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            WARNING: CAKE ADVISORY
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        Your free recipe collection awaits!

      

      
        
        I have been told that all my books should come with cake advisories, as copious quantities of baked goods and lashings of tea are consumed within these pages, and the resulting cake cravings are real.

      

        

      
        I apologise for that, but I can’t reduce the amount of cake consumed. Such things are completely necessary for the satisfactory resolution of every decent investigation.

      

        

      
        Instead, I felt that I should offer up some recipes that would fit the requirements of the modern investigative dragon, so that you can be suitably prepared.

      

        

      
        Your free recipe collection is waiting - grab it via the link at the back of this book!

      

        

      
        Happy baking!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Dad.

        One last one for the road.
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      Mortimer hesitated on the small ledge outside the workshop cavern, the sun hot on his wings. He had been planning to tinker with the new dragon scale phone cases, in the hope that he could tweak the anti-loss charms and make them usable. Currently there was no chance of losing the cases, as the instant anyone touched them, they turned into highly determined limpets. He was still missing scales from his chest where one had attached itself.

      However, he wasn’t sure it was going to be a day for phone cases. Despite the fact that the workshop was at the opposite end of a tunnel that dog-legged back into the mount, he could clearly hear the crashes of someone being very enthusiastic with their tools. He considered coming back later, but he’d already tried that twice today, so he padded warily down the tunnel and paused on the threshold of the little cavern. The floor was as scrupulously clean-swept as always, and the light from the hole bored into the rocky roof refracted through a prism just as it should, glittering on the piles of unused dragon scales and dulling the light of the fires in their braziers. The baskets of toys and baubles were neatly stacked on one bench, and at another, surrounded by shattered scales and softly luminous dust, a red-toned dragon was hammering away at something, her wings trembling with every strike.

      “Ridiculous”— tap tap— “imbecilic”—tap TAP tap—“disgrace to the word dragon”—TAP—“sheep-loving”—CRASH—“oh, ghasts take you!” Amelia hurled a broken scale at the discards basket in the corner, where it skidded off the edge and clattered to the floor, already losing its sheen. “Useless!”

      Mortimer wasn’t sure if she was talking about the scale, her tools, or the design she was working on, but he didn’t fancy surprising her. That seemed a sure route to a singed snout or a pair of pliers to the head, possibly both. So he coughed delicately, poised to flee back up the tunnel if it seemed prudent.

      “What?” Amelia demanded, spinning to face him with a hammer in one paw and her snout flushed an unsettling maroon. “Oh. Morning, Mortimer.”

      “Afternoon.” He eyed the hammer. “Everything alright?”

      “Of course.” Her voice went up an octave. “Just a tricky design, is all.”

      “Right.” He scratched his chin with a forepaw, looking at the broken and charred scales cluttering up the discard basket. They were smouldering slightly. “Perhaps a small break …?”

      “A break? We need baubles. I’m making baubles.” She picked up a scale and glared at it, as if daring it to be uncooperative. “Not that anyone else is helping.”

      “Ye-es. But we don’t need them right now. We’re already ahead.”

      “We want to be ahead. Christmas shopping starts early, and we completely sell out every year.”

      “That’s good, though. We don’t want a surplus. Best to keep them wanting more, right?”

      She squinted at him. “Don’t humour me.”

      “Right. Of course. Only …” He glanced at the discard basket again. The trail of smoke rising from it was intensifying. “You seem to have gone through half a basket of good scales and the workshop’s about to catch fire.”

      For one moment he thought he was going to be the one on fire, then she sighed. “Ugh. I know. I know.”

      “We don’t want to end up having to use Walter’s scales or something.”

      “Ew. No.”

      All dragons shed, old scales slipping away naturally due to wear and tear, to be replaced by soft new ones. Baby dragons shed like kittens, scattering delicate little scales everywhere as they grew, but they weren’t strong enough to be useful. Older dragons’ scales, though, were tough and pliable and perfect for working with, and all the Cloverly dragons were encouraged to donate their cast-offs to the workshop. Mortimer donated more than his fair share due to stress-shedding, and was only rivalled by Lord Walter, who was so old that his scales seemed to have forgotten how to stay attached. Every time Mortimer passed him, it seemed, the old dragon would shove a pawful of scales at him, but they had proven impossible to work with. They resisted any attempt to be polished or shaped, remaining stubbornly dull and resolutely inflexible.

      Now Mortimer wrinkled his snout and said, “I keep thinking that anything I make with his scales will turn around and bite someone. Me, probably.”

      Amelia snorted and put the scale down. “It wouldn’t surprise me.”

      They were both silent for a moment, then Mortimer said, “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” Amelia said, brushing dust off her bench without looking at him.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.”

      Mortimer considered the wisdom of retreating with his snout un-singed. It was tempting, but Amelia’s mood seemed to have been deteriorating steadily over the past few days, and at this rate they’d have no scales for the Christmas baubles at all. So he said carefully, “This isn’t your normal … work standard.” She gave him a fierce look and he added quickly, “I just mean you make really good baubles. And this …” He waved at the smoking basket. “Well, isn’t usual.”

      Amelia picked up a different scale, ticking one talon off it. “I s’pose. Are you sure we’ve not got Walter’s scales mixed up with the good ones?”

      “No,” Mortimer said. “I’ve got a special basket for his.” Baskets, actually. He didn’t want to just throw the scales away, in case the old dragon found out, so he had a steadily growing collection of baskets filled with worn, dull, and pocked cast-offs in the back of his personal cavern. At this rate he’d be sleeping on a bed of them within the year. “Maybe take a break,” he suggested again.

      Amelia shrugged, a stiff little movement, then spoke without looking at him. “Have you seen Gilbert?”

      “Gilbert? No. Why?”

      “Oh, it’s probably nothing. We fell out.”

      “Oh dear.” Mortimer had heard Lydia, one of the older dragons, describe the fights between Amelia and her little brother as the sort of things humans would have written stories about in the old days. “What happened?”

      “Oh, nothing really. He was just being Gilbert.” She glanced at Mortimer. “You know, complaining that since we couldn’t go near the village there was no one to watch over the hedgehogs and so on. Apparently autumn’s even worse than summer for them, and he wanted to get ahead of the bonfires or some such rubbish.”

      “That does sound like Gilbert,” Mortimer said. The young dragon had made somewhat of a name for himself among the Cloverlies by being the first dragon to embrace vegetarianism. That, and the fact that he had some issues with flying. “He wasn’t going to try and get to the village or something, was he?” The village being Toot Hansell, where the dragons had, over the last few years, broken centuries of isolation by befriending the ladies of the Toot Hansell Women’s Institute. It was a friendship characterised by tea, cake, the burgeoning bauble trade, and a surprising number of criminal investigations, which always made Mortimer feel a little queasy. But Toot Hansell was currently not the welcoming place it had been, due to a sudden influx of journalists who were far too interested in the possibility of dragons. Mortimer hadn’t even had a scone in months. Well, weeks. But weeks without scones felt like months.

      “I don’t think he’d go there,” Amelia said. “I mean, he’s an idiot, but he’s not silly.”

      Mortimer wasn’t quite sure he understood the difference, but he said, “Of course not. He’ll be around.”

      Amelia made an unconvinced sound. “I thought that too, but I haven’t seen him.”

      Mortimer looked at the tight lines of her shoulders and felt a coil of unease in his belly. “For how long?”

      “A week.”

      “A week? Amelia, that’s ages! He’s never been away that long, has he?”

      “No,” she admitted. “But he’ll be fine. He has to be fine.”

      “He hasn’t been back at all?”

      “I’m his sister, not his bloody keeper.” She glared at him, then her shoulders slumped and she scratched her chin with the hammer. “He’s just got the hump. He’s probably off rescuing bloody hamsters somewhere.”

      Mortimer examined the younger dragon. The maroon had faded, leaving uneasy grey tinges around her snout, and he said quietly, “How bad was the fight?”

      She hesitated, then put the hammer back on the bench and looked at her forepaws resting on the hard stone next to it. “I might’ve told him that I was going to stuff his roast pumpkin with mice unless he started acting like a real dragon.”

      “Ah,” Mortimer said, realising it wasn’t a euphemism but rather an insult to the young dragon’s vegetarian stance. “Quite a bad fight, then.”

      “You know how silly he is! Bloody Rockford and his lot were trying to push him off a ledge to make him fly – or to watch him do that silly fall-glide thing he does – and he was getting all upset, of course, because he hates even trying to fly, so I stopped them, but … but they’re right, you know? And they’re never going to stop. So I just said he needed to at least pretend to be a proper dragon so they’d leave him alone, and he—” She stopped and took a breath. “Anyway. I haven’t seen him since.”

      Mortimer nodded, then said, “Shall I go and ask around? See if the sprites have seen him? The dryads?”

      Amelia looked at him, and he braced himself for her to tell him in no uncertain terms that his help was not required when it came to her family. Instead she said, “I’ve checked all his favourite spots. No one’s seen him.”

      “No one?”

      “Is there an echo?” she snapped, then added, “Sorry. I mean, no. No one at all. He’s just gone, and I can’t even find a scent beyond his favourite pond.”

      Mortimer blinked. “I mean, he has flown. In an emergency. That could explain not finding a scent.”

      “Then where did he fly to?” Her voice was quiet. “There’re journalists in the village, Mortimer. Monster hunters, not to put too fine a point on it. And Gilbert’s disappeared. Where’s my brother?”

      And Mortimer, staring back at her, didn’t have an answer.
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        * * *

      

      Mortimer made sure nothing was about to catch fire before he left the workshop, and persuaded Amelia that she should at least go and eat a rabbit before she did any more work. She became a little upset over that and admitted that she’d been feeding the unofficial menagerie of orphaned or injured animals Gilbert maintained in his cavern, and that the smallest rabbit had fallen asleep on her shoulder two nights ago and she hadn’t been able to eat anything but fish ever since.

      “And I don’t even like fish,” she complained. “The scales get stuck in my teeth.” She took a deep breath and stared at Mortimer. “I actually thought about having a pumpkin. Am I … am I becoming a vegetarian?”

      Mortimer had reassured her as well as he could, which wasn’t very, as he’d been having some trouble eating rabbits himself since spending more time with Gilbert. Then he’d left before she could say anything else about pumpkins. He’d eaten two yesterday and was worried he might be starting to get a taste for them. Rockford would love that, if he found out about it.

      Now he hesitated on the ledge outside, watching the tarn below being rippled by the wind, and the trees shifting colour as a light breeze turned their leaves, like a hand brushing a cat’s fur in the wrong direction. There wasn’t much wilderness left these days, but pockets of it clung on, and there was plenty of it left for a young dragon determined not to be found. He watched for a moment longer, not sure what he was looking for – Gilbert to surface in the tarn, perhaps, or to come trotting out of the trees.

      But he didn’t, so Mortimer launched himself off the ledge, catching the air in the curves of his wings and sweeping up the cliff, keeping his body close to the rock and his scales a dull grey, just in case anyone was looking. Not that there should be anyone out here. It wasn’t that the land around them was particularly brutal or the vegetation unusually impassable, but the mount was wound about with a mesh of cloaking charms, runes pressed into trees and carved into stone, old magic that encouraged strangers to be elsewhere. They were subtle but irresistible, and made any humans rambling through the networks of footpaths and bridleways that spread across the country like spiderwebs find themselves absently turning onto different routes. So no one should be here to see him, especially as the dragons had reinforced their protections since the appearance of the journalists. But Mortimer still wasn’t entirely sure how well their defences might work against people like them, humans who so desperately wanted to see something. People like that were dangerous.

      So he kept close to the mount as he swept up to its crown, landing on one of the craggy, variegated ledges that offered lookout points in every direction. Beyond the woodlands surrounding them, as the land flattened, the fields were patchwork green framed with the crooked stitching of drystone walls, and Toot Hansell was visible as a jumble of buildings lassoed by the glittering thread of the rivers. Mortimer sat there with the sun warm and un-English on his scales, thinking longingly of Miriam and scones, and sighed.

      “That doesn’t sound good, lad,” someone said, and he yelped, looking around the choppy ledges of the mount.

      “Hello?” he managed. “Beaufort?”

      “Down here, lad.”

      Mortimer padded across to the edge of the highest crag and peered over dubiously. Beaufort Scales, High Lord of the Cloverly dragons, who had seen his predecessor murdered by that sneaky Saint George while she snoozed in her favourite bramble berry patch, who had ushered his clan through the retreat of magic from the increasingly human world, who had hidden them in far places and protected them from the greedy and the scared, who had watched villages become cities and cities expand to swallow the land, who had witnessed the endless spread of humanity as it crushed the magical and natural worlds in its path, who had survived countless battles and pointless wars and who bore the scars of them all, who had seen the worst of the humans and yet still somehow counted them friends, was clinging to the sheer rock face, wings pressed to the cliff and his talons embedded in the stone like a particularly large and glamorous green gecko.

      The High Lord grinned. “Afternoon, lad.”

      “Afternoon,” Mortimer said, then when Beaufort made no move to join him, added, “What are you doing?” He tried to sound mildly curious rather than bewildered, but he wasn’t sure it worked.

      “Hide’n’seek.”

      “Hide’n’seek?”

      “Yes. Walter is currently seeking me, but I think I’m winning.”

      Mortimer nodded, thought about it for a moment, then said, “Does he know you’re playing hide’n’seek?”

      “Probably not. But he’s been telling me – repeatedly – about how we need to take the fight to the enemy, which apparently means the journalists. Or the government. Or farmers. Or Rose’s current boyfriend. Or whoever took the last gas bottle. It depends on the day, really.”

      “We’re out of gas bottles?”

      “Yes. But it’s summer. By the time it gets cold enough that we need them, things will be back to normal. Humans don’t have long attention spans, really. We just need to wait them out.”

      Mortimer sighed, wishing he shared Beaufort’s optimism, and said, “I hope you’re right. It feels like I should never have started the whole gas bottle thing in the first place.” The gas bottles were to run the barbecues that the clan had adopted as beds, and which they bought using the proceeds of the bauble sales. Or, rather, that Miriam of the Women’s Institute bought for them, as dragons might be very good at passing unnoticed by humans, but Mortimer was still quite sure that wandering into the nearest shop and asking for a gas bottle might give them away somewhat. But the barbecues warmed the bones of old dragons and heated the eggs of the unhatched, and rather than spending all day collecting wood for fires, the Cloverlies were now free to do things like get involved in human investigations, attract the attention of cryptid journalists, and discover vegetarianism and animal rights. Mortimer really wasn’t sure free time was good for dragons, and especially not for old High Lords who insisted on being interested in everything.

      Beaufort watched him, age edging his golden eyes with deeper burnt amber, then he heaved himself up onto the ledge, his claws scraping dust from the stone as he climbed. He sat down next to Mortimer and said, “What’s up, lad?”

      “Everything. The journalists, and us not being able to go to the village, and we were safe before, but now …” Mortimer waved a paw wildly at the woods and the fields in the distance. “Monster hunters!”

      Beaufort hmmed. “I rather think monster hunters were inevitable. We couldn’t escape them forever.”

      Mortimer gave him a horrified look. “Then why did you ever let me start this? We should’ve stayed away from humans!”

      “And what fun would that have been? There are always risks to moving forward, Mortimer. But one can’t remain stuck in one place just because of what-ifs. That way lies stagnation, and we’ve been there before. It’s not a good place to linger.”

      “But look at us now! It’s worse than it was before, when we didn’t even know about the W.I., and markets, and barbecues, and … and scones.”

      “It’s a hiccough. Progress is never linear.”

      “I’m not sure it’s good, either.”

      “Some is, some isn’t. But one must always move forward. Discard what doesn’t work and embrace what does. Do more of what does.”

      “But what’s working, really?” Mortimer asked. “We seem to spend all our time hiding from someone, or worrying we’ll be discovered, or running from someone who almost discovered us. Surely if it worked it wouldn’t be this stressful.”

      “Working isn’t the same as easy. Often it’s entirely the opposite.” Beaufort shot him an amused grin. “Besides, I’m not sure it’s all quite as stressful as you make out.”

      “It is for me,” Mortimer grumbled.

      Beaufort snorted and patted his shoulder. “I wouldn’t swap one moment of any of it, no matter how stressful. Imagine never knowing Miriam, or Alice, or any of the ladies. Or never having a mince pie?” He looked at Mortimer expectantly, and the younger dragon sighed.

      “That’s true. I’d hate not to have met them.” Or to have never tried a mince pie, but that seemed less important, really.

      “Friendship is worth risking an awful lot for,” Beaufort said. “As are excellent baked goods. Now, what’s today’s particular stress?”

      Mortimer swallowed hard, surprised to find a nasty tight feeling in his throat, as if there was some pumpkin there still. He wondered if he were allergic. That would just cap the day off wonderfully. “Umm,” he said, then stopped, staring toward Toot Hansell.

      “Are you alright? You’ve gone very grey.”

      Mortimer checked his paws. He really was exceptionally grey, and he was fairly sure there were a couple of scales on his tail that already looked like they were going to fall off. And he’d been doing so well. “I don’t know,” he said.

      “I’m sure it can’t be that bad, lad. No worse than having Walter threaten to burn a farm down two counties over to shift suspicion, as he put it.”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Hence the hiding. But whatever you’re worried about, it’s not going to be as bad as that.”

      The tight feeling in Mortimer’s throat gave way to a little growl, startling him. He wasn’t angry, was he? Not at Gilbert and Amelia, surely. He didn’t think he was. Well, not really, anyway, but oh, the frustration sometimes! “This could be worse. It could be the very, very worst.”

      “Well, tell me, then. We can’t fix anything if you’re sitting there plucking your tail bald again.”

      Mortimer let go of his tail hastily. He didn’t even remember picking it up. “Gilbert,” he said. “He’s missing.”

      Beaufort was silent for a moment, then he said, “How long?”

      “A week.”

      “And you’re only telling me now?”

      Mortimer swallowed. Beaufort didn’t sound angry, but he was definitely displeased. It was in the flatness of his tone. “He and Amelia had a fight, and she just thought he’d gone off in a bit of a huff. You know how he gets.”

      “No one was meant to be going off anywhere, in a huff or not. That was the rule. Even I haven’t been beyond the borders. Some rules are not to be broken, Mortimer.”

      “I’m sorry.” His throat was horribly dry, and his tail was hurting. He looked down – he’d picked it up again at some point, and as he made himself let go a scale flaked off and drifted to the rocky ground. He sighed. “I should have noticed he was missing sooner. I was distracted by the silly phone cases.”

      Beaufort watched him for a long moment, then nodded. “Nothing to be done about that,” he said, sounding almost normal. “But you’re quite right. This is terrible. And we must find him at once. One can walk an awfully long way in a week, should one be so inclined.”

      “He might even have flown,” Mortimer said. “Amelia can’t find any sign of him. None of the dryads or sprites or anyone at all seem to have seen him. She’s had to feed his rabbits,” he added, rather pointlessly, but his heart was still trying to decide whether to sink to his belly with worry or jump out of his mouth in fright, and it was making him a bit lightheaded.

      Beaufort got up. “Then we need to start a proper search. He may still be in the area. It’s entirely possible some of Gilbert’s friends might not have wanted to point his angry sister onto his trail.”

      Mortimer wrinkled his snout. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “Because you were too busy worrying about it to actually think about it,” Beaufort patted Mortimer’s shoulder again as he spoke. “Never mind, lad. He can’t have gone far. We’ll find him.”

      The sun was suddenly a lot warmer than it had been, and Mortimer smoothed the scales on his tail. Of course they’d find him. He’d just be hiding out with a sprite or something, to get back at Amelia. He’d been entirely overreacting.

      Hopefully.
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      “Drop it,” DI Adams said, pointing sternly at Dandy.

      Dandy cocked his head slightly, but he didn’t relinquish the trainer he had in his mouth. DI Adams didn’t even know whose shoe it was. Not hers, which was some small relief.

      “Drop it,” she insisted.

      “Adams, you need to train that dog better,” DI Collins said. They were in the small office they shared at Skipton station, and he was leaning back in his chair with both hands wrapped around his mug of tea, watching her with interest. He wasn’t watching Dandy, because he couldn’t see Dandy. No one could, other than DI Adams and one annoying journalist. Or no one human, at least, which was a fact that didn’t sit well with her. Although, neither did the journalist, to be fair.

      “I wish everyone would stop thinking I have any control over him,” she said, and scowled at Dandy. He panted back at her, a Labrador-sized walking mat of grey, dreadlocked hair, his eyes hidden behind the mass of it. “Do you need your hair trimming?” she asked him. “Is that what’s bothering you?”

      “Are you going to take him to a grooming salon?” Collins asked, raising his eyebrows. “That might be tricky. ‘Hi, here’s my invisible dog, can you trim him, please?’”

      “I thought I could buy some scissors,” she said, giving up on Dandy and retreating to her own desk.

      “Would his hair be visible after you cut it?” Collins asked.

      DI Adams picked up her mug and took a sip of almost decent coffee. She’d bought one of those capsule machines for the station out of her own pocket, because she’d been spending so much on takeaways at the local cafe that it had seemed cheaper. So far she’d had a lecture from one of the tech team about the wastefulness of the capsules themselves, meaning she’d had to buy some reusable ones that resulted in a semi-permanent coating of coffee grounds on the staffroom floor; one of the constables had managed to put a capsule in backward and jam the whole thing up until Collins had jimmied it open, leaving scratches all over the top; one of the sergeants had tried to use it with no water in it and had burnt the element out (at least the warranty had still been current); and Lucas from the lab had brought in some sort of milk frother, which meant everyone took about fifteen minutes just to make a coffee, and every time she tried to get one someone else was using the machine. And when she did finally manage to get a cup, like now, she wasn’t at all sure it was worth the effort. Even with three capsules worth of coffee in one mug, it still tasted vaguely of disappointment.

      Now she said, “How do I know? I can see him all the time anyway.”

      “Try it,” Collins suggested, opening his drawer and taking out a set of scissors. He passed them to her. “In the interests of scientific investigation.”

      She took the scissors, frowning. They were heavy, decent sorts with a guard that doubled as a sharpener slipped over the blades. She was sure her mum had had the same type in her sewing kit, and DI Adams and her brothers had never been allowed to touch them. Not out of any safety concerns, just because her mum knew that they’d immediately be used to cut sticks, wire, and anything else to hand, and would never be any good as sewing scissors ever again.

      “Why do you have fancy scissors in your drawer?” she asked.

      “One never knows when one might need decent scissors. And you’ve seen this place. PC McLeod would use them to open his cuppa noodle and I’d never see them again.”

      “Amazing how many things go missing in a police station,” DI Adams said, and stood up, drawing the scissors out of the guard. They made a satisfying shhhick as they emerged, and Dandy, who’d settled himself on the floor in a patch of sunlight, chewing on the trainer, jerked his head up and stared at her. DI Adams had no idea where he’d got the shoe from. Dandy came and went as he liked, and seemed to have as little regard for doors and walls as he did for her instructions. It was one of the many things about Dandy that DI Adams didn’t know, along with where he’d come from in the first place, why he’d adopted her, and why most people couldn’t see him. Unless he was in large-and-angry mode, in which case everyone could see him, and it wasn’t a nice sight. Oh, and why (and how) he changed sizes. She had a lot of questions about her unexpected companion.

      “Good boy,” she said to him encouragingly, and walked around the desk to crouch next to him. He watched her, unmoving. “This isn’t going to hurt,” she promised, petting his head.

      “Look, he’s dropped the shoe,” Collins said. “I can see it now.”

      “I think it’s one of Sergeant—” She stopped herself. “One of Graham’s.”

      “Well done, Adams. We’ll get a first name out of you yet.”

      “No,” she said automatically. Even her brothers didn’t use her first name – although at least she wasn’t called Colin Collins, unlike her colleague. She plucked up some of Dandy’s floppy fringe, revealing an unsettling red eye with an LED glow. She hesitated. Did she really want to see those eyes any more than she had to? Imagine waking up to them staring down at you in the middle of the night. But then again, he really couldn’t see, and he’d walked straight through the fence on the castle walk while she’d been running that morning. They’d been on the wall that ran along the moat at the time, and he’d plunged into the water below with a startled yelp. She’d laughed so hard she’d had to take her phone out and pretend someone had sent her a funny video. Even so, she’d had some curious looks from the other morning joggers, although that could have been because Dandy had climbed out and proceeded to shake all over her, proving that invisible dog water was perfectly visible when it was on her clothes. Dandy had been most put out about the whole thing and had whimpered to himself piteously all the way home. “This is for your own good,” she told him, and closed the scissors around the hair.

      Dandy was very still until the shhhick of the blades closing whispered around the office. Then he exploded off the floor with a horrified howl, bowling DI Adams off her feet. She sprawled backward, still gripping the loose hair in one hand and the scissors in the other, and Dandy charged across the tatty laminate floor, heading for the door. DI Adams rolled to her knees just in time to see the door open. She had one horrified moment to wonder whether Dandy could navigate a human the way he could navigate walls, then DCI Maud Taylor walked into the room, apparently without so much as glimpsing the large dreadlocked dog that had just thundered past her. Or through her, or however Dandy moved.

      DCI Taylor looked at DI Adams, still crouching on the floor with the scissors in one hand, then said, “I don’t know how you do things down south, but up here we don’t kneel for senior officers.”

      DI Adams scrambled up, her ears hot. “No. I was just … I was …” She looked at the scissors, unable to come up with any reason for why she’d been waving them around on the hard floor. At least she had Dandy’s hair tucked tightly in her fist, out of sight. That would’ve been even harder to explain.

      DCI Taylor waited a moment longer, then nodded. “I realise that Skipton may not be up to big city standards, but we do have some maintenance budget. You don’t have to trim the floor yourself.”

      “I wasn’t—” DI Adams started, then stopped, because she couldn’t exactly explain her real reason.

      “I suggested some epoxy,” Collins said, taking a sip of tea.

      “Also an option,” the DCI said. “Anyhow, I can see you two have far too much time on your hands if you’re taking on floor repairs. Allow me to fix that for you.”

      “Oh, that sounds good,” DI Adams said, dropping gratefully back into her chair, and the DCI frowned.

      “Around here we don’t usually refer to crime as good.”

      “Right. No. Of course not. I didn’t mean—” She stopped and took a deep breath. DCI Taylor had a round, red-cheeked face and bright blue eyes, and DI Adams always found herself vaguely craving gingerbread around her, as if the DCI should be twinkling out of a Christmas card. And the older woman did little to dispel the image, favouring pretty floral blouses and seasonal headbands to hold her greying hair back. The current one had sunflowers printed on it, and she was wearing little sunflower studs in her ears.

      “I’m very glad you’re a detective, Adams,” she said now. “You’d be a terrible criminal.”

      “Um, thanks?”

      “Yes. I’m far more interested in the scissors – and whatever you’ve just shoved into your pocket – now than I was when I walked in.”

      DI Adams nodded carefully. Dandy was at the door, his newly cropped hair meaning she could see his accusing red stare very clearly indeed. “It’s wool,” she said, taking it out of her pocket and setting it on the desk. She had no idea if Dandy’s hair would be visible once it had left him, but she hoped it would be rather like the shoe in the corner.

      “I see,” DCI Taylor said, giving the wool some serious consideration before looking back at DI Adams. “And you were cutting it because …?”

      “Because, as you rightly observed, we’ve got no cases right now, and it seemed like something to do.”

      The DCI regarded DI Adams with those twinkling eyes for a moment longer, then said, “I hope you two do a better job of pretending to work when other officers come in here. I rather like having two DIs. I don’t want to have to pack one of you off because you’re excess to requirements.”

      “It’d be a shame to lose you,” Collins said to DI Adams, nodding gravely.

      “One of you, I said,” DCI Taylor said. “I can see your phone screen from here, Colin, and you’re on a travel site again.”

      “Sorry,” Collins said, flipping the phone over. “But also – I was here first.”

      “But Adams is more interesting,” the DCI said, giving him a broad smile. “Anyhow, you can start earning your keep again now. We’ve had a report of a missing person out in Eldmere.”

      “Where’s that?” DI Adams asked.

      “Northwest of here,” Collins said. “Couple of dales over from Toot Hansell.”

      “That makes a nice change from in Toot Hansell.”

      “Quite,” the DCI said. “You two have an unhealthy fixation with that place. I don’t even go there as often as you do, and I come from there.” She tipped her head, then added, “But I’m also not willing to brave the W.I., so I’ll just say I’m glad you’re on that particular beat.”

      DI Adams wished there was any choice involved in the matter, but she just said, “So what’s happened in Eldmere?”

      DCI Taylor pursed her lips, one hand beating a restless rhythm on her leg. Her hands gave her away – they were square and strong-looking, and DI Adams had once seen her changing in the locker rooms. Her shoulders under those pretty blouses made the inspector suddenly want to recommit to some serious time in the weights room.

      Now she said, “It’s an interesting one. A Jake Cooper has reported his wife Hetty – Henrietta – missing.”

      “He dodgy?” DI Adams asked, taking her notebook out and flipping to a new page.

      “Nothing on record on him, and no previous reports of disturbances.”

      “Circumstances?” Collins asked.

      “Here’s where it starts getting interesting. She’s been gone for three days, but missing for one.”

      “One? She’s not just late back from wherever she was?” DI Adams asked.

      “No. You see, he’d been saying she was missing for the previous two days, but she was meant to become un-missing yesterday.”

      DI Adams and Collins looked at each other, and DI Adams carefully moved her cup further from the edge of the desk as Dandy nudged up to her. Then she looked back at the DCI. “Sorry? I think I’m missing something myself.”

      “Oh, believe me, there’s more.” The DCI had been standing until now, but she finally sat in one of the seats facing the inspectors’ desks. It wobbled, and she peered down at the legs with a frown. “Has something been chewing on this?”

      “Rats,” Collins said. “What was this un-missing thing, then? Why would a couple plan for one of them to go missing? Not exactly an insurance claim if it’s three days, is it?”

      “Bloody big rats,” the DCI said, bending down for a closer look. “If they’re that big we’ll have to start paying pest control some danger money.”

      “It was a dog,” DI Adams said. “I was dog sitting.”

      The DCI gave her a thoughtful look. “Is that why one of Graham’s trainers is in the corner, too?”

      “Um. Yes?”

      “I don’t feel I should have to point out that police stations aren’t for any non-working animals,” she said, and Dandy put his chin on the desk to stare at her. DI Adams moved her mug again.

      “Understood. Now, this un-missing woman?”

      “Oh, she’s definitely missing now.” The DCI leaned back in her chair. “Or, at least, she’s now missing to her husband as well as everyone else.”

      “Are you sure this isn’t Toot Hansell?” DI Adams said. “It sounds like Toot Hansell.”

      “Yes. Well. Hold that thought. Mr and Mrs Cooper have a farm in Eldmere. Second generation on her side, making a bit of a go of it raising organic-certified sheep, but as with most farms these days, not enough of a go of it. They’ve also invested in llamas, which they do guided treks with, and have recently set up an eco-campsite of sorts. You know, solar showers and composting loos and all that sort of thing.”

      “I always fancied a llama,” Collins said. “I’d need a bigger garden, though.”

      Both DI Adams and the DCI gave him matching blank looks, then the DCI said, “I’ll put it on your birthday list. Now, there’s been a bit of a fuss in Eldmere recently, and, more specifically, at the Coopers’ farm.”

      “What sort of fuss?” DI Adams asked. Her stomach was tight, and it was the hold that thought that was worrying her. What did that mean? Another W.I. running rampant around the place? More dragons? Probably not the latter, since no one was meant to know about dragons, but …

      “The Beast of Yorkshire,” the DCI said.

      There was silence for a moment, then DI Adams said, “Is that like the Yorkshire panther? The one that people mostly see around pub closing time?”

      “No one’s had a close enough look to say, except, apparently, the Coopers. They’ve got evidence.”

      “What?”

      “Footprints – sorry, paw prints – plus some dodgy CCTV footage and some other bits and bobs,” the DCI said. “Complete bollocks, obviously, but it certainly got the punters in. The village is overrun with monster hunters by all reports, and the Coopers decided that it’d be fun to up the stakes and have Mrs Cooper disappear for a couple of days, then come back all dishevelled saying she’d been hiding from the Beast in the fells.”

      “And she hasn’t come back,” DI Adams said.

      “No.”

      “Where was she meant to actually go?” Collins asked.

      “She was going to stay in an old hut up by a tarn on their property. When Mr Cooper went to pick her up, there was no sign of her.”

      The two DIs looked at each other. DI Adams’ stomach hadn’t eased, but there was nothing to say there was anything unusual in this. Not Toot Hansell unusual, anyway. Maybe Hetty Cooper had simply had enough of llama treks and had taken the opportunity to vanish. It happened more than one realised, people just walking out of their lives.

      “We best go and have a chat to Mr Cooper, then,” Collins said.

      “That you had,” the DCI said, but didn’t move.

      “There’s more?” Collins said.

      “Well, yes. Shortly after Mr Cooper phoned us to report his wife missing, and just before I came in here, DCI Nathaniel Sykes called me.”

      “Oh, bollocks,” Collins said.

      “Who’s DCI Sykes?” DI Adams asked.

      “Eldmere’s Craven district,” Collins said, ignoring her. “It’s nothing to do with him.”

      “Well, he is still North Yorkshire Police. And he said that he’s been looking into the Beast fuss, as it’s causing a public disturbance in the village, and will follow up on Mrs Cooper if needed.”

      “If needed?” DI Adams frowned. “She’s missing.”

      “Quite. I thanked him for his help and said that the report had already been filed, so my top DIs were on their way. If they can tear themselves away from cutting wool scraps and dog sitting long enough, anyway.”

      “So that’s fine, then,” DI Adams said. “Isn’t it?”

      “There’s nothing fine about DCI Sykes,” Collins said.

      DCI Taylor nodded. “Harsh, but actually quite fair.” She looked at DI Adams. “He’s in charge of investigations for Harrogate district. Youngest DCI in the north, and he’s just …” She trailed off, waving vaguely.

      “Efficient,” Collins said, and the DCI pointed at him like he’d won a point in charades.

      “Efficient?” DI Adams asked.

      “Yes. It’s horrifying.”

      There was silence then, other than someone in the hall shouting that the coffee machine was jammed up again, and DI Adams wondered when efficiency had become such a horrifying thing. She was sure it had been rather a desired trait in London, and— “Wait. Is that why PC McLeod always looks terrified of me? Because I’m efficient?”

      Collins made a non-committal noise. “It doesn’t help, I’m sure.”

      She scowled at him. “Great. I’m glad you told me that so early on in our work relationship.”

      “What difference would it make? You can’t help it.”

      “No. And I shouldn’t have to. Efficiency is a good thing.”

      “As ever, everything in moderation,” the DCI said. “This is not Sykes’ case, and I’m not sure why he’s trying to muscle in on it, but I’m not having it. You two get over to Eldmere and find out what’s going on with the Coopers and this Beast business. If it is turning into a public nuisance, make the call and sort it out. Just don’t let Sykes get all DCI on you.”

      “Right,” Collins said. “And just how do we accomplish that last part?”

      “Ask Adams. She’ll sort him out,” the DCI said, and got up.

      “I will?” DI Adams asked.

      “Of course. I’m sure your London efficiency will be more than a match for him.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever engaged in competitive efficiency,” she said.

      “Sure you have. You’re a DI who’s a woman of colour. You’ve done plenty of competitive efficiency.” DCI Taylor headed for the door. “And put Graham’s trainer back before he thinks it’s been stolen, would you? We’re a police station.”

      DI Adams stared blankly at the door as it swung shut behind the DCI, then looked at Dandy as he made another valiant effort to reach her mug. “The Beast of Yorkshire? Only two dales over from Toot Hansell? With paw prints?”

      “It might be nothing,” Collins said, pushing his chair back from his desk. “I mean, at least some of it’s faked, right?”

      “That’s true,” she said, grabbing her car keys off the desk and going to pick up Graham’s shoe as she headed for the door. “This could be a nice, simple, missing persons case, with no dragons, goblins, or ladies of a certain age involved.”

      “Just one horribly efficient DCI who’s messing about in Maud’s backyard,” Collins said. “But you can sort that one out.”

      “Oh, sure. Easy,” she said, and led the way out into the unexpected heat of a Yorkshire late summer day. And, really, anything was easy compared to Toot Hansell. Even horrifyingly efficient DCIs.
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      It had been such a lovely day, Miriam thought mournfully. She’d sat in her garden with a cup of tea as the sun painted long dawn shadows across the grass, her bare feet wet with dew and the birds shouting deliriously in the trees, smelling damp wood and fresh earth and the sweet high scent of the brook that ran along the bottom of her garden, part of the network of waterways that embroidered Toot Hansell onto the landscape of the Yorkshire Dales like a jewel onto some beautiful, multicoloured dress.

      She had been thinking that it was a good day for doing laundry, but also far too nice to waste actually doing it, and had been considering making a picnic instead, and seeing if Alice wanted to walk into the woods in the direction of the dragons’ mount to find a nice spot to have it. They’d never actually been to the dragon’s mount, and she would never presume to ask if they could, but that part of the woods always felt more alive with magic than any other, full of half-glimpsed things and the sense that one was being observed by quick, clever eyes, there and gone again in a breath. Plus, it made her feel closer to the dragons, which eased the vague, persistent sense of loss that had settled on her with it being such a terribly long time since they’d seen each other. So yes, maybe she and Alice could find a nice place along the stream, and paddle, or even swim if the day was hot enough. She thought it might be.

      Although, if she were honest, she couldn’t actually imagine Alice swimming. Not in the splashing in the stream sense. Doing steady lengths of some vast and abandoned pool, perhaps, her arms moving like a metronome, but not splashing. Not that it mattered. Miriam could splash, and Alice could be dignified on the bank, perhaps. They could even ask Jasmine if she wanted to come, but not Teresa, who was far too fit and whose legs were far too long for pottering along the river. She’d have walked there and back before Miriam got out of the village.

      No, it would be better if it was just her and Alice, and maybe Jasmine, because any more and it’d be a whole Toot Hansell Women’s Institute outing, and that felt like a lot. Not that Miriam didn’t love every single one of them, but some days were too large and beautiful to be drowned out by voices. Some days had to be allowed to just be, and one enjoyed them best by allowing oneself to drift with them, rather than giving them over to too much talk and socialness.

      Of course, all these plans would have been much better with dragons – everything was better with dragons – but some things couldn’t be helped. Not seeing Mortimer and Beaufort, or even Amelia and Gilbert and grumpy old Walter, made the days seem a little dimmer, the summer sun a little less bright, but the alternative was that the dragons risk being seen by lurking journalists. That was just courting disaster, and not at all worth the risk. One day it would all go back to as it was, and in the meantime there was no point resenting the days without dragons. One had so few days, in the end, so one must just find the magic in the everyday as well as in the truly magical.

      So Miriam had sat there on her ageing garden bench with the cracked slat that pinched the back of her legs if she sat in the wrong spot, cradling her tea in her hands and considering picnics, and thinking that it was going to be a most beautiful day.

      And, she supposed now, it still was, but she was feeling rather less inclined to notice it, even if she was sitting in Alice’s very tidy and well-trimmed garden, on a comfortable wooden chair with plump blue cushions, with her bare feet nestled into the soft grass and an umbrella mushrooming out of the table to protect them from the sun. The birds were still singing, the bees rumbling in the heat, and there was cake and tea and neatly folded napkins in front of her. It was all very nice, but she was no longer sure she was having a nice day at all. She took a sip of tea and looked from Alice to Rose, who both looked back at her expectantly. She would have liked it if they’d looked a little guilty at ruining her beautiful day, but it wasn’t in their natures, she supposed.

      “Well?” Rose asked. Her hair was dyed orange this week, and the sun lent it neon tones as she tapped the grimy newspaper lying on Alice’s garden table between them. “What do you think?”

      “I was going to suggest a picnic,” Miriam said. “Maybe a paddle in the stream.”

      “How nice,” Alice said, as if a small child had showed her a finger painting. She tucked silver hair behind one ear and turned the paper to face her, examining the photo carefully. “Do you think it could be fake, Rose?”

      “It’s hard to tell from the photo,” Rose said. “But whether it is or not, the fact remains that they’re still talking about – writing about – dragons in Yorkshire, and Toot Hansell specifically. They just don’t give up, do they?”

      Miriam peered at the byline on the article. “Katherine Llewelyn,” she read aloud. “She really is very annoying.”

      “I’d admire her persistence if she wasn’t so fixated on the dragons,” Alice said. “It’s not even a story about Toot Hansell, and she’s still mentioned us.”

      Persistent wasn’t the word Miriam would have used for Katherine. She had some rather choicer ones, although she supposed it wasn’t quite fair. The woman was just doing her job. But her job seemed to be very centred around proving dragons existed in general, and in Toot Hansell in particular, and she was the reason that the dragons had been banished from the village. Which meant that Miriam didn’t feel much like being fair about her.

      “Have you heard of this Beast of Yorkshire?” Alice asked Rose. “Is it some sort of local legend? I thought I’d read up on most of them, but every village seems to have its own ones.”

      Rose nodded. “Oh, they do. The Beast could be anything, really. It could be another name for the Yorkshire panther, or it could be a black dog of sorts, or it could be complete twaddle.”

      “I thought the Yorkshire panther was usually only seen after pub closing time,” Miriam said, more to herself than others.

      “Or in the fevered imagination of cryptid journalists,” Alice said. “But the issue is, of course, that it’s all drawing more attention our way.”

      “Here? But this is two valleys over!” Miriam protested. “Katherine never found any evidence, and neither did anyone else. Surely they won’t bother?”

      “They’re still mentioning us,” Rose said. “The main attention’s over there right now, sure, but as long as our name’s floating about, there’ll be people coming here to look for dragons. Especially if they don’t find anything on the Beast. We’ll end up turning into a bloody hotspot.”

      “This is awful,” Miriam said. “We’re never going to be able to go back to normal! And we haven’t seen the dragons in simply forever. How long are we going to have to keep this up?”

      Alice smiled at her. “It really is most irritating. But we can’t risk anyone getting a whiff of them. The whole situation with Katherine was far too close for comfort.”

      “It was horrifying,” Miriam said. Katherine had even seen Mortimer once, trapping him on Miriam’s own kitchen step while the journalist was snooping about the place with her photographer friend. Trespassing was what it was. The journalists, not the dragons, obviously. The dragons had more right to her garden than she did, when it came down to it. They’d been here longer.

      “Well, I’ve been keeping tabs on this lot,” Rose said, tapping the paper again. “On the forums, and chatting to some people, you know. My contacts say Katherine’s definitely still stuck on the dragons in Toot Hansell angle, so I wonder if she’s hoping to draw them out with this Beast stuff.”

      “But they won’t know,” Miriam said. “If we don’t tell them, they can’t know, can they?”

      Alice tapped her fingers on her cup. “One would hope not, but who knows what networks they have. They might know more than us. Perhaps we should try and get a message to them.”

      “We can’t,” Miriam said. “It’s too risky. Never mind getting anyone to take a message – if we tell them they have to be even more careful because that same journalist’s poking around making up stories about beasts and linking them to Toot Hansell, they’ll want to get involved and prove there is no beast, in the hope that she goes away. And if she really is trying to draw them out, then they’ll be playing right into her hands.”

      “You’re quite right, of course,” Alice said. “And the next thing you know they’ll be wandering around in dog disguises again, and they were never very good even when people weren’t looking for dragons.”
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