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  For my Mum




  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




  Praise for The Green Man’s Quarry




  Winner — Best Novel, the British Science Fiction Association Awards 2024




   




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


   




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


   




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


   




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


   




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


   




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




  Praise for The Green Man’s War




  Finalist for The Robert Holdstock Award for Best Fantasy Novel, the British Fantasy Awards 2025




“Fans of the Green Man Series should roll up and get their copy now because this is a treat you will not put down. New readers should come and give this smart, incredibly entertaining and richly mythic series a go as for my mind its one of the best long-running fantasy series out there. The Green Man is calling, and you really should meet him. This is very strongly recommended!” – Runalong the Shelves


   




“Every time I revisit this world, I have a huge sense of coming home.” – Brainfluff


   




“As usual Ms McKenna keeps up the pace, the interest and the danger while showing a vast understanding of British folklore and traditions.” – Jacey Bedford
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  Chapter One


Their family ability to turn into swans was supposed to be a secret, but a lot of the women at this wedding were wearing hats decorated with feathers. I noticed that as I looked down the church towards the door at the back. The ancient latch clattered and the iron-bound wood swung open. Everybody stood up. The organ started playing as the guests in the furthest pews turned to get their first look at the bride. I could see over everyone’s heads. This was one of those times when being six foot four comes in useful.


I glanced at Conn, waiting with the nice lady vicar by the shallow steps in front of the choir stalls. Those separated the pews from the altar with its backdrop of gilded and painted wooden saints. He seemed calm enough. I always find him hard to read. His brother Seamus looked a lot more nervous. I could understand that. He had to give the best man’s speech. All I’d had to do was stand by the door as people arrived. I asked if they were guests of the bride or the groom, reminded them to turn off their phones and gave them an order of service. That had been bad enough.


Simon, Fin’s dad, turned the corner at the end of the aisle. He walked slowly and steadily, with Iris’s hand tucked under his elbow. They were both smiling, as far as I could tell through Iris’s veil anyway. Her cream-coloured wedding dress was sleek and stylish, with long, lacy sleeves.


Fin and Blanche followed, precisely in step. Their violet dresses had been made to the same pattern and they wore matching garlands of silk flowers on their heads. The hairdresser had done something clever so their white-blonde hair looked pretty much the same. Blanche had let her short hair grow after Iris had announced her engagement at Christmas, but she had a long way to go before she could tie back a ponytail like Fin’s.


Both bridesmaids looked more tense than the bride. Aunts and uncles and cousins from their dad’s family didn’t know Fin’s mum’s secret. Fin reckoned that was a big part of why her parents had got divorced, when the girls were kids. Personally, I wondered how much Simon knew, or had guessed. He’s not stupid. But it’s not an easy question to slip into a conversation. ‘By the way, can you really turn into a big white bird or am I imagining things?’


Iris wouldn’t have that problem. Conn and his family were swan shifters too. Fifteen of them had come over from Ireland for the wedding. Like Conn, they were dark-haired and brown-eyed. I’d been introduced to most of them in the village pub last night, but apart from Conn’s parents and Seamus, I wasn’t entirely sure who was who. I’d been distracted, hoping Fin, Blanche and Iris would get through the final preparations at their mum, Helen’s, house without someone losing their temper or getting upset. Until this had started, I had no idea weddings caused so much stress.


St Peter’s isn’t a big church. Simon and Iris reached the steps by the choir stalls. They were only a few feet away. It hadn’t been my idea to sit in the front pew. When I was told that was where the ushers would go, I’d been about to say I’d be fine at the back. Then I’d seen Helen’s expression and kept quiet. At least I had an excuse to sit at the far end of the polished wooden seat, where sturdy round pillars separated the middle of the church from the side aisles. So I wouldn’t block anyone’s view. I was definitely the tallest person at this wedding, and I probably had the widest shoulders.


Zan stood between me and Helen, grinning without a care in the world. A sylph can look like whoever they want to, but today Zan would stick to the appearance they had chosen when they first met me, Fin and Blanche. Introduced to everyone as Blanche’s boyfriend, he was six inches shorter than me, wiry with tanned skin, a shaven head and bright blue eyes. He had materialised when I arrived at the church with Conn and Seamus. Conn had said he looked like a model on the cover of some glossy magazine. GQ, he suggested with a grin, or should that be Green Man’s Quarterly? Like I say, the groom was perfectly relaxed.


We wore mid-grey suits. I’d said I’d be fine wearing the suit I already owned. Blanche asked what colour that was. When I said dark grey, she told me that would make me look like door staff at the reception. Iris said that didn’t matter as the men in the wedding party were going to be dressed the same. Fin gave me a look, and I’d kept my mouth shut after that.


Conn and Seamus had flown into Birmingham – by plane – where Simon and I had met them, three times in the last six months. Presumably Blanche came up with some excuse for her dad, to explain why Zan couldn’t join us. No one mentioned it, and I didn’t ask. We had lunch, which gave Simon and Conn a chance to get to know each other a bit better. I hadn’t needed to say much, which was fine by me. After lunch, we went to a gentlemen’s outfitters, which was a new experience for me. We weren’t having suits made to measure, just altered for the best fit. Even so, I reckoned the bill equalled the money I’d spent on every other bit of clothing I owned. Our ties had been made to match the bridesmaids’ frocks by the dressmaker in Norwich, where Fin and her sisters went on those same weekends.


Next to Zan, Helen was blinking as well as smiling. Her dress was flowery purple and yellow and she wore one of those fascinator things instead of a hat. I saw tears on her eyelashes as Fin and Blanche sorted out Iris’s veil. Blanche took Iris’s flowers, and as the service got started, Simon came to sit in the front pew with us. I saw him give Helen’s hand a reassuring squeeze. They might be divorced, but they stayed on good terms for their daughters’ sakes.


No one said anything when the vicar asked if anyone knew any reason why Conn and Iris couldn’t get lawfully married. They went on to the bit about taking each other to be husband and wife. Everyone in church was asked to promise to support them in their marriage. I’d never seen that on the telly, so I was glad I’d read the order of service yesterday evening, while everyone was practising where they needed to stand through the ceremony.


Then there was a prayer, a reading and a hymn. Now I was glad I was standing at the front. No one could see I wasn’t singing. I’ve never gone to church and my school assemblies weren’t religious. Everyone else here seemed to know the tune. Iris had sung in the choir when she was a teenager, and she came to the Sunday morning service if she visited her mum when it was St Peter’s turn to have one. Conn went to church in Ireland often enough for the nice lady vicar to approve them having their wedding here. That seemed to matter more than Conn being Catholic. The fact he was Irish wasn’t an issue.


Zan wasn’t singing either, and not just because he didn’t know the words. He’d enjoyed being charming as the guests arrived, but he was losing interest now. He hadn’t come to the rehearsal, and I saw his eyes widen as he glanced around and noticed the carving on the pillar above my head. These others were men and women going about their everyday lives when this church had been built, looking like illustrations in a medieval manuscript. One man netted a giant fish, a woman cut corn with a sickle, and someone in a pointed hat played a flute.


Zan’s hand moved. I knew what he had seen. Before the sylph could point and say something, I leaned close to warn him off under cover of the music.


‘Yes, it’s a green man,’ I said quietly. ‘I haven’t seen any sign he’s here today. Now, pay attention or Blanche will notice.’


The organ stopped playing. To my relief, Zan turned to watch Conn and Iris move on to the ‘for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health’ bit. Seamus took the wedding rings out of his waistcoat pocket and put them on the vicar’s prayer book. My mate Aled had made those from Welsh gold.


I realised I was rubbing my right forearm with my other hand. I stopped. I couldn’t feel any hint of stinging to warn me something nasty was around. Though it was a few years since a hostile hamadryad had slashed my arm. The intensity of that sensation had faded along with the scars.


I forced myself to concentrate on Iris, Conn and the vicar. I wanted to turn and look at that carving myself, but everyone would notice if I did. The Green Man has been part of my life since I was a kid growing up in Warwickshire. He turns up in my dreams, and occasionally in person, when he needs me to do something for him. Sometimes I catch a glimpse of emerald-green light in the eyes of a leafy, carved face in an old building. That tells me he’s nearby. This is because my mum is a dryad, a centuries-old tree spirit. Her blood means I see a whole lot more than most people believe exists. Creatures and people from folk tales and legends. Well, normally more than most people believe is out there. Easily half this congregation could see the supernatural. I hoped nothing turned up to startle the rest.


I’d never seen the Green Man around here. Fin’s family home, where Helen still lives, is deep in East Anglia’s Fenland. This village, Saw Edge St Peter, is short on trees in general, and there are no oaks at all. Did that mean the Green Man wouldn’t be able to warn me if something dreadful was about to happen? It was over a year since we’d last had to stop monsters causing mayhem in the everyday world. I wasn’t fool enough to think they wouldn’t turn up again.


The vicar declared Iris and Conn were now married, and they knelt down to be blessed. Simon, Helen and Conn’s parents went into the vestry with the two of them to sign the registers. The choir sang something pleasant. Fin came to sit beside me. That was nice. I could hold her hand, and Zan was Blanche’s responsibility.


Once the paperwork had been dealt with, everyone came back for more prayers. At least I knew the ‘Our Father who is in heaven’ one. After another hymn I didn’t know, the vicar blessed everyone and sent us off with a cheerful smile. Iris and Conn walked down the aisle while the organ played what the order of service said was the ‘Prince of Denmark’s March’. Fin followed, walking with Seamus. That meant Zan could walk with Blanche. We’d agreed that at the rehearsal. Sylphs can be unpredictable, and this was going to be a long day for Zan to pretend to be human.


I waited for Simon and Helen to go ahead of me. Then I let Conn’s mum and dad follow them from the other side of the aisle. They were a bit older than Fin’s parents as Conn is ten years or more older than Iris. His dad walked with a stick. That gave me time to sneak a quick look over my shoulder. The green man carved on this pillar is a comical one, sticking out its tongue. There wasn’t a hint of green in its eyes. Good.


Out in the churchyard, Fin’s cousin Will was organising the wedding pictures. He’s a professional photographer and he didn’t hang about. For one thing, the weather forecast this morning had included the possibility of unexpected thunderstorms and sudden downpours. For the moment, white clouds were passing quickly overhead, though the breeze had a chilly edge as it tugged at Iris’s veil. That nuisance quickly died away. I saw Zan grin and wondered if she had him to thank for that.


Maybe, maybe not. The Fenland has its own sylphs. They’re as inquisitive as Zan, and equally capable of masquerading as a human. I wouldn’t put it past one or two of them to try to join in the wedding. Only their eyes would give them away to somebody like me. When they blinked, I’d see solid icy blue, without white or pupil. If I was close enough to see it. That had been one good thing about me and Zan meeting people at the church door. I could be sure no one who wasn’t supposed to be there had sneaked into the ceremony. The reception would be a different matter.


‘Dan!’ Helen waved me over to join the family by the church gate.


I had to be in a couple of the big group photos, along with Zan. After that I followed everyone heading over the road to the pub. A marquee had been set up on the long lawn behind The Wheat Sheaf’s car park. Helen’s house is only a short walk, but it wasn’t big enough for the reception and Simon’s farm was too far away. Fin also said neutral territory should make sure a couple of relatives on both sides of her family behaved themselves. I didn’t ask. My family is me, my dad and my mum. That’s how it’s always been, and how it always will be, even now a handful of younger dryads are living in my mum’s wood.


‘That was a lovely service.’ Eleanor Beauchene crossed the road beside me. Apparently, meeting her a couple of times when we’d fought some otherworldly menace had been enough for Conn and Iris to invite her today.


‘Yes, very nice.’ I could still count the weddings I’d been to on both thumbs. Well, ones where I was a guest. Blithehurst House, where I work, is Eleanor’s ancestral stately home and the Beauchene family business. She’s my boss. These days people can get married there, and I help out with things like getting guests’ cars parked where they won’t be a nuisance. I don’t think that really counts.


People who’d been invited to the reception but not the church ceremony were arriving. I wondered if any of them weren’t who Conn and Iris were expecting. Since I couldn’t walk around to shake everyone’s hand and stare them in the eye, I just had to be ready for trouble. Maybe I should have insisted on wearing my darker-grey suit to look like a bouncer.


Neil Moryinson, The Wheat Sheaf’s landlord and long-standing friend of the Wicken family, welcomed everyone into the marquee. Waiting staff offered glasses of champagne. Tables with place settings, flower arrangements, bottles of wine and mineral water had been set up down both sides of the tent. Apart from the top table, where Iris and Conn would sit with their parents, the best man and the bridesmaids, there wasn’t a seating plan. Iris, Blanche and Fin had given up on that after a frustrating Saturday afternoon shifting name cards around Helen’s kitchen table while I sat and read a book.


People sorted themselves out easily enough. I sat with Eleanor and Zan close to the table with the wedding cake, where Fin had put the bride’s bouquet and the bridesmaid’s flowers. The sugar flowers cascading down the three white iced tiers were the exact same shade.


Will and his girlfriend, Witta, joined us. He tucked his camera bag underneath the white cloth covering the cake table. Witta’s floaty green dress had matching fancy gloves that reached to her elbows. They must have been specially made to hide the webbing between her fingers. A nereid can’t hide every trace of her true nature. Helen’s sisters, Sylvia and Stella, and Sylvia’s daughter, Laurel, came to sit with us. Laurel was holding hands with a man a bit younger than me who I didn’t know.


‘This is Jack,’ Laurel said brightly.


I offered him a handshake. ‘Dan Mackmain, Fin’s boyfriend.’


‘Good to meet you.’


As he accepted, I felt the tension in his arm. So I wasn’t the only person feeling out of place at this wedding. But he blinked and I saw his eyes were wholly human. That was okay, as long as the rest of us watched what we said.


‘I’m Zan.’ The sylph looked at Jack intently. ‘Tell us about yourself.’


‘Good to see you again,’ Will interrupted, standing up to offer Jack his hand. ‘So, Laurel, how’s life in the sugar trade?’


Laurel brought us up to date with the impact of increasingly frequent floods on East Anglia’s sugar beet harvests, followed by what was officially the warmest and driest spring in over a century, even if the last few days had seen torrential rain. Neil and his staff brought plates of buffet food to each table. Good. The wedding had been at one o’clock. I was ready for something to eat. Fin and I were staying at a hotel not far away, and I’d had a good breakfast, but we’d made an early start. Fin had to get to Helen’s house, where they were having their hair and make-up done. I’d gone to The Wheat Sheaf, where Neil let me sit in the empty bar with a pot of tea and my book.


It turned out that Jack worked in a lab in Bury St Edmunds, on the science side of the sugar business. Since he was as ordinary as he looked, we stuck to everyday conversation as we ate and drank. Eleanor has a few good stories about the bizarre ideas tourists can have about the history of a place like Blithehurst House.


‘Explaining a local squire’s role in the nineteenth century can be tricky. People hear “squire” and think it must have something to do with medieval knights. And thanks to Robin Hood, everyone seems to think a county sheriff’s job was chasing outlaws.’


Zan opened his mouth, but Will turned to me before the sylph could say anything. ‘How’s the wetland project getting on?’


‘Very well.’ I avoided looking at Zan as I explained to Fin’s aunts how we had removed the dangerous ruins of an old watermill at Blithehurst. Then we adapted the medieval millpond and the leats that brought water to it from the river to create a habitat for water birds and other wildlife. I didn’t explain that a wyrm, a serpent dragon, had trashed the mill while it was trying to kill me and Eleanor. She can see things like that thanks to a dryad ancestor in her family tree.


‘You’ll have to come and see what you make of it.’ Zan’s blue eyes shone with mischief as he looked at Will. ‘I imagine swans will love it.’


Before anyone could find an answer to that, Jack spoke to the sylph. ‘Do you work there as well? At Blithehurst?’


‘No.’ Zan grinned, enjoying seeing the rest of us wondering what he was going to say next. ‘I… consult. On climate change, weather patterns, things like that.’


‘Oh, you’re a meteorologist, like Iris?’ Jack glanced at the bride and groom. They were turned away from each other at the moment, talking to their parents on either side. Their hands rested on the table with their fingers interlaced.


‘That’s how you met Blanche, isn’t it?’ Will didn’t let Zan answer before he carried on talking to Jack. ‘You know they’re freshwater ecologists, her and Fin? They run their own business.’


‘I hear they’ve been working on rewilding projects,’ Witta said to me. ‘What have they got on next?’


‘We’ll be working on something together. A couple who’ve bought a bankrupt farm in the Mendips want to turn it into mixed woodland and a wildlife refuge. Fin and Blanche will be looking at the drainage and finding the best sites for new ponds, or reinstating old ones if they can find any traces. I’ll be assessing the trees already there, to see what needs felling and clearing. Then we’ll discuss where to plant new saplings and where we’ll leave the land alone to regenerate naturally. Fin and I are going over to Somerset tomorrow for a week’s holiday, to get a feel for the area before we start.’


We’d also be looking for any naiads or dryads who lived nearby. Rewilding schemes go a lot better if the local wood and water spirits are cooperating. Piss them off and you might as well pile up your money and set it on fire. I’d already asked Zan to take a quick look, but he hadn’t found anyone supernatural there. That didn’t mean someone living in a nearby thicket or river wouldn’t have strong opinions on what we were doing.


‘That doesn’t interfere with your day job?’ Jack glanced from me to Eleanor.


She smiled. ‘He can spare the time, and I’ll send my invoice on behalf of the Blithehurst Trust.’


A waiter appeared at my shoulder with a tray of fresh glasses of champagne. The ringing as a knife tapped a wine glass silenced conversations around the marquee.


Simon stood up. ‘First of all, thank you, everyone, for coming to share this very special day with us. I’m delighted to welcome Conn’s family, who’ve made the journey to be here.’


He raised his glass briefly to Conn’s parents, who smiled back. Simon kept his speech short and sweet. He and Helen were proud of Iris and of everything she had achieved. They were thrilled their daughter had found a husband who loved her as much as they did. He thanked a long list of people involved in everything, including but not limited to the dresses, the flowers and the wedding cake. Then he invited everyone to raise their glasses to the happy couple.


As everyone sipped champagne and echoed the toast, Conn got to his feet. He thanked Simon and Helen and his own parents for everything they had done, not only for their help with the wedding. He talked a bit about how he and Iris had met. It turned out his software business had won the contract to design a new system for the commercial weather forecasting company where she worked.


‘I’d been wondering how they got together,’ Fin’s aunt Sylvia murmured to Stella.


‘I wonder when we’ll get the full story,’ Stella said under her breath.


What she meant was, how had the happy couple discovered they were both shapeshifters? I looked at the other end of the table. I didn’t think Jack had heard what Stella had said. If he had, hopefully he wouldn’t think anything of it.


‘I’d like to thank Finele and Blanche for their help with the preparations for today,’ Conn said sincerely. ‘And for being such good sisters to Iris and to me, even before we made that official just now.’


I wondered what he meant. Over a year ago, Conn and Iris had split up for several months. Iris and Fin had fallen out over that and ended up not speaking to each other. Blanche had sorted it out somehow. I didn’t get involved.


Conn had moved on. ‘It’s my pleasure to propose the toast to the bridesmaids.ʼ He turned to Blanche and Fin. ‘To the ushers.ʼ He nodded towards me and Zan, which meant everyone looked our way. I could have done without that. ‘And to my best man, Seamus. Thank you on behalf of myself and my wife.ʼ


Everyone raised their glasses, though no one was entirely sure what to say. Most people settled for ‘cheers’ or ‘thank you’. I think a lot of Conn’s family said something in Irish. I was more concerned with grabbing Zan’s thigh under the table, so he couldn’t stand up.


‘We don’t have to answer him. Remember what Blanche said.’


The sylph’s eyes glittered solid blue with irritation. He leaned back in his chair with a sulky expression and folded his arms. I don’t think anyone noticed. Everybody was watching Seamus sort through some cards he’d taken out of a pocket. He looked up and cleared his throat.


‘I don’t mind saying, a few of us were wondering if our big brother was ever going to give us a day out.’


Sylvia stiffened. Stella looked worried. I don’t know why. Seamus’s speech was perfectly fine. He told a few stories about what a good role model Conn had been as the eldest, always looking after his brothers and sisters and cousins growing up. He said how glad they were that Conn was putting himself first now, and wished him and Iris a long life and happiness together. He added something in Irish. ‘Gob fliuch agus bás in Éirinn.’


His family laughed while everyone else looked politely confused. Seamus raised his glass to drink the last of his champagne. Everyone else made the toast in whatever language they chose.


‘And now,’ Seamus said with a very relieved smile, ‘the bride and groom will cut the cake.’


‘Excuse me.’ Will got up and fetched his camera bag.


‘No speech from the chief bridesmaid?’ Stella asked me with a grin. ‘Or couldn’t they agree if Fin or Blanche was in charge?’


‘None of those girls having their say has to be some sort of first. Oh, thank you.’ Sylvia held up her glass as a waitress offered her more champagne.


That saved me from having to find an answer. It probably wouldn’t be tactful to tell them Fin and her sisters had agreed the interminable speeches at the last family wedding had been excruciating.


‘No thanks, I’m fine.’ I held my hand over my own glass when the waitress tilted the bottle towards me with a questioning glance. I was watching how much I drank, mostly sticking to mineral water. I needed to be fit to drive later on. Sooner rather than later, with any luck. I wasn’t not having a good time, but I would be glad when this wedding was over. As long as nothing went wrong.






  




  Chapter Two


Will quickly took several photos of Iris and Conn as they stood poised to cut their cake. People cheered and clapped as the newly-weds sank the long silver knife into the bottom tier for real. Then they stepped back and Neil’s wife, Kate, came up to cut the cake into manageable pieces.


Apparently, that was the signal to start mingling. Conn, Seamus and their dad walked over to talk to some relatives on the other side of the marquee. Stella and Sylvia joined Conn’s mum and Helen at the top table. Zan headed straight for Blanche. Fin was already surrounded by cousins and old friends who lived around here. Laurel and Witta joined them, laughing and smiling.


‘Are you okay?’ Eleanor asked quietly.


‘Me? I’m fine.’ That was mostly true. Eleanor would know if I was fibbing. That’s a big plus of dryad blood, along with a few other things that can come in useful. On the other hand, it means I am a crap liar. Uncanny gifts always come with a cost, like the fairy tales say.


I heard clinking crockery and saw Neil’s team putting cups and saucers and Thermos jugs on the table by the marquee’s entrance, together with milk and sugar.


‘Can I get you anything?’ I asked Eleanor. ‘Tea or coffee?’


‘I’m fine, but you go ahead.’


‘Okay.’ I didn’t need telling twice.


I got myself a cup of coffee. This wasn’t a day for tea. I saw a couple of groups of male wedding guests heading across the car park towards the pub. Then I heard something I wasn’t expecting: Scottish voices. A couple I didn’t know were talking to Blanche. He was a tall, amiable-looking bloke with sandy-brown hair. He looked like someone who’d nod hello in a pub, happy to have a chat or to let you drink your pint in peace if that’s what you wanted. She was a confident, cheerful redhead, laughing at something Blanche had just said.


I waited, tense, until they walked away to talk to somebody else. I moved fast and intercepted Blanche before she could disappear. ‘Who’s he? Them? Is he – are they? You know what I mean.’


Zan might be able to tell, but he was nowhere to be seen. 


Blanche thought this was hilarious. ‘Dave and Wendy Elrick? They’ve been friends with Iris for years. Honestly, Dan, relax. Not every Scotsman’s a cunning man.’


At least she lowered her voice so no one nearby wondered what on earth we were talking about. I wanted to ask if she was absolutely sure about that, but Blanche spoke first.


‘Okay? Can I go now? Zan’s about to have a game of darts with one of Conn’s cousins. I think I should be there.’


I couldn’t disagree with that. ‘Right.’ 


I walked out of the marquee with Blanche. She headed for the pub and I went the other way. Circling around to the back of the big tent, I walked across the empty grass towards a wire fence. Houses on both sides of the field showed how the village had spread out from the crossroads where the pub faced St Peter’s. Some sort of tavern had been on this site for as long as the church had been over the road. The village green was on the southern side of the crossroads, overlooked by the big house that belonged to the richest local landowner. These days, Neil managed that as bed and breakfast rooms for the pub, by agreement with the last of the Kelley family. That’s where Conn and his family were staying.


At the end of the field, a narrow stretch of fen had been left to drain the farmland. The narrow channel joined the ditches dug centuries before to defend an ancient hillfort close to Helen’s house. On the other side of the wire fence, spindly birch trees and low tangles of blackthorn edged the fen. Beyond them, tall, feathery sedges stirred, marking the edge of the water. The breeze had got up again, but at least it wasn’t raining. The weather had been all over the place for the past month. A couple of days ago, Fin and Blanche had checked that Neil had heaters for the marquee in case today turned really cold. I looked up at the sky and wondered if keeping the rain clouds away was Zan’s gift to Iris and Conn.


I drank my coffee and enjoyed not being surrounded by people, just for a bit. Then a cup and saucer rattled behind me. I turned to see Will coming my way with a plate in his other hand.


‘Cake? I saw you hadn’t had any.’


‘Thanks.’ I took one of the slices. Dense, rich fruit cake. Very traditional and very good.


Will took a moment to work out how to balance the plate on his coffee cup to pick up his own cake. ‘There are times when I think I should take up smoking.’


‘Sorry?’ That made no sense to me.


‘Needing a ciggie is still a cast-iron excuse for stepping outside for a few minutes’ peace and quiet.’ He heaved a sigh and took a big bite of cake. ‘Specifically, to avoid another of Uncle Simon’s elderly relatives asking me about Zan. Like where is he from?’


Will’s tone told me that wasn’t so much a loaded question as one that had been cocked and aimed. ‘What are you saying?’


‘That he’s from Dorset. So they say, “Yes, but where’s he really from?”’ Will grimaced. ‘Most of them probably don’t mean anything by it, but a couple definitely do.’


‘Let’s hope Blanche doesn’t overhear them, or Zan.’ It was a safe bet the sylph spent enough time around humans to know what those questions really meant. He’d enjoy tying whoever was asking in verbal knots, as they tried to avoid saying anything outright racist. No one else would find that amusing though.


‘When Simon’s uncle Colin said, “Well at least her date was a man”…’ Will shook his head. ‘I decided it was time for a bit of fresh air.’


‘That sounds fair.’ Perhaps I should go and find Zan. After I’d eaten my cake.


‘Have the olds been dropping hints to you?’ Will asked around another mouthful. ‘About you and Fin getting married?’


‘Not to me.’ My height and build generally stops people asking me personal questions. My mate Aled says when someone irritates me, I look like I’m deciding which of their arms or legs to rip off, to club them with the soggy end. I don’t necessarily have a problem with that, if it stops people being nosy.


‘How are you two getting on with house-hunting?’ Will wanted to know.


‘Still looking for the right place.’ Trying to sound casual, I hoped he’d take the hint I didn’t particularly want to discuss it.


Fin and I had been talking about moving in together for more than a year now. We’d agreed to find somewhere near Blithehurst. Fin can work from anywhere, but my job isn’t one I can do from home. We’d seen nice enough houses which we could afford within reasonable driving distance. They were in towns though, or much bigger villages than this one. Neither of us was keen on that. I’d grown up in a little old house out on its own in the countryside. These days, I lived in a cottage in the Blithehurst woods, well away from the manor. I wasn’t looking forward to having neighbours.


Human neighbours, that is. We’d both be happy to put a bit of distance between us and the dryads in Blithehurst’s woods as well. They seemed to think they could run my life, with or without the Green Man’s permission. Frai, the eldest, who’d lived there since the Norman Conquest, said he hadn’t called on me for months, so I might as well make myself useful. I’d been up and down the country telling solitary dryads living in remnants of wild wood about each other. They started giving me oak saplings to take from one wood to another, and younger dryads began appearing.


Anyway, finding the right house was nowhere near our biggest problem. Fin and Blanche ran their business from a flat they shared near Bristol. Working together and living in different places would be doable with modern technology, but they had a joint mortgage.


Blanche didn’t particularly want to sell up. She had friends in the area, and she’d have to move away to find a place she could afford on her own. She’d be downsizing while Fin and I would be trading up, buying somewhere as a couple. Blanche had said she’d consider getting a roommate, but that wouldn’t be straightforward as long as she and Zan were a couple. We’d put off trying to find a solution while everyone had been focused on the wedding. Now, though…


Will finished his cake and tucked the plate under his saucer. ‘Can I ask you something?’


I shrugged. ‘If you like.’


‘When you were born—ʼ He stopped to drink his coffee.


I waited. After a long pause, Will started talking fast.


‘The thing is, Iris and Conn, you and Fin, let’s say you want to start a family. That won’t be a problem. Even Blanche – she wouldn’t have to tell anyone outside the family about Zan. Unmarried mothers are no big deal. She’s got a national health number, national insurance, doctor’s notes since she was a kid. But Witta hasn’t got any of that, and if two people aren’t married, only the mother can register a birth. I was wondering how your parents managed. Do you know if the hospital and the registry office checked that your mum was who she said she was, when you were born?’


‘No clue.’ I hadn’t expected him to ask anything like this. ‘Sorry. Besides, as far as anyone knew, my parents were married. My dad sorted the paperwork for me.’


I’d seen their marriage certificate, though I had no idea how Dad had got hold of that, thirty-five years ago. He’s completely human, so he has no problem deceiving people when he has a really good reason.


‘Paperwork. Right,’ Will said unhappily. ‘That must have made things easier. Everything’s on computers now.’


‘The wise women might be able to help,’ I said cautiously.


Some ordinary people still have dealings with the supernatural. If you’re stretching ‘ordinary’ as far as it can go without snapping. A few hundred years ago, these wise women would have been called witches. Nowadays, a good many of them work in jobs where they’ll see early signs of something uncanny about to hit the mundane. Hospitals, local government, civilian administration for the police, things like that. They shut trouble down hard and fast.


‘They’d want something major in return for a favour like that.’ Will sounded dubious.


I didn’t blame him. The wise women would drive a hard bargain. They had centuries of experience making deals with arcane powers passed down by their foremothers. They’d also learned from the mistakes of people killed by a monster spotting a loophole in an agreement.


‘I can ask my dad,’ I offered.


‘Thanks.’ Will managed an unconvincing smile.


I had no idea how a hospital would check any answers Witta might give them. She could hardly tell them her mother was a river spirit, a naiad, and her father was a merman living somewhere out in the North Sea. A naiad can masquerade as a human, as successfully as my dryad mum. With mermen, though, or tritons as they prefer to be called, what you see is what you get. What you get is downright scary, twice the size of an average human, and green-skinned with thick, scaly tails. Will wouldn’t be making wedding plans including his in-laws any time soon.


Since I couldn’t think what else to say to him, I found my phone and checked the time. Still plenty of time before the bride and groom had to leave for their hotel near Heathrow, to catch a morning flight to Croatia for a fortnight. Bugger.


‘We’d better get back. Here, let me take that.’ Will stacked my coffee cup and his own on top of the cake plate.


‘Thanks.’ We walked around to the front of the marquee. I looked for Fin as we went inside. She was talking to Seamus and one of his cousins or brothers. I tried to look friendly as I approached. That could change if needs be. I could see Fin’s fixed smile wasn’t reaching her eyes.


‘Daniel!’ Declan or Dermot or whatever he was called grinned and slapped me on the shoulder. ‘Don’t you agree there should be dancing at a wedding?’


He didn’t wait for me to answer. ‘There’s no piano in that pub, if you can believe it, but there’s one in the big house. How about we get some lads together, go over and move some furniture? The lounge room’s a fair size. We can keep this party going after Conn and Iris have gone on their way.’


I saw Seamus wasn’t any keener on this plan than Fin, but he didn’t know how to shut it down. I also saw both Irishmen had ditched their ties and unbuttoned their collars. The silver chains meant they were swan shifters. That made things easier.


‘You’d better ask the hob who lives there.’


‘The what now?’ Dermot or Declan blinked.


‘There’s a hob living in that house. A brownie, a pixie. Something like a boggart, but nicer. I don’t know what you call them in Ireland.’ I took off my own tie and undid my shirt’s top button. That felt better. ‘She’s lived there for decades. Centuries, probably.’


Fin and I had met the ancient earth spirit who lived in the old Kelley house. She found bed and breakfast visitors entertaining, and liked to watch them unseen. That guaranteed we’d never stay there.


‘Are you joking me?’ Declan or Dermot narrowed his eyes with a half-smile.


‘No.’ I knew he would hear I was telling the truth.


Seamus nodded, looking relieved. ‘Iris said we might catch a glimpse, but she hasn’t shown herself so far.’


I rolled up my tie and stuck it in a pocket. ‘I don’t think she’ll like the idea of you moving furniture about. You don’t want to get on her wrong side, trust me.’


‘Have you ever had dealings with a hob? Do you know the trouble they can cause when they’re annoyed?’ Fin shook her head. ‘Milk curdles in the fridge. Bottles and jars shatter in cupboards.’


‘The sink backs up and the loos won’t flush,’ I added. ‘That’s just to begin with.’


‘Your phones won’t charge and you won’t get a signal,’ Fin went on. ‘They keep right up to date with modern technology.’


Dryads and naiads can cause the same sort of havoc, and so can sylphs. I wondered where Zan had got to. I didn’t want him hearing this conversation. He’d love the idea of dancing until dawn, and Blanche had suggested an evening do at the wedding. Iris and Fin had outvoted her.


Declan or Dermot’s smile faded. ‘Best not upset the auld girl.’


‘Never mind.’ Seamus clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Conn said we’ll have a ceilidh when they visit after their honeymoon.’


‘He did, didn’t he?’ Declan or Dermot’s face brightened. ‘You should come over too,’ he urged me and Fin. ‘You’ll be very welcome.’


‘I’m sure.’ Now her smile was a lot more friendly. ‘We’ll check our diaries.’


Seamus could take a hint. ‘Come on, Donal. Let’s see where Aoife’s got to.’


As he steered his cousin away, I saw Neil’s staff clearing the tables. Kate and Blanche were giving flower arrangements to the older female guests to take home. Zan was talking to Conn and two of his sisters. I could see the sylph was being charming. Conn looked amused. Iris was sitting down not far away, laughing and chatting to Eleanor. The chances of getting through this day without major drama were looking good.


The tables by the marquee entrance weren’t being cleared just yet. ‘I’m getting another coffee. Is there anything you want?’ I asked Fin.


‘I want,’ she said tightly, ‘to get out of this dress and out of these shoes, and to not have the same conversation for the twentieth time with people I see once every eighteen months.’


I put my arm around her shoulders. She leaned against me for about thirty seconds, closing her eyes. Then she took a deep breath and stood up straight again. ‘What’s the time?’


I took out my phone and showed her the screen.


Fin nodded. ‘Let’s see if Iris is ready to get changed.’


As we walked over, I caught the end of what Eleanor was saying.


‘She can see them, no question, but thankfully she’s still a toddler. Of course, they’re delighted.’


She was talking about the dryads at Blithehurst. Since Eleanor’s the only one of her generation who can see the things that might go bump in the night, Frai and Asca had been thrilled when her little niece had noticed them hanging around a family picnic. The dryads had also decided that the little girl needed company. They didn’t give a toss about me and Fin getting married, but their hints about us having a baby were as subtle as a two-by-four to the back of the head. They were going to be disappointed. Fin was on the pill. That was another good reason for me to move out of the cottage in the woods before I said something we’d live to regret.


Iris looked up as Fin and I came over. ‘Shall we?’


Fin looked relieved. ‘If you’re ready.’


‘Oh yes. It’s been a lovely day, but I’m about done.’ Iris leaned over to give Eleanor a quick hug. ‘We’ll see you when we get back.’


As I watched them go and collect Blanche, I sat on the chair Iris had left.


‘I heard from the museum people before I left this morning,’ Eleanor said quietly. ‘They hope everything should be sorted out by the end of next month.’


‘That’s good news.’


It really was. We’d both been sworn to secrecy about the stash of apparently Saxon gold which had turned up in Blithehurst’s woods. Fin was the only other person who knew about it. The county archaeologists were worried about treasure hunters prowling the estate with metal detectors and stealing whatever they found. Eleanor and I knew any thieves wouldn’t find more gold, but they’d get a whole lot more than they expected once they met the dryads and the black shuck who lives in those woods. We didn’t need that sort of trouble.


As the landowners, the Beauchene family’s share of the hoard’s value would make a useful contribution to the business’s financial reserves in these increasingly tough times. The manor house’s visitor numbers, and what people spend in the cafes, the gift shop and the garden centre, prove the cost of living crisis is nowhere near over. Eleanor would never say so, but I knew she’d be glad to add the cottage in the woods to Blithehurst’s holiday lets as well.
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