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  For Ben


  Praise for The Green Man’s Series


  I’m here to be your good bookfriend and express my own quiet but fervent enthusiasm for this contemporary folkloric fantasy series. You should take the plunge, the water is fine if full of terrifying naiads and nixes. -- Imyril on There's Always Room for One More


   


  The series of Green Man novels goes from strength to strength, bringing a modern fantastical sensibility to traditional folk tales and things that go bump in the night. -- Ben Jeapes on Goodreads


  Praise for The Green Man’s Heir


  Finalist for The Robert Holdstock Award for Best Fantasy Novel, the British Fantasy Awards 2019


  “… any way you look at it, the book is a delight from start to finish. […] It’s one of my favorite books so far this year.” — Charles de Lint in Fantasy and Science Fiction


   


  “I read this last night and thoroughly enjoyed it, more please!” — Garth Nix on Twitter


   


  “I really enjoyed this novel!” — Kate Elliott on Twitter


   


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


   


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


   


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


   


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


   


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


   


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


   


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


   


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


   


  “Brilliant concept, compellingly told” — Virginia Bergin on Twitter


  Praise for The Green Man’s Foe


  Finalist for Best Novel, the British Science Fiction Association Awards 2020


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


   


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


   


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


   


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


   


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


  Praise for The Green Man’s Silence


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


   


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


   


“This is undoubtedly one of the best books I’ve read this year and I thoroughly enjoyed it. I can hardly wait for the next book!” — The Monday Review


  Praise for The Green Man’s Challenge


  Finalist for Best Novel, the British Science Fiction Association Awards 2022


   


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


   


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


   


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


   


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


   


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


  Praise for The Green Man’s Gift


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


   


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


   


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


   


  Highly recommended. You could start here, but I recommend you do yourself a favour and read the whole lot in order. -- Jacey Bedford
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  Chapter One

Folk tales have some things in common with uncanny creatures. Local legends can tell the truth, but that won’t necessarily be the full story. Even so, things I learn from folklore can come in handy when I come across something going bump in the night. I can see the eerie creatures and supernatural folk who live unsuspected alongside ordinary people, in remote woods and in narrow valleys cut by tumbling rivers, in caves and hollow hills. I can see them because my mother is a dryad who fell in love with my ordinary, human dad.

So I didn’t have a typical childhood. We lived in a solitary cottage beside a Warwickshire nature reserve, a mile or so from the nearest village. This wasn’t a problem as far as I was concerned. Kids accept that what they grow up with is normal. I knew my mum was different, but mostly that meant I knew she would never tell me lies. Some of my school friends had parents who told them all sorts of rubbish. Father Christmas and his elves making toys in Lapland? Seriously?

I trusted Mum when she told me not to talk about the boggarts and sprites and the other creatures we could see. By the time I was six or seven, I realised that most people wouldn’t understand. Not everyone who couldn’t see these things was as understanding as my dad.

By the time I was a teenager, I started listening out for what Mum didn’t say when I asked her an awkward question. I’ve met a few more dryads since then. I’ve discovered they’re experts at dodging straight answers as well.

So I hadn’t bothered asking anyone for advice after an old Welsh woman called Annis Wynne said something unnerving to me last summer. I hadn’t even given it much thought. All right, to be absolutely honest, I had decided I wasn’t going to think about it. That had been easy enough to do as long as I had plenty of tasks to keep my hands and my thoughts occupied.

Blithehurst House, where I live and work, is a small, privately owned Tudor manor run as a visitor attraction in the countryside where Staffordshire blends into the Peak District. It’s the ancestral home of the Beauchene family. They’ve owned the land since it was given to a Norman knight as his reward for following William the Conqueror over to beat up Harold and the Saxons at Hastings. Over the centuries, local pronunciation has turned their name into Beechen, but it’s still spelled the same.

When I’d got back from Wales last summer, the tourist season had been at its height, so I’d been busy. I helped out directing traffic when the car park filled up. I took my turn keeping an eye on visitors wandering around the gardens and exploring the medieval ruins by the river. You’d be surprised how often some tourist does something dangerous or destructive. They seem to think warning signs don’t apply to them. I politely tell them different. I’m six foot four. Eleanor, my boss and the Beauchene who runs the business these days, has to order my Blithehurst House staff sweatshirts in XXL. People get the idea pretty fast, especially when I’m not smiling.

As summer turned to autumn, visitor numbers eased off. I filled my time making wooden trinkets for the gift shop. I like to carve birds and animals and other decorative pieces from offcuts and fallen wood I find around the estate. I make larger pieces for the garden centre, which stays open all year round. I’m a carpenter and joiner by trade. My cut of those sales is a useful bonus on top of my basic pay for managing the estate’s woodlands.

Then there were the weekend craft fairs at Blithehurst in the run-up to Christmas. By then, the house was closed to visitors, but there was routine maintenance to be done around the manor, and in the old ruins. I look after other estate buildings that the public never get to see. I found jobs to do at the Dower House, where Eleanor’s parents live now.

I also had plenty to do out in the woods as the trees sank into their winter sleep. I’ve spent the last couple of years bringing the coppices back into productive use. I started a Christmas tree plantation as well.

When I wasn’t busy with work, I would meet up with my girlfriend, Finele, or visit my dad and my mum. Sometimes Fin came up to Blithehurst, or I went down to her flat near Bristol, if her work commitments made that easier. A couple of times, we met up at my dad’s cottage in Warwickshire. We’d headed over to East Anglia to visit Fin’s family. Like I say, I’d had plenty of other things to think about.

But now January had turned into February. I’d done pretty much every possible job I could find. The manor house would stay closed to visitors until the school half term holiday hit us in a few weeks’ time. Even the garden centre and the cafe up by the car park off the main road were only open from Wednesday to Sunday at this time of year. This particular Monday morning I had the day off like every other member of staff, theoretically at least.

There was no point staying in my cottage tucked away in the estate’s woods. I’d finished my book, so I had nothing else to read until I made a trip out to the library or the nearest bookshop. There’s no broadband out there, so streaming something on my laptop wasn’t an option. I had come up to my workshop in what was still called the Dairy Yard, though no one had made butter or cheese in these outbuildings for decades. I hadn’t found a carving project I wanted to pick up. Forcing these things never works. I’d end up in a bad temper with some unwanted firewood.

So I walked around the outside of the manor house looking for anything that needed repairing or sorting out. Everything seemed fine. I followed the path down the gently sloping side of the valley, through the ornamental gardens that overlook the moated ruins of the medieval buildings beside the river. I couldn’t help remembering what Annis Wynne had said.

‘You could do a lot more than you realise, forest boy, if you stirred yourself. You shouldn’t need me to tell you that.’

She wasn’t the first person to say something like that. A couple of teachers at secondary school had been set on convincing me to go to university to study IT or economics or something else I had zero interest in doing. I have no idea why. I got some decent A levels, and I started an earth sciences degree, but I ditched that after a year. I didn’t know what I wanted to do. I just knew that wasn’t for me. I remember my tutor’s frustration.

‘You have got potential, Daniel, if you’d only apply yourself.’

That had been easy to ignore. None of those people knew the truth about me or my family. Annis Wynne had been different. She hadn’t been talking about my future prospects for a good job or anything else. Old Annis knew what I was and who my mother must be. She was as human as I was, but her ties to the unseen and uncanny were far more complex than mine. She soon realised that the Green Man takes an interest in me too.

Who is he? I honestly don’t know. I don’t think anyone does. Dryads like my mother are as deeply rooted in the woods where they live as the trees they care for. The Green Man comes and goes through the countryside wherever and whenever he wants. All I can say for sure is he’s ancient and powerful, and over the past few years, he’s expected me to solve problems for him.

That doesn’t happen very often, and that’s a relief. These are the problems that crop up when people who have no idea what they’re dealing with find out the hard way. People should really remember that originally, folk tales were a lot closer to horror movies than to fairy stories for kids. Annis Wynne knew that from personal experience.

I stood by the moat for a bit. Archaeologists who have done various surveys call the Beauchenes’ original residence a fortified manor. As far as everyone else is concerned, it’s a little castle. The battlemented gatehouse has two solid towers and visitors cross the moat on the footbridge to go through a stone arch and wander around the cobbled courtyard. On the other side, the ruins of the medieval great hall are raised up above an undercroft. It’s a little castle.

This morning the gatehouse was firmly locked and I couldn’t come up with any reason to open it. I followed the path that led to the footbridge over the river instead.

Since I’d woken up, I’d been thinking about what Annis had said. That wasn’t all. Frai, the older of the two dryads who still live on the Blithehurst estate, had dropped a few hints that she expected more of me too.

All right, I’ll admit it. I had some idea what Annis Wynne might be talking about. Maybe a couple of ideas. Thanks to one memorable encounter I have scars on my forearm that itch when something unpleasant is heading my way. Not exactly ‘by the pricking of my thumbs something evil this way comes’, but close enough. I reckon Shakespeare knew a lot more about the supernatural than most people realise. My mum’s woodland used to be part of the Forest of Arden.

But I still hadn’t decided if I wanted the Blithehurst dryads’ advice. It would cost me, for a start. That’s something else that folklore gets right. You need to be very careful if you make any sort of deal with someone who’s been around for centuries.

I went through the kissing gate and crossed the footbridge over the shallow river that runs through the valley bottom. The path heads up the far side of the valley through an ancient wooded pasture. It takes visitors to an eighteenth-century ornamental temple on the skyline. Asca, the younger dryad, had been the model for the statue of Venus in the temple. So it’s a good place for me to go, to let them know I want to talk. I glanced up at the clouds, but it didn’t look like rain. So that wasn’t an excuse for not walking up there.

What did I think these women thought I could do? Well, Annis Wynne could summon up two of the Cŵn Annwn. According to Welsh legends, they’re hounds of the underworld, or possibly the otherworld. I didn’t think those red-eared white dogs would take any orders from me, but spectral black dogs with blazing red eyes crop up in stories all over Britain, and I’ve come across them in various places over the past few years.

I was starting to wonder if a shuck might come when I called. If I could work out how to call one. If I could decide what I was going to do if one did turn up. I didn’t think a fearsome spirit of shadow and night would be very impressed if I whistled it up for nothing.

The other thing I’d been wondering about was even harder to explain. I knew the Green Man had hidden me from unfriendly eyes a few times, when I was dealing with some crisis for him. Could I possibly do that myself, when I didn’t want people to see me? I had absolutely no idea how to go about finding out. I was pretty sure this theoretical ability wouldn’t work on dryads and anyone else who can see the unseen.

I could hardly experiment with Blithehurst’s everyday visitors. Stand in the gardens and try to disappear from view? How would I know they weren’t just politely ignoring me? Would they suddenly see me when I decided I wanted them to? Startling someone by reappearing wasn’t a good idea. People don’t generally react well when a man my size catches them unawares. It was a safe bet they wouldn’t suspect anything uncanny, but I didn’t want Eleanor getting complaints about a member of staff lurking and stalking visitors.

Besides… kids accept what they grow up with as normal. The only thing I had grown up with was the ability to see unseen creatures and supernatural folk. This was… different. I hadn’t decided if I wanted to go down this path.

Staring up towards the temple, I saw something else. A dog walker in a red padded jacket and jeans was strolling down the path to the bridge. His rough-coated brown dog was on a lead, only that was an endlessly extendable leash. The animal was ranging all over the pasture. The creamy cattle on the hillside didn’t like it coming so close.

Blithehurst Estate raises organic, rare-breed beef. I have nothing to do with the farming business, but I knew those cows were a month or so from calving. Matthew the stockman had warned me they weren’t in any mood to be messed about. He wouldn’t normally turn them out to graze anywhere near this early in the year. Their sharp hooves would churn the soft, wet earth into a quagmire. But he had some sort of crisis with the flooring in the barn where these animals spent the winter. The ancient wooded pasture was the best field available, and the cows would be out here for a couple of weeks.

I moved as fast as I could. One of the bigger, older cows lowered her head with a warning shake as the dog got much too close. The daft creature seemed to think this was a game. It pounced and waited, belly low to the ground, tail wagging excitedly.

The other cows bunched up behind the big one. The herd would follow their matriarch’s lead. Most of them were her daughters. The dog had no clue how much danger it was in, and its owner was oblivious, looking at his phone. I was surprised he had a signal out here. When I got close enough, I saw his wireless earbuds.

Whatever he was listening to must have been fascinating. He didn’t look up from his phone until I snatched the dog leash out of his hand. He dropped his phone, but that wasn’t my problem. I was reeling in the idiot dog. Thankfully it was wearing a harness instead of a collar around its neck. I didn’t want to save it from being trampled into a bloody smear to end up strangling it.

The dog walker snatched his phone up off the grass. He swiped out his earbuds and dropped them into a pocket as he stared at me, indignant. At least his dog had stopped fighting the shortening leash. Once I had the curly-coated spaniel-cross close enough, I flicked the switch to lock the lead and offered the plastic handle to the owner.

‘Didn’t you see your dog was bothering those cows?’

‘Excuse me?’ He stared at the herd as if he’d never seen cattle before.

The big white matriarch shook her head and warned us off with an ominous moo, deep in her chest. The dog walker took a pace backwards. I watched for any sign that the cows were going to come closer. It’s not only dogs that end up injured or dead when they get on the wrong side of big livestock. To my relief, the matriarch decided to head for the fodder Matthew had brought out earlier. The rest of the herd followed her.

‘Those cows could easily have killed your dog. Didn’t you see the signs?’

‘He was on a lead.’

I guessed he was at least five years older than me. Closer to forty than thirty anyway, and somewhere around six feet tall. Not a man used to being told what to do. Not a man who would react well to being sworn at, so I chose my words carefully.

‘Please keep your dog on a short leash and under your control at all times. That’s what the signs say.’

The dog walker wasn’t going to back down. ‘This is a public footpath.’

‘No, it isn’t.’ I might not be able to swear at him, but I have a special smile for certain members of the public. A smile that might suggest I could rip their arm off and smack some sense into them with the soggy end. I pointed towards the ornamental temple. ‘The public right of way goes along the top of the valley. Blithehurst House is closed at the moment. The signs say that as well.’

He sniffed. ‘These paths all look the same.’

I carried on talking as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘There’s a map next to the sign which shows the right of way very clearly.’

I hoped so anyway. Eleanor had printed and laminated the signs in the estate office. I’d put up the notice board by the stile and Matthew had used twice as many drawing pins as I would. Even so, things go missing.

The dog walker narrowed his eyes. ‘Do you work here?’

I thought about saying no. It wasn’t a particularly cold day for the time of year, but I’d put my army-surplus coat on before I left the cottage. I wasn’t wearing anything with a Blithehurst logo. On the other hand, I could tell he was looking for any excuse to ignore what I was telling him.

‘Yes, I do.’ And if he was expecting me to call him ‘sir’, he was going to be disappointed.

He looked down at his dog. It looked up, tongue lolling and feathery tail wagging. It was a nice dog.

‘It’s time I was getting home.’ He turned and walked back up the hillside.

I noticed that he kept his dog’s lead short and locked. He was looking sideways at the cows as well. Thankfully, they weren’t interested in him or his dog any longer.

I stayed where I was. If I went up to the temple, he would think I was following him. No point in risking another confrontation. I could talk to the dryads another day. I’d go back to the house and find something to read in the library. Eleanor keeps her recent paperbacks hidden behind the tall leather-bound tomes in the bookcase by the door.

I turned around and saw two women watching me from the footbridge over the river. They both wore dark trousers and trainers, with floral padded waistcoats over creamy polo-necked sweaters. They looked like an advert from an expensive mail-order clothing company.

The one with long, light brown hair was the reason I’d come to Blithehurst in the first place. The one I didn’t know had slightly darker, shorter hair. She blinked, and for a second I saw her eyes turn solid blue without any white, iris or pupil. Strictly speaking, neither of them were women, which explained why the dog walker hadn’t seen them. Naiads can go unseen whenever they like, and river spirits can take on whatever form they want. I wondered how long they’d been watching me.

‘Hi, Dan.’ Kalei waved as I walked towards them. ‘Still making friends, I see.’

‘You know me.’ I smiled as I reached the footbridge. ‘It’s been a while. Is this a social call?’ Somehow I didn’t think so.

She shook her head. ‘You know me. This is Vatne.’

The second naiad nodded with a friendly smile. ‘How do.’

Her broad Yorkshire accent took me completely by surprise. I know that sounds stupid, but after I had been born, Mum kept up with the news and current turns of phrase by listening to BBC radio. She knew no one must ever suspect she was anything other than an ordinary woman, and she mimicked the voices she heard.

The Blithehurst dryads have lived alongside the Beauchene family for centuries. I assume that’s why they sound like people who take expensive schools and private incomes for granted. As for Kalei, whatever she’s doing, the way she speaks blends in as effectively as the appearance she’s chosen.

‘Hello.’ I nodded at the Yorkshire naiad.

‘Let’s find somewhere to sit and talk.’ Kalei led the way through the manor gardens.

She knew where she was going. I sometimes wonder how long she’s been coming to Blithehurst. Right now, I wondered what she wanted. When we first met, I’d helped Kalei with a problem in return for her promise to tell me where I could find some dryads. She’d kept her word, but I’d been bloody lucky not to end up in hospital or in handcuffs.


  

  Chapter Two

I followed the two naiads past the castle ruins and across the smoothly mown lawn. A stretch of untended grass on the far side of the gardens is dotted with trees grown from seeds or saplings brought home by Victorian plant-hunter Beauchenes. The guidebook calls this the Wilderness Garden. At the moment, it offered pale, dry tussocks and dark drifts of last autumn’s leaves. It would be prettier once the spring wildflowers bloomed. Visitors could sit and admire those on a wooden bench I had made. If they wanted one for their own garden, they could buy one in the garden centre.

Kalei sat down and stroked one curved and smoothed wooden arm with long, delicate fingers. ‘Beautiful work, Dan. Still, I know how good you are with your hands.’

Folk tales about naiads and dryads entrancing mortal men are definitely true. I’m more resistant than most, thanks to my greenwood blood, but the first time I met Kalei, she caught me unawares. She had proved how easily she could get me thinking with my cock instead of my brain. She still amuses herself by trying to distract me, though I have no idea what she’d do if I took her flirting seriously. I have no intention of finding out, for a whole lot of reasons.

‘Thanks.’ I sat on the other end of the bench. I had been about to ask how I could help them, but I caught myself just in time. That would have been a serious tactical error. ‘What do you want to talk about? There’s nothing I can do about water companies and sewage discharges, if that’s the problem.’

They would know I was telling the truth. Since dryads and naiads can’t tell lies, they always hear when someone’s lying to them. Thanks to my mother’s blood, I can almost always tell when someone’s bullshitting me.

‘It’s nowt like that.’ Vatne sat down between us. She was all business. ‘I’ve seen summat odd, and Kalei said you’d want to hear about it.’

‘Okay,’ I said cautiously.

‘A few days since, I was passing through a stretch of river in some woods where no one much goes. I saw a man trying to get to the water. He was desperate. Dying of thirst. Really dying, I mean. He was on his hands and knees at first and crawling on his belly by the end. A black cat kept stopping him getting to the river. Not someone’s moggy,’ she said, exasperated, as I opened my mouth. ‘A big cat. Big as summat in a wildlife park.’

I shut my mouth. I couldn’t say offhand how many zoos have rivers running through them, but Vatne clearly knew what she was talking about.

‘Stopping him how?’ I asked instead.

‘Getting between him and the water.’ She looked at me as if that should be obvious. ‘Snarling and growling and chasing him off. Every time he came back, so did the cat. It wouldn’t let him drink, not once.’

‘He was an ordinary man? Not a wose or anything like that?’ I’d learned the hard way that not everything that looks human in remote woodland really is.

‘Of course,’ she said, impatient.

‘What happened?’

‘He died.’ Vatne was clearly wondering why she’d come all this way to talk to an idiot.

‘I mean, what happened to the body? Did the cat drag it off or did it eat him there?’

Where the hell had some man-killing big cat come from? I don’t read much beyond the headlines online, but I usually listen to the evening bulletin on the radio. I was sure there hadn’t been anything in the news about a black panther on the loose in Yorkshire.

Kalei answered. ‘A dryad took the man’s carcass away.’

I met her gaze. She knew I wanted to find more dryads. To be precise, I wanted to find other dryads’ sons, to see what they could tell me about our strange, shared heritage. She smiled, and her sparkling turquoise eyes gave nothing away.

I looked at Vatne. ‘Do you know her, the dryad? Do you think she knows what was going on?’

She shrugged. ‘She doesn’t talk to the likes of me. Maybe you’ll have more luck.’

I could think of other reasons why Kalei had brought this to me. For all their uncanny powers, naiads and dryads can’t handle metal. Things like tranquilliser guns, animal traps and cages. I hadn’t got a clue how to get hold of that sort of equipment, but I had valid ID and an address and a job that the coppers could verify with a phone call. I could report seeing a dangerous animal on the loose and the police would contact whoever could catch or shoot it. If I could find a cop shop still open in rural Yorkshire.

If they believed me. I’d need evidence. Photos on my phone, with something recognisable in the background to give some scale. Proof I hadn’t mistaken a feral moggy for something bigger because I was an idiot. Proof I wasn’t wasting police time, trying to fake an Internet sensation.

I’d have to track the bloody thing down. I recalled seeing a documentary about a wildlife sanctuary where a keeper had been attacked by a leopard. He had survived but his scars had been horrific. Getting close to an animal with teeth and claws that big really didn’t appeal. Still, Kalei and Vatne could help. I was sure two naiads could drown even a lion or a tiger if they wanted to. As long as they didn’t drown me as well.

‘Do you know where the cat is now?’

Vatne shook her head. ‘It disappeared once the man was dead.’

‘Disappeared? Into thin air? It was something like a shuck?’

Vatne was annoyed with herself this time. ‘No, it was flesh and bone, right enough. I mean the bloody thing legged it and I didn’t see where it went.’

Where had the sodding thing come from? Keeping big cats is illegal. Of course, some people never think rules apply to them. As long as they don’t get caught. Maybe the dead man could still give us some answers.

‘Do you know what the dryad did with the body?’

‘Dropped him down a swallow hole. Without so much as a by your leave.’ Vatne was offended. Clearly she considered the caverns under that bit of Yorkshire were her domain.

‘Are you going to get him out of there?’ I really, really hoped they didn’t expect me to do that. I still wake up with my pulse racing when I dream about Kalei sweeping me through the dark voids and passages carved by underground rivers flowing beneath the Peak District for aeons.

Vatne shrugged. ‘No point. He’ll be nowt but bones soon enough.’

‘Okay.’ I didn’t know how long it takes for a body to decompose and I wasn’t about to ask. ‘But if we can find out who he was, we might get some clue to explain what’s going on.’

Kalei was way ahead of me. ‘I went to take a look, but his pockets were empty. He was only wearing old tracksuit trousers and a filthy sweatshirt.’

That was odd. Or perhaps, on second thoughts, it wasn’t. Someone might grab the nearest clothes and not bother with a wallet if they realised their illegal black panther had got out in the middle of the night.

‘Where did this happen? Is there anywhere nearby where someone could keep a wild animal without the neighbours noticing?’ Someone who would be desperate to catch it before daylight.

‘Nether Cullen’s the closest village.’ Vatne answered my first question. ‘It’s a fair walk for your kind to the river where he died.’

I thought about that. If the dead man hadn’t walked there, had he driven? Surely he’d need a vehicle to take his cat home once he caught it? ‘Have you seen a van or car parked up? One that hasn’t moved for a few days?’ Leaving your keys in the wheel arch on the top of a tyre would be a lot safer than risking them falling out of a loose, stretchy pocket in the dark.

Vatne shrugged again. ‘Not that I’ve seen.’

‘Fair enough.’ I guessed a dryad would be more likely to know, especially if the vehicle had been parked well away from the river.

Kalei had a different question. ‘If this creature was his pet, why would it stop him getting to the river to drink?’

Now it was my turn to shrug. ‘There are plenty of stories about people who keep wild animals and think they’re perfectly tame, but who still end up getting eaten.’

‘Except the cat didn’t eat him,’ Vatne pointed out.

‘True.’ That was odd. According to those wildlife documentaries, a predator staking out a water source would be waiting for a chance to grab lunch. ‘That doesn’t mean it won’t eat the next hiker it stumbles across.’

‘It’s more likely to go for the sheep,’ Vatne retorted. ‘Lambing’ll start any day now.’

That was a horrible thought. An out-of-control dog can cause mayhem in a flock. A top predator with razor-sharp claws and massive fangs would mean absolute carnage. Granted, that would prove something was out there, but how long would it take a vet to convince the coppers that something worse than a big dog was on the loose? Local zoos would do a headcount and confirm all their animals were present and correct. How many sheep or hikers could end up dead? The naiads were right. This situation couldn’t wait.

I nodded. ‘If this dryad can give us some clue where this dead man might have come from, or where we might find his car, I can call the cops with an anonymous tip. As soon as they realise what they’re dealing with, they should bring in whatever they need and hunt the cat down.’

I really hoped for clear evidence at this missing man’s house or in his vehicle that he was illegally keeping a big cat. I’d be much happier if I could keep my name out of this. Any copper who looks me up on his computer will learn I’ve had less than happy encounters with a couple of police forces.

If there wasn’t any evidence? We’d have to think again. We wouldn’t know either way until I talked to this dryad. I stood up.

‘I don’t see any problem with me getting a few days off work. It’ll be a three-hour drive, maybe three and a half. If I get a move on, I should be there before dark. Can you get back by then? If you can, where shall we meet?’

‘By the bridge in Nether Cullen. We’ll see you at sunset.’ Vatne dissolved into a cloud of mist that swirled away towards the river. I guessed that was her saying yes, she could get back there fast enough.

‘I’ll see you later.’ Before I could ask her anything else, Kalei disappeared as well.

I walked back to the manor house and let myself in through the ‘Staff Only’ side door. The stone-flagged corridor ran past what had once been assorted rooms for servants and the big old-fashioned kitchen. Passing the door to the library that overlooked the valley, I reached what had been the Tudor great hall. Later Beauchenes divided that into this elegant room for receiving guests and the separate dining room beyond. Now the house was closed, the antique furniture and display cases holding ornaments and fine china were shrouded with dust sheets.

I went through the dining room to the smaller sitting room and took the stairs to the upper floor. Fewer of these rooms are open to the public. The stairs arrive in the morning room where the ladies of the house used to do their embroidery or read novels to each other. The historical suite of guest rooms is straight ahead, overlooking the knot garden at the front of the house. There’s a bed Charles II supposedly slept in, and other antique furniture. On the other side of the house, over the kitchen and the servants’ hall, the long gallery displays the family portraits.

The doors in between are kept locked. There’s nothing of any interest in bedrooms used occasionally for guests. I knocked on the door just before I reached the gallery. A second suite of rooms directly above the library had been converted into a sitting room and a bedroom with a modern bathroom.

‘Come in.’

I opened the door and saw Eleanor was on the landline phone, leaning back in her office chair beside the table she uses as a desk in the bay window. She’s the only Beauchene who still lives at Blithehurst, when she’s not doing research for a doctorate at Durham University. I raised my hands, to show her I could come back later. She shook her head and beckoned me in. I closed the door behind me and sat on the two-seater sofa to wait.

‘Because we’re not licensed as a wedding venue.’

While Eleanor was listening to a lengthy reply to that, I took out my mobile. Using the broadband and Wi-Fi in the main house, I could look up Nether Cullen. I found it in North Yorkshire, on the north-eastern edge of the Yorkshire Dales National Park. The digital map showed a scatter of houses on either side of a small river.

There was a pub offering accommodation. Apparently the Buck in the Dale did bed and breakfast and their website made a point of saying they were open for guests all year round. I don’t imagine many people go hiking in February, but no hospitality business can afford to turn customers away these days.

‘Because it doesn’t make financial sense.’ Eleanor finally spoke over whoever was on the other end of her call. ‘We’d have to close the house for three days. No, listen. One day to move the furniture to set up the chairs, which we’d have to hire by the way, and I don’t know where you think everything we’d need to move is supposed to go. Then there’s the day for the wedding itself, and a day after that to put everything straight. Three days.’

She paused briefly for the other person to say something before she went on. ‘Peak season for weddings is peak season for visitors. No one looking for a wedding venue would pay what we’d have to ask to make up the money we’d lose on sales of tickets for the house. Plus getting a licence would cost at least fifteen hundred quid, and I hate to think what we’d have to add to the insurances.’

Whoever was on the phone was persistent. While Eleanor listened, I checked North Yorkshire newspaper websites for reports of slaughtered lambs or anything else that might be linked to a big cat. Nothing. I was about to check another website when Eleanor’s voice made me look up.

‘Do you want to see my spreadsheets?’

Whoever was on the other end of the call clearly knew when they were beaten. No one argues with the spreadsheets.

‘Yes, I’ll talk to you soon,’ Eleanor went on after a moment. ‘Listen, I really am delighted. This is wonderful news, and give my best to David. Yes, take care.’

She put the handset in its charging cradle with a grimace. ‘That was Sophie. She’s just got engaged.’

‘Congratulations?’ I’ve met Eleanor’s sister a few times, but I can’t say I know her. She’s a solicitor who lives in Manchester. Whatever the Blithehurst family trust pays out to the relatives who hold shares in it, they need a day job or a pension as well. Eleanor takes a salary for running the house and the estate since her parents retired, and her brother Ben is an architect in London.

Eleanor rubbed the back of her neck. ‘It’s lovely news, but she had her heart set on a romantic wedding in the ancestral family home. Ceremony in the library followed by a reception in the great hall.’

That made some sense. The library had been quietly used as a chapel in the centuries when the Beauchenes had stayed stubbornly Catholic despite various laws against it. The ceiling was made from carved panels salvaged from the old chapel down in the castle. That had been stripped when the Tudor Beauchenes were pretending to go along with the Reformation.

Eleanor glanced out of the window. These south-facing rooms overlook the valley, and I knew she’d be able to see the ornamental temple. ‘They’ll be pleased, at least.’

Eleanor didn’t only give me this job because I’m handy with a chisel. She can see dryads and naiads and the like as well as I can. Asca’s mortal son Francis had been fathered by Edmund Beauchene, who inherited the estate back in the seventeen-whenevers. His human wife gave birth to daughters, which meant some cousin would get the house and the lands as soon as he died.

Asca gave Edmund an heir, which solved that problem. The dryads are just as determined to keep the property in the family these days. Unfortunately for them, Eleanor’s the last Beauchene who can see them. Greenwood blood runs thin after six or seven generations.

She stared out of the window. ‘I don’t know what she’s thinking. Where would guests who need to stay over sleep, for a start? With the spare rooms here and at the Dower House, we could probably put up family, but Soph has hundreds of friends.’

That might not be much of an exaggeration. Greenwood blood might be running thin in the Beauchenes, but they still have a lot more than their fair share of charm.

‘Sorry.’ Eleanor looked at me. ‘What did you want?’

‘I’ve had a visit from a couple of naiads.’ I grinned as she looked startled.

I told her what Kalei and Vatne had told me.

Eleanor didn’t even bother discussing what I might do. When I’d first come to Blithehurst, we’d defeated a murderous threat together, and she knew about the other situations I’d tackled elsewhere. ‘You’re heading off now?’

‘If that’s okay with you.’

She nodded. ‘It’s quiet enough for you to book a few days’ leave.’

‘There’s a pub in the village which does bed and breakfast. I’ve checked and they’re open, so I’ll stay there tonight and see what I can find out tomorrow.’

‘Just don’t get eaten.’ Eleanor broke off as a thought struck her. ‘Have you spoken to Hazel about this?’

I shook my head. ‘I was about to check her website.’

Eleanor opened up her laptop. ‘Let’s see.’

She hit the keys and clicked her mouse. A few moments later, she shook her head. ‘No sightings of some Beast of – wherever’s the closest place with a name that starts with “B” around there. I’ll email her all the same. Not everything she hears about goes up online.’

‘Thanks.’ I got up from the little sofa. ‘Tell her to give me a ring if she’s heard anything that might come in useful.’

Hazel Spinner is a cryptozoologist. People post sightings of strange and supernatural creatures on her website – or figments of their imagination after they’ve had too much to drink or experimented unwisely with drugs, depending on your point of view.

Eleanor nodded. ‘Give me a call when you get there.’

‘Will do.’ I left her to get back to whatever she was doing and went downstairs. I used the broadband to make a VoIP call to Fin. She didn’t answer. That wasn’t much of a surprise. She’s a freelance freshwater ecologist, and when she’s doing fieldwork, she leaves her phone locked safely in her car. I left a message letting her know where I’d be for a few days.

Then I rang the pub in Nether Cullen to check the place really was open. You can’t always trust what you read on the Net. This time, the website was accurate, so I told the nice lady to expect me later today. I booked for one night to begin with, but said I might stay on for a day or so longer. Would it be okay if I let her know tomorrow? She assured me that would be fine.

I made a quick stop in the library to raid Eleanor’s dad’s complete collection of UK Ordnance Survey maps. I’d look at that later, to see how far a ‘fair walk’ might be, according to a naiad. I had one more thing to do before I packed an overnight bag.

I went out through the side door and crossed the footbridge over the river. The cows ignored me and there was no one else around as I walked up to the ornamental temple.

The white marble circle of pillars on a plinth has a dome on top to shelter the statue of Venus. Curving marble benches offer visitors somewhere to sit, to catch their breath and tell each other that path through the pasture is quite deceptive. It doesn’t look steep, but it’s more of a climb than you realise.

I waited to see if one of the dryads would appear. That didn’t take long. Since I was on my own, they didn’t bother passing for human in modern clothes as they sat beside me. Dryads have been wearing long loose draperies since before the Greeks and Romans started putting them on vases.

Asca looks like an elegant woman in her late forties who makes good use of a gym. Her deep green eyes remind me of late-summer foliage. Her mother, Frai, looks like a harmless, white-haired old lady, and anyone who believes that is in for a surprise. The old dryad remembers
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