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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!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Dad,

        who gave Beaufort not

        only his name, but his predilection

        for condensed milk sandwiches.
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      Miriam couldn’t help feeling a little sorry for the vicar. He was wedged between Alice and Gert, picking at a piece of Victoria sponge cake and nodding with the regularity and anxiety of one of those dogs you see on car dashboards. Priya kept topping his tea up every time she went past, and from the way he was shifting in his seat, Miriam thought he was probably quite desperate for a break in the conversation. Well, lecture.

      “I believe we should raise the price of the stalls for this year’s fete,” Alice said, cutting a shortbread biscuit into precise quarters. “Don’t you think so, Vicar?”

      “Ah, well, now—”

      “Even with the volunteers, the clean-up becomes quite costly. And it is a very popular fete.”

      “Well—”

      “While we’re on the fete,” Gert said, placing one large hand on the vicar’s shoulder and making him jump, “my nephew Pete just bought this bouncy castle gig. It’d be good to put some business his way, don’t you think?”

      “Well, we usually—”

      “That’s nepotism, Gert.” Alice brushed crumbs off her fingertips with a paper napkin, her voice mild.

      “It’s sound business, is all. Using who you know.”

      “And do they have references?”

      “He’s my nephew.”

      The vicar took the chance to take another mouthful of cake while the two women disagreed around him, and Miriam leaned across the table with a plate of sunny yellow lemon tarts. “Gluten-free,” she told him encouragingly.

      “Oh, I—” He looked down at his plate, which the Victoria sponge cake was sharing with a poppyseed biscuit, half a scone, and a small, disconcertingly purple object the shape and texture of a hockey puck that Miriam thought might be Jasmine’s latest attempt at a macaron.

      “Never mind. I’ll put some aside so you can take it home later.”

      “Thanks,” he said, sounding less enthusiastic than one might have thought at the prospect of homemade, gluten-free lemon tart, although that might have been because Gert and Alice were turning their attention back to him.

      “Now, we still have a few stalls available,” Alice said. “Have you had any enquiries come through to you directly?”

      The vicar swallowed a mouthful of scone hastily. “As it happens, I have,” he said. “There’s a gentleman from a local restaurant who wants to do some tasting plates.”

      “Who?” Gert demanded. “Everyone in Toot Hansell who wants to has already booked.”

      “He’s … he’s not from this village,” the vicar said. “He is local, though.”

      Alice frowned. “Not that terrible man from the gastropub, is it? The vote not to allow him back was unanimous.”

      The vicar picked up his poppyseed biscuit and examined it. “Everyone deserves a second chance.”

      Gert pointed at a plate which, unlike the others crowding the table, was still full. Small pale tarts with an unpleasant grey-green tinge were stacked in it. “He sent us caviar-custard tarts. If that’s a peace offering it’s a very unpalatable one, and that sort of food just doesn’t deserve a platform.”

      “Quite,” Alice said, in a tone that said the discussion was closed. “Now, Vicar, have you made a decision on the live music situation? Because we do have to get the permit application in rather soon if we want to have that option.”

      “Our Sue – that’s my sister-in-law’s niece’s sister-in-law – is in the council. I can get it rushed,” Gert said.

      “Gert, there is a correct way to do things.”

      “Yes, and there’s also the smart way.”

      “One can’t just demand favours—”

      The vicar sighed, and leaned over the table to take a lemon tart from Miriam, the pastry crumbling under his fingers. “It looks lovely,” he told her. “Much nicer than caviar-custard.”

      “I should hope so,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      Miriam was in the village hall’s slightly shabby kitchen, rinsing cups in the sink and gazing out the window into the bee-crowded flowerbeds, thinking that the day seemed a little dark. Not cloudy, or late. Just dark, the way some days were when they had a sad edge or a bad taste to them. She hoped it didn’t mean anything unpleasant was going to happen.

      Someone padded in from the hall behind her, and she turned to see the vicar come in carrying his plate and mug, his nose pink and crumbs on his front.

      “Pass them here,” she said, when he tried to jam the crockery into the dishwasher rack at any old angle. “That machine needs careful stacking.”

      “Yes. Of course. Sorry.” He handed the plate and mug over and stood there in the middle of the floor, tapping his fingers on his thighs.

      “Are you alright, Vicar?”

      “Yes. No.” He shook his head. “I thought I might be able to get Harold a stall, you know. But no one listens.”

      Miriam nodded. “Once the W.I. make our minds up, we do tend to stick to it.”

      “Which is all well and good, but he didn’t mean to hit Teresa. He was trying to demonstrate proper pizza-making technique, and Carlotta put him off.”

      Miriam snorted. “I think we might have forgiven him that if he hadn’t then shouted at Carlotta so much that Rosemary had to throw the ice bucket at him.”

      “She didn’t have to.”

      Miriam smiled and went back to rinsing cups. “I rather think she did.”

      “One should look for the best in people.”

      “He never even apologised.”

      The vicar sighed. “You are right, of course.” He looked at the hall, and rubbed his hands together. “I suppose I should go back in. Very intense, these meetings.”

      “This is your second summer fete, not to mention the winter ones. You should expect it by now.”

      “I thought maybe the first year was a test of sorts.”

      “Oh, no. They were easing you in gently.”

      The vicar looked heavenward and mumbled some small prayer under his breath, then looked back at Miriam in her voluminous pink skirt and tie-dyed blouse. “No offence.”

      Miriam, who liked the vicar but had no special fondness for the church, wasn’t sure if he meant the prayer or the slight to the ladies of the Women’s Institute, but she just shrugged and said, “None taken. Would you like me to drop some herbal tea around this afternoon? I have a homemade blend that’s very good for stress.”

      The vicar, a small, softening man with drifting hair and old tattoos just visible under the cuffs of his shirt, scratched his head and said, “Why not? Better than taking to drink, right?”

      Miriam, who had taken to drink on the odd occasion herself after a particularly intense meeting of the Toot Hansell Women’s Institute, smiled and went back to the dishes.
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        * * *

      

      The W.I. meeting wound down as they often did, slowly and with little ceremony. The debris of plates and cake crumbs was cleared away, and Tupperware containers appeared as the leftovers were shared out, complimented, and packed up. Gert produced a bottle of elderflower cordial from her cavernous knitting bag and passed it down the line of pushed-together folding tables in the hall. Miriam diluted hers generously. She didn’t know how the older woman managed to ferment it, but she was fairly sure that the alcohol content in one glass was over and above the weekly allowance for any sensible person.

      “Is Beaufort not coming?” Jasmine asked, leaning over to Miriam and keeping her voice low. Although how anyone could overhear, Miriam didn’t know. With formalities over and the cordial flowing, the noise level was considerable.

      “Not with the vicar here,” she said. “No telling how he’d react.”

      “Oh, of course. It just seems like ages since we saw him. Is he okay?”

      “He’s more than okay. He’s Beaufort.” Which encompassed everything there was to say about the High Lord of the Cloverly dragons, well-known to the ladies of the Toot Hansell Women’s Institute, if to no one else. Only a couple of years previously, Miriam had been as confident as anyone that there were no dragons left in the world, and although she usually left milk out for pixies and made kitchen witches for luck, it was more because she felt it befitted her status as the village psychic than for any real belief. But that had been before the day she had walked into her garden to find a creature that, while no larger than Pearl’s Labrador, was scaled and winged and very definitely dragon-ish.

      He had her barbecue gas bottle tucked under one foreleg and one of the scones that she’d left out to cool halfway to his very toothy mouth, and they’d stared at each other in mutual astonishment (as well as some embarrassment on the part of the dragon, who she later found out was called Mortimer). Then she’d said, very cautiously, “Would you like cream with that?” Which was how she had come to be the first human in a very long time indeed to have a dragon over for tea, and how the W.I. had come to embrace non-human members.

      “Well, say hi from me,” Jasmine said, and offered Miriam a pretty floral-patterned plate, still laden with the purple hockey pucks. “Would you like one? I know the colour’s a bit iffy, but it’s just because I spilt the food dye.”

      Miriam stared at the luminous and utterly unappetising disks. She was fairly sure macarons were meant to have a little height, and a soft dome, and definitely shouldn’t smell faintly of cat food. “No thanks, love. Food dyes really play havoc with my allergies.”

      “Oh.” Jasmine looked so crestfallen that Miriam felt bad for lying.

      “Tell you what, let me have a few and I’ll give them to Beaufort next time I see him. I know he loves your cooking.” Which just went to show what a millennium or so of fire-breathing could do to your taste buds.

      “Would you? Oh, that’d be lovely!” Jasmine jumped up to find a spare Tupperware to put the biscuits in, and Miriam decided not to tell her that she had purple food dye on her neck. It’d come off eventually, anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The church, with its small and graceful spire, heavy trees, and attendant graveyard and vicarage, nestled just across a little dead-end road from the village hall. A footpath ran behind both the church and the hall, skirting the edge of the stream that made up the village’s natural boundary, gardens running up to it on one side, and trees and shrubs and farmland stretching out toward the high fells on the other. The village was entirely circled and segmented by streams and becks, but no one ever seemed to be able to agree if they were all part of the same waterway, or even what any of them should be called. Springs and wells peppered the common land, and there was a duckpond on the village green across from the hall that no one paddled in, partly because it was rumoured to be bottomless, but mostly because it was home to two permanently enraged geese. Miriam’s house was on the edge of the village, with the stream running just past her back gate, and she was halfway home on the worn dirt path when she realised she’d left her cardigan at the hall.

      She sighed, lifting her face to the spring sunshine filtering through the trees, and decided she may as well go back. She was still full of cake and a little wobbly from Gert’s cordial, so the extra walk would do her good. She turned around, her old boots squidging in the mud left over from the last rain, and padded back up the path, humming a Stevie Nicks song to herself. It was a good day to be out. And she had a feeling that the cordial might well send her to sleep on the sofa if she got home too soon.

      It didn’t take her long to make her way to the hall, and she let herself in the little gate at the back of its big plot, breathing the scent of new-cut grass and admiring the flowerbeds that Teresa had rebuilt after Mortimer and his friend Amelia had done some dragonish eavesdropping in them last summer. The pansies really had recovered admirably. The hall would probably be empty by now, everyone having dispersed to sleep off the afternoon’s cake, but the key would be under the usual rock in the flowerbed to the left of the back door. She was reaching for it when she realised she could hear raised voices. Well, one, anyway.

      “But why won’t you at least try?” It was a woman’s voice, sharp and loud. Someone answered, too low for Miriam to make out what they were saying, and she hesitated by the door, wondering whether to knock, or wait, or just go home.

      “It’s not like I’m asking for much! You can manage at least this!”

      Miriam was almost certain she didn’t know the owner of the shouting voice. It was hard to tell, distorted with emotion as it was, but it didn’t sound like anyone she knew. She left the key where it was, hesitating on the back step. It felt horribly intrusive, this, but it was her favourite cardie. She didn’t want to risk it ending up in the charity bin – or the costume department, as her jacket had last year. She still hadn’t been able to get all the glitter off it. And maybe the arguers could do with an interruption.

      “No! No! Don’t you walk away from me!”

      Too late, Miriam realised the voice was coming closer. She took a step back, wondering if she could take cover behind the lavender, then the door was pulled open and the vicar hurried out so quickly that he almost collided with her.

      “Oh! Miriam. Hello.” His face was pale, but a flush was rising on his neck.

      “Who are you – oh.” Over the vicar’s shoulder, Miriam saw a woman stop in the doorway that led from the kitchen to the hall. She certainly wasn’t familiar, and she wore the sort of heeled boots and impractical jacket that suggested she came from Away.

      “Hello,” Miriam said, feeling her own cheeks pinken, as if she’d interrupted something terribly private. “I left my cardigan behind.”

      “That’s fine, that’s fine.” The vicar couldn’t seem to make eye contact with her. “You’ll lock up when you’re done, yes?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Norman,” the woman hissed, and Miriam was momentarily confused as to who she was talking to. The vicar hunched his shoulders and hurried around the hall, heading for the vicarage. The woman pushed past Miriam in a cloud of expensive scent, the skinny heels of her boots stabbing into the lawn and making her stagger, slowing her pursuit. The vicar threw an alarmed look over his shoulder and broke into a jog. The woman began to sprint on her tiptoes, waving her arms wildly to keep her balance. The vicar vanished around the side of the hall, picking up speed, and the woman shouted, “Dammit, Norman!” as she went over on one ankle. She recovered admirably and raced around the corner after the vicar, and a moment later Miriam heard the clatter of panicked heels on pavement and figured they’d both made it onto the road.

      She shook her head, then went slowly into the hall. Each to their own. Whatever the vicar got up to with rich women from out of town was none of her business. She just needed her cardie.
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        * * *

      

      She almost decided not to take the herbal tea to the vicar that evening. He’d been terribly embarrassed, poor man, and the last thing she wanted was him trying to explain or making excuses. She really didn’t mind what he did. But he’d also be even more stressed after all that carry-on, and probably worried that she’d tell the rest of the W.I. what she’d seen. Not that she thought many of them would be bothered by it, but men could be so touchy. And more stress really did look like the last thing the vicar needed. So she decided that she’d go after all, but if he started talking about whoever the woman was, she’d have to make her excuses and leave. Or just run for it. She had plenty of experience offering support and guidance to friends, and to the people she told fortunes for, but a romantically entangled vicar wasn’t something she felt particularly well equipped to handle.

      Decision made, she ventured outside armed with secateurs. She was proud of her large, overgrown garden, full of pretty weeds and useful flowers, the grass long enough to brush her ankles as she walked barefoot from one plant to another. She collected a snip of vervain here, a sprig of lavender there, and some chamomile along the way, avoiding the bees and listening to the squabbling of the birds. Normally she loved being out here, in a wilderness of plants, but the day felt unsettled, and she thought it must have been the argument she’d inadvertently interrupted.

      She wasn’t exactly psychic, but she was Sensitive, as evidenced by the fact that she saw dragons very easily, even before she’d known to expect them. Her palm-reading and tarot card sessions were based more on observation and psychology, true, and she normally found what needed to be said to put people at ease more by empathy than any special powers, but she did feel things sometimes. Some days, like today, seemed cloudy even when the sun was out, and some nights had such bright edges that she couldn’t sleep, and had to sit in the garden instead and wonder at the beauty of it. Not that she told anyone about such things. She was one cat allergy away from being the village’s designated eccentric as it was.

      Inside, she washed the herbs, popped them in a muslin bag, then wrote a label with instructions to steep in hot (not boiling) water for five minutes before drinking. It might not solve the vicar’s woman troubles, or even do much for W.I.-induced stress, but it’d smell nice at least, and there was a lot to be said for that.

      For the third time that day she set off along the stream, this time in the rapidly deepening twilight of a very nice spring evening. She had a torch with her for the way home, but for now there was enough light to see the rocky little path, and the lights that were on in the houses on the other side of the stream looked homey and inviting. She smiled to herself as she walked – who would have thought that the vicar had such secrets? Or that he was called Norman. She’d never actually thought about him being called anything other than the vicar, and she couldn’t remember if he’d been introduced as anything other than the new vicar when he arrived to replace his predecessor. The previous vicar had been a nice man, too, but Miriam had a sneaking suspicion that the Women’s Institute meetings had proved to be too much for him. Either that, or, as it had been around the time that Jasmine had arrived, he’d been worried that the standards of cake were going to degenerate too much.

      She was still musing on what old vicars did, exactly, in their retirement, when she climbed the stile that led over the wall of the churchyard. The evening light was gentle on the old gravestones, lending them soft edges, and the trees kept heavy green watch over everything. The musty scent of stillness and silence followed her past the church to the vicarage, where she rapped on the door politely. There was a light on in the kitchen, and another in the living room, but no one answered.

      She knocked again. “Vicar? It’s Miriam. I brought you that tea, if you still want it?”

      Still no answer. Maybe he couldn’t hear her properly and thought she was the shouting woman, still chasing him down. She peered in the kitchen window to the side of the door, but it was empty, just a container of leftover cake sitting in the middle of the table. She knocked again, more loudly, then picked her way through the garden to the living room windows. She’d just see if he was inside, then she could leave the tea on the door handle if necessary. For one moment she wondered if she was better off not looking, in case she caught him with the expensive-smelling woman, but he hadn’t looked like he had any intention of being caught by the expensive-smelling woman, let alone with her. So she’d just check that he was okay.

      Through the open curtains of the small living room windows she could see that the TV was on, and the vicar’s legs were stretched out from a chair that had its back mostly to her. She leaned over the scraggly bushes in the garden (it needed weeding) and tapped smartly on the window. The vicar didn’t move. Maybe he was asleep? It wasn’t even eight o’clock, though. There was a worm of unease twisting in her belly, and she was aware again of the darkness of what should have been a lovely late spring day. She extricated herself from the garden, mumbling under her breath as a particularly aggressive rose bush plucked at her skirt, and padded along the wall, to where she had a better view of the vicar.

      He was sprawled in a stiff, high-backed chair that looked at least a little more comfortable than the lumpy sofa, and for one moment Miriam was sure he was asleep after all, that Gert’s cordial and the excitement of the afternoon had worn him out entirely. Then she saw the mug on its side by the chair, a darker tea stain spreading across the old green carpet and the plate fallen next to it. There was a cupcake wrapper with a morsel of cake left in it sitting sadly on top of a hardcover book that had fallen to the floor with its pages all fanned out, and still Miriam tried to convince herself that he was just deeply asleep. The poor man had had a very exciting day.

      But his eyes were open, and he was staring blankly at the ceiling, and try as she might, she couldn’t explain that.

      “Oh dear,” she said softly, pressing a hand to her heart as her vision swam with unexpected tears. “Oh, you poor, poor man.”
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      Detective Inspector Adams (whose mother called her Jeanette, although very few other people did) was not happy. There were several reasons for her not being happy, including but not limited to the fact that although she’d moved to Leeds from London, her mother was still trying to set her up with a nice young(ish) man who lived just down the street from her childhood home; and the fact that it was uncomfortably hot in the kitchen of the village hall but she was still wearing a suit jacket that she didn’t want to take off, because that seemed terribly casual. And this particular crime scene was already far too casual, which was the main reason she was not happy at this very moment.

      “James,” she said sharply to the tall detective constable who had driven up from Leeds with her, “who are all these people? Why do they keep coming in?”

      He shrugged, shuffling his feet without looking at her. He’d taken his jacket off and looked considerably cooler than she felt. “I’m not sure. They seem to be local.”

      “It’s a crime scene.”

      “Well, not technically. I mean, the actual crime scene is at the vicarage …” He trailed off as she glared at him, palming a thin sheen of sweat off her forehead.

      “Why is there food?”

      “It’s traditional,” a new voice said, and DI Adams turned to find herself face to face with a slim older woman bearing a large plate of mini quiches, garnished with cherry tomatoes and sprigs of thyme. “I guess it’s really to feed the family in their time of grief, but in this case, well. It’s just what we do.”

      “And it’s quite lovely of you,” the dean said, accepting the quiches eagerly. As the person responsible for overseeing the various parishes in the rural deanery, he’d arrived not long after the detective inspector, and other than making tea for everyone he’d done nothing but get in the way, as far as she was concerned. The local police must have called him at the same time they’d asked Leeds for reinforcements, which had been mid-morning of the day after the murder, so who knew what evidence had gone missing already. The Skipton lead DI was on holiday in Cyprus, which apparently meant that there was no one in the area who had the experience to carry out a murder investigation. “Spring’s a quiet time up here,” the local sergeant had told DI Adams when she arrived. “Too much work for most folks to do for much murder or the like.”

      DI Adams had volunteered immediately when the detective chief inspector in Leeds had announced the case, eager to get to grips with her first murder as lead investigator. Technically she wasn’t in charge, of course, not in a murder case, but the DCI had made it clear that he expected it’d be some sort of misadventure rather than homicide, and as she was a big shot cop from down south he was certain she could handle it. She’d managed not to put a fake Cockney accent on and say “awright, guv” or something equally in keeping, and had instead grimaced, nodded, and said that she was sure she’d have it tied up in no time.

      She’d been here half an hour and was already wondering if she might have made a bit of a miscalculation. As well as the steady stream of women bearing baking trays and cake tins and Tupperware containers in and out of the hall kitchen, there were three dogs barrelling around the hall itself, a cat had just come in the kitchen window and stolen a piece of fish pie, setting both the dogs and a couple of women shouting, and the woman who’d discovered the body was being plied for details by more civilians than officers, who were mostly standing around drinking tea and eating biscuits.

      “Isn’t it lovely of the ladies?” the dean asked, and DI Adams dragged her attention back to him. He looked like he had enjoyed quite a lot of lovely dishes over the years.

      “I’m quite sure it is, sir, but there really are far too many people in and out of here. We already know that the victim spent his last morning here, and it really shouldn’t have been turned into a bloody cafe like this. Sorry,” she added, not quite sure if “bloody” was the sort of thing a dean of the church might take offence to.

      “Victim,” someone said, and burst into tears.

      “Oh, Jasmine,” the mini-quiche lady said, relieving the crying woman of a Pyrex dish of – something. DI Adams wasn’t at all sure what it was, only that it was blackened on top and appeared to be bleeding underneath. The mini-quiche lady handed the dish to the DI, whispered, “Throw that one out. She’s a lovely girl, but it’s not worth getting salmonella over,” and led the still-sobbing Jasmine into the hall.

      DI Adams stared at the plate in horror, then shoved it at one of the local constables. “Get rid of that, would you?”

      He looked offended. “That’s my wife’s, that is.”

      “For G— sorry, Dean. Look, just put the damn – sorry – put the bloody dish in the fridge or something out of the way, and clear this room, would you? I want everyone out of here. Now!”
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        * * *

      

      DI Adams remembered that her mother used to say that trying to get her and her two brothers organised was like herding cats. In her mind, it was a silly expression, but she was starting to see the meaning of it. For every two women who were ushered out of the kitchen, another two or three popped in, all brightly inquisitive between the condolences they offered the dean. There were an awful lot of pearls and cardigans going on, and respectable floral skirts with sensible shoes, and the mean age of the Women’s Institute seemed to be well north of fifty. Which you would think would suggest reasonable behaviour, but instead seemed to make them even less manageable.

      The local uniformed officers, two constables and the sergeant who’d offered the snippet of wisdom regarding murder in the spring, were milling around a little helplessly, saying things like, “That’s a wonderful-looking shepherd’s pie, Miss Robinson, but would you mind just waiting in the main hall? Oh, yes, of course, pop it in the fridge first if you want,” and “Oh, Mrs Hart! Is that your famous spiked bread and butter pudding? Wait, let me get you a cuppa.” Her DC, James, was trying to be a little more forceful, but the women kept patting his arm (and in one case his bottom) and walking right past him, and he was starting to look slightly panicked. Meanwhile, the dean was floating about, graciously accepting all these offerings of food like some hostess at a Tupperware party. The DI took a deep breath and massaged her temples with one hand. She wasn’t going to start shouting. She was the DI in charge, the lead investigator, a woman who commanded respect. She did not shout. Her mum shouted. She was not her mother.

      Ten minutes later she was thinking that she was just going to have to abandon her principles and start shouting anyway. The steady tide of people in and out of the kitchen had barely reduced at all, and somehow the local officers had been roped into making tea and stacking plates and organising the fridge. Then mini-quiche lady walked in, silencing James with a glare that made DI Adams straighten up quickly enough to set off a twinge in her back.

      “Detective Inspector?” the woman said, and extended a slim hand, devoid of rings or decoration. “Alice Martin. Chair of the local Women’s Institute.”

      “DI Adams,” she said, trying to match the older woman’s perfect posture, and feeling suddenly dishevelled in her too-hot jacket. Alice’s grip was firm and calloused.

      “What do you need?” Alice asked.

      “I’m sorry?”

      The chair of the W.I. made an impatient gesture. “Everyone out? Everyone in the hall? This softly-softly approach you have your men using will have absolutely no effect, you know.”

      The DI felt her cheeks heat up. It was like being addressed by her grandmother, if her grandmother had been small and white and about twenty years younger. “I can see that.”

      “So, tell me what you need. Always use local influence, Detective Inspector. It gets you a lot further.”

      DI Adams frowned. “These officers are local.”

      Alice made a sound that would have been a snort, if someone quite so elegantly turned out would do such a thing. “They’re young men, all of them. What do you think they can do with women who remind them of their mothers? Or are their mothers, in some cases,” she added, nodding at a woman with startling red-dyed hair, who was straightening the collar of one of the uniformed officers. He’d gone very pink.

      “Well, what do you suggest, then?” DI Adams asked, more sharply than she’d intended. This was all she needed, some busybody trying to tell her how to do her job. And young men? The local sergeant looked at least ten years older than she was.

      “May I?” Alice asked, and the detective inspector sighed, then waved her on. Why not. It certainly couldn’t make things worse. “Thank you.” Alice clapped her hands together three times, a hard, brisk sound that cut above the babble in the kitchen, and all eyes turned to the trim woman in her teal green cardigan. “Everyone out of the kitchen,” Alice said, her voice calm, and DI Adams had to stop herself following the women who had been milling around the counters as they exchanged glances then wandered out.

      “Not you,” the inspector called, not bothering to hide the exasperation in her voice as the two constables made to leave as well. They stopped, looking embarrassed, but she ignored them and turned to Alice instead. “Can you get them all to quiet down in there?”

      “Of course,” Alice said, and smiled.

      DI Adams watched her go through the door to the hall, and a moment later the excited babble that had been roaring around the big room dropped to a murmur, then a hush.

      “We’re ready for you, Detective Inspector,” Alice called, and the DI looked at the local officers and the dean, lined up against the counter as if waiting for inspection, all looking slightly nervous.

      “Right,” she said. “Local influence.” Then she straightened her jacket and went into the hall.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ten pairs of eyes followed her as she walked to stand in front of the little stage. It was at the same end of the hall as the kitchen, and there was a door marked “backstage” to one side of it, and one marked “toilets” to the other. The DI was faintly surprised to find that there weren’t more people sat in the folding chairs, most of them still gripping cups of tea and all looking distinctly worried. It had sounded like a lot more.

      “Is this everyone?” she asked Alice.

      “Yes. Everyone who was at the meeting with the vicar yesterday, too, if that helps.”

      It did, actually, but that was none of Alice’s business, so DI Adams just nodded and glanced at the dean, hovering nervously in the doorway to the kitchen. He had his jacket off and chocolate icing on his shirt. James stood just inside the main door, arms folded, trying to look authoritative. The local officers, huddled together behind the two neat rows of chairs, weren’t even trying.

      “Ladies and – ladies,” the DI said, noting a distinct dearth of testosterone in the civilian audience. “Thank you for your very generous donations to the, ah, dean. I’m sure he appreciates you coming here to pay your respects. And since you are here, I’d like to impose on your time a little more. It would be very helpful to me, even if you have spoken to the officers earlier, if you would permit me to ask you a few questions and get some details from each of you before you go.”

      An uneasy shiver went through the room, a few whispered remarks, then it was silent again, except for a small fluffy dog whining on the lap of the bleeding lasagne woman. Jasmine, Alice had called her. The DI thought the dog might be a Pomeranian. One of those things that yap a lot and tend to get festooned with bows, anyway.

      “Please let me make two things clear,” she continued. “No one is under suspicion here. However, this is an active investigation. The cause of death is yet to be determined, but at this point we are treating it as suspicious.”

      Jasmine started to cry, and the dog wriggled and whined in her lap, trying to lick her face. The witness, Miriam Ellis, was sat next to her, and tried to put an arm around the younger woman. The dog snapped at her, making her jerk backward. Jasmine cried harder, squeezing the dog until it yelped. DI Adams cleared her throat, aware of Alice watching her impassively and suddenly feeling like she was in an exam room at school again.

      “Ah, yes. I – I can see that this is terribly upsetting, of course, and I don’t mean to make it difficult for anyone, but, ah—” Between the dog and the crying, the detective inspector was having to raise her voice, and was coming far too close to shouting for her comfort. She gave the dean a pleading look, thinking that this must fall under pastoral care, but he retreated into the kitchen. Crying was apparently not his thing. Not that it was DI Adams’ thing, either. She rubbed her eyes. She seemed to be having some trouble focusing, particularly on the second row of chairs.

      “Right, so I do need to talk to you all individually, if not now, then later. Let me stress again that no one is being accused of anything—”

      Jasmine broke into a wail of horror, and the dog started barking hysterically. Miriam tried to intervene again, but the dog snapped at her so wildly that she jumped back, sending her chair pitching over backward. She sprawled to the floor with a yelp of alarm and a swirl of glittery, pale green skirts, catching her neighbour’s arm. Her neighbour, a slight woman with long dark hair, flailed for a moment then went down as well, and the dog tore free of Jasmine and leapt on top of them as teacups and plates and fragments of cake spun across the floor. The other two dogs in the hall burst into a chorus of sympathetic barking, and a babble of cries broke out, varying from “shut up, you lot!” to “oh, the poor vicar!” One of the dogs was a Great Dane, and it dragged its alarmingly small owner down the aisle as she bellowed at it to sit, the pair of them sending empty chairs spinning to the floor in their wake. A large woman with a fading tattoo of a mermaid on one arm jumped up and scooped Jasmine’s dog into her arms before dropping it again with a howl of outrage.

      “It bit me! Little mutt—”

      “Primrose!” Jasmine wailed, and her husband started forward from his post then stopped, looking anxiously at the DI.

      “It’s something that starts with P, alright,” Miriam said, sitting up. “You alright, Gert?”

      The tattooed woman waved a bleeding finger. “It bit me!”

      DI Adams pinched the bridge of her nose and pointed at the PC who’d called himself Jasmine’s husband, still hovering at the back of the hall as if afraid to come any closer. She didn’t blame him. “Get the damn dog, would you? And someone get a first aid kit.”

      “May I suggest more tea?” Alice said, appearing next to DI Adams and making her jump. “You can get your men to stand by, make sure no one leaves without giving you their details. Although I can also supply addresses and phone numbers, if it comes to that.”

      “Tea?” the DI said. She was starting to feel like she’d stepped into some alternate universe. This should have been easy. Interview a few ladies of a certain age, collect some details, back to Leeds to follow up. Not this. Whatever this was. She allowed herself a moment to wonder if the DCI had known.

      “Tea,” Alice agreed. “It gives everyone something to do, and I find people are much less panicky with a nice cup of tea on hand.”

      DI Adams stared at the older woman for a moment, mystified, then nodded. The chair of the W.I. seemed to have a knack for these things, so she’d just go with it. “Dean,” she called, and he peeked cautiously around the kitchen door. “Get some tea on, please. And James?” He was examining Gert’s injured hand while one of the local officers pulled on the gloves from the first aid kit. Jasmine’s husband had chased the dog into a corner and was brandishing a leash at it. It was growling.

      “Detective Inspector?” the detective constable said, straightening up.

      “Make sure you get everyone’s details before they leave. I’d rather no one left before I talk to them, but let’s not be too harsh about it. Everyone’s a bit upset.” Including her. Well, upset wasn’t the right word. Discombobulated. That was the one. She was discombobulated.

      “Got it.” James went back to the main door, looking relieved to get away from the blood.

      “Bloody hell— Primrose!” Jasmine’s husband bellowed, and went sprinting out the door after the dog, waving the leash like a lasso as James jumped out of the way. The Great Dane gave an enormous woof of delight and lunged after the Pomeranian, sending his mistress to the floor and dragging her halfway across the hall before she let go. The other dog, a Labrador, ignored them entirely. It was using the distraction to hoover up the contents of any abandoned plates.

      DI Adams took a deep breath, and wished she had time to count to ten. Even five. “You,” she said to the officer with the first aid kit. “Leave that. And you, Sergeant. Catch those bloody dogs!”

      They left the hall at a jog, and she looked at Alice again. “Is it always like this?”

      “Sometimes it’s worse,” Alice said.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Oh, very much so,” Alice replied, and picked up the abandoned first aid kit. “Come here, Gert. Let’s get this done properly.”

      The DI sat on the edge of the stage and rubbed her eyes again. They seemed to be okay now, which was good. She’d been worried she was getting a migraine. She looked at the women, all talking to each other and gesticulating rather excitedly, and wondered if transferring up here from London was going to be quite the low-stress choice she had imagined.
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      Mortimer, hunkered down behind the second row of chairs with his wings folded down tightly, hissed to Beaufort, “What do we do?”

      “It’ll be fine,” Beaufort whispered back. “We just have to wait for the right moment.”

      Which was all very well, but the right moment didn’t seem to be coming. They should have left earlier, but it had seemed risky, what with the police coming in and out. So they’d waited, and now there was a rather tall police officer guarding the front door, and the detective inspector with the suit jacket and severe hair was standing at the front of the hall watching everyone, and they were stuck hiding as well as they could behind the second row of chairs. Mortimer had tried to squeeze under one, and had knocked it over instead, making Teresa jump up and fuss, pretending it had been her. Now she glared at them and put a warning finger to her lips.

      Mortimer sighed. Dragons aren’t invisible exactly, although they are faint. Some people can’t see them at all, can’t even hear them, while to more receptive individuals they may be a shimmer in the corner of the eye, seen and not. But they are certainly hard for anyone to spot if they aren’t expecting dragons – and very few people do expect dragons, sadly. Which is helpful when trying to go unseen, but still not foolproof. All they needed was for one of the police to be sensitive enough to see them, and it’d all go wrong. There’d be shouting and panic and quite possibly tasing. Mortimer had seen tasing on Miriam’s TV, and didn’t like the look of it at all. At least the police here didn’t carry guns.

      “Beaufort,” he whispered again, with a sideways glance at Teresa. She was listening to whatever the detective inspector was saying, and either ignored him or didn’t hear him.

      “Shh,” Beaufort said. He was up on his hindquarters, his snout between two chairs, old gold eyes on the inspector. He looked very interested. Mortimer didn’t like that look. That look suggested that Beaufort was about to Get Involved.

      “Beaufort, we can’t stay here!” This time both Teresa and Beaufort shushed him, as well as Pearl, who was sat next to Teresa with her old Labrador at her feet. Mortimer eyed it nervously, but the dog only had eyes for Teresa’s fairy cake. Mortimer sympathised, although he wasn’t sure even he could eat one right now.

      They’d only come into town to see Miriam. Mortimer made beautiful, magical things from dragon scales and copper wire and gentle snippets of magic, and Miriam was his human business partner. She sold the trinkets and baubles for him, and bought human things that dragons coveted, which meant mostly barbecues these days. They were much more comfortable for sleeping on than fires, and Miriam buying them saved any more incidents with stolen gas bottles and opportunistic scone theft. She also tested out his new inventions, to make sure they worked in human hands, and always ooh-ed and ahh-ed in the best possible way. And that had been all they were doing today. Mortimer had only agreed to follow Miriam’s scent to the village hall on the promise of cake.

      Now here they were. Not only trapped in the hall, with sharp-eyed police everywhere (he’d already seen the inspector rubbing her eyes, suggesting she knew something wasn’t quite right), but also cake-less and tea-less. He sighed again and wondered if Teresa was going to eat her fairy cake. He’d even share it with the dog.
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        * * *

      

      A sudden rush of alarmed chatter pulled Mortimer out of his contemplation of the fairy cake.

      “They’re going to question us!” Pearl whispered. “How can they think we had anything to do with it?”

      “They can’t!” Teresa said, and clutched Pearl’s hand. “Can they?” They stared at each other, then looked back at the inspector, and the Labrador took advantage of the distraction to steal the cake. Mortimer glared at the dog, and caught the inspector saying something about treating the death as suspicious. A collective gasp rose over the Women’s Institute, and someone started crying. Beaufort was still watching, motionless between the chairs.

      “Let me stress again that no one is being accused of anything—” the detective inspector said from the front of the room, and there was a wail that sounded very much like Jasmine. This was immediately followed by an awful lot of commotion, and Mortimer saw Miriam go spilling to the floor, taking Priya with her.

      “This is terrible!” Teresa exclaimed, but she was drowned out by the Labrador sitting up and joining in the chorus of barking that was really much too loud for a small hall. Mortimer flinched backward and saw a completely enormous dog rushing straight for him. He gave a shriek that was luckily lost in the commotion, and dived between the two rows of chairs as Teresa and Pearl jumped up and someone started shouting about being bitten. Rose was being dragged helplessly after the huge dog, but the other two women blocked its way and together they wrestled it to a grudging halt. Mortimer tucked his tail as close to him as he could and tried not to look at the thing’s teeth. It was drooling.

      “Come on, lad,” Beaufort whispered. “This is our chance.”

      Mortimer peered around him. The door to the garden was empty, but the floor between here and it seemed terribly bare. “Are you sure?” he whispered back.

      “Unless you want to wait in here.”

      Mortimer took a deep breath and gathered his legs under him. They couldn’t stay. It was far too risky, with the dogs and all. “Alright,” he said. “Let’s go.”

      They bolted for the door shoulder to shoulder, hoping the barking of the dogs would cover the rattle of their talons on the wooden floor, and collided rather painfully at the threshold. Mortimer sprawled sideways and bumped his nose on the doorframe, then recovered himself and shot into the garden with an aching shoulder. Beaufort was old, but he was solid, and large for a Cloverly dragon. He was at least the size of a Newfoundland dog.

      The barking escalated behind them, but there were no shouts of stop, dragon. Mortimer figured that was a good start. He threw himself into the nearest flowerbed and froze.
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        * * *

      

      Primrose sprinted stiff-legged into the pretty, flower-studded garden that surrounded the village hall and came to a halt, yapping hysterically at the top of her little doggy lungs. Jasmine’s husband Ben was right behind her, swearing all kinds of bodily damage as he tried to catch her. She kept skipping out of reach, her bright eyes watching the garden.

      “Beaufort,” Mortimer hissed.

      “Stay still, lad. It’ll be fine.”

      Mortimer stayed where he was, feeling hideously exposed in the bright afternoon sun, and watched the fluffy dog racing toward them with his eight-chambered heart pounding far too fast and loud for comfort. The puffball seemed to have an awful lot of teeth for such a small thing.

      “Primrose, you little—” Ben lunged and missed, sprawling to his knees but managing to snag her pink harness as he went down. Primrose’s yapping went up an octave or two, making Mortimer wince, and she writhed desperately, snapping at her owner’s wrist. “Bloody dog,” Ben announced, trapping her under one hand and clipping the leash to the harness. “Should have got a cat. Cats don’t do this. You hear that, Primrose? I wish you were a cat.”

      Beaufort gave a very quiet snort of disapproval, although Mortimer wasn’t sure why. The High Lord was allergic to dogs, after all. And it was true that cats never bothered much with dragons.

      Rose’s enormous dog appeared around the corner of the hall, his head low and ears eager, towing a tall man in uniform behind him. The man had dropped into a crouch, clinging to the leash like a water-skier as the monster dragged him across the garden. His boots were digging neat rolls of turf out of the lawn, and Mortimer gave a very small squeak. The dog seemed even bigger out here, if that was possible.

      “Kev!” the man being dragged by the dog bellowed. “Get over here!”

      Another man, a little round and red-looking, strolled casually around the corner of the hall with an enormous grin plastered to his face. “Alright there, Ben?” he said. “Apprehended the escapee, have you?”

      “Oh, ha,” Ben said, standing up with the leash wrapped firmly around his hand and brushing grass off his knees. “Good to see you putting the work in there.”

      “You two seem to have it all under control,” the officer replied, although that was a dubious statement. Primrose wasn’t going anywhere, despite the fact that she was yapping and twisting breathlessly around the leash, dancing in agitation. The Great Dane, however, was steadily dragging his captor closer and closer to the flower bed. Mortimer tried to get his trembling under control.
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