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Chapter  1
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Haute couture and murder don't mix – or do they?

A mannequin lay sprawled in the centre of the room, one arm raised in a final, accusatory gesture, artfully arranged to resemble a body. Red silk pooled beneath it like blood, and a pair of scissors protruded from its chest with theatrical precision.

Phoebe nudged it with her foot, hoping this wasn't an omen. 'What did she do to deserve this?' she murmured. 'And before coffee?' She eyed the headless form with equal parts pride and dread. 

Darlene joined her, arms folded, studying the scene with the serene detachment of a forensic pathologist. 'The intern's work. Right before they found her sobbing in the accessory cupboard. Again.'

'At least she's expressive,' Phoebe said, a small smile tugging at her mouth. The young intern's flair for drama was exhausting, but she had an undeniable eye for impact – and she'd worked hard on the final pieces.

Yesterday, tensions were high; success was within reach. Failure was not an option.  The room was chaotic: bolts of cloth, empty spools, and rogue scissors. Half-draped mannequins stood as silent witnesses to the frenzy.

Just hours ago, in the frantic push towards completion, machines had whirred, measurements had been shouted, and someone had barked about a misplaced trim. It had been a cacophony of noise, effort and ambition.

Fashion breeds strange rituals.

Now, the moment of truth, as the first comments rolled in, they sounded suspiciously like praise. Phoebe felt a spark of relief. They'd worked for this, with sleepless nights and frayed nerves. Now, success shimmered at their feet.

'Do you think we've done enough to wow our audience?' Darlene asked as they'd left for the show, echoing the last-minute uncertainty that had gripped them all.

'I do hope so,' Phoebe replied. It was a far cry from her former life: those sleepless nights spent decoding uprisings and explosions, piecing together data from whispers and intelligence.

She'd loved it. She'd traded the old world for a new, exciting one, but the 'kick' felt familiar. That chapter was closed. Today, fashion was the only thing on the menu.

Three shows were booked for the year. Yesterday was the spring collection – her heart stitched into every garment. People wanted glamour, and she was ready to give it.

Darlene sighed. 'We should just abandon this mess and make coffee.'

Phoebe shook her head. 'One more push,' she said. 'Then the frothiest latte we can make.' She hesitated. 'That is, if the coffee machine is still part of the team.'

'Now you're talking.' Darlene's grin was wide and expressive.

When the phone rang - a sharp, urgent jab through the quiet – Phoebe's world changed. The caller obviously didn't appreciate the magic of Sundays.

'Is this 'The Tailor?' The voice was low - no wasted words. 

Phoebe gripped the edge of the desk as her stomach went into free fall. Her knuckles whitened. 'The Tailor', a name she hadn't heard in months. One she hoped was buried for good.

She swallowed the instinct to say 'No,' forcing it down before it could escape. Instead, she steadied herself, wishing she could hang up and pretend she'd never heard the name. 'That's me,' she said, trying to mask the hesitation in her voice.

'Can you be at Paternoster tomorrow, ten a.m.?'  A pause followed, then. 'No details. Not over the phone.'

'At ten?' she repeated. 'Yes.'

There was a click on the line, and he was gone, leaving Phoebe with fear spiralling in her stomach like a coiled snake.

So much for a slow Sunday.

The scent of steam irons and fresh cotton still hung in the air, a reminder of the world she had chosen.

'Who was it?' Darlene asked, peering at her friend.

'It was a message for the Tailor.'

Darlene's eyes widened. 'Oh my God, isn't that...?' She reached out, resting a hand on Phoebe's arm. She didn't speak. But the gesture said enough.

Phoebe nodded, the shock still settling.

'I wonder if it's a gory murder,' Darlene asked. Her fascination with the grisliest details of any situation was well known to Phoebe - and oddly, part of her charm.

The silence stretched, giving Phoebe time to weigh the consequences of the call. Months earlier, she had agreed to be available for covert operations. 'They will only be short-duration investigations,' she'd been told. 'Just those that require a first-class analyst, like yourself, nothing too demanding.'

It had sounded fine at the time, but now it meant a break from the real world and a return to the secret world occupied by government departments and nameless agencies. 

Back then, it was something in the distance, a possibility. Now, it had the inevitability of a runaway train, and she bitterly regretted her decision. She had left the agency once before - she had no desire to go through that again.

'What do they want you to do?' Darlene asked hesitantly.

'I have a briefing in the morning,' Phoebe replied.

At forty, Phoebe Elkin exuded elegance and sophistication. Immaculately dressed, with a chic wardrobe and an expensive hairstyle, she carried herself with effortless confidence. Her appearance, she hoped, confirmed that she was in the fashion business.

Phoebe had grown up as the granddaughter of a viscount, surrounded by titles, a grand house, and the sort of inherited wealth that moulds you without asking permission. Yet as she slipped back into the familiar rhythm of tidying, she knew elegance had its limits.

Even when working with designer clothes, there were moments when grime streaked her cheeks, and dirt clung beneath her nails. There were always floors to sweep, especially in the wake of a runway show. Grandeur might turn heads, but it was grit and the grace to get her hands dirty that truly defined her.

Helping with the tidying, Darlene, a striking young woman in her twenties, busied herself a few feet away, gathering scattered debris and packing it neatly into a heavy black plastic bag. She had been with Phoebe from the outset of the venture.

They had grown up in the same village in Cornwall, and although a few years older, Phoebe had followed Darlene's career with admiration. When Darlene graduated with honours from a prestigious London fashion college, Phoebe wasted no time offering her a position. She had gained not only a designer but also a steadfast friend.

Darlene thrived on excitement, sweeping into a room like a gust of wind - bright, untamed, and impossible to ignore. More than just a good friend, she was the chief designer at 'La Francesca'.

The tidying took another hour before Phoebe finally called it quits. The floor had been swept, and the rubbish bundled into bags and left outside, ready for collection. The girls who did the tailoring for 'La Francesca' would clean their machines first thing Monday morning.

With weary sighs, Phoebe and Darlene retreated to the small office and sank into their chairs. Soon, with an unexpected change of heart from the machine, they were drinking from large mugs of coffee.

'This is the best part of the day,' Darlene declared, taking a blissful sip.

'At least it won't look too disastrous when we start fresh tomorrow morning,' Phoebe said, trying to put the earlier phone call behind her.

She remembered the first meeting at the Paternosters, the London headquarters of the ATA, the Agency for Technical Analysis.

Sir Jeremy Eaton, the organisation's head, had praised her for exposing a plot against the Royal Family. She hadn't expected recognition - not from someone so composed, so quietly formidable. His calm manner stirred in her a sense of duty and pride. It made the achievement feel worthwhile.

He'd brought up her time at the agency. She'd smiled at the mention. That chapter of her life still felt vivid, as if it had happened yesterday. She'd thrived on it - the chaos, the challenge, the clarity that came from assembling the data. Her analytical skills had been sharpened to a fine edge. She'd been good. Damn good.

But she'd walked away. Not because she was tired. Not because she'd failed. But because she wanted something else. A new life. A sense of freedom. A chance to define herself.

She wasn't ready to be the Tailor again. But she'd already said yes.

Later, her heart sank a little further when the phone shattered the fragile stillness. She braced herself for another cryptic message. But this time it was different. Relief washed over her - the comforting familiarity of a friend's warm voice. Freda had a business much like her own. 'I didn't expect to find you at work on a Sunday,' Freda said. 'I tried phoning you at home.'

'We're tidying up after yesterday's show,' Phoebe replied.

'How did it go?'

'Good. We're quite pleased with the results and have some promising orders,' Phoebe replied. 'How about you?' She tried to sound upbeat. It was never good to go into detail with a rival house, even if she was a friend.'

'We've had a large order from overseas that will keep us busy for a while,' Freda said.

'That's excellent. Well done.'

'I'm ringing to pass on some business,' Freda said. 'I came across a charity gig today that might interest you. It's not exactly a gold mine,' she admitted with dry humour. 'But it's for a good cause, and I thought you might have the means to make it work.'

'Send me the details,' Phoebe said. 'We'll take a look.' But even as she replied, she felt the possible consequences of the earlier phone call hanging over her. If she were to take on the agency's proposed task, the fashion business would inevitably have to take a back seat.

With the information duly passed along, Freda ended the call, leaving Phoebe to weigh the offer. It was a children's charity that offered a rare chance to showcase their designs while doing some good, but the timing couldn't have been worse; orders were picking up after a two-month slowdown, and the charity gig might be too much.

'Who was that?' Darlene asked. 'Not them again?'

'It was Freda,' Phoebe said. 'She wondered if we'd take on a charity gig.'

'What kind of charity?' Darlene raised an eyebrow.

'A children's charity. They're thinking of something fashion-related, maybe even a show.'

'It would be great if we could help, but things will get hectic if we suddenly get a batch of orders.'

'Let's think it over,' Phoebe said. 'I'd hate to turn them down.'

The two women fell into a troubled silence, savouring their coffee. Phoebe's mind drifted. Just three years earlier, she'd walked away from a prestigious government position. Leaving had not been easy – equal parts exhilaration and terror.

It wasn't just about designing clothes. It was about art and elegance. The risk of leaving a well-paid job to start a new fashion house in London without any prior experience was considerable. She had adored clothes from a young age. She remembered tracing dress patterns on her bedroom floor, the smell of new fabric intoxicating even then. Fashion magazines had been an escape - a world of elegance and creativity beyond her predictable existence. She dreamed of creating her own chic designs and seeing models display them on the catwalk, with all the verve and razzmatazz that the industry embodied.

Honouring the family tradition had felt like a duty, Oxford University, the Civil Service - it was a path laid out for her by her father. He had proudly served his country, and she followed in his footsteps. All the while, her other long-held ambitions simmered beneath the surface.

Darlene finished her coffee and roused from her reverie. 'If we do this charity event, we'll need to cut costs wherever we can,' she said, her tone firm. 'We can't afford to bleed money.'

Phoebe agreed. Turning down a worthy cause went against her instincts, but her friend was right - the business couldn't afford recklessness. There had to be a middle ground.

'We could use our girls instead of hiring models,' Phoebe offered, her voice tinged with determination. 'That could save us enough to make it work.'

'That's a great idea. The girls will love it.'

'What sort of crowd should we expect?' Phoebe mused. 'Do we know?'

Darlene thought aloud. 'A children's charity... probably families with kids?'

Phoebe's eyes lit up. 'What about a line of simple, no-frills designs? Something smart and original, affordable yet stylish. A young mother could wear it to lunch or the theatre with her husband. We could call it 'Francesca Daywear' and label it accordingly.'

Darlene grinned. 'We could spread the word among some High Street buyers. We might get lucky.'

Phoebe hesitated. 'Won't the charity expect all proceeds to go to them?'

'If we can get a High Street outlet interested, they may stock the collection afterwards. The charity will receive help from increased ticket sales.'

'How many designs do we need?' Phoebe asked.

'If our girls are going to wear them, six new ones, and we'll use our stock patterns to make up the rest of the show. We should be able to manage that.'

As they packed up for the day, Phoebe mulled over the morning's events. Balancing the charity, their growing workload, and the cryptic call felt like walking a tightrope. She was anxious to know what crisis they had for her – she'd seen nothing in the news.

'One step at a time,' she murmured, steadying herself with quiet determination. 'One step at a time.'

***
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PATERNOSTER ROW WAS a quiet, inconspicuous lane tucked away in one of the few remaining parts of London's historic City. Much of the area had suffered the consequences of war, but Paternoster, like a few others, had survived and still bore the trademark of Dickens' London, with its narrow streets and dark, overhanging buildings.

Amid the relentless pulse of modernity, the area hadn't changed. It remained a quiet haven, home to a few shops and businesses. Towering glass-and-stone edifices overlooked the street, part of the imposing core of London's dynamic banking and insurance industries.

It was a glimpse of the city - two centuries ago.

The cab slowed to a stop. With each step, the city's bustling noise softened into an eerie quiet. Twenty-seven came into view, its green door hidden beside a modest pet shop. She remembered how scared she'd been on her last visit. Coincidentally, that had been the morning after a fashion show. Phoebe vividly recalled the battle to overcome the effects of too much champagne.

She knocked, and the door swung open almost at once. The man who stood there wore the uniform of a concierge, his smile wide and inviting. 'Miss Elkin, what a pleasure to see you again,' he said warmly.

Phoebe was flattered to be remembered. Did her last visit leave such a memorable impression?

She stepped inside, trailing behind his lengthy stride as they traversed dark corridors and staircases. Finally, they arrived at the grand carved door that signalled their destination.

He knocked once and pushed it open. 'Miss Elkin,' he announced and slid silently back into the passage.

Phoebe felt a fresh wave of awe as she stepped into the room. The wood-panelled walls exuded a dignified calm, steeped in centuries of history. One side of the room was lined with deep mahogany shelves and leather-bound tomes, while the other was filled with portraits of stern-faced dignitaries gazing into space.

She'd seen them before, but today they felt more watchful and unsettling than ever.

Her eyes drifted to the large arched window that had caught her attention during her earlier visit. It rose like a cathedral arch, stained glass panels splintering the morning light into vivid hues of ruby, sapphire, and emerald.

It was here she'd first learned the room's secret. It's connection to Walsingham and the spy ring he'd run for Elizabeth I. Was there still an echo of that lingering? A slight shiver ran down her spine, making it a possibility.

The figure seated at the desk in the centre of the room was unfamiliar to her. She'd expected to see the elegant Sir Jeremy, the charismatic figure who had once lured her into this shadowed realm. Instead, she saw a plain, unremarkable man in a business suit.

'My name is Dudley,' the man said, his face impassive, save for the slightest twitch at the corner of his mouth. He leaned forward, extending his hand with a firm grasp. 'I'm very pleased to meet you.'

'What should I call you - Mr Dudley, Officer Dudley, or simply Dudley?' Phoebe's question was framed as a challenge she couldn't quite put into words.

His gaze remained steady. 'Just Dudley,' he replied.

Dudley seemed to hover between youth and middle age. His rounded features and unremarkable attire hinted at someone easily forgotten.

His voice, more like a whisper, left Phoebe straining to hear. Before he'd even finished speaking, she dubbed him 'Mr Sotto Voce', the man who spoke barely above a whisper. 

'There's a situation we need you to look into,' Dudley said, his quiet tone adding emphasis.

Phoebe kept silent, tilting her head slightly as she waited for him to elaborate.

'We need you to travel to Birchdale, in Kent,' Dudley began, his tone clipped and deliberate. 'There's a government-funded research establishment leaking classified information.' He paused, looking up from his papers. 'I understand you have experience with this sort of thing.'

'Why can't the police handle it?'

'It's sensitive. The people concerned are touchy about official visits.'

Phoebe's stomach churned with resistance. She couldn't explain it, but every nerve in her body wanted to reject the proposition outright. 

As if reading her mind, Dudley leaned back with a measured calm, his steady grey eyes fixed on her. 'Sir Jeremy assured me you were on board with all this.'

'I am, but...' Phoebe's reluctance fizzled out under Dudley's steady gaze.

He flicked through the pages of a folder. 'You'll be heading to the Sankowsky farm.' He glanced at his notes. 'They run sheep and a couple of llamas. It's the llamas that give us the excuse to schedule a visit.' The absurdity of his words hung in the air.

'Llamas?' Phoebe snapped. 'What do I know about llamas?'

Dudley continued as though he hadn't heard. 'You are from the Ministry of Agriculture,' he said. 'Bluetongue is a viral disease affecting ruminants such as llamas, goats, sheep, and cattle. It's rumoured to be in the area, and llamas are particularly prone.' He paused. 'Your story is that it's been detected in the adjoining counties, and although we wouldn't normally station someone in the area for this purpose, we are trying to avoid an emergency.'

He paused, his hard stare locking onto her. 'That's your story. Can you carry it off?' He repeated.

Phoebe's mind was whirling. This wasn't her area of expertise. Yet even as doubt crept in, her mind raced, pulling together threads of possible approaches. 'Where does the leaked information fit in?' she asked.

Elena and Laslo Sankowsky run the farm, a husband-and-wife team of Polish descent. Elena oversees daily farm operations. Laslo is a leading agriscientist. He leads a team of top-tier scientists developing 'super crops' - plants with unmatched resilience and productivity. These crops could reshape global agriculture as we know it. But now, his classified research has been leaked, and years of innovation hang by a thread.'

'What evidence do we have?' Phoebe asked, her tone edged with doubt.

'Details of his most recent findings,' Dudley said, his voice dropping an octave, 'appeared in a science journal - in China.' He let the statement hang in the air before continuing. 'If this leak isn't stopped, it could end his research. Stealing government secrets and passing them to a foreign power,' he paused, 'even details of hardy crops, is espionage.'

'I can see how that would ruffle a few feathers - and maybe a few fragile egos too,' Phoebe said.

'Sankowsky is not a team-player,' Dudley continued. 'He's abrasive and uncooperative. His latest soapbox is that science is above national and political interests. Despite the government's backing, he's a nightmare to deal with.'

'If he's so lofty about science, could he be the leak?'

Dudley nodded slowly. 'That's been suggested. Find out if it's true. If it is, they'll shut him down. The government aren't thrilled about funding Chinese farmers.'

Phoebe leaned back, narrowing her eyes. 'How many people work in the lab?'

'Five, including Sankowsky.' Dudley opened the folder and tapped the page. Their profiles are here. Study them when you leave - any one of them might hold the key to your investigation.'

'Where am I staying?' Phoebe asked.

Dudley flipped through the pages. 'The Bell', he said. 'It's reputedly the best pub in the village. Though I doubt you'll have much time to enjoy it.'

'Book another room for my assistant,' Phoebe said, her voice brooking no argument.

Dudley frowned, his pen hovering over the page. 'I wasn't informed about an assistant,' he muttered.

'I need her to liaise with my business in London,' Phoebe said sternly. 'It still needs to function while I'm away.'

Dudley mumbled something unintelligible and made a note on his pad. 'Are there any more questions?' he asked.

'What's my method of contact?'

'That's all in the folder here,' he said, indicating the document on the table. 'We have an agent in place. She's been in the area for several weeks. She will help channel any information back to us.'

'Who is she?' Phoebe asked, a little miffed that they'd already tried with someone else.

'She will make herself known to you when it's appropriate,' Dudley said. 'There is one other thing, however. I have an instructor on the premises, standing by.'

Phoebe tilted her head, intrigued. 'For surveillance training? That would come in handy.'

Dudley shook his head. 'Firearms,' he said. 'Handguns. Do you know how to use one?  If not, a few hours of training will bring you up to speed.'

Phoebe's throat tightened. 'No – absolutely not.' Her voice rose. 'Why on earth would I need a gun? I'm an analyst, not a field agent.'

Dudley's expression didn't change. 'I hope you never do,' he said. 'Horrible things, guns. But if you find yourself face-to-face with someone intent on hurting you,' he paused, giving Phoebe time to imagine the scene, 'you'll be glad you have a weapon and know how to use it.'

Phoebe wrestled with the unsettling notion that her supposedly safe analyst's role might now involve violence.

Dudley added. 'It's quite voluntary.'

His reasoning was sound, but she stayed unconvinced. What sort of people live in this Kent village? She pictured a mix of ladies walking their dogs, rough-clad farm workers and retired colonels. Not exactly the kind of people one expected to be a problem.

***
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PHOEBE MET DARLENE a couple of hours later at their usual haunt - a small café in Greek Street. Darlene, mid-bite into an oversized toasted tea cake, looked up as Phoebe entered.

'How did it go?' she asked, crumbs escaping onto her plate.

Phoebe sighed, stirring her coffee. 'I have to go down to Birchdale. It's a village in Kent.'

Darlene arched an eyebrow, wiping her mouth. 'What's the job?'

'Someone's leaking information to the Chinese.'

Darlene's eyes sparkled. 'Really? Sounds dull.' She leaned in conspiratorially. 'It could turn into something exciting, like a high-speed car chase?'

Phoebe groaned. 'You watch too many action films.'

'Well, you can't blame me for hoping,' Darlene took another bite of her tea cake. 'I expect it will just be one long list of boring interviews,' she said with a sigh.

Phoebe nodded. That was the most likely outcome, although Dudley's warning about firearms lingered in her mind. Hopefully, he was being cautious.​
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​Chapter 2
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​Phoebe lingered at the open side door of the church, watching the vicar as he went through his morning ritual. He glided silently across the nave, clad in what looked suspiciously like carpet slippers.

She felt guilty, watching without announcing her presence.

​​The iron hinges on the massive front door groaned softly as he pushed it open. Morning light spilt into the space, illuminating every corner. He paused on the threshold, drawing in a deep breath of the crisp, invigorating air. He turned back into the church and noticed Phoebe.

​'Good morning,' she replied, offering a tentative smile. 'I saw the side door open.'

'Please step inside,' the vicar said. 'The morning service isn't for another two hours, but you're welcome to come in.'

​Phoebe's smile widened as she stepped forward. 'Thank you. I really appreciate old churches. I love exploring.'

'My name is Rufus Tolworth,' the vicar said with a welcoming smile. 'I'm the vicar here at St. Botolph's.' His handshake was firm.

Phoebe's eyes flickered over his broad shoulders. In his fifties, the silver strands at his temples seemed to catch the light, softening a wrinkled countenance.​

'I'm Phoebe Elkin,' she said.

​'Good morning,' he called out, brushing dust from his sleeves as he approached. 'You're early.' His voice was warm and friendly.

'Would you like to look around?' he asked. 'Many parts of the church date from the medieval period, mostly Gothic.' He gently steered her towards the nave.

She responded at once to the lofty, vaulted ceilings, which seemed to stretch out of sight. The morning sun flooded through the brilliant stained glass, transforming the stone floor into a canvas of vivid colours. 'How wonderful,' she said, remembering she'd felt the same about the window at the agency.

'We're not sure how old the window is,' the vicar said. 'We know parts of it are from the twelfth century, but it's been repaired many times.'

Phoebe felt a sense of peace. The magnificent Gothic architecture stirred deep, indefinable emotions in her.

'Have you seen these?' The vicar pointed to the carved ends of the pews. 'We can date these,' he said. 'Twelfth century.'

Phoebe peered closer. They'd been carved into intricate patterns, with figures dancing amid a riot of leaves and branches in a chaotic 

embrace.

'They're beautiful,' she murmured.

'And look at Saint Agnes,' the vicar said proudly, pointing to a white marble statue gleaming in the morning light. 'Saint Agnes is known for her purity and faith.'

Phoebe let the sights and sounds envelop her. What had begun as a fleeting exploration had become an experience that probed deep within her. She could see why the local people had used the church as a place of calm and solace for so many years.

As they reached the pulpit, the vicar's mood shifted. 'Sadly,' he said, 'the church isn't known for famous clergy or distinguished visitors.' He was clearly moved as he added, 'It's remembered for a tragedy, the brutal murder of two priests four centuries ago.'

He gestured solemnly toward a spot in front of the pulpit. 'We believe they were Jesuits seeking sanctuary here,' he said, 'but they were discovered.' His voice dropped, and his hand moved to a small plaque on the wall. 'They are commemorated there,' he added quietly. 'Their names, however, have been lost to the passage of time.' 

Phoebe was captivated by the tale and by the emotion it evoked in the vicar. 'What happened to them?' she asked.

The Reverend Tolworth turned to face her. 'They were brutally hacked to death,' he replied. 'Thank God we live in more civilised times.'

As they wandered further, Phoebe found much to admire, including the remains of a fresco on one of the walls. The outline and colours were faded but still recognisable as figures worshipping at an altar. She marvelled at a country church whose timeless beauty was etched into every detail.

'Are you here just for the day?' the vicar asked with polite curiosity.

'I'm staying at The Bell,' she replied. 'I have a few days' work at the Sankowsky Farm.'

'Ah, I know it well,' the vicar exclaimed, a trace of fondness creeping into his tone. 'I know Sankowsky.' He smiled. 'Laslo is a heathen,' he said jovially, 'but a nice man.'

Phoebe was determined to find out just how much of a heathen he was. She said goodbye and headed towards the Sankowsky farm.

***
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SHE HAD DRIVEN DOWN from London by car the evening before. The tiny red Fiat, so useful in city traffic, was now parked in the pub's car park. After a hearty breakfast in the tiny, chintzy dining room, she'd decided to look around before showing herself at the farm, and the church seemed an obvious place to start.

In the morning sun, Birchdale basked in honeyed hues of gold. The local limestone and sandstone buildings radiated a warm, inviting glow. 

Although unlike her native Cornwall, Birchdale had the same timeless quality, a place that invited you to linger, reveal its intimate nooks, and embrace the settled life it represented.

A narrow cobblestone street wound its way past thatched cottages, remnants of a time when it had been the village's main thoroughfare.

Now, it hosted the Bell pub, a handful of charming tea rooms and the venerable church that stood quietly at the lane's end.

She set aside her sightseeing and focused on her reason for being in the village. It was late morning before she got to the Sankowsky farm. She drove through a large, gated structure, which opened automatically as she approached.

She guessed the house was old and Victorian, with large windows and many chimneys. It stood in a mud-covered yard. She searched for a parking spot that wouldn't ruin her shoes and found a patch of grass at one end, where she stopped. She sat for a few moments, taking in  her surroundings. It was depressing, with drab-looking buildings, ramshackle huts, and barns. Only one modern structure stood apart - a concrete block with roof vents, clearly the research facility.

It took a monumental surge of willpower to grab her bag and leave the car. Tentatively, she picked her way through the mud towards the front door. It was old-fashioned, with chipped green paintwork and a discoloured knocker. From inside, she heard orchestral music, and she recognised it as Mozart.

The music boomed out as the door opened, and an angry woman in her fifties stood there, hands on her hips. 'Well?' she said.

Phoebe felt the scowl was meant to discourage visitors. 'I'm from the Ministry,' she said. 'Didn't someone tell you I was coming?'

'We haven't any disease on this farm,' the woman turned away and walked back along the passage, leaving the door open.

Phoebe followed, confused by her reception. 'I'm going to be in the neighbourhood for a while,' she called after the retreating figure. 'I have to visit the other nearby farms.'

The woman reached the kitchen and came to a stop. Something appetising was cooking on the range at one end. 'The other farms will tell you the same,' the woman said forcefully.

Phoebe halted a few steps behind and watched Elena Sankowsky. Her high-arched brows gave her a devilish look. The briefing notes said she was fifty-five. She was tall, dark, and imposing, and the kitchen apron she wore didn't do her figure justice. She was slim, with a rough country grace.

'My brief is to make contact with the farms in the area and remain in the vicinity to coordinate any actions that may be needed,' Phoebe said. 'I'll be staying at The Bell.'

The woman gazed at her with some uncertainty. 'You don't look as if you know anything about farms and animals,' she said sharply.

Dudley's comment, 'Can you carry it off?' returned to Phoebe as she adopted a silly smile. 'This is my first job with the ministry,' she admitted. 'Thank goodness I don't have to know anything about diseases. I'm just a messenger.'

The woman relented, the scowl disappeared, and she waved Phoebe to a chair. 'Sit yourself down. You look as though you need some coffee.'

Phoebe sank into the chair, delighted that her first piece of acting had worked. Elena busied herself with a large kettle, pouring the water into some mugs.

They sat quietly, drinking for a few moments. The kitchen looked like something from another time: old-fashioned, well-worn, and incredibly hot. The extensive electric range at one end had many pots boiling and bubbling on the hobs. The cupboards were high on the walls, and a scrubbed wooden table dominated the centre of the room.

'Do you know anything about Llamas?' Elena asked.

'Not much,' Phoebe admitted, thinking back to the late-night cramming she'd done.

'We only have two,' Elena said. 'They came with the farm. Before that, I'd never seen one,' she admitted. 'But now, we wouldn't be without them.'

'Have you ever had this Bluetongue disease on the farm?' Phoebe asked.

Elena shook her head. 'It's been reported nearby in sheep, but luckily not here.' She drained her cup, placed it in the large butler's sink, and said, 'I can show you them if you like?' She led Phoebe through the back door into the yard behind the large barn. A small pen to one side held the two animals.

The smell of hay clung to everything, earthy and insistent. Machinery hummed faintly in the distance, a reminder that someone was working the fields, which glowed under the late-morning sun.

'This is the good weather pen,' Elena said. 'They can stay in the pasture most of the day. We put them here if we need to give them special food.'

The animals were inquisitive at the sight of humans approaching. 'This is Daisy,' Elena said, 'we're hoping she's pregnant.'

Daisy was a sturdy, graceful animal with a long neck, a soft, rounded muzzle, and large, expressive eyes. Her thick, woolly coat was a rich coffee colour. She was a beautiful creature.

Her companion, Leo, was taller and had dark brown hair. He had long, curved ears, a rounded snout, and almond-shaped eyes.

'Are they easy to keep?' Phoebe asked.

Elena smiled. 'Laslo says they're a waste of time and that we should sell them. I know I spoil them like pets, but they've filled the gap in our hearts where children might have been.' A brief sadness flitted across her face. She smiled. 'We don't always agree.' She spoke with passion.

Daisy overcame her shyness and moved forward to nuzzle Phoebe's outstretched hands. Her coat was thick and incredibly soft. Leo, a little shyer, took his time to sniff and accept Phoebe's hand stroking his ears.

'They're beautiful,' Phoebe said. 'If they were mine, I could never part with them.'

'They're not much trouble,' Elena admitted.

'Are there any others in the neighbourhood?' Phoebe asked.

'No, these are the only ones.' Elena looked puzzled. 'So, what's your plan while you're here?' she asked.

'I have to visit the three farms in the area and act as the message hub if the disease is detected anywhere.'

'And the Bell is your base?'

'Yes.'

'You must come and spend some time here during the day. I could really use the company. It gets far too quiet. Laslo's always busy in the lab. Sometimes it feels like he's married to his experiments.'

'The lab?'

'He's a scientist. He has a team working on super crops. I'm surprised your people didn't tell you about it.'

Phoebe played it cool. 'I think a different department would deal with that,' she said, hoping she sounded convincing.

She spent the next couple of hours learning about the farm and Elena's challenges, finding it easy to connect with the intelligent yet lonely woman. She had met her husband while they were students, and they had been together ever since.

Phoebe hoped to receive an invitation to visit the research lab, but it never came. Late in the afternoon, she said goodbye, promising to look in the following day. When she returned to the village, she couldn't shake the thought that to find out what was going on, she needed access to the lab. The answers she sought might lie just beyond its doors.

After a day spent on edge, careful about what she said and how she reacted to various topics, she was glad to kick off her shoes and relax. The tiny bedroom at The Bell overlooked the road at the front of the building. She lay on the bed, her senses attuned to the world outside. Fragmented voices drifted through the air, mingling with the hum of engines and the occasional roar of passing vehicles.

Her suitcase lay by the side of the bed, still full of clothes. She'd hesitated to unpack completely until she assessed the situation. Her mind always leaned towards the worst-case scenario.

That changed in an instant when she opened her suitcase. She was a fastidious packer, taking pride in the precision of each garment. To Phoebe, the careful arrangement was an art form, and she knew at once that her case had been searched.

The revelation struck her like a blast of icy wind. Who could have done that? And why? Her pulse quickened as possibilities raced through her mind. Fortunately, she'd had the agency's briefing notes with her in the car. Was the search the work of a harmless housekeeper, curious and bored? Or something darker, a calculated intrusion?

The phone call that roused her to full consciousness came from a welcome source. A few months earlier, while preparing for the spring show, she'd struck up a friendship with Theo Bolton. He was a photographer brought in at the last moment to replace the usual one, who had fallen ill.

In his early forties, Theo had chiselled features, dark curly hair, and broad shoulders, all complemented by a well-modulated baritone voice.

He had gone with Phoebe to visit a protest group some months earlier - a harrowing ordeal. Danger loomed, and when the situation took a perilous turn, Theo had taken command and brought what could have been a disaster to a satisfactory conclusion. Phoebe had viewed him as her knight in shining armour, and a mutual attraction had taken root.

Since then, their friendship had deepened, growing stronger with the passage of time.

'Phoebe? Is that you?'

'Theo. It's so good to hear your voice.'

'You sound a little fraught,' he said. 'Is your investigation going okay?'

'Yes, if you like muddy farms.'

Theo laughed. 'They save the best jobs for you.'

'Today, I met two beautiful creatures,' she said. 'Llamas.'

'Llamas,' Theo exclaimed. 'I've never photographed them. I must visit before you wrap up your investigation and remedy that.'

'Please do. I could use some cheering up.' Phoebe said.

Theo hesitated as though weighing her tone. 'Are you in any danger? Do you need extra security? I can always drop what I'm doing and ...'

'I'd love to see you,' Phoebe said, 'but there's no urgency.'

'If you're sure,' he said.

They talked for a while. Later, after he'd hung up, Phoebe sat quietly, sifting through the tangle of her emotions. The phone call had affected her more deeply than she'd expected. It didn't quite replace the comfort of being back at her base, but it confirmed her feelings about Theo, which surprised her.

***
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A KNOCK AT HER DOOR startled her awake. It was dark. She'd fallen asleep, and the streets outside were noisy with wind and rain.

'Dinner is now being served downstairs,' a voice called through the door.

'Thank you. I'll be down shortly,' Phoebe replied.

She returned to the cosy dining room where she'd enjoyed breakfast. It was a welcome haven from the elements outside. A few hotel guests were scattered across the half-dozen tables. The low buzz of chatter mingled with the clink of cutlery and the sounds from the television in the bar.

The day's special was Steak and Kidney pie, a dish she loved but rarely made for herself. The rich flavours reminded her of childhood weekends spent cooking with her grandmother. Living alone meant weekday meals often felt rushed, squeezed into her busy work routine.

A few guests, mostly couples on a getaway, smiled and nodded as Phoebe passed. The owner, a florid-faced man in his sixties whom everyone called Joe, was attentive to his guests and spoke with each of them during the meal.

'Are you planning to stay on beyond the few days you've booked?' he asked.

'It's possible,' she replied.

'You're with the ministry, aren't you?' Joe said casually.

Phoebe couldn't decide whether he was being friendly or prying. 'Yes, animal welfare,' she replied. 'I'm here to check for any local issues.'

'We're glad to have you,' he said, moving away.

Phoebe hesitated, her fork hovering over the plate. She'd been tempted to mention the suitcase situation, but Joe didn't strike her as someone who could help or care.

She ate the meal with relish. She hadn't realised how hungry she'd become. The girl who served her was young and eager to talk. Her name was Brittany, and she was in her final year of college. She was keen to highlight the lack of job and entertainment opportunities in the local area.

'We have to go into town for the cinema. That makes it an expensive outing.'

'Is there nothing to do in the village?' Phoebe asked.

'Just the pubs,' she said. 'We've got two of those.'

A sudden crash from the bar shattered the dining room's calm. It sounded like glasses hitting the floor. Phoebe froze, straining to catch the voices. 'I said no!' a voice yelled, sharp and desperate. The tension thickened as the young male voice shouted again, more agitated. 'Leave me alone! I told you, I can't get any!'

The noise escalated as more voices rose until Joe stepped into the room. His calm but commanding tone cut through the chaos, quickly reducing the argument to murmurs. Moments later, the doors slammed shut, and Phoebe could hear the loud voices carrying into the street outside. It seemed the landlord had escorted the ringleaders out.

'That's Kevin,' Brittany murmured, her gaze darting to the door. 'He should never have told them.'

'Told them what?' Phoebe asked.

Brittany leaned closer. 'He works at the lab. They want some of the marijuana grown there.'​
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​Chapter 3
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Phoebe left early the next morning. To keep her cover, she had to visit the other two farms. These would be no more than courtesy visits; her primary focus would be the Sankowsky farm.

The first one on Phoebe's journey was a farm on the other side of the village, owned by Mr and Mrs Harrington. She found a modern, comfortable house with large glass windows surrounded by neatly trimmed hedges. It looked well-kept, unlike the Sankowskys.

According to her briefing notes, this farm was home to a mixed herd of sheep and cattle that had faced challenges in the past. A Bluetongue outbreak had ravaged the livestock a few years ago, leaving a lasting mark on their operation.

She parked outside, taking in the pristine driveway, free of mud, and the neat rows of blooming hydrangeas that adorned the front of the house. For the time being, at least her shoes would stay clean. A young woman answered the door. She was a slim, dark-haired girl who appeared to be a student.

'Mr or Mrs Harrington, please,' Phoebe said.

The girl nodded, but said nothing, and Phoebe raised an eyebrow at the girl's wordless response. The door swung open again, revealing a short, full-figured woman wearing pebble glasses. 'I'm Mrs Harrington,' she said, 'call me Joan.'

Phoebe stepped forward with practised confidence. 'My name is Elkin,' Phoebe said, offering a polite but professional smile. 'I'm from the Ministry of Agriculture.' She flashed the pass she'd been given.

Joan adjusted her glasses and smiled warmly, her tone conveying a warm welcome. 'We heard someone would call to see us,' she said. 'Come in and have some tea.'

Phoebe was drawn in at once; Joan's warmth was inviting, her laughter effortless. It was an unexpected delight - so different from what she'd imagined. Over steaming cups of tea, their conversation unfolded. As time passed, Phoebe subtly guided the discussion toward Bluetongue, her curiosity piqued.

'I believe we had it a while back. I leave all that to my husband,' Joan said with a dismissive wave of the hand. 'I've never had much interest in mucking around with sheep and cattle.'

'I'm staying at the Bell in the village,' Phoebe offered. 'So if anything comes up, feel free to pop in or get in touch. I can call on resources from neighbouring counties if necessary and implement a complete shutdown in case of an outbreak. My job is to ensure everything is coordinated across the farms, the ministry and even the police.'

'Where else have you been?' Joan asked.

'Just the Sankowsky farm. I still have to find the third one.'

Joan pulled a lopsided grin. 'What do you make of the Sankowskys?' she asked.

'I've only met the wife, but she's a very nice lady, easy to get on with.'

Joan leaned forward slightly, lowering her voice as though sharing a secret. 'Has anyone told you
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