I kept my arms folded for a moment, just to make the point. Then I reached into my combats for my wallet. ‘Driving licence good enough?’ I flipped it open to show him the transparent pocket.


  He leaned forward slightly to study the photo. ‘And before that?’


  ‘Sorry, what?’ I dragged my eyes back to him.


  ‘Where were you living before that, sir?’ he asked with emphasis.


  ‘Lanarkshire.’ I rubbed a hand round the back of my neck. ‘Like it says on my licence.’


  ‘You should get that updated, sir.’ He smiled that meaningless smile again. ‘Lanarkshire’s Scotland, isn’t it?’ His raised eyebrows invited me to explain further.


  I shrugged, unable to stop myself looking over his shoulder, past the uniform cops standing further up the slope. There was a dryad on the ridge line, looking down at me with frank curiosity. That’s what had so comprehensively distracted me.


  When I say I feel an ancient wildwood in my bones and in my blood, that’s not just New Age fantasy. I’m a dryad’s son. No, I don’t tell people, not ever. They’ll think I’m a nutter, someone to cross the street to avoid or to coax into visiting some mental health professional. Or they might decide my poor parents need to know about their troubled son.


  If some busybody ever did try that, my parents would be easy enough to find. At least, my dad would be. I didn’t grow up running wild like some second-rate Mowgli, freezing through English winters. After taking redundancy from the engineering firm where he’d worked since leaving school, my dad became the full-time warden of a small local nature reserve on the Oxfordshire-Warwickshire border. He’d been volunteering there over weekends and holidays for more than twenty years before that. That’s how he’d met my mother, the last of her sisters still tending the oak trees there.


  This dryad looked nothing like my mother. That’s to say, I could see her ethereal form in the same way that I could see my mum’s, as a shifting, womanly shape of green gossamer and shadow, even though she stood in full sunlight. A beautiful face with emerald-green eyes fixed on me and sparkling with curiosity. She could see that I could see her, and that was a real surprise.


  My mother always appeared in her ethereal form decently cloaked with flowing draperies, the sort of thing you see on old Greek vases or in Renaissance paintings of classical nymphs and goddesses. I reckon I can always tell if an artist had ever really seen a dryad. You’d be surprised how many must have, some time or another.


  Not this dryad. She stood there unabashed in her naked loveliness. Not some stick-thin fashion-model idea of Photoshopped beauty, but slim-waisted, full-breasted and with a seductive curve to her hip. And as I say, entirely naked. One good look at her and, as the expression goes, I had wood. Hardly ideal when I was being questioned by the police.


  ‘I said, Mr Mackmain, can anyone vouch for your whereabouts an hour or so ago?’ CID repeated himself with a crease of annoyance between his narrow, dark brows.


  ‘Sorry.’ Now I was the one offering a meaningless smile of apology. ‘About half a dozen blokes on the Lambton Farm job. Phil Caister, he’s the foreman, he’ll have the time sheet I signed.’


  I thanked my lucky stars that I’d gone to find Phil today instead of just scrawling some guess at the time on the clipboard left by the barn door.


  The lad with the puked-on boots scribbled all that down. He was still scowling at me. I answered him with an unblinking stare until he looked away.


  ‘What’s this all about?’ I could see more people moving through the woods on the ridge line. Somewhere well beyond, a dog barked.


  The dryad was now circling the grey-haired copper. I kept my attention firmly on CID; otherwise I would have been transfixed by the sight of her gorgeously rounded backside.


  ‘There’s been a serious incident.’ CID pursed thin lips as he considered what to tell me. ‘May I see what’s in your pockets, sir?’ he asked unexpectedly. ‘The quicker we can move things along, the sooner you can be on your way.’


  That sounded good to me. I wanted to leave here as soon as I could. I reached into my trouser pockets and showed him my wallet, chewing gum, keys, a grubby hanky, a handful of change and my Swiss Army penknife. I’d left my phone in the Land Rover.


  He reached for the knife. ‘May I?’


  ‘If you must. It’s a legal length,’ I said as he opened the big blade with some difficulty. He should stop chewing his fingernails.


  ‘You know all about that?’ He looked up from making a very close examination of the hinge end.


  ‘I’m a carpenter. I carry a lot of tools. I like to know where I stand.’ I kept my eyes fixed on him.


  Seeing me emptying my pockets had piqued the dryad’s curiosity. Shifting through the air as easily and swiftly as a breeze, she stood beside me, peering inquisitively at the things I held in my outstretched palms.


  I could see she was increasingly keen to get some reaction out of me. Her shimmering fingers reached for the handkerchief, the only thing she could touch without burning herself on metal. Well, apart from the gum. Did dryads chew gum? My mother never had, but then she was the only dryad I’d ever met until now.


  ‘A carpenter?’ CID looked at me with unwelcome, renewed interest. ‘Where are your tools?’


  ‘In my Land Rover.’ I jerked my head back down towards the road.


  ‘May we have a quick look, sir?’ He reached for my keys.


  I closed my hands and shoved everything back in my pockets. ‘I’ll show you, if you must.’


  We walked back down the hill. My work boots gave me a solid footing on the uneven ground, but CID kept slipping on the leaf mould. Whatever had brought him here so unexpectedly, he hadn’t had time to change his black lace-ups for a pair of wellies.


  Two uniformed coppers prowled the lay-by. The woman was searching the ground for who knows what while the man peered through my Land Rover’s passenger window.


  ‘Sir.’ He stepped back smartly as CID arrived.


  The woman continued her search, utterly focused as she walked along the edge of the tarmac towards the patrol car parked further up the road. To my relief, the dryad went to see what she was up to.


  I unlocked the driver’s door and held it open so CID could get a good look inside. He took his time before nodding.


  ‘And the back?’


  We walked round and I opened up to show him my tools and all the other fixings and bits and pieces I carry. You never know what you’ll need on a job only to find no one else has thought of bringing it.


  ‘Thanks very much, sir.’ CID stepped back. ‘Did you see any other vehicle as you pulled up? Did anyone pass you on your way here, after you’d made the turn?’


  I shook my head. ‘Sorry, no.’


  ‘Did you see anyone walking in the woods? Maybe down by the river?’ He gestured in the direction of the water meadows, where a curving line of black poplars marked the river’s course. Those trees had once been carefully pollarded but now grew ragged and wild.


  ‘Not that I recall.’


  ‘And what brings you to Derbyshire?’ He looked at me intently.


  ‘A tourist brochure.’ I shrugged. ‘It looked like a nice place.’


  I wasn’t about to tell him I was visiting parts of the country where I hoped some overlooked, ancient woodland might still be home to a dryad. I absolutely wasn’t going to mention the dreams that had prompted me to turn off the M1 when I saw the signposts for Hardwick Hall.


  ‘I see.’ He didn’t sound convinced. ‘Well, if you do remember anything later, please give me a ring.’ He reached inside his suit jacket and produced a business card. ‘Even if you don’t think it’s important, let us decide that. Something that seems trivial might be significant.’


  The card told me I was talking to Detective Sergeant Jason Tunstead. ‘What’s this all about?’


  I kept half an eye on the dryad, who was coming to hear what he had to say. Even the way she walked was seductive, her legs long and bare, her elegant feet heedless of sharp stones where the road had been resurfaced.


  ‘A girl was attacked in the woods,’ the detective said grimly.


  That got him my full attention. ‘This afternoon? I was nowhere near here, and you can check that out.’


  ‘We will, sir,’ he assured me. ‘The sooner we can eliminate you from our enquiries, the sooner we can catch the c—’ He caught himself on the edge of an obscenity. ‘The culprit.’


  I could see that he meant it.


  ‘Good.’ I meant that as well.


  I was also breathing a lot more easily. I had a solid alibi, and there wasn’t a spot of blood on me or in the Land Rover or on any of my tools. DS Tunstead’s interest in my penknife made it pretty obvious some blade was involved.


  How badly was the girl hurt? I remembered the puke on the lad’s boots. Better not to ask.


  ‘Can I go?’ I shut the back door of the Land Rover.


  He nodded. ‘We know where to find you if we need anything more.’


  ‘We’ve got your number plate,’ the uniformed lad chipped in, ‘and a full description of your vehicle.’


  ‘Thank you, constable,’ DS Tunstead said sharply.


  I gave the lad a hard stare before getting into my vehicle and turning the key in the ignition. As I drove away, an ambulance passed me. Not in any hurry, no blues and twos indicating some brutally beaten or knifed girl inside with paramedics fighting to save her life.


  Further on, I saw patrol cars making a roadblock to question motorists. I slowed, ready to stop, but one of the traffic cops waved me on, talking into her radio. I guessed she’d had a message to let me through.


  Once the roadblock disappeared from my rear-view mirror, I switched the radio on, but the local station was only offering traffic reports on the motorways through the county, along with ideas for family fun days out.


  I endured the presenter’s middle-of-the-road drivel and pap-pop until the headlines came round. There was still no mention of any girl attacked in some woods. Whatever had happened, the police weren’t letting the news break just yet.


  

  Chapter Two


  Kympton Grange Farm is tucked below the White Peak and would have supported a large family as well as workers from the village in years gone by. Now the Monkswells are as hard pressed as every other small farmer, so they’ve converted their outbuildings for holiday lets, including a single-bedroom-and-kitchen-sitting-room flat above the open-sided stone barn where they park their cars. I suppose they thought that would appeal to solo hikers.


  I reckon they’d guessed wrong. Cars had come and gone regularly from the family-sized accommodation on the other side of the road ever since I’d got here, but when I’d first viewed the small flat just before Easter, it had the cold feel of somewhere long uninhabited. Sam Monkswell had instantly agreed to me taking it for a full six months. Other places I’d looked at had only been available until the start of the high tourist season in July.


  As I parked in the space Sam kept cleared for me below the flat, I looked at the dark bay at the far end, stone-walled on three sides and too inconvenient for any vehicle.


  We’d had an idle conversation about that space, one evening as we shared a couple of beers on the barn steps. I’d been explaining how coppicing worked and the things I could branch out into making, if he knew of any local woodland for rent.


  We’d agreed there was enough room to set up a little workshop. If I had a workshop, I could have a lathe. If I had a lathe, I could turn out wooden cups, bowls and plates. Those were real money spinners, according to other woodworkers at craft shows.


  Of course, even second-hand, any lathe worth having would cost a good few hundred quid. I’d need to pay Sam Monkswell more rent, for use of the space and for electricity. Speculate to accumulate? Not with my bank balance at the moment.


  As I left the shadows, I kept an eye out for Chrissie, Sam’s wife. As long as there were families in the holiday cottages she had more than enough work to keep her occupied, rushed off her feet on weekend changeover days. When she wasn’t so busy, she was always keen to chat about people I didn’t know and celebrity news I didn’t care about. Today though, I saw her across the road where the converted stables made three sides of a square around the cobbled yard where the visitors parked.


  I hurried up the barn’s outside stone steps into what had once been a hayloft. Now the door opened into a living room with a kitchenette at one end. That was where the old hatch for pitching out hay bales had been turned into a wide window looking across the lane to the wooded hill beyond. Opposite, a door in a partition wall led to the bedroom, with the small bathroom beyond that.


  I unlaced my steel-toed work boots and kicked them into a corner. As I stripped off my sweaty socks, I relished the cool oak floorboards under my tired feet. Steels on a hot summer day are evil, but not wearing them’s not worth the risk. I once saw a bloke in trainers have a steel universal beam fall on his foot.


  My laptop was on the dining table, which separated the kitchen area from the two-seater sofa and the coffee table where I’d stacked charity shop paperbacks and DVDs waiting to go back now I’d finished with them.


  I clicked onto the local newspaper’s website. I’d found the Buxton Argus very reliable for the latest traffic updates, and that’s important in a rural area where a tractor getting it wrong on a narrow bridge can force everyone into a twenty-mile detour.


  Their news reporter was as quick off the mark as their traffic guy. A short paragraph headed ‘Young Woman Found Dead’ was illustrated with a photo of a copper standing beside blue-and-white tape strung between two trees. A crag I didn’t recognise loomed above the grim-faced policeman.


  There wasn’t much beyond that. The victim’s exact age and identity were as yet unknown, though according to the police statement she was five foot five with shoulder-length dark hair, wearing jeans and a scarlet vest top. Details of her injuries were not being released at this time.


  The police didn’t know how she’d got to the wood and were appealing for any witnesses who might have seen the girl in the area to get in touch, or people could ring Crimestoppers anonymously. That hinted at desperation. Though I’ve never had anything to do with a murder enquiry, so what do I know?


  I leaned back in the upright chair, looking at the screen. No camera would have seen the dryad, not in her ethereal form. I wondered if she’d been there all the same, drawn to unaccustomed activity in her quiet wood. She could well have seen who had killed the girl. If so, what good was that? A dryad was one witness the police could never take a statement from.


  What if I talked to her? I fished DS Tunstead’s card out of my pocket and tapped it thoughtfully on the table. If the dryad could give a description of the murderer, maybe I could say I’d remembered seeing someone behaving suspiciously?


  That would only work as long as the dryad was accurate about what had happened, where and when. If the police could prove I was wrong, they would wonder why I’d been lying. Worse, I’d probably help whoever had done this get away with it.


  What about Crimestoppers? I clicked through to their website and read the assurances that calls wouldn’t be traced or recorded and no questions would be asked about who was supplying information. That was all well and good, but I could still only help if I could offer accurate information. False leads for the police would surely be worse than no leads at all.


  I tossed Tunstead’s card onto the table. Who was I trying to kid? I wasn’t interested in justice, or rather I was, but catching that poor girl’s killer wasn’t my job. I wanted to talk to the dryad simply because she was a dryad. Because there was such a lot I didn’t know about my heritage, things my mother never seemed willing to tell me.


  If I wanted to talk to this dryad though, what were my chances of finding her without tripping over police giving the wood a fingertip search? If I turned up in the middle of his murder hunt a second time, DS Tunstead would give me a much closer look.


  I stripped off and shoved my clothes into the washing machine, then headed for the shower to wash off the day’s sweat and grime. I couldn’t wash away the thought of that dryad though.


  There were some wizened mushrooms in the fridge and half a packet of bacon which still smelled okay. I chopped everything up with an onion and slung it in a frying pan before adding a jar of pasta sauce. That went nicely on top of spaghetti as the dusk deepened to twilight. Once the washer had finished with my clothes, I hung them on a drying rack.


  As the sky through the end window darkened to star-flecked blue over the black bulk of the hill, I concentrated on a carving I’d begun the weekend before. A loping fox, long and low, was emerging from the straight-grained ash of a broken spade handle. I’d asked Sam Monkswell if I could have it, seeing he was about to chuck it away.


  There’s something crucial about woodwork that you learn through trial and error. Mostly error. When to quit before you ruin what you’re working on. I realised I’d reached that point as my narrowest chisel hovered over the fox’s brush.


  I set the wickedly sharp blade down. It had originally belonged to my father’s grandfather, and now my initials joined all the others burned into the age-darkened handle. Old or new, all of my woodcarving tools were more than long and lethal enough to interest DS Tunstead. I was glad I hadn’t had them with me earlier.


  I tidied up and glanced at my watch. Nearly midnight. Would there still be any coppers in the wood? Probably, and being caught out there so late would make me look even more suspicious.


  I went to bed. I slept like a log. I usually do, pun intended.


  

  Early morning sun through the sloping skylight’s thin blind woke me. Rolling over, I reached for my phone to check the time. Five o’clock, near enough. I could drag a fold of duvet over my face and get another hour’s sleep before heading for Lambton.


  Or I could get up now and drive through that wooded valley. If there was no sign of police, maybe I could pull up in that lay-by, just for a moment. Maybe I’d see the dryad. There had to be some reason why my dreams had brought me to the Peak District, surely?


  I was already out of bed and heading for the bathroom. I was dressed by the time the kettle had boiled for a cup of coffee for now and a flask for later. Dividing half a jar of peanut butter between a couple of slices of toast and some sandwiches for my lunch, I ate breakfast on the way down the outside steps.


  I didn’t see another vehicle between Kympton and the turn to the wooded back road. Mist drifted through the trees on either side of the steep-sided valley while the leaf-fringed strip of sky overhead was a brilliant, cloudless blue.


  There was no sign of any coppers. Maybe they’d be coming along later, to talk to people who used this route around the time the girl had been killed. Maybe they were set up further down the lane. If so, I was okay, just on my way to work. This was one of my regular routes to Lambton. Nothing out of the usual here, officer.


  The lay-by appeared ahead. I pulled in and picked up my phone. If some copper turned up, I’d say I’d dropped it in the woods yesterday and only missed it this morning. No one had tried to ring me or text me, so no one could prove any different.


  I got out of the Land Rover. The air was still cool, with birds singing all around as they challenged rivals, sought mates and warned each other of my arrival. A robin perched on a nearby twig, red breast puffed out belligerently. I whistled his boast back at him, just to give him something to think about.


  ‘Who are you?’ The dryad appeared at my side.


  This morning she chose to show herself to me far more solidly. Close to, she was intoxicating. Her bare skin was the pale golden brown of the scales on oak leaf buds. Her hair was as richly glossy as a newly shelled chestnut. It flowed down past her shoulders, just long enough to brush her nipples—


  ‘Can you please put some clothes on?’


  My problem this morning wasn’t lust. Looking at her made me think of my mother. Made me think of how my mother might have appeared to my father before I was even dreamed of. I don’t care who your parents are, there’s no bigger turn-off than thinking about them having sex.


  The dryad shrugged, and in the blink of an eye she looked as human as anyone on a city street. So this was her corporeal form, though I’d have settled for her staying ethereal but covered up.


  Now she looked like a girl maybe seventeen years old and barely as tall as my shoulder. She was wearing those ballet slipper shoes, a denim mini-skirt and a sleeveless, V-necked yellow T-shirt. Far too close to the description of the murder victim for comfort.


  Maybe we should move away from the road. Sure, that would be fine until the police stopped to check on a parked vehicle and found me leading a young girl into the woods. A girl with no ID, and I didn’t want to think about the complications when the police asked her who she was and where she was from.


  ‘Who are you?’ She looked into my face, her expression all curiosity, no hint of seduction.


  ‘What’s your name?’ I asked her.


  ‘Tila. What’s yours?’


  ‘Daniel.’


  ‘Who are you, Daniel?’ She gazed into my eyes, hazel like her own. ‘How can you see me when no one else can?’


  Every time she blinked though, just for an instant, I glimpsed her true gaze. Her eyes were wholly leaf-green, without white, iris or pupil.


  ‘My mother—’ I froze as I heard a vehicle, but some silver-grey saloon hurried past without slowing. ‘She was one of your kind.’


  ‘She chose to bear a son rather than a daughter?’ Tila laughed, somewhere between incredulity and delight. ‘What a wonderful thing!’


  It was rare, I knew that much from my mother. Unlike her ethereal daughters, a dryad’s sons will be mortal men. Mortal, tall, strong and long-lived by human standards, rarely sick and able to see the supernatural. Wildwood blood inevitably thins in subsequent generations, but if you’ve met someone with a convincing claim to a sixth sense, the chances are there’s a dryad’s son or something similar in their family tree.


  I looked up the slope into the oak wood. ‘Do you have any sisters here?’


  My mother occasionally mentions sisters who went away a long time ago. She talks of her mother and aunts, and even a grandmother who died and was buried beneath her favourite tree when Mum was young. As far as my dad and I can work out, that happened sometime around the Reformation. It’s hard to be sure. My mother’s inclined to reminisce about Roundheads and Cavaliers battling over Edge Hill in much the same way that she talks about scouts camping beside the nature reserve last summer. Dryads have no real concept of human time.


  Tila scowled. ‘I came here to be on my own.’


  ‘Why?’ I was surprised. My mum still talks wistfully of her sisters and aunts, regretting the way they were scattered as the forests were cut back, reducing their beloved oak groves to remnants hemmed in by farmland.


  ‘Because my family are fools.’ Green fire glinted in Tila’s eyes.


  Too late, I also recalled my mother hinting at rivalries and hatreds vicious enough to see an unruly dryad driven out by her kin. I hastily asked a different question. ‘Where did you live before?’


  ‘In a wooded valley,’ Tila offered with a vague shrug.


  Geography’s not a strong point with dryads, not in the sense of knowing where human towns and cities might be. Though they can tell you what’s beneath their feet, through the soil right down to the bedrock. Either that, or she was being deliberately vague. Dryads are very good at not answering questions they don’t like.


  I wasn’t about to give up all hope of finding some other dryads. ‘When did you come here? Were there still men tending these trees?’


  ‘There were.’ She seemed pleasantly surprised by the recollection.


  Okay. My mother had explained how dryads soon came to see the benefits for their beloved trees when men in the long-distant past began to crop the wildwood. Left to its own devices, a hazel seedling will grow, age and die within forty years. A hazel cut back to the ground every seven years can renew itself for centuries.


  I guessed this wood had been coppiced until a hundred years ago, give or take a decade. So Tila had lived somewhere with other dryads around the turn of the twentieth century. That was more recently than my mother had seen any of her sisters.


  If I could work out where Tila had come from, perhaps there would still be dryads there. Perhaps one had chosen to bear a son for a human lover within living memory. If so, maybe I could find someone who could tell me how he had kept his secret in this modern age of free-flowing information.


  I tried to think how to get something useful out of Tila, a clue about where she’d come from.


  She stepped closer, and for one uneasy moment I thought she was having second thoughts about a quickie in the undergrowth. Instead she surprised me with an unexpected request.


  ‘Will you meet me in town this evening?’


  ‘In Lambton?’


  She nodded. ‘In The Griffin?’


  I reminded myself what I was dealing with. She might look about seventeen, but a dryad can shape her corporeal form to suit her current purposes. My mother successfully masqueraded as a human woman all the way from my infancy until after I left school, adding touches of grey to her hair, drawing crow’s feet around her eyes and thickening her waist.


  Tila must be at least a couple of centuries old and would have been dealing with humans on her own terms all that time. Dryads find mortals who stray into their woods entertaining in many ways, especially when they’re looking for partners in the sensuality that goes with being elemental creatures of growth, renewal and fertility. Dryads enjoy sex, and over the course of their long lives they’ll take a good many lovers until they choose a man to be their soulmate, as my mother had chosen my father.


  But why did Tila want to meet me in that notoriously sleazy pub?


  ‘Why do you want to go there?’ I asked.


  Tila shrugged. ‘There’ll be men looking for company.’


  Yes indeed, especially on payday. Dean, one of the electricians, had hinted the little park behind The Griffin was the place to find recreational drugs and no-strings sex, as long as I was prepared to pay the going rate.


  I don’t do drugs; they do nothing for me. I’ve never had to pay for sex either. Dryads’ sons may not have the intense allure of our mothers, but we have more than our fair share compared to most men. Though that’s not the advantage you might imagine. There’s nothing like a bored girlfriend admiring a stranger to provoke some idiot into starting a fight.


  ‘You want me to come along while you find someone to fuck?’ It was ridiculous, but I felt as if I’d discovered my teenage sister was screwing around.


  She looked sideways at me and I saw the green veil linger in her eyes. ‘The other girls won’t make such a fuss if they think I have a man looking after me.’


  ‘You want them to think I’m your pimp? Some big, strong stranger? So they don’t threaten to beat you up for taking their trade?’


  Whatever I’d thought I might discover by talking to her, it sure as hell hadn’t been supernatural prostitution. So much for dryads enjoying innocent encounters with men getting close to nature and getting a lot more than they expected.


  Tila tossed her head, unconcerned. ‘They say we all need to be careful after what happened yesterday. To tell the tricks our boyfriends expect us back inside an hour. That the other girls remember the cars we go in and we have the GPS switched on in our phones.’ Her cheeks dimpled winsomely. ‘Whatever that means.’


  My hot anger turned to a cold shiver. ‘After what happened yesterday? Did you know that dead girl from The Griffin? Did you see who killed her?’


  ‘I wish he’d stay out of my woods.’ As Tila scowled, her eyes suddenly burned like sunlit emeralds. It was startling and unnerving. I’d never seen my mum look like that.


  ‘I don’t like him bringing his carrion here again.’


  ‘Again?’ My blood turned to ice. ‘He’s done this before?’


  If there’d been more than one dead girl in these woods, no wonder CID had come out mob-handed. Did that mean I would still be under suspicion, even though I had an alibi for yesterday?


  ‘They never found the first one.’


  Then I was off the hook. After an instant of relief, I was ashamed. Two girls were dead. Their families would be devastated.


  ‘He was unlucky yesterday. A hiker found her body before he could dump it out of sight.’


  Tila’s tone was casual rather than callous. That convinced me more than anything else that she hadn’t ever found a lover whose soul spoke to her own. My mother had once said she hadn’t truly understood humanity until she met my father.


  ‘I’ll show you.’ Before I could pull away, she took my hand. I was swept along by her will, as helpless as a leaf on the breeze.


  Dryads can take a human with them when they travel unseen and unsuspected, as swift and insubstantial as the wind. They can do a lot more than that, heedless of the impact on mortal men. My father warned me about a week he’d lost, when I’d asked him about those folk tales where a man encounters the supernatural and then comes home to find he’s been given up for dead for decades.


  Dryads aren’t bound to the passage of time in the same way as ordinary mortals. If they want to see a tree grow from a seedling to its first blossoming and the following crop of fruit, they simply adjust their perceptions and see all of that happen in what to them seems like the course of an hour. Never mind how many calendar months and years will have passed by for the rest of the world.


  My feet landed with a thump and I felt the strengthening sun on my face. We were standing on much higher ground. Glancing down, I saw Tila had brought me to the edge of a stony cleft fringed with hart’s-tongue ferns. Water chattered unseen in the depths, and I remembered reading about the sinkholes and gullies which riddle these hills. The White Peak is limestone country; the soft rock is inexorably carved by the rain to let streams flow unseen underground.


  ‘Where are we?’ I fought an urge to ask when. If Tila wanted to meet up in town that evening, I could only hope this was still the same day.


  ‘Where he threw the first one.’ Tila walked to the edge of the slick, jagged rocks and peered down into the shadows.


  Even when they look fully corporeal, dryads can still walk from treetop to treetop, with sprigs that wouldn’t support a squirrel barely bending beneath their feet. I followed a lot more cautiously.


  ‘There.’ Tila pointed.


  Kneeling down, I could just make out a pale shape. It took me a moment to realise this wasn’t a recently dumped body. A skull looked blankly up at me, empty eye sockets half obscured by matted hair. Stained and faded clothes hid the rest of the bones.


  ‘How did she die?’ I sat back on my heels and looked at Tila.


  ‘He cut her and let her run away so he could chase her. When he caught her, he cut her again. He did the same with the one yesterday.’ Her nose wrinkled with distaste. ‘I don’t know why he does it. I don’t know why he’s come back.’


  ‘Do you know who he is?’ I demanded. ‘What does


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  Chapter Thirty-Six


  We walked back to the house in silence. When we got back to that seldom-used room, I was astonished to see from the clock that it wasn’t even seven in the morning yet. Eleanor collapsed onto a chair, her face drawn with exhaustion. I did the same, rubbing my forearms.


  The pinching steel rings had ripped off pretty much all the hairs. I hadn’t even felt that. The wyrmling’s bite was a different matter. Each individual tooth mark was plain to see. I would need to wear long-sleeved shirts until that vicious bruise faded. I wondered what my seared face looked like, testing tender skin with cautious fingertips.


  ‘I should get out of here,’ I realised reluctantly. ‘At least to get some clean clothes, before anyone official turns up.’


  What I was wearing had been rank enough before this morning’s battles. Now I was drenched in sweat and spattered with stinking black blood. One look at me and anyone would start asking questions.


  Eleanor nodded. ‘I should shower before anyone asks what I’ve been out shooting.’


  ‘Will you be okay?’


  She nodded again. ‘I think the dryads will see to that.’


  That made me feel a little bit less of a shit for abandoning her, even if I couldn’t see how to stay without making things worse.


  ‘I’ll ring you.’


  She nodded a third time on her way to the door. ‘Later. Sometime this afternoon.’


  I followed, and watched her walk down the corridor to the back stairs. She didn’t spare me a backwards glance.


  So that was that. I headed for the car park. Leaving the front door unlocked gave me a momentary qualm, till I decided Eleanor was right. Any opportunistic burglar would be in for a hell of a shock just at the moment, whether that was the dryads surrounding him or Kalei setting the shuck loose.


  It’s a good thing there wasn’t much traffic on the roads. I was so knackered that I really shouldn’t have been driving. Getting back to Lambton without being stopped by a traffic cop was a huge relief.


  I opened the front door and went straight up to my room, ignoring my startled housemates as they were getting ready for work. I collapsed fully dressed onto my bed and was asleep within minutes.


  When I woke up the house was empty and quiet. I stripped off, bundled all my clothes into a bin bag and took a long bath. Now I could look in a mirror, I was relieved to see that my face could be explained away as a bad sunburn. Though shaving would be no fun for a while. Maybe it was time to try a beard.


  I got dressed, made myself a sandwich and rang Dad, to tell him everything that had happened since I’d first gone to Blithehurst.


  When I finally finished, silence hung in the air between us. I left it as long as I could stand it, waiting for him to speak, wondering if Mum was listening. ‘Well?’


  ‘What’s that old saying? It’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission?’


  His chuckle made my eyes sting with relief.


  ‘Do you think Mum will ever forgive me?’


  He took a long moment to think about that. ‘I think you’d best come home for a visit, so she can see you’re okay for herself.’


  ‘Soon,’ I promised. ‘There’ll have to be an inquest for Robert Beauchene.’


  ‘Of course,’ Dad agreed sombrely. ‘Let us know when to expect you.’


  ‘As soon as I can get away,’ I assured him.


  Then I cleaned my boots and wondered vaguely what the hell had happened to my spade and the entrenching tool. Sod it, those could be replaced. I reached for my phone to ring Eleanor two or three times, only to change my mind and hold off. I had no idea who she might be talking to, among her family or maybe from the police.


  Halfway through the afternoon, my phone pinged with a message. Eleanor had sent me some photos of Blithehurst. I scrolled through, astonished. Between them, Kalei and the dryads had washed the lawn clean of dead boggarts, and somehow they’d persuaded the grass to smooth itself out again. No one would guess what had happened there, as the river flowed peacefully past, restored to its usual flow.


  Though they hadn’t been able to do anything about the quarry face collapsing into the rock garden, or restore the fallen tree that had pinned the wyrm. I was just wondering about that when another message came through.


  They’re saying there’s been some sort of subsidence. Probably brought down the mill as well.


  I didn’t envy whatever expert was trying to establish that, one way or the other. But I reckoned it must be good news, if the authorities were looking for that sort of explanation. I sent Eleanor a reply.


  Anything I need to come over for? Cops want a statement about yesterday?


  My hand shook as I pressed send. It was incredible to think that Robert Beauchene was barely twenty-four hours dead.


  No, thanks, we’re fine. Police say they’ll contact you.


  So that was that. The Staffordshire coppers did send someone round a few days later. I stuck to the story I’d agreed with Eleanor and they wrote it all down. I signed my statement, and off they went.


  As soon as they left, I went to find that solicitor Andrew Willersley’s card and spent the rest of the day expecting another visit from the local police. I felt sure DS Tunstead would feel I deserved a closer look when he learned I’d been mixed up in another unexpected death. But nothing happened.


  Mick from the barn conversions job rang me at the weekend. A farm shop over towards Castleton wanted some new counters and cupboards fitting, so that was a useful bit of work. Then I went home for a few days, to find that my mum seemed to have decided we weren’t going to mention naiads or shucks or wyrms at all. We took long walks around the nature reserve and she showed me how the badger sett was thriving.


  I found Blithehurst’s local paper online and followed their reports about the dramatic series of accidents that had closed the manor. To my relief, they covered Rob Beauchene’s funeral with tact and sympathy. A brief paragraph explained that the inquest into his tragic death had been opened and adjourned while enquires were made.


  A while later, I got a letter from the Beauchene family solicitor thanking me and explaining that I wouldn’t be called to give evidence, as there was no need for a hearing in court. Apparently all the written reports and statements were sufficient to explain what had happened to Robert. That was a relief. I didn’t like the idea of lying on oath, even if no one would believe the truth.


  Blithehurst was closed for a month, until everyone was finally satisfied that the ground beneath the ruins or the house wasn’t about to give way again. Eleanor texted me an invitation to the grand reopening. By then I was working on a small development of five new houses in Lambton, where an old District Council depot had been demolished.


  The first breath of approaching autumn scented the air as I drove past newly harvested and ploughed fields. Sheep and cows were in prime condition after the summer’s good grazing.


  The Blithehurst car park was packed. That must be good news after the business had lost so much money at the peak of the tourist season. Though I wondered how many people had turned up today just to look for signs of the recent disasters. Well, as long as they paid for the privilege, I didn’t imagine the Beauchenes could quibble.


  I still had that contractor badge but I’d left it at home. Getting out my wallet to pay my way wasn’t doing much, but it was something to help. I didn’t recognise the blue-shirted staff on the gate today, and they didn’t seem to know who I was. That was a relief. I was happy to stay anonymous among the crowds.


  The manor house and the knot garden looked just the same as before. From this distance the medieval ruins looked unaffected, apart from the new wooden footbridge. Its timbers were still freshly golden but they would soon weather down to a softer grey. Then I realised the iron fence had been completely removed. New galvanised safety barriers had been installed along the tops of the broken walls, to keep the adventurous kids I could see climbing the masonry from falling into the moat.


  A new path skirted the upper edge of the rock garden, with a solid post-and-rail fence and warning signs keeping visitors at least three metres back from the quarry face. As I headed down the slope past a cluster of slower walkers, I saw how busy the gardeners had been, replacing and replanting around the new landscape created by the falling rocks.


  The toppled Douglas fir was gone, leaving a circle of earth surrounded by newly laid turf. A sapling had been planted in the centre and it looked to be thriving when I walked over for a closer look. I guessed Blithehurst had the dryads to thank for that.


  ‘Good morning.’ Frai appeared from behind a tree. In flat shoes, a plain skirt and a weatherproof jacket, she would have fitted into any of the groups of retirees ambling around.


  ‘Hello,’ I said cautiously.


  ‘Why have you stayed away?’ Her tone accused me.


  I wasn’t having that. ‘Eleanor knew how to reach me, if she wanted to.’


  Frai’s autumnal eyes darkened as she scowled. ‘What she might want isn’t necessarily what she might need.’


  ‘What’s that?’ I challenged her. ‘You think she needed my shoulder to cry on?’


  ‘Why not?’ Frai squared up to me. ‘You think she wouldn’t welcome comfort from someone who knew exactly what she’d been through?’


  ‘She has her family.’ I’d seen the newspaper photos of them all at the funeral.


  The old dryad persisted. ‘She needs someone who can see what she sees, who understands.’


  ‘That’s it, isn’t it?’ I’d been thinking about this ever since the day I’d first met the three dryads. ‘You’d like me to sweep Eleanor off her feet and into bed, to get her pregnant with a new generation of Beauchenes who can see you, to keep your woodlands safe.’


  ‘Would that be such a hardship?’ Frai was unrepentant.


  ‘I don’t fuck girls I hardly know,’ I retorted. Okay, not these days, anyway. ‘Why not think about her for a change, instead of your own interests? Let her have the life she wants, not what you think she needs.’


  Frai looked at me for a long moment. Long enough to make me nervous. ‘Do you think that we don’t care for her? That my long life leaves me indifferent to those I see born here, since I know that I will see them die? That my only concern is how they can serve me? You couldn’t be more wrong. Knowing my time with my mortal grandchildren is so limited makes every day, every moment all the more precious. It makes them infinitely precious to me. It makes their loss a wound that will scar me till the end of my days. There are so few of us that remain, and fewer still who carry our blood.’


  She turned away. I grabbed her shoulder.


  ‘Wait. What happened to the wyrm?’


  ‘It fled.’ Frai shook her head, regretful. ‘I thought that I could kill it, even if doing so would cost me my life. That was a price I was ready to pay. But I was wrong.’


  She vanished before I could speak. Before I could draw my next breath, Asca appeared, though only to me, translucent and draped in ethereal mist.


  ‘The Green Man is searching for the beast. Kalei and her kind are searching for other mortals with greenwood and wildwater blood. We will not see humanity become prey to the likes of the wyrm and the wose.’


  Before I could ask what the hell she meant by that, Asca disappeared as well. I barely managed to swallow a torrent of frustrated swearing, as a cheerful young family eating ice creams came towards me through the trees.


  I headed back to the knot garden. When I reached the path that cut across the front of the house, I saw Eleanor surrounded by people outside the front door. She was nodding and smiling and shaking hands, but I could see the strain in her face.


  She caught sight of me and waved. There are some uses to standing out in a crowd. A moment later, she made a drinking gesture with a cupped hand. Her expression made it clear that was a question. I nodded my reply and she jerked her head towards the side door. I gave her a thumbs-up and rounded the corner of the house.


  A few moments later, she unlocked the door to let me in. ‘Quick.’


  I followed her into the old kitchen, and on into the modern one behind the inner door. ‘How’s it going?’


  ‘Exhausting.’ She opened the fridge to take out a can of Coke. ‘I may thump the next person who asks if I’ve had a good break. I’ve just buried my brother, for fuck’s sake. Do you want something cold, or a coffee?’


  ‘A cold drink is fine, whatever you’ve got.’ I took the Coke she offered and popped the top. ‘Everything looks pretty much back to normal.’


  ‘Close enough, anyway.’ She didn’t look overly thrilled as she found another Coke and closed the fridge. ‘Back to the usual routine.’


  I took a deep breath and gripped the cold can. ‘I’ve been thinking about that.’


  Thinking about it. Dreaming. I wondered how well Eleanor had been sleeping this past month. Had she seen the same things as me?


  She looked at me, curious. ‘How so?’


  ‘You still want to get away from here, don’t you? Go back to university?’


  ‘God, yes,’ she said fervently.


  ‘Could you run this place from there? Making the long-term, big-picture decisions, I mean. There must be people on the staff here who could take care of the day-to-day stuff.’


  ‘I suppose so.’ She looked torn. ‘But the dryads—’


  ‘The wyrmling is dead. That was the main reason they wanted to keep you here, don’t you think?’


  ‘I suppose so.’ A hint of hope in her expression was quickly quenched. ‘But the wyrm woman escaped.’


  ‘True,’ I allowed, ‘but what’s it got to come back for? There’s no wyrmling for it to rescue, and now it knows it’ll have a fight on its hands.’


  Eleanor raised a hand. ‘I meant to ask. Have you seen Kalei? I’d like to thank her.’


  I shook my head. ‘Sorry, no.’


  At least now I knew what she was up to. I’d been quite worried when she hadn’t come to meet me in Tila’s valley, or by St Werburgh’s ruins. Though I’d seen the shuck several times, or maybe two different shucks in each place. I still couldn’t tell. I wasn’t about to get close enough to see, however enthusiastically a nightmare hound wagged its tail at me.


  ‘Have you talked to the dryads?’


  Her face hardened. ‘What about? About me leaving? They’ll never agree to that.’


  I shrugged. ‘I was just wondering what they might have to say.’


  Eleanor relented a little. ‘I’ve seen Sineya a couple of times. She’s grieving for Rob, like the rest of us.’ Her voice shook.


  ‘The dryads want someone they can talk to living here, don’t they?’ I spoke quickly, hoping she wouldn’t start crying.


  ‘I’m still the only one who can,’ Eleanor said wearily.


  ‘Does it have to be a family member?’ I took a swallow of Coke to wet my dry mouth. ‘It could be me. I could find somewhere closer to live, and work on those hazel coppices for you. Maybe use the old dairy as a workshop, making stuff for the garden centre.’


  We could turn all those lies we’d told into some truth.


  Eleanor put down her can and pressed her hands to her face, eyes tight shut. ‘I’ve been dreaming. The Green Man—’


  ‘Me too.’ Night after night, he’d strolled through my sleeping thoughts. I’d seen myself working here at Blithehurst, while he looked on. He joined me as I tended the hazel woods and looked over my shoulder when I carved and turned treen for sale. I’d woken refreshed and keener than ever to use my skills for crafting art instead of fitting shelves. Though it had taken me a few weeks to realise that I never saw Eleanor in those dreams. It had taken me a bit longer to work out why.


  I avoided her eyes by taking a long drink. ‘Do you think your family would agree?’


  ‘To you joining the staff here? Why not? Anyway, it would be my decision.’ She drew a deep breath, like someone coming up for air. ‘To me going back to Durham? I think so, if I could keep the business running smoothly. They’ve never wanted us to feel burdened by Blithehurst.’


  ‘If anything came up, something that worried the dryads, I could always give you a ring.’ I shrugged. ‘Maybe you could come back at weekends, just to make sure everything’s running smoothly?’


  Eleanor managed a tentative smile. ‘That might work.’


  ‘Okay then.’ I put my empty can on the draining board. ‘Give it a think, and give me a call. I’ll let you get on.’


  


  So that was how I spent last summer. Now Eleanor’s doing her thesis on the English Civil War and researching medieval monsters in her spare time. She comes back once a month or so, to check on the Blithehurst accounts and other business matters. We go out for a curry or a steak and she tells me what new fantastical creatures she’s discovered.


  No, we haven’t fallen into bed together, no matter what Frai might be hoping for. We’re friends. That’s as far as it goes. Sineya and I though, we’ve become very good friends. Friends with benefits? Maybe, one day.


  The shuck visits from time to time. He appears and flops down close by to watch me, when I’m working in the woods. I’ve just about got used to him. At least I know if he’s peacefully snoozing with his nose on his paws, there can’t be any boggarts or worse within sniffing distance.


  I’ve got to know the other Beauchenes, as far as anyone gets to know their employers. They’re nice enough, whenever we pass the time of day. I’ve done some handyman work for most of them, the ones who live locally anyway.


  I still haven’t seen Kalei again, nor the Green Man, not in my dreams or when I’m awake. I’m sure he’s watching over us both though. Eleanor took that first mask I carved to Durham with her, and I made another to hang over the fireplace in the run-down estate cottage that I’ve been renovating in return for a nominal rent.


  We haven’t discussed it, but I know she’s waiting to see a mossy glow in those eyes, the same as me. One day, we both know, the Green Man will warn us of a new threat. Maybe it’ll be the wyrm reappearing. Maybe it’ll be something else. Let’s hope the naiad has found us some allies to fight it by then.
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