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  Author's Note


  A bonus story follows this novel. As the writer, I had questions about what would happen at Blithehurst when Dan was called away. I soon had the answers, but found no place for them in the story he has to tell. Since I was pretty sure established readers would be wondering the same things as me, I decided to let Eleanor tell this particular tale. I hope you enjoy ‘Luck Is Where You Find It’.

  Juliet E. McKenna, Oxford 2021


  


  Chapter One

Being alone isn’t the same as being lonely. I’ve always been a loner and I’ve never had a problem with that. I’ve been told that’s because I’m an only child. Maybe it’s because I grew up in a cottage more than a mile outside the village where I went to primary school. Whenever people have been determined to find reasons, I’ve nodded as if I agree. It’s not as if I could tell them the truth.

Besides, perhaps these things are part of it. It’s not as if it mattered, and nodding usually satisfied the secondary school teachers who needed to tick Daniel Mackmain off their careers guidance list. The same went for concerned tutors before I dropped out of university, or girlfriends hoping for something longer term than good sex and casual fun. As far as I was concerned, all anyone needed to know was I’m generally happy enough on my own.

So you’d think I’d have no problem with spending six months as the only resident member of staff at Blithehurst House. This is the privately owned country house where I’ve lived and worked for the last couple of years. I’m partly the estate carpenter, and partly working to make the woods here into an asset that earns some decent income. I also turn out woodwork from ornaments to tables to put them on. Those sell very nicely in the garden centre and gift shop that used to be the stables.

They used to, anyway. The garden centre might have opened up again over the summer, and the cafe was doing the best it could, but takings were way, way down. There was no point in me adding to the unsold stock while the manor and gardens were still closed to the public on account of the pandemic. I’d been wondering what I was going to do with the time I had on my hands. Doing the bits of maintenance that cropped up and looking after the coppicing I’d started didn’t exactly fill my days. Then Eleanor, my boss, asked me to move into the main house instead of staying in the estate cottage I rent in the woods.

Eleanor’s the Beauchene – pronounced ‘Beechen’ – who runs the family business these days. She explained the insurance company were insisting someone was living on the premises. She was desperate to stay in Durham, where she was deep in research for her PhD, as well as juggling crisis budgets, shut-down cash-flow projections and seeing how many jobs she might save at Blithehurst with government furlough money.

I didn’t envy her those headaches, and moving into the big house was little enough for me to do to help. I could see the insurance company’s point. There are enough small antiques, old silver candlesticks and other valuables in the display cases to make a burglary worthwhile. Blithehurst is pretty isolated, out in the countryside where Staffordshire edges into Derbyshire. At the same time, it’s close enough to the motorways to offer a decent chance of escape for thieving bastards coming up from Brum, or down from Manchester.

Crooks will travel a fair distance for the prospect of a decent return. Before I came here, I’d worked on building sites stripped of copper pipe and brand-new boilers by gangs travelling two hours each way. That’s what Martin the foreman said anyway, when he told us what the cops had told him, when the gang was caught unexpectedly fast thanks to a tip-off from a vengeful ex-wife.

Moving into the manor wasn’t a hardship. I was staying in one of the comfortable guest rooms, with the conveniences of Wi-Fi and central heating as the autumn grew damper and colder. I didn’t have either of those in the cottage, so I shouldn’t be complaining. I had no reason to be concerned about the cottage itself. I don’t own anything worth stealing, even now I have a place to call home. I keep pretty much all my tools in my workshop, in the converted dairy yard. That’s close enough to the main house to be on the same alarm system. The garden centre and cafe out by the car park have their own circuit, but I’d get an alert here if anyone broke in, and so would the local police. There hadn’t been a hint of any trouble so far, and I wasn’t expecting that to change.

So I should be sleeping as soundly as I’d done all my life, wherever I happened to be. Not a chance. Not these days. Those reasons why I was fine on my own were a load of bollocks now. A whole lot of things had changed, and I was getting more and more pissed off.

Now I understood why the best way to make somebody want something is to tell them they can’t have it. I had people I wanted to spend time with, and there were a whole load of reasons why I couldn’t. Tonight, and not for the first time, I’d gone to bed knackered, to find myself awake and staring at the ceiling well before dawn. The same tedious, pointless thoughts were chasing around in my head like hamsters on a sodding wheel.

I wasn’t worried about getting hammered by the virus sweeping the country. I’ve only just turned thirty and my work keeps me physically fit. What bothered me was the chance of catching it and not realising because I didn’t feel ill. If that happened and I went to see my dad, I could pass it on and that could kill him. He’s fit and he’s active, but he’s pushing eighty years old, and we couldn’t take any chances. Thankfully, he had friends locally who would get his shopping so he didn’t have to risk the supermarket. We could still talk on the phone.

Yes, we could, but it wasn’t the same. When you don’t have many people in your life, the ones you have are important. Since I’d been based at Blithehurst, I’d got used to seeing my parents every month or so. It’s an easy run down the motorways to the exit just past the Warwick services and on through the familiar lanes. I hadn’t realised how much I had missed home while I’d been living much further away, in the north and in Scotland.

Then there was Fin: Finele Wicken on her driving licence. I had been starting to think we could have a longer-term future together when the first lockdown was declared. Since then we’d kept in touch by phone, but whatever the ever-changing rules said, we’d been wary of getting together. Fin has a whole load of family and she didn’t want to risk getting sick in case one of her parents or sisters or cousins fell ill and she needed to go home to help out. Home as far as she’s concerned is the Fens, east of the Wash, right on the other side of the country.

There were practical considerations as well. She lives near Bristol, and that’s around three hours’ drive away. More when the traffic’s not on your side, and it usually isn’t around Gloucester. My Land Rover was still off the road and I was currently driving an elderly Fabia that technically belonged to Eleanor Beauchene’s mum. That’s been fine for local errands, but the gears felt spongy to me and I wasn’t particularly happy with the brakes, whatever Jake at the local garage said. I didn’t want to take it on the motorway and have something drastic go wrong. That could be the last thing I’d know before some half-asleep lorry driver turned the old car into a roller skate.

Add to that, Fin and her sister Blanche have been working all hours trying to keep their business afloat. Projects that needed to consult a pair of freshwater ecologists had all but dried up. Ha ha, very funny. The puns come easy, but it was no laughing matter. They had rent to pay, and other bills, and it wasn’t as if I could help out. I wasn’t earning much from selling my woodwork, and who knew when that would change? Things could get worse instead of better if another full lockdown was announced.

I wasn’t even sure Fin would accept a loan from me. I was certain she wouldn’t take any money without a definite agreement to pay it back. She knew I was saving every spare penny I could to get my Landy running again. I knew I didn’t want to put that sort of strain on our relationship.

So we’d agreed it was better to be safe than sorry, and best to stay apart until this weirdness was over. Except there was no way to know when that would be. People were talking about a second spike of virus cases now the winter was approaching. There was supposed to be a vaccine coming, but no one could say when that would be ready.

I hated all this uncertainty. I really hated it. I like to know what’s happening. I like precision. I like to be in control of a situation. Measure twice, cut once. Get the job done right, first time, every time. If there’s a problem, it’s there to be tackled and I’ll start looking for solutions. But there was nothing I could do about any of this, and I really fucking hated it. Lying there in the darkness, I’d gone through everything I’d read and heard on the news for the umpteenth time. Yet again, I’d come up with sod all by way of useful conclusions.

If I’d been in my own cottage, at least I could have said ‘Oh bugger it’ and got out of bed. I keep a few old hand tools there, and there are generally some oddments of wood that I’ve picked up walking around the estate. So I could do some carving to take my mind off everything. It’s a whole lot harder to waste your time on problems you can do nothing about if you’re focused on doing something constructive with your hands. Even if I already had a ready supply of ornaments and trinkets in the workshop for whenever the shop needed restocking… whenever that might be… wouldn’t I just be wasting my time making any more?

Maybe, but sod it, my time was my own to waste. It wasn’t as if I had a whole load of other things to do, besides check on the manor and the other buildings three times a day. I decided that I’d bring back a couple of chisels and other bits and pieces when I went into the woods to check on the cottage tomorrow – no, later today. As soon as it got light, I’d make my first circuit, then I’d take a walk through the woods. I make sure to vary the time of my walk-rounds, just in case anyone might be keeping track.

I’d just beaten my pillow into a more comfortable shape and was trying to convince myself I would soon doze off when I heard a noise that made me stiffen, alert. A noise in itself wasn’t so unusual. Blithehurst was built in the early days of Henry VIII’s reign, and any house this old has its creaks and murmurs. This wasn’t the sort of sound I was used to hearing here, though, and I didn’t know what it was.

I sat up in bed and heard the noise again. It was more of a knock than a creak, or maybe a short rattle. Whatever it might be, it definitely wasn’t my imagination. First things first. Where was the sound coming from? Downstairs, I decided. Okay, so it wasn’t a bird or a squirrel or something else that had got into the attics. That was good news because stray wildlife can make a hell of a mess, and the last thing I wanted to be doing was repairing some damage to the roof as the autumn weather got worse. On the other hand, it was bad news because a routine problem like that would be quick and easy to deal with.

I got out of bed and dressed in the darkness quickly and quietly. I heard the noise again as I buckled my belt. I couldn’t tell if it was coming from outside or if there was someone inside the house.

What was most likely? The windows were wired with sensors, so if one had been forced, or broken by accident, I’d be deafened by the alarm by now. So whoever – or whatever – was sniffing around must still be outside the house. It was my job to make sure they stayed there. I found my trainers and laced them up tight.

Moving to the bedroom window, I eased the curtain aside and peered out. There was nothing to see on the gravel approach at the front of the house. I couldn’t hear any movement either. Of course, that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone or something too close to the front wall to be seen from this narrow window. I hadn’t heard a vehicle, but that didn’t mean much either. Getting a car this close to the house would mean taking bolt-cutters to several solidly locked gates. Better to do a recce on foot first, before taking the risk of being seen clearly up to no good by someone passing by. That might be unlikely, but taking chances gets crooks arrested.

I thought about switching the light on. If there were some chancers out there, come to see if the house looked easy to rob, that might be enough to put them off. On the other hand, it might get them ready for a fight. I’d read it wasn’t only decent, law-abiding people getting more desperate as this crazy year went on. People working from home meant fewer domestic break-ins, and not every burglar could retrain in cybertheft.

I decided to leave the lights off and picked my phone up off my bedside table. I have far better than average night vision and I wanted to keep that advantage for as long as I could. I went out onto the landing that runs the width of the old house from the so-called King Charles bedroom away to my left and to the long gallery on my right.

I made my way through the morning room where long-ago Beauchene ladies did their sewing and headed down the wide carved-oak staircase. Enough light came through the unshuttered upper windows for me to see where I was going. The hard-wearing carpet protecting the polished wood from tourist feet meant I didn’t make a sound as I reached the house’s south-facing dining room on the ground floor. 

Once I knew what I was dealing with, I could flick a light switch. Any burglars looking through a window could see who they’d be facing if they tried to break in. Come on, if you think you’re hard enough. I’m six foot four and take XXL in most clothes. I’ve stuck with a number-one haircut since before I left school, and it’s fair to say when I put my mind to it, I can look like an evil bastard ready to rip your arm off and beat you to death with the soggy end.

Not that I’d actually do that, or risk anything that even came close. I’ve learned the hard way, and more than once, that coppers don’t give people who look like me the benefit of any doubt over ‘reasonable force’. That’s a shame, I thought wryly. Relieving my current frustrations by giving some thieving scum a well-deserved thumping might be therapeutic. Maybe that wasn’t entirely a joke. Regardless, dealing with burglars should be as straightforward as evicting stray magpies from the loft. I had the alarm company’s number on my phone, and they would send the police.

The thing was, though, there were other possibilities at Blithehurst. There was an equally good chance that whatever was making these noises was something the cops would never believe, even if they could see it. A boggart might be scraping at a window. Perhaps the black shuck I sometimes saw out in the woods had come to prowl around the house. Maybe that had scared the living shit out of a squirrel which was now frantically looking for somewhere to hide.

I didn’t only get this job because I’m handy with a hammer and nails. The main reason why my dad lives in an isolated cottage, and why we keep ourselves to ourselves, is my mother is a dryad. She’s the last of the centuries-old tree spirits who once tended the oak forests where we live. Those woodlands have long since shrunk to a remnant that was saved to be a local nature reserve. My dad’s been a volunteer there for decades. That’s how he met my mum. When he took early retirement from the engineering firm where he worked, he took over as the site warden.

My dryad blood means I can see boggarts, sprites, shucks and naiads as well as a whole load of other things that most people think are only found in folk tales. I know better, and so does Eleanor Beauchene, thanks to the local dryad who bore one of her ancestors a son. That was to stop a distant cousin inheriting the estate, which would have seriously inconvenienced the tree spirits who live here.

I’d come to Blithehurst after a naiad I’d done a favour for told me I’d find someone who understood living with a foot in both worlds. I found a hell of a lot more than that. Once we had saved the manor from a murderous threat that only the two of us would believe, Eleanor had asked me to stay on. She had definitely found life lonely, as the only one of her generation who could see dryads and the like. The greenwood blood in her family was running very thin after a couple of centuries.

I stood in the darkness at the bottom of the stairs and wondered what might be out there. I wasn’t going to move until I had some idea where it was as well. Even a dryad’s son’s night sight wasn’t much use to me now. These ground-floor windows had tall oak shutters that I closed at dusk every night. As well as giving the house added security, that meant the downstairs rooms were pitch black. They were also full of obstacles. If I tried to stay away from the china-filled display cabinets along the walls, I could walk into a table or chairs. The solid wooden furniture had been shrouded in dust sheets until we could open up for tourists again. I might trip over the trailing edge of some cloth and lose my balance. I didn’t want to do that. The bigger we are, the harder we really do fall.

So I stood and waited. I didn’t hear the noise again, but gradually I realised I could see a dim green light. It was barely bright enough to outline the archway in the wooden screen that separated the dining room from the half that had been turned into a sitting room, where the original Great Hall had been divided in the seventeenth century.

I’d seen that eerie light before. That wasn’t necessarily reassuring. Still, now I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be dealing with burglars tonight, or if I was, I wouldn’t be doing it alone. Any crooks out there would get a whole lot more than they bargained for, as well as an interesting choice. They could tell the cops what happened and be tested for drugs to explain hallucinations. Or they could keep their mouths shut and hope the nightmares would eventually stop.

I found the torch setting on my phone and made my way safely past the mahogany dining table. When I reached the wooden screen, I saw the green radiance was coming from the corridor that led to the wing of the house to the west of the main entrance. I followed the glimmer, expecting it would take me to the library. That had been going to be the house’s chapel until Henry VIII fell out with the pope. The Beauchenes at the time had still used the room for Catholic services, innocently pointing out the clearly pagan carvings and the bookshelves to any suspicious Protestant official checking up on them.

The drifting light slid straight past the library door. It led me along the corridor and past the kitchen towards the house’s side entrance. The green radiance briefly outlined the outer door as it passed under and around it like smoke. The barest sheen lingered to tell me I was wanted on the other side.

I made a quick detour into the office that was the housekeeper’s sitting room in Blithehurst’s Victorian days. I punched in the code to unset the security system. I was pretty sure I knew who was waiting outside. That didn’t mean I was necessarily safe, but no one who’d be answering an alarm could help me with that. There’s a metal locker fixed to the wall by the control box to hold the estate keys, and I had my key to that on a chain on my belt. I opened the locker, took the key to the side door off its hook and braced myself as I went to open up.

I was right. The Green Man was out there, gazing up at the sky. Shadows hung around him and he wore a dark cloak that looked like woven tree bark wrapped around his broad shoulders. I switched off the torch on my phone and stepped out onto the gravel. It was later – or earlier – than I had realised. The sky was pale with pre-dawn light.

I’ve seen the Green Man from time to time ever since I was a boy. I hadn’t thought very much about it as a kid. Having him around suited me. Since Mum knew someone was watching to see I didn’t do anything lethally stupid, I could explore the local woods and fields, roaming as far as I liked. He was just one of those things my family didn’t talk about to anyone but ourselves, like the glittering sprites only Mum and I could see. Like the way she could shift her appearance from looking like a goddess in a book of Greek myths to fitting in with the other parents at the school gate.

As I got older, I’d realised there was more to my relationship with this ancient and mysterious being. The Green Man started turning up in my dreams when I had a hard choice to make. I’d wake up knowing what I had to do, even if I didn’t necessarily like it. If I needed another prompt, I’d catch sight of that emerald radiance in the eyes of a leafy face in a tree, or in some carving here or there.

A while ago, things changed again. Now he expected me to get involved in clashes between those who live unseen alongside ordinary people who have no idea what’s out there in the wild places and the twilight. That’s why he had wanted me to come to this part of the country in the first place.

That had only been the start of it. People without a non-human ancestor can still have an inkling of the in-between world. Recently, some of those had tried to turn their half-understanding to their own advantage. They had no idea of the dangers they might let loose. If I didn’t stop them, who would? As far as I could tell, the Green Man approved of the things I’d done.

It was still vanishingly rare for me to meet him face to face. The last couple of times, men had died soon after. A shiver ran down my spine as I walked towards him and the gravel crunched under my feet. I stopped as he turned. He took a step and loomed over me. My heart was pounding, and not only because it’s so rare for me to be looking up at anyone. I couldn’t look away from the vivid emerald light of his eyes, deep-set in the mask of oak leaves that make his face and beard.

Once he was satisfied he had my full attention, he turned to point at the distant horizon.

Look to the south. Ancient menace stirs. Subdue it anew.

I didn’t hear him speak as such. His order simply arrived inside my head with a resonance that left me dizzy. The next moment, he was gone. I gasped for a breath that I didn’t realise I’d been holding. Seconds after that, the phone in my hand rang with an incoming call.


  


  Chapter Two

I nearly pissed myself. I did drop the sodding phone, and somehow that cancelled the call. Then I couldn’t see where the bloody thing had gone in the dim light. Of course the handset had landed screen down. Fuck. I wreck more phones than anyone I know, and I can hardly put down ‘fighting monsters’ on an insurance claim.

Rather than try looking and risk treading on it, I took a step back into the doorway. I switched on the house’s discreetly hidden outside light, and that showed me where the phone was. For a wonder, the screen wasn’t cracked, though that didn’t make me feel much better. I felt sick with apprehension as I swiped the phone open and checked the call log. No one rings before daybreak to tell anyone good news. Had something awful happened to my dad?

No, the missed call had been from Fin. That wasn’t any better. Was her sister Blanche okay? She and I were still getting each other’s measure. To be fair, that’s mainly because I don’t really understand how having brothers or sisters works. Regardless, I’d hate anything to happen to her, or anyone else in their family. I like their mum, Helen, a lot, and their dad, Simon, is a decent bloke.

My wrecked Land Rover was in a barn on his farm, after it had been drowned in a storm surge in the Fens – not that we told Simon anywhere near the whole story. He’s as unremarkably human as my dad. Unlike my dad, he has absolutely no clue that there are things he can’t see in this world. Then there were the horde of cousins, and Fin’s gran was in an old folks’ home near King’s Lynn…

I could waste time wondering until the sun came up, or I could just find out. I stabbed the screen with a clumsy finger to return Fin’s call.

She answered at once. ‘Hi, Dan. I’m sorry to wake you.’

I could hear the strain in her voice. ‘I was up anyway. Are you okay? What’s wrong?’

‘I’m fine.’ But she fell silent.

I waited for as long as I could stand it, which was probably less than a minute. ‘Is it Blanche? Your mum? What’s happened?’

‘What?’ Fin was startled. ‘No, everyone’s fine. It’s nothing like that.’

She paused again. This time, I forced myself to shut up and wait for her to speak.

She sighed. ‘This is going to sound completely mad, but I think I’ve just seen a giant.’

Now I was the one lost for words.

‘Dan? Are you still there?’

‘Yes, I’m—ʼ I couldn’t work out what to say.

‘I’m going to come and see you. We can’t talk about this on the phone.’ Now Fin sounded far more like her usual self. ‘I need to get some fuel, and then I’ll be with you in about three and a half, maybe four hours.’

‘Where are you coming from?’

‘Near Swindon.’

‘Okay. Drive safe.’ I had a whole load of questions, but those could wait until she got here.

‘See you soon.’ She ended the call.

I looked at the phone and wondered what was going on. The one thing I didn’t need to ask myself was whether Fin was mistaken. As far as I was concerned, if she said she’d seen a giant, that’s what she had seen.

The reason I’d been thinking about the possibility of a future together is Fin can see the same things as me. Not that she has greenwood blood. If a dryad chooses to give her human lover a mortal child, that baby will only ever be a son. A dryad’s daughters will always be tree spirits, the same as her. These days, there are very few of either. I’ve never found anyone like me, even after years of searching.

No, Fin’s a swan maiden. So are her sisters and her mum, so it’s hardly surprising her parents ended up divorced, because that’s a hell of a secret not to share. A whole lot of her relatives on that side of her family can turn themselves into swans, including the men, though I have no idea what they call themselves instead of ‘maidens’. As a talent, it certainly has its uses, as well as its limitations. They can’t do it if they’re carrying anything more than the odd button or zip that’s made of metal. Once they’re transformed, they have their human wits about them, but they can only do whatever a swan does, no more and no less. Fin could fly here if she wanted, but she’d do the journey a whole lot faster in a car and she wouldn’t be exhausted when she arrived.

I yawned. Taking that breath of the cold, damp autumn air helped wake me up. There was no chance of me going back to sleep anyway. Was what I’d just heard from Fin and from the Green Man connected? That had to be a safe bet. Even without looking on a map, I reckoned Swindon must be roughly due south of here. But seriously, Swindon? History around there goes back about as far as the start of the railways, as far as I was aware.

So what could I usefully do before Fin arrived and told me about whatever the hell she had seen? First things first. A shower, and a decent breakfast with plenty of coffee would help me stay alert. I closed the side door and locked it, and went back upstairs to start the day like a normal person.

I felt better once I was showered and shaved, and after I’d eaten a couple of bacon sandwiches in the modern kitchen. That’s tucked away in a room off the historic kitchen, where tourists can marvel at the black-leaded cast-iron range and admire the gleaming copper saucepans. ‘Like Downton Abbey’ is something the staff who give the tours hear a lot. They don’t explain that Eleanor’s mum was still using the big kitchen at Christmas and family gatherings until they opened up the house as a visitor attraction.

Blithehurst is expensive to run. Financial pressures meant setting up a family trust to manage the manor and the other estate properties that the Beauchenes own. Eleanor and her parents, brother and sister are shareholders in the business now, along with a few other relatives. They would never be poor, not by my standards anyway, but like the man said, more money, more problems.

I washed up my mug, plate and the grill pan, and went along the corridor to the room by the side door where the staff leave their coats and change their shoes. I swapped my trainers for boots and grabbed the new weatherproof coat I’d bought online. I usually get my clothes from army surplus or workwear shops, but that hadn’t been an option recently. I also have to admit having a coat that sheds rain rather than soaking it up was a definite plus now I was walking this site three times a day. I hadn’t planned on buying something so expensive, but it wasn’t as if I had a lot else to spend money on. Not until we could start work on restoring my Land Rover anyway.

I headed outside and looked down the slope of the gardens towards the river and the medieval ruins. The Tudor manor wasn’t the first house on this site. The Norman knight who William the Conqueror gave these lands to built a fortified residence down in the bottom of the valley. He wanted his walls protected by a moat linked to the shallow river by sluices. I walked down towards the water, but I wasn’t heading for the ruins. I took the path that led to the footbridge and headed for the wooded pasture on the other side of the river.

The rare-breed beef cattle that are one of Blithehurst’s various sources of income looked at me, mildly curious. As I walked up the long slope, I wondered what they had made of all the peace and quiet over the summer. Not a lot, probably. I kept my distance and the cows lost interest, going back to eating grass.

This path leads up to a Temple of Venus that dates back to 1731. The guidebook tells visitors it was built when landscaping country parks was all the fashion for the gentry. Another hobby at the time had been building neoclassical monuments inspired by rich men’s grand tours through Greece and Italy. This fake temple had a modest three-stepped circular plinth, six pillars and a dome sheltering a statue of the goddess. Someone thoughtful had added curved stone benches, so visitors can sit down and catch their breath as well as admire the scenery. The view is well worth the walk. I took a moment to look back across the valley now the sun was up. The trees selected by generations of Beauchenes to ornament their gardens were turning red, orange and gold, and the old fortified manor’s broken walls looked as picturesque as the peaceful Tudor house.

So much for that. I turned to look at the temple and the statue. What the guidebook didn’t say was this alluring vision of womanhood wasn’t some sweaty sculptor’s erotic fantasy. The statue’s a faithful likeness of the dryad who gave the Beauchene family that son they needed to save their inheritance. Asca had been endlessly sketched by her lover. I’d seen his portfolio in the library, and it was definitely Not Safe For Work. I’d also seen the resemblance for myself, though Asca kept her clothes on around me. My mother’s blood makes me immune to the allure that dryads use to get what they want by seducing mortal men.

I sat down on a bench to wait. Hopefully it wouldn’t be too long before Asca realised I’d come to talk to her. I wanted to know if the dryads knew anything useful before Fin arrived. Meantime, I enjoyed the birdsong as the local wildlife got on with their day.

‘What brings you here?’

Bollocks. I stood up, turned around and managed a cheerful smile. ‘Good morning, Frai.’

Blithehurst’s oldest dryad didn’t bother masquerading as a grey-haired granny when there were no tourists around. She was swathed in what could have been a cloak from any era of history, and no one would mistake her for human once they saw the greenish colour of her wrinkled skin. Her eyes were one solid colour without white or pupil, and unlike the other dryads I’d met, not green. Frai’s penetrating gaze was the vivid copper of autumn leaves.

She looked at me. ‘Well?’

There are two dryads at Blithehurst these days. There were three when I first arrived, and Frai blamed me for her granddaughter leaving. As if I had any influence over a dryad. It was Sineya’s decision to set up home in the Cotswolds woodland where a job for the Green Man had taken me. That happened the spring before last, but that made no difference to Frai. A dryad can really hold a grudge. My mum still hasn’t forgiven the Roundheads for the English Civil War. She’s not interested in the politics, but she remembers trying to help the dead and dying on the battlefield at Edgehill.

‘What did your master want?’ Frai snapped.

So she knew the Green Man had woken me up. I didn’t ask how. I don’t understand the relationship between the Green Man and the dryads, and I don’t imagine I ever will. They stay with their trees and the land that sustains them, while he comes and goes from forest to forest for reasons only he will know. That’s between him and them, and I’m not about to get nosy.

What was much more important was I realised I had the upper hand here. Frai wanted answers from me. I still needed to watch what I said if I was going to turn this to my advantage. Folk tales with humans making mistakes in conversations with pixies or fairies don’t tell the half of it. The one thing those stories do get right is that if you want something from them, you have to be ready to give something back.

‘He came to warn me that some ancient menace is stirring in the south.’ If I needed to know about something dangerous from the way back when, Frai was the oldest dryad I’d met. I didn’t know how old she might be, but according to my mum, her own grandmother remembered the Romans.

‘He didn’t tell you what this threat was?’ She glared at me.

I thought very carefully about what to say next. Frai’s response didn’t mean she didn’t know. Dryads don’t lie, but they can be incredibly devious when they don’t want to give you a straight answer. Coming straight back with a question of their own is a favourite tactic.

I didn’t think she was trying to be evasive. A dryad will always know if someone’s telling a lie, and thanks to my mother’s blood, I’ve got a fairly good ear – or nose – for bullshit. I decided to try something else.

‘He didn’t say, but I’ve just had a phone call from Finele. She says she’s seen a giant.’

Frai looked at me, astonished. Her jaw actually dropped. I was petty enough to enjoy the moment. She had given me a seriously hard time just after Sineya left, making sure every job I turned my hand to went wrong. I stopped gloating a second later as I realised something else. If Frai was lost for words, I wasn’t likely to get any help from her or Asca. Bollocks.

Her glittering copper eyes narrowed. ‘Is the swan maiden coming here?’

There was no point in denying it. ‘Yes. She’ll be here later today.’

‘I wish to see her.’ Frai wasn’t asking. That was an order.

‘I’ll let her know.’ And as far as I was concerned, Fin could make up her own mind about that, whatever Frai demanded.

Fin had met the Blithehurst dryads before I did. She’d been just another visitor to the house and gardens, but Sineya had seen what she was, and of course Fin could see the dryads even though they weren’t making themselves visible to the ordinary tourists. Sineya had put the two of us in touch when I needed help with that thing in the Cotswolds.

Frai wasn’t interested in that. The old dryad’s priority was Blithehurst, first and last. As far as she was concerned, the estate needed another generation of humans who could see the dryads and do as they were told. Unfortunately for her, Eleanor Beauchene and I were just good friends who were never going to become lovers. Worse, neither Eleanor nor her brother or sister showed any inclination to start having kids with anyone else.

I didn’t particularly like the way Frai was looking at me. She’d tried to insist that I owed her a debt, since I was responsible for Sineya moving away. The old dryad could hint all she wanted. I wasn’t going to be bullied into having a kid either. I wasn’t anywhere near ready for that, and I could guarantee neither was Fin.

‘Bring her to see me as soon as she arrives.’ Frai gestured imperiously and disappeared.

Dryads are also very good at having the last word.

I managed to stop myself saying the swear words I was thinking out loud. Just because I couldn’t see her didn’t mean she wasn’t still there. I also reminded myself that what a dryad doesn’t say can be as significant as whatever she does share.

Frai had been startled by what I’d just told her, but she hadn’t said it was nonsense, or that Fin must be mistaken. Then she’d changed the subject before ending the conversation fast. If she’d known something I would find useful, I reckoned she would have tried to get something from me in exchange.

As I walked back down the slope to the river, I reckoned I could take a couple of things from that. Firstly, giants must be real, though exactly what that meant was anyone’s guess. Secondly, dryads don’t know much about them. No, that wasn’t quite right. These dryads living at Blithehurst didn’t know. Was there any chance my mum might remember something she had once heard? It was all very well the Green Man saying giants were a menace, but I needed details if I was going to do anything about that. Subdue it anew, he told me. Okay, tell me how?

Asking Mum about that could wait though. I wasn’t going to give Dad the shock of an early-morning phone call. I couldn’t ask Mum anything without telling Dad what was going on, and that would be a difficult conversation. Me taking on another challenge from the Green Man was going to worry him. He’d been stressed enough by things I’d already got caught up in, and he only knew what I’d felt I had to tell him. I had to explain why the Land Rover had been flooded by seawater, but I’d seriously downplayed how close I’d come to being drowned myself.

Besides, I needed to wait until I knew exactly what Fin had seen. There was no point in telling Mum half a story. Crossing back over the footbridge, I headed for the old ruins. I checked the gatehouse doors and windows and the entrance to the Great Hall’s undercroft. Everything was still secure. I took a look at the moat in case there was something that needed dealing with in the water or in the river. There wasn’t. Some of the ducks came surging up to see me. They still seemed to expect any human to have food for them, despite these months with no visitors. I thought about asking Fin if she could explain to them why they were out of luck. That idea made me grin.

I walked around the manor house, looking for any possible cause for concern from the roofline down past the guttering and all the way to the basement’s ground-level windows. Everything looked fine. I went on to check the outbuildings around the dairy yard where I had my wood carving workshop. That reminded me I’d planned on getting a few tools and some materials for doing a bit of work if I couldn’t sleep.

Once I was satisfied that everything was okay in the yard, I took the path that led out into the woods. It’s about a half-hour walk to the old estate cottage that I’d renovated in return for paying next to no rent. Everything was okay, though the cottage felt a bit cold and damp. As I stuck a few bits and pieces in a canvas work bag, I reckoned I had better come down here and light a fire in the wood stove for a couple of hours soon.

After that, I went to take a look at the coppices. I was walking back towards the garden centre and wondering about getting a cup of tea when my phone rang.

It was Fin. ‘I’m in the car park.’

‘You made good time,’ I observed.

‘Hardly any traffic on the motorway apart from HGVs. Oh, and tossers in big Audis and BMWs who think they can go as fast as they like.’ Fin chuckled. ‘I saw a couple of cop cars waiting to catch them and one who’d got pulled over.’

‘Good to know.’ I grinned. ‘I’ll be with you as quick as I can.’


  

  Chapter Three

I walked faster and soon reached the parking area where the converted stable block overlooks the road. Janice, the cafe manager, was setting up the outside chairs and tables, so I gave her a wave. She waved back, and I guessed she was smiling though I couldn’t see that through her mask.

I walked over to Fin’s Toyota as she was getting out. Her white-blonde hair was quite a lot longer than I was expecting. Other than that, she looked the same as always: average height, average build, and as far as I’m concerned, absolutely gorgeous in jeans and a cream sweater. We stood looking at each other for an awkward moment. I wanted to kiss her, but that probably wasn’t sensible these days. She was making no move to get closer to me.

‘Do you want to get a coffee?’ I gestured towards the cafe.

‘I’d rather have one at the house.’ Fin waved a hello to Janice and then stretched her arms above her head to ease her shoulders.

I could see tension in her expression as well. ‘Fine by me.’

Fin got a lightweight backpack and her waterproof jacket out of the car, and we took the path towards the house. Checking to make sure we weren’t being watched by anyone arriving in the car park, I moved the solid wooden barrier with an uncompromising red-and-white ‘No Entry’ sign painted on it.

I’d built a couple of those when the garden centre had opened up again after the first lockdown. Stringing the usual chains between the posts on the paths hadn’t been enough, despite the hanging signs clearly saying ‘No Admittance Beyond This Point’. A remarkable number of people seemed to think that didn’t apply to them. They explained they assumed those notices simply meant the house was shut but they could still go and walk around the gardens. I got tired of having the same conversation.

I was always polite, so no one could complain to Eleanor. I didn’t have to get cross. When you’re my height and saying ‘no’ a lot without smiling or offering any explanations, people usually get the message.

Fin watched me manhandle the heavy barrier back into place. ‘Have you had a lot of hassle from visitors?’

‘Not since I put this up.’ I grinned. ‘And the shuck’s been dealing with the dog walkers.’

Their owners might not be able to see the shadowy beast, but even the biggest, bravest pet refused to go any further once they caught sight of the huge black spectral hound with eyes like blazing coals.

‘It’s taken to strolling round the park and gardens.’ I had no idea why, or how, or even if the shuck had realised the manor was closed to visitors. I’d asked the dryads, but they had just shrugged and changed the subject. When the house did reopen, I really hoped the scary beast would head back to its usual haunts in the woodland. If it didn’t, well, that was a problem for another day.

I unlocked the gate to the formal gardens, waited and relocked it behind us as Fin headed for the house. I caught up with her and pointed. ‘We can use the side door.’

She followed me inside. ‘Loo?’

I took her backpack as she held it out to me so she could take off her jacket. I took that from her as well and hung everything on a hook as I nodded at the toilet door.

‘Through there. I’ll get the kettle on.’

I left the doors open so she could find me in the modern kitchen. Fin might have met Blithehurst’s dryads, but she’d only done the guided tour inside the house.

I got out mugs, the cafetière and the ground coffee I’d bought months ago, when I’d hoped Fin would be visiting me. I’m fine with instant, or I drink tea, but I know what she prefers. It was a sealed supermarket packet, so it should still be okay. She came through the door as I was carefully pouring hot water from the kettle.

‘That’s better.’ She looked around the little kitchen. ‘You’d never know this was in here, would you?’

‘That’s the idea. Are you hungry? I’ve got eggs and cheese? Something on toast?’

‘A cheese omelette would be great,’ Fin said fervently.

‘Coming right up.’ I got out a pan.

‘So.’ Fin sipped her coffee as I found everything I needed in the fridge. ‘A giant.’ She shook her head as if she still couldn’t quite believe what she was saying.

‘Where did you see it?’ I broke eggs into a bowl and beat them with a fork.

‘I’m doing some work not far from Marlborough. There’s an industrial estate on the edge of a village where there’s a business that packages up fancy salads. The stuff gets brought in by lorries from places in the UK and Europe, then it’s washed and bagged and gets a label that manages not to break any advertising regulations while giving the idea that the leaves are hand-picked by smiling Wiltshire locals.’

‘And the real locals aren’t keen?’ I switched on the hob and put the pan on the heat.

‘They’ll put up with the lorries in return for the jobs, but it looks like the operation is polluting the local stream with pesticides washed off the lettuces and the rest. That stream flows into the River Kennett, which has a whole lot of sites of special scientific interest, as well as various nature-restoration projects going on.’ Fin took another swallow of coffee.

‘Anyway, I was flying over the valley, to get a better idea of the lie of the land as the sun came up. It’s the best time of day to do that sort of survey. Then I saw
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