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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 the lovely people of Skipton.

        I’m sorry I took such liberties with your

        street layout. And the morals of your town council.

        I do love you. I promise.
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      Councillor Thomas Wright, a light sheen of sweat on his forehead due to either the surprisingly warm Yorkshire sun or the close proximity of the ten ladies of the Toot Hansell Women’s Institute, leaned over the table and peered at the contents of a large glass bowl.

      “Um,” he said. “Is this … are these potatoes meant to be blue?”

      “I used Blue Danube potatoes,” Jasmine said, her face pink with the heat. “I bought them especially.”

      Alice leaned in next to Thomas and examined the salad as he poked it with the serving spoon. The thing with Blue Danubes was that they weren’t actually blue. The skin was a lovely purple colour, and they made for very nice roasties, but not only had she never used them in a salad, she’d never seen any salad this colour. The potatoes were the colour of the bluebells down by the river, and the mayonnaise dressing had the delightful azure tones of a beach holiday brochure.

      “Should I eat it?” Thomas whispered to her. “I don’t want to be rude.”

      “Just put some on the side of your plate,” Alice said. “And make sure you don’t get any on your shirt.”

      “It actually tastes rather nice,” Rose said. She was sitting in a round-bottomed chair in the flower-crowded confines of Rosemary’s garden, her feet swinging.

      “Your lips are blue,” Alice observed.

      Rose shrugged and turned her attention to a feta and spinach pastry.

      “I think the last time I had anything that blue was when we used to get blue ice lollies,” Teresa said, then patted Jasmine’s arm. “They were very nice, too.”

      “I just thought it’d be a bit summery,” Jasmine said. “You know, something different.”

      “It’s perfectly lovely,” Rose said. “I think it’s just the colour putting people off.” Her teeth had taken on an interesting turquoise tinge.

      Jasmine frowned. “The colour? It’s a blue potato salad. It says so right in the recipe.”

      “The potatoes turned it this colour?” Gert asked. She had her face lifted to the sun, heavy arms flushed with heat. “Where did you get them from, Smurf’s Produce?”

      Alice managed not to laugh as Jasmine put her hands on her hips. “They’re Blue Danubes. Blue potatoes!”

      “Well, it’s very interesting,” Thomas said, seating himself in a slightly unsteady folding chair. “It’s good to be adventurous with one’s cooking.”

      “Interesting is one word,” Teresa said.

      “Don’t listen to them, love,” Rose said, lifting another forkful of salad. “All the more for me.”

      “I have to admit I’ve never seen potatoes quite this blue,” Alice said, spooning some bulgar wheat salad onto her plate. It was full of herbs and seeds and fat cherry tomatoes, and looked rather like a Miriam creation. “Blue Danubes, you said?”

      “Well.” Jasmine twisted a napkin in her hands. “That’s what the man at the market said they were, but they didn’t stay that colour at all, so I don’t know if I believe him. It was most disappointing.”

      The women looked at the blue salad for a long moment without speaking. Thomas moved his serving carefully to the side of the plate, where it couldn’t touch anything else.

      “They didn’t stay blue?” Alice said finally.

      “No, they just went sort of dull and boring-looking. So I put some colouring in.”

      Gert burst out laughing, and Alice covered her mouth.

      “What?” Jasmine demanded. “He said they were blue! I was counting on it!”

      “Very adventurous,” Thomas repeated.

      The Toot Hansell Women’s Institute were taking advantage of a particularly warm and windless day, and were holding their meeting in Rosemary’s fragrant, sunny garden rather than in the confines of the village hall. An old green table had been covered with a Provençal-style tablecloth and loaded with Tupperware containers and trays and bowls, all overfull with salads and quiches and little cheese-stuffed pastries, and, oddly, pigs in blankets. Alice had a suspicion that was Rose, who seemed to be using her recent eighty-eighth birthday as a reason to become distinctly eccentric. Alice had mixed feelings about eccentricity. On the one hand, she didn’t see any reason to act as society expected, other than in the instance of laws (and even those could be open to interpretation). On the other hand, it seemed a little … careless. Although making pigs in blankets for summer lunches and turning up with different coloured hair each week were hardly things she could disapprove of.

      She sat back in her folding chair, crossing her feet neatly at the ankles, and said to Thomas, “It was very good of you to take the time to come and talk to us.”

      “Oh, well.” Thomas had exchanged his plate (still bearing a scoop of blue potato salad) for a large glass of elderflower cordial and a slice of lemon drizzle cake. “You ladies were wonderful supporters when I decided to run for council. And it’s always a pleasure to spend time with you.”

      Alice thought that was laying it on a bit thick, but that was politicians for you. Never knew when to stop.

      “Go on, then,” Gert said. “Give us your spiel.”

      “My spiel?” Thomas wiped his face with a napkin.

      “You know the one. We should donate money, or re-elect you, or whatever, because …?”

      “I, well, yes.” He took a large swig of cordial, then spluttered. “Is this alcoholic?”

      “Oh, sorry,” Teresa leaned over and took his glass, replacing it with a new one. “That’s Gert’s cordial. Adults only.”

      “It’s only slightly alcoholic,” Gert protested, and Rose raised her glass.

      “Tasty, too.”

      “I’ll stick with plain, thanks,” Thomas said, taking a cautious sip from the new glass, then relaxing. “I still have some driving to do.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little tipple in the afternoon,” Carlotta said. “In the old country—”

      “You were all having pints down the pub at 10 a.m.?” Rosemary suggested.

      Carlotta glared at her. “No.”

      “Funny, whenever I’ve been to Manchester—”

      “Ladies,” Alice said, before Carlotta could throw her Victoria Sponge at Rosemary. “Thomas, you were going to talk to us about the proposed communal garden project.”

      “Yes.” He looked nervously at Rosemary and Carlotta, but they were both watching him with interest. “So, naturally, we are aware that you ladies do a fantastic job with flowers and so on, but there have been some wonderful programmes popping up about the country where public areas are being transformed into food gardens.”

      “I like that idea,” Priya said. “Everyone should have the opportunity to grow their own food.”

      “Until some silly sod steals it, or digs it all up for fun,” Teresa pointed out.

      “No one would do that around here!” Pearl said.

      “I think it’d be okay,” Miriam said. “I put all my extra veg in a box by the gate, and no one’s ever stolen anything.”

      There was a pause, then Gert said, “You don’t charge for it, Miriam.”

      “I know! But I mean, no one clears it out or anything.”

      “Well,” Thomas started, and Rose interrupted him.

      “We should have wildflowers. For the bees.”

      “Well—”

      “My Ben’s allergic to bees,” Jasmine said.

      “He’s a police officer,” Priya said.

      “So? They can be allergic to stuff!”

      “Bees are probably allergic to him,” Rose said. “They still need homes!”

      “We were going to have insect houses,” Thomas offered, wiping his forehead.

      “Are you too hot?” Pearl asked. “We need more shade. Do you want to move under the trees?”

      “I’ve got an umbrella,” Rosemary said, pushing herself out of her chair.

      “No, no, I’m fine.” Thomas folded his napkin and smiled at them all. “As I was saying—”

      “Bees don’t live in insect houses,” Priya said.

      “Honeybees don’t,” Rose said. “Others do.”

      “Honey would be nice,” Rosemary said.

      Rose shook her head. “Oh, that’s a whole other thing. Hives and stuff.”

      “Maybe we could mix wildflowers with the veggies?” Pearl offered. “You know, best of both worlds.”

      “We should companion plant,” Miriam said. “It’s good for everyone then, and you don’t need to use pesticides.”

      “Well, sometimes you need some,” Teresa said. “I mean, we’re not feeding the slugs of the world here.”

      “Chickens,” Carlotta said. “In the old country we used chickens.”

      “That does seem to be the right level of technology for Mancunians,” Rosemary said.

      “I like chickens,” Priya put in, before Carlotta could respond. “Can we get chickens anyway?”

      “Then we’ll have chickens wandering all over the village,” Jasmine said. “That’s not hygienic, surely?”

      “At least we’ll know why they crossed the road,” Rose said, and cackled in delight.

      Alice uncrossed her ankles and got up to refill her water glass as the W.I. argued about chickens and whether that would be any more problematic than the terrifying geese that lived in the duck pond, and took the jug of Gert’s cordial over to Thomas. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like some?”

      He held his half-empty glass up. “I don’t suppose a little would hurt.”

      “Sometimes it can even help.”

      He snorted, and took a sip of the drink. “Do I take this as the W.I. being behind the idea, though?”

      “I think it’s safe to say that, yes. We’ll be happy to help.”

      “Thank you. That would be wonderful. I think this project could be really good, and if it works it may even get pushed to other villages.”

      Alice nodded. “Toot Hansell isn’t exactly like other villages, though.”

      “I think that’s a pretty safe statement.” There was the clang of a mobile phone, and Thomas fished in the pockets of his jacket where it hung over the back of the chair. Alice sat back down, not wanting to intrude, but she couldn’t miss the way Thomas’ shoulders tightened, the way he leaned forward in his chair with the phone clasped between his knees as he opened the message. She couldn’t see his face for a moment, just the way his forehead grew lines and the reddened skin showed through his hair. Then he straightened up, sliding the phone back into his pocket.

      “Is everything alright?” Alice asked.

      “Yes.” He gave her a singularly unconvincing smile. “Someone wanted me to go and meet them, but it can wait. We have gardens to discuss!”

      And he waved at Rose, declaring that she was entirely right and they must do all they could for the bees, then told Miriam that companion planting was a wonderful idea, but he was concerned about the chickens.

      Alice was also concerned about the chickens, not least because she knew of a certain dragon who had a habit of stealing poultry with the intention of releasing the helpless things into the wild. But that wasn’t exactly something she could bring up in front of a town councillor. So she listened and nodded, and wondered if she could detect an odd, unhappy note in the man’s voice despite his cheerfulness.
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        * * *

      

      It was late afternoon by the time Alice and Miriam walked home across the village green, the shadows lazy on the ground, the heat of the day still heavy on their shoulders. Miriam looked pink and flushed from the sun, and Alice was pleased she’d worn a hat. Her bare arms were a shade too warm, despite a generous application of sunscreen. It was one of those summer days that seemed to belong to childhood memories and Enid Blyton books, all high blue skies and empty streets and birds calling to each other in the trees.

      The village green was spotted with people sprawled in the long grass, caught up in books or one another, and little groups flung balls and Frisbees and, in one case, a dragon scale glider through the still air, catching the lowering sun.

      “Look at that!” Miriam said. “Mortimer would be so pleased!”

      “It’s behaving very well,” Alice said. Mortimer made dragon scale baubles and gliders in the hills beyond the village, and Miriam sold them for him on Etsy. The baubles did exceptionally well at Christmas, but the gliders and boats that bloomed when they touched the water had been slower to take off. It was nice to see one being used, catching the sun as it looped and glittered above the soft grass of the green. “Miriam, did you notice Thomas was acting a little oddly after lunch?”

      “I thought it might have been the potato salad that unnerved him.”

      “A reasonable assumption, but no. He received a phone message, and after that he seemed quite … off.”

      Miriam looked at the ground as if it had offended her. “I didn’t notice.”

      “Something about the message definitely upset him. I wonder if it had anything to do with Angela Pearson retiring?”

      “Why would it? She just retired. And he wouldn’t have his seat if she hadn’t.”

      “Yes, but she was rather committed and passionate about everything. Don’t you remember when she came to talk to us? That was only a few months ago, and she just gave everything up all of a sudden.”

      “Maybe she’s not well,” Miriam said, still frowning at the ground.

      “Thomas said she went on a cruise.”

      “Well, there we go. Going on a cruise with all those people! She obviously wasn’t well at all.”

      Alice shared a very similar opinion of cruises and organised tours, but not everyone did. “It does seem odd, though. To be so dedicated, then just to throw in the towel and go off around the world.”

      Miriam sighed and looked at Alice finally. “Maybe she just re-evaluated her life and decided going travelling was more important than dealing with village flower beds and parking areas. You’re not looking for something to investigate, are you, Alice?”

      “Of course I’m not. I was just saying it seemed strange.”

      “Well, I don’t think it does. And I’ve had enough investigating to last me a lifetime.”

      “No one said there was anything to investigate, dear.” Alice rather thought that investigating added a certain spice to retirement. Quite accidentally – well, mostly accidentally – they’d become caught up in two murder investigations and a kidnapping over the last year. Miriam hadn’t grown used to it at all, and still seemed to find the whole thing very stressful. Alice assumed it was because she was a civilian. They were rarely quite as prepared for criminal activity.

      Miriam was still regarding Alice somewhat suspiciously and not looking where she was going. She tripped over something and managed to tangle her feet in the hem of her floating skirt, stumbling forward to the accompaniment of tearing stitches. “Oh no!”

      “Oh dear.” Alice relieved the younger woman of her hessian shopping bag so that she could investigate the rip. “It’s just the seam, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. But I love this skirt!” She gathered the soft material – deep blue-green and shot through with glittery threads – in her hands. “You see? This is all because you mentioned investigating!”

      Alice hmph-ed. “I believe you brought it up. And if you didn’t take on so about it, it wouldn’t be a problem.”

      Miriam looked as if she was about to make an uncharacteristically rude retort, but at that moment there was the sound of a revving engine. The women frowned at each other. Toot Hansell was not the sort of place people sped through. The streets were narrow and shaded by leaning trees and stone walls, and there was far too much risk of encountering a wandering duck or sheep. Potentially chickens before long, too. They turned toward the noise, looking across the green to where the duck pond sheltered under the willows, with a low fence protecting it from the street beyond. The engine was running much too loud and fast, and tyres screeched on a corner.

      “Who on earth is that?” Miriam asked.

      Alice glanced around. People were looking toward the noise with lazy interest, and the engine screamed as the driver changed gear. It must be coming up the lane right beyond the duck pond. The geese were honking nervously, and they followed the ducks as the smaller birds took flight, squawking their panic. A man who had been floating a model boat in the pond grabbed it and backed away as the engine grew louder. She couldn’t hear brakes, couldn’t hear another car, and she had a moment to wonder what the driver was running from before there was a hungry crunch of breaking wood and the man by the pond sprinted across the green. A bright red Toyota exploded through the low fence from the road like a charging hippopotamus, sending shards of wood flying. The car shot between two willow trees, sliding on reeds and lilies, its momentum carrying it across the soft ground, and plunged nose first into the duck pond with the engine still screaming. Its back end caught up with it and tilted to the sky as if the little car was trying to do a headstand before dropping slowly back to the bank, and a pale, watery woman with dark hair surfaced next to it.

      “Really,” she said, and put webbed hands on her hips. “Humans.”

      Alice dropped her bags and broke into a run, her hip twinging. She recognised that car.

      She had a feeling Thomas was no longer on the council.
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      Miriam froze for only a moment after the car planted itself in the pond, which made her feel that she was maybe improving when it came to crisis situations. Of course, she rather thought that Alice might not have frozen at all, but that was Alice. It would take more than an unexpected red Toyota in a duck pond to make her hesitate. However, Miriam, unlike Alice, didn’t have a bad hip brought on by the goblin attack last Christmas, so she kicked off her flip-flops, broke into a run, and overtook the older woman just as she reached the chipped wood border at the edge of the pond.

      “Miriam!” Alice shouted, but Miriam ignored her, charging into the pond with a squeak at the chill. She splashed determinedly through the lilies, mud squidging between her bare toes and blooming in the clear dark water, hoping the geese didn’t come back. Something jabbed her instep and she wondered briefly if she should have left her flip-flops on. They’d only have got tangled up in things and slowed her down, though. “Miriam, wait!” Alice called.

      “I’m almost there!” The water was rising over her knees, and she gathered her skirt up in one hand, holding the other out for balance.

      “Be careful.” Alice sounded as if she wasn’t far behind, but Miriam didn’t turn around to check. She was concentrating on staying upright. The plant-tangled bottom was uneven and treacherous, and she wasn’t entirely sure what she was stepping on. A lily stem slid between her toes like something alive and she yelped, tried to kick herself free, and almost fell face-first into the water. She dropped her skirt, flailing for balance, and the fabric floated around her, sinking toward her legs as it soaked and darkened. Well, it was already torn. What was a bit of mud?

      “Miriam. Slow down.” Alice was using her RAF voice, which was normally impossible to ignore, but Miriam could see a man slumped behind the wheel of the car, head resting on his arms as if in exhaustion or despair as the water rose around him. He was wearing a familiar pale blue polo shirt and his hair was thin and fair, and he wasn’t moving. Miriam tried to go faster. She was over halfway across the pond, the water still only just above her knees, but the car seemed to be sinking. Its nose was well under the green-brown surface, and as she watched, the water began to investigate the open window. She gave up on trying to be careful and galumphed across the pond, arms pumping as waves of her own making surged around her legs.

      People were shouting on the green behind them, and a roundish man was struggling through the ferns at the edge of the pond, still cradling his model boat in both arms.

      “Call an ambulance,” Alice shouted at him. “Quick as you can, man!”

      Miriam glanced at the man as he gave an alarmed yelp and stopped where he was, trying to keep hold of the boat while he dug a phone out of his pocket. She looked back at where she was going just in time to see a face appear in the water in front of her. She gave a screech of alarm, tried to stop her forward momentum, tangled her feet in some roots or her skirt or just each other, and pitched face-first into the pond with her arms windmilling.

      The water washed up around her, the brown turned to amber by the glow of sunlight, and she tasted mulch and silence. She put her arms out and tried to push herself off the bottom, but she couldn’t reach it. She bubbled alarm, bringing her feet underneath her – only, oh, was it underneath? She couldn’t tell, couldn’t find anything solid to push against, and she knew there was something about watching your bubbles to know which was up, but there were bubbles everywhere, and all was confused green waters and the sneaky grip of lily stems around her feet. She thrashed in fright, trying not to scream, clinging to her breath, then cold strong hands gripped her arms and she was pulled firmly to the surface.

      She spluttered mud and pond water, hair plastered to her head, finding herself sitting on a very solid and present bottom with the water washing under her armpits and lilies tangled around her hands.

      “Soz,” her rescuer said. “Didn’t mean to give you a fright.”

      Miriam drew a whooping breath, then managed, “What happened?”

      “You fell in the hole,” the creature in front of her said, brushing mud off her scales. She had exceptionally sharp teeth, and clear third eyelids slid across her eyes as she blinked.

      “The hole?”

      “Yeah. It’s bottomless. You shouldn’t go stumbling about in it.”

      “The hole’s bottomless?”

      “The pond. Although, I guess, yeah.”

      Miriam pushed hair out of her face and looked at the car. Alice had obviously decided Miriam was in no danger and had carried on to reach it, which Miriam felt was a little unfair.

      “I’m fine, thanks,” she said to no one in particular, then looked at the water sprite, with her lank weed-green hair and clammy skin. “Are you Nellie?” They hadn’t exactly met before, but thanks to the dragons she knew of the sprite.

      “Yeah,” Nellie said. “What’s with the car in my pond?”

      “I don’t know,” Miriam admitted. “Is it in the hole?” The hole thing seemed a little dangerous, really, with Alice next to the car directing efforts to get the man out, her voice clear and crisp over the splashing of people arriving off the green and the road.

      The sprite frowned. “It kind of moves. Takes what it wants, you know.”

      “Oh dear.” Now it was a sentient bottomless hole.

      “Well, it’s not going to take the car, if that’s what you’re worried about. Too many witnesses.”

      “It tried to take me.” She sounded aggrieved. She felt aggrieved.

      The sprite snorted, and caught a water beetle, popping it in her mouth and crunching noisily. “You pretty much dived head first into it. What was it going to do, spit you out?”

      Miriam thought that was exactly what the mysterious hole should have done, but as she was still likely sitting within easy reach of it, she decided not to say so.

      “I’m off,” the sprite said. “Too many humans. Worse than a Sunday afternoon.”

      “Where are you going?” Miriam asked.

      “Around,” the sprite said, waving vaguely. The village of Toot Hansell nestled within a network of streams like a jewel in a complicated setting, and they cut and bisected the streets and yards in unexpected places. Miriam supposed it was quite handy for a water sprite. “Anyhow, you best stop talking to me. People’ll start wondering about you, sitting in a pond talking to yourself.” The sprite chuckled and vanished beneath the surface, and, with some difficulty, Miriam clambered to her feet and busied herself with getting disentangled from the overfamiliar embrace of the water lilies.

      The sprite was right, of course. Miriam was Sensitive, and, more than that, she and the ladies of the Women’s Institute, being accustomed to dragons, had become rather used to seeing the magical Folk of the world. But Folk are faint, not invisible but unnoticeable, and as most people don’t expect to see them, most people don’t. Which was to the advantage of the Folk, but also did make it look to the uninformed observer as if one were talking to nothing.

      There was a sudden commotion over by the car as it started moving and the nose slipped deeper into the pond, the back wheels lifting off the bank again. Miriam struggled to her feet and waded over to join Alice just as two young men dragged the driver out from behind the wheel and hauled him to the shore. The car groaned and wobbled, and with a noisy gurgle the front end dropped as if a chasm had opened beneath it. Miriam grabbed Alice’s arm and they staggered back, watching as the boot lifted to the sky like a whale raising its tail to dive. Then it stopped, shuddering, vertical in the pond with the water lapping over the back of the front seats.

      “Well done,” Alice called to the two rather pale young men. “Just in time.”

      “It really shouldn’t be able to do that,” Miriam said, staring at the car.

      Alice smiled. “One would think you’d just arrived in Toot Hansell, with that sort of talk.”
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        * * *

      

      They waded to the bank and scrambled ashore, Miriam slipping on the slick sides of the pond. She was trying not to look at the … the person lying on the crushed ferns and chipped wood, unmoving as an older woman with short grey hair checked his airway.

      “Nothing,” the woman said, and positioned herself at the man’s side, elbows locked and her back straight as she started chest compressions. “Anyone with first aid training? It’s been a while since I had to do these.”

      Miriam made an unhappy gesture. “I think I remember.” She didn’t want to touch him. Maybe if she didn’t touch him it wouldn’t be real. It’d just be some emergency drill, a mannequin made up to look like Thomas, who’d sat smiling and sweating in the garden with them only a few hours ago.

      “I can do it,” Alice said, shooing a couple of bystanders out of the way and getting carefully onto her knees. “Do you think there’s much chance?”

      “I don’t have any of my kit with me,” the woman said. “But it’s always worth a try, isn’t it?”

      Miriam tried not to think of Thomas laughing at one of Gert’s off-colour jokes, and to remember what else to do in an emergency. “Has someone called an ambulance?”

      “Yes,” the man with the boat said. His face was so pale Miriam wanted to tell him to sit down and put his head between his knees. “They’re on the way.”

      Alice pinched Thomas’ nose and breathed for him, then looked up. “They’ll be a while if they’re coming from Skipton.”

      Miriam nodded, then suddenly thought of something. “There’s a defibrillator in the village hall.” She pointed at the two young men who had pulled Thomas from the car. “One of you lads run over there and get it. Hurry!”

      They glanced at each other, then took off for the road at a sprint, wet trainers squelching. Miriam thought they probably wanted to get well away from the body, and she didn’t blame them.

      “Well remembered, Miriam,” Alice said, and took over the chest compressions, the other woman correcting her hand placement before going back to breathing for poor Thomas. Miriam thought her own effort was a sorry contribution, and wondered what else she could do. She wanted to do something, but it had been so long since she’d done her last first aid course, she wasn’t at all sure she’d be able to do any of it right. The ambulance had been called. The defibrillator was on its way. There was nothing she could do but be here, a witness to a man’s passing. She swallowed, her throat clicking, and watched the two older women working in unspeaking rhythm, trying to catch a life that was already gone. She could feel its absence in the way the sun had lost its heat and the day had grown shadows longer than they had any right to be. She could smell the fuel from the car, and she didn’t try and stop the tears that stung the corners of her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      After the ambulance had arrived with lights flashing and sirens screaming, it left in short order and at a rather more sedate pace. The police, who had arrived at much the same time, stayed a little longer, unrolling crime scene tape and taking names and phone numbers of the witnesses. The sun had crept behind some clouds, as if unable to watch, and Miriam rather wished she could do the same. She still couldn’t quite believe what she’d seen, although the car stood resolutely upright in the pond, reminding her.

      “We just had lunch with him!” she said to Alice. “How could this happen?”

      “I don’t know,” Alice said. “Poor Bryan.”

      “Poor Bryan,” Miriam echoed, the words distant to her own ears. Thomas and Bryan would come – used to come – and sit on the green on Mondays, when their pub was closed. It was the nicest pub of the three in the village, not far from the green and the church, restored respectfully and lovingly, with garden tables for the summer and open fires for the winter. They’d bring a picnic down to the green, with rosé wine if it was warm and a thermos of something if it was cold, and sit back in deckchairs reading books and talking to anyone who happened by. Once she’d stopped to have a drink with them and had watched Bryan present Thomas with a daisy chain. Thomas had still been wearing it on his head when she’d left them, the petals shining in his sensible hair like gems. She swallowed hard.

      “Do you want a drink?” the woman who had started CPR asked. Her name was Nora, Miriam had eventually remembered, and she had five cats and a nice husband who had rushed over, seen Thomas, and promptly fainted. “I’ve got some whisky in the cupboard, and I could rather do with something after all that.” She nodded at her husband, sitting on the bank looking pale. “And I think he needs one, too.”

      Alice shook her head. “I think we’ll just head home. Our bags are still over on the green somewhere.”

      “Alright,” Nora said. “Come on, Lionel.” She helped her husband up and they headed across the road to their house, and Alice patted Miriam’s arm.

      “Shall we get home?”

      “Yes, please,” Miriam said. “I need a cup of tea.”

      “That seems like an excellent plan,” Alice said, and they started to pick their way around the pond arm in arm, Miriam hoping her muddy skirt wasn’t making too much of a mess of Alice’s white capris. Not that they were looking any too clean anymore, either.

      “Ms Martin?” someone called behind them. “Ms Ellis?”

      They stopped, turning back to see Ben, Jasmine’s husband, padding toward them. He looked worried, and there was a smear of blue on the corner of his mouth. “Hello, Ben,” Alice said.

      “Hello.” He hesitated, then said, “You were first on the scene?”

      “We were.” Alice agreed, and Miriam made a small noise. It was hard to be nervous of Ben, who was tall and young-looking and red-faced, but he was still the police. And talking to the police always made her feel she’d done something wrong.

      “Um, so, I know I took your statements and everything, but I think the inspector will still want to see you.”

      “Colin?” Alice said. “That’ll be quite alright.”

      “I’ll make some carrot cake,” Miriam said. “Colin always likes carrot cake.” Detective Inspector Colin Collins was her nephew, which made him about as unfrightening as any police officer could be.

      “He’ll probably be by tomorrow,” Ben said, checking his watch. “So, you know, if you can be around …?”

      “Don’t leave town,” Miriam said, and a little bubble of laughter popped up from somewhere. She covered her mouth with one hand, her ears getting hot as Alice and Ben looked at her curiously.

      “Not really,” Ben said. “I mean, he’s got your phone number and everything.”

      “He knows where we live,” Miriam agreed, and tried to swallow a giggle.

      “I think we’d best go home,” Alice said. “We’ve had a long day.”

      “Yes,” Ben said, scratching the back of his neck. “I can imagine.”

      “You’ve got something just there,” Alice said, touching the corner of her mouth, and they left Ben scrubbing at the blue dye as they padded off across the green in search of their abandoned bags. Miriam wasn’t terribly surprised to find she was crying again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            DI ADAMS

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “It can’t do that,” DI Adams said. She stood on the bank of the duck pond in a pair of sodden wellies, arms crossed, glaring at the car as if it was standing on its nose just to spite her. Late afternoon light turned the windscreen into a blinding beacon.

      “And yet it is,” DI Collins said.

      “Yes, but how? That’s got to be against the laws of physics or something.”

      “Maybe it’s just really well balanced,” he offered, and she gave him a withering look that was entirely wasted, as he was inspecting a skinny greyish creature with slick green hair that had just surfaced among the lilies. “Hello.”

      “Hello,” the sprite said, favouring him with a sweet, sharp-toothed smile before grabbing a frog that was pretending to be invisible among the reeds.

      “Who’re you, then?” Collins asked. He’d been using a torch to inspect the inside of the car, and now he played it over the creature. She hissed, shielding her eyes with the frog. “Sorry. Are you photosensitive?”

      “Collins, you’re shining it in her eyes. I’d hiss, too.” DI Adams checked for the uniformed officers, but they’d retreated to beyond the crime scene tape, letting the techs and inspectors get on with things. No one was close enough to overhear.

      “Right.” Collins switched the torch off. “Sorry about that.”

      “I’m Nellie,” the sprite said. “I don’t know you two.”

      “We’re … friends of Beaufort,” DI Adams said, feeling that it was maybe more useful (and less incriminating) to say they were friends of the High Lord of the Cloverly dragons than friends of the W.I.

      “Huh,” the sprite said, and examined the frog, apparently losing interest in them.

      “So … Did you see anything unusual today?” DI Collins asked.

      The sprite looked up. “You mean, apart from the bloody great car in my pond?”

      “Well. I mean, anything that could have led to that.”

      “I was minding my own business,” Nellie said. “I always mind my own business. Then there’s this horrible great crash, and there’s a car and a bunch of noisy humans thrashing about, scaring the fish.” She put the frog back in the reeds and it paddled away. “And so far I still have the same problem.” She gave them a pointed glare.

      “We’re very sorry about that,” DI Adams said. “We’re going to try and get this cleared up as soon as possible.” She hesitated. “Only – well, how is the car stuck?”

      The sprite sighed. “The pond’s bottomless sometimes. But it gets shy. So when all the people started running in and shouting, it stopped being bottomless.”

      “It gets shy,” DI Adams said.

      “It’s not very social.”

      “The pond’s not very social.”

      Nellie looked at Collins. “Is there something wrong with her?”

      “She’s from down south,” Collins said, and Nellie said “Ah,” as if that explained anything.

      DI Adams shook her head and watched the sprite lunge forward and grab a small brown fish, which flopped about in panic until she started stroking its belly. DI Adams decided not to wonder how a pond could be a) bottomless; and b) only bottomless sometimes. She also decided it was definitely best not to think about it being shy. That seemed like a slippery slope. What would be next? Passive-aggressive wells? Anxious becks?

      She opened her mouth to thank Nellie for her time just as the sprite stopped petting the fish and bit its head off. Both inspectors gave voice to an involuntary Ew!

      Nellie looked at them. “What?” she demanded, her mouth full of half-chewed fish. “What do you think I eat?”

      DI Adams made some half-articulated sound, thinking that it least it hadn’t been the frog, and the sprite tossed her lank hair dismissively then melted into the surface of the water, taking the twitching body of the fish with her.

      “Well,” DI Collins said. “That explains a lot.”

      “The car?”

      “That too. But there always were rumours that the duck pond was bottomless. I thought it was to keep us out of it when we were kids.”

      DI Adams nodded. “I suppose it depends how shy the pond was feeling.”

      “Evidently.” Collins turned away to watch the crime scene techs shaking the car cautiously, and DI Adams wondered how they were going to write that particular report up.

      Rather them than her.
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        * * *

      

      DI Adams rolled out of bed, threw the window open, and bellowed into the early light, “Shut up, you horrible bird!”

      There was absolute silence for a moment, then the rooster crowed again, and someone tutted rather loudly. DI Adams looked down into the next-door yard and sighed.

      “Not you,” she said to the woman in the pink dressing gown. “The rooster.”

      The woman just tutted again and went back to hanging up her washing. DI Adams closed the window. There was no point trying to reason with anyone who was doing laundry at 5:30 a.m. on a Saturday.

      She considering trying to get more sleep, but the rooster was still doing his best impression of an air raid siren, and at some point in the night Dandy had crept onto the little double bed and expanded to take up pretty much all of it. She poked him in the side and said, “Dogs don’t belong on beds.”

      He rolled onto his back, exposing his dreadlocked grey belly, and panted at her happily. She still wasn’t sure what to make of him. She didn’t consider herself a dog person, but she hadn’t exactly had a choice in the matter when he adopted her in the spring. And, to be fair, he wasn’t exactly a dog. He was a dandy, and no one seemed entirely clear on what that was. What she did know was that he liked tummy rubs, disdained dogfood, and wasn’t exactly visible to most humans. Well, to any other than her.

      She pulled a hoody on over her pyjamas and padded downstairs into the unfamiliar little kitchen of the terraced house, wondering again how she’d ended up in Skipton. Transferring from London to Leeds was one thing, but Skipton? Her youngest brother had asked her if she was having a midlife crisis and planning to buy Hunter wellies and a Labrador. She’d suggested he come up here and tell her that, then he could see what country jails were like. He’d responded by calling her Jeanette, which was actually her name, but didn’t mean he got to use it. She’d hung up while he was still snorting with laughter and offering to send her a Barbour jacket for Christmas.

      It was all because of Toot Hansell, of course. Well, it was because of dragons, but the dragons lived in the general region of Toot Hansell, and somehow the Toot Hansell Women’s Institute had become ground zero for dealing with anything dragon-related. And as she and Collins were the only two people outside the W.I. who seemed to know about dragons, it made sense that they dealt with any police business involving Toot Hansell, the W.I., dragons, or any sort of magical carryings-on rather than risk someone else stumbling across the secret. And it was surprising just how many carryings-on seemed to come up. The village hardly looked like a hotbed of criminal activity, but she’d spent so much time out there since transferring up from London that her DCI hadn’t even been surprised when Skipton requested that she assist them. If fact, he’d been almost unseemingly happy, which DI Adams felt was a bit rude. But then, no one had ever accused DCI Temple – known unaffectionately as The Temper – of being particularly diplomatic. He’d just walked up to her desk and said, “Adams. Pack a bag. Skipton needs you on a case.”

      She’d started to point out that she had a case, which was exactly what she’d said to Collins when he’d called her an hour earlier, but the DCI had cut her off.

      “Hamilton can handle it. I’ll supervise him. DCI Taylor’s an old friend, so if she says they need you, you’d best go.”

      She’d considered protesting, but The Temper had evidently made up his mind, and Collins was texting her every five minutes with an update and pictures of cake, so it wasn’t as if she was getting any peace over it. She had a sneaking suspicion that her DCI was pleased to see the back of her. In addition to suffering from a lack of diplomacy, he was also a product of the school of stiff upper lips. Dealing with a new DI who had transferred from London following a work-induced mental health break was sufficiently out of his comfort zone that she was half-surprised he hadn’t packed her bag himself.

      So she’d left Leeds an hour later with a gym bag and her coffee machine on the back seat of the car and driven straight to Toot Hansell, to be confronted with physics-defying cars. And now she’d been woken by roosters after spending the night in someone’s aunt’s holiday let, the place all done up with pink floral towels, knitted doll toilet paper covers, framed photos of kittens, and an extravagance of doilies and souvenir plates.

      I’m only on loan, she reminded herself, plugging her coffee machine in and topping it up with coffee. This was for one case, and one case only. As soon as it was done, she was going back somewhere that didn’t have roosters in the backyard.
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        * * *

      

      They ran before work, DI Adams listening to the fall of her feet and the harsh rhythm of her breathing, Dandy loping alongside her. His size was oddly variable, and today his head was almost level with her waist as he kept easy pace, grey dreadlocks flopping in the wake of his movement. The sun was already warm on her back, and the woods smelt of night-damp and rotting leaves and new growth. They ran the loop of the castle woods, the trees green and whispering, the river gold and the dirt track forgiving under her feet. Other walkers and runners nodded to DI Adams but gave her a wide berth without seeming to know why, and their dogs strained away in fright. Dandy ignored them, although apparently he wasn’t above chasing squirrels. The first time he’d raced off after one DI Adams had spent half an hour hissing at him to come down out of the tree, trying to look casual every time someone went past. Apparently, dandies were good climbers.

      Back at the house, she took a moment to stretch at the gate, her eyes drawn to the fell that lifted itself above town. She seemed to be able to see it from almost anywhere, immovable grey stone and green grass like a monument to something unspoken. It was a constant reminder that the town was anchored to wild country, that the luminous green fields led to higher and less tamed places. She tried not to like it. She didn’t want to start liking things around here.

      She was almost ready to go in when a car pulled into the spot in front of hers.

      “Morning, Adams,” Collins said, as Dandy went to investigate the bag he was holding. “Good run?”

      “Morning,” she said, then added, “Dandy, no.”

      “Dandy what?” Collins asked, looking around in alarm, but it was too late – the bag was jerked from his hand. “Hey!”

      “Put it— oh. Too late. Sorry.” Dandy gulped the bag down without bothering to even separate the contents, then stood on the pavement with his tail wagging softly, looking at Collins as if he might produce another.

      “Does he have to be invisible?” Collins asked. “I wasn’t prepared for that.”

      “I have no idea,” DI Adams said. “I know nothing about him.” Which was true. Dandy had adopted her during a rather bizarre case involving pheasants, elderly thieves, a suspicious death, and the W.I. Of course. And not even the dragons knew very much about him. The cat had opinions, of course, but the cat always had opinions. She was just glad that, unlike the cat, Dandy had so far shown no inclination to talk. “Do you want some coffee?” she offered.

      “Don’t you have any toast?”

      “I haven’t exactly had a chance to go shopping. Besides, I don’t want to have to cart loads of stuff back to Leeds with me.”

      “You could be here a while.”

      “You don’t know that.” She went through the gate to the front door, ignoring his snort.
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        * * *

      

      Collins poked at her coffee machine and complained about the breakfast sandwiches the dog had stolen while DI Adams showered and changed into a suit and shirt. She tightened her hair more firmly into a bun, half-listening to him shouting up the stairs that buying a vegetarian sausage sandwich for her had seriously damaged his standing in the community. She poked at a stray curl and thought she should probably try straightening her hair again, but it took too long, and never worked anyway. She shoved a couple of extra bobby pins in for luck, then padded down the stairs.

      “Is Dandy in here?” Collins asked.

      “Under the table.”

      “Well, bad dog,” the big inspector said, leaning over and shouting in the general direction of Dandy’s hindquarters. The dog looked at DI Adams – well, pointed his head in her general direction, his red eyes invisible behind the flopping hair, and thumped his tail.

      “He looks very contrite,” she said, putting her to-go mug under the coffee machine spout. “Want one?”

      “Sure. Why not.”

      “Any news from the techs?” she asked, retrieving another mug from the cupboard.

      “Other than the fact the car’s apparently concreted into the bottom of the pond?”

      “Wow.”

      “Yep. They haven’t been able to inspect it properly yet. It’s going to have to be cut out. But initial forensics on the deceased suggest a heart attack.”

      “So maybe an accident?” she asked.

      “Could be. Awfully sudden, though, not to pull over. And no brake marks, not even on the bank. He went in full-tilt.”

      “And that was fast, especially for someone who knows the way the village works and would have wanted to stay in everyone’s good books.”

      “Yep. And the last people to see him alive that we know of were the W.I.”

      DI Adams sighed, and switched the coffee machine off. “Of course they were.”

      DI Collins looked at the mug she handed him. “You have no food but you have two to-go mugs?”

      “I have four. I only brought two.”

      “That seems excessive.”

      “I’m not going to lose one and then be stuck with no to-go mug.”

      DI Collins got up and looked in the fridge, which was empty except for an elderly apple she’d transferred from the car. “Milk?”

      “Sorry.” She pocketed her phone. “Toot Hansell, then?”

      “Let’s see what the ladies can tell us. And if they can feed us.”

      DI Adams led the way out into the crisp summer morning.
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        * * *

      

      They took DI Adams’ car, and Dandy sat on the back seat with his head out the window. He seemed very put out that Collins was in the front, and kept breathing on his ear, making him yelp in surprise. DI Adams ignored his complaints, watching the world become greener and wider as the roads narrowed and the houses scattered to odd buildings and the occasional hamlet, watched over by red kites and sleepy-looking cattle.

      “Just push him away,” she said, as Collins tried to wrestle his coffee back from the dog.

      “How can I? I can’t even see him!” He gave up and let Dandy take the mug. “I don’t want it anyway. You’ll have slobbered on it.”

      “But if you can’t see the slobber, is it really there?” DI Adams asked, slowing to pass a group of walkers in heavy socks, maps in clear pouches hung on string around their necks.

      “Definitely,” Collins said, glaring in the general direction of the dog. “Although I’m starting to see why you have so many coffee mugs now.”

      “No. I had that many before.” She went back to ignoring him poking Dandy as the dog sat there with the to-go mug in his mouth, wearing an air of long-suffering patience.

      They went to Rose’s first, parking outside her little bungalow and letting themselves in the gate. An enormous volley of barking greeted their knock on the door, which Dandy entirely ignored. He was busy investigating the meadow of wildflowers that had once been a lawn.

      Rose opened the door with her Great Dane, Angelus, bounding around behind her. The dog was almost as tall as she was. “Inspectors!” she shouted over the barking. “I heard you might be by!”

      “Of course you did,” DI Adams said. Angelus forced himself past Rose without much difficulty, rushed into the garden, and stopped so suddenly his long back legs didn’t quite get the message. He pitched nose first onto the path, recovered himself, and bolted back into the house with a whimper. Dandy watched him go, flowers festooning his dreadlocks.

      “I made scones,” Rose said, ignoring Angelus.

      “Oh, thank heavens,” Collins said, and hurried after her as she led the way inside. DI Adams left Dandy romping in the flowers. He seemed happy.
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        * * *

      

      Collins ate at least three scones with jam and cream at Rose’s, by DI Adams’ count, and by the time they’d visited Pearl and Teresa, Priya, Gert, Rosemary, and Jasmine both of them were awash with tea and DI Adams was fairly sure she’d broken her previous W.I. record for the amount of baked goods consumed in one morning. Dandy had been the willing recipient of some very stodgy banana cake that made DI Adams’ teeth go funny at Jasmine’s, and he had scared Jasmine’s little Pomeranian so much she’d gone under the sofa and refused to come out. Which DI Adams felt was an improvement, as it was a very nippy little thing. Jasmine had been terrified she’d poisoned the councillor with blue potato salad, and DI Collins had spent twenty minutes explaining that they already had the tub she’d made Ben take to the police lab, and it was absolutely fine, and she shouldn’t fuss herself. DI Adams made encouraging noises and tried not to check her watch.

      What they hadn’t gained was any useful information. Everyone said the same thing: Thomas had seemed fine at lunch, he hadn’t rushed off, and he hadn’t talked about anything except communal gardens and chickens. Or possibly bees and wildflowers, depending on who you were talking to. Certainly nothing suspicious.

      DI Adams pulled the car up outside Carlotta’s house and said, “I can’t take another cup of tea.”

      “Just have some water,” Collins said. “You don’t have to drink it, anyway.”

      “But then it’s a waste.”

      He shrugged. “They have to offer it, you have to accept. These are the things you’re going to have to get used to around here.”

      “On loan,” she reminded him.

      “Keep telling yourself that,” he said, and DI Adams made a face, then stretched before she followed him, as if that’d somehow make more room for tea and cake.

      Carlotta opened the door before they reached it. “Hello, inspectors,” she called.

      “Hello, Carlotta,” they chorused, DI Adams still having to remind herself not to use last names.

      “Come in, come in. I’ve just put the kettle on.”

      DI Adams wondered if Thomas Wright could have died of tea overdose. She felt it was possible.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later they were back in the car, DI Adams resting her forehead on the wheel. “I’m done,” she moaned, and pushed Dandy away as he shoved his nose into her side in a sympathetic sort of way. “Why are we interviewing them all separately again?”

      “You do remember what it’s like when they’re all together?”

      “I know, but …” she rubbed her belly. “I may never recover.”

      “You didn’t have to have three ginger cookies.”

      “They were good!”

      “Pace yourself, Adams. It’s a marathon, not a sprint.”

      She lifted her head and glared at him. “Oh, is that what you were doing with all Gert’s custard tarts and Priya’s cookies?”

      “Nankhatai.”

      “What?”

      “Nankhatai. The cookies.”

      She waved him off. “Either way, I hardly call it pacing yourself.”

      “I’ve been in training.” He grinned at her. “Anyway, let’s go see Auntie Miriam and Alice. Just two more stops, Adams.”

      DI Adams wondered if her stomach could take two more stops.
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