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      To everyone

      who knows the importance of ducks.

      Thank you for being here.
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            A NOTE BEFORE WE BEGIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Lovely people, thank you once more for joining me on yet another foray into the wilds of Yorkshire, armed only with a duck and a very large stick.

      I mean, wilds. We are in the city of York here, so let’s not overstate things.

      On the other paw, of course, York is not quite as it may seem. So perhaps wilds isn’t all that misplaced after all …

      Anyhow! I am going to assume you have arrived here after a meander through the previous books in DI Adams’ series, but if not I shall reiterate my usual assurance that you won’t be too lost if you haven’t read the others (although questions about ducks and Yorkie bars may persist).

      I shall also let Beaufort Scales readers know where this book fits into the series: between A Toot Hansell Christmas Cracker and Coming Up Roses, for if you’re keeping track. The full reading order can be found on the website here, should you be interested.

      And now we know where we are (at least a little), I think we’re ready to get a little lost, don’t you think?

      Step on in. And please mind the Wilfred.

      
        
        Happy reading!

        Kim
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            THIEVING DUCKS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ducks,” Detective Inspector Adams said, her tone flat.

      “Ducks,” the man facing her across the scarred wood of the pub table agreed, nodding sagely. He had a drooping face, everything sliding down from the sparse hair at the crown of his head to his loose jowls, the skin mottled with broken veins. His hands were heavy and big-knuckled with arthritis and hard work, and one of them rested with easy familiarity around a pint glass, despite it being barely ten in the morning.

      Adams looked at her notebook, lying open on the table in front of her, and wished she’d kept it on her lap. Everything was desperately sticky, and she was trying not to lean back in her chair, because she thought it might grab her jacket just as firmly as the table had grabbed her notebook. Even her boots were sticking to the old red carpet with its scars and faded patches, and though she could smell the strident notes of cleaning products in the near-empty pub, they were underlaid by a persistent funk of old beer and the ghosts of forgotten cigarettes. Spring sunshine filtered through the chunky mullioned windows, giving everything a warm glow that couldn’t quite manage charming, and except for a couple of fruit machines humming quietly by the door to the loos, all was silent.

      The only other people in attendance were the proprietor – a short, sturdy woman with pale blonde hair and a low-cut top stacking glasses behind the bar – and a tall, lean man propped against it with a mug of coffee in front of him. He was examining the coffee with as much doubt as Adams had regarded her own, and she had a feeling he was trying very hard not to meet her gaze. A large, dreadlocked grey dog sat on the bar itself, panting on the proprietor and making her look around in a puzzled way, as if feeling his breath but not sure where it was coming from, and two border collies stood close to the man’s legs, gazes shifting between the selectively invisible grey dog and Adams.

      She turned her attention back to the man across the table. “I thought you said you had a trophy stolen,” she said.

      “I did,” he said. “It were the ducks as took it.”

      She looked back at her notepad, where she’d written very neatly the name of the pub, which was The Dabbling Dipper; the name of the man, which was Travis Fletcher; and the complaint, which was the aforementioned stolen trophy. She very carefully laid her pen on top of the pad, making sure it didn’t roll off onto the table. She’d have to disinfect it if it did.

      “Can you tell me why you suspect ducks?” she asked.

      “They’re up to things. Always sneaking around and acting cute. But I’m onto them.” Travis didn’t tap the side of his nose, yet he somehow gave the impression of doing so anyway.

      “And that’s your only reason?” She was trying very hard to keep her voice neutral, but he narrowed his eyes, taking a swig of beer.

      “You don’t believe me,” he said, and the man at the bar gave a very small snort.

      Adams managed not to glare at him, keeping her attention on Travis. “It’s not that I don’t believe you,” she said. “It’s just that I think you should be calling the RSPB if you’ve got a duck problem. Birds aren’t really a police issue.”

      “I did call them,” he said. “They reckon they can’t do anything. They said if someone had stolen the ducks, they could help, but not if the ducks are doing the stealing, which don’t seem right, does it? That’s prejudice.”

      Adams nodded slowly, picked up her mug to have a sip of coffee, then decided against it. There was a nasty, greasy film on the surface and something caked on the handle, plus she thought she could see mysterious, drifting bodies in the depths. She set it down, removed her notebook from the table with some difficulty, and got up. “I can’t arrest a duck.”

      “Can’t you get rid of them, at least?” Travis asked. He drained the last of his pint and set it on the table, then, to Adams’ horror, pulled the leg of his trousers up and showed her a very pale, very hairy calf. “They pecked me! Assault and thievery!”

      “Um.” She couldn’t see anything on his leg from here, and she didn’t want to take a closer look.

      “I heal quick, but it’s there. They’re bloody menaces.” He pulled his trouser leg down again, and looked at the woman behind the bar. “And there were your garden thingies as well, Belle.”

      Belle huffed, stretching to put a glass back on a high shelf. “It’ll be kids,” she said. “It’s always damn kids. I really liked them, though.”

      “What’s this?” Adams asked.

      “I lost a little family of hedgehogs,” she said. “Not real ones. Metal. Thought they’d look cute in the beer garden. They did and all.” She thought about it. “Well, most of the time. Some divot was always moving them about, or putting them in compromising situations.”

      Travis made a sympathetic sound, but no one else spoke until Adams said, “I suppose that’s always a risk.”

      “Idiots,” Belle muttered.

      “Could try the RSPCA,” the lean man at the bar said. “Cruelty to hedgehogs.” He was struggling not to grin, and Adams narrowed her eyes at him.

      “They won’t be any help. Not if the RSPB are anything to go by,” Travis said darkly, inspecting his empty glass.

      “So what happened to these hedgehogs?” Adams asked.

      “I’m telling you, it’ll be kids,” Belle said. “They vanished the same time as his ridiculous trophy, so some little menaces probably took the lot. I remember we used to go about stealing those ceramic ducks and wire butterflies people had on their walls when we were that age. Nothing changes.”

      “No, kids are too busy on the Tic-Tac or whatever these days,” Travis said. “They’re not interested in hedgehogs and trophies. And it wasn’t ridiculous.” He went to the wall and took a framed photo down, turning around to show it to Adams. She didn’t take it, not wanting to touch the grimy glass, but she had to admit it was a rather nice trophy. Instead of some cheap, generic cup picked up from the local sports shop it looked like an actual sculpture, thin, carefully folded metal blossoming into the form of an origami-style frog which shone even in the dull print.

      “Very nice,” she said. “What was it for again?”

      “Marrow growing.”

      “It’s a frog.”

      “I know,” he said, petting the frame.

      Adams decided against trying to make sense out of that. “Whose was it?” Because the man holding it in the photo definitely wasn’t Travis, even if it did look to be a fairly old photo.

      “Mine,” he said, sounding aggrieved, and Belle snorted.

      “She’s a detective. She’s not buying that. Travis here’s never grown a marrow in his life,” she added to Adams.

      Travis huffed. “Alright, so it wasn’t mine originally. But I came about it honestly.”

      “If you call hustling a card game honest,” Belle said.

      Adams pocketed her notebook and pen. “So it’s not actually yours.”

      “I won it fair and square.”

      “Not for growing marrows, though,” Belle pointed out. “And not from someone who was entirely sober either.”

      Adams massaged her forehead, where a small but persistent headache was forming at her hairline that had nothing to do with her habitual tight bun. It was better than the eye twitch she had to deal with every time she went to the village of Toot Hansell, with its problematic dragons and much more concerning ladies of a certain age, but she still wasn’t a fan of it. Life in the country was proving much more stressful than London had ever been, and in entirely new ways.

      She took a steadying breath. “Right. Was the trophy really stolen, then?”

      “Yes,” Travis said.

      “No,” Belle said, and they glared at each other. “You left it outside!” she said.

      “And the ducks took it!”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “No one wants to admit the truth. Ducks are trouble.”

      Adams looked at the tall man at the bar, who was watching the exchange with a faint grin on his face. The border collies looked about as impressed by the smell of the pub as she was, and the big grey dog had helped himself to a barstool, perching on it comfortably. Adams scowled at the man, and he gave her a very small shrug, took a mouthful of coffee, and immediately looked horrified.

      She allowed herself one small moment of satisfaction, then looked at Belle. “Do you want to report the hedgehogs stolen?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I mean, my niece gave them to me, so I’d like them back, but how’s anyone going to find them? I even looked at my little doorbell cam, just for interest, and there’s nothing on it. It’s a waste of time.”

      Adams agreed wholeheartedly, but she couldn’t exactly say that. “If you’re sure⁠—”

      “What about my trophy?” Travis demanded.

      “Old Pat probably took it back,” Belle said.

      “Then that’s thieving!”

      “Thought you said it was the ducks,” the man at the bar said.

      Adams resisted the urge to tell him to shut up.

      “That’s because of the camera,” Travis said.

      “The one that showed nothing?” Adams asked.

      “Not nothing. It went fuzzy, like something flew across the screen. A duck.” He actually did tap his nose this time, nodding as well, and the other man snorted, then turned it into a cough. He set his mug on the bar, and the big grey dog gave it a horrified look, then jumped to the floor.

      Travis crossed to the bar and set his empty pint glass down. “Set us up another one, would you, love?”

      “Don’t you love me,” Belle said. “All this damn fuss, and you probably dropped the trophy in the water yourself. And my hedgehogs.”

      “I would never. I loved your hedgehogs.”

      Adams nodded, looking at the floor, and said, “Well, I can’t arrest a duck, and if you’re not making a complaint about missing hedgehogs, I think we’re done here.”

      “Don’t you want to check the doorbell footage?” the tall man asked, and she wondered briefly if it would be considered assault if she threw the remains of her very tepid coffee at him. Instead of doing that, she took a card from her pocket and set it on the bar. She couldn’t slide it across because it immediately stuck in place, so she just tapped it and looked at Belle. “Send me the camera footage if you want.”

      Belle peeled the card off the bar and examined it. She had immaculate make-up, Adams noticed, and her nails were short but very tidy. Behind her, a clutter of cards and postcards were tacked to the wall, a litany of places seen and people loved, a lot of them featuring Belle with her arm around a younger woman who looked an awful lot like her. The niece, perhaps. “Alright,” Belle said. “I might, at that. I miss those hedgehogs.”

      “Great,” Adams said, without much enthusiasm. She headed for the door they’d arrived by, which opened onto a slightly ramshackle beer garden, dotted with leaning picnic tables and bordered at the bottom by a little stream. A path led around the side of the pub to the car park, but rather than follow it immediately she paused to examine the overgrown grass and shabby pots, not yet planted with fresh blooms. The sun was warm enough, but it wasn’t trustworthy. Spring in North Yorkshire was a fickle beast, and it could be sunburn today and frostbite tomorrow.

      Footsteps followed her, and she looked around to see the border collies running out ahead of the tall man, who had his hands tucked into the pockets of his waxed jacket, his shoulders broad and sharp and his stance relaxed. He gave her a grin that was almost apologetic but not quite. His name was Rory, and she had no idea why he’d dragged her out here, or, more to the point, why she’d agreed to come.

      “Did you enjoy that?” she asked.

      “I didn’t realise it was going to be quite that bonkers,” he said. “Travis seemed really reasonable when he said he’d been reporting a theft and the local cops weren’t interested.”

      “You know I have my own cases? And this isn’t even my patch?”

      “Sure, but I thought it might be your area of expertise.”

      “Theft by duck?” she said, just as Travis emerged from the door, wielding a mop.

      “There they are!” he shouted, and charged across the beer garden, waving his makeshift weapon wildly. “Give me back my trophy, you aquatic sodding Christmas dinners!”

      A trio of ducks that had been gathered on the edge of the beer garden fled back into the water, feet and wings paddling wildly as they set up a chorus of outraged quacking. The big grey dog bounded into the shallows after them, and the border collies followed.

      “Midge, Pinto, heel!” Rory yelled, but they ignored him entirely, and he scowled at Adams. “Is your bloody invisible dog leading them astray again?”

      “No comment,” she said, and watched Travis come to a staggering stop on the bank of the waterway, feinting with the mop as if he might still reach the birds.

      “And bring back the hedgehogs!” he shouted. He spun, jabbing the mop across the garden to indicate the front of the building as he glared at Adams. “They were there! Really cute little critters, and now they’re gone as well, and my trophy, and nobody will do anything about it!”

      He swung back to the ducks, and Adams shouted, “Careful!”

      She was too late. Travis yelped, his footing slipping as he staggered too close to the edge. He dropped the mop and windmilled his arms wildly, giving a little wail of fright. Adams lunged forward, but she was too far away. Rory was closer, but still not close enough. His fingers closed on air as Travis crashed into the shallow stream.

      “Oh, bloody hell,” Adams said, stopping at the water’s edge and snatching up the mop. “Here, grab this,” she started, reaching out to Travis with it, but Rory had already kicked his boots off and was splashing into the stream. It wasn’t deep, but Travis couldn’t seem to find his feet. He wailed, thrashing in the chattering water, lurching one way then the other and drenching himself thoroughly. The dogs had stopped their pursuit of the ducks and were standing in the middle of the waterway, watching with astonishment.

      Belle emerged from the pub behind them. “What the hell is going on?” she started, then spotted Travis. “Travis, for heaven’s sake, not again,” she shouted, striding out to join Adams on the bank. “Are you chasing bloody mermaids again? Mermaids don’t live in streams!”

      Adams didn’t know about mermaids, but she’d certainly encountered sprites, who seemed to come armed with swans and geese, which she wasn’t keen on meeting. She checked the river, but only saw the ducks, who were watching with great interest from the far bank. They seemed like the least troublesome creatures in evidence, really. She stepped back as Rory hefted Travis to his feet and shoved him onto dry land, where he staggered in a circle yelling, “I want my trophy back!”

      “And I want my hedgehogs!” Belle shouted. “But you don’t see me jumping in the water making a spectacle of myself, do you?”

      “You should arrest them,” Travis said to Adams, pointing at the ducks. “You saw what they made me do!”

      “Again,” Adams said, “I can’t arrest the ducks.” She was mostly watching the large, dreadlocked dog, who might be invisible to everyone else, but was very much visible to her. He was looking up and down the river with interest, and she sighed inwardly. His invisibility didn’t seem to extend to the water he was going to drag into the car with him, and the smell was very much discernible, she’d found.

      Belle and Travis were still arguing, and Adams was just about to turn away from the scene when she caught a flash of movement in the shallow water. All three dogs looked toward it, ears pricked, and a woman’s form melted out of the stream. She was sleek and scaled, the sunlight glistening on her silvery skin, and she scratched Dandy behind the ears while he wagged his tail eagerly.

      “Who’s a good beastie?” she said. “Aren’t you a lovely scary monster?”

      Rory turned, looked into the river, and said, “Huh.”

      “You see her?” Adams asked.

      “I see her,” he said. “Still can’t see your dog, though.”

      That tracked. The magical Folk of the world, such as the sprite, didn’t seem to have any trouble seeing Dandy, but the only other human she’d found so far who could was one annoying journalist, which made him doubly annoying.

      “What are you talking about?” Travis asked, peering at the river. He squinted, blinked his bleary eyes rapidly, then pointed at the sprite, yelling, “You! Did you take my trophy?” He didn’t seem to notice Dandy, at least. The last thing she needed was to find someone else who could see the invisible dog, only for it to be a man obsessed with thieving ducks.

      “Me?” the sprite asked, pointing at her own chest, one arm still hooked around Dandy’s shoulders.

      “Yes, you!” he shouted. “Stop splashing around in the river and bring back my trophy! And the hedgehogs!”

      “Travis, you’re cut off,” Belle said. “You’re seeing things again. You need to go to the damn doctor.”

      “I’m not seeing things. There’s a woman in the river! She’s got scales!”

      “So now the invisible, scaly woman stole my hedgehogs?” Belle demanded. “I bet it was actually you!”

      “Why would I steal your hedgehogs?”

      “You probably bet them on something,” she said. “That’s what’s happened, isn’t it? You’ve lost your trophy in another game, then taken my bloody hedgehogs and lost them too!” She spun around, marching back to the door. “And if you walk into my pub dripping, you’re never coming back again!” She slammed the door in her wake.

      “Belle!” Travis yelled, then turned back to the sprite. She was already gone. He looked at Adams, eyes wide. “Get her back!”

      “Don’t know who you mean,” Adams said. “You need to get dried off.”

      Travis was shivering, his already red face gone an even deeper shade. “No, I⁠—”

      “Come on, mate,” Rory said, picking up his boots. “I’ll run you home.”

      “But—”

      The door of the pub opened in a manner that suggested someone had tried to throw it wide, but had been defeated by its heavy hinges. Belle stalked out, a towel in each hand. She threw one at Rory and another at Travis. “You’re not getting bloody hypothermia in my beer garden,” she snapped. “Get inside.” She turned around and strode off again before anyone could respond, and Travis looked at Adams.

      “I still think you should look into the ducks,” he said. “You can’t trust them.” Then he tottered up the path, wrapped in the towel.

      Rory picked up the other towel and sat down at one of the tables, pulling his sodden socks off so he could dry his feet. “Never-ending excitement with you, isn’t it?”

      “You’re the one calling me out to look at thieving ducks.” She whistled to Dandy, who gave a little bark, tipping his head expectantly at the water. “Heel,” Adams hissed at him, and he ignored her.

      The sprite resurfaced, melting out of the water as if built from it. Maybe she was – she was a small, slight thing, but the stream still should’ve been too shallow to hide her. She smooched at Dandy, who flopped on his side so she could rub his belly, splashing water everywhere.

      Adams winced, then called, “Excuse me? Have you got a minute?”

      The sprite looked around at her, pale eyebrows raised. “Hi,” she said, and tipped her head at Dandy. “He yours?”

      “In a manner of speaking.”

      “He’s cute. Not too keen on the red eyes, smells a bit of sulphur, otherwise he’s pretty sweet.”

      “Yeah, I hadn’t noticed the sulphur myself,” she said. “But the eyes are a little unnerving, I agree. Haven’t noticed any ducks stealing trophies or hedgehogs, have you?”

      “Hedgehogs?”

      “Metal ones.”

      “Oh, right.” She looked past Adams at Rory, and waved her fingers at him. “He yours too?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Harsh, Adams,” Rory said, and waved back at the sprite.

      “Were they his hedgehogs?” the sprite asked. “What’ll he give me if I find them?” She winked at Rory, who grinned.

      “They’re not his,” Adams said.

      “Boring,” the sprite said, and melted away again.

      “No, wait—” But she was gone, and Dandy sloshed cheerily back out of the water, shaking himself off wildly as soon as he was on the bank. Adams fled, swearing, and Rory yelped as he was showered with a spray of invisible dog water.

      “Dammit, can’t he wear a bell or something?”

      Dandy gave a short, disapproving bark.

      “No, apparently,” Adams said, and watched the border collies splash across the stream to join them. “So this was a waste of time.”

      “Got you out of the books, though,” Rory pointed out, grinning as he pulled his boots back on over his bare feet. He made a face. “Ugh. I need to go home and get some dry socks.”

      “I need to go and do some actual work.”

      “You said it was your day off.”

      “I’ve got overdue reports.”

      “Come on, this could’ve been something. Thieving ducks? Sprites?”

      She frowned at him. Rory had proven himself singularly capable when faced with werewolves, but it didn’t mean he’d suddenly become her sidekick, or whatever he thought was happening here. She was police, and he was some sort of penniless landed gentry. A civilian. He just happened to be one of the few people she’d met who both knew about the Folk world, the realm of sprites and werewolves and magic that moved within the human one, and who also had a handy, if patchy, library of esoteric books she’d been trying to work her way through. To be honest, the books’ writing was even dustier than their pages, and she’d spent more time drinking coffee with Rory than reading them, but the intention was there.

      She looked at the river again and said, “I suppose I can add to my pool of knowledge the fact that not all sprites are clinically depressed.”

      “What’re you basing that on?” Rory asked. “Sample size of one?”

      “Two, actually,” Adams replied.

      “You may need to meet a few more to really extrapolate that data. Fancy lunch?”

      “I didn’t agree to lunch. I came out on my very precious day off because you said you’d found a new book in your uncle’s stuff, and now look at us. You’ve got wet feet and I’ve had to explain I can’t arrest ducks.”

      “You still have to eat,” he pointed out, and before she could say anything else her phone rang. She held a finger up to him as she took it from her pocket, and he wandered back to the pub with his towel in one hand.

      There was no name on the display, and she didn’t recognise the number. She hit answer. “Detective Inspector Adams, North Yorkshire Police.”

      “Detective Inspector,” a woman’s voice said. It was smooth and self-assured, with a deep warm timbre that made Adams think of bluebell glades in sunlit woods. “Heather from Ash & Yew, in York. We have a situation.”

      “Oh?” Adams said. “If you need the police, I’m Skipton, not York.”

      “This isn’t a police situation, Inspector. This is a you situation.”

      And Adams stood there in the thin spring sunshine, watching the world grow clear, sharp edges, everything drawing into tighter, brighter focus as the familiar tingle lit in her fingertips.

      It might not be a police situation, but it was a case. She could feel it.
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      Adams tapped her tingling fingertips together, watching the sun shattering on the surface of the stream. The ducks were still regarding her suspiciously from the other bank, apparently finding her more disturbing than Dandy, who was rolling in the grass.

      “Inspector?” Heather said, her voice cool over the phone. “Have I lost you?”

      “No. When you say it’s a me situation⁠—”

      “You know exactly what I’m referring to.” There was a touch of impatience in Heather’s tone. “Do we really have to go through this?”

      Adams supposed they didn’t. Heather hadn’t called her because she was police. She’d called her for the same reason Rory had thought she’d be interested in thieving ducks (or maybe not entirely, but there were shared aspects). As much as Adams wasn’t quite sure how it had come about, or why, or what it meant, she seemed to have become the person who dealt with werewolves and sprites and, most recently, some really alarming revelations about the true nature of faeries and Christmas spirits. Her and her invisible dog. So it hardly mattered that York wasn’t in the Craven district of North Yorkshire, meaning she had no reason to officially be called out there. For these sorts of cases, her police ID was worth rather less than her duck keyring and her really big stick.

      “How can I help?” she asked, her voice level.

      “Would you be able to pop up to the shop?”

      The shop was a jewellers called Ash & Yew, tucked into the narrow streets of the Shambles, deep in the heart of York. Adams checked her watch. Coming out to visit Rory near Harrogate meant she was almost halfway from Skipton to York already, and late on a Friday morning the traffic shouldn’t be bad. “I can be there in forty-five minutes or so. What’re we talking here?”

      “I’ll explain when you get here,” Heather said, and the phone disconnected.

      Adams scowled at it, and hoped it wasn’t more hedgehogs and thieving bloody ducks. She doubted it, though. She wasn’t sure exactly what Heather was, but Adams suspected she wasn’t entirely human. And, more to the point, human or not, Heather wasn’t the sort of person to be jumping at shadows.

      “Who was that, then?” Rory asked, emerging from the pub. Midge and Pinto ran to meet him, and he scuffled their ears absently.

      “Work.”

      “You haven’t quite grasped this day off thing, have you?”

      “I need my car.” She started toward the car park, wishing she’d driven from Rory’s house, where she’d met him earlier. But three dogs in her VW Golf (even if one was invisible) had seemed excessive, so Rory’s ancient Land Rover had been a better option.

      “Are you heading back to Skipton?” he asked, catching up with her.

      “York.”

      “I’ll drive you. We can grab some lunch there.”

      She scowled at him as she hauled open the creaking back door of the 4x4, letting the dogs jump in. “This is police business.”

      “Not in York, it’s not. That’s way off your patch.”

      “Don’t be difficult.”

      “By that, do you mean don’t disagree with you?”

      “I can arrest you, you know.”

      “Promises, promises.” He grinned at her as he opened the driver’s door. “But yes, I’ll take you back to your car. Come on.”

      She sighed, shutting the dogs in and climbing into the front. At least Dandy could dry out on someone else’s seats for a bit.

      The old Land Rover groaned and rattled into life, and they pulled out of the car park with an asthmatic wheeze of exhaust, Adams wincing. “This thing couldn’t make it to York anyway.”

      “Harsh.” He patted the dashboard. “Don’t you listen to the mean city lady, old girl.”

      “I’m not mean. I’ve just heard of a vehicle safety certificate.”

      “She’s not that bad.”

      Adams raised her eyebrows and pointed at the footwell between her feet, where the rug had shifted. She could see the tarmac flashing past through a rusty hole not far from her toes.

      “Alright, she might need a little TLC.”

      “Or scrapping.”

      “Rude.” Rory managed to coax the car up to the speed limit, rumbling through the narrow lanes, green fields rolling away from them behind drystone walls. “So what’s this emergency in York?”

      “Work. I told you.”

      “Bollocks it is.”

      She sighed. “Alright, it’s not work exactly. But why are you so interested? Do you really want to get in the middle of something like the werewolves again?”

      He shrugged. “It’s better than ignoring it, or being like my mum. Knowing the world wasn’t the way everyone said, but not understanding how to navigate it.”

      Adams nodded at that. He hadn’t told her the full story of his mother, just that she hadn’t survived the disconnect between what her brain told her was real and what society told her to believe. Humans, for the most part, didn’t see Folk. They believed the hidden part of the world didn’t exist, so they simply looked past the horns and tails and strangenesses that surrounded them, blinded by their own conviction. And Folk preferred it that way. Humans had never been great with things they didn’t understand. Rory had somehow muddled his way through, but his mother hadn’t. Plenty of people who trod that line between the worlds simply slipped away, lost in the treacherous borders.

      Aloud, she said, “There’s nothing to tell yet. I just need to get up there and find out what’s going on.”

      “Why don’t I come along for backup?” he asked, and when she shot him a narrow look he raised one hand in acknowledgment. “Fine, for company, then.”

      “Best not.” She didn’t offer any explanation, and he left it, tapping his fingers absently on the steering wheel as he drove, the wind from the open window ruffling his dishevelled brown hair.

      Rory was proving annoyingly useful. He’d acquired his crumbling country house via some complicated arrangement involving a deceased great uncle and various cousins who didn’t want to take on the responsibility of the place, and while Adams wasn’t sure he was excelling at the restoration work, given there seemed to be more holes in the ceilings and walls than there were intact areas, he’d been nurturing a steadily growing library with a distinctly arcane tilt. Many of the titles had surfaced out of unopened crates discovered in the house’s warren of crumbling rooms, and she had an idea his mum wasn’t the only family member who’d stumbled into the Folk world. He didn’t talk about that, though, and she didn’t ask. Not yet, at least. That could come later, and for now she found herself taking a reluctant comfort in the fact she wasn’t navigating the unfamiliar landscape of this clash of worlds alone.

      But she still didn’t want him poking about in her cases.

      At the house she took her car keys from her pocket, bouncing them in her hand as she climbed out of the Land Rover onto the patchy gravel. The righthand wing of the house, where Rory had done the least work, looked as if it had lost some more tiles. “Thanks for the duck-based diversion,” she said.

      “Sure. Let me know if you want me to do any research or anything like that.”

      “Will do.” Adams swung into her car, not bothering to wait for Dandy to get in. He made his own way through walls and doors, and into cars. She wound down the window as a pre-emptive strike against wet invisible dog stink and started the engine.

      A shout stopped her as she started to pull away, and Rory jogged toward her, leaning down to peer in the driver’s window. His hair spilled over his forehead, the sun catching the first threads of grey, soft and luminous. “Be careful.”

      “That’s normally my goal,” she replied, examining him. His usual grin was absent.

      He paused, then said, “Do you know York?”

      “I’ve been there.”

      He nodded, looking down the drive with a frown tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Just watch yourself, alright?”

      “I used to work in London. I think I can handle York.”

      “Sure. But you weren’t dealing with this side of things.”

      She nodded slowly. “Not until the end. Why?”

      “I think once you start seeing that world, it starts seeing you back. And it’s not always friendly.”

      She managed not to shiver. She’d thought the same thing herself, more than once. “What do you know about York?”

      He grimaced slightly. “I did some poking around after my mum died. She spent a lot of time there. It’s not … it’s not just a human city.” He paused again, then added, “I’d like to go with you.”

      “I’ve got an invisible dog and a very large stick. I’ll be fine.” She put the car into gear. “Talk to you later.”

      Rory didn’t argue, just stepped back and watched her go. She could still see him in the rear-view mirror as she headed down the rutted gravel drive with Dandy panting in the seat next to her and tension brewing in the pit of her belly. It was true, she hadn’t known about that side of the world when she’d been in London, and it had just about devoured her when she stumbled into it. The encounter had sent her fleeing north, away from the city she’d been born into, whose salt and steel was still embedded in her bones, and sometimes she felt its absence as something physical, a gap in her centre. And it had all been for nothing, because she’d fallen into other things all over again up here.

      But now she was prepared. She could handle whatever came out of the Folk world, because people were all the same, no matter their species. Crime was all the same. She just had to go up there, ask the right questions, and knock on the right doors. She’d manage. She always did.

      So she ignored the twisting anxiety in her belly, and tried not to think of London, with its bridges and rivers and toasties and secrets. That was done. It was just another thing she’d had to figure out how to handle, and she had. That was what she did.

      Instead she settled into the drive, focusing on nothing but the road ahead, which was as quiet as she’d hoped. It didn’t take long for the folds of green fields with their stands of trees and scatterings of grey stone farms to begin slowly giving way to tarmac and villages and towns, spreading and expanding and melting into one another. From there the city bloomed in sprawls of housing estates and cul-de-sacs, rashes of bungalows and spring-startled parks, industrial areas and council housing. It didn’t feel any different to Leeds or anywhere else, and she looked at Dandy, perched in the passenger seat with his nose lifted to the window.

      “Have we got anything to worry about here?” she asked him.

      He regarded her seriously, his red eyes mostly hidden behind the forest of dreadlocks, and whined softly.

      “Helpful.”
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      The Shambles, where Ash & Yew lurked, was a tangle of narrow lanes and alleys blossoming out from York’s ancient centre, contained within what remained of the fortified walls. Its cobbled streets were endlessly packed with straggling tourists, while the old buildings and their exposed beams leaned gently toward each other over the twisting passageways, keeping eternal secrets. They shut out the sunlight, trapping the chilly air of the night gone, and the walls echoed with the footfalls of city explorers, chattering in a dozen different languages and accents, tourists and workers and scammers and guides.

      The whole area was cluttered with little shops selling kids’ clothes and fancy stationery and handmade fudge, all tucked under low ceilings and lit with soft, warm lighting. There were wine bars and craft beer pubs as well, and cafes advertising afternoon tea and vegan cakes. Adams parked right on the edge of the pedestrianised area, leaving her car in a delivery bay and sticking her permit in the windscreen before heading into the shadowed lanes. She caught a whiff of coffee as she walked past one of the cafes and detoured abruptly inside, eagerly trailed by Dandy, who immediately helped himself to a half-empty mocha that had been left on a table. She did her best to ignore the clattering cup as she ordered a triple-shot Americano. Dandy was hideously indiscriminate when it came to coffee.

      She peered out of the cafe’s window as she waited for her drink. The last time she’d been in York had been for her first … ugh. She hated to call it a magical investigation, because the word magic set her teeth on edge, as if it was all top hats and beautiful assistants, or wands and star-splattered robes. But supernatural made her feel like a YouTube ghost hunter, and paranormal made her think of crystal balls and fraudsters. So mostly she thought of these strange, Folk-adjacent cases as simply other. She’d been here on her first other investigation in Yorkshire, chasing down a stolen necklace. Ash & Yew was a jewellery shop run by Heather and Charles, a silversmith who had worked on the necklace in question. It had turned out to have once belonged to a sorcerer, and was a powerful and dangerous thing. Adams’ pursuit of it had exposed her to more of the magical world than she’d realised existed, even given London and the distinctly less threatening but endlessly frustrating world of the Toot Hansell dragons.

      Either way, the last time she’d been in York, it hadn’t been like this. Or she hadn’t been like this. She’d always been copper-aware, of course, noting those who moved a little differently, a little too fast or too slow, who smiled too widely or passed too closely to others, sharks in the pool. They were always there, in every city and every town, but now it wasn’t all she saw.

      There were the Folk, of course, even those who were human on the outside a little more sharp-edged and clear-cut than the average, as if more firmly set into the world. But as well as them, as well as stalking faeries and hurrying fauns and drifting dryads, as well as the others she couldn’t name, with their wings and horns and tails and tentacles, now the actual city had rendered itself abruptly duplicitous.

      Between the ice cream shops and the hat stores, the cafes and the pharmacies, had blossomed hole-in-the-wall pubs advertising gnome-made ale, photography studios specialising in nocturnal portraits, and a herbalist with a two-for-one special on wart-casting charms. Directly opposite the cafe was a rather charming bookshop which had half its window display given over to perfectly normal volumes on the history of York and walking atlases of the Dales, and the other half full of titles such as How to Raise a Kraken for Fun & Profit, and Banshee Wails for Beginners.

      Adams stared at the books, momentarily intrigued by the idea of keeping a Kraken and wondering if a bath was big enough or if one needed access to a swimming pool, then realised an invisible dog was already more than enough to be dealing with.

      “Americano?” the young man behind the counter asked.

      “Thanks.” She took it and headed out into the streets, a small headache pulsing behind her eyes. She used to get migraines every time she encountered something Folk-ish, but that at least had improved. This was a lot, though. Every building seemed to wear a shadow, the human York that thronged with tourists and industry holding a second version which moved to its own heartbeat. She thought of Rory saying York wasn’t just a human city, and wondered again just how much he knew about this world.

      But she didn’t have time to dwell on the secret aspects of the place, or to become a tourist herself, no matter how intriguing it was. Instead, she headed straight to Ash & Yew. The hanging wooden sign above the door was entwined with foliage, and the display window with its small, divided panes was surrounded by evergreen branches. It gave her the sense that the shop had grown from the earth rather than been built.

      The door was unlocked, and a bell tinkled elegantly above Adams as she pushed it open, coffee still in hand. She stepped into a warm, pale interior, tranquil and gentle and deeply expensive. Soft light glittered on gold and silver and precious stones nestled in display cases, and a slim, broad-shouldered woman of oddly indeterminate age looked up from a stool at the small counter. She had a selection of earrings laid out in front of her, polishing them with a soft cloth, and she inclined her head slightly.

      “Detective Inspector,” she said. “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

      “Heather,” Adams said. “It sounded urgent.”

      “Hmm.” Heather bundled up the earrings and put them back in a cabinet underneath the counter. “Pressing, shall we say. Something we need to get resolved to prevent any escalation.”

      Adams frowned slightly. That sounded unsettlingly ominous. “What exactly’s happened?”

      Heather gestured to a door at the back of the shop. It looked like it should open straight onto someone’s sitting room, nothing about it suggesting the sort of security a place like this probably warranted. Despite that, Adams was certain the shop was better guarded than most bank vaults.

      “We’d best talk to Charles,” Heather said. She opened the door and led the way down a short corridor, its smooth white walls punctuated with framed photographs, scenes of the city in sepia tones. Adams could smell hot metal and a whiff of burning wood drifting toward them, and at the end of the hall they stepped into the brightly lit, cluttered interior of a workshop. It took up the full width of the back of the shop, the walls lined with workbenches and another running down the centre of the room. The ones at the sides were relatively tidy, the wood scarred with burns and gouges, and tools hung on the walls above them. The bench in the centre, though, held both a dog-sized hippo and an even larger cockerel, both wrought from metal, and piles of tin sheets and wire and pipes and mysterious offcuts, stacked with no sense of order Adams could see. Among them sprouted sleekly polished bunny rabbits, and spindly-legged bird sculptures, and more otherworldly things, all wrought with astonishing skill and looking like they could leap off the bench at any moment.

      The only sign of life, though, was a man with thick grey hair and bushy eyebrows, perched on a stool and clutching a mug of coffee in both hands. His shoulders were slumped, and he stared at the hippo blankly.

      “Charles,” Heather said. “The detective inspector is here.”

      “Inspector,” Charles said, trying for an easy smile, but it didn’t seem to want to stay in place. “Lovely to see you again.”

      “Heather said there was a situation,” Adams said.

      Charles heaved a sigh. “You could call it that.”

      Heather clicked her tongue. “Charles. Stop sulking, for the Old Ones’ sake.”

      “It’s just so distressing. I don’t know how this could have happened!”

      “It’s not going to get any less distressing if we don’t do something about it,” Heather said, with a certain sharpness in her voice.

      Adams sighed inwardly, and watched Dandy hesitating on the threshold to the hall, his floppy ears back as he stared at the cockerel. She hadn’t expected she’d have to use her people skills, as the horrifying phrase went. She wasn’t even sure she had people skills, but she said, “Let’s not worry about how it happened, or whose fault it is⁠—”

      “It’s mine,” Charles said gloomily.

      “Evidently,” Heather said.

      Adams nodded. “Right, well. Glad we’ve cleared that up. But what’s happened, exactly?”

      “A theft,” Heather said, when Charles didn’t answer.

      “A jewellery theft?” Adams frowned. “You should be talking to the York police.”

      “Not jewellery. And even if it was, we wouldn’t be talking to them.” Heather examined Adams. “Anyone who could break in here won’t be found by regular police.” The way she said it suggested she wasn’t sure Adams was going to do much better.

      “What was taken?” She was really hoping it wasn’t going to be some sorcerer’s necklace again.

      “A charm,” Heather said.

      “What, like for a bracelet?”

      “No.” Heather sounded like she was trying very hard not to roll her eyes.

      “A master charm,” Charles said, his voice so quiet he seemed to be talking to his mug. “A very old thing, a very precious thing, power wrought in pure metal.”

      Well, that didn’t sound ominous at all. “Right,” Adams said aloud. “And when did this happen?”

      Heather and Charles exchanged glances. “A week?” Charles offered.

      “And you only just noticed?”

      “We’ve been trying to find it ourselves,” Heather said. “As I say, it’s not police business. But we seem to have run up against a wall.”

      Adams nodded, tucking her free hand into her pocket and having a sip of her rapidly cooling coffee. “You don’t say.”

      “It’s become rather urgent now,” Charles said.

      “And a lot harder to find evidence a week after the fact,” Adams pointed out.

      Charles grimaced.

      “Well, we’ve called you now,” Heather said. “And we need it finding quickly.”

      “Why?” Adams asked, a horrible sense of misgiving rolling in her belly. “What does it do?”

      “I build guardians,” Charles said, nodding at the hippo.

      Adams looked blankly at the thing’s smooth round flanks. “Sculptures?”

      “Sculptures with defensive capabilities.”

      She didn’t much like the sound of that. “Alarm systems?” she asked hopefully.

      “More like guard dogs,” Heather said.

      “So they’re dangerous.”

      “Not much of a deterrent if they aren’t.”

      Of course it wasn’t. “And this missing charm does what, exactly?”

      Charles sighed deeply. “There always has to be a master key, a way to take control of the guardians if the owner is incapacitated.”

      “So this master charm can deactivate them?”

      “Exactly.”

      She frowned. “Well, that doesn’t sound too bad⁠—”

      “Imagine someone getting the security code to unlock a rather elite selection of bank vaults,” Heather said. “As well as priceless collections of art, and stockpiles of weaponry, and the front door key to the homes of an awful lot of people of wealth and interest and importance.”

      Adams looked at the jumble of half-finished sculptures. Half-finished guardians. “Ah,” she said, and thought this was a larger step up from frog trophies and hedgehogs than she’d been planning on.
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      “Are we really talking bank vaults and weapon stockpiles?” Adams asked, taking a large mouthful of coffee and wishing she’d asked for four shots. People got a bit weird about that, though, as if they were the ones drinking it.

      “Any number of them,” Charles said.

      “And what are guardians, exactly?”

      “Just what they sound like. They’re set to protect properties or items, and can be as big or small as necessary.” He smiled suddenly, looking past her at something unseen. “Do you know the Eiffel Tower?”

      “Yes, obv— What?”

      “Oh, no, it isn’t one. Not anymore, anyway. Originally, though⁠—”

      “Charles,” Heather said, a warning note in her voice.

      “Oh. Yes. Anyway, I build them out of metal, and as I do so, I impress into them whatever’s needed – who or what they’re protecting, basically. Then the owner gets a simple charm which allows them to control the guardian without changing the basic programming. So they can’t be sold on or used for any other purpose.”

      “One only makes that mistake once,” Heather said.

      Charles nodded. “But, just in case, the master charm is a failsafe, a security measure for if something goes wrong.”

      “So, given the Eiffel Tower, I’m guessing you don’t sell these guardians just in Yorkshire,” Adams said.

      Heather made a small, scoffing noise, and Charles said, “We’re somewhat of an international supplier.”

      “Of course you are,” Adams muttered, looking around the workshop, with its constant scent of metal shavings and heat, its islands of chaos and order. “How many are we talking?”

      “We’ve been doing this for a long time, Inspector,” Heather said. “Let’s just say a lot, for ease.”

      “That hardly helps me narrow things down. Do you have a list?”

      “Did you not understand what I said?”

      Adams looked at Heather, raising her eyebrows.

      Heather shook her head. “Yes, I have a list.”

      “Good. I’ll need it. What about security in here? Cameras?”

      “They don’t work.”

      “Right.” She’d forgotten, but Heather had told her that when she’d been here before. Cameras and Folk had a fractious relationship at the best of times, the devices malfunctioning or bringing back unusable images. It was part of what kept Folk safe. “Other security measures?”

      Charles got up off the stool with another heartfelt sigh and walked to the back door. He’d shown Adams outside here before, and she knew it opened into a little alley equipped with a couple of ubiquitous shop bins. Assuming he was going to show her some sort of Folk alarm system, she joined him as he opened the door, already starting to ask if there was a code or how it worked.

      The words melted away before she could manage more than a questioning, “Is …” She blinked at the view revealed beyond the door, then looked around the workshop, searching for another entrance. There was only the one she’d come through from the hallway, and she turned back to the door, taking a hesitant step up to the threshold and touching the frame, as if to check it was real and not some painted backdrop.

      Instead of a plain and uninspired little alley, two steps led down into what she had to term a garden, for want of a better word. It was substantial, the size one might expect to find behind a decent-sized detached house on the outskirts of town, not the back of a narrow shop in the centre of a city. High red brick walls hemmed it in, concealing it from the outside world and giving it a secretive, hidden atmosphere that made Adams feel the whole place should’ve been full of green lawns curling between boisterously crowded flowerbeds and stands of old shrubs and small trees, with probably a fishpond and cosy, hidden benches, and a swing hanging invitingly in the shade.

      But all that grew here was iron and steel. Paths trekked through twisted outcroppings and upthrusts of metal, filling every scrap of space with savage, rusting edges and blooming flowers of corrosion. Brutal shards of steel sprouted out of the ground, interspersed with twisted lengths of discarded tin, and paint still clung to the sides of old buses and the broken doors of cars. Lengths of twisted aluminium guttering and shiny copper pipe stitched their way around the bent corners of corroding containers that surfaced out of the earth like icebergs, and everywhere were bicycle wheels with broken spokes, old iron girders, mesh and drums and crates and metal fencing. The place contained an astonishing amount of debris, all blossoming into abstract sculptures and shedding filings like new shoots, and Adams stared from it to Charles.

      “Wasn’t there an alley out here?” she asked, because every other question had where and how and impossible in it, and she didn’t think she was ready for the answers.

      “There is,” Charles said, stepping back and waving Adams with him. He closed the door, then opened it again with a complete lack of fancy hand gestures or arcane muttering. The alley and its bins looked back at them blandly. He closed the door again and opened it once more into the metallic jungle.

      “Right. I’m not even going to ask how that works,” Adams said.

      “Probably best,” Charles said, sounding a little cheerier. “I don’t really know myself, to be honest. And sometimes it refuses to change for a day or so, which is annoying, especially if I need something.”

      “So what happens if someone tries to get in through this door from the alley? Can they?”

      “It’s a three-way system. If you come from the alley, you might end up in the garden or in here.”

      Adams frowned. “How does that make it secure?”

      “Unless you have a key or someone lets you in, it’s always the garden.”

      Adams looked at it. “I mean, it looks a bit sharp, but …”

      “Show her,” Heather said.

      “Is it a guardian?” Adams asked, peering into the garden apprehensively. There could be anything hidden in there. The whole thing could be one giant guardian, like a mat of metallic Venus flytraps, snapping up intruders.

      “It’s Wilfred,” Charles said.

      “Wilfred?”

      “Come on.” Charles led the way out into the metal wilderness. Everything shone with exposed, sharp edges, or slumbered under blooms of rust, and Adams couldn’t see any wildflowers or weeds growing up among the shards of old industry. There were no scraps of wood or lingering threads of plastic or fabric either, no litter caught among the limbs of metal, just great flanks of steel and aluminium interspersed with strips of tin like shards of broken ice, and tumbled piles of copper and lead pipe growing like fungi.

      A narrow path of old stone wound toward the high wall that encircled the garden, and beyond it Adams could see buildings formed from old, stained stone or mildewed plaster, sprouting crooked towers and dormer windows and exposed beams in a jumble that was like the Shambles, yet utterly alien. She had the sudden, unshakeable certainty she was deep within a very different version of York, and if she wasn’t careful she could lose herself and never find her way out again. She pushed the thought down and reached out for Dandy with one hand. He didn’t seem too keen on the garden either, and leaned against her leg with a low whine.

      “This isn’t regular dimensions, is it?” she asked. “This can’t all fit back here.”

      “I don’t know the technicalities of it,” Charles said brightly. “But I suppose you’re right.” He looked around at the sunlight shining on his ferocious yard. “Wonderful though, isn’t it?”

      Behind Adams, Heather said, “They’re the dimensions of this face of York. Things get a bit blurry other than that.”

      Adams glanced back at her. The other woman was following them down the path with her long skirts lifted in one hand and her nose faintly wrinkled in distaste, thick, darkly glossy brown hair spilling over her shoulders. Her feet were bare, and Adams wanted to tell her to be careful, but stopped herself. Heather no doubt knew better than Adams did what was safe and what wasn’t.

      Instead, she just said, “Great. I love blurry.”

      They followed Charles halfway to the wall at the bottom of the garden, which seemed to take longer than was reasonable (and which had Adams muttering, “blurry,” to herself), but finally he paused and looked up at a conglomerate of assorted panels of stained metal and hefty bits of rebar. Something about its proportions suggested a stag, with a broad chest and a narrow head, antlers of old plumbing protruding at startling angles from its head and neck. It was even larger than a stag should be, though, taller than Adams at the shoulder, and its barrel body was supported by thick legs that looked to be formed in large part from bundled lengths of railway tracks. It towered above them, head lifted and proud, and sunlight gleamed dully on tin plate eyes.

      “There,” Charles said, with a flourishing gesture.

      “What the hell is that?” Adams asked.

      “Wilfred.”

      “Right.” She examined the great structure for a moment, her arms crossed over her chest and her feet planted wide. Finally she said, “It’s not doing anything.”

      “You’re watching.”

      “It’s shy?”

      “We’ve never seen him move,” Heather said.

      “So it – he – just stands there looking a bit freaky, and that’s enough?”

      “He moves when he needs to,” Charles said comfortably, and patted Wilfred’s flank, setting up an echoing clang that bounced around the garden, whispering through the metal forest like the sea. Adams shivered. She felt as if a fine metallic dust was settling on her from all angles, drifting deep into her lungs.

      “What happens when he moves?”

      “He gets rid of intruders,” Heather said.

      “How?”

      “I couldn’t say. We don’t see what he does.”

      Adams rubbed the back of her neck. “He’s sentient?”

      “More like automated,” Charles said. “The charms dictate that they act in the required manner, to protect. But there is a certain amount of interpretation, which is caused by the raw material. Everything has its own instincts, after all.”

      “Even oil drums?” she asked, nodding at the rusty yellow paint of one that formed part of Wilfred’s hindquarters.

      “Metal still came from the earth once. It remembers.”

      Adams considered asking for a little more explanation, but in the end she didn’t need it. Not for the issue at hand, anyway, and anything else could wait. “So there’s no way anyone could’ve got past him?”

      Charles and Heather looked at each other. Her eyebrows were arched pointedly, and he gave a little shrug. “No.”

      “And does anyone else have access to the workshop?” Again that hesitation, and she waited, then said, “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

      “No one should have,” Heather said.

      “But?”

      Heather glared at Charles so fiercely Adams could almost see him wilting under it. Finally he said, “Sometimes I invite people back.”

      “Back?”

      “After the pub. You know, if it’s been a good night, and they’re kicking everyone out, I might say ‘oh, come by mine, I’ve got whisky,’ or something.”

      Adams looked at Heather, who shrugged. “I came down one morning and found two dryads and a faun asleep on the workshop floor, plus a brownie trying to make eggy bread on the boiler. He’s a nightmare.”

      “That was at least thirty years ago!”

      “Doesn’t change the facts, though, does it? And you had four humans in cloaks upstairs pretending they were taking one of my personal rings to Mordor only last week.”

      “They were harmless.”

      “They were so drunk one passed out with his head in the washing machine, and when I woke him up he said he was listening for drums in the deep.”

      Adams wondered, not for the first time, how people put up with things like this. The idea of having one other person in her home, let alone four uninvited ones, made her skin itch. Or that might’ve been the metal dust again. Evidently it worked for some people, though. Aloud, she said, “So anyone you invited back might’ve had the chance to nab the charm?”

      “They shouldn’t have,” he said. “That charm’s kept safe, plus the shop has protections. People can’t leave with something that doesn’t belong to them.”

      “Evidently not that safe,” Heather said. “I keep up the general protection charms, but someone’s meant to maintain the ones for the master charm. The person who works with it.” She arched her eyebrows at Charles, and he rubbed the back of his neck.
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"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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