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      To you, lovely reader,

      who has followed the adventures of snarky cats and crime-solving dragons, and embraced invisible dogs and inexplicable ducks.

      Thank you, always.

      You are truly magical.
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            A NOTE BEFORE WE BEGIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Lovely people, thank you for joining me for another wild romp through the Dales.

      Well, less romp, more increasingly frantic chase with ever-higher stakes. I mean, it wouldn’t be an Adams book if it wasn’t, would it?

      I will firstly offer an apology to the lovely people of Hawes, and assure them that I don’t really think their village is rife with aggressive sheep and lurking Fae, but is instead very delightful and a lovely place for a family holiday (and the creamery is definitely worth a visit). I’m also sorry for taking certain liberties with the landscape, but, you know. Writer’s license and all that.

      Honestly, the Dales is one of my favourite places in the world, and Hawes is a beautiful part of it. It’d be worth risking the sheep for a visit even if they were a problem. Which they’re not. Promise.

      With that disclaimer taken care of, I am going to assume you, lovely reader, have arrived here after a meander through the previous books in DI Adams’ series. 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 invisible dogs and safe caffeine levels may persist).

      I shall also let Beaufort Scales readers know where this book fits into the series: between Coming Up Roses and Beast-Laid Plans for those of you keeping track. The full reading order can be found on the website here, should you be interested.

      Everyone caught up? No one from the Hawes tourist board still eyeing me suspiciously? Good.

      Grab your duck and your very big stick.

      You’re going to need them …

      
        
        Happy reading!

        Kim
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            FINE & DANDY

          

        

      

    

    
      The day wasn’t meant to start like this.

      No day was meant to start like this.

      Although, Adams had to admit as she leaned out of her gate and stared down the path toward the woods, it was a less unlikely start than she might’ve imagined just a couple of years back, and a whole lot less unlikely than she’d have chosen, given the chance.

      Somewhere a night bird screeched, and something pale flitted through the trees, and her breath caught, her hands tightening on the baton and her rubber duck–shaped brass keyring. To the left, fields washed up to the houses on the edge of town, while on her right the last of those houses gave way to farmland. The streetlights were distant, the paths were empty, and the moon cast a thin, pale glow over the fading night. No cars rumbled in the distance, no insomniac looked out of a window to see her daring the night. She could’ve been the last person in an empty world.

      She bloody well wasn’t, though. There was someone in those woods. And they’d been in her house.

      Detective Inspector Adams stepped out into the silence of the long pre-dawn, her pale blue pyjama bottoms near luminous in the dark, and whistled again for Dandy.

      There was still no sign of him, and the shadows seemed a little deeper for it.

      Not that it was going to stop her.
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        * * *

      

      She’d woken with her heart already going too fast, breath tight in her chest and a light sweat clinging to her shoulders despite the open window. She resisted the urge to roll straight to her feet, holding herself in place with one hand clutching the bottom sheet. She couldn’t recall what she’d been dreaming of – monsters over rivers or under cities, stalking automatons or swift-footed wolves, faeries or goblins or sodding toothy hamsters. Or possibly geese. Geese were always an issue.

      She checked her watch. Two a.m. A thoroughly useless time. Too early to get up, but already so late it almost guaranteed she wasn’t getting any more decent sleep. She rolled over, automatically making room for Dandy, who, despite her being fully aware dogs on beds – even invisible dogs – were generally frowned upon, always slept on about eighty per cent of hers. She stretched, frowned, then reached out with one hand, followed by a foot.

      “Dandy?” She sat up, scanning the dim bedroom. The glow of the one light on the road outside seeped through her gauzy curtains, barely bright enough to sketch the room in indeterminate lines and shapes, but Adams could see enough to tell it was empty. No LED-red eyes glowing in the darkness, or shaggy, Labrador-sized form blotting the carpet. Not that she’d ever seen him sleep on the carpet when there was furniture not designed for him available, but Dandy was as variable in his habits as he was in his size.

      She started to reach for the bedside light, then stopped. The whole night felt off, uneasy and strange, like lightning glimpsed on the horizon, silent and full of threat. She reached for the bedside drawer instead, easing it open and dipping her hand inside. Her collapsible baton was there, instantly reassuring, and next to it a keyring holding her car keys, a mini multi-tool, and, more importantly, a small rubber duckie worked in brass. Technically the duck was a torch, but she didn’t squeeze its wings to activate the LED bulb, just closed her hand over it carefully.

      Only once she had both the baton and the duck securely in hand did she sit up. She didn’t take her time, didn’t try to be sneaky about it, simply rolled straight off the bed and put her back to the wall, eyes on the bedroom door. No movement on the small landing beyond, and she could see a window of moonlight lying across the rented house’s worn carpet, thrown from the bathroom.

      Still no Dandy.

      She crossed the room and stepped softly out onto the landing, then checked the bathroom and the tiny second bedroom, which still contained half a dozen boxes she hadn’t quite got around to unpacking. Nothing to explain her unease, other than the persistent lack of an invisible dog. She wondered vaguely if he’d suddenly become invisible to her as well as everyone else, but she was fairly certain he’d have tripped her over by now if that was the case.

      Movement, and her breath caught in her throat, her hand tightening on the baton.

      No, not movement exactly. A shifting, an unfamiliarity in the old house’s air. The feeling of her space containing someone else, the awareness she wasn’t alone. She tried to peer downstairs without leaning too far into the stairwell itself, but it was impossible. All she could see was the last tread, and the light coming through the glass in the front door. No shadows painted in it, no dirty footprints on the rug, but someone was here, or had been. The hairs on her neck and the twist of her belly were sure of it.

      The stairs were as old as the rest of the terraced house, but she’d been here long enough to know their quirks and creaks. She took her time, bare feet silent on the carpet, and once she arrived on the tiny patch of entrance hall below, she went straight to the door and checked it. Locked. Not that it necessarily meant anything around here. Dandy didn’t need a door, locked or unlocked. He simply passed through dimensions by his own mysterious methods, just like cats did.

      Straight into the front room, with its rarely used TV and comfily sagging sofa, the curtains still open over the big window that looked over the street. She kept close to the wall as she slipped across to it, peering out from the cover of the room’s shadows. Across the road, the houses were chunky semi-detached numbers with small front gardens that held patches of lawn and bins and flowerpots and shrubbery, but there was no movement in any of them. The houses themselves were dark, the street still, no unfamiliar cars or suspiciously late-night pedestrians to be seen. It looked perfectly civilised and peaceful, any quiet Yorkshire neighbourhood slumbering its way toward the early summer dawn. The back of her neck was still chilled under her head wrap, though, and her arms prickled with the tension of the hairs standing to attention. Something was definitely off, and maybe it was just Dandy being missing, but she didn’t think so.

      The kitchen was at the back of the house, and opened directly off the front room. It was a compact, tidy space equipped with a tiny table holding two chairs, the worktop clear and the whole place still smelling warmly of coffee and last night’s cheese on toast dinner. It was as empty as the rest of the house, nowhere to hide anyone bigger than a stray cat (and while Dandy was no fan, and cats were more of an issue than Adams had previously imagined, a cat wouldn’t have chased him out). Whoever had been here was gone.

      Adams whistled, then called, “Dandy?”

      No response, not that she’d expected one, and that uneasy feeling in her stomach tightened into something hard and ugly. Someone had been here. She could feel it, like fingerprints smudged on a glass, shadows of a stranger. So where was the bloody dog? Had they done something to him? Surely he’d have woken her otherwise.

      “Dammit,” she whispered to the night, and pulled on her trainers from the rack by the back door before snapping the baton out to full length, the noise hard and angry in the empty house.

      She didn’t open the door straight away, taking a moment to examine her little back garden through the window over the sink. Unsurprisingly, it was empty, and even the low light couldn’t disguise the fact it was in need of some care, her half-hearted attempts at a handful of flowerpots mostly reduced to scraggly, half-dead things. The flagstones that formed a small patio area below the concrete step to the door needed a good pressure washing, too, but the light was kinder to that. Tall wooden panelling divided her garden from her neighbours’, and at the bottom a gate led out to a dirt path, and beyond that the fields, racing to meet the countryside that encircled the town. It was darker on this side of the house, away from the streetlight, the stars pinholes to brighter planes, and the fell that rose in the distance was a deeper shadow in the night, blank and near featureless under a thin moon.

      Adams stepped out onto the worn mat at the back door and shivered, considering going back inside for a hoody and a sports bra. Dandy’s absence and the sense she’d felt something when she was upstairs made things feel urgent, though. If something – someone – was out here, she was already playing catch-up.

      She pulled the door closed and locked it, just in case anyone got past her, gaze shifting warily over the night. She checked both neighbours’ gardens, pulling herself up to peer over the fences, but they were as empty as her own, other than a startled rabbit who froze among some carefully caged lettuces.

      “You’re not going to be popular, mate,” she murmured, and dropped back down, turning to the gate.

      Out on the path, she looked each way uncertainly. Left led back toward town, while right led to a small woodland and more fields, farmland and greenery reasserting itself. Both directions looked equally empty, although the shadows were deep and there were plenty of hiding places – even assuming her intruder was human-sized, and that, she’d discovered, was a large assumption. She sighed. Somewhere cattle lowed, and a motorbike growled on a distant road, but otherwise all was stillness, expectant or watchful, or both.

      The last time she’d been out here in the middle of the night it had been winter, everything ice and frozen earth, and she’d had a very unpleasant tussle with small, unseen assailants. She didn’t fancy a repeat, especially not without Dandy. Nor did she want to meet any other non-humans, now she thought about it. The more Folk she encountered, the less she fancied running into them on a dark night. Although she had to be fair. There were plenty of humans she wouldn’t want to meet either. But she could arrest them, at least.

      She whistled again, the sound high and carrying in the crisp air. It might be summer, but the Dales only gave so much credence to the season. She waited a moment, then whistled again. Still nothing.

      And maybe it was nothing. She no more understood what Dandy did with his time than she understood his curious relationship with the laws of physics as she knew them. He could be off on his own Dandy jollies, with no idea she was even looking for him. He was, in actual fact, quite probably fine and dandy.

      Adams sighed even more deeply. She was evidently spending too much time around DI Colin Collins. If she wasn’t careful she’d be collecting cheese and cooing over trains.

      But the danger of bad jokes was hardly the important thing right now. What was, was the fact it wasn’t just a missing Dandy or a nightmare that had her out here in the pre-dawn chill. Her skin was still crawling, the hair standing to attention like she was a cat with its hackles showing. Even when she’d been a regular copper, blissfully ignorant of things like invisible dogs and mystery ducks and hidden dimensions, she’d known this feeling, and never disregarded it. It had seen her safe when logic would’ve left her felled in a London backstreet.

      She tapped her baton lightly against her leg, the duck held loosely in her other hand, and waited. Sometimes that was the best tactic. If one waited long enough, something would show itself. Although she felt more like she was the one showing herself, exposed on the open path despite the low light, and when a cat leaped to the fence of the house next door she started, lifting her baton automatically as she turned. The cat hissed, baring its teeth, and she frowned.

      “Where did you come from? You don’t live here.” There were cats on the street, of course – bloody things were everywhere – and she’d found herself cataloguing them the way she did humans, a reflexive listing of presence and characteristics. Skinny one-eyed tabby two doors down. Alarmingly large ginger tom across the road, with a belly that brushed the grass when he walked. An assortment of half a dozen (at least) variously coloured cats living with a cranky older woman at the end of the street, who yelled at them all indiscriminately, mostly to accuse them of stealing her dinner, her sherry, and her socks. Two sleek black cats living diagonally opposite Adams, with a couple who pretty clearly couldn’t tell them apart.

      So yes, plenty of cats. She was aware of their scrutiny, even though she didn’t acknowledge them. That was risky, according to the one cat she did speak to. It’d draw attention to her, and apparently that could bring undefined but severe consequences. She felt having an invisible dog probably drew enough attention, but she wasn’t about to start talking to the neighbourhood cats anyway. She didn’t need that on her reputation. It was bad enough being from Down South. Also, cats were so bloody annoying, even when they didn’t talk.

      But there wasn’t anyone else around to ask, so she said, “Seen anyone unusual out?”

      The cat – a lean brown tabby-ish thing with distinctive, cheetah-like markings, who gave off a distinctly feminine air – lifted her lip slightly, showing a tooth, but didn’t answer. She remained balanced on the top of the fence, moonlight reflected in her eyes, and they stared at each other.

      “Helpful sort, aren’t you?” Adams asked.

      The cat narrowed her eyes, and seemed to be on the verge of saying something, then movement down the path, toward the woods, caught both their attention. For a moment Adams thought it must be Dandy, but the shape was wrong, the dimensions uneasy. It was four-legged, or seemed to be, but it was hard to be sure in the distance and the dark. All she could make out was a pale form fading in and out on the edges of the trees, too heavy to be a deer, too slight to be a cow, and too tall to be either, unless her sense of proportion was way off. Which didn’t seem impossible – the thing was ill-defined and unsettling, and she couldn’t say why. Just some old instinct sitting up and screaming at the unknown, perhaps.

      Then it turned toward them and her breath caught. The goosebumps on her arms violently recruited more on her neck and back, and she drew toward the fence, for whatever scrap of cover it might offer. She could feel the thing’s regard, ancient and alien, and her hand tightened on the duck, not enough to turn the light on, but enough to feel the comforting bite of its wings. Her heart was so loud in her ears it drowned out the night, and she swallowed hard, shouting down the part of her mind that seemed to have decided flight was the best option. She was a copper. If there were any instincts calling the shots around here it was going to be fight.

      She, the cat, and the thing in the woods stared at each other, and another figure appeared next to the creature. This one had a more human shape, tall and slim, and while Adams couldn’t see their face, she was as aware of their regard as she was of the beast’s. They raised their hands, and for one confused moment she thought they were waving for her attention, then the cat hissed by her head, and she realised she was looking at some unknown, creepy-spooky Folk of a kind she’d never encountered before, and they were quite likely about to hurl some sort of curse at her.

      “Bollocks,” she hissed, and dived for the nearest gate, trying to fumble it open as the night thrummed with sudden heat and power, that imagined, distantly glimpsed lightning feeling like it was gathering overhead.

      “Get off!” the cat squawked as the fence wobbled with Adams’ attack on the gate. “Get your own spot!”

      Adams ignored her, scrabbling one hand through a round gap in the wooden panel and trying to find the latch. The hair on her arms was making an active attempt to detach itself as static gathered around them, and the cat hissed again, directing it at the woods rather than Adams. She glanced over her shoulder, and the figure seemed closer, or larger, still indistinct, both hands raised and held out to their sides, and that pale, glimmering form still lurking behind them, some vast and ghostly stag perhaps, horned and fragmented and impossible. Her chest was tight with the fright of it, the sheer impossibility of what she was seeing, and static snapped at her fingertips, making her jerk back from the gate. The whole night was alive with creeping electricity, sparks arching and dancing on the fence and among the trees, and Adams gave up on trying to escape, raising the duck instead and aiming it at the advancing figure.

      “Detective Inspector Adams, North Yorkshire Police,” she announced, her voice firm and clear. “Stop right there.”

      “Genius,” the cat said. “You really think that’s going to work?”

      “I don’t see you doing anything,” she snapped back.

      “That’s because I’m smart enough to know you can’t arrest the Old Folk, Detective Inspector Adams,” the cat said, her voice smooth and authoritative. “You’re out of your depth.”

      “Oh? So I should just sit on a fence and be snotty about it?”

      “If you know what’s good for you,” the cat said, and they stared at each other until a snap of particularly vicious static spat from the fence to the cat’s nose, and she yowled, jerking backward and almost falling off.

      “Good for you, was it?” Adams asked, then her attention was pulled back to the approaching creature, which had swept forward in a wash of pressure, setting her eardrums popping and her skin crackling. She tried to step forward, to speak up again, but found herself frozen in place, mired in fright and dismay while the looming, pale beast from the woods swelled over the shoulder of the oncoming figure – the Old Folk, whatever that was when it was at home – and the night grew darker and deeper, the human world more distant, and as much as she tried to tighten her hand on the duck, to use its light, she couldn’t seem to manage it.

      And she might’ve stood there until the Old Folk plucked her from the earth, helpless and unresisting, except movement surged in the field, and she, the cat, and the two creatures swung toward it, Adams suddenly able to move as the suffocating grip on her slipped. A great, hairy beast bounded through the short-cropped grass, dreadlocks flying and red eyes glowing, looking like a black sheep gone huge and feral and a little grey.

      “Old Ones’ sake,” the cat muttered, and vanished into the garden.

      Adams ignored her, clamping her hand down on the duck and sending a pale, somewhat uncertain beam of light down the path. “Hold it right there,” she ordered the intruders. Or tried to – in the moment her attention had been captured by the oncoming Dandy, both the pale stag-like form and the upright one had vanished. She frowned, peering toward the woods, but there was no sign of them. They were just gone. There was only Dandy, flying toward her with his LED-red eyes alight in the dark.

      He hurdled the drystone wall at the edge of the field effortlessly and slid to a stop so close she had to step back to avoid him trampling over her feet. He was bigger than usual, and she put a hand on his head, examining him.

      “What’s happening?”

      He just panted up at her, tail wagging gently, and she pointed at the woods.

      “What was that? Was it to do with the cat?”

      His mouth snapped shut, tail drooping as he looked over his shoulder at the woods, then up at the fence, nose twitching.

      “No—” she started, but he was already leaping for the top of the wooden wall. He barely tapped it with his paws as he went over, setting it wobbling again, then vanished into the garden to the accompaniment of snapping bamboo stakes and tumbling pots.

      “Dandy!” She pulled herself up on the fence so she could peer over the top. “Get out of there!”

      He looked up at her, then crashed through a few more tomato plants on his way to the other side of the garden, where he leaped over the next fence and disappeared again, presumably in pursuit of the unknown cat.

      “More worried about the forest monsters,” she hissed after him, but he didn’t reappear. She dropped back to the path and scanned the field and the path to the woods. The landscape looked empty and innocuous, and she shivered as the cool air made itself felt. That sense of a lowering storm had dissipated entirely, and somewhere a normal, non-dandy dog barked. Further off, a truck changed gears, the sound muted and commonplace, a landmark in a world tilting at the edges.

      She could almost believe she’d imagined the whole thing.

      Not quite, though.

      But whatever it had been – whatever they had been – it was gone, and she wasn’t poking into the woods looking for footprints in the dark. The night might feel more familiar now, but everything could change once she was under the cover of the trees. She turned away from them and went back to her own gate, letting herself in and already vaguely calculating if it was worth trying to sleep before she had to get up again.

      She was halfway to the door when Dandy came plunging over the fence, took a stand between her and the house, and started barking, a flat, hard, warning sound. She stopped short, staring at him.

      “What?”

      He just kept barking, and she looked from him to her house, that creeping dread back in her belly.

      She had an idea she wasn’t getting any more sleep tonight.
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            CAFFEINE, HEXES, & CAT-SIGNALS

          

        

      

    

    
      “Shh,” Adams said, holding one hand out to Dandy. “Come on, enough.”

      He kept barking, regular and flat, a hard-edged warning.

      “Stop,” she snapped. “I get it.”

      He did stop, finally, his floppy ears back. With his heavy, dreadlocked coat it was impossible to see if his hackles were up, but she was sure they were. It was in the stiffness of his legs as well as the tension in her own shoulders. They stood there in the sudden, empty silence left in the wake of his barking, and she waited for lights to come on and the neighbours to start shouting at her from the windows, telling her to keep it down, but of course that didn’t happen. Most people could no more hear Dandy than they could see him (although she’d noticed that he was apparently easier to hear than see, for those who were a little more open to such things, resulting in some very confused walkers when he was chasing squirrels in the trees), so all they’d notice was her out here in the dark in her pyjamas, waving her baton, shouting at nothing, and talking to cats. Great optics. Just what she needed to turn up on bloody TikTok or something. That’d definitely land her a serious chat with her DCI.

      She straightened up, adjusting the front of her T-shirt, and looked around as casually as she could. No one seemed to be peering out from behind the curtains of the houses to either side of her in the row. It didn’t mean they weren’t, of course, but it made her feel slightly better.

      Dandy hadn’t moved, his shaggy paws planted wide and his head low. He was back to his favourite golden retriever size, which seemed to suggest there was no immediate threat, but he definitely wasn’t relaxing.

      “What is it?” she asked, her voice low. Behind him, the kitchen door was still shut, as she’d left it, and she couldn’t see anything immediately wrong.

      He shifted, pointing his nose at the heavy mat which lived directly outside the door, theoretically to stop him dragging every dead leaf in the woods inside with him. She squinted at it. It was out of alignment, and her stomach twisted, although there was no reason why that should worry her. It wasn’t like she kept a key under there or anything, unlike a bewilderingly large proportion of the population. But it did indicate something had happened. The mat was hefty and rubber-backed, and she’d never had to adjust it since she’d put it down. Plus, she was almost certain it had been straight when she left the house.

      She stepped up to join Dandy on the flagstones of the small patio, and they looked at the mat, taking up most of the one big step that led from the door to the patio. Adams started to crouch for a closer look, and Dandy growled.

      “Easy,” she said, and he subsided but still watched closely, panting on her shoulder as she eased the tip of her baton under the mat, trying to flip it over. The rubber-backed hessian was too bulky, though, so after a few fumbled attempts she simply slid it sideways, hoping she wasn’t destroying any evidence in the process.

      The mat made a scraping sound as it moved, feeling too loud and toothy in the silence, but flopped off the step easily enough. Dandy growled again, and Adams put a hand on his back, as much to reassure herself as to quiet him.

      On the slightly grimy stone someone had left some marks. She couldn’t call them drawings, or even a design. They weren’t much to look at, no skulls and crossbones or poison bottles. They didn’t glow with threat, or look like they’d been scorched into the flags with magical flames. In fact, they looked like they’d been etched there using the time-honoured teenage technique of rough scratching using any handy sharp thing, like a stone or an old nail, which was pretty unimpressive.

      She frowned at the marks. There was no language she could recognise, and the sharp-angled cross-hatchings and twisted spines that linked the marks made no real sense, but she was certain they weren’t random. They meant something, and she didn’t need Dandy’s deep, steady growling to tell her not to touch them. Something about the proportions and how they met was wrong, as if they pressed into some impossible dimension, whispering of teeth and terror, cold nights and high skies and screaming silence. Or shining, horned beasts in shadowed woods, and electrical storms on the horizon.

      Adams shivered, fishing her phone out of her pocket with stiff fingers, and snapped a couple of photos before gingerly retrieving the mat and dropping it back into place. The night felt immediately warmer with the marks covered.

      She straightened up, looking around the little yard as if the mystery sketcher might’ve left a calling card, some sign as to who they were and what they wanted. She couldn’t see anything else out of place, though, and looked back at Dandy instead. “Any ideas?”

      He tipped his head. He’d stopped growling now the marks were covered again, but his tail was still down, and the thin moonlight made him shadowy and strange, his luminous red eyes still unsettling after all this time.

      Adams pointed at the door, but before she could even ask, Dandy growled again, deeper and more pointed than before.

      “Right. Clear enough.” She turned and went back down the garden, Dandy loping past her and vanishing through the gate before she could open it, not that she saw him do it. It just sort of happened, and all her brain could offer up in explanation was the suggestion that maybe he’d never been on this side of the gate to start with. She didn’t argue with it. That way lay migraines. And at least it suggested there was nothing to worry about out there. Whatever had been in the woods – and had presumably left the marks, since she doubted she’d had two sets of creepy nocturnal visitors, or she hoped she hadn’t – must be gone.

      Even so, she kept her baton at the ready as she joined Dandy on the path, checking both ways before heading right, away from town and toward the shadow of the waiting trees. Still no movement, and no sense of that gathering, unseen tempest, and soon after, they skirted the last house in the row and turned right again, hurrying down a little snicket to end up back out on the road, still as empty and silent as it had appeared from the house.

      Her car was pulled up to the kerb outside her house, and she clicked it unlocked as they approached, then opened the boot to dig inside. It held a bag of gym gear, the ubiquitous wellington boots, a high-vis jacket, a kit bag of various work equipment (some police-specific, others rather more her-specific), and a large wooden stick that could probably be called a staff. It hadn’t come out of the boot since she’d needed it to deal with a sorcerer’s book, but it always made her feel vaguely reassured to see it there, even if she always opted for her collapsible baton as a much more manageable option.

      She dug a workout hoody out of her gym bag and pulled it on, giving a little shiver of appreciation at the extra layer, then approached her front door warily. The terraced row had no front gardens as such, just a couple of shallow steps leading from the pavement up to the door, and through the bay window she could see the kitchen light spilling softly across the lounge floor. For one moment she felt like a voyeur, peering in at her own life, the walls she hadn’t hung pictures on yet, the empty sofa with a throw on the back, the coffee table devoid of any welcoming clutter. The place looked like one of the sparser sort of Airbnbs, or perhaps the aftermath of a split, someone run off with half the contents.

      She grimaced slightly, and stopped before she reached the steps, looking at Dandy. He looked from her to the mat and back again, and gave a considered growl.

      “Really?” She poked the mat with her baton, ignoring his escalating growls as she fumbled it aside. Sure enough, another set of marks lurked beneath, twins to the one out the back, or near enough. Not that she was an expert, but they certainly set her teeth on edge just the same as the others. She tucked her baton under one arm so she could take a photo, then replaced the mat and stepped back, looking longingly at the kitchen light. Her coffee machine was in there.

      But even if she’d wanted to brave the strange marks with their deep undertow of threat, Dandy was watching her with stiff legs and his ears back. When she tried to step to the window, to get a closer look inside and see if there were any signs of an intruder, he slipped in front of her, so she bumped into him before she could get close enough to touch the glass.

      “Not even a peek?” she asked him, and he leaned against her legs, impossibly solid for a creature who walked through walls. “Okay.” She scuffed him behind the ears and stepped back. Dandy might be as inconsistently helpful as he was variably sized, but when he was helpful, he tended to know what he was doing.

      “Alright, then,” she said aloud, and turned back to the car. At least she still had that.
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        * * *

      

      She lasted in the car until the early Yorkshire dawn bloomed bright enough to steal the shadows from the street and the rich pinks and golds from the sky, sitting slouched down in the driver’s seat with her eyes shifting from the mirrors to the house to the road in front of her, wishing she had some coffee, toast, chocolate, or basically anything at all to make the waiting more tolerable. Dandy, on the other hand, sprawled out on the back seat with all four paws in the air and snored contentedly.

      His was evidently the correct approach. No one twitched the curtains of her house, or passed the upstairs windows, or crept down the snicket from the path to the woods. No ghostly stag-thing stalked along the street. No nefarious step-scratcher appeared to scratch more steps in a nefarious manner, which, now she thought about, wasn’t an activity she was even sure how to define officially. Threatening graffiti, perhaps? She certainly couldn’t arrest anyone for it, but she’d be having strong words.

      There was no chance of it, though. The street remained steadfastly empty. Not even the unfamiliar cat came back, although she spotted the one-eyed tabby marching down the road with a struggling bird in its mouth and a determined set to its stride that made Adams think someone was about to get a very rude wake-up call.

      She shifted in her seat, bracing her forearms on the wheel and taking a final look at her house. Nothing had changed, and the odds were nothing would now it was light. Although, how did she know? Maybe the strange cat had done it, and cats could turn up any bloody time or place they wanted without anyone questioning it. Or maybe it had been some other creature as invisible to her as Dandy was to everyone else. Or there was no reason for anyone to come back at all, because the marks didn’t need minding. She didn’t know enough about it, and she needed to fix that.

      She checked her watch. It was after six, and she was desperate for both a coffee and the loo. She started the engine, setting Dandy scrabbling upright with a startled whuff.

      “Great company, you are,” she said, pulling away from the kerb.

      He licked her ear, which she took to be an apology. And to be fair, she’d had worse stake-out partners.

      At the station she let herself in the back door, having swapped her pyjama bottoms for her gym leggings while still in the car, and went straight to the staff room to put the coffee machine on. The place was empty, smelling faintly of window cleaner and old printer pages, and she took the coffee with her into the little office she shared with DI Colin Collins, wondering how long Dandy would keep her out of her house. She could only wander about in her gym gear for so long. At least she wasn’t turning up to work in her pyjamas. Just because she had an invisible dog and talked to cats was no reason to let all her standards slide.

      She took a grateful gulp of coffee and unlocked her phone, quickly tapping out a message and hitting send before shoving it back in the pocket of her leggings. Nothing would be open in town for her to get breakfast yet, so she checked Collins’ desk drawers, finding a half-eaten packet of digestive biscuits lurking in the bottom one.

      “Plain?” she muttered. “Standards are slipping.”

      But they were food, and she had caffeine. Everything else could wait.
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        * * *

      

      The reply to her message blipped in while she was still waiting for her next cup of coffee to dribble through the station machine.

      Ooh, hexes! So cool! I’m on my way.

      So cool was not a term Adams had considered applying to creepy hieroglyphs turning up at her front door, and she definitely hadn’t invited anyone to come up and start poking around them. She hit dial.

      The call was answered almost immediately, and an impossibly perky voice said, “DI Adams! You have hexes!”

      “Morning, Chloe.”

      “Yes, morning. I’m just getting my stuff together and I’ll be right there. You haven’t moved anything, have you?”

      “I didn’t ask you to come up. I asked if you’d seen anything like them before,” Adams pointed out.

      “As if I wouldn’t come up! Do you know how rare it is to see an actual hex in the wild? This is fantastic!”

      “They’re not in the wild. They’re on my doorstep. Steps, even.”

      “You’re not still at home, are you?” Chloe asked, her voice suddenly serious. “You shouldn’t be in the house if you’ve got hexes on it. We don’t know what they do yet.”

      “No, Dandy wouldn’t let me go back in.”

      “You were out? Wild night in Skipton, was it?” Something clattered, followed by a distinctly final-sounding smash. “Oops. Well, we probably don’t need any distilled fell water gathered on the full moon in April, anyway. Regular tap water’ll do just fine.”

      Adams pinched the bridge of her nose, closing her eyes briefly. They were gritty with sleeplessness, and she forced them open again before it could feel too comfortable, tucking her phone between her ear and her shoulder so she could put a second capsule in the coffee machine. “I wasn’t out. I woke up and thought …” What had she thought, really? Now, with the caffeine kicking in, she wasn’t sure anymore. “I must’ve heard something. When I got back Dandy wouldn’t let me into the house.”

      “He’s a good doglike creature. Hmm. I’m out of freeze-dried holly berries. I mean, we don’t need them, but with a hex I’d rather be sure⁠—”

      “Chloe. I only asked you if you’d seen anything like those marks before. I don’t want you rushing out here with your witchy emergency kit, or whatever you’re thinking.”

      “Oh? And who else are you going to call?”

      Adams could hear the smile in Chloe’s voice, and she swallowed a sigh. It was true. She didn’t exactly have some sort of supernatural helpline she could turn to. There was Thompson, who, as with all cats, came and went as he wanted, or there was Rory, but not only was he disconcertingly posh, all he really had was a library of semi-helpful books and a high tolerance for weirdness. And nice shoulders, but that was beside the point.

      Chloe – whether she was a witch or not, and whatever that even meant – was the only person Adams knew who was likely to jump at the chance to help out, and didn’t seem to have any sort of ulterior motive going on. The young woman ran an esoteric store called The Occult Onion in Leeds Market, and despite that, Adams had yet to see her in anything tie-dyed, or wearing crystals, or offering to realign anyone’s chakras, which gave her at least a little credibility in Adams’ eyes.

      “Fine,” she said aloud. “But you’re just having a look, right?”

      “So you’d like them left in place, then? Cursed house your sort of aesthetic, is it?”

      “Just … call me when you’re close. I’ll send you the address.”

      “Catch ya soon.” Chloe disconnected, and Adams took her mug from the machine, rubbing her face wearily with her free hand. No crystals, true, but the perkiness was just about unbearable. No one who favoured that much black should be that perky.
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        * * *

      

      Adams was woken by the creak of the office door and Dandy’s whuff of greeting. She looked up from where she’d had her face pillowed on her arms, squinting at Collins.

      “Morning,” he said, pausing in the doorway to examine her. He mostly filled it, a big man with short-cropped hair and a round, pink face. “Going for overtime, are you?”

      “No,” she said, yawning. “I’ve been hexed.”

      Collins nodded and headed for his desk, setting a large mug of tea down so he could pull his coat off. “It worries me that this doesn’t seem that surprising. Who hexed you?”

      “No idea, but Dandy won’t let me into my own house. Chloe’s on the way to take a look at them.”

      “The hexes?”

      “Yes.” She straightened up, stretching. “I wasn’t inside when it happened, I don’t think. I woke up and Dandy was gone, so I went out to find him and …” She stopped. She didn’t want to think about the shape in the woods, antlered and monstrous, or what the cat had called the Old Folk and their creeping storm. It seemed faintly unreal now, the threat drained by daylight and caffeine, and she already felt ridiculous, talking about hexes. She needed more information before she started prattling on about monsters in the dark. “Anyway, Dandy finally turned up, but then when we went back to the house there were these marks under the doormats. Chloe says they’re hexes.”

      Collins lowered himself into his chair, which gave a comfortable creak. “And Dandy won’t let you past them?”

      “No.”

      He looked around vaguely, evidently meaning to give Dandy an interrogatory glance. “I suppose he knows what he’s looking at.”

      “Better than I do, anyway,” Adams said with a sigh. “I spent the night in the car, but I didn’t see anyone about. Just one strange cat.”

      “Do we need Thompson?”

      “Yes. Can you charm him out with some smoked salmon or something?”

      “I can try. We need to get a cat-signal.”

      Adams grimaced. “That’s terrible.”

      “I know,” Collins said cheerfully, and took a sip of his tea. “Do you need a toothbrush or something? Not meaning anything by it, but …”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Adams pushed herself out of her chair and headed for the door. Chloe wouldn’t be far off. She may as well get herself feeling at least slightly human.
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      Adams was leaning against her car, trying to persuade the morning sun to join forces with the coffee and wake her up properly, when Chloe pulled up in a compact and well-worn pink Ford Ka with large eyelashes fitted to the headlights. She swung out, a slight young woman clad in black skinny jeans and a purple sports bra under an oversized black singlet that showed off her pale arms. It had a large tree printed on the front which was in the process of eating a terrified lumberjack.

      “Ay-up,” she said, grinning.

      “Hadn’t pictured you as an eyelashes person,” Adams said, nodding at the car, and Chloe glanced at it.

      “It’s my mum’s. Insurance took ages to pay out on the one that went into the tarn, and then they gave me such a tiny amount that I can currently just about afford a fifth-hand moped, if I get lucky. So I’m using Mum’s until I decide what to do.”

      Adams grimaced. It wasn’t exactly her fault that Chloe’s car had ended up in the tarn, but it had been she who got Chloe tangled up with werewolves – weres – which then led to the whole tarn situation. “Sorry,” she said aloud.

      “Don’t be. Better for the planet,” Chloe said, taking an ancient canvas satchel from the passenger seat. “And if this one gets nicked by weres it’ll be no great loss.”

      “This is nothing to do with weres.”

      “How do you know? These could be revenge hexes for shutting down their magic beer scheme.”

      Adams could hardly argue, considering she had no idea who last night’s intruder was, what they wanted, who they might be working with, or even if they were definitely responsible, so she just said, “What now?”

      “Let’s take a look,” Chloe said, rubbing her hands together. “This is amazing.”

      “On second thoughts, the car does suit you,” Adams said, and Chloe made a rude gesture at her. “Mostly, anyway.”

      They headed for the front door, Dandy pressing closer and closer to Adams, until he finally stopped dead in front of her, wedged obstinately against her legs. “We’re just taking a look,” she told him. He looked up at her, eyes mostly hidden by the dreadlocks, his stance stiff and unmoving. “I can’t do anything to sort this out if I can’t get near them, can I?”

      “Is that your invisible pup?” Chloe asked.

      “He doesn’t want us any closer.”

      “Smart,” Chloe said. Like every other non-Folk person Adams had come across (with the exception of one irritating journalist), Chloe couldn’t see Dandy. She seemed more aware of his presence than most people, though, and she waved a hand vaguely in the air toward him. “We’re going to figure this out,” she told the pavement. “Look, I’ve got witch hazel.”

      Dandy looked from her back to Adams, not budging.

      “He seems unimpressed.”

      Chloe gave her a sideways look. “He gets that from you.”

      Adams had a final sip of coffee, took the lid off her travel mug, and held it out just in front of Dandy. He leaned forward, but before he could take hold of the scarred plastic handle she held the mug away to the side. He hesitated. “Go on,” she said. “We’re not going in. Have your coffee and let us get on.”

      “I’m not sure even invisible dogs should have coffee,” Chloe said.

      “He just steals it if I don’t give it to him.”

      “That’s poor training, then.” She grinned when Adams scowled at her, then added, “Ooh, the cup vanished!”

      “That’s what happens when he picks something up,” Adams said, and stepped around Dandy.

      They crouched in front of the step, both of them regarding the mat dubiously. Adams thought she could feel something greasy and unfriendly, hooks sunk into meat like the cruellest trap, and next to her Chloe shivered, her hands tightening into fists on her knees.

      “Alright?” Adams asked.

      “Sure.” All the humour was gone from her voice, though, and she opened the top of the satchel, taking a pair of latex gloves out. “Want some?” she asked Adams.

      Adams was about to refuse, since she usually had her own, then realised she was still in her gym gear. “Please,” she said, and pulled on the pair Chloe handed her as the young woman found a small cloth pouch and shook a handful of stones and animal bones out of it. She placed them evenly around three sides of the mat, leaving the side pressed to the door clear, then took a piece of chalk from the bag. She sketched runes between the bones, while Adams watched curiously.

      “What do they do?”

      “Stop anything sucking us in,” Chloe said.

      “I don’t think there’s a black hole under there. I looked earlier.”

      “It could be a faery trap of some sort,” Chloe said, still drawing. “Even if they don’t suck you in, they can get into your head and before you know it you’ll be spending every full moon running over the hills in your nightie, searching for another.”

      “Oh. Great.”

      She glanced at Adams. “Do you know anything else about it? Did you see anything?”

      Adams hesitated. Even here, with the presence of the hexes looming in front of her, the midnight encounter with the Old Folk and its steed or familiar or lap-monster or whatever the hell it had been seemed faint and unreal. And it made no sense.

      “I can’t help you unless you tell me,” Chloe said, and Adams gave her an appraising look. In the sunlight Chloe had a smattering of pale freckles across her nose, and her skinny frame made her seem even younger than she probably was, but her tone was no different to one Adams had used herself innumerable times, on any number of unhelpful individuals.

      “There was a … thing.”

      “Right, well. A thing. That changes everything.”

      Adams scowled at her, and she grinned. Adams huffed. “A cat said it was an Old Folk?”

      “An Old Folk? Really?”

      “Yeah. What is that? I mean, it didn’t look physically old, and the cat definitely said an Old Folk, as if it was a specific thing.”

      Chloe nodded. “It’s another term for the Good Folk. The Gentry,” she added, when Adams just gave her a puzzled look.

      “It wasn’t some posh sort in Hunter wellies.”

      “No, the Gentry. Fair Folk. Good People.” Chloe shook her head when Adams still looked at her blankly. “Bloody hell, Adams. Fae.”

      “Oh. Like faeries? I’ve met them. This one didn’t look like that.”

      “A Gentry’s a whole other cauldron of mischief. Technically a whole bunch of kinds are classed as fae, and faeries isn’t even that specific, although if you want to get picky, they have to have wings to be a faerie. Loads of fae don’t, and some of them are even decent sorts. But an Old Folk, or a Gentry, is very specific.”

      “Why do I feel that means specifically bad?”

      “You know how sorcerers used to be near enough human, but became so powerful most of them are barely recognisable as that anymore?”

      “Ah … yes?”

      Chloe shook her head. “You really need to read some books.”

      “Give me the highlights.”

      “Well, a Gentry is to average fae what a sorcerer is to humans.”

      Adams rubbed the back of her neck. “That seems bad.”

      “It is. They’re not even meant to be in the human world. They were banished, if I remember right.”

      “And do they hang out with … ghost stags?”

      Chloe blinked. “Ghost stags?”

      “Sort of?” Adams waved vaguely. “Big, horns, a bit glow-in-the-dark.”

      “That I need to look up,” Chloe said, frowning, and looked back at the mat. “A Gentry being involved makes this even more likely to be a faery trap of some kind, though. Or a fae hex, but I have no idea how to deal with one of those.”

      Adams looked back at the mat, feeling that snarling electrical energy from the night before again, as if it had left echoes etched in her bones. “Do you mean someone’s trying to suck me into faery land?”

      “It’s just Faery. But you’ll be fine.”

      “Why? Because of Dandy?” She glanced around at him reflexively, but he was still occupied with trying to get the last dregs of coffee out of the mug.

      “Well, that too. But mostly you’ll be fine because, even if that happens, you know what faeries really are. You know they’re not cutesy little sparkling wish-granters who can’t wait to dress us up and send us to the ball, or super-sexy demi-gods with impossible abs come to ravage us in all sorts of delightful ways. So even if you get whisked off to Faery, you’ll figure things out.” She glanced at Adams. “Probably be the first person in history to arrest a Gentry, too.”

      Adams considered that for a moment, then said, “Thanks,” and took her baton out, extending it without moving from her crouch. “Do you want me to lift the mat?”

      “Not yet.” Chloe went back to her runes, and Adams examined the street, waiting. It looked empty, but guaranteed someone would be curtain-twitching. Probably multiple someones. This was the problem with small places. London she could’ve had a full-on exorcism on her doorstep and all that would’ve happened was someone yelling at her to keep it down.

      Eventually Chloe rocked back on her heels. “Alright. That should do it.”

      Adams peered at the markings on the stone, which circled the edge of the step. “What about the house side? There’s none on there.”

      “I don’t fancy reaching over to do it.”

      “Isn’t that an issue?”

      Chloe shrugged, then grinned. “We’ll find out, won’t we?”

      “What sort of witch are you? Shouldn’t you be all mystical about this?”

      “I’m only mystical when I’m charging for it,” Chloe replied, and got up. “Punters like the drama. Come on, one side each. Just flip the mat straight up against the door. I’ve put some herbs and stuff on it, so it should kind of close the circle itself.”

      Adams thought kind of seemed less than reassuring when they were talking about being sucked into Faery, and herbs and stuff was more like a recipe suggestion than a counter-hex, but she didn’t say anything, just positioned herself at one corner of the mat and wriggled the tip of the baton under it. Chloe got ready on the other side, clutching a cheap-looking pen with a bank logo on the barrel. Adams considered pointing out it was a pretty rubbish magic wand, but decided not to. She preferred Chloe as she was rather than dressed for drama, after all.

      “Ready? Flip,” Chloe said, and they flicked the mat up, Adams pinning it against the door with the baton while Chloe rocked back on her heels, staring at the stone.

      “What?” Adams asked. “How bad is it?”

      “Um …”

      Adams looked down at the hex. Or, rather, where the hex had been. The stone was blank, slightly greened with mossy growth, and not only didn’t bear a single mark, there was no sign any had been there at all. She blinked at the step, then looked at Chloe. “Did your herbs get rid of it?”

      “No.”

      “But it was there!”

      Chloe poked the stone gingerly with the pen. “I can’t feel anything.”

      “You did when we got here. You shivered.” Adams could feel an accusatory tone sneaking into her voice, and she swallowed.

      “True. I did feel something, but I tend to pick up on other people’s stuff. It might’ve just been a shadow of what you were feeling.”

      Adams looked at the step for a long moment, then turned and clicked her fingers at Dandy. He looked up, grabbed the mug, and trotted over to join them. “It was there,” she said, pointing at the blank concrete, and he tried to sniff it with the mug still in his teeth, then whined. She wrestled it off him. “Check properly, you overgrown muppet.”

      He huffed, examined the step, then yawned and shook himself off before wandering back onto the street to stare at the two black cats, who were watching them from the low stone wall that enclosed the front garden of the house across the road.

      “They were here.”

      Chloe looked up at the house. “You said there was one out the back, too?”

      “Yes.”

      “Let’s take a look.” She headed back down the pavement, and Adams let the mat drop into place, frowning. It had been there. She was sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      The two black cats watched them go, and Adams wondered if she should just ask the bloody creatures what they’d seen, but Thompson’s warnings that not all cats were Watch, but any cat could be Watch still lingered. She’d never asked exactly how the Watch policed the divide between humans and Folk, or why they were the ones nominated to do so, or even just what made cats the best option for such a thing. She had learned over the last couple of years that many things made less sense than she’d like, and even more lacked explanation entirely. A duck wasn’t just a duck, survival could hinge on chocolate, and physics was oddly pliable. Cats being some sort of secret police was hardly the revelation of the century. She’d always thought they looked like they were up to something, even before she’d known they actually were.

      So talking to random cats was probably a good way to land herself with a whole lot of other troubles, and she had more than enough as it was between the ghost stag, the Gentry, and vanishing hexes. She caught up to Chloe, intending to ask her if there was some sort of invisible ink for hexes, when her phone rang. She fished it out of her pocket, glancing at the screen. Mum, it read, and Adams grimaced. This was not the moment at which she wanted to be fending off questions regarding her love life, workload, and eating habits. The family check-in would have to wait. She clicked the call to silent, and they rounded the corner of the little snicket that led to the path behind the row of houses, Adams looking warily for more cats as they went. She didn’t see any, but that didn’t mean they didn’t see her. Cats were like that.

      “Where did you see the ghost stag and the Gentry?” Chloe asked her.

      “In the woods at first, then they – or the Gentry, at least, the other thing was kind of hard to make out – walked right toward me and this cat.”

      Chloe frowned. “So they put the runes down after?”

      “I … don’t think so? They seemed to take off when Dandy got back.” Or maybe they had? Perhaps. Maybe the Gentry had already done the front door ones before she came out, and had somehow sneaked up behind her to do the back door while she was looking for Dandy. They’d have to have been fast, but she didn’t know how fae worked.

      “But they couldn’t have put them there before,” Chloe said. “You’d never have got out of the house.”

      “How do you know? Maybe they were one-way charms.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. What would the point be in shutting you out of your house? Anyone chucking hexes about would either be trying to drag you through a faery portal or trap you, maybe in like a time loop or something. Keep you out of the way for a while.”

      “Time loops are a thing?”

      Chloe shrugged. “They’re in the stories.”

      “Stories,” Adams said, trying to keep her tone mild.

      “All good stories have some truth in them,” Chloe said, and Adams swallowed a sigh. She supposed they did, but it was hardly anything to be basing an investigation on. It wasn’t evidence, wasn’t anything one could photograph or bag up and file. It was ephemeral, and deeply annoying.

      She took another glance at the woods, which stood green and innocuous along the path. An elderly man toddled toward the trees, accompanied by a stiff-legged, somewhat rotund golden Labrador, and Adams had to resist the urge to shout after him not to go into the shadows under the trees. They hid unseen things. But she could hardly explain that, so she just turned away and opened the gate into her garden, leading the way to the back door.

      “Can you feel anything?” she asked Chloe, and the younger woman grimaced.

      “Sort of? What do you feel?”

      Adams looked at the mat, and shrugged somewhat helplessly. She could still feel something clawing at her, but now she couldn’t tell if it was memory or reality, or even remember exactly what she had felt last night. Everything felt uncertain and uneasy, the edges of the day crumpled by exhaustion and caffeine, so she just shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, we’ll figure it out.”

      Chloe treated this mat the same as she had the other, sketching out chalk runes and placing stones and bones and flower petals along three edges. Adams looked longingly up at her bedroom window as she waited, wishing she could at least go in and get some work clothes. It didn’t seem worth risking being booted out of the timeline for, though.

      “Alright,” Chloe said, straightening up and wiping her hands on her jeans, leaving dusty white prints behind. “Let’s have a look.”

      They took their positions at either side of the mat, and Adams said, “Ready? Lift.”

      The mat slapped against the door, and Adams kept it trapped there with her baton, looking at the bare stone beneath with a bleak sort of acceptance.

      “Huh,” Chloe said. She didn’t move to touch the step, just stood up again.

      “They were there.”

      “Oh, I believe you.” Chloe looked directly at Adams as she spoke, and Adams found herself searching for the lie in her face, but she couldn’t find it. “I mean, you sent me photos,” the young woman added. “I can’t see you faking them for a joke, or making up anything this detailed. You’re neither that imaginative nor that fun.”

      “Thanks?”

      “Sure,” Chloe said cheerfully. “Look, something obviously happened. Maybe if we can find that cat they might have some answers.”

      “I don’t trust cats.”

      “No one does. But they can be useful.”

      Adams couldn’t disagree with that, and she sighed. “Alright, so what do I do? Can I go in, since the hexes are gone?” Or were never there, but she couldn’t bring herself to believe that. She’d felt them, felt the raging hunger of them. Chloe was right. She wouldn’t make that up.

      “Do you want to go in?” Chloe asked. “Does that seem like a good idea?”

      Adams looked at her door. There was nothing here now. She wanted to believe she could just step over the mat and go in, have a shower and get changed, make a coffee in her favourite mug and put on her comfortable, worn-in boots, then walk out into a world that might not make sense, but which she felt she still had a grip on, however tenuous at times. She sighed. That would be wonderful, until she discovered it was a hundred years later, or whatever happened in fairy tales. Or faery tales with an e, since apparently faeries could tell if someone was using fairies, and they were unpleasant enough that no one needed that.

      “No,” she admitted.

      “There we go, then. For what it’s worth, I wouldn’t risk it either.”

      “Can you find out about vanishing hexes?”

      “I can try,” Chloe said agreeably. “How about your posh mate? He’s got a fancy library, doesn’t he?”

      “Rory? Not fancy, but he’s got some books.” Adams had been spending some time trying to work her way through them, but what she really needed was someone to summarise them for her and present the highlights. The self-indulgent ramblings of a bunch of ancient rich old boys was hardly riveting reading. She always ended up drinking coffee in Rory’s kitchen and arguing about the relative merits of chocolate brands instead.

      “Try him,” Chloe suggested.

      “I can give you his number.”

      “I’ve got it. But you may as well do it.”

      Adams managed not to grimace. It was all the more reason to keep him out of it, just as she’d prefer to have kept Chloe’s help to over the phone only, but increasingly she found herself needing the weird sort of expertise held by cats, witches, and impoverished human gentry. “Alright,” she said aloud. “Well, thanks.”

      “Sure,” Chloe said, following Adams as they headed out of the gate and onto the path. The fields beyond were luminous in the summer sun, the trees exuberant splashes of deeper green, and birds were rioting in the woods. Adams found herself eyeing the shadows distrustfully, looking for the old man and his dog to reappear, or for a flash of horned, glimmering movement. Then they were back down the snicket, the woodland lost to view and normality reasserting itself, such as that was.

      “Do you need somewhere to stay?” Chloe asked, startling Adams.

      “What?”

      “My sofa’s not super-comfortable, but if you need a place …”

      “Oh. Right. Thank you. Um … I’ve got somewhere.” She hadn’t actually thought about it, but she could get a hotel for a night or so, she supposed.

      Chloe nodded, stopping next to her car and frowning slightly. “Be careful, wherever you go. I’ve never even heard of vanishing hexes, so I’m going to guess it’s some heavy magic. Someone’s not messing around.” She dug in her bag and found the chalk and the little pouch containing the remaining stones, handing them to Adams. “Take these. I’ll send you a diagram of how to lay them for protection.”

      “Thanks,” Adams said, staring at the bag. “Really.”

      “Sure,” Chloe replied, and grinned. “I thought I wasn’t going to get to play in any more of your cases after the weres. This is awesome.”
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